
        
            
                
            
        

    




About Abyss
Cate Granger is chasing ghosts.
 
The monster shark she once encountered was a remnant of the ancient world – one that had escaped an underwater lair previously sealed off for millions of years. At great cost, Cate and her allies had killed the beast.
 
So, no more ghosts, no more shadows. All gone.
 
Or so Cate thought.
 
A research ship is sound-blasting the deep seabed looking for petroleum signatures. But in doing so they disturb something that has been hiding in the trenches for countless millennia.
 
What Cate thought was dead rises from the cold depths of hell. She, Jack Monroe, a Russian billionaire and her team of marine biologists are forced once more to enter the abyssal zone of the deepest ocean trenches, to confront a creature from the Earth’s distant past.
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To my father, Barry, and his beloved wooden boat, the Nellie. Both gone now, and both left me with wonderful memories. Whoa, Nellie!



 
 
“Some monsters, once seen, become less monstrous.
And some become so much worse.”
Catherine Granger, Evolutionary Biologist



 
 
 
 
The Coelacanth (pronounced seel-a-canth) is a bizarre lobe-finned fish that was thought to have become extinct sixty-five million years ago, until they were discovered in 1938, alive and well, off the coast of South Africa. The Coelacanth, a prehistoric fish referred to as “the living fossil”, is unchanged since the time of the dinosaurs, and shows us that sometimes extinction is overrated.



PROLOGUE
North American coastline, continental shelf edge, two million years ago
It glided through the water just off the edge of the shelf, parallel to what would one day become the state of California. The male Carcharodon Megalodon continued to travel southward at a depth of about 500 feet, where there was just the faintest trace of sunlight penetrating down to create wave-like ripples on its blue–gray upper body. Below it, there was nothing but the utter darkness of an abyssal plain.
The creature was big at fifty-five feet and just on seventy tons, but it was by no means the largest of its kind. The super predator had not eaten since it had risen from the depths to ambush a nine-foot bluefin tuna two weeks ago. The massive blood-rich pelagic fish had been swallowed whole before it could use its great speed to evade the monstrous ambush attack from below. But now the Megalodon was ravenous again.
The great cetaceans it had dined upon in its early days were becoming scarce, and as the waters grew colder, their squeaks and clicks had vanished to the frozen north and south, perhaps where they knew they were safe. But the Megalodon was a survivor, and had ruled the world’s oceans for nearly twenty million years. It was evolution’s perfect hunting and killing machine on a grand scale.
It swam effortlessly, still tracking the huge mammals, using senses packed into its massive snout which could detect a single drop of blood or urine in sea currents many miles wide. As it swam, its huge head swung from side to side, not out of ungainliness or lack of a streamline, but so its snout could pass back and forth through the faintest of scent trails. On each side of the ten-foot wide head were two nostril-like nares that drew water in and over the olfactory lamellae, a huge sensitive area that registered smells and then sent directional signals directly to the brain.
The cavernous mouth gaped open, showing five rows of teeth, 276 of them, the largest rising eight inches from the gumline, and each a serrated cutting and tearing tool. Above the maw, the snout had a bank of nerves that were sensitive enough to detect electrical fluctuations of just ten millionths of a volt, meaning it could sense the flutter of a heartbeat, the slap of a tail or the wading of land creatures crossing an estuary mouth many miles away. Each of those stimuli was like a blaring siren calling on the giant to feed.
Its vision was also a triumph of evolutionary design, but one that it needed least. The Megalodon’s eye structure contained a layer of mirrored crystals that lay behind the retina. It shared this ability with some nocturnal mammals and reptiles. The inner reflective surface gave it excellent vision in utter darkness, which allowed it to hunt at night or in the abyssal depths of the deepest ocean trenches. Its final visual advantage was an eye that also saw perfectly well above water. The Megalodon hunted in every layer of the ocean’s depths, but the abundant life on coastal shorelines had also caught its attention. The massive shark could lift its huge head from the water to watch as lumbering creatures tried to cross river-mouths, or entered the surf. And the kingdom of water belonged to the Megalodon.
The Megalodon shark was Earth’s biggest and most powerful predator that ever lived or ever would. Its only threat came from others of its own kind. Until now. Now it faced something it could not outrun or defeat with its great strength, speed, or massive teeth. Its world was shrinking as glaciers locked up more of the sea, cutting off breeding estuaries and seaways and disrupting ocean currents.
It was compelled now by hunger; if the great, warm-blooded swimmers were heading to the freezing southern waters, then it would too. But it had an advantage; where they needed to surface, it did not. And when they dived deep, it would be waiting.
Another reason compelled it southward. The sensitive olfactory organs above its massive gaping maw had detected traces of another of its kind, a female, also heading southward on the cold currents.
The Megalodon continued on in the deep, dark waters, heading to either a last refuge, or a final frozen graveyard.



PART ONE
CHASING GHOSTS
It rises from the wells of hell to feast, and leaves no trace of man or beast



CHAPTER 1
30,000 feet, somewhere over the Pacific Ocean
“Chasing ghosts”, that’s what Jack Monroe said she was doing. And I probably am. Cate Granger sighed and settled back into her seat.
She wrinkled her nose a couple of times, feeling the crustiness inside due to the dry atmosphere of the airplane. Sometimes chasing ghosts, or leaping at shadows, was what her job as an evolutionary biologist demanded. But this shadow had meat on its bones: she’d seen one – a Carcharodon Megalodon, the largest and most ferocious predator to have ever existed on Earth, land or sea – and though she wanted to believe it was an aberration, a one-off, she knew she couldn’t.
The monster shark she had encountered was an evolutionary remnant that had escaped an environment that had been sealed off for millions of years. Outside of that environment, evolution, competition, climate change, and continental geology had all conspired to send the monstrous animal to the great extinction trash can of life.
No more ghosts, no more shadows. All gone.
So why did she still feel haunted by it? Being an evolutionary biologist also meant her work was sometimes like playing detective. When a species went extinct, she could usually determine how and why it had happened – with a bit of forensic analysis, and sometimes with some good ole legwork.
But the evolutionary rationale for the Megalodon going extinct was a little more tenuous. The monster shark was from a line of ultimate survivors called the elasmobranchii – cartilaginous fish that had been around for 420 million years. Many of the species had gone extinct for good reasons, but the Megalodon, a recent arrival of only twenty million years ago, and the greatest predator to ever live, was unparalleled in size, ferocity and territorial coverage. Though it had environmental preferences, it was untroubled by water temperature variations, light or darkness, food sources, and even variable water depths. Added to that, the massive beast was spread across the entire globe. Favored breeding grounds changed or vanished, but even then, less favorable ones remained.
She also knew from recorded data, as well as from her own work, that creatures were only ever extinct until someone found a living one. The coelacanth was the most famous example. The lobed fish was thought gone for sixty-five million years, and then one day it turned up on a reef in the West Indian Ocean. Apparently, the locals had been dining on them for years.
There were also giant earthworms, nocturnal ants, tiny seabirds, long-legged shrews, prehistoric pine trees with bark like rice krispies, and insects longer than your forearm and as heavy as a cat; the list was growing year by year. Each of the returned species was found in some remote or hidden place, unchanged and untroubled by our modern world.
Cate knew that the key to finding these hidden species was, firstly, to start looking, and secondly, start looking in the right places. There was always a trail of breadcrumbs, and the key was spotting it.
Chasing ghosts. She grinned to herself as she remembered the look Jack had given her when she told him she was heading to a small fishing town on the eastern coast of Australia.
“Let it go,” he had said.
“I can’t,” she had replied with a shrug.
Because the ghosts still haunted her.
She looked down at the open folders spread on her lap. There were microfiche images and stories dating back hundreds of years – her breadcrumb trails.
She was the top evolutionary biologist working at Stanford University, and given the amount of grant money she had brought in to their coffers, she could basically write her own ticket when it came to attending faculty meetings, giving classes, or undertaking fieldwork – which this definitely was, she had argued.
She spread some of the microfiche printouts on her lap. The reports of sightings went back years, centuries even. She had filtered out the tales of strange snake-necked leviathans and coiled krakens dragging down ships; what she had collected were just the stories of the monster sharks. In every tall tale there was a kernel of truth, she knew that to be true, and had proven it herself.
She lifted the top printout and read; in 1875, the HMS Challenger brought up several huge shark teeth of a double handspan width from the depths during a routine deep-sea dredge. The seabed in that area contained sedimental debris that was between 10,000–15,000 years old. And, apparently the teeth were still predominantly white. It meant they weren’t fully fossilized and were way too young. Megalodons were supposed to have died out 1.5 million years ago. Ten thousand years ago was a single tick on the geological clock.
Unfortunately, the teeth were rumored to have been given to the sailors, used for scrimshaw carving, and of course, eventually lost. Result: case unverified.
There were many other similar tales – interesting, credible, but no real proof other than eyewitness accounts. Even more recent tales were frustrating, such as the search for the South African Monster of Bird Island that was undertaken by a shark hunter as recently as 2012. A group of local fishermen claimed there was a monster shark in the area as big as their forty-foot boat. After weeks of searching by professionals, nothing turned up. Once again, case unverified.
And so it went. She rifled through page after page, until she came across the tale of the fishermen from Australia. The far-flung continent was an old land; geologically, one of the oldest in the world. Added to that, just to its south, off the continental shelf, was one of the world’s deepest ocean trenches.
Cate looked at the grainy picture from 1918 – beside an old clinker boat stood bearded men in hats with suspender belts and sleeves rolled up on brawny forearms. Exactly 100 years ago, a group of fishermen kept their boats out of the water as they said a monstrous shark, over seventy feet in length, was taking their fully laden lobster pots – each being three feet across and weighing close to eighty pounds. The shark started to harass their boats, and when one boat went missing, the remaining men refused to go to sea for an entire month. Considering that no fishing meant no income and no food, this was an extreme decision to make.
Once again, there were only antiquated eyewitness accounts, but what had caught Cate’s eye was that boats were still going missing today, and rumors persisted. She’d reached out online and found some locals willing to talk. Now she was on her way to meet them.
Cate shut her folder, checked her wristwatch and then closed her eyes. There were still eight hours of flying time to go. She wrinkled her crusty nose again, longing to pick it. It was no wonder they called Australia “Down Under” – the place was basically at the ass-end of the world, and you spent an entire day getting there.
She drifted off, and dreamed of deep, dark water. And then the ghosts from the depths returned.



CHAPTER 2
Pacific Ocean, Mexico, two miles north from the Middle America Trench
Thump!
Scott Markesan groaned on his bunk and threw a forearm up over his eyes.
Thump!
Every ten seconds of every minute of every hour of every goddamn day for twenty days, they’d be hearing the rubber mallet on wood sound of the sonic air blaster.
Thump!
He groaned again and worked to mentally shut the noise out while he tried to take his mid-afternoon nap. He had signed up for this – the money was good, and the work was easy; in fact, combating boredom was his main challenge.
Scott was a diving engineer aboard the Kanaloa, one of Nexxon Corporation’s oil exploration vessels. Nexxon was an American multinational oil and gas corporation headquartered in Irving, Texas. It owned a fleet of ships whose sole job was to find the best places for the company to invest in its drilling operations with the highest chance of a profitable return.
This was achieved by two methods: the first was satellite stratigraphic analysis, and from there a suitable geology was identified. Then, the exploration ships were deployed to pinpoint the raw petroleum beds via seismic blasting.
It was a terribly simple but effective method of exploration – a floating device was towed behind the ship and it would shoot a bolt of compressed high-speed air through the water at the ocean floor that would drive down miles into the seabed. The impact echo would reflect information about buried oil and gas deposits, which were then captured by a school of sonar buoys.
Thump!
But, damn, was it ever annoying, he thought.
And the job wasn’t just stuffing his sleep routine; the environmental groups were at war with Nexxon, claiming their work harmed sea life, deafened the great cetaceans, and even disrupted the fragile creatures in the deepest areas of the ocean because the vibrative waves penetrated down even to the bottom of the deepest ocean trenches.
Nexxon had invested millions in public relations, political lobbying, and under-the-table donations to make its case, and prove there was little danger or truth in these claims.
Thump!
But, the fact was, the blasts struck like a freaking hammer, and they were repeated every ten seconds, twenty-four hours a day, for weeks at a time. If it was this loud above water, he couldn’t imagine what it must be like down in the deep.
But he could guess. The whale pods had scattered, and anything else that relied on sound, vibrations, or other stimuli he couldn’t even contemplate, would be either driven away, driven mad, or ravenous with hunger at finding its prey gone from the entire area.
Thump!
Scott gave up trying to sleep and switched on his bunk light. He reached for a book instead. The cabin digs aboard the Kanaloa were pretty good, with a good-sized bunkroom, coffee facilities, and even his own washroom. Not unexpected as the ship was one of the newest of the Nexxon fleet. She was 413 feet long, 105 feet wide, and was a stable platform for all weather conditions. She even had a scientifically designed bow and hull to reduce slamming in waves to maintain stream control and reduce noise when collecting the echoed seismic data.
Well out behind the Kanaloa, and being trawled at a depth of 6000 feet, the seismic gun blasted out its compressed air “shells” at the seabed. The gun was actually a silver torpedo shape, twelve-feet long and studded with sensors and maneuverability fins and jets so it could be controlled from above. Though they had several of the blasters onboard, the devices were worth a cool twenty million bucks each; probably why they were attached to a cable one and a quarter inches thick with a tension strain of 120,000 pounds.
It was also why Scott was onboard. Though they never encountered anything at the depths they were currently exploring, and they always stayed well up from the seafloor where there was debris and obstacles that didn’t show clearly on sonar mapping, if they ever did run into a snag, it would be Scott’s job to investigate and repair the issue.
Sometimes it could take an entire day to haul in the seismic gun and its array of floating buoys, then reset and relaunch, and every minute it was on the surface cost Nexxon time, money and missed data imagery. So if there was even the slightest chance repairs could be accomplished in the drink, then that’s where he’d go.
Thump!
Scott ran his hands up through his hair and headed for the john. As he took a leak he couldn’t help his breathing falling into the rhythm of the blaster – thump – count to ten – thump, and then repeat.
Even though the blaster had been running for days, it still refused to sink into the background of his consciousness.
Thump!
Count to ten …
The Kanaloa jerked in the water.
Scott paused, waiting, but no thump came. He frowned and walked back to his bunk bed, but stood in the center of his small room, waiting.
“What the hell?” he whispered.
He waited some more, but still no thump.
The comm. system on his desk pinged, and he pressed the button.
“Markesan.”
“Hey, buddy, that sound you’re not hearing is our pulser gone AWOL.” Mitch Anderson was the chief operations officer onboard, and an all-round good guy.
“Hey, Mitch. Yeah, I got that, what’s the skinny?”
“We think we’ve snagged something deep. We’re bringing it back up, but slowly. The problem is it’s stopped sending out pulses, so whatever it ran into musta caused some damage and it’s also still hooked up on it.”
“You want me ready?” Scott asked.
Mitch seemed to think a moment. “Yeah, best suit up. If we can get it up past 300 feet, then it’s worth checking it out, right?”
“Three hundred, huh?” Shit, Scott thought.
“Yeah, deep, but we think that might be all we’re gonna be able to haul in. Getting heavier as it comes up, and we don’t want to lose her.”
“Nope.” Scott needed a special gas mix to work more than a few minutes over 130 feet. Then he either came up like a snail, or had to go into decompression for several long and boring hours. Not a great way to spend your afternoon.
But that’s why they paid him the big bucks, and why he was here.
“On my way.” He pushed his shorts down, and searched for his swim trunks.



CHAPTER 3
Fingal Bay, Port Stephens, eastern coast of Australia
Cate slowed her small rental sedan as she checked street numbers, and then pulled in at the sidewalk. It was late morning, and she was exhausted – fifteen hours Los Angeles to Sydney, another hour to get through customs and immigration, and then link up with a small plane flight to the coastal suburbs of Port Stephens. The small twin-prop Jetstream was cramped, loud and bouncy, but this was compensated by the staff being friendly and helpful, and the view from the porthole window was spectacular.
It was a helluva long way to go for a few interviews and a couple of nights’ stay, but if she learned one thing of value, found one gem of truth, then it would be worth it.
Cate stepped out of the car, tilted her head back and let the warm morning sunshine fall on her face. She inhaled the sweet sea air. Her biggest regret was that Jack wasn’t with her. He was a marine biologist specializing in Selachimorpha – sharks – and he loved everything about the ocean. Plus, she had to admit it; their romance had finally blossomed into love.
She opened her eyes and looked along the blinding white sand of Fingal Bay. The water sparkled like diamonds spread on a blue blanket. To her right was a spit of sand, fifty feet wide and close to a mile long, leading out to a small island. At the other end of the horseshoe-shaped bay was a headland. Boats were pulled up on the beach, and further out several were anchored, probably fishing or diving.
She turned to look along the row of wooden beachfront cottages – there were long, inviting verandahs with flowering vines, hibiscus, swing chairs and wind chimes. Yep, she wished she could have twisted Jack’s arm. She could just imagine the pair of them sitting out there come evening, sipping on ice-cold beers.
She smiled, No. 32 – perfect. Cate reached back into the car and grabbed her bag, and headed on up the weather-beaten wooden steps. She knocked on the door, and tried to see in through the curtains covering a couple of glass partitions.
In no time the door was pulled inwards, and a fifty-something woman with rosy cheeks and a tea towel over her shoulder smiled widely.
“Catherine?”
“Yes, Cate, that’s me.” Cate stuck out her hand. “Mrs. Mathews?”
“Yes, welcome, welcome, and it’s Angela.” The woman grabbed her hand, shook it, and then led her into the hallway, still not letting Cate’s hand go. “We don’t get many visitors, off-season and all.”
Cate glanced around at the interior. “You have a beautiful place.”
Angela sighed. “We bought this little slice of heaven right after Harold left working on the railways.”
“Just the two of you here?” Cate asked.
“No.” Angela’s nose wrinkled. “Harold’s gone now.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.” She gave Cate an exasperated look. “I mean, gone as in left me for a woman he met on that silly Placebook internet thingy. The foolish old bastard.”
“Damn social media.” Cate agreed.
They stopped in the center of the house at the base of a small flight of stairs. “You get the entire top floor. Your bedroom has a balcony overlooking the bay, and also has its own ensuite. Fresh towels and linen daily, and meals served down in the dining room.”
“Fantastic. Breakfast is fine, but I think I’m having dinner out.” Cate’s brows knitted. “A place called the Cellar Bar and Café; is it close by?”
“Oh yes, plenty of nice places to eat in Fingal Bay.” Angela leaned a little closer as though about to impart a local secret. “Try the prawns, I mean shrimp, they are to die for.”
Cate nodded. “Will do. Now, I need to freshen up and walk off some jet lag.”
“Excellent; there’s juice in the refrigerator in your room, and local maps on the nightstand. Just yell if you need anything.” Angela waved her tea towel, and then vanished into a side room.
Cate headed up steps that complained with every footfall – there’d be no sneaking in after midnight tonight, she mused. Shouldering her door open, she was assailed by the smell of pressed linen, lavender, and the ocean. The balcony doors had been pushed open and a sea breeze lifted gossamer curtains.
Her jet lag screamed at her to fall on the bed and grab a nap. But she knew that would mean zero sleep later that night. Besides, a shower, a few minutes on the balcony drinking a juice and she’d be as good as new.
It was midday by the time she stepped from the shower. She still couldn’t raise any hunger, even though back home it was the middle of the afternoon – yesterday. Time travel is real; she smiled at the thought. Besides, on the plane all they did was force-feed you movies and small meals on plastic trays.
She poured herself an OJ and stepped out onto the balcony to let the warm air dry her hair. It was hotter now, and the spit between the island and the shore had been consumed by the incoming tide somewhat.
Cate looked along the coastline. From what she remembered from her research, Port Stephens was a drowned valley estuary. There was a narrow entrance to the wide harbor between two cone-shaped hills that looked like they had volcanic origins. Now they stood like silent sentinels guarding the opening of Port Stephens to the sea.
Cate sipped the OJ and put a hand over her eyes. Fingal Bay itself was quite shallow and sandy with a few deep channels on the other side of the sandy spit to the island. The channels dropped down quite quickly to 700 feet. Migrating whales were often spotted in the area. The island at the end of the sandspit was only around one square mile, but was an attraction due to its deep fishing access from land. Its tourist-friendly name was Fingal Island, but its other older name, one that predated European settlement, was Shark Island.
Walking out to the island was easy at low tide, and the water on both sides looked inviting. But swimmers were urged to only swim in the bay, even though the diving was better on the open side. Unfortunately, the attraction proved deadly for some – there had been three shark attacks and fifteen drownings over the last decade alone. The shelf was some miles out, but Cate could see how the pretty turquoise water turned darker and more intimidating further out before finally reaching a line of deepest dark blue marking extreme depths.
She looked to Shark Island and saw that its farthest edge touched the channel where the water was darkest. Apparently, you could still hook a marlin from the rocks. There was good fishing and good swimming here; she envied the locals.
* * *
At 7 pm, Cate dressed in cotton pants, deck shoes and a blue linen shirt and headed out to find the Cellar Bar and Café. Her contact was a man by the name of Angus Hertzog, a Fingal Bay resident and fisherman of six and a half decades.
She found the bar with ease. The sun hadn’t quite gone down, and the evening was still warm, so the doors to the bar area were wide open, tables sprawled out onto the sidewalk. Most tables were already filled.
Cate stood in the doorway for a few moments and inhaled; it smelled of beer, fried food, and good times. She liked it. There were a few tables inside with families, couples, young groups, and one with a posse of about five men. One raised a beefy arm.
“Ms. Granger.”
The burly looking man with thick white hair pushed his seat back and stood. He managed to stand, grin, and wave enthusiastically, while still holding onto a large glass of beer.
“Over here, darling.”
She chuckled and headed over to the table, conscious of the men scrutinizing every inch of her face and body.
“Angus?”
“Yep.” He stuck out one huge paw.
“How did you know it was me?” His hand felt like roughly sanded wood.
He kept pumping her hand. “I asked Dr. Google; plenty of pictures, and you look exactly like them.” He pulled a vacant seat out for her, and began to point to each of his companions.
“These are a few of my old fishing buddies who I thought might be able to help.” He pointed. “This guy here with the big ears is Bill; next to him, the young guy that looks permanently confused is Johnson; and then we have Frank Hodges, the deep thinker …”
Frank snorted. “Because I’m the only one who made it past high school.”
“Sure you did.” Angus winked at her and went on. “He’s also our doubting Thomas, so watch out for him.”
Frank just rolled his eyes.
Angus laid a hand on the shoulder of an ancient-looking man. “And last, but not least, is old Jock. He’s eighty-five, but still as strong as a mallee bull.”
“And just as smart.” Jock raised his beer, and grinned back. His eyes shone with good humor and intelligence. “Angus, when you finish your introductions you might like to order this nice lass a drink.”
“Sure.” Angus turned. “What’ll you have?”
Cate mouthed thank you to Jock, and then smacked her lips. “Hmm, I don’t know many Australian beers, but I remember you guys have something called Fosters …”
“Piss,” said Frank.
She scoffed. “Okay, nix that then. What would you suggest?”
“Four X,” Frank said quickly.
“Also piss.” Johnson chuckled.
“I’ll get you something.” Angus grinned and got to his feet. “Forgive these boneheads; they haven’t seen, let alone talked to, a smart, attractive woman for so many years they’ve forgotten how to behave.”
He was back in a flash with a long-necked bottle with a gold label. Glistening beads of condensation ran down its sides, and it looked as inviting as hell.
“Glass?”
Cate shook her head, and looked at the label.
Angus lifted his chin. “Crown lager, premium stuff, made by the same guys that make Fosters. They just leave out the piss.” He winked and then raised his own glass.
Cate did the same and clinked the bottle around the table. They all sipped, swallowed, and a few belched. The silence stretched for a few seconds, before Cate broke it.
“So.” She put her bottle down. “The stories about something taking the lobster pots in 1918, and the sightings still going on today. True or not?”
Some of the men seemed to shrink in their seats. Only Angus and old Jock still held her eyes.
“Pitiless eyes as dark as the devils.” Old Jock slowly put his beer down. Frank groaned, but Jock went on.
“As big as the tide, and ten axe handles wide.” His vision had turned inwards. “It rises from the deepest wells of hell to feast, and leaves no trace of man or beast.”
Cate swallowed. It was like the air had been sucked from the room. Angus stared at his beer and only Jock lifted his gaze to her.
Frank shook his head. “It’s just an old legend. All fishing towns have ’em.”
Jock glared. “My father taught me that when I was six years old.” He lifted his beer and gulped down half. He licked his lips. “That same year, the Morrison brothers’ boat went missing.”
Cate frowned as she tried to do some mental calculations. That must have been about seventy-nine years ago, around 1938.
“I don’t remember seeing anything about a disappearance back then.”
Jock half smiled. “And you never will.” He looked at Angus. “Because we don’t want to know. We pretend there’s nothing out there, when we all know there is.”
“Not all of us,” Frank said with a scoff.
Cate sipped and then sat forward. “The giant shark.”
“No one’s seen anything for decades,” Johnson said. “It’s just an old fisherman’s tall tale.”
Jock gave the younger man a half smile. “Been out fishing when there’s no moon, Johnson? What about you, Frank?” He snorted his derision when neither man met his eyes. “Didn’t think so, boys.”
“Pfft. I’ve fished these parts for twenty years.” Frank waved his beer. “Dawn, dusk, daylight, nighttime. Never seen anything like that.”
“She only rises on the moonless nights,” Angus said. “Been out then?”
“No, and only because you can’t see shit.” Frank laughed.
Jock leaned closer to Cate and motioned with his head toward the younger men. “Both Frank and Johnson, like a lot of people around here, make their money on the tourist trade. Can’t have too many stories about giant sharks now, can we?”
Frank frowned. “No one’s saying there aren’t sharks out there, Jock. Seen plenty myself. But they’re not big buggers. In fact, there hasn’t been a big shark here for donkey’s years.”
Cate nodded. “Did you know that super predators chase away, or eat, all other large predators?” She raised an eyebrow.
Frank shook his head slowly. “There’s no monster out there, Ms. Granger. I’ll prove it one day.”
“Bet you fifty bucks that you won’t go out on a moonless night.” Jock grinned.
“Oh piss off.” Frank lifted his beer again, and gulped.
Jock chuckled but with little mirth. “Yeah, people go missing every year, a few by sharks, but mostly they just go diving or swimming, on dark nights, and they don’t come back.” He sighed. “They’re not drowned, they’re MAS – missing at sea. No bodies ever come back up or wash in. No bits, no torn wetsuits, no nothing. Because it rises from the deepest wells of hell to feast, and leaves no trace of man or beast.” He repeated the words in a soft singsong.
“What are the stories you’ve heard?” Cate asked, feeling the hairs on her neck prickle.
“No one has ever seen it,” Johnson said.
“Seen it and lived,” Angus added.
“I think they have seen it,” Bill said. His big ears were pink from the beer now. He stared down at the table, and then cleared his throat. “People have seen it, but they think it’s a whale. My father saw it one night – he said the fin to tail was thirty feet, so add in another ten for head and snout.” He nodded, satisfied with his own calculations. “He said the shape was all wrong for a whale. The scythe of the tail was upright, like a shark.” He held his hand flat and upright, and then turned it horizontal and undulated it. “Not like the whale’s fluke.”
Jock nodded. “It’s not always here. Sometimes it vanishes for years, decades even. But as soon as people get complacent, then back up it comes.” He snorted. “Like it was only waiting for its feeding ground to restock.”
“So a night like tonight?” Cate asked. “No moon.”
Jock nodded. “Yup.”
“And even though the sea is calm, the weather warm, and the tide might be just right, none of you go out?” She looked along their faces. The men nursed their beers, and stared at the tabletop.
“What if I wanted someone to take me out?” She reached into her bag and pulled out a camera. “To take a few pictures. I have heat sensitive and infrared film. I’ll pay for your time – 200 bucks, cash.”
“Ocean and its beasties are cold, Ms. Granger,” Johnson mumbled.
“Nope; the Carcharodon species is actually warm blooded. That’s how it can survive in colder waters.” She stared. “Well, how about it?”
Angus put his beer down. “No local is going to take you out there tonight, Cate. This is not a joke, or a test of courage, or old fishermen telling spooky stories. Just let it go.”
Let it go, there it was again. Just like what Jack had said to her.
“Maybe Frank’ll take you out,” Jock said with a wicked twinkle in his eye. “Want to earn a quick 200 bucks, Frank?”
“I don’t need the money.” He turned his lips down.
“Cluck, cluck, cluck.” Jock stuck his fists under his armpits and flapped his pretend wings.
“Oh, piss off.” Frank slammed his beer down. “Maybe I’d go out just to win the bet with you, you old goat.”
Cate held up her hand. “It’s okay, forget it, I’m sorry.” She was actually relieved. She had no intention of going out in a small boat, in the darkest of nights, in an area haunted by tales of giant sharks. She just needed to see if the men were telling the truth, or just playing games with the American fly-in. Looks like she had her answer.
Cate reached for her beer. “I want to thank you all for talking to me. The next round is on me.” She raised her glass. “Cheers!”
* * *
Once the topic turned away from monster sharks, the night became less awkward and more fun, and the drunker the Fingal Bay mob got, the louder they grew. She left when Jock started to doze in his chair, and Johnson asked her to dance. She had learned a lot, but still had no serious information. Stories, even extremely credible ones, were not worth the breeze they were written on.
She walked back along the beach. The moonless night was as dark as she expected but the stars were bright, and the lights from the cottages on the shore were warm and inviting. A few locals milled about, but the only sounds came from the soft shushing of the small surf on the silken sand.
She came to the spit, stretching out to Shark Island. There were no lights on the dark mound, and the sliver of white sand was only a dozen feet wide as the tide had come in a lot from when she had departed for the bar hours earlier.
She started to turn back to the guesthouse but stopped after taking only a few steps. She was wide awake, with specialized film in her camera, on a moonless night, in a place where there were said to be sightings of a Megalodon shark, at exactly the time it was supposed to surface – or rise from the deepest wells of hell, as Jock would say.
She stared out at the island; it rose about 200 feet from the water and was half a mile around. “Nothing gonna sink that baby,” she whispered. “Do it.” She turned back to the sand spit, ready to go but instead just staring, as her feet refused to obey.
“Come on,” she whispered. “Dry sand all the way.”
She felt her heart beating in her chest as the old ghosts tried to return.
“Bullshit.” She started out.
It took her twenty minutes to cross the stretch of sand, and she walked around the island’s shoreline to the farthest edge closest to the deeper channel. She found a comfortable perch and eased herself down, camera in her lap, and gazed out over the dark and glistening blanket of the ocean.
Cate let her mind wander, allowing it to take her back to the hidden cave in Alaska where her grandfather had vanished three-quarters of a century ago. And where she, Jack, Valery Mironov and their crew had encountered a living Carcharodon Megalodon, a creature from another time. A wave of nausea pulsed through her as she remembered the horror of being in that black water with the monstrous beast. The Megalodon was like a force of nature, merciless, terrifying, and unstoppable.
They’d allowed it to escape, and when trying to rectify their mistake, they had pursued it across the ocean. Many lives had been lost, including some very close friends’, before they’d killed it. Or so she hoped.
As an evolutionary biologist, she looked for remnant species, living fossils, and evolution’s throwbacks. If you find one, the odds are in your favor that you’ll find more. Ever since her encounter with the dinosaur shark, she had been obsessively looking for evidence of more sharks. And the more she studied the creature, the more she believed that the great beasts might never have really left them at all.
She smiled wryly. She should just be happy that the beasts stayed wherever they were hiding given the death and destruction a single one had caused. Cate tried to refocus on the water.
But you try and come back into our world, then something’s gotta give, she whispered. And it isn’t going to be us.
She lifted the camera and used light-enhance to swing across the ocean’s surface. The green glowing images picked up nothing – no wave, no surge wash, and certainly no eight-foot fin. She switched to thermal, and slowly moved the lens across the surface. Once again, there was nothing but the comforting blackness of the heatless surface of the ocean.
Cate lowered the camera to her lap, and continued to watch a little longer. It was still warm, and she felt the weight of jet lag pulling at her eyelids. Perhaps she dozed, or just went into a trance for a while, but she jolted alert when a small wave splashed her feet. There was a cooler wind blowing, and the tide had obviously come in another few feet since she had been sitting on the end of the small island. Her ass hurt and she checked her watch – midnight now – she’d been sitting here nearly two hours.
She got to her feet, and took one last look around. “You get to keep your secrets for a little while longer, I guess.” She turned and headed back around the island’s rocky edge, forced to track higher than before as the tide had rolled in.
When she reached the step-off point, she stopped, frowned, and swung one way, then the other. There was no spit of sand.
“Oh, you’ve gotta be shitting me.”
The tide had risen to the point of swallowing the half-mile sandspit. She groaned, and pulled out her camera, changed to light-enhance and played it over the dark stretch of water between her and the beach.
There.
There were a few glimpses of white just below the surface. The sandspit was still there, she just needed to walk at its center to find the shallow bits. Or, she could wait for the tide to turn. Cate checked her watch again – it’d be hours. Dammit, I’m not staying here tonight.
C’mon, Granger, grow a pair. She stepped off the rocks and her foot immediately sunk down to her knee. Shit.
She swallowed and started to walk carefully, arms out, a little like a tightrope walker. From time to time she lifted the camera to her face, and scanned for the shallow areas of the spit. She knew that on one side was the bay, a gently sloping sandy bottom that only dropped to about fifty feet. But on the open side was the channel, which immediately dropped away to around 200 feet. Plenty of room for …
Stop it, she hissed to herself.
Cate refused to look toward the dark water to her right side as she started to wade toward what she hoped was the knee-deep water of the spit.
She staggered, putting one foot onto a slope of sand and feeling it slide under her foot – down the right-side slope to the deep water.
“No, no, no.” She eased back up onto the hidden spit, and to what she hoped was its center.
The wind chill blew her hair and dried the perspiration running down her cheeks. Weird; it was cold now, but she was sweating like a jogger.
She was halfway along, and could see the lights of Mrs. Mathews’ cottage. Nearly there, she thought, focusing on those friendly, safe lights. She staggered again as her foot slid down the side of the spit. Beside her, in the dark water of the channel, something surged.
Fuck, she powered back up and over toward the bay side, and slid down the opposite slope. She edged back to what she thought was the center, but now the water came to her thighs. This was called Shark Island, and even if it wasn’t a goddamn Megalodon, then it could be any other type of man-eater out there that might find her legs an appealing midnight snack.
The surge came again, and she spun and lifted the camera, switching rapidly from night vision to thermal. There was a flash of red heat, some fifty feet out, that quickly sunk deeper below the surface.
That was it; she started to run, plowing through the water, fear making her feel like she needed to urinate.
The spit shallowed, and then shallowed some more, and in another minute she was sprinting up onto dry sand, where she collapsed and sat looking back to the dark water.
“Jesus.” She chuckled. “I must be goddam insane.”
After another minute she got to her feet. She had one more thing she needed to see tomorrow morning, and then she was flying out that evening. Suddenly she missed being home.
Cate lifted the camera and scanned the water – there was nothing there. Probably never was, she reassured herself.



CHAPTER 4
Pacific Ocean, Mexico, two miles north from the Middle America Trench
Twenty minutes after Mitch’s call, Scott Markesan was on deck and receiving his final instructions. They’d managed to get the pulser up to 220 feet – that was good. But after that it had stopped dead and sonar scans detected a large mass hooked up on it – and that was bad.
If the mass turned out to be something that could be disengaged then he would try and free it. But if not, then they had the choice of dragging the pulser and whatever was hooked up on it all the way back home – losing exploration time and money – or they could just cut loose the entire multimillion-dollar piece of machinery so they could immediately rerig and continue their exploration mapping.
Scott knew the answer to that – they were already running against time and politics, and if they had to drag the snagged device back to shore, unhook it and then rerig, it’d cost weeks. By then, the political environment could have changed and they might not be allowed to continue with their seismic blasting. Added to that, it was his job to keep the devices working once in the drink, and not just jockey the whole lot back – he’d get it in the neck for sure.
Scott had several deckhands help him with his kit, and there was a lot of it. Diving to anything below 200 feet meant hypoxic breathing gas became necessary to avoid oxygen toxicity. So he’d need a third air tank that contained trimix to be used once he was at depths. As its name suggested “trimix” was a mixture of three gases – nitrogen, oxygen and helium – and allowed divers to go down deeper and stay there longer.
Scott checked his wrist-mounted dive light – perfect. The squat device threw out 700 lumens, and allowed him to work hands free when down in dark water. Next was the extra thick wetsuit, with the half inch neoprene over the torso and extremities, but less so over the joints and hands for dexterity. The thickness was great for retaining heat, but it was buoyant, so that meant extra weight belts. On deck, he felt the squares of lead on his belt dragging him down, but he’d be fine in the water.
Scott looked up at the seismic blaster’s lead line; the cable was still piano-wire tight, even though the ship had stopped dead in the ocean. They had already attached his cable rider; it was a small device that he’d hang onto to take him down quickly, like a flying fox line runner. He’d be down 220 feet in a minute. He’d budgeted to give himself fifteen minutes to work – within that time he’d be able to assess what the problem or damage was, and then, if need be, he could plan further dives with any other equipment he may need. The rest of the time was for the ascent, which would need to be ponderously slow to avoid time in the decompression chamber.
He was handed his full-face diving mask. He nodded his thanks, sucked in one last deep breath and then pulled it over his head. The mask was bulky, but underwater it came into its own. It had twin LED lights at each temple, built-in communication with the ship, and it kept his entire face warm – a bonus in cold water.
“Come in, Mitch.” Scott checked his comms.
“Right here, buddy, and I have eyes on you.”
Scott briefly turned to give a thumbs-up to the bridge, and then nodded to the deckhands, who did one last check on his seals, tanks and airflow. It always felt like he was preparing for a spacewalk.
“Good to go, Scotty,” one of them said and slapped him on the shoulder. The man stood back and shook his head. “Don’t fancy your job.”
Scott grinned. “But sure breaks up the boredom.”
It was still early afternoon, with a cloudless, azure sky. On deck it was seventy-eight degrees, and Scott was already perspiring heavily in the wetsuit. But the ocean, even though quite calm, was a deep, dark blue. The surface temperatures at this latitude would be warm, but once you hit about 200 feet, you dropped below the thermal layer and hit the ice cold of the depths. Even with all his insulation, he was gonna feel that bone-numbing chill right through the rubber.
And then there was the darkness. Scott checked his wrist light again. The big lamp would shoot a tunnel of light for 100 feet. On his other wrist was a depth gauge and wristwatch. No more excuses, it was time to go.
The dinghy was lowered over the side with Scott and two deckhands onboard. The deckhands’ job was to wait at the surface, and haul his freezing body in when he came back up. But he’d be thankful for it, as the possibility of him even making it to the cargo door under his own strength after the dive, with fingers that’d be as cold and bloodless as ten white slugs, was unthinkable.
They powered to where the cable entered the water, and then slowed so Scott could reach up and grab it. He felt the tension, the weight. Even with the boat stopped, it was unnaturally tight as if something wasn’t just hooked up on it, but was actually pulling against it. He plucked at it, and then jerked on it, hard. There was definitely weight on the cable. It moved in the water, making the water drops zing from the wire.
Scott turned to grin. “Hey, maybe we’ve hooked Moby Dick.”
The deckhands looked briefly at each other. One frowned. “Your dick?”
“Huh?” Scott realized the mask had muffled his speech. “Not my dick, Moby Dick, the great white … ah, forget it.”
Neither still seemed to get the joke, but one nodded to him. “Good luck.” It sounded like a death sentence.
Scott attached the cable runner and edged over the side. Though he wore thick neoprene he felt the chill – or was that just nerves, he wondered. His risk radar was twitching, and he didn’t know why.
He clung to the side of the dinghy and checked his kit at his belt – various knives and cutting instruments, as well as a small portable welder. He reached up to switch on his helmet lamps, and faced down into the dark water.
“Okay, commencing descent.”
“Roger that, Scott. You stay warm, you hear?” Mitch seemed to grin through his words.
Scott sucked in a breath and angled down. He let his body sink a few feet before reaching out for the cable. It was easy to see in the dark blue water, speckled with tiny organic snow-like plankton and other species of organic debris that made up the krill population.
The waters here were filled with life, and normally there’d be whales in proximity. But there’d be none today because, though no one would admit it, when they were seismic blasting, the whales made themselves scarce. The good news was they usually came back.
He reached for the attached cable runner, and still felt the tension. He switched it on and let it gently glide him down along the cable, scattering the tiny krill as he went. In no time, the pressure went up, and the light went down. Years of experience told him when it was time to change over gas mixtures. He checked his depth gauge – 120 feet – he knew it, the light had faded now to murky twilight.
“I’m at 120 feet, nothing visible. Switching the mix,” he said.
“Roger that,” Mitch responded.
He paused to hang in the water, adjust to the pressure, and switch over to his trimix. He flicked on his wrist lamp. The pipe of brilliant white light made a corridor out into the dark water.
“Continuing down.”
He swam on, feeling the cable tension as he went – still stiff as a tightrope walker, but it wasn’t rock steady, there was some movement. Perhaps there was a current down deeper that was washing across it, and whatever they had hooked up was swinging in the breeze, so to speak.
On he went, 150 feet, 160, 170. He paused again, feeling his neck prickle. The water was night-black now. He’d dived in dark, deep water before, and dived at night. It was always a little creepy not being able to see what was out there, but for some reason, today, something primal in his gut made him feel tiny and exposed like never before.
Scott looked over his shoulder, and then up at the surface. There it was, the halo of light. At depths like this, a diver could look upward to see the entire hemisphere of the sky compressed into a circle over their head – a phenomenon called “Snell’s Window”, caused by the bending of light as it enters water. He suddenly longed to be up there in that well-lit world and not down here, alone, in the cold and dark.
“Toughen up, Scotty boy,” he whispered.
“Say again, Scott?” Mitch asked.
“Just sayin’, I’m nearly there, buddy boy.” Scott grinned behind his mask, bolstering himself with a shot of bravado.
He followed the cable, closing on the pulser, but still feeling steel vibrate as he reached to within thirty feet of where the silver torpedo-shaped device should be. It was odd as there was no discernible current he could detect.
Wait, no, there it was. He felt a strong rush of water toward him. The cable yawed hard to the left.
What the hell was going on? He held on tight to the jerking cable and stared down to where it descended into the darkness.
The cable went slack. Then it started to sag in his hands as if it was reeling in toward him. Whatever was on the line was coming up – at him.
Scott saw it.
He screamed, fogging his mask.



CHAPTER 5
Fingal Bay, Port Stephens, eastern coast of Australia
Cate slept restlessly. She tossed and turned and thought about deep water, and things that saw her, without her seeing them.
She sat up in bed and stuck her tongue out, feeling thirsty and a little bit foggy after all last night’s beer. She’d heard that most Australian beers had a higher percentage of alcohol. She believed it now, and was paying for it.
She chuckled. “Yep, it’s always that last one that does it.”
She rubbed her face and checked the bedside clock – 9 am. Hopefully Mrs. Mathews still had breakfast on downstairs. She quickly threw on a t-shirt, shorts and canvas deck shoes and headed down.
The smells of coffee and bacon were like manna from heaven.
“Good morning, dear.” Mrs. Mathews looked seaside healthy, and in far better shape than Cate felt.
“Did you have a good night?”
Cate nodded. “Was great, thank you, Angela. But somebody forgot to tell me that your Aussie beer has a kick.”
Angela raised a pair of thick eyebrows. “And that’s why we like it. Breakfast?”
“Oh yes, please.” Cate sat at the wooden table, and watched as her plate was piled with fried eggs, bacon, fried tomato, and a single burnt sausage. There was also doorstop-thick farmhouse toast done just how she liked it.
“Oh no, this is wa-aaay too much.” Cate kept her eyes on the plate as a large mug of coffee came down beside the mountain of food.
She sat for a moment and inhaled, making last night’s scare on the sandspit float away. It was only when she started eating that she realized just how hungry she was. No surprise, considering that dinner at the Cellar Bar had been salted nuts, potato chips and gallons of beer.
She was also sure that the adrenaline running through her system from the dash across the submerged sandspit had burned up hundreds of calories as well. As proof, in minutes, everything was down the hatch.
For some reason, she felt guilty leaving Mrs. Mathews with all the dirty dishes, as the woman made her think of her mom. She reminded herself that she was paying for the service, so shouldn’t feel too bad, but she helped her tidy up anyway.
Back in her room, Cate prepared for her day by dressing in hiking boots, thick cotton pants and a shirt. She also took a cap. She grabbed her maps, and jogged down the steps, farewelling her new Aussie mom, and heading out to her car.
She sat for a moment and read from her notes – destination: Red Hand Cave, where the brochure told her she’d find Australian indigenous art examples of hand stencils and the marine life of the local Port Stephens area. There were a few images of faded splayed hand pictures, and the one that had caught her eye – the fish, the big one. She put the notes down and lifted her map for a moment; it was pretty straightforward, only a few miles out of town, and up into the bushland – a ten-minute drive and then a fifteen-minute hike. Just as well I loaded up on the carbs this morning, she thought.
Cate pulled out, and quickly left the beach suburb and then found herself on the wide road, by herself for the most part. There were benefits to being a tourist after the summer season had finished.
In no time she was pulling in at a crescent-shaped clearing dug out of the bush, with a signpost and arrows. She got out of the car and turned slowly. There were no other cars around, but there was little silence. The zumm of insects was a near roar, and every now and then there came the whistle-whipcrack call of some sort of bird, she guessed. Things unseen dragged themselves through the dry leaves, and she felt hundreds of tiny eyes on her as she stuffed a bottle of water in her pocket, straightened her cap and slid on some sunglasses.
Last but not least, she grabbed a Swiss army knife from her bag and checked the blade. “That’s not a knife,” she said in her best Crocodile Dundee accent, and rammed it in her other pocket.
The walk was fairly easy up into the hills, and the track well sign-posted. The zumm of insects stayed with her, and the odd spiky-looking lizard stared with beady red eyes as she passed. Above, a kookaburra laughed at her when she skidded on some loose debris, and then watched with one gimlet eye as she frightened a small skink that broke from its cover. The big bird immediately swooped – it had obviously learned that sometimes the big clumsy biped animals could scare up a bit of lunch for it.
Cate reached the caves, and descended beneath a shelf of wave-like rock. She paused.
“He-eeey.” There were no barriers and she was able to walk right up to the stencils. “Cool.”
A wooden sign proclaimed the wall art was anywhere between 20,000 and 40,000 years old – near prehistoric. It had been made at the time of the mega fauna – giant animals like the diprotodon, a hippopotamus-sized mammal; or a flat-faced kangaroo that stood seven feet tall; and even the monstrous megalania, a twenty-five foot lizard that made the komodo dragon look like a shrimp. And all of them began to vanish when people arrived.
The better predator always wins out, she knew.
Cate took some pictures of the splayed hands, all done over one another in white, red, and darker browns. They were like signatures from a primordial past. She lowered the camera, and let her eyes wander over them. Were they meant to be an “I was here” note on the rock, or did they have more significance to these spiritual people?
She took some more shots and then walked along the rock wave until the lip curled all the way over to form a large cave. She drew her flashlight, flicked it on and entered. She didn’t need to duck down as it opened to a huge and dry vault-like room.
She stood at its center, enjoying the coolness after the heat outside. Then she saw it – the fish – the huge animal with spread lateral fins, a massive dorsal fin and scythe-like tail. There were figures with spears standing on what she assumed were rocks, which gave it scale.
Cate drew in a breath and let it out slowly as she felt a shudder run through her. The images were similar to the ones she had seen in the Alaskan caves – the lair of the beast. These primitive people had known of the great creature that haunted their waters. Perhaps they’d even tied to hunt it. She stared, falling into the drawing, her mind rerunning frightening daydreams.
She had set out to prove that the monstrous creature they had found was not just an aberration. But perhaps, in the depths of her subconscious, what she had really sought, and hoped for, was proof that the Megalodons were long gone. Maybe just to make her feel safe; that the ocean she so dearly loved didn’t hide horrible secrets down in its sunless depths.
Cate took a few more pictures and then tucked the camera back in her bag. She stood at the cave entrance and sighed. In the sunlight everything bad was washed away.
Visiting Port Stephens had left her feeling that there had been something here; something that might even still be here. But for now, the ghosts refused to materialize for her.
There was nothing more she could do here. Besides, home called.



CHAPTER 6
Edge of the Middle America Trench, 220 feet down
In his ear, Scott Markesan could hear Mitch shouting but his brain had short-circuited to the point where words were meaningless.
He had found the end of the cable, but there was no probe, instead, the cable stretched toward a monstrous dark creature that filled his vision. A huge maw, triangular teeth bigger than his hand, red-rimmed gill slits and a whale-sized body that emanated raw power.
He saw the probe was wedged in some of the side teeth, stuck, as the thing turned toward him. Scott automatically raised his wrist light and angled the beam toward a black eye the size of a dinner plate.
It was like the thing had received an electric shock – the beast swung away, tugging hard on the cable, which separated in an instant with the sound of a base guitar being strummed. The cable went slack and the creature vanished into the gloom of the deep.
Scott couldn’t even remember when he started swimming, but he was doing it hard and fast, too fast, and straight up to the surface. His panicked brain screamed to “slow down”, but his primitive fight or flight mechanism had taken control of his body – survival superseded logic.
He vaguely heard Mitch again in his ear, but all he needed was to be back up in that safe blue halo of light.
Scott burst from the surface like a torpedo and swum hard to the dinghy some hundred feet away. He wouldn’t look down, and barely felt the warm urine he had shot into his suit from fear. His testicles had shriveled as he swum, and in his chest it felt like a racehorse was galloping to the finish line. Over it all, he felt every joint in his body begin to scream.
Slow down, you idiot! But there was no way his body was going to obey. Scott knew that coming up so fast would mean the gases, like nitrogen, would come out of the dissolved state in his cells and form bubbles in the blood and tissue. They tended to congregate in the joints, hence the name, “the bends”. If it were a bad case and left untreated, he could suffer a heart attack, brain damage, or just drop dead.
By the time the dinghy had pulled alongside and the crewmembers had hauled him in, his body felt like it had just gone under a bus.
He grabbed the nearest man’s arm with hands like painful, hooked claws, and stared up into the man’s face, his eyes near bursting from his skull.
“Get – to – the ship,” he hissed through gritted teeth. It was the only thing that mattered.



CHAPTER 7
Nick’s Cove, Marin County, California, two months later
Cate had her feet up, shoes off, and sipped ice tea on the deck of Jack Monroe’s boat, the Heceta, listening to Jack rattling pans below deck.
The boat was Jack’s pride and joy, as well as his home. A 62-foot motor yacht, it was designed and built in 1938 by the great pair of Alden and Jacob, and then further enhanced by Jack. She had to admit, it was a beautiful mix of original teak planking over a white oak frame, and with enough modern equipment and power in its engine room to fight the most ferocious swells. It was old world charm combined with new world tech. Cate loved it.
The sun was going down and the bay was like blue glass. The yellow rays warmed her cheeks and the soles of her feet, and on days like this nothing felt like it could ever go wrong. She finished her iced tea, and lifted the computer tablet on her lap to read a few more news pages, swiping them away, just browsing as her mind comfortably idled.
She paused on an article, anything to do with the sea always drew her eyes like a magnet. This time it wasn’t just a single story, but many – dolphin pod strandings, whale migration patterns altered, and flocks of sea birds following something out off the continental shelf edge. There was even the carcass of an orca whale washed up on a Mexican beach, or rather half a carcass.
Cate narrowed her eyes as she enlarged the picture of the killer whale. The remains hadn’t been in the water long as the meat still had some color. The wound was so clean it looked like it had been in a guillotine. Plus, there was no sign of the shredding that took place from a feeding frenzy of sharks.
She knew that orcas were way too big and smart to get sucked into a ship’s propeller. And, in those waters, a floating whale carcass should have attracted an alpha predator like a great white, or at least a dozen hammerheads; they should have made short work of a few thousand pounds of floating meat like that.
But strangely, the carcass had floated and then washed up, untouched after it had been torn in half. Cate sucked the corner of her lip into her mouth. Sometimes floating meat can be left untouched by smaller predators – she bit at her lip as her mind worked – but only when there was a large alpha predator in the area.
She felt a tiny knot wind tighter in her stomach.
Cate saved the stories and swiped to the next. She sat forward as she read the headline: “Sea monster attacks ship”.
What the fu …? Her mouth went dry.
According to an unnamed source, a maintenance diver aboard a Nexxon-owned oil exploration vessel was placed into emergency medical decompression treatment. The diver, Mr. Scott Markesan, with eight years experience in maintenance diving at depths, had come up too quickly. Markesan claimed he rushed up because he saw something at 220 feet below the surface that had snagged a piece of their equipment – something he said was a sea monster. She stopped reading.
Scott Markesan – she opened another tab and did a search on the name and profession. Immediately a list of articles, interviews, papers on diving and social media accounts were returned to her. She selected one, and saw a thirty-something man with short sandy hair, clear and intelligent eyes – not some wild-looking fantasist.
“Sea monster, huh?” She quickly glanced at the article again, skimming until she found the location: about 120 miles off the coast of Puerto Escondido in Mexico. She knew the area; it was right over, or just on the edge, of the Middle America Trench – some of the deepest water in the world.
She saved that story as well, and then put her tablet down. Cate stared out over the water. The sun was very low in the sky now and a highway of shimmering light was thrown down on its surface. She inhaled, drawing in the warm sea air.
It had taken her a long time to be able to approach the ocean again following her expedition to the buried Alaskan lake. There, she had followed in her grandfather’s footsteps, tracking the clues to a place the local Indigenous called “Bad Water”. It turned out to be an underwater sea, and there she and her crew had found that sea monsters were real, and they were more deadly than anything in the surface oceans. When a single female Carcharodon Megalodon had broken free, it had proved to be a nightmare of death and destruction, killing dozens, before it was finally slain, or so they hoped.
Cate continued to stare out over the water, but her mind was turned inwards. Jack had watched the shark, mortally wounded; drop down into the depths of the abyss. But no one had actually seen it dead. No one saw its carcass. She sighed, shaking her head slightly to force the bad memory away.
“Yo!” Jack came up from below deck with two beers, the condensation already running down their sides – perfect. She smiled and held out her hand.
“Thank you, waiter.”
He grinned. “You can tip me later.”
He took a long sip, and then looked at a large diving watch on his wrist. “I’m going to take a run into the village to grab us some supplies for dinner; any requests?” He raised his eyebrows, waiting.
Cate looked back out at the water. It was beautifully warm and calm, and dinner on deck was something they both loved. But she screwed up her nose.
“You know what? Perhaps tonight I’d like to eat in the restaurant.” She smiled. “We can treat ourselves, and save you cooking.”
Jack looked down the pier to the Cove Restaurant, its fairy lights just coming on. “Yeah, sure, why not?” He dropped down into the seat beside her.
“In that case, nothing to do but enjoy our entrees.” He leaned across to clink bottles with her, and lifted his newspaper; the old school type, on real paper. He squinted, holding it closer for a moment before snorting softly and turning it around for her.
“Hey, check this out.”
Cate leaned closer to examine the picture. “Cool-looking sub.” She nodded as she read the headline: “US Navy and private consortium developing first supersonic submarine”.
“Now that would be something to see.”
She began to sit back, but Jack tapped on the picture. “Sure would, but there’s something else; look.” He jiggled the page.
This time she took the paper from him, and read some of the article. “Oh, I see.” Her grin spread. “Valery Mironov?” She read on. “The Sonya by Mironov Enterprises is a prototype of an underwater vessel that could one day cut through the ocean at the speed of sound.” Her brows shot up. “Hey, if you designed and built a new type of submarine would you name it after me?”
“Of course; the Granger Danger.” He grinned and saluted her with his bottle. “So, now we know what old Russian billionaires do with their money.”
She nodded, reading some more. “What the hell is bubble technology?”
He bobbed his head from side to side. “I’ve heard of it. The concept has been around for a while, ever since the sixties, actually. The technology is based on a Soviet-designed torpedo, I think. Just about every country in the world is working on it. But making it work is obviously where the magic comes in.”
She handed him the newspaper back, and he rolled it up into a pipe.
“As every swimmer knows, cutting smoothly through water is tough due to the drag created. And for something the size of a submarine, it’s a massive problem.” He held up the rolled paper, and put his fingers inside of it. “The Russian torpedo was supposed to create a sleeve of air, a bubble, around the torpedo and, to grossly oversimplify the technology, it would then fly through that air, under the water.”
Cate winked. “Well that doesn’t sound like fake news at all.”
He grinned and put his hand on his heart. “Would I lie to you?” He held up a finger. “Don’t answer that.”
She chuckled.
“I only remember the concept,” he continued, “because the Japanese were working on an underwater camera to try and keep up with fast-moving sea life – they could never get it to work, but it was based on a technique called supercavitation, which is the same as the bubble tech.”
“Well, if it’s real, I’d love to see it,” Cate said.
“If someone can imagine it, then someone will create it. So I think we’ll all see it one day.” Jack paused. “Imagine a trip from New York to London only taking a couple of hours, and all underwater.” He whistled softly. “We should drop in on Valery and Sonya one day, see how they’re doing.”
“Yeah.” Cate let her eyes slide back to the water. Memories flooded back, and then the familiar little knot was there again in her gut. “Maybe one day.”
“Hey.” Jack sat down and reached across to grab her knee, leaving his warm hand there. “You okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.” She laid her hand over his.
“And still going to spend the weekend down at those dusty old Californian bone beds?” He tilted his chin.
She nodded. “Yep, Sharktooth Hill. There’s been a new field uncovered.”
“Really?” His smile was wide. “I’d love to see it. Thank you for the invite.”
She shook her head. “Sorry, I need to spend time with my own thoughts on this one.” She reached across to grab his knee this time. “You understand?”
“Of course.” Jack sipped his beer. “What are you hoping to find?”
Cate lowered her own bottle, thinking for a moment. After a while, she shrugged. “I don’t know; evidence, non-evidence, closure.” She stared out at the water again. “Something.”



CHAPTER 8
The Pacific Ocean, eighty miles west of Bahia Tortugas, Mexico
A small table with two chairs was set up on the deck. The champagne sat in a silver ice bucket, and crackers, goose liver pate, caviar, and oysters also waited.
Harrison looked up at the crushed blue velvet sky as the sun had just gone down. “Perfectisamo,” he breathed to the vanishing golden orb.
“Ready yet?” came the excited voice from the cabin.
“In three-two-one – here I come!” He clapped his hands and then led Bindy up on deck. She was blindfolded, and her long tanned legs, in the shortest white shorts he had ever seen, made her look even more appetizing than the delicacies on the table.
“Okay … now.” He waited, grinning.
She lifted the blindfold, one eye at a time. Her luminous smile widened and she jumped up and down, clapping like a child at a birthday party.
“Yay!” She jumped into his arms. “I love you.” She kissed him hard, released him and scampered to a seat. “And I’m famished. What did you get us, baby?”
Harrison came and stood by the table, draping a cloth over one arm, he bent slightly forward, motioning to the different plates. “I have the finest goose liver pate from Amsterdam. Caspian Sea Beluga caviar from the chillers of the imperial Russian Palace, and two dozen of mother nature’s finest Pacific oysters, hand shucked by thrice-washed albino virgins.”
Bindy looked up at him, laughing softly as she enjoyed his show. Her cheeks were slightly reddened from the day’s sun, and it made her blue eyes glow in her honey-brown face.
Harrison lifted the champagne. “And finally, for my love, she will sip Krug champagne, a steal at only $350 a bottle.”
“Yes!” She raised a small fist in a victory salute.
He poured two glasses, then sat, and held one up. “To the most beautiful woman I have ever met.”
She tilted her head, holding her own glass up. “You mean the luckiest.” She leaned forward to kiss him, and then brought her glass to his with a clink. She closed her eyes as she sipped, swallowed, and then licked her lips, the tiny pink tip of her tongue the sexiest thing he had ever seen … at least for a few minutes.
God, I love this girl, he thought. They’d been sweethearts ever since grade school, now fifteen years later, he was ready to ask her to be his wife. They’d eat, drink, make mad love in the cabin, and then he’d finish it all off by proposing on the stroke of midnight.
He saw the huge silver moon beginning to rise and felt his head swim from excitement.
Bindy sipped again, and raised her glass. “My turn.” She looked deep into his eyes. “To lovers everywhere – if only they could be as happy and lucky as we are.”
“You make your own luck.” He returned the toast. “And tonight, I only care about you.” Harrison sipped.
In an hour, they had eaten every morsel of food, finished two thirds of the champagne, and now lay intertwined on a long cushion-covered seat on the rear deck.
“So many stars,” Bindy said languidly, her head resting on his shoulder.
“It only seems like it because there are no background lights from the city.” Harrison stroked her forehead.
“I love it out here,” she said. “It’s so warm and peaceful. Maybe we should just sail away. Spend the next year island hopping, living on coconuts, fruit and things we can catch.” She sat up. “You caught a lot today; you’re a good fisherman.”
He nodded, pride swelling in his chest. “Was a good day; never seen so many fish. Maybe warm currents or something.” He looked down at her face. “Hey, feel like a swim?”
She snorted. “No thank you; I can’t see the bottom.”
“There’s nothing down there; not even sharks, which is weird. I bet that’s why there’s so many fish; the sharks have all gone south or north, or something.” He leaned forward, looking out over the dark water with the huge moon creating a silvery highway to the horizon.
“Maybe next time.”
There was the sound of a splash out in the darkness, and the boat lifted gently. There was no breeze, and it was far too deep for them to drop anchor so they had been drifting on the Pacific currents for hours. Harrison had no idea where they were now, but he guessed they were still about eighty miles out from the northern Mexican shore.
The boat lifted again, and this time bobbed side to side. Bindy turned to stare up at him, her eyes wide. He just shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. The little wave that caused that rise might have started a thousand miles away and been traveling for weeks.”
She nodded and relaxed, and then nestled into his body, soon turning over on top of him. “Mmm, I’m only interested in one rise at the moment.” Her hand went lower, squeezing him and tugging. “Let’s go inside, handsome.”
He grabbed her chin, and kissed her deeply, feeling her tongue snake into his mouth. His body tingled; blood thumped in his temples, and also made his penis feel like it was about to burst.
“Oh yeah.” He lifted her, and together then went down into their messy cabin, still kissing.
Bindy pulled off her top, and spun to switch on the music tablet, picking her favorite song, a thumping Jamaican beat. She held his eyes as she began to shimmy out of her shorts.
Harrison whipped his t-shirt off in a single motion, and took several tugs at his shorts to get them over a jutting erection. He stood, feeling like he was grinning like a loon, and with a face hot enough to cook on.
She finally peeled down panties that were little more than lace and gossamer strings, and then stood with her arms out to him.
“You magnific—”
The explosive force that hit them cannoned them both into the ceiling. Harrison landed hard, shook his head, and saw that they, and the boat, were lying sideways in the water. There was a roaring as they moved fast, still being pushed hard. Whatever hit them must have been something big, a freighter maybe, and they were somehow caught up under its bow. It didn’t make sense; they were nowhere near the shipping lanes.
“Harrison?” Bindy’s voice was groggy.
“Something hit us.” He called out, crawling toward her.
Bindy lifted one hand to her head, blood smearing her beautiful face. She looked up, confused, but not frightened. Water began to pour in on them then; the boat was going under, and taking them with it.
“We gotta get out.” He grabbed her arm, just as an almighty crunch filled the cabin. The lights inside remained on, but he wished they hadn’t.
Things were coming through the sides and bottom of the boat, large white triangles that looked like teeth – giant fucking teeth. They began to come together, and then everything exploded into wetness, as the ocean filled what was left of the cabin.
Bindy was snatched from him, and he was suddenly in warm, dark water. He fought upwards for air, and exploded from the surface, dragging in a huge breath.
“Bindy!” He spun. “Bindy!”
There was only the weird sound of his near-submerged boat dying a few dozen feet from him. He could taste oil in the water, and blood, probably oozing from some wound on his head.
“Bindy!” He screamed, and pounded the water. He sobbed, tilting his head back and crushing his eyes shut. He focused – he needed help, fast. Harrison began to swim back toward the hulk of the boat. In the silvery moonlight, he saw it begin to turn, and swing around toward him.
He stopped swimming. It wasn’t his boat at all.



CHAPTER 9
Kern County, California, the Bone Beds
Cate parked her dusty SUV beside a number of other cars and trucks and stepped out.
“Oof.”
She winced and tilted her head away from the sun that beat down on her ferociously. It felt like hot needles on her cheeks. She pulled a canvas broad-brimmed hat from her pack, shook it out, and jammed the warped thing on her head, already feeling a bead of perspiration at her temple.
She raised a hand to hold the hat brim, and looked up at the green hills to locate the small track that wended its way up to the bone bed digs.
She was to meet a paleontologist by the name of Rajit Vespinja, who she had been messaging back and forth about a new find he had made in a Middle Miocene excavation. Twenty million years ago this entire area was an inland sea open to the ocean and sinking to a depth of 200 feet for countless miles. Estuary rivers had run into it, and the entire area was littered with bone conglomerations, piles of them, that contained traces of numerous sea creatures, sea mammals, and even land mammals that probably got washed into the depths and drowned during storms, or when they tried to cross the raging rivers.
But what the area was really known for was the number of Carcharodon Megalodon remains that had been discovered here. Mostly these were just the massive teeth made of the super-hard dentin material that easily sailed through the millions of years. Sharks were cartilaginous creatures, and their cartilage scaffolding failed to mineralize like normal bone fossils. That meant there was usually little left to examine.
It took Cate twenty minutes to puff her way to the top of the hill in the heat. Years of gym and jogging meant the strain wasn’t unbearable, but she was glad she’d worn more than a t-shirt and had brought a hat, as the sun and low humidity sapped as much moisture as it did energy.
She crested the hill and stood with her hands on hips as she looked down into a gentle valley formed between two large, long hills. The edges of each had been cut out, and teams worked like small groups of ants fossicking for treats left behind by picnickers.
The valley continued into the distance, joining other undulations in the geology. With all the massive lumps and folds, it was hard to believe this was a flat underwater plain some twenty million years ago.
The bone beds covered many square miles, and just as she was wondering how she would ever find Rajit, she saw a figure waving and leaping across yards of broken soil and stone.
My date
arrives, she thought and waved back.
She started down and met him halfway. Cate stopped before she got to him, so he could suck in huge breaths and catch his breath.
“At last, Cate, it’s so good, to meet you.” He drew in a double lungful of air, let it out, and then stuck out a hand.
“This is my honor, Doctor Vespinja.” She grabbed his hand.
“Call me Rajit.” He kept pumping her hand. “And having the head of Stanford’s Evolutionary Biology department on my dig site is the real honor.” He finally released her.
Cate looked out over the excavations. “This place is huge.”
He followed her gaze. “During the mid-Miocene, it was an underwater plain, warm, and shallow; perfect for all manner of species to live, love and leave remains for us to find today.”
She tried to imagine what it was like then – a warm and near tropical, shallow sea, millions of years before the next glacial epoch changed the water temperature and the currents, and also drained the inland sea to feed growing ice caps.
The valley floor would have been the sea bottom, and up where she stood, the surface. She imagined the soupy water with all its bobbing, swimming and scuttling creatures. Most of the sea reptile giants of the prehistoric era had died off. But nature abhors a vacuum, and so something else rose to become ruler of the watery kingdom – and that was why she was here.
“So, the new meg find?”
Rajit smiled and clasped his hands together. “Yes, yes, so rare. They hardly ever leave complete traces like this. We’re very excited about her.”
“Her?” Cate smiled.
“We think so. The remains are abnormally large, and the females always seemed to grow the biggest.” He turned and waved her on. “This way.”
They tracked along the valley floor, and Rajit waved at a few people who lifted their heads to stare for a moment. But most were down on their knees or lying on the ground, working with small brushes, tiny picks or, in some case, paintbrushes, clearing away dust and debris from remains.
He pointed up at a group who were busy covering something in layers of gauze coated in plaster.
“They’ve uncovered a Psephophorus, an extinct genus of giant sea turtle. Not as big or heavy as Archelon, mind you, but still about ten feet in length.”
“Wow.” Cate was impressed. “So many fossils in one area – amazing.”
Rajit shrugged. “Some scientists theorize that this particular area of coast became walled off, or rather walled-in, like a trapped inland sea, when the ocean started to withdraw.”
“They were trapped like goldfish in a bowl,” she observed.
He grinned. “What a sight that would have been to behold. All those magnificent creatures in one place.” He sighed. “I would loved to have been there. To just be able to get close to them.”
“No, you wouldn’t,” Cate said softly.
Rajit turned, surprised, but when he saw Cate was not forthcoming, he turned away and pointed to an enormous excavated area on the slope. “Our home, and the final resting place of Big Bertha.”
They climbed the hundred feet to the midway point on the hill that turned out to be the size of a double football field gouged out of the rock and dirt. By the time they arrived, Cate was finally feeling the edge of exhaustion creeping into her muscles.
Rajit put his hands around his mouth. “Okay everyone; take five.” He motioned to Cate. “This is Ms. Catherine Granger, head of the Evolutionary Biology department at Stanford University, a specialist on marine predators, who also has a keen interest in the Carcharodon Megalodon species.”
Cate smiled tightly. She hated having her credentials rolled out, but if it was what got her the royal treatment on sites like this, she could hardly complain. “Thank you, Dr. Vespinja.” She waved. “Good morning, everyone.”
She got greetings, appraisals, and a few smiles for a few seconds, before most went back to the work. Rajit led her closer.
“Well, there she is; isn’t she beautiful?”
Cate saw an area so carefully cleaned it could have been swept. There were ridges and bumps all along the flat plate they had cleaned.
She walked along the edge. “Hard to take it all in.”
“Ah, yes …” Rajit looked around, and then grabbed her elbow. “Come this way.” He dragged her to the opposite slope and climbed about twenty feet. He then stepped out on a ledge. He nodded, satisfied, and then pointed back down to where they had just been. “Now look.”
Cate followed him and then leaned out; she immediately felt a chill run through her. There was the huge pressed imprint, at least seventy feet in length, from the massive scythe-like tail and ventral fins, to the sail-shaped dorsal fin. The massive fossilized creature ended in an explosion of teeth where the jaws had been flattened down and then compressed. But it was still easy to visualize how they would have looked.
“It’s so clear,” she murmured.
“Yes, and so rare,” Rajit responded. “Most of the fossils in these bone beds have been degraded because we think they were uncovered before they were fully mineralized. But Bertha here was most likely totally covered over, and fairly quickly, maybe by an underwater landslide. We can never know for sure, but it encased her in mud, and thus sealed her in.”
He sighed again, long and slow. “What I would give to see one of these things alive, and swimming.”
Cate gave him a wry smile. “Sure, so long as you’re nowhere near the water.” She motioned to the fossil. “May I?”
Rajit grinned and nodded. “Sure, sure; it’s why you’re here after all.”
“Thank you.” Cate hopped back down to be beside the flattened fossil. She then walked slowly along the body. It was compressed into just two dimensions, but the lumps of ribs, fins and other cartilage remnants were still apparent. It was an awe-inspiring sight, but she knew the remains didn’t do justice to the terrible monster.
Cate had seen a living specimen, in the water, and then under the water, when one had attacked, and the horrifying nightmares of those moments never went away. It had taken a year before Jack Monroe had been able to even coax her onto the deck of his boat, and then another year before she’d let him take her for short trips around Nick’s Cove … and even then just hugging the coastline.
She squatted down near the mouth of the monster, seeing the massive arc of the fallen teeth, the spade-sized blades, each about eight inches long. Though these teeth still looked wickedly sharp, they were now blackened with age.
She’d seen a gleaming white set of those teeth shear people in half, the maw opening wide to swallow them whole. She’d seen the huge body propelled through the water like an unstoppable juggernaut.
She exhaled, reaching out one hand to lay her fingers at the jawline. “Some monsters, once seen, become less monstrous.” She ran her fingertips over the edge of one of the teeth. “And some become so much worse.”
“That’s beautiful; is it Hemingway?”
She smiled, distractedly. “No, Catherine Granger.” She stood up, dusting her hands together. “Time to go.”
“That’s it? You came all the way out here, just for that?” Rajit’s brow furrowed. “There are other things to see and talk about.”
Cate shook his hand. “I just needed to see it, is all.” She turned away. “Just to make sure it, and all my demons, were really dead.”



CHAPTER 10
200 miles west of Acapulco, edge of the Middle America Trench
Samantha Britt hummed as she pulled on a sweater and then undid the arms of her allover suit that were tied around her waist. She then slid her arms and shoulders into the top half and turned to watch her co-crew members, Wade King and Andy McCarthy, clamber over the modified Alvin deep-sea submersible.
Wade was the central casting action man – broad shoulders, chiseled chin and shock of curled dark hair over deep-set blue eyes. He was their pilot and engineer onboard the tiny submarine.
Andy, on the other hand, was his complete opposite with short red hair, sprays of freckles across his cheeks and nose, and shoulders more at home on a milk bottle. Where she was the mission’s marine biology specialist, Andy had dual skills as a biologist and geologist. And he was definitely the brains of their group.
She looked again at what would be their home for the next little while – the Alvin II, DSV, or Deep Sea Vehicle, looked like a bathtub toy. It was bulbous, sprayed red, and only twenty-four feet in length. Its looks were deceiving, however, as it was technologically brilliant and tough as they come.
Sam turned her face to the sun, letting it warm her cheeks as she inhaled the salty air. She savored it, as where she was going darkness ruled twenty-four hours a day.
A thick cable pinged overhead and she opened her eyes to follow its tightness over the side. The Alvin had a twin called Theodore that was already down deep.
They were aboard the survey ship, the 400-foot Archimedes, a few hundred miles out from Acapulco and just on the edge of the trench. Her friend, Chloe Taylor, was in the Theodore, working, like her, for Nexxon to assess the effects on sea life of their seismic soundings.
Sam had only taken the role on the understanding that the findings in their final report were packaged and delivered unvarnished – if there was proof of adverse effects, she wanted it known and not whitewashed, massaged, or erased entirely.
Nexxon had agreed, with one proviso: if there were adverse effects, she gave the corporation time to make changes to their blasting operations before they were publicized, and potentially penalized by having onerous changes forced upon them, or worse, their work canceled altogether.
She had agreed; after all, fair was fair. And, besides, there was no gag order, so if they tried anything, she’d just have a little fireside chat with the media.
She turned back to the Alvin, sitting in its cradle on deck. Today, they were descending to a depth of just on 2400 feet, and just on the cliff edge of the trench. Once down in those inky depths, they’d hover a dozen or so feet from the bottom, and simply watch and wait.
At the bottom, and even on the way down, they were to do a biomass count of organisms, using multiple sensor equipment arrays – basically, they’d be looking and listening to everything that went on down there.
Sam had been down before, numerous times in fact, and though it was a lightless, alien world where they were going, she never felt concerned. The trench was different, and always filled her with awe and a little trepidation.
The trench was a void of nothingness, an abyss, and a place of myth and mystery. Scientists actually knew more about the surface of the moon than they did about what lay at the bottom of the deepest ocean trenches.
At just on 23,000 feet, the Middle America Trench wasn’t even in the top ten when it came to depths, but it was still a dangerous place of crushing water. At the very bottom, there’d be a strange and seemingly barren world comprised of endless plains broken by the occasional lump of a manganese deposit, sitting atop the mud and slime like unused cannon balls. There were also beds of silt, hundreds of feet thick and so fine they’d be like quicksand.
Many of the trenches had giant sea fans, tubeworms, crabs, mollusks and other creatures that had evolved an ability to live and thrive in those forbidding depths.
Whales could also dive deep, but not to the utmost bottom. Giant squid, monstrous gape-jawed and needle-toothed creatures of the deep also inhabited the abyss.
And then there was also the occasional bloop. Sam’s lips quirked up into a half smile; “the bloop” was the name given to anything and everything that was inexplicable that they heard from down in the depths. And there was also “the smudge” – that was the name for the unidentified shadows on deep sonar. Experts had theorized it could be everything from a coalesced school of fish, massive whale, or unusually big colossal squid. Or maybe it was just something else that they hadn’t encountered yet.
Sam smiled dreamily; it gave her a little fluttery feeling in the stomach; sort of half fear and half excitement. Her scientific mind dearly wanted to be down in the trench one day and actually spot something unexpected or never seen before. But her human mind never wanted to find out what that weird bloop sound or smudge was.
She needn’t worry, she told herself every time they dived. The Alvin and Theodore DSVs were basically waterborne tanks. Each of the two vessels weighed in at seventeen tons, and had a two-inch thick titanium sphere pressure hull. The DSVs had two robotic arms, fitted with mission-specific tools, and the updated compartments allowed for two scientists and one pilot to dive for up to twenty-four hours down to 15,000 feet.
The Alvin had even more surprises – underneath the superstructure there was a coffin-shaped pod that contained an ADS, or Atmospheric Diving Suit. It was a one-person articulated submersible of anthropomorphic form – in layman’s terms, it was a suit of armor forged from titanium-aluminum alloy. The suit allowed the wearer to leave the Alvin in water up to a depth of 3000 feet, while maintaining an internal pressure of one Earth surface atmosphere. It had extremely articulated pressure joints for a range of movement, and its own heat, light and air supply.
Sam had trialed one of the ADS suits in a NASA testing tank, and found it weird in that it was like being in your very own body-shaped submersible. Even though the watery world was only separated from the wearer by the titanium skin of the suit, she couldn’t help feeling a little claustrophobic when she’d worn it. Still, given the chance, she’d love to try it out in the depths.
An additional twelve million dollars had been spent on upgrading the Alvin design. One of her favorite aspects of the new design was the bubble dome. The material it was made from was called borosilicate glass, which packed into itself and compressed in such a way that the deeper they went, and the more pressure that was applied, the stronger the glass got. Theoretically, they could go to the bottom of the Challenger Deep – the deepest known part of the seabed, 36,000 feet and counting – except the Alvin’s titanium hull wouldn’t survive.
In an emergency, if Alvin got stuck underwater, the crew could release the occupant dome of the submersible. Then the glass and titanium sphere would rise to the surface uncontrolled, like a bubble of steel.
The downside was that the upgraded submersibles needed an attached cable for the deeper drops – they needed to be dropped down and reeled in by the crew aboard the Archimedes, so no free maneuvering.
Wade poked his head from the hatch. “Hey Sam, let’s run a systems check, we’re going over the side in twenty.”
“Yo.” She grinned, saluted and headed over to what would be their world for the next eight hours. Alvin was still in its cradle, but the sling was now attached and it was hooked to the lift crane, ready to be maneuvered over the starboard side of the Archimedes. On the port side a similar crane was slowly hauling in cable as Chloe and her own armor-plated bubble were on their way back to the world of light and warmth, just as Sam and her team were getting ready to drop into the one of eternal night.
She joined Andy McCarthy who stood squinting in the sunshine, and probably making a hundred more freckles appear on his already speckled face. Andy was the youngest of both teams, and at twenty-eight, and with his complexion, he was a poster boy for the emerald isle. Though he was a little quirky, he was a brilliant geologist who was a font of knowledge on deep-sea oceanography. Together they watched the cable reel in.
“Baton change time?” He grinned.
“Yep, so suck in the vitamin D, Dr. McCarthy.” She put an arm around his slim shoulders.
“Are you kidding? A few more minutes in this sun and I’ll begin to blister.” He pulled up his suit.
“Hurry up, fellow Alvin-o-nauts.” Wade poked up again. He had been working in a t-shirt with his thick sweater thrown over one shoulder. Regardless of the heat in the sunshine, he pulled it on before ducking back down. Though the DSVs were heated, they usually kept the thermal exchangers off until they really needed them as they burned up battery power. Inside, as they descended, it could get damned cold until they were turned on.
Andy followed Wade into the Alvin and Sam eased herself in next. Just before she ducked down she sucked in a last lungful of fresh sea air.
Get ready for hours of body odor, ozone and oil, she thought.
Sam dropped into her seat in the bubble cockpit. Except for the viewing areas of the bubble, Alvin was basically a fortified computer. Banks of electronics were everywhere, leaving little space for luxuries like ergonomics – three small seats were jammed in close to each other, with one on the left still vacant.
She immediately reached forward to start running through her personal checklist of items. Though Wade would be the pilot, everyone crammed into the armor-plated diving computer had operational jobs to do. Everything from the sonar, depth, pressure, temperature, and object and geology proximity all needed to be monitored. Where they were going was as deadly and foreign to them as an alien planet.
Wade checked the link to the robotic claws, retested the ADS and escape pod links and got green lights across the board.
“Ladies and gentlemen, we are looking good. Checking comm. link.” Wade lifted the handset, and opened the mic.
“Skipper, this is Alvin I, do you read?”
There was a click as the deck picked up the comm. link.
“Loud and clear, Alvin; great day for a dive. What is your status?” Captain Douglas replied matter-of-factly, but Sam knew he’d be listening intently. He was a no-nonsense man, of large frame and silver hair. He’d seen it all, and only rested when everyone was back on deck, and not thousands of feet below him.
“We have green lights across the board, and will run a pressure test,” Wade said.
“Okay, Wade, standing by for your word on lift. Out.” Douglas closed the link.
Wade, not having yet buckled in, rose from his seat and went to the large titanium hatch at the rear top of the bubble. He pulled it closed with a solid thunk. He then spun the wheel, until there was a hydraulic hiss and green lights indicated all the locks had been engaged and the seal properly effected. Only then did he crawl back into the bubble.
“Hold your ears, people.” He pressed the air release that increased the pressure in the capsule. Though this was nothing like the pressure of the depths, it was enough to allow Alvin’s systems to check hull integrity and let them know if there was a leak anywhere across its skin.
“How we doin’, Sam?” Wade asked.
Samantha watched as all the integrity lights remained green. She nodded with satisfaction. “We are all green, and good to go.”
“Excellent.” Wade rose again. “I’m going to open the hatch for five more minutes. So if anyone needs to take a bathroom break, do it now, or hold it for the next eight hours.”
Sam grinned. “I can report that bowels and bladder have no unusual pressure.”
Wade turned. “Seriously, anyone wants to suck in their last gulp of fresh air, better do so now.”
“I’m good,” Sam said as she checked more instruments, and then opened a screen in front of her that showed their grid pattern for the day’s drop. They’d be moving along the trench ledge. So far between the Alvin and Theodore DSVs, they’d mapped and analyzed twenty miles of deep seabed.
It was hard to argue that the seismic poundings weren’t having an effect, as there seemed to be little sea life left that used sound and vibrations for hunting or communication. Most other creatures who lived in that depth were represented, and they’d even encountered a giant squid on a previous drop, so her mind was still open.
“Quad 34 – very close to the trench ledge. Going to be interesting,” she said without looking up.
Andy hm-hmmed as acknowledgment, while continuing with his own pre-dive analysis. “Every time we peer into the heart of darkness, something else is revealed to us.”
She looked up and grinned. “That sounds almost poetic.”
“You’re welcome.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Andy McCarthy, Sagittarius, wine lover and bon vivant.”
She bobbed her head. “I like it – the saying, not the dating-dot-com spiel.” She chuckled.
The radio crackled to life. “Wade, you there?”
Sam picked up the mic. “Taking a sunshine break, Captain. Can I help?”
Douglas cleared his throat. “Uh, we got something on the sonar, coming up fast …”
Sam frowned. “Say again; you mean the Theodore is coming up fast?”
“No, it’s something coming up underneath
Theodore. Big signature; could be a whale. It’s still very deep.”
“Around here?” Sam’s mouth turned down in disbelief. “Can’t see it, Captain, no whales for a hundred miles in any direction.” She tilted her head for a second. “What does Chloe say?”
“No word yet; we’ll keep you informed.” The mic closed.
She turned to Andy who was now staring back at her. “Might be a whale,” Andy said. “Maybe things are even better than we expected.”
She nodded. “Let’s just hope it’s not a sperm whale; those bad boys can give a DSV a nudge if they’ve a mind too.”
They both turned to watch the cable that was bringing the other submersible to the surface. Water ran from it, and Sam imagined it being ice cold as it came from the dark depths. By the look of the coils, they were still quite a few hundred feet down, and at least five minutes from surfacing. Hopefully, Chloe would get a good look at their deep friend, and maybe some cool pics.
Her stomach fluttered – the
smudge.
Nah, she wiped the thought away.
Sam checked her watch – Chloe and her team in Theodore were due up in three minutes, twenty seconds. They’d have time to wave at each other before her team in Alvin would be lifted over the side. She wondered if the leviathan would still be there then.
She blew air through pursed lips, and checked the onboard cameras. They could record still images, video and stream live footage. All of it stored to disc, with storage space in the gigabytes.
“I have a good feeling about this drop,” she whispered.
Andy turned to her. “Why’s that?”
“If we can get a shot of any whale in deep water, it’d be awesome. But if it’s a blue whale, we could be one of the few in the world to actually see this massive beastie in the wild.”
“Oh, okay, fingers crossed.” Andy didn’t sound impressed.
She nodded. “Everything crossed.” She opened the mic. “Captain Douglas, any update on our big friend tagging Theodore?”
There was nothing for a few moments.
“Still coming,” Douglas sounded distracted, “and closing. It’s now on an intercept course with the DSV.”
“Then crank it up,” she yelled.
Immediately the winches were put into high gear, and they whirred and spat water in an arc above the rig. As Sam watched, the cables went from being drum-tight to suddenly slack, as if there was weightlessness on the end rather than a seventeen-ton submersible, before the weight kicked in again.
One of the deep dive protocols was that no one was to interfere with a DSV’s line of communication while it was coming to the surface. Sam ignored it and opened the link.
“Chloe, do you read me, over? Chloe?”
Each submersible had a video screen comm. link and Alvin’s burst into life. Chloe’s face, glowing ghastly green from the console, filled the screen momentarily. But she was turning about. Behind her there was darkness, and the vid-link looked to be the only screen that illuminated her.
“It’s coming back – it hit us, and it’s coming back.” Her eyes were wide and round.
“Chloe, what is it? Is it a sperm whale? Orca? What’s happening?”
Chloe turned back and leaned closer. Her face looked wet, and her eyes glistening. “It can still see us; it’s tracking us, following us all the way,” she whimpered.
“Jesus. What is it? Please tell me.” Sam’s confusion began to turn to agitation as she picked up on her friend’s fear.
She heard a man scream: “Here it comes again.”
Chloe’s eyes bulged from terror. “Shark!”
Sam half turned. “What did she say …?”
There was an explosive impact, and the screen began to jerk about as if the Theodore was in a hurricane. Then there was the terrifying sound no submariner wanted to hear: the scream of bending steel following a rupturing hull. The screen shut off as the link was broken.
“Chloe!” Sam yelled.
“Fuck me,” Andy whispered.
The winch hauling in Theodore jerked hard like a game fisherman hooking a marlin. Then it started to clank and groan as it fought against an unbelievable weight. Whatever had struck the Theodore seemed to be pulling back on the cable now.
Sam watched as crewmen ran to the rig and locked the winch down, stopping it from feeding any cable back into the ocean. The priority was to stop a potentially damaged Theodore slipping back into the depths.
Immediately the crane jerked. With the sound of tortured metal, the boom started to bend, the hardened steel obviously no match for whatever had hold of it.
“Let it go,” Sam breathed. She eased upright, not able to take her eyes off the crane. “Let it go, let it go, let it go.” She chanted, or perhaps prayed, as she began to turn, getting ready to launch herself to the hatch. She knew she could do nothing, but she needed to be out there on deck.
She spun just as Wade appeared. “What the hell is going on?”
The passage was too narrow for the two of them to pass each other and she was blocked. Sam pointed.
“Something has hold of the—”
Metal screamed like a million banshees as the entire ship lurched to the side.
“Shit!” Sam threw her arms out.
People yelled, anything not secured on deck began to slide, including crewmembers. The ship continued to tilt, and Sam reversed herself back to her seat. The crane that held Theodore started to rip free from the deck.
“We’re losing her!” Sam could do nothing but watch as her friend in the submersible was about to be dropped.
“We need to,” Andy yelled. “Or it’s going to pull us over.” He threw his belt over his shoulders to keep upright in his seat.
Alvin started to swing out of its cradle. A klaxon horn began to blare, over and over, deafening, raising the tension level and making it hard for any of them to think straight.
In the next moment, with the sound of rending steel and a cannon blast, the entire winch pulled free from its moorings and skidded and bumped its way to the side of the ship. Instead of bouncing over, its legs and cabling acted like a grappling hook and caught in the side railing.
“Cut the cable, cut the cable!” Sam yelled at the winch.
“No time,” Wade shouted. “Need a blowtorch.”
Whatever had hold of the Theodore gave another surge, and the ship tilted even more. The Archimedes now hung at an angle of forty-five degrees. Sam screamed as she fell from her seat.
Wade pointed at her. “Strap in.”
She climbed back into her seat. “You too,” she yelled back at him as she slid in, grabbing for her belt.
Theodore’s winch cable hummed from the tension, and, before their eyes, two crewmembers went over the side. The ship was starting to be dragged sideways in the water, and then it caught on a small swell and lurched again.
Wade got up on all fours. “Gotta shut the hatch, I think we’re going over.” He backed up and then vanished.
Sam felt like she was in a dream. We’re going to go over, he had said. “Oh my god. What’s got hold of them?” she wondered as a ripple of fear ran up her spine.
The deck titled again and, through the bubble glass, she saw more people hitting the railing, hard, and some cartwheeling over the side.
“They’ll drown,” she whispered, not really believing what she was seeing. The Alvin was now swinging free from its cradle, suspended from its drop cables. Whatever had hold of them continued to tug and pull, and gradually managed to bring the side of the ship down into the waterline.
“Jesus, the deck hatch isn’t closed.” Andy’s words spun Sam’s head to the main deck hatch where the crew had been lifting equipment in and out. She knew what would happen when the ten-foot square dark hole began to fill with water. Behind her she heard Alvin’s heavy titanium hatch close with a solid thunk, and then heard Wade fall and curse.
She didn’t turn to him, couldn’t, because she was transfixed by what she saw. The deck, now vertical, began to flood with water – it poured into doorways and open hatches. Many of the crew had abandoned ship, but she knew that many more would still be below deck, trapped, and finding it impossible to navigate in a topsy-turvy labyrinth.
Vaguely she heard Captain Douglas sending out a distress call as the deck slid lower into the water. The hatches were filling and the railing was underwater; it’d be over soon.
“We’re sinking.” Andy’s eyes were wide, and his face pale, making his freckles stand out.
“Yes,” was all she could reply.
There was an almighty tug on the cable, and then the ship flipped over. They hit the water, and the deck came down over the top of them, like being smothered by a massive steel cliff. Bright sunshine became deep blue shadows in a blink.
Sam and Andy were jerked about in their seats, but Wade, still loose, was thrown down into the cabin console. He yowled with pain, but still managed to crawl to his chair, and, using one hand, throw the belts over his shoulders.
He winced and held his ribs. “We gotta take control; let out some line, or we’ll be anchored to the Archimedes as she goes down.” He pointed. “Andy, bring everything online, pronto. Sam, feed out the cable, and I’ll try and get us out from underneath the deck.”
The three pairs of hands worked furiously on the controls. The console lights glowed in their faces now they were underneath the ship, and Sam looked up briefly to see the horrifying sight of some of the Archimedes crew trying to swim out from under the stricken body of the ship.
The vessel rapidly filled with water and then, like a long steel leviathan, it began its slide into the depths, nose first … and they were going with it.
She managed to gain control of the Alvin, and Andy had also programmed the winch holding them to feed out more cable. Meanwhile, Wade was testing the submersible’s propulsion.
The cable continued to unwind.
“How much?” Andy asked.
Wade didn’t look up. “Not too much – give us a hundred feet; any more, and …”
The metal loops of the cable coils began to tighten over them.
“Shit.” Andy cut off the feed.
“Goddamn it, McCarthy, we’re hooked up.” Wade lunged forward, looking out and up at the deck that was now their roof. “She’s going down, and we’re along for the ride.”
Bubbles and debris started to rush past them as they picked up speed. Cables were wound across their cockpit bubble and wrapped around the entire armor-plated craft. It was a bit like Alvin was a fly caught in a steel web.
“Oh god.” In the fading light, Sam could see some of the Archimedes crew also hooked up in the deck debris, being taken to their grave. She looked away, not wanting to imagine the agonized expressions on their faces – drowning was a horrible way to go, holding your breath until your lungs felt they were on fire and about to burst, and then involuntarily your mouth opening as your brain demanded oxygen, demanded a lungful of cool, clean air, and instead pulled in the thick cold water.
Sam ground her eyes shut. She had worked her entire life around, in, and below the water. She had never really thought about drowning. But now, the fear of it completely engulfed her.
She realized she was holding her breath, and she shook the thoughts away. “Cable is tightening; we’re not going anywhere.” She grimaced.
Wade exhaled loudly. “Until we shoot free, we’re gonna have to wait it out.”
“Until when?” Andy asked.
Wade’s jaws clenched. “Until the cable loosens, or we can untangle it, or a freaking mermaid saves us; I just don’t know yet, Andy.”
“Those poor people,” Sam whispered as human bodies started to float up past their window, eyes and mouths gaping open. Some of the crew were still vainly trying to swim back to the surface, already hundreds of feet above them.
“Hopefully, they got the lifeboats away,” Wade said. “I’ve worked with Captain Douglas before; he’s one of the best in the business.”
“Not anymore,” Andy said, staring out through the toughened glass.
There was a thump, and the tumbling form of Captain Douglas bounced past them. His eyes wide and unseeing, his mane of gray hair floating around his head like seaweed. Sam noticed his shirt was pulled out of his pants, exposing a round belly, and it seemed to rob the man of his last shred of dignity.
She looked away, and they sat in silence for a few moments, before she looked down at her consoles. “We’re now at 500 feet; we’re losing the light.” She turned. “Switching on external lamps.”
“Okay; until we get to the bottom there’s—” Wade jerked upright. “Andy, give me an overview of the sea bottom topography here, now!”
Andy’s hands flew and he began to read the screen data. He shook his head. “Jesus Christ, Wade, we’re coming down right on the lip.”
Wade bared his teeth. “On the shallow side, or the abyss side?”
Andy grimaced as he analyzed more screen information. He spoke through gritted teeth. “Can’t tell, can’t tell.” He looked up. “Topographical sonar says we’re coming down on the edge … right on the edge.” He turned slowly. “But does it matter where we come down?”
“Damn right it does,” Wade shot back.
“No, I mean …” Andy shook his head. “It only matters where the Archimedes comes down. If it goes over, we go over.”
Sam rechecked their depth. “Now at 725 feet and accelerating to a drop rate of 500 feet per minute – way too fast.”
“Not up to us,” Wade said. “Bottom is around 2400 feet here, if we land on the top of the cliff. If not, then kiss your ass goodbye.”
They began to hear pops and squeaks coming from the glass above. “Will Alvin’s bubble cope with the rapid descent?” Sam looked up at the superstructure.
“We’ll find out soon enough.” Wade snorted softly. “But on paper the borosilicate glass should be fine.”
There was a sudden flashbulb-like glare and then the deep thump of an explosion from somewhere inside the Archimedes that made them all jump.
“I’m guessing that was the engine room,” Wade said softly.
Andy looked up from his screens. “If it’s any consolation, Theodore’s winch was torn free, so whatever turned us over is now gone.”
Sam exhaled. “Thank god for that.”
Wade turned to her. “What do you think it was, sperm whale?”
No, not at all, she thought darkly. She gave him a crooked smile. “Yeah, probably.”
Wade nodded. “Well, whatever it was, good riddance.”
They continued sailing silently on down into the depths. From one angle of their view port, they could see they were lashed to the side of the Archimedes, like Ahab had been lashed to the side of the Great White Whale in Moby Dick. On the other side, there was nothing but the inky blackness of the deep ocean, so dark that it could have been the vacuum of space.
Sam sat in silence, staring out at the darkness until she felt the chill start to creep in.
“We’re going to need the heaters soon.”
Andy nodded. “It’s down to fifty degrees outside, and we’re only at 1400 feet. It’ll drop the lower we go.”
The sounds of the Archimedes’ airtight compartments being compressed whined and squealed outside, and Sam couldn’t help thinking it sounded like the moans of a dying sea monster. She knew they were falling to a depth too deep to do a realistic salvage on the big vessel, but not too deep to get to them. There was always hope.
“What are our options?” She finally whispered.
“Option one to one hundred is we need to get free of these damned cables,” Wade said. “Once we do that, then we can rise in Alvin to the surface. And even if we can’t do that, and can only release the cables over the bubble, we can still pop the escape pod.” Wade leaned forward to look around at the cables hugging them. “Once we settle, I can use the claws to try and pick them free.”
“Unless we miss the cliff edge, and don’t settle until we hit the bottom of the trench.” Andy sighed.
“Yeah, well, if we do that, we’ll never hit the bottom, will we?” Wade’s brows snapped together. “We’ll be paste long before that. For Chrissakes, just think positive for once.”
“Yeah, like that’ll help,” Andy muttered.
Sam felt the tension rise. “I’ll keep my fingers crossed.” She held up both hands, fingers twined. “You try too, Andy.”
Andy snorted, but nodded to her and held up one hand with fingers crossed. “Yeah, okay, sorry.”
They continued to glide downwards into the dark, lashed to the side of the stricken ship. Sam had a horrible thought that if the Archimedes struck nose down, and then toppled onto its deck, they would be entombed under hundreds of tons of immovable steel. They’d be pressed deep into the seabed ooze and no amount of salvage would ever set them free.
Sam wondered how long the special glass would hold the water and pressure at bay – a century, a millennium, more? Maybe one day an alien race would find them, three preserved bodies entombed in a glass sphere on the bottom of the ocean. They’d be exhibited in some alien museum as grotesque prehistoric oddities.
Five minutes later, Andy unfolded his arms and leaned forward.
“Bottom coming up. Now, you can really keep those fingers crossed, Sam.”
“They still are,” she said softly and leaned forward, trying to see something, anything, in the darkness.
Alvin was dotted with lights, but they did little against the walls of blackness surrounding them so Wade flicked on the strobes. There was nothing for several moments, and then she saw a vast plain of silky gray that ended at a definite edge, which the lights refused to illuminate.
“The trench cliff.” Andy groaned like he was lifting weights or trying to will their submersible and its massive sea anchor, the Archimedes, to come down on the up side. “Going to be close.”
“Brace,” Wade said quickly, as the nose of the big ship struck the silt. It continued to plow into the ooze for roughly twenty feet, and a huge cloud rose in the water around them. The ship stuck like a spear for several seconds and loose debris rushed past them to join it on the sea bottom.
“Wait for it …” Wade breathed.
Sure enough the Archimedes began to tilt …
“Oh shit, no,” Andy said.
… toward the trench.
It was a slow motion drop as the long steel vessel moaned and groaned and then fell onto its side. Of the 400 feet of ship, a little more than half remained on the lip of the trench and, ominously, the remainder hung over the void. Unfortunately, that remainder bit was where the Alvin was lashed.
They were frozen. Andy sat with both hands up as though waiting to catch a fly ball, Sam’s lips were pulled back from gritted teeth, and Wade sat with mouth open and eyes wide. Sam wondered if, like her, her crewmates were holding their breath.
“Have we stopped?” Sam asked in a small voice.
Andy looked down at his console. “At 2397 feet, structural integrity intact.” He sat back and exhaled. “Yeah, we’ve stopped, and we’re okay for now.”
“Okay, that’s good, I guess,” Wade said.
They continued to stare but there was nothing to see as the silken ooze from the huge ship’s landing had created an impenetrable cloud that even the strong strobe lights couldn’t penetrate. Wade switched off the lights.
“We preserve power, for now.”
“And then?” Sam asked.
“When the proverbial dust settles, we try and free ourselves. But I’m betting that distress signal Douglas sent has already been picked up, and as the Archimedes has a Voyage Data Recorder, rescue ships will be able to locate us.” He groaned and shifted in his chair.
“You okay?” Andy asked.
“Yeah, but I might have busted a rib or two when we went over. Hurts like a bitch. I’ll be fine, once we’re topside.” Wade grimaced and looked around. “Okay, we have water, and even some emergency ration dried protein bars – that’s good. We have air for forty-eight hours – that’s not so good. And we have power for forty hours unless we close down a lot of the juice usage. Unfortunately it’s the damn heaters that use a lot of the power. But we turn them off, we’ll suffer from hypothermia.” He leaned forward. “Outside temperature is thirty-two degrees. This steel and glass shell will transmit the cold in at us in minutes.”
Sam nodded, and then had a morbid thought. “And transmit our warmth back out.”
“Huh?” Andy turned.
She stared, as if in a trance, out at a world that looked like it was filled with swirling smoke. “In the deep, creatures hunt by chemical signature, thermal, and light attraction. We’re giving off all three.”
“So what?” Wade frowned.
“Theodore had all their lights turned off when they were coming up, remember?” she said softly.
“Yeah, and?”
“They were being chased.” Sam tried to think through the implications.
“But you said it was a sperm whale, right?” Andy leaned around Wade. “Right?”
“Yeah, a sperm whale. That’s what it must have been.” She sat back, staring at the smoky water. She knew it wasn’t what Chloe had screamed in her dying seconds. She sighed.
“This silt cloud will clear soon, and then we’ll see.”



CHAPTER 11
El Vizcaíno Biosphere Reserve, Northern Baja California Sur, Mexico
Captain Anguilar stood on the deck of the covered patrol boat. At the wheel was a single pilot, who sat at ease now, waiting on his next order. Anguilar had a walkie-talkie in one hand, and craned his neck to look up as the sliver of moon disappeared behind a cloud, pitching them into total darkness. It made the large steel diving watch on his wrist stand out with a green glow.
Anguilar’s two teams of Cuerpo de Fuerzas Especiales – Mexican Special Forces Corps divers – were performing training exercises about twenty miles out from the El Vizcaíno nature reserve where they wouldn’t be interrupted or observed. Their work made use of the latest covert technology, and it was not for public consumption, especially as everyone was a damned cameraman these days.
He had twelve operatives split into two teams, each aboard high-speed inflatable craft, simply called Duck-1 and Duck-2. Further out, there was the hulk of a larger boat. The objective of the teams was to each take turns approaching, boarding, and securing the ship. The hulk was empty, but loaded with sensors and surveillance gear above and below the water – it would give him all the data he needed on the effectiveness of his teams.
The winners got to go back in. The losers got to keep doing it over and over until Anguilar was satisfied, while he got more and more pissed off for the inconvenience.
He checked his watch, judging it was time, and lifted the walkie-talkie to his mouth. “Duck-1, you’re up, in three-two-one, go.”
He heard over the comm. link the sound of splashing, mirrored by the fainter sound of it coming across the glass-still ocean surface. He went below to his own personal command center. The first six team members would be traveling down about twenty feet below the surface, and then moving in an arrow tip formation to the hulk.
His room glowed with electronics, but the door and blackout curtains shielded the light from outside. He was keen to see if the hulk’s surface sensors picked up the gas bubbles from their new rebreathers. Normal exhalations were expelled to hit the surface as a trail of bubbles. But the new scrubbers filtered and compressed this down to micro bubbles that came to the surface more like alka seltzer than a clue to a diver’s presence. On paper, his teams were as noiseless and invisible as warfare technology could make them – he’d know soon enough whether the sensors agreed.
Anguilar leaned forward to adjust a monitor. He had several cameras on the hulk’s deck focused on the water. Using a mix of thermal, starlight, and telescopic lenses, their sensitivity was far more accurate than any puny human eye.
He angled one of the deck cameras toward where the Duck-2 team waited in the dark, not talking, focused and eager for their turn at storming the boat. He smiled grimly; these guys were competitive as hell, and as hard as iron. Duck-1 team wanted to leave Duck-2 in their wake, and Duck-2 wanted to wipe the floor with the first team’s results.
He turned from the camera to peer out through one of the blackout curtains. He could just make out the dots of the two inflatables in the distance, sitting on a black plate-of-glass ocean; one full, one empty. He inhaled, smelling the salt air over the ozone of electronics.
This is a good life, he thought. For all the badass things he had done, this was what he enjoyed, being outdoors and imparting his wisdom to the next generation of warriors, the next generation of alpha predators.
He sat back among the semicircle of technology surrounding him, and watched the outline of the six warm bodies making their way toward the hulk. He changed the visual perspective to another camera and nodded, satisfied with progress. The water-surface motion detectors picked up little more than the natural movement of a slight breeze across the water; the rebreather exhaust diffusers were working just fine.
“Looking good, team-1,” he said to the dark.
He waited as the team closed in. It was going to be interesting to see if they could scale the ship’s hull without setting anything off. He’d accept some slight movement, but on a still night such as this, if it were a real-world insertion, someone keeping watch on deck would pick anything outside the ordinary up.
The hulk’s motion sensors beeped, from a slight push from the stern.
They’d blown it.
Anguilar frowned. He saw that his team members were still clear of the boat; they were close, but hadn’t yet arrived.
Okay, a wave, he thought.
He checked the weather reports and synoptic charts – there was nothing but calm predicted for hours. He knew that rogue waves could travel thousands of miles, so ignored it.
Beep.
This time the sensors were telling him that another wave had given the hulk a nudge, this time from the bow side.
Beep.
Another one from the port side.
“What the hell?” It was like the waves were coming at the hulk from all angles … or something was circling it.
Captain Anguilar looked back at his thermal signatures, saw his six men, and then saw another huge and hot presence shoot just below them. Whatever it was, the divers must have seen or sensed it, because they closed ranks, and drew into a tight bunch.
He knew that whales and other sea mammals presented hot on a thermal read, and so did one other alpha predator, the great white shark. In his early training, they learned all about these sea predators – most sharks are cold-blooded, however, the great white shark was an endotherm, meaning it could raise its body temperature above the ambient water temperature – it was how they were able to put so much energy into an attack.
Well, whatever sort of shark it was, it was a damn big one. Time to get his men out of the water – drill was over.
He lifted his walkie-talkie, while keeping his eyes on the six body-shaped thermal signatures in the water. “Duck-2, come back, urgent.”
“Boss,” the calm voice whispered.
“Drill’s over; I want you to …”
Anguilar stared hard at the screen. His six men were represented as flaring orange human shapes all bunched together, but then the enormous hot signature returned and for a second it totally filled his screen.
When it left, his men were gone.
“Madra Dios,” he whispered.
Anguilar blinked several times, before exploding into action. “Duck-2, get over to the hulk, and look for survivors; I think we’ve got a big shark in the water!”
“Repeat, sir, survivors?” The calm voice asked.
“Do it!” He screamed the words, hearing the duck’s engine start up across the water. The inflatables had muscular outboards, and even loaded with six men, they would skate across the water like a skipping stone.
His pilot appeared at the cabin door, aware something was up.
“Orders, sir?”
Captain Anguilar held up a hand. “Wait.” He looked back at the screen. He saw Duck-2 enter the picture, its outline dark, only the engine showing from its heat trail. He half turned to the man, not taking his eyes off the screen.
“Start the boat, we’ll need to bring in—”
His mouth hung open. Something came for Duck-2, from directly underneath it. It was huge and it opened like a massive trap below the inflatable craft holding his men.
From outside, the calm and silent warm air was replaced by the noise of a massive disturbance of water, and the fear-filled yells of men; no, not yells, screams of terror. Then came a sound like a thousand waterfalls as something titanic fell back into the water.
Anguilar turned back to the screens. Just like his divers, the dark signature of the dinghy and his men had vanished.
“Gone,” he whispered.
The pilot straightened. “Start the boat, sir?”
“Yes.” Anguilar turned back to the motion sensors.
Beep.
He froze. “No, belay that. We’ll sit a while, and let the ocean calm itself.” Anguilar reached up to wipe his sweat-slicked face.
“Get me the base; I want a chopper up, ASAP.”



CHAPTER 12
Stanford University, California, Evolutionary Biology Department
Cate pushed through the doors of her office just as the intercom buzzed. She hit the button.
“Yeah, Jess.”
“Professor Granger, I’ve got a Mr. Vincent Kelly to see you. Not on the appointment register, but says he knows you.”
In her mind, Cate could see Jess, her receptionist, smiling sweetly at the man. But she was a tough gatekeeper, and one word from Cate, and the guy was going home.
But it was Vincent Kelly, Vince. Yeah, she knew him. She sat down in her chair, feeling a little light-headed. Just the name brought back memories in a rush. Vince was with the coast guard and he and his pilot, Regina Boxer, were with her and Jack onboard the ill-fated boat, the Slava, when they took on the sea monster, as she now liked to think of the monstrous Megalodon creature.
For a brief moment she felt like telling Jess to send him away. But she knew she couldn’t. He was one of the reasons they were all alive, and for that, she owed him plenty, regardless of what sort of memories he dragged up or baggage he hauled in with him.
“Yeah, sure, send him up.”
Cate swiveled her chair to look out across the manicured Stanford lawn. A few students ambled about, or sat cross-legged and talked, or were hunched over, working on tiny computers in the sunshine. It looked so normal, calm and … safe.
“Knock, knock.”
She turned to see Vincent’s brawny form in the doorway. He beamed as he crossed to her, hand outstretched.
“Cate Granger; you look fantastic.”
She couldn’t help his infectious smile spreading to her. She stood and gripped his hand.
“And feeling pretty good, too, Vince. How’s Ginny?”
Vincent bobbed his head from side to side. “She’s fine … now. Took a while. You know, afterward, and all.”
“Yeah, I know.” Cate sat again. “You two still seeing each other?” She raised her eyebrows.
“Yep, we’re still good. She suffered from nightmares about deep water for a while, but who didn’t, right?” He smiled sadly. “Not a great thing for a coastie, though.” He pointed at the chair on the other side of her desk. “May I?”
“Sorry, sure; uh, coffee?”
“Won’t say no.” He sat and she noticed for the first time he held a battered briefcase under his arm. He smiled again, his eyes direct as he watched her.
Cate buzzed for two coffees, and folded hands across her stomach. “So, almost two years, and then out of the blue, here you are.”
“It’s good to see you. And yes, I’m guilty for not paying more social visits.” Vince shrugged. “I just figured we all needed some space.”
She nodded, waiting.
He sighed. “And I wish this was social as well.”
“Oh yeah?” She scrutinized him, still waiting for him to get to it.
“Weird things happening.” He opened the suitcase, pulled out some photographs and stacked them on the edge of her desk.
Like a blackjack dealer, Vince then spread the first four out in a row and sat back. Cate bent forward to look them over. There were shots of rocky exposed reefs, diving platforms and even buoys. After a moment she sat back, her brows knitted.
“Okay, I’ll bite; what am I supposed to be seeing here?”
“That’s the right question to ask,” he said. “It’s not what’s in the pictures, but what isn’t.” He tapped each of them. “From California to Mexico, this time of year we’d expect to see elephant seal, sea lions, pacific harbor seals, and many more species; they used to crowd these places. But not now; they’re all gone.”
Cate felt the old knot in her gut give a little twist. “So, maybe that ole climate change, huh? They’ve relocated.”
“Maybe, sure, why not? But then …” He selected a few more photos and placed them side by side.
She briefly looked down and then raised her eyebrows. “Whale beachings?”
“Yep, entire pod of pilot whales down in Mexico; 150 of them. There was a team of over a hundred volunteers down there to try and refloat them. But no matter what they tried, they could not get the whales to go back out into deeper water.” He shrugged sadly, then picked up another picture and turned it around for her. “Eventually the whales died; every single one of them.” He put the picture down. “Personally, I think they were too scared to return to the open ocean.”
“Oh yeah, an entire pod?” She narrowed her eyes, but felt the coils of fear tightening inside her. “I’m not sure I like where you’re going with this, Vince.”
“I didn’t either.” He retrieved his last picture, placing it on her desk, but keeping a finger on it. “This is a whale carcass, or what’s left of it. I was there for this one.”
There was a half whale, possibly a humpback, seeming cleaved in half. The blubber and meat was ragged. He tapped his finger on it. “I saved some of the exposed spinal discs. Local marine biologist said it looks to have been severed, cleanly, as though by something fast, powerful and almost surgically sharp.”
Vincent sat back. “Something that was slightly concave, like a spade, and probably the same size.” He fished in his briefcase and placed a Megalodon tooth on the table on top of the photograph. “Something like this.”
Cate shook her head. “Nope, no way, we killed it. Jack saw it die.”
Vincent smiled, nodding slightly. He continued to stare down at the photograph, talking now as if in a trance.
“When I was a kid, I asked my father why we don’t ever see many dead birds, seeing there’s so many around, you know. He told me that when birds died they fell upwards, straight to heaven.” He looked up at her, one side of his lips quirked up. “Great sense of humor, my dad. But I remembered his words the other day. You see, sharks don’t float when they’re dead, Cate, you know that. They sink and stay down. Jack said he saw that wounded animal heading down off the continental shelf. It’s probably dead, but no one can say for sure.”
Cate felt the knot inside her twist again and then begin to boil up into anger. She stared at him with narrowed eyes. “What do you want, Vincent?”
He stared at her desk for several seconds, his face blank as if his vision had turned inwards again. “I heard on the defense forces grapevine that two teams of Mexican Special Forces doing drills off the coast of northern Baja California Sur vanished. Their CO said they were taken by something big in the water.” He lifted his eyes to her, and they were the weariest eyes she had ever seen. “I can’t verify that, and no one’s talking. But they’ve got us coasties, and the navy, running patrols off the edge of the shelf. We’ve both been asked to take depth charges, but they won’t say why.”
“What have they got you looking for?” Cate asked carefully.
He grinned with little humor. “Anomalies.”
“Anomalies?” she scoffed.
“Yeah, well, I gave them my suggestions, and they basically told me to piss off – excuse my French – but I know, they know, what’s going on.” He chuckled with little mirth. “You know how it is; yelling shark scares the crap out of people. But yell monster shark, and you’ll have a damned riot.”
Vince sighed. “The thing is it’s hard for me to argue my case as I’m not an expert. Well, not on paper anyway. So I need an expert. A real one.”
“Oh, no, no. I’m not getting involved in this.”
“Cate, please, you and Jack are the two most expert experts in the world on Megalodons right now. I need you to—”
“Sorry, no, Vince. I’m not joining any teams, or going on any trips, or even convening any panel discussions.” She saw the look in his eye. “And before you ask, Jack isn’t either. We’re out.”
He held up his hands. “Okay, okay. Just one thing then: I need you to speak to someone, a guy who used to work for an oil exploration group, he’s semi-retired now, not that he wants to be. His name’s Scott Markesan; he saw something, Cate. I’ll even bring him to you. He’s a nice guy.”
She frowned, the name sounded familiar. “Look, Vince …”
“Over dinner. You, Jack, me, Regina, who’s dying to see you both again by the way, and Scott. No strings, okay?” He opened his hands, palms up. “Be nice for us all to catch up and have a few beers anyway, right?”
“Well, I’d love to see Ginny again. I’ll check with Jack, and—”
“Done.” Vince slapped the table and gathered all his photographs. He stood up. “It’s so good to see you again.” He shuffled the pictures back into his bag. “It’s probably nothing, so all we’ll end up doing is shooting the breeze, eating good food and drinking too much.”
She stood up. “Hope so, Vince. Hope so.”
Her knotting gut told her something different.



CHAPTER 13
Nick’s Cove Restaurant on the wharf, Marin county
Cate looked around as the restaurant began to fill. There were a few families with wind-dry hair and sunburned noses. A table of four guys in loud shirts who could have been students, ordering beers before they even looked at a menu, and then there was her and Jack, waiting on their guests.
Nick’s Cove was a mix of hokey cool and hometown friendliness that big city places just couldn’t match. The restaurant was wood paneled from top to bottom, and at the far end there was a ship’s wheel facing the water. Green glass buoys covered in weather-beaten rope mesh, ships’ lanterns and several varnished oars hung on the walls. Incongruously, there were also a few antlered deer heads watching the diners with eternal glassy-eyed expressions.
Cate looked down at the menu and pursed her lips.
“Mmm,” Jack said, “blue-eyed cod, nice.”
She shook her head slowly. “I’m having that.”
He gave her a half lidded look. “Then I’ll have the lobster.”
“Wait, there’s lobster?” She looked further down the menu and found it. “Ooh, yum. I’m changing my pick.”
He grinned. “Then back to the cod for me.” He looked up. “Should I pick my starter, or should I wait to see what you’re having first?”
She reached across to squeeze his large rough hand. “You have whatever you want, darling.”
“The mussels.”
“There’s mussels?” She laughed as Jack pretended to throw his menu up in the air.
Jack looked to the doorway, as more people entered. “Looks like this party is about to get started.” He raised a hand to wave to Vince.
Jack stood to kiss Regina on the cheek, and shook Vince’s hand vigorously, swapping a few jokes about each other’s appearance – getting older, and fatter – with his old coast guard buddy. Regina smiled and hugged Cate.
“How are you?”
Regina nodded. “Really good, and even better now for seeing you.”
Cate thought she still looked a little haunted, but otherwise the no-nonsense helicopter pilot was still as she remembered – short-cropped red-blonde hair, a snub nose and a dimpled chin. Plus the greenest eyes that still glinted with fierce intelligence and an even fiercer temper.
Vince stood aside, and put his hand on the shoulder of a young man. “May I introduce a friend of mine: Mr. Scott Markesan. Scott is a diving engineer with Nexxon Corporation, and was recently aboard the Kanaloa, one of their biggest oil exploration vessels.”
Scott shook hands with Cate and Jack, and all five of them took their seats. Cate studied the young man. He couldn’t have been older than early thirties but he had the look of someone who spent his time outdoors – squint wrinkles at the corner of his eyes, and his sandy hair was sun-bleached and dry. She’d thought Regina looked a little haunted, but this guy looked like he hadn’t slept in a week. He caught her looking at him.
“You saw something down there too, didn’t you?” His dark rimmed eyes were as direct as his words.
She stared for a moment, at first hesitant to commit to anything. But it was Vincent who responded.
“Scott, like I’ve told you, we all did. We had an encounter with something well out of the ordinary, and what we—”
“You keep saying that, Vince. But what I saw wasn’t just out of the ordinary. It was out of this damned freaking world.”
“Not out of this world,” Jack said. “Just out of this time.”
“Out of its time.” Scott seemed to test the words. “What I saw …”
Jack held up his hand as the waiter came to ask if they were ready. They spent a few moments ordering food, plus a round of drinks.
Jack nodded. “Sorry, Scott, go on.”
“Let me back up a few steps.” Scott licked his lips. “I was the go-to guy for below the surface repairs aboard the Kanaloa. We were seismic blasting out off the coast of Mexico; we’d been doing it for days. We sent down a deep geological pulse, every few seconds, around the clock.”
“What sonic range?” Jack asked.
Scott bobbed his head. “The pulse guns operate in broadband, and deliver a range of frequencies, both high and low. They need to read the silt layer and also drive deep into the denser geology.”
Jack nodded and looked across to Cate, and she narrowed her eyes, knowing what Jack was signaling – the pulse would have been agonizing for a predator that also relies on tracking vibrations for hunting. And low frequency has been known to travel for thousands of miles.
Cate forced a smile. “The Kanaloa sent out a call, and something answered, huh?”
Scott scoffed. “Oh yeah, I’ll say. The pulser, which looks like a nine-foot silver torpedo, was being dragged behind the ship. This time we had it at a depth of about 6000 feet, and then something damn well answered all right.”
Scott sipped his beer, twice, before going on. “We got snagged up on something, and managed to reel it up to about 220 feet, but it’d come no further.”
“Of course,” Jack said softly. “Because above that line is where the sunlight starts to reach down. It wanted to stay in the dark.” His jaw clenched. “So you had to go and get it?”
“Yeah, those things are worth a fortune, so it’s my job to make sure we go home with all our tech.”
“And over the side you went … solo?” Jack asked.
Scott nodded. “Yep. But soon as I hit the water, I felt something was different.”
“Different?” Cate asked.
“I dunno, just, weird. I’m not scared of deep water, dark water or night diving.” He gave her a crooked grin. “Or never used to be. I followed the cable down. It was still drum tight as though we’d snagged something, but a thing that seemed to be moving on the end of the cable. I sensed something in the water wasn’t right.” He laughed, his eyes looking haunted again. “Boy, was I ever right.”
“Tell them,” Vincent said.
Scott stared at the tabletop.
“What did you see?” Cate sat forward, her own mouth having gone dry.
“A fucking monster!” His eyes were wide and his words loud. The group of young guys at the table next to them turned to stare.
Scott blinked a few times. “The probe was jammed in its mouth. Giant white teeth bigger than both my hands, and that mouth, so big, I could have driven a car in there.” He chuckled. “It was a shark. But no shark like I’ve ever seen or heard of. A freaking monster.”
Scott drained his beer. “I’ve been diving with big sharks, great whites, tigers and hammerheads as big as draft horses. But this thing was the size of a bus, no, bigger than a bus.” He shivered. “Thank god I had my strobe lantern with me. It freaked the thing out. I shined that light right in its goddamn giant eye.” He shook his head. “It was as black and soulless as hell itself.”
“Carcharodon Megalodon,” Jack said. “Supposed to have been gone for over a million years.”
“Million and a half,” Cate added.
“I knew it; I’ve been doing research ever since.” Scott exhaled. “It snapped that high-density cable, which can withstand tens of thousands of pounds of pressure, and headed back down into the abyss. And I got the hell out of there.” He sat back. “Haven’t been back in the water since.”
There was silence at the table for several minutes as everyone sat, sipped their drink, or just stewed in their own thoughts.
“Cate?” Vince said at last. “You want to tell him?”
She barely heard him as her mind took her down to that twilight layer, imagining being alone in the water with the monster.
“Cate?” Jack touched her arm.
“Huh? Okay, sure.” She sucked in a deep breath. “In 2016 we mounted an expedition to a newly discovered subterranean body of water on the west Alaskan coast. It turned out to be enormous, the size of a sea. We thought there might have been life there.” She chuckled. “We were so naïve. What we discovered was beyond our wildest expectations.”
She looked up at the young diving engineer. “You’re right, we saw something too – an alpha predator on an unprecedented scale. A fully-grown Carcharodon Megalodon. A biological remnant of an earlier age. And we were indirectly responsible for it being released into our ocean from that sealed environment.”
“The dinosaur shark.” Scott stared as if in a trance.
“Yes, and it immediately went on a killing spree, determined to take ownership of the oceans like it had millions of years ago. So, we tracked it, and killed it.” She sighed. “Or that’s what we thought.”
“There’s another one then, or you didn’t kill it at all.” His eyes were accusing.
Regina blew air from pressed lips, and then turned to Cate. “Could that be possible? I mean, could there be another one?”
Cate turned her glass around on the table and stared into its contents for a moment. “You ever heard the saying that we know more about the surface of the moon than we do about what’s down in the abyss? Well, it’s very true.”
Jack nodded. “There was no reason for these creatures to go extinct. Most of their prey was still here, and sharks are super adaptive when it comes to light, dark, cold, warmth, salinity, you name it. In fact, the Megalodon lived in the same period as the great white shark, and they’re still here, so why aren’t the Megalodon? Remember these big guys were at the top of the ocean’s predator tree.”
“I’ve also been doing some research,” Cate said, “and undertaking a few field trips. Globally, even today, there are unconfirmed sightings, and stories of attacks by animals resembling sharks of well above average size.” She looked up into Scott’s eyes. “So, if you asked me to make a judgment call on it; I’d say it could be the same one we encountered. But, then again, the seismic blasting you were doing would have driven all the cetaceans away, which might have been its food source. That means this monster was hungry as hell, and pissed off from the seismic vibrations. You basically waved a red flag to the biggest bull in the ocean. And it came charging.” Cate gave him a crooked smile.
“I don’t think I can ever go back in the water again,” Scott said softly.
“Welcome to the club.” Cate raised her glass.
“I don’t get it.” Regina was still frowning. “Jack, you said the Megalodon we saw was mortally wounded, and headed for hell. How could it be the same one?”
“I said might be.” Jack shrugged. “We know sharks have extraordinary recuperative powers. Maybe that’s why we haven’t heard anything from it for nearly two years – it was lying low, putting itself back together.” He tilted his head. “Maybe it’s been down hunting in the abyssal plains for all that time, living off the odd whale carcass. Until the seismic blasting brought it back up.”
“So, as soon as the blasting subsides, then it’ll go back to the deep. Problem solved.” Vincent sounded more positive than he looked.
Cate nodded. “Possibly.” She turned to Scott. “When are they due to finish?”
“In that area? They already have.”
“Good,” Cate said. “It stays down there, then maybe we avoid each other again, forever.”
“Yeah, about that,” Vincent began but their food arrived and he waited while the plates were laid in front of each of them.
He continued, “There’s been inexplicable boat disappearances on calm nights, the Mexican Special Forces attack, and unconfirmed sightings, all moving further up along the edge of the Middle America Trench. I think it’s closing in on us.”
“Was closing in on us,” Cate said. “Let’s see what happens now the blasting has stopped.”
“Not that easy I’m afraid.” Vince clicked his teeth. “There’s just been another sinking down on the edge of the trench, a couple of hundred miles off the coast of Acapulco. Dozens were lost, but the bad news doesn’t end there. There’s a submersible vehicle down in 2400 feet of water; and we believe with three trapped occupants. Navy has a rescue bathyscaphe they’re lending us, but the sinking was described as suspicious, with some survivors saying the ship, the 400-foot Archimedes, was actually pulled over. Rescue ship is already on its way.”
“Four hundred feet?” Jack’s brows came together. “How the hell could …?” he trailed off.
“I’ve seen this thing, and I bet my ass it could pull over that sized ship.” Scott shook his head. “Shit, those poor people on the sea bottom. They’re as good as dead.”
“They might be if we do nothing.” Vince leaned forward on his elbows. “They’ll need all the help they can get.” His eyes shifted to Cate, and then to Jack. “The rescue team will also need all the expert advice they can get. You guys need to be there.”
Cate’s mouth dropped open in disbelief. “No. Damned. Way.”
Vincent’s mouth pressed into a flat line, before he nodded. “I’m going as an advisor – being choppered out to the ship tonight. But other than telling them what to look out for, I’m not sure what good I’ll be. What they need is a shark expert and an evolutionary biologist, especially ones who have seen this type of creature before.”
Cate shook her head, feeling nauseous. “Sorry, count me out. I’d be no good to you or anyone.” She suddenly felt hot, took her napkin off her lap and threw it on the table. “In fact, I think I need some air.” She stood and headed for the door.
* * *
Jack sighed as they watched her leave. “Vince, I gotta tell you buddy, that was kind of an ambush there.”
He nodded. “Yeah, I know. But I always was crap at the politics side of things. Thought it best just to lay it out for you.” He bobbed his head. “Didn’t really think Cate’d go for it. Was hoping though.”
“And when were you going to lay it out for me?” Regina glared.
“Oops.” Jack sipped his beer.
“Sorry, Ginny, the request only just came through. Thought I could kinda kill two birds with one stone.” Vince grinned sheepishly.
“Being crap at politics is an understatement. Frankly, I wouldn’t go for it either, and neither should you.”
“It’s not my call.” He exhaled through his nose. “The Archimedes is on the bottom, and from a crew of twenty-eight, only eight made it out of the water. There’s three people still down, and if I can help bring them back up, I’m going to try.” He smiled at Regina. “Don’t worry, I won’t be going in the water this time.”
Vince sipped his beer and let his eyes travel to the door. “One more thing, Jack; one of the people down in that submersible is a scientist by the name of Samantha Britt.”
Jack leaned back in his chair. “Oh Jesus Christ.” He let his head stay back and stared up at the ceiling for a few seconds. “So now I’m supposed to tell Cate that one of her closest friends is down there. She’ll panic.”
They sat for a few moments, until Vince shrugged. “Don’t worry, everything that can be done is being done. Probably best if Cate sits this one out anyway. Not sure what I was thinking.” He held up his hands. “So, let’s drop if for tonight. Besides, I’m starving.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right.” Jack looked down at his fish, and then across to Cate’s lobster, both rapidly cooling. “I’ll go and check on her.” He stood. “But, as you said, the subject is closed, okay?”
“No problem.” Vince held up his hands in surrender. “She gave me a pretty definitive answer.”
Jack headed outside and saw Cate leaning over the railing. He grinned and leaned over next to her. “Hi beautiful, you come here often?”
She turned around so she could rest the small of her back against the wood. “Sorry about that. Just got freaked out.”
“Don’t worry, we know you’re not thin-skinned. And besides, I think all of us are still a bit freaked out. I’m sure it probably brought back bad memories for everyone.”
“Probably?” she grinned. “In a big way. What about you?”
He nodded. “Sure did.” He put his arm around her and kissed the top of her head.
The fact was, Jack regretted not being able to study the monstrous animal when he had the chance, even for a minute. For him, the Megalodon was the equivalent of finding Big Foot and the Loch Ness monster all rolled into one.
He remembered the feeling when he saw it plummet down into the depths, streaming blood. He felt relief – it being alive scared the crap out of him. But the thought that it was gone for good had also filled him with regret.
He pulled Cate closer now. “Come on, that lobster of yours is not going to eat itself.”
“Oh, I’m not sure I can now.” She exhaled through pressed lips.
“Okay, well, out of respect for the crustacean, and the chef, would you mind coming back in and watching me eat it?” He widened his eyes into a look of pleading.
She laughed. “You’re my hero.” She punched him in the chest softly and together they went back in.
Jack loved her more than anything, even his own life. He hated to see her upset, and hated to think how she’d react when she found out her friend was trapped nearly 2400 feet down.
He knew he’d have to tell her. Just not tonight, he thought, and opened the restaurant door for her.



CHAPTER 14
Abyssal Plain, edge of the Middle America Trench, 2397 feet down
When the fog of silt finally settled, the trio of deep-sea submariners was left with the gruesome sight of a dark plain littered with debris from the Archimedes, and the pale bodies of the crew, which almost glowed in their lights. Nearly a dozen men and women lay stretched out, as though sunbaking on a dark beach at the center of the earth.
They sat in silence, just staring out through the glass. Sam felt perspiration run down her cheek, and got a whiff of perfumed body odor. She suddenly felt small and vulnerable in the high-tech tin can.
“So many dead,” Andy said.
“The Archimedes had a crew of twenty-eight; I only count about ten bodies out there, so we gotta believe that most made it to the rafts.” Wade spoke almost reverently.
“We went down so quickly; anyone below decks would have been trapped,” Andy responded.
Wade swung to him. “Then where are all the bodies?” His voice bounced back at them in the enclosed space.
“Maybe the thing that pulled us under got them. Or they’re still in there,” Andy fired back.
“Oh, cut that morbid bullshit.”
“Shut up, the pair of you.” Sam rounded on them, immediately silencing both men. She sighed and looked down at her screen. “There’s absolutely nothing on the sonar. The only thing down here right now is us.”
“Good.” Wade turned to Andy. “Happy?”
“And the crabs,” Andy said, nodding to the cockpit glass.
Sam followed his gaze and saw that squadrons of huge spindly crabs were already finding the ghostly white bodies of the crew. They all watched, transfixed for a few moments.
Sam squinted; she could just make out something like the head of a sightless eel poking up from the silt, and attaching itself to the neck of a body. She shuddered.
From the far range of their lights she spotted what looked like a pale tank moving along the sea bottom. It was oval-shaped, segmented and heavily armor-plated. It was only when it got close to one of the bodies that she could see it must have been over two feet long.
“What the hell is that thing?” Andy asked.
“Isopod,” Sam said. “Giant sea lice; they’re rare in the shallows, but love deep water. They usually feed on whale carcasses, but will eat anything, even live prey if they can catch it.”
“So big.” Wade’s face was screwed up in disgust.
“Yeah, they’re a perfect example of depth gigantism. I think that one there is a Bathynomus
giganteus. They’re usually only a quarter inch or so in shallower water, but for some reason, instead of the pressure, darkness and lack of food shrinking things down, it actually seems to do the exact opposite for some creatures – the deeper you go, the bigger things get.”
“Yech.” Andy pulled back as they watched the giant bug-like creature tear at the corpse. It quickly managed to burrow its head into the flesh, and then settled down to feed “How big do you think they can get?”
“Who knows?” Sam responded. “They could be even bigger down in the trenches.”
“Jesus.” Andy turned away from the revolting sight.
“Yeah, they’re very aggressive, and tough sons of bitches all right. That armor of theirs is damn thick, and solid chitin. Even the little ones have been known to shred divers’ fingers.”
Sam found the sight both repulsive and compelling. Nature always provided balance between predator and prey, and nothing was ever wasted. Down in the deep, a morsel of food was literally manna from heaven.
I should try and take some pictures, she thought. The deep-sea creature didn’t frighten her. But what came next did.
There was a low moan followed by grinding, and then the entire length of the Archimedes tilted a few degrees.
“Oh, shit, no,” Andy whispered. “We’re slipping into the trench.”
“No, no, no.” Wade grabbed the steering sticks, but they were useless now. So he froze, hands on the joysticks, just staring out at the ship they were tied to.
No one moved or even breathed as the huge length of the boat tilted, wavered, and then gently resettled back into the silt. But now a little more of its length was over the abyss. Sam felt her stomach lurch.
“I think, I think we’re okay.”
More seconds passed as another silt cloud enveloped them. This one floated away instead of falling back around them.
“That cleared quickly,” Wade said.
“That’s why.” Andy pointed to the dark edge of the cliff that led to the trench’s dark depths. “There’s a current.”
“Down here?” Wade asked. “It should be dead calm.”
“Maybe not always,” Sam said. “There are submarine rivers.”
“I know that,” Wade retorted. “They flow under the surface of the ocean and are hidden from us air breathers up top.”
“That’s right; and though we assume the bottom of trenches are the equivalent of Death Valley, for all we know they have their own tidal ebbs and flows.” Sam kept watch on the dark water.
“Jesus,” Andy said. “Then they could push or pull us off the lip. We need to get the hell out of here.”
She nodded. “Yep; we assume the rescue will be underway, but I’d be a whole lot easier if they were just picking us up from the surface than trying to get us up from 2400 feet.” She turned to the men. “We need to think of everything.”
“Then …” Wade looked up and around their clear glass bubble, surveying the debris covering them. “We just need to try and pop ourselves clear, right?” He fiddled with the console, and then pulled out another pad that looked like a gaming console with two joysticks. “Engaging remote robotic arms.”
Wade linked the console in, and green lights lit up across the board. “We have good connection.” He looked up again. “We’ve still got the drop cable looped over us. It’s effectively lashing us to the Archimedes. Too heavy for us to motor out from; and until we can disengage ourselves from it, we’re not going anywhere. So …”
Wade leaned as far forward to the glass as he could and began to look out and around its edges. The cockpit bubble gave them a mostly unimpeded vision from the front, sides and top. The rear and underbelly fitted into the Alvin superstructure and was pressed into the hull. Sam could see the inches thick cables over them, wrapped around many times. It’d be a monumental job.
Wade sat back and gripped the robotic arm controls.
“Good luck,” Sam said.
Wade half grinned. “Well, we’ve got nothing else to do, so it has our full attention.” His eyes narrowed in concentration. “And here we go.”
From below where they sat, two pincered arms reached forward, crab-like. Wade moved them up beside their stricken craft.
“Easy,” Andy said softly.
The pincers opened and closed a few times before Wade slowed the arms and reached out to try and grasp the first of the cables.
“E-eeeeas-eeeey.” Andy had his own hands up mimicking the claws.
“Quiet,” Wade hissed. “Got it.” He gripped the first of the cables.
“Can you snap it?” Andy asked.
Wade gave him a lopsided smile. “Not a chance; the pincers have strength, but they’ll be no match for a cable that has a break point measured in tons. All I want to do is slide it off us so we can maneuver free. And then get the hell outta here.”
Wade’s eyes narrowed. “Okay, we’re now locked on.” He drew back on the joysticks, and through the glass bubble they heard a metallic whine as the titanium muscles flexed and pulled back on the cable. There was a scraping, and grinding, and the cable moved a few inches.
“Come on, baby, you can do it.” Wade spoke through gritted teeth as though it was his own energy he was expending.
Andy chimed in. “Come on-nnnn.”
With a rush the first loop of cable slid free, falling to the ocean floor just below them. A cloud of silt rose. Andy cheered and turned to high-five Sam.
“Well done,” she said.
“One down,” Wade said. “Luck, stay with us now.”
He reached up to grab the next loop, and as before, with some teasing, yanking, and applying force at different angles, the second cable loop also slid free. Wade paused to crane forward for a moment.
“I think it’s looped around us and also some of it piled on top of us – so it’s probably the weight of the steel that’s nailing us to the bottom.” He focused on dragging another loop from their bubble canopy. Long scratches appeared on the glass and steel nose.
He grinned. “Gonna need a new paint job when we get topside.”
Sam watched the cable fall, and noticed a few jelly-like balloons gliding closer. In the lights of the Alvin they looked golden and reminded her of the floating Chinese lanterns released at night festivals signifying departing souls heading to heaven.
She was transfixed. Each was a little less than a foot in diameter, and when one got to within ten feet it turned side on, staring in at them with one bulging eye.
She grinned. “Hey there, little fella.”
Andy recoiled.
“Calm down,” Sam said.
Wade looked up from his screen. “What’s that disgusting blob?”
The bulb floated closer, tiny tentacles trailing beneath the mantle and two prominent lateral fins on each side of the head that looked like big ears.
“Dumbo,” Sam said. “Grimpoteuthis, also called the Dumbo Octopus. These guys are real deep-sea travelers, and have been found down at 12,000 feet. I’m betting all the commotion has brought them over.”
Wade grunted. “Yeah, that or the bodies.”
She shook her head slowly. “No, more like a crab feast, I think.”
“So, the crabs feeding on the bodies?” Wade pulled in a cheek.
“Oh, shut up.”
The last loop fell away. “We’re winning.” Wade immediately set to bringing the engines online, and engaged them. “Buckle up, I’m going to gently lift us away from the Archimedes.”
The silt swirled around them as the propeller shaft blew water behind them. He also engaged the ventral jets to give them a vertical lift.
The small craft groaned and the nose lifted, but like a sparrow being held by its tail, Alvin strained but went nowhere.
“Damn it.” Wade eased back on the thrust, and then half turned. “Andy, get on the rear cameras and tell me what you see.”
“You got it.” The marine geologist lifted another console and brought some of the rear cameras online. Sam leaned across to watch over his shoulder.
“Oh, shi-iiit.” Andy grimaced.
“Well, that sounds real promising.” Wade exhaled. “So what’s the damage?”
“Well, I’ve got good news and bad news.” Andy continued to examine the small screen. “The good news is there’s only one cable remaining.” His mouth twisted. “The bad news is it’s actually looped around us, and you couldn’t push it off us if you tried.”
Wade ran both hands up through his thick hair. “The arms can’t reach back there anyway. So, boys and girls, back to square one.”
Soon, the current gently blew the clouds of silt away and once again they were left with an endless dark plain. The Archimedes dead were now tumbling, boiling masses of crustacean bodies, coiling worm-like creatures that burrowed and wrestled, and, as if part of some sort of festival, the dumbo squid hovered over all of them, alighting now and then to snatch away a small animal, and then drift off with it clasped to the underside of their balloon-like heads.
After a few more minutes, Sam checked their air: okay; battery power: also okay; and supplies: not a problem. But time was moving against them. In forty-eight hours, either the power or the air would end, and then they’d fall into a sleep from which they’d never wake.
“We should shut the lights down, and all non-essential electronics,” she said softly.
“I agree.” Wade flicked off the strobes, and the endless abyssal plain vanished. Finally he turned off the sonar, and other non-essential equipment.
“I’m also going to take the internal temperature down a few degrees. Won’t save us much power, but minutes might count … at the end,” he said glumly.
“At the end,” Andy repeated. “I don’t want to hear that.”
Sam looked down at her console; it was blinking. “Hey, we got a message.”
“Yes.” Wade made a fist.
“Now that, I do like the sound of.” Andy craned over the top of Wade, grinning widely. “Wazzitt say?”
Sam opened the message. Communication with anyone at these depths was difficult because radio waves didn’t travel well through salt water, so an aquatic form of texting was far more efficient than voice communications. It meant whoever was approaching was still a way off. If they were closer and had pinpointed where Alvin was situated on the bottom, then they could drop a transducer to directly transmit messages to Alvin’s stubby antenna.
“Thank god.” Sam read quickly. “Naval rescue and deep-sea retrieval vessel is on the way. They’ve locked onto our beacon.” Her grin widened. “Three hours, max.” She checked her wristwatch. “Home for a late supper.”
The trio broke out in cheers and multiple rounds of high fives.
Wade reached forward. “In that case, let there be warmth, and light.” He flicked on the heaters, internal lights and then the strobes.
Something huge shot over them like an underwater jumbo jet. It was traveling too fast for them to make it out before it was gone.
“What. The f-fuck. Was that?” Andy stammered.
The three of them stared as the silt gently settled again outside their bubble.
“Look,” Wade said, pointing. “The bodies.”
Sam felt a chill run up her spine. They were gone – the bodies, the crabs, the eels; every one of them had been scooped up and taken.
“Turn off the lights,” she whispered.
“Huh?” Andy’s mouth still hung open.
“I said turn off the damn lights.” Sam lunged, flicking all the external and internal lighting back off.
They sat in silence and darkness for a few moments. Sam could feel her heart beating hard in her chest. “Maybe we should turn the sonar back on. I think we might have company.”



CHAPTER 15
Pacific Ocean Surface, edge of the Middle America Trench
“And that’s why we need you to accompany them on their retrieval.” The senior naval officer’s eyes were uncompromising.
Vincent Kelly put his hands on his hips, and leveled his gaze at Captain Nelson. “And do what, sir? By the way, I’m coast guard, not navy.”
“Seconded to me, Senior Chief Petty Officer. You can take it up with your CO when you get back.” The captain grinned with zero mirth. “Remember, you were the one who told us there was a large biological anomaly we might encounter that could be dangerous. And that might put this rescue attempt in jeopardy. I’ve read your report, and frankly, though many people think you’re nuts, I don’t.”
Captain Nelson looked out over the dark blue water for a moment. “I’ve been on the high seas long enough to have seen some weird stuff. Whatever this anomaly is—”
“A Megalodon shark,” Vincent said flatly.
Nelson nodded. ”You’ve seen it, you’ve bested it, and if you can add one atom of assistance, then I goddamn want you down there with my people. Clear?” He leaned toward Vincent’s face.
Vincent knew resolve when he saw it. And though his primal instinct was to fight back, or maybe run a mile from this, his sense of duty meant he probably would’ve volunteered.
“Crystal, sir.”
“Good man.” Nelson turned away. “Follow me; we’re pinpointing their location now, but we’ve already established comms. Might be a good time for you to open some dialogue and see what’s what.”
Vincent followed the captain to the bridge. They were aboard a search and rescue frigate with a flat rear that normally launched and received helicopter, but now carried a single bathyscaphe. The muscular gray ship displaced 4100 long tons, was 380 feet in length and had a 45-foot beam. It could cut through pack ice if need be.
Vince paused on the metal steps to look back down at his mission vehicle. On the broad rear deck sat fifty-nine feet of armor-plated DSRV, or Deep Submergence Rescue Vehicle. It looked like a long tube with three bulbs spaced evenly along its length. He’d seen inside; the interior was composed of three spheres – the first sphere was the control center, where the pilot and copilot operated the vehicle. The other two spheres were used to seat the rescuees or to install equipment for additional operations.
The vehicle, nicknamed Argonautica, could get down to depths of 4000 feet and was able to accommodate twenty-four rescued personnel at a time. They had all the muscle power they needed in two large batteries, one fore and one aft, that drove the electrical, hydraulic and life-support systems. And for something so bulky looking the Argonautica was surprisingly fast, thanks to four thrusters and one main propeller.
Being a submersible rescue vessel, it had universal docking, meaning it could attach to any submarine from any country in the world – even tiny pods like the Alvin.
“Senior Chief Petty Officer.”
Vincent turned to follow the sound of Captain Nelson’s voice onto the bridge. As they entered, the men and women saluted and Nelson called them to at ease, and headed to the communication console.
“We still in contact?” Nelson asked.
“Yes, sir, we’re still messaging. They’re fine right now.” The officer stood back.
“Good.” The captain waved Vince closer. “Introduce yourself and ask some questions. We should be right over the top of them in fifteen minutes, and we’ll be dropping you guys down sixty seconds later. Thankfully, we’ll have voice comms operational by then.”
Vincent nodded, and stepped forward. He sent a message introducing himself, and Samantha Britt, Cate’s friend, returned the greeting.
Vince began to type: Tell me what happened. The short version.
After a few seconds, a reply came through.
Theodore DSV on its way up. Attacked. Its drop line snagged. Archimedes pulled over. We were getting ready to dive in Alvin, sealed ourselves in and got pulled down with ship. We’re tied to Archimedes on bottom. Still hung up in cables. Stuck.
Archimedes pulled over – the words immediately made Vince feel uneasy. He hesitated for a moment, aware that he was being watched. He typed quickly.
Are you secure?
For now, but we’re balanced on top of trench cliff wall. One kiss, and we fall in – 23,000 feet to the abyss.
Vince sighed. Nothing was easy, he thought.
Understood, and then, tell me what you saw.
Vince waited as the screen blinked. It was still open, but there was obviously some hesitation. And then.
On the bottom, just a while back, we think we saw something … big, fast.
Vincent grimaced.
Is it there now?
Don’t know. Can’t see it now.
Captain Nelson, reading over Vince’s shoulder, turned to his sonar officer. “Anything?”
The man shook his head. “No, sir, cool, calm and clear for twenty miles in all directions.”
“Good.” Nelson folded his arms.
Vincent nodded, he should have been comforted by the scan, but for some reason he wasn’t.
Hang tight. We’re coming down shortly. Vincent. Out.
We’ll be here. God bless you. Sam, Wade, Andy. Out.
Vince straightened. “How long until we’re over them?”
The sonar officer didn’t hesitate. “We’ll be right on top of their position in under five minutes.”
Nelson grunted, and turned to Vince. “Suit up, and good luck.”
Vince was taken down on deck and given a blue coverall suit that was more for warmth than waterproofing, and he and the two pilots went in through the lower hatch of Argonautica. Vince saw the hatch was a tube with a rotating inner core that was designed to fit over a downed sub’s external hatch and create a watertight and, hopefully, airtight seal.
The water pressure at the depth they were headed was around 1460 pounds per square inch, and even a pinhole leak would be beyond catastrophic – it would cut like a laser beam. It would also change the air density in the submersible in seconds – they’d be crushed to pulp.
Vincent remembered reading about early deep-sea submersible designs, and of Dr. William Beebe who constructed a bathysphere where he used two specially designed quartz windows for viewing, that were each several inches thick. To test the new windows, they lowered the unoccupied sphere down to 2000 feet.
When the enormous steel ball was hauled up, Beebe noticed something was wrong. Firstly, the winches were straining, as the bathysphere was far heavier than when it had gone down. Secondly, and more telling, there was a needle of water shooting across the external face of one of the windows. Looking in through another window, Beebe could see that the submersible was almost full of water. But, strangely, the few feet of air remaining curiously rippled as though filled with an oily gas.
He guessed at what he was seeing; the air was super compressed, and would have been beyond deadly for a human being. When they tried to open the bathysphere, the hatch edges began to fizz and then spray water with such force the crew had to seek cover.
It was then that the hatch blew off and flew across the deck, striking a bulkhead wall so hard it put a six-inch deep dent in the military-grade steel.
Vincent used his knuckles to wrap on the thick steel hull. “Don’t you do that to me, will you?” He grinned and lifted himself up in through the hatch. He inhaled, smelling engine oil, ozone, and scrubbed air.
“Welcome aboard the Argonautica,
sir. Lieutenant Briggs, pilot.” He thumbed over his shoulder at his partner who was checking something on his console. “And my buddy here is Lieutenant Oshima, copilot.” The second man, with dark stubble over his head and Japanese-looking features, turned and nodded, but then continued with his prelaunch checks.
“Vincent Kelly, hostage.” He grinned, saluted, and then shook Briggs’ hand. Oshima turned and offered his hand.
Vince looked around. “What do you need me to do?”
Briggs sat and turned to his console. Both men had control sticks, and all manner of buttons, dials and electronics surrounding them.
Briggs shook his head. “For now, just strap in, sit back and enjoy the ride. It’s going to take us a good hour to reach them at 2400 feet. This old fish needs to take it slow. Argonautica is a bulldozer not a Ferrari.”
Vince chuckled. “Sounds fine to me. Are we in communication with the Alvin yet?”
“We will be when we’re in the water,” Oshima said. “Our instructions are that you’ll be taking control of the comms and advising on any special situations, sir. Is that your understanding, Senior Chief Petty Officer?”
“That’s my understanding, and call me Vince.” Vince strapped himself in.
He watched as the two men worked like a pair of machines, checking their instruments and talking softly to whichever controllers they were running through a pre-dive analysis with. He was reminded of astronauts preparing for launch – and he knew where they were headed was just as deadly and remote as outer space.
Vince looked out through the cockpit window and saw men and women ambling about on deck. He noticed that his foot was tapping nervously. Calm yourself, man, he thought. We’re not even in the water yet.
“Preparing for lift,” Briggs said as he leaned forward to give a thumbs-up to someone through the main view port.
The bathyscaphe lifted gently, and floated across the deck. The massive winch would lower them over the side, where they would disengage and then immediately begin their descent. Though they had propulsion, they’d just sink, allowing their weight to take them down. That was the reason it would take an hour to reach Alvin, but it also conserved battery power. On the way up, they’d ascend in a wide corkscrew using the main propeller.
Vincent crouched forward and could just make out the side of the ship as they were lifted over the edge, and then gently lowered to the water’s surface. He felt the small jolt as they settled, and then Briggs and Oshima went through the uncoupling procedures.
Briggs turned to him. “All good?”
Vince nodded. “All good, and good to go.”
Briggs turned back, and spoke into his headset. “We are initiating dive in three-two-one … dive.”
There was a venting of air, the sound of huge bubbles rising and the craft slowly sank. Immediately a blue glow enveloped them. Vince felt an odd sensation in his stomach – butterflies, he bet Regina would have said. But he knew it as something more primal. He suddenly wished he were with her now.
Briggs lifted a hand. “Vince, comm. link is up.” He pointed to a headset.
Vince grabbed it and put it over his head, aligning the bead with his mouth. “Alvin, do you read me?”
“Loud and clear, Argonautica; who am I speaking to?”
Vince liked that the woman’s voice still held good humor and optimism, considering what she’d been through. She must be tough – good, he thought.
“Coast guard, Senior Chief Petty Officer Vincent Kelly at your service. We chatted when I was topside. You can call me Vince.”
“This is not a naval exercise?” she asked.
“Yes it is, I’m just helping out, as …” he decided to hold back on what he knew for now. “… as this is a joint services rescue. In fact, my dive buddies today are naval lieutenants Briggs, pilot, and Lieutenant Oshima, copilot. I’m assuming I’m addressing Samantha Britt, aboard the Alvin submersible, is that right?”
“You are indeed, Vince. And you can call me Sam, everyone does. With me is Mr. Wade King, our pilot and engineer. And the other poor sap stuck down here is Mr. Andy McCarthy, oceanic geologist. We’re all okay, except a little shook up. Hey, tell me, how many of the crew of the Archimedes made it to safety? It all happened a little quickly.”
Vince put his hand over the mic, as Briggs half turned. Like Vince, he knew that there were only a handful of survivors. After the sinking, fifteen people were reported to have been crowded into two lifeboats, but by the time search and rescue arrived, one lifeboat had vanished. They’d eventually found its remains, although it had been almost obliterated. Oddly, there weren’t even any floaters. Vince’s gut told him why.
“I can confirm we have survivors, but let’s just worry about you for now. Please confirm your status.”
“We’re okay, but on the edge of the trench, and we have a loop of high density cable wrapped around our rear. We can’t push it off, wriggle out, or break it.”
“Okay, we think we’ll be able to cut through that. Tell me, what is your rotational axis?” Vince asked.
“Not great. Our hatch is underneath us.” Sam sounded morose.
Shit, Vince thought. Plan B was to link up with them via the universal hatch and simply pull them out. A rescue was always high risk at extreme depths, but if they couldn’t get to the hatch, if they couldn’t cut them free, or then roll them over to get at the hatch, they’d have to come up with something else.
“Okay, Sam, sit tight and we’ll see you soon.” He went to sign off, but then changed his mind. “Hey Sam?”
“Yes, Vince, I’m still here.” She chuckled. “Like where else?”
“One more thing. You said you saw something big before. Can you describe it for me?” Vince prayed it wasn’t what he thought it was. He heard a conversation going on in the background for a moment or two, before Sam came back to him.
“Was hard to make out. We had switched off the lights to save some power, and when we flicked them back on, something big, and I mean real big – whale size – shot over the top of us.” She sighed. “Vince, just before that, the sea bottom was littered with bodies, but after the shadow had passed over they were all gone, everything had been scooped up. Shook us up, whatever it was.”
Vince detected a slight tremor in her voice. “Okay, Sam, we’ll be with you in …” He checked his watch. “Thirty-eight minutes.”
“We’ll be here.” There was no good humor there this time.
Vince sat back, and Oshima turned in his seat. “You believe that, sir?”
“Yeah.” Vince nodded, his mind elsewhere. “Yeah, I do.” He stared out into the midnight darkness of the deep water. They were dropping in near silence. That’s good, he thought. But the bathyscaphe had all its external lights on. And that, he didn’t like.
“Do we need all the lights on as we go down?”
Briggs shook his head, and looked out into the black water. “Nah, usually just for amusement, as we get to see the show on the way down. But looks as empty as Coney Island in the middle of winter right now.” He flicked switches. “Going dark.” The outside lights went out.
“Good.” Vince said. “We can light ’em up when we get a little closer.”
Vince looked down and saw that his right foot was tapping nervously again.



CHAPTER 16
“Looks like an angel descending.” Andy McCarthy, marine geologist.
“We should have gone,” Cate said dolefully.
Jack put his newspaper down. “Maybe.” He recognized the set of her jaw, and knew what that meant – she was stewing over it.
“No maybe about it. He’s our friend.”
He nodded, and tried to look thoughtful. Bottom line was it had been her decision not to go with Vince, but now it looked like remorse was eating at her.
Jack hiked his shoulders. “What could we have done that he couldn’t?”
She folded her arms. “He is a coast guard officer, I’m a marine biologist and you’re a shark expert – both of us have already been down in a submersible when one of these things was in the area. He hasn’t.”
Jack nodded, deciding to just let her talk it out. Besides, he knew what she was like in one of these moods – there were no right answers he could give, only varying shades of wrong ones.
Her eyes narrowed as she stared down at the floor. He bet she wasn’t seeing deck wood, but something else, many miles away. She looked up at him.
“Might not even be a Megalodon. It could have been any number of things, right?”
“Sure, whale, especially orca; might have been a great white, and in that area you can get even tiger sharks up to twenty-eight feet – that’d be one helluva man-eater. There’s also the possibility of being hit by a rogue wave. They hit a ship, even a big one, at a wrong angle and it’s all over.” He bobbed his head. “Don’t sweat it. He’ll be fine.”
“Yeah, he’ll be fine.” She agreed. “I hope they can rescue those poor people stuck on the bottom. And I damn well hope whatever it was that sunk the ship stays away.” She gave him a crooked smile. “Wave or whatever.”
Jack smiled back. He didn’t dare mention that one of those poor people on the bottom was Cate’s old classmate, Samantha Britt. Her head would have exploded from guilt. He lifted his paper again.
“Vince’ll be fine; the guy is basically indestructible.” Jack said a silent prayer.
* * *
Vince stared out through the small view port beside him. The interior lights were off, and there was nothing but the glow of the electronics – the tiny red, green and white lights might have looked a little festive somewhere else.
Through the reinforced glass, there was nothing to see – no fish, no cephalopods, no whales, no nothing. At 2000 feet the pressure was extreme, and the sunless world only reflected back the image of his pale face. He saw that there was condensation on the glass matching the perspiration he could see on his forehead. He lifted an arm to wipe it on his sleeve.
Briggs had just finished giving topside an update, and half turned to him. “Bottom coming up in five minutes, sonar is clear, and we are now right over Alvin’s ping.”
“Excellent,” he responded, and prayed it was all over quickly. He gazed again through the glass and this time an image of Regina formed. Her fiery eyes were only matched by her hot temper. But there was nothing like the way her cheeks dimpled when she smiled. He was older than her by a decade, and, right now, he wanted to be with her, just sitting in front of her and watching her smile. He continued to stare, not seeing the dark anymore.
They gently dropped for another few minutes, and Vince tried to block out the sounds of the reinforced steel hull popping and squealing from the pressure of the deep water. The temperature inside the Argonautica was around seventy-two degrees, but outside it was a bone-numbing twenty-five. Vince knew that the cold, dark, salty water found deep below the surface of the Earth’s oceans was usually oxygen poor, and the things that lived within the deep often had slower metabolisms, which allowed them longer lifespans.
Briggs spoke softly over his shoulder without turning. “Time to light her up.” He flicked switches and the spotlights came on. “We should be able to see Alvin anytime now.”
Vince craned forward. “And they should see us.”
* * *
Blip.
“Yes!” Andy pointed up at the top of their glass bubble. A speck of light in their universe of darkness was growing overhead and descending toward them.
Blip.
“Argonautica, we have you showing on our proximity sonar.” Sam grinned.
“Looks like an angel descending,” Andy said through his smile.
Blip.
“We should light up, also,” Sam said. “They’ll be looking for us.”
“Then let’s give ’em the full fireworks.” Wade flicked switches up, turning on all external and internal lights, plus their spotlights.
Blip.
The world around them was illuminated in a halo of brilliant white light. The seabed was empty now. But all three of Alvin’s occupants were transfixed by the descending bathyscaphe.
Blip, blip.
Wade frowned and turned.
Blip, blip – blip, blip.
“Another signature,” Sam whispered with a rising sense of dread.
“Is it maybe picking up an Argonautica echo somehow?” Andy asked hopefully.
“Has to be,” Wade said. “Maybe bouncing off the hull of the Archimedes. It can happen.”
Blip, blip – blip, blip – blip, blip.
“No, it’s a distinctly unique signature all on its own.” Sam stared hard at the sonar. “And it’s not bouncing off the Archimedes, it’s coming from over the edge of the trench. It was shielded by the cliff wall.” She turned, teeth clamped and the words hissing from between them. “It’s coming up out of the abyss.”
“Oh, please, no.” Wade wiped his brow and pushed the mic closer to his mouth.
“Ah, Argonautica, Vince, we read another signature coming up out of the trench. We have no eyes on it. We advise caution.”
“Caution?” Andy said. “How? It’s like they’re in a weather balloon and we just sighted an incoming F16. They aren’t going anywhere quickly.”
“Could just be a whale?” Wade shook his head. “Let’s just stay calm.”
“Wade, turn off our lights.” Sam shut her eyes for a moment. “Vince, we’re going dark again. You should too. Keep your eyes open. I wish … just … good luck.”
* * *
“We see it, Alvin.” Briggs’ eyes were still calm. “Strap in everyone.”
Vincent knew they were already strapped in, and what Briggs was really saying was hang-the-fuck-on-tight.
“Jesus, this thing is coming right up outta the trench. It was hiding in the sonar shadow all the time.” Oshima exhaled loudly through his nose. “Fast, too damn fast.”
Ping … ping … ping …
“Closing.”
“On us, or the Alvin?” Briggs asked his crewmate.
“Us.” Oshima responded.
Ping … ping … ping …
“Okay.” Briggs half turned. “Now would be a good time to lend a bit of that expertise in anomalies, Senior Chief Petty Officer.”
Vincent sat forward. “Go dark.”
Briggs immediately shut all the lights down.
Ping-ping-ping-
“It’s closing,” he said.
“Sharks usually come from below in an ambush attack. We can’t outrun it, so we need to hug the bottom … or even better, hug the Archimedes.”
“I like it; we can do what the shark did, hide in a shadow.” Briggs’ lips compressed. “Starting all engines, and putting her in a hard dive.”
The thrum of the engines rippled through the solid steel craft. Vincent knew those vibrations would carry out into the water, but there was no other option.
Oshima checked the sonar. “It’s gone … I think,” he said, relief heavy in his voice.
“Keep going down,” Vincent said.
They headed toward the wreck of the Archimedes, but even with the engines on full, it was agonizingly slow. Vince felt his heart in his chest, but tried to swallow down the impatience.
“Do you think it lost interest when the lights went out?” Briggs asked hopefully.
“Possibly,” Vince said, not feeling confident. “But once we hit the bottom, everything goes off, and we lay dead. I hope that—”
The impact threw them all to the side.
“Christ!” screamed Oshima. “Came up at us from behind the cliff face.” His arms strained on the U-shaped wheel, and his lips were pulled back in a rictus of fear.
The next impact threw them forward in their seats and they only stayed in place due to their belts. The next turned their world upside down. Lights blinked, alarms screamed again, and this time something began to hiss.
“No, no, no.” Briggs’ hands moved fast across his consoles, and both he and Oshima shouted instructions to each other.
“Where are we?” Briggs asked hurriedly.
Oshima looked up and out of the view port and then back down at his console. “We are still descending, but we’ve been given an almighty shove over the edge of the subterranean cliff.” He looked at Briggs. “We’re coming down in the trench.”
“Well then, let’s shove us right back.” Briggs pushed forward on the stick.
Bo-ooom.
The entire body of the Argonautica rang like a giant bell and they were rolled in the water. Oshima yelled curses as things hissed and fizzed all around them.
Vince groaned and felt an agonizing pain in his ribs. He hoped they were only bruised from the straps holding him in place. He looked up, and forgot about his ribs. He felt his blood freeze, and the gorge rise in his throat. All he could do was point.
A thin line was running down the center of the small curved glass window.
Oshima followed his gaze, and his eyes went wide. “Holy shit; we need to surface, ASAP.”
“No, we’ll never make it,” Vince said. “Stick to the plan – fire those engines up, and get us in as close to the Archimedes as you can. Then we play dead, got it?”
“Let’s do it.” Briggs pushed the stick forward and the heavy craft turned slowly in the water. He turned about. “Where’s that big sonofabitch?”
Oshima shook his head. “It was on sonar, then vanished. I think it has gone deep again.”
Vince felt his stomach drop – it was obviously going to take another run at them. He looked at the hair-like line on the glass, and ran through the statistics he remembered from Cate and Jack – the jaws of an average great white shark can exert a bite pressure of up to 1.8 tons, but this monster, with its size and pure muscle mass, would be able to exceed that by at least a dozen times.
As expected the next attack hit them from below. They lifted in their seats, and Vince had an odd sensation of weightlessness for a few seconds as the entire craft tilted, and then shook violently in the water, as if it were a bone in a dog’s mouth.
“I have no control,” Briggs shouted.
“It’s got hold of us,” Vince said softly.
The weightlessness vanished and they felt themselves moving, fast.
Oshima looked down at his console just as the cabin was filled with the smell of smoke and singed electronics.
“It’s taking us down.” Oshima turned to his partner, his eyes wide. “It’s taking us fucking down.”
Vince just held onto his seat. They were heading down the cliff wall into the forbidding abyss, descending rapidly. The depth numbers in front of the men started to race higher and higher.
Perhaps the Megalodon was taking them to its home in the pitiless void of the trench depths, Vince thought.
They were still just within the crush tolerance of the Argonautica, except for one thing. Vince looked up toward the front window – sure enough, with a plinking and popping sound, the crack in the ultra-thick glass was growing longer. When its two ends touched top to bottom it would fail.
With a sound like a gunshot, a hair-thin line of water burst from the glass. Unfortunately for Oshima, who was right in front of it, it passed through his head as cleanly as a laser. He was thrown backward in his seat, and then the water beam continued on to destroy everything in its path.
Vince racked his mind, trying to think of something, anything, he could do to save them. He remembered what Scott Markesan said about his light scaring the Megalodon beast off, and yelled with everything he had.
“The lights – switch on – all – the lights!”
They continued to descend but Briggs’ hand slowly reached toward the bank of external light switches. As the internal pressure hammered inwards, Briggs screamed and Vince’s vision began to blur as his eyes were pushed inwards. The veins on the pilot’s temples were standing out like rope as the air in the Argonautica went from one atmosphere to hundreds in seconds. Vince put his hands up to his head as an agonizing vice crushed at every inch of his body and rammed at every orifice in his skull.
He never saw or heard what came next as his eyes and ears imploded inwards. Next, the glass tore in at them, and water, pressurized to thousands of pounds per square inch, blasted inwards, crushing the three men’s bodies to a pulp in an instant.
* * *
The sudden implosion and escaping gas caused the Megalodon shark to spit out its prize. It circled the crushed remains, momentarily confused. There was nothing in the waters that it feared other than larger members of its own kind. Anything else was little more than a potential food source.
At first there seemed nothing edible about the hard-shelled intruder, and the attack had been more a territorial display of dominance rather than a feeding run. But, strangely, it had detected life. The cavernous mouth gaped open, displaying row upon row of huge serrated teeth, and above the maw, the snout had hundreds of lateral pores that were attuned to electrical impulses. It had detected the running currents within the entity, and also the minute heartbeats of living things.
And now, moving through the cloud of debris surrounding the sinking object, it smelled the blood and fragments of edible flesh. It tasted the floating fragments and became excited by their flavors.
The huge creature surged toward the thing once again; hunger now flaring in its gut. But the obliterated protein debris couldn’t possibly sate it. It circled, its loops growing wider as it searched for, and then picked up, the object’s trail.
With the flick of its huge tail it surged upward, following the scent, back to where that strange entity had come from, and where it knew another of the hard-shelled things hid.



CHAPTER 17
Coast guard HQ canteen, Long Beach, California
“I feel sick,” Cate said as she stared into her cup of swirling coffee. “I should have been there.”
Jack reached forward to place his hands around hers. “No, you shouldn’t have; you made the right call, Cate. We both did.”
She gave a bitter laugh. “The demon never forgot him, never let him go. You said it went back to hell. But it didn’t, did it? It just waited down in the deep for him to come to it.”
“Cate, stop it,” Jack said. “It was in Vince’s DNA to save people. That’s why he was in the coast guard to begin with. Look around,” Jack waved an arm to the other tables of men and women in uniform. “Each and every one of these guys would have done what he did.”
Her gaze lifted. “Even if they knew what was down there?”
His eyes bored into her. “Maybe. Probably. They risk their lives to save others. That’s what they do.”
Cate sighed. ”Then why do I feel like shit?” She turned as the canteen doors banged inwards. “Oh, god, no.”
Regina Boxer stormed through the doors, snapping her head left and right until she found them, and then strode toward them with an expression like thunder creasing her face.
Jack turned to her, holding up a hand. “Regina, we’re so sorr—”
Regina ignored him and lunged at Cate, grabbing her hair in one hand and slapping her face with the other.
Cate let it happen, sucked it in, feeling she deserved the pain.
“You fucking let him go down,” Regina yelled as she pummeled down on Cate’s face. Jack pushed his chair back as others in the room reacted. Regina continued to slap and beat at Cate’s upturned face as Jack bear-hugged her and dragged her off.
Regina still held a clump of Cate’s hair, words and spit flying as she screamed her anger. “When he was trying to tell everyone what was down there, you went AWOL.” She breathed heavily, her eyes streaming with tears.
Other coast guard personnel hovered, but Jack held her. In a moment she collapsed in his arms.
He looked down at her and saw she had her fists up in front of her face now – some of Cate’s hair was still in one of them.
“Regina, you know him better than I do. Vince would have gone, regardless. You know that.”
“You mean knew him!” Her face slowly turned to his. Her teeth were clamped. She pushed him in the chest, hard, and backed up. “Oh yeah, I knew him. I knew he wanted you with him. He needed you with him.”
Regina lifted an arm, her finger extended like a gun pointed right at them. “And you want to know the kicker?” she seethed. “He went down there to save your fucking friend – your friend. He died trying to help them, because you didn’t want to know.”
Cate stood up. “What?”
“That’s bullshit.” Jack tried to get between them.
“Oh yeah?” Regina’s eyes blazed. “Then show some balls, and kill it – for Vincent, for everyone else this thing has killed, and before it kills your friend still stuck down in the abyss.” She held up a fist to Jack. “And this time, you really kill it. You fucking owe him that much.”
Someone finally led Regina away but Jack could still feel the heat and fury in her gaze. He grabbed Cate’s arm and slowly sat down next to her. She stared at the table, and he just sat there, feeling like shit.
He felt everyone in the canteen staring at him, and he looked up to glare back at a few people. Jack was a big guy, and after a moment everyone went back to their own business.
“Cate.” He reached out for her, but she put her hands up to each side of her head, elbows on the table, and remained staring down at its empty surface. Jack saw a tear drop onto the table. After a moment she looked up.
“What did she mean Vincent went down there to save my friend?”
Jack shook his head, his first instinct being to continue with a lie to heal, rather than a truth to hurt. But he knew when she found out she’d hate him.
He sighed. “Samantha Britt is one of the people in the submersible trapped on the bottom.”
She blinked as the information sunk in. “Sammy Britt?” She started to laugh as her eyes welled up again. “Of course she’d be down there.” Cate leaned her head back on her shoulders, her eyes red rimmed and shining.
After a moment she sat forward and turned to Jack. Now her eyes burned with defiance and determination. “We have to do something. We will do something.”



CHAPTER 18
Abyssal Plain, 2397 feet down
“Those poor men,” Sam said softly.
“They’re dead,” Andy said, many minutes later, and then slumped in his seat.
“It was waiting for them the whole time.” Wade ran both hands up through his hair.
“And now we’re on our own again.” Sam felt a heavy blanket of depression settle over her.
They’d watched helplessly as the bathyscaphe was attacked, grabbed, and then dragged over the edge of the chasm and down into the trench. The speed, monstrous size, power and ferocity of the prehistoric shark had stunned them all to silence for many minutes.
They’d all felt the vibrations as the implosion had rippled across the seabed. They’d dared not switch on any lights, and Andy had even thrown a sweater across the sonar screen to cut down on its minuscule glow.
He peeked at it now. “There’s nothing on the scope.” He lowered the cloth again. “But it could be just over the lip patrolling the trench wall.”
“You can bet it is,” Wade spat. “Just waiting for the next bunch of saps to come down. Or more likely, trying to find us.”
“Hang on,” Andy said as the pulse of a text message alert came from their comm. screen.
“It’s the navy vessel,” Andy said and the trio watched as the message spelled itself out across the screen.
Lost contact with Argonautica. Are you in visual? Please advise status.
Sam, Wade and Andy stared at the message. After a moment Wade turned away, busying himself with tasks at his console. Andy also continued to stare at the eleven words as if they were the most complex language ever written down.
Sam reached forward to respond. Her fingers hovered for a moment as her mind trialed and rejected several responses. She began:
Argonautica attacked. No visual, but high probability DSV destroyed. All hands assumed lost.
Andy and Wade now watched as her fingers flexed for a moment, before she finished with one vital piece of data:
Confirm: giant shark.
She pressed send.
They all waited as the minutes ticked by. Finally the comm. system warned of an incoming message again.
God bless their souls. Stand by. Captain Nelson. Over.
“Yeah, we’ll do that,” Wade said bitterly, and slumped back.
Silence reigned. None of them would have been able to recollect exactly how much time passed as they sat lost in their own thoughts – easily hours – as reality seemed to become disengaged from their tiny encased world.
“So here we are,” Andy finally mumbled.
“Yeah.” Wade’s jaw was set. “Here we are, as our power and air runs down. They won’t be coming back in a hurry.” He turned in his seat. “So, we have two choices: we either die slowly on the seabed, or we make a break for it.”
“Even if we could, we’d never make it. That thing will swallow us whole before we made it 200 feet,” Andy replied.
“Only if it hears or sees us. So we float up, no power. The bubble has high buoyancy, more so if we drop everything unnecessary. It’d take hours, but so what.” Wade raised his chin, demanding their responses.
“I’m for making a break for it but we’re still hooked up,” Sam said. “We can’t even release the escape pod while the cables are over the rear of Alvin’s superstructure.”
“No, we can’t.” Wade exhaled through his nose, his gaze level. “Not from in here anyway.”
Sam frowned, trying to work out what the cryptic comment meant, until it dawned on her. “Oh god; someone takes a walk in the ADS suit. Outside.”
Wade nodded slowly. “Yeah, and that thing is a two-legged tank; it can cut the cables if need be, but I’m betting it can just pull them free.”
“Insane, but might work,” Andy said.
“Has to work. Give me some other options,” Wade challenged.
They sat for a few moments, and Sam could only think of one other alternative – do nothing – simply sit and wait for another rescue attempt. But she knew the reality was, even if one was planned, by the time the people above organized it, arrived, and then got down to them, and if they managed to avoid the monster on the way down, all they’d be doing was recovering three dead bodies.
“I can’t see any other good options,” she said at last. “So I guess we have a plan.” Sam turned to the dark glass. In its reflection, lit by the few green dots of light they weren’t able to cover, she saw a pale green ghost of herself. “And that leaves one tiny question – who gets to go for a walk?”
* * *
“Contact, sir.” Seaman Miller, the sonar officer, leaned forward, his brow knitted.
“What have you got, seaman?” Captain Nelson ambled closer. Depression and fatigue still weighed heavily on his shoulders following the words from the Alvin about the loss of his crew aboard the Argonautica DSV. As the sunlight vanished, he knew that, for now, he had no plan B.
“Large signature, coming up fast.” The man listened intently and read the data off his screen.
“Speed?” Nelson asked, folding his arms and standing behind the man.
“Real fast, sir, eighty knots.” Seaman Miller blew air through his lips. “And it’s big, sixty feet at least.”
“Whale size. But moving way too fast.” Nelson’s eyes narrowed. Fast submarines usually cruised at about thirty knots, about thirty-two miles per hour, and the fastest fish in these parts was the black marlin that clocked in at a whopping 110 knots or 120 miles per hour. But whales of that size could only manage around twenty knots.
“Position?” Nelson asked. Beside him his second in command, 1st lieutenant Warren Johnson handed him a pair of field glasses, and raised a pair to his own eyes.
“Still 500 feet down, directly below us,” Miller said.
Nelson stared out at the darkening water for a moment, but then turned. “Sound general quarters, secure bulkhead doors, all personnel to their stations.”
The bridge burst into activity as his second-in-command repeated the orders. A klaxon horn sounded, and people on deck scurried to positions and duties they had run through in drills numerous time.
Nelson didn’t think anything that size could cause them too much trouble, however, he would have said the same thing about the Archimedes.
“One hundred feet, still right below us, but slowing, sir.” Miller listened as he continued to stare at the multiple screens in front of him. The man was so experienced he could collate the varying bits of data and interpret them as a coherent signature profile.
“Circling now, right underneath us.”
Nelson waited, his sea legs spread in the event of an impact.
“Surfacing,” Seaman Miller lifted his head. “Distance, 500 feet, 300 degrees, forward port side.”
Nelson lifted his field glasses, and slowly scanned the area his sonar officer had indicated. The sea was dark with a small chop from a northerly breeze. The sinking sun created a golden highway down its surface and he was about to start his scan again when a lump slowly rose on the surface.
“What the hell is it?” Lieutenant Johnson asked almost reverently.
The massive conical object hung there for nearly a minute before it slowly sunk back down.
“Diving deep again.” The sonar officer angled his head as he listened again to the scanner’s pulses and clicks.
Nelson straightened and looked at Johnson. “That, son, is the devil. Come up from hell to take a look at us.”
Captain Nelson exhaled. Now he knew for sure, there was no plan B. The crew of the Alvin was on their own.
* * *
“I’ll do it.” Sam felt a little nauseous even as she spoke the words. “I’ve trialed an ADS in the NASA testing tank. If you give me a thumbnail overview of how the suit works in deep water, I can do it.” She turned and gave the pair a watery smile. “Besides, I’m the only one that’s expendable in this tin can.”
Wade returned her smile. “Even a thumbnail overview would take longer than we’ve got. It’s got to be Andy or me; we’re the only ones fully trained in deep water and open ocean – it makes a big difference. And besides, we—”
“I’ll do it,” Andy said. “Been dying to get back into an ADS. Never been this deep, over half a mile down.” His grin was unconvincing. “It’ll be like walking on an alien planet.”
Sam waved him off. “Pfft – he’s no better qualified than me at these depths. I called it first.”
“Nope, sorry guys; I’m the senior member of the crew, and I get to have final say – I’m going.”
“Draw straws.” Andy wouldn’t give up.
“Did you bring any?” Wade chuckled. “It’s my decision, and besides, I’m bigger than you both, and I’ll tell you, that even with its hydraulic-assisted system, the ADS is a bastard to maneuver. Gonna be like lead out in water that’s the equivalent of 100 atmospheres of pressure.” He gave the red-haired biologist a crooked smile. “And if someone has to move quickly, you know it’s me not you who can do it.”
“But …” Andy raised a finger.
“My decision is final. You get to help me into the suit. And then the pair of you get to be my eyes and ears. Okay?” He looked at each of them, his eyes unflinching.
“Okay, you got it.” Sam already felt shit scared for the guy.
She knew he’d try and stay off the seafloor as down here it would more than likely be like quicksand. Wade would try and clamber over the wreck of the Archimedes, and also over Alvin’s superstructure, keeping as far away from the silt as he could.
Access to the ADS suit was from the bottom of Alvin, where it was held horizontal in a capsule like a coffin. The wearer dropped in through a hatch in the bottom of the submersible, climbed inside the rear of the suit and then sealed themselves in. The suit, followed by the tiny compartment it was in, was then made air- and watertight. Then control was handed over to the suit-wearer, who could deploy themselves by exiting the hatch.
“So, my biologist friend,” Wade lifted his chin to Sam. “Tell me everything I need to know about sharks in sixty seconds.”
Sam pulled in one cheek. “I can tell you about shark characteristics that I assume this thing will share. But I think this form of creature hasn’t been seen for over a million years, so there are bound to be differences.”
He sighed. “I’ll take whatever you’ve got, Sam.”
“Okay, sorry.” There was real fear in the big man’s face, so she hurriedly collected her thoughts. “The good and the bad.”
“You mean for me out there?” Wade smiled.
“Yeah, I guess,” Sam said, and Wade’s smile dropped. She began. “Sharks are fast, not the fastest creatures in the ocean by any means, but they can put on bursts of speed that top out at twenty-five miles per hour – so that’s bad; and there’s no telling how fast this monster can push itself – twice as fast? More?”
“Okay, so no getting caught out in the open.” Wade listened intently.
“But they tire easily, so that’s good.”
“Check,” he said.
“On each side of a shark’s head, there are two nostril-like nares that drew water in and over the olfactory lamellae, a huge sensitive area that registers smells. They can detect a single drop of blood or urine in sea currents many miles wide. That’s also good, as you’ll be encased in the suit, so no smells.”
Wade nodded.
“They have five rows of teeth, 276 teeth all up, and each a serrated cutting and tearing tool. The material they’re made from, dentin, is extremely hard, and they have one of the strongest bite pressures in the world. This thing would be … well …”
“I get it; even if I’m in the suit, if I end up in its mouth then I can kiss my ass goodbye.” Wade gave her a half lidded look. “What else?”
“Above the mouth, the snout also has hundreds of lateral pores that are attuned to electrical impulses. At the base of each pore is a nerve that’s sensitive enough to detect electrical fluctuations of just ten millionths of a volt.”
“Jesus.” Wade rolled his eyes.
“Yeah. And that means it could sense the flutter of a heartbeat, the slap of a fish tail from fifty miles away. That’s real bad, because it might mean it can detect the electronics in your suit.” She looked into his eyes. “Or maybe even your heartbeat.”
“Can’t damn well do anything about that,” Wade said. “What about sight? It’s pitch dark out there.”
Sam bobbed her head from side to side. “Well, a shark’s eyes are the least used sense, but that doesn’t mean they’re blind down here. Their eye structure contains a layer composed of mirrored crystals behind the retina, same as some nocturnal mammals and reptiles. The inner reflective surface provides excellent vision in utter darkness so it can hunt at night or down in these abyssal depths.”
“Well that’s just great.” Wade let his head tilt back for a moment. “These things are holding all the goddam cards.”
“Yeah, sorry, and it’s why they’ve been around for hundreds of millions of years.” Sam also sat back.
“Is there anything, anything at all, I might be able to use? Any weakness.” Wade grinned.
She searched her memory. “They drown if they stop moving. Sharks don’t have a sophisticated gill system, and they need to swim to push water over their gills.”
Wade just glanced up at the ceiling and shook his head.
She shrugged. “Sorry, but in the water, they’ve been described as the perfect hunting and killing machine.” As soon as the words came out she regretted saying them as Wade’s face went a few shades paler.
He sat staring at the ground for a moment as if collecting his thoughts.
“One more thing.” Andy held up a finger. “If we’re lucky enough to cut ourselves free and ascend, I read that these sharks can also see above water as well as they see below. It’s why you find a lot around seal colonies. They lift their heads as if they’re counting the seals.”
“Yeah, well, I’m just going to worry about its hundred advantages down in the depths for now, okay, buddy?” Wade looked from Andy to Sam, before raising his hands and bringing them down on his knees. “Okay, pep talk over.” He rubbed his knees for a second and then left his seat.
Andy followed. Sam also started to get to her feet, but Wade held up a hand.
“Sam, once I’m released, I need you immediately on sonar. Andy will help me.” He smiled. “If anything weird does turn up, at least it might give me a few seconds, you know, to hide behind something, or maybe beam back up to the Enterprise.” He tried to give her a firm smile, but it collapsed quickly. “Just … watch my back.”
“I promise. You’ll be fine.” She reached out to squeeze his arm. She held on. “I’ll be with you every second you’re out there.”
* * *
Wade lifted the hatch on the floor. Andy knelt beside him, and Sam stood behind both, watching as they opened the seals leading to the back of the suit that was fixed horizontally underneath the Alvin submersible. In a way, the ADS suit was another mini-submersible attached to the main one.
The hatch was a sealed door with two partitions: one separating them from the suit, and another separating Alvin from the crushing water. Both doors could never be opened at once; otherwise the crushing water would explode inwards.
Wade sat on the edge for a moment. “Hand me the underwater bazooka.”
Andy chuckled for a moment before reaching around him to offer his hand. “Good luck, big guy.”
Wade nodded and shook Andy’s hand, but all he could do was exhale. He licked his lips and swallowed, but noticed his mouth was cotton dry. “Let’s do this.” He slid into the heavy suit of armor, and lay flat, belly down. He half turned.
“Good to go.”
Andy sealed the back of the suit, checked the seals and rapped on it. Wade could feel his heartbeat in his chest and blinked a few times and then shook his head to flick a drop of perspiration from an eyebrow. The heavy door of the Alvin-ADS suit partition was then closed with a solid thunk.
He heard Andy engage all the locking mechanisms, and then Wade was alone in a human-shaped steel coffin, about to be dropped into ink-black water … with a monster lurking somewhere outside.
“Have a nice day,” he whispered.



CHAPTER 19
Mironov Enterprises Tower, New York City
Cate and Jack sat in the foyer of the gleaming silver spire that rose 110 floors above the center of New York City.
Cate felt both excited and nervous at the same time. Not everyone had a Russian billionaire on speed dial. However, even after the adventures they had shared, she wasn’t sure Valery Mironov would want to see them.
Beside her Jack slowly looked around the magnificent glass and marble foyer. “Hey, the art has changed.” His mouth turned down. “Not sure I approve.”
Cate chuckled. “Valery will be heartbroken.”
Jack grinned. “Look.” He nodded toward an image of a chrome sculpture that could have been a face with a giant tongue lolling out. “I bet that one’s called ‘I’m laughing at you for buying me.’”
She reached across to squeeze his knee. “Yes, dear. But your idea of art is a ship’s wheel with a dartboard in its center.”
“Yep; both attractive and functional.” He raised an eyebrow. “Here we go.”
At the rear of the foyer the silver doors of the elevator slid back, and a man, bursting from his tailored suit, stepped out. The doors stayed open as he crossed to Cate and Jack, and gave a slight bow.
“Ms. Granger and Mr. Monroe, if you’ll please follow me.”
They both stood, and quickly followed him. At the smallish elevator, which Cate remembered well, they saw another man who could have been his twin waiting inside. Cate bet her bottom dollar they were both armed. It looked like Valery was as security conscious as ever.
She held Jack’s hand on the way up; firstly, because she liked to, and secondly, so she could press real hard if she thought he was going to make one of his wisecracks. He settled for making faces at her behind the backs of the huge men.
There were no numbers that lit up as they ascended and, after several seconds of accelerated rising, the elevator slowed and then stopped. The doors immediately shushed open and both men stepped out, and then to the side. One pointed, but Cate knew the way, and headed to the huge paneled doors.
She knocked and pushed them open, with Jack right on her heel. It was just like she remembered inside – the marble floor echoing their footsteps, the muted lighting, and the sparse decorations with just a few islands of furniture. Plus the single magnificent antique desk that must have been twenty feet long, and beside it a leather couch of the deepest burgundy. But there was something missing – the single wall that once contained a massive fish tank, which made the room an exotic shimmering blue, was nowhere to be seen.
She turned to the huge wraparound window providing a view of Central Park and, beyond, the forest of concrete that was the city skyline. Standing before it, staring out at the vista with his hands clasped behind his back, was the familiar silver-haired figure of Valery Konstantin Mironov.
The tall, thin man turned. “I’ve been expecting you.”



CHAPTER 20
Abyssal Plain, 2397 feet down
Wade felt himself shivering. He hadn’t released into the ocean water yet, so told himself it was from the cold emanating through the skin of the suit. But a tiny voice inside whispered that he was really scared shitless … and rightfully so, he agreed.
He tried to calm himself by doing breathing exercises, and clearing his mind about what was to come. He was about to drop into a pitch-black environment that would kill him in a blink. And kill him by pulverizing him down to the size of a soda can. If that wasn’t enough to stoke the fear factor, he also knew there was a monstrous creature somewhere out there, possibly just waiting for him.
“You can do this,” he whispered.
“Wade, can you read me?” It was Andy checking his comms.
“Loud and clear, Andy. Testing limbs now.” Wade moved his legs back and forth and then raised both arms, making the pincers open and close. “Looking good. Getting ready to sever link on countdown …” He baulked. “… in a few moments.” I just need a few more seconds to center myself, he thought and closed his eyes on the dark water.
He’d been an engineer for a decade and a half, and been involved in submersible work for over half that. He’d enjoyed every second, and been in tights spots before. But this was the first time he had regretted the path that had led to this moment.
With his eyes closed, his mind took him to golden sand, crystal clear lapping waves, and palm trees throwing shade near the water. He wanted to feel the sun on his shoulders one more time, and glide through pretty blue lagoons with brightly colored fish hanging like Christmas decorations in the water before him. He sucked in a huge breath and let it out with a small shudder. He opened his eyes to a cold black world.
“Severing link in five-four-three-two-one … now.”
There was a hiss and thump, and the final door opened to utter blackness. The ADS suit immediately began to drop. He reached out one arm, opening the pincers, and grabbed onto Alvin’s superstructure, swinging himself around. The sounds of the metal on metal were loud and he gritted his teeth.
He hung there for a moment, facing away from the submersible and staring out into the darkness. There was nothing, not even the flash of some fish, krill or crustacean using their spark of bioluminescence. His suit helmet might as well have had its glass painted black.
He froze, and stared. Movement? His eyes were wide for a moment more, and then blinked again – shadows within shadows. He was just seeing floaters, he guessed, and he held up an arm in front of his face to reassure himself he hadn’t gone blind.
He dropped the arm and continued to watch. The hyper-strong alloys of the suit were not conducive to transmitting sound, so he mostly heard his own breathing – heavy, deep and a little too fast.
Wade wished he could hear. The new generation suits had hydrophones to pick up external noises. A little late for an upgrade, he mused. He knew that although loud noises traveled via their vibration waves, and would be transmitted through the metals in the skin of his suit, there was still a whole world of noise he would miss out on.
Wade had listened in on deep-water microphones that had been positioned on the bottom of the ocean, and it was never silent – there were always clicks, pops and squeaks, from all manner of creatures, from the largest cetaceans that visited briefly, to monstrous-looking denizens of the deep that used sound to attract a mate, lure their prey, or navigate in this sunless void.
He slowly turned his head inside the suit, one way, then the other. There was nothing that he could see, but he had the horrible feeling that something out there was watching him with eyes far older than his and with a primordial intelligence he could never understand.
“How you doin’ out there, Wade?” Andy sounded as nervous as Wade felt.
“I’m good; just taking in the scenery. Or lack of it. Proceeding to top of Alvin now.” He swung his other arm up and reached a strut on Alvin and started to haul himself higher. In another few moments, he could bring one of his legs around to slide himself onto the top of the craft. He looked down into the bubble, and saw Sam and Andy grin and give him the A-OK sign.
Their cockpit space looked small and cramped, but warm and safe, and he wanted to be back in there more than anything. Both his crewmates looked a ghoulish green from the glow of their console lights. Sam gave him a little wave. Andy just stared, and then leaned forward and his lips moved.
“Good luck, all clear on sonar.”
Wade nodded, but knew they wouldn’t have seen his movement. He was in his own little world now. He’d get straight to the cable, as he knew the faster he got his work done the faster he’d be back in there with them, and all on their way home.
He carefully crawled across the top of Alvin to its rear and immediately saw their problem – a loop of the thick drop cable had become caught between two sensor probes on top, effectively lashing them to the corpse of the Archimedes.
He moved closer, struggling every step of the way to hang on to Alvin’s small curved top, and not helped by the suit being extremely cumbersome. Added to that, they were hung up on the side of the Archimedes, and though the huge vessel’s side had sunk a good dozen feet into the silt, the Alvin was still another thirty feet or so up from the bottom.
Wade crab-crawled across to the roof of Alvin, and used the instrument tower that held the huge half ring that the winch hooked onto to lever himself to his feet. He grasped the offending cable loop in one of the ADS’ claws, and started to tug. There was no give in it.
Wade changed his angle, edging a little further back. He saw that the cable had slipped into a small crevice and had managed to wedge itself in. He bet if he could tug it free, he might be able to simply push it backwards, at least just far enough for them to release the escape pod. The cable could keep the Alvin’s body, but he, Sam and Andy would escape in its brain. Fair trade, he thought.
He grasped the cable again, closer to where it was jammed in this time. He licked his lips, tasting the salty perspiration gathering on his top lip. Even though the bone-numbing chill was beginning to permeate through the armor-plated skin of the ADS suit, he felt more drips of cold sweat slide down his forehead on their way to sting his eye and blur his vision.
Wade shook his head, hating that he couldn’t even scratch his nose in the suit. Let’s just get this done, he thought and added a silent prayer.
“Ah, Wade, you there, buddy?”
Just the tone in Andy’s voice made the hair on Wade’s neck prickle.
“Go, Andy.”
“Are you nearly done up there?” Andy sounded nervous, real nervous.
For god’s sake, I’m the one outside.
“I’ve found the problem, but going to take me a while longer.” Wade looked around. “Why do you ask; you miss me already?”
“Of course; but, ah, a couple of seconds ago, sonar spotted something that popped up from over the trench cliff. It was pretty far out, a few miles at least. Then it went back down.”
“Oh yeah?” Wade felt his heart rate start to speed up but tried to keep cool as he turned his head one way and then the next. “Where, ah, is it now – any sign?”
Sam came on. “Hi Wade, nowhere; it’s vanished.”
“Okay, that’s good, I guess.” He went back to his work, but paused. “Just one thing; which way was it headed?”
There was silence for way too long, even though it was probably only a few seconds.
“Hello?” he demanded.
“Yeah, Wade, we’re here,” Sam said. “Toward us, at least that was until it dropped back into the abyss.”
“Okay, fine. Can’t do anything about that now. I’ll get back to work.” He grabbed the cable in his pincers again. “And Sam?”
“Yes, Wade.”
“Can you stay on the line? Pretty lonely out here.” He chuckled, but even he heard the slight tremor in his voice.
“Of course. I’ll be right here.” She sounded strained.
* * *
“Can you see him?” Andy asked.
“No, he’s just behind the pod wall.” Sam leaned closer to the bubble glass and tried to crane her neck, but she still couldn’t see Wade. She could hear the scrapes and knocks as he worked though, coming from just over the partition. Andy joined her and pushed his head even further into the glass, flattening his hair.
“Nope, nothing.”
“Okay, I’ll keep a lookout here, and you keep watch on the sonar.” She turned about, looking across the breadth of the bubble-glass cockpit. There was nothing to see; it was black as coal. If they wanted to improve their vision it’d mean putting the spots on – and there was no way they could do that.
“You know; maybe we should get Wade to come back in.” Andy turned and grimaced. “Just for a while.”
She exhaled, thinking about it. “I think you’re right.” She’d left the comm. link open. “Did you hear that, Wade?”
“Yep, and believe me I want to be inside there with you guys as soon as I can. But it’ll take us too long and cost us too much energy for me to dock then relaunch the ADS suit. Besides, I should be done any minute.”
“Okay.” She didn’t feel confident. “You know best.” She turned to shrug at Andy, who did the same.
Sam waited, watched, and listened as the metallic sound of scraping and banging continued. She checked the timer on the console and saw that Wade had been outside for ten minutes now. The suit had air and power for six hours, but she wouldn’t be able to rest until he was back with them.
She crossed her arms for a moment, and then subconsciously put a hand to her lips. She snorted softly and dropped it. As a kid she used to chew her nails – and now she had the urge to do it all over again.
Blip.
She raised her head.
Blip.
“Oh fuck.” Andy’s voice was high. “It’s back; just came up out of the trench; half a mile out and closing.”
“Wade,” Sam said quickly.
Blip.
“I heard, I heard,” he responded. “Just a few more seconds. I got this.”
“No, forget it, you come back in now. That’s an order.” Sam walked back toward the rear of Alvin’s cockpit and stared up at the roof as though she could see Wade through the titanium skin of the submersible.
“Hey, you’re only team leader when I’m not available. Just a second more,” Wade urged.
Blip.
She heard him grunt.
“I just … need to … push the cable off this strut … and then we’re outta here.” He strained again.
Sam heard his rate of breathing climb as though he was running a marathon. Just listening to it made her nervous.
Blip, blip, blip.
“Clo-ooosing.” Andy’s voice was getting higher. “Coming from the north-east along the top of the trench wall, 1200 feet out.”
She stopped pacing. “No, fuck it, Wade, you get back in here right now, that’s a direct order, goddamn it.”
The sound of metal-on-metal scraping stopped, and she imagined him turning to look out into the dark abyss in the direction Andy had indicated. “Can’t see a thing.”
“But in a few seconds it’ll see you.” Sam balled her fists. “Move, now, now.”
“Ah, okay.” He suddenly sounded unsure of himself. “I, ah, think I’m going to get to cover; maybe just shelter underneath Alvin for a few minutes.”
“Just do it. Now!” Sam only just managed to stop herself screaming the words.
She saw Wade come into her line of vision, but due to the cumbersome suit, he walked ponderously slowly toward the edge of Alvin. He got down on his knees, and then came the scraping sound of steel on steel as he used his claws to latch on, move, unlatch, and then relatch on further along the small submersible. It was too loud.
“Five hundred feet, 450, 400 …” Andy’s voice rose with each number counted off. It was coming way too quick.
She waited for the next number. And waited. Finally she turned to see the young man looking puzzled.
“Gone,” he said.
“What?” Her mouth dropped open.
“Did you say, gone?” Wade’s voice floated up from the speaker, with a hint of optimism in its cadence.
“You just keep moving,” Sam shot back.
“Shit; it’s back … right here!” Andy yelled.
The creature flew over the top of them, coming up out of the trench and past the Archimedes, so close it caused Alvin to swing in its cable harness.
“Oh, my, god.” Sam instinctively crouched as the enormously powerful-looking body swept overhead. It seemed to go on forever, even though it must have been moving at around forty knots.
“Move, Wade, just mo-oooove,” Andy yelled.
Sam spun at him. “Keep your voice down.”
They could hear Wade’s labored breathing as he tried to lumber as fast as his mechanically assisted limbs could muster.
“Gotta be fifty feet long,” Andy whispered.
“Closer to sixty,” Sam said, and carefully moved closer to the glass. “Where is it?”
Andy looked down at his sonar. “It’s out there, 400 feet, due west, and coming around.”
Sam leaned toward the comm. She drew in a breath and tried to calm her voice. “Wade, listen to me; it came in for a look and now it’s coming back. Please tell me you’re under cover.”
Sam felt her nerves stretching as Andy counted down the numbers as the beast approached. She spun to him. “Cover everything that’s glowing, we go totally dark.”
Andy ripped off his top, and threw it over the console, but then stuck his head under it to watch the sonar.
Sam crouched down behind her control panel, and peeked over. She whispered, “Wade, where are you?”
“Underneath Alvin.” His voice was just as hushed. “Clinging on like a limpet.” His breathing was dry and hoarse. “I’m just going to be quiet for a few seconds now, okay?”
“Okay.” She stayed down, continuing to just let her eyes peek over the panel top.
“It’s here,” Andy breathed.
The whitish belly passed over them, slower, but still so close the pressure wave made their tiny submersible clang against the vertical deck of the Archimedes.
The creature shot back, and then turned almost right in front of them. She knew what it was doing; sensing for them – it probably knew they were there, but couldn’t quite see, smell or isolate them. But maybe it could hear them. Or maybe Wade’s breathing, or the tiny whine of the ADS suit’s hydraulics, or Alvin’s electronics. She stared in awe at the massive gaping mouth and snout bigger than their craft; the minuscule electrical impulses they were giving out might have been detected by that monstrous snout packed with all sorts of nerves built for picking up hidden signals of distress, movement, or even fear.
The Alvin swung again as if in a heavy breeze. Then the impact came, not into them, but against the body of the stricken Archimedes. The entire ship slid a few dozen feet toward the trench.
The next impact pushed them a dozen more, and the Archimedes’ bow now clearly hung over the inky void.
Andy’s voice sounded like he had been sucking on helium. “It’s going to push us over the edge into the trench. We’ll be crushed.”
“I think it knows I’m here,” Wade whispered.
“Just stay down,” Sam said.
A third strike, and there came the sound of iron girders straining, and then the horrifying sensation of lifting as the bow of the ship sunk down, and the stern lifted, taking Alvin up with it.
“We’re going over!” Andy shrieked.
They hung on the edge for several seconds, and then, in almost slow motion, they tipped over. The cloud of silt only followed them for a few moments before it was left behind. The Archimedes acted like a giant torpedo as it rushed down the trench cliff wall.
“Jesus Christ – 2800, 3100, 3600 …” Andy turned his face, ghoulish green from the console. “We’ve only been tested to 4000 feet.”
The juddering impact threw them both to the floor, as the Archimedes struck a jutting ledge on the trench cliff wall and speared into it. The huge craft tilted forward, like some sort of colossal circus performer standing on its nose. It hung upright, and Sam eased to her feet and wiped her bleeding mouth. She then stood with knees bent and her hands and arms out. She waited.
Sam turned slowly to look out into a sea of blackness with no bottom. If they stayed where they were and fell back to rest against the trench wall, they’d probably die slowly. But if they tilted forward and fell into the depths, beyond the craft’s crush tolerance level, it’d be all over in a few more seconds.
For some reason, with the monster outside, Sam didn’t know which scenario was worse.
The Archimedes leaned gently back and settled against the wall. The Alvin, still caught up in its cable, dangled outwards, like a Christmas ornament on a 400-foot steel tree.
“Get down!” Andy yelled as the massive shark soared past them again. It obviously hadn’t given up, and glided by with seemingly impossible grace for something so large.
“It’s … still … looking for me.” Wade’s voice was strained.
“Hang on, Wade, please,” Sam pleaded.
The shark came back, and accelerated in closer. One of its pectoral fins actually brushed the Archimedes this time. The huge craft rocked.
“One more push and we’re all dead.” Wade sounded agonized. “It’s not going to give up. It knows I’m here somewhere.”
The big man sniffed, and Sam hoped it was perspiration, and not tears, as she couldn’t bear that.
“Just stay down,” she whispered.
The terrifying shadow glided in close, and the monster’s huge snout actually nudged at the Alvin.
“It’s going to find me.” Wade sniffed again. “Any second now.”
There was scraping from beneath the Alvin, and suddenly a brilliant glow as Wade turned on all the ADS suit’s lights.
“Follow me, you sonofabitch.” He leaped free of the Alvin, floating down into the abyss like a skydiver in a shining red and silver armored suit.
“Nooooo!” Sam put her hands to her head and Andy pressed his hands to the glass.
They watched as Wade became smaller and smaller, the ball of light surrounding him shrinking as he fell into the abyss. She wondered how long they’d be able to track him, until it faded completely.
She got her answer as the bright lights from his suit didn’t fade, but were suddenly snuffed out.
“It
got him.” Andy sat down slowly.
“Maybe he just reached implosion depth,” she said, not believing it herself.
Andy turned to her, his eyes wide. “He sacrificed himself. He knew that damned monster wouldn’t give up, and might have tipped us all into the trench.”
She also sat down, knowing it was true. “He gave us some more time, and life.” She sighed.
“But what can we do with it?” Andy turned to her.
As if in answer, the massive torpedo shape glided past them, and then angled its body to slowly dive straight down. Sam watched the huge creature for as long as she could as it continued on down until the darkness swallowed it.
She felt light-headed. They’d called up a monster from the deep, and it wouldn’t give up until it took them all back down to whatever hell it lived in, down in the trench somewhere.
She wondered how deep it would dive as it patrolled its kingdom. Would it be sated with Wade, or would it continue to stalk this area, which had proved so fruitful.
She tried to remember everything she had studied about the great sharks and their territorial behavior. None of it was helpful to her right now.
“What do we do?” Andy asked. “We have no ADS suit now, and we’re still hung up.”
She sighed. “We wait, and we pray.” It was all she had.



CHAPTER 21
Mironov Enterprises Tower, Penthouse Office
Valery Mironov turned, and gave them a wide smile that crinkled the cheeks above his thin but healthy jawline. His silver hair accentuated the dark cut of an immaculate blue suit that he paired with a t-shirt underneath. He came toward them, hand outstretched.
“Cate, Jack, good to see you both again.”
From out of the shadows walked an exceptionally tall woman with perfect cheekbones and eyes that were a luminous blue.
“Well, well, Catherine Granger, alive and well.”
“Sonya Borashev,” Cate responded. Though Cate turned plenty of heads, Sonya still made her feel like the ugly duckling. On paper she was supposed to be Mironov’s assistant but in reality she was a trained bodyguard and expert in krav maga. Cate knew she also was beyond fiercely loyal to the Russian billionaire, and had given her heart and soul to him years ago. And perhaps, also, Mironov had given the same to her.
The two women embraced, and Sonya looked her up and down. “You look fantastic.”
“And you look a wreck.” Cate grinned. “Nah, you look good as always.”
Jack cleared his throat. Sonya released Cate and turned to him.
“And good to also see you again, Jack. Brutally handsome as ever.” Sonya smiled and raised one perfect eyebrow.
Cate watched as Jack blushed like a schoolboy. Oh good grief, she thought. Men are so easy.
Valery led them to the couch, and they all sat. They were brought tea, coffee and a bottle of cognac, with four brandy balloons. Cate stared at the bottle, which was ornately decorated in heavy crystal. It looked old, and expensive, but, for her, it was a little early in the day for liquor.
They each had coffee, and Valery sipped, placed his small cup back in its saucer and clapped his hands together once, before smiling at both of them.
“So?”
“So.” Cate tilted her head. “You said when we arrived that you’d been expecting us. Why was that, Valery?”
“I think we both know why – the attack on the Special Forces soldiers, the boat disappearances, the seal colonies vanishing, the whale carcasses washing up, some bitten in half.” He sighed and leaned his head back. “The whales – our gentle cows of the sea – have suddenly encountered another wolf, no? And none of them can sleep soundly anymore.”
He dropped his gaze to her. “So, they leave … leaving a hungry Carcharodon Megalodon shark behind.”
They sat in silence for several seconds, with Mironov giving each of them a piercing stare. “And now, our friend Vincent is gone.” His eyes glinted. “Seems he never escaped after all, hmm?”
Cate felt her anger rise. “I should have damn well been there.”
“To do what?” Mironov’s brows knitted. “He wasn’t ready, the navy wasn’t ready, and you certainly aren’t ready. You would be dead too, and then perhaps it would just be Jack sitting here.”
Jack grabbed and squeezed her hand. “He’s right, we need to—”
“I would have kept him out of the water. He wasn’t qualified to make the call; but Jack and I were.” She bristled. “We need to kill it,” she said through her teeth.
“That’s the spirit,” Sonya said with perhaps a little mirth in the twist of her lips.
Mironov sat back, stretching both arms out wide and along the top of the couch. “Do you remember when I said to you that sometimes evolution, or maybe God, tries things out? Sometimes they don’t work out, or God realizes He has made a terrible mistake.” His eyes slid to her. “And then these things get canceled out. Some for very good reason.”
“No god I know made this thing.”
“Perhaps then it was an older god, one from much deeper.” Mironov smirked.
Jack sat forward. “Well, seems this monster is back, and it damn well needs to be canceled out for good this time.”
“Why is it back?” Sonya asked. “You killed it, Jack. And why has it taken two years to explode back into our lives all over again?”
“Maybe we just wounded it.” Mironov sipped his coffee. “Jack, you said yourself, you thought the beast we encountered was a pregnant female, so …”
Jack shook his head. “Yes, but even if one was born two years ago, it wouldn’t have grown large enough to attack and sink a ship like the Archimedes.” Jack frowned. “The one we saw was dead or dying, I know it. This is not possible.” He sat back softly.
Cate watched him stare at the tabletop and could tell his mind had turned inwards. He was probably back beneath the waters off California, watching the huge shark trail blood, mortally wounded, and sinking to the abyss.
“Then, maybe we need to think of another possibility. Maybe we have finally found where these great creatures have been hiding out for the last one and a half million years.” Mironov’s smile widened.
“But then why would they surface, after …” Cate sat back, mouth open. “Oh god, the seismic blasting on the edge of the trench.”
“The frequency and duration of the blasts would have disturbed their feeding patterns,” Jack said. “The whales are gone from the area, and the sound would have provoked a territorial response. If these things were down there, they’d rise to the challenge.”
“Good, good.” Mironov pursed his lips, his gaze a million miles away. After a moment, he looked over their heads to the wall where the huge tank of exotic fish had once been.
“Do you know why I removed my fish tank, Cate?”
She turned, looking at the blank wall. “I wondered why. It used to be magnificent, and the specimens so rare. Do you miss it?”
“Oh, yes, I do, very much.” He smiled. “But there is something else I want on that wall.” He lifted his chin. “Something much rarer.”
Cate slowly turned back to the Russian.
Mironov met her eyes. “I want the jaws of a fully grown Megalodon shark on that wall. I want proof that they exist; I don’t want to be robbed by the abyss this time. I want payback for the loss of my people’s lives, and for the hundreds of millions I spent. Then, and only then, can I rest.”
Jack’s mouth dropped open. “You want to take a trophy? Are you shitting me?”
“You want it dead, so do I. The only difference is, I want the jaws, and science can have the carcass.” He shrugged. “Good deal all round. Think of the lives of the people, and the sea life, it will save. Not to mention the seafaring economy for small boats.”
Jack flopped back against the leather. “The animal rights groups will hate you.”
He grinned. “I’m Russian, they already hate me.”
Cate’s forehead creased. “How? I know you, Valery, and I know that you must have been planning something long before we walked in here.”
He began to nod, and then exhaled satisfyingly. “And now it is time for some of this, I think.” He reached for the cognac.
“Let me.” Sonya reached for the Baccarat crystal bottle.
“Remy Martin, nice,” Jack said.
Sonya carefully prized the lid open, and smelled the crystal stopper, closing her eyes as she savored the aroma.
She let her breath out with a smile. “Remy Martin Louis XIII Black Pearl. It is a blend of their finest spirits aged between fifty and 100 years old. Only 100 bottles were ever made.”
Jack’s eyes never left the bottle and for once he was speechless.
She poured the deep amber-colored liquid into the four balloon glasses. She lifted two, and handed one to Mironov. He swirled it, and inhaled its aroma, nodding as if approving of the fragrance.
Jack reached for the two remaining glasses and handed one to Cate. He made his eyebrows jiggle, and put his nose in the glass.
“I really shouldn’t.” But Cate knew she would. She drew in the heady smells. She quite liked a brandy, but feared this quality of liquor might be wasted on her inexperienced palate.
She inhaled again and as the balloon glass warmed from the heat of her hand, more of the brandy’s secrets were revealed – she began to detect whispers of flowers, fruit and spices, like ginger and cinnamon, and there was even a hint of tobacco. It was magnificent.
She sipped, and swallowed, and felt like she had been sent to heaven. It was so smooth on the palate, but still sent a rush of fire when it hit the belly.
“Oh god, that’s good.” She licked her lips, savoring it. She put the glass down, but Valery toasted her.
“No, don’t bother holding back. I say we finish it. Besides, we’re celebrating old friends reuniting, and we also have something important to discuss.”
Jack nodded. And tilted the rest into his mouth, letting out a satisfied, “Ahhhhh.”
Mironov grinned. “That’s better.”
“I’m guessing it’s expensive, huh?” Cate raised her eyebrows.
“About $55,000 a bottle,” Sonya replied.
Cate took her hand off the glass.
“No, it’s meant to be enjoyed, not treated like a pampered pet.” Mironov slid her glass back toward her. “Besides, who was it that said: ‘Eat, drink, for tomorrow we may die’?”
Cate picked her glass up again. “Corinthians – something about enjoying life before they were going off to fight beasts.”
“Oh, perfect.” Jack toasted the air.
“Perfect indeed.” Mironov’s smile widened.
* * *
Mironov looked at Cate Granger’s face as she sipped the cognac. She looked pensive and troubled. An unreasonable guilt hung over her because of Vincent Kelly’s death. He saw it as clearly as if it was printed on her blouse.
He let his eyes travel to Jack Monroe. The man was still besotted with the woman seated next to him. Jack was fiercely intelligent; tough as any Russian Valery had worked with, and strong willed. But his weakness was Cate. If Cate wanted to do something, then more than likely Jack would go along. And if Cate said no, then it would be no for both of them.
So it was Cate he needed to win over. But he didn’t expect he’d have to work too hard; after all, they had come to him.
“So, you want to kill it … for good this time.” He put his glass down carefully and looked at each of them. After a few moments, Cate nodded.
“Good. Tell me how you’ll do this?” He gave them a devilish smirk that was devoid of humor.
Cate also put her glass down and sat forward to the edge of the couch. “We came here looking for your help.”
“Oh?” He turned to Sonya.
Cate exhaled sharply. “Valery, stop playing games; we know you have some sort of plan.” She thumbed over her shoulder to the blank wall. “Those dinosaur shark jaws aren’t just going to wash up on the beach one day, are they?”
He laughed softly. “Oh no, I intend to go and get them myself.”
Jack drained his glass of the rich, dark cognac. “The submarine you’re working on with the US military.” He toasted the Russian woman beside Mironov before putting the glass down. “The Sonya, I believe it’s called; you’re going in that, aren’t you?”
“No.” Mironov waved his hand. “That craft was just a simple prototype I’m working on with the US Navy. Sharing my technology, expertise and funding, as a little gift to keep me in the good books with our host government.”
He reached for a small remote on the table before them. “Let me show what I was really working on.” He pointed the remote at the wall before them, and it, and all its artworks, slid away to reveal a large screen that immediately lit up.
Mironov raised his hands theatrically. “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you, the Nautilus.”
Jack laughed and clapped his hands together once. “I love it already.”
The first images were of a workshop in which an enormous tube was being worked on. Mironov moved through them, showing the sleek metallic creature being assembled.
“Magnificent,” Cate breathed.
Mironov beamed as the submersible took shape in the cascade of images. “Yes, she is a thing of beauty and my pride and joy.”
“But how did you keep it secret?” Jack asked. “It’s enormous.”
“The technology was farmed out to various suppliers and manufacturers, with no one organization knowing exactly what it was they were building for me. The more sensitive equipment we designed, built and fitted in my own laboratories and workshops.”
The next shot showed a craft, roughly 200 feet long, dark gray, and sleek. It had small fins coming from its front section, with the rear tapering to nearly a spike.
“It almost looks like a living thing,” Cate said.
Mironov turned back to look at the craft. “The propulsion unit demanded the special design. But you’re right, Cate, she is alive and beautiful.”
“It looks vastly different to the craft you built for the navy,” Jack observed.
“Yes, that’s because it is different in design, construction and capability. The Sonya was designed to be a high-speed submersible, primarily used for surveillance, and in the future, possibly stealth attack. But my Nautilus has a different objective – deep-sea exploration.”
“You adapted the supercavitation? I thought it was still experimental.” Jack’s brows were still knitted.
Mironov nodded. “Not experimental anymore. Well, not to me anyway. The basic concept of supercavitation was that you create an air bubble around the craft, and fly through this, rather than trying to push through the denser water. The problem with the first generation technology was that as soon as you accelerated, you created wave distortions in the air bubble around the submarine.”
“I heard about that,” Jack said. “Loses stability.”
“Loses everything.” Mironov’s mouth quirked up. “Have you ever seen what high-speed air can do to a flag? Now imagine that’s the tail of your submarine – you’d get shaken to pieces – not great when you’re underwater.”
“So how’d you solve it?” Jack asked.
“Technology over nature, Jack.” Mironov sat forward, bringing his fingertips together. “We found that early failure was due to a phenomenon called pulsation. When we create an air bubble around an underwater body, the idea is to encase the entire object. However, sometimes the bubble will not remain uniform and expands and contracts, allowing part of the vehicle to get wet.” Mironov held up the remote, and indicated something flowing over its length, making it wobble. “This lack of uniformity grows worse at speed.” He made the rear of the remote twirl. “Eventually it can cause the entire vessel to break apart.”
He lowered the remote. “We found out through thousands of hours of testing that it was caused by the bubble of air not dissipating behind the vehicle cleanly. It needed to fade out, or at least to get smaller and smaller until it simply turned into micro bubbles.” He pointed to the screen. “And that necessitated an entire rethink on submarine design, which gave us the sleek rear of the submersible.”
“Wow. Just wow,” Jack said. “And you designed the Nautilus to dive deep?”
“Oh yes, once we solved the pulsation issue, we worked on the ability to equalize air pressure of the external bubble with water pressure at depths. But, when we stop in those crushing depths, and the bubble dissipates, the hull still needs to be reinforced. But that was standard submersible technology.” He smiled. “And that was something else we improved upon.”
“All that time, you were always going after it,” Cate said.
“From even before we met those years ago, Cate. I always believed that those remnant species you so eloquently referred to in your presentation at Stanford still existed somewhere.” Mironov smiled. “You see, there are four places on our planet where there is still some mystery and magic: the inaccessible mountain tops, the deepest jungles, the frozen continents, and then there’s the biggest and most secretive place of all: our ocean trenches.”
“And now you’re ready.” She lifted her gaze to him.
Mironov poured them some more of the expensive liquor. “Almost; it just needs one more thing to make it a success.”



CHAPTER 22
The shark could sense the tiny beat of life in the bodies of the animals. There were creatures hidden in among the huge pile of strange debris, but it couldn’t yet find them. Their blood was sweet and like that of the great cetaceans – it wanted more.
It slowed and hung in the water, watching. Its eyes saw clearly in the depths but it was the sense it needed least to find its prey. It glided on, past the mass of wreckage again, knowing they were there, and also knowing it would find them soon. And then it would taste them again.



CHAPTER 23
Mironov Enterprises Tower
“And that is?” Cate lifted her glass, but only held it in her hands, waiting for the Russian to reveal the missing piece to his plan.
Mironov swirled his own drink, warming the liquid and releasing the heady aromas.
Jack looked from her to the billionaire. “You said you needed one more thing? What would that be?” He pressed.
Mironov sipped, and then lowered his glass, his light-colored eyes unwavering. “Well, you two, of course.”
“Oh, of course.” Jack sat back.
“No way; my submarining days are over.” Cate placed the glass down hard, making it clink on the tabletop.
Valery’s smile never wavered. “But you said yourself, Vincent wasn’t qualified to make the call on going after the beast. Only people like you and Jack were. And I totally agree with you. I need experts. Even better, experienced experts.” He tilted his thin face. “I either go to war with battle-hardened veterans, or enthusiastic novices. It’ll be the difference between success and failure, life and death.”
Cate swallowed. She agreed with his logic, and knew if it was anyone else he was pitching for, she’d be right in there, telling them it was the right thing to do. But though her logical brain said it made sense, her primitive brain, as well as her heart, suggested she should run a mile.
“Life and death,” Mironov continued. “We will go, one way or the other. But with you, my crew and I will have a better chance of surviving.” His expression was deadpan.
The bastard, she thought. Her heart was hammering and she started to shake her head. Mironov held up a hand.
“Before you answer, know this; the Nautilus will be faster than any other vessel or creature in the ocean, now or at any time. It has superior maneuverability, visibility, and sensors. And one more thing.” His smile became roguish again. “We’ll be well armed.”
“Armed?” Jack’s brows went up. “Why?” He shook his head. “No, forget I asked that. I mean, with what?”
Sonya leaned forward on her knees. “Working with the military has its advantages. A little quid pro quo, you might say. They gave us access to the advanced Mark 48 torpedo plans; they’re the fastest torpedoes ever built. We took them, miniaturized and modified them. The basic torpedo was designed to track and sink deep-diving submarines, and was optimized for high-pressure water – they were ideal. We shrunk them down from nineteen feet to eight, and from 3695 pounds down to 800.”
She smiled sweetly as if she was talking about fine food on a menu. “They’re now near perfect. They still use sonar bandwidth for targeting and use a wide frequency to give the utmost quality of search, acquisition, and attack effectiveness. We just modified them to ensure they could also home in on organic targets.”
“Hitting a shark with a torpedo?” Cate snorted. “I don’t care how fast or smart your torpedoes are, they’ll never do it.”
“Looks like we need a fail-safe.” Mironov rubbed his chin for a moment, and then grinned. He nodded for Sonya to continue. She reached for her glass and sipped her cognac, her eyes still on Cate. She smiled.
“That’s why we introduced the laser.”
Jack laughed out loud. “This is too much. A laser? Underwater? Seawater absorbs light. You won’t even give the Megalodon a mild sunburn.”
“That’s right, Jack. Water absorbs ultraviolet, yellow, red and infrared radiation, and beams, no matter how strong in those spectral regions, can’t be transmitted over any significant distance. Of course, these are the usual spectrums for laser technology.”
Mironov held up a finger. “But seawater does transmit blue–green light extremely efficiently, only losing a few percent of its original intensity for every few feet it travels.”
Mironov smiled. “Building an underwater laser is usually prohibitive from a cost perspective, not from a technology perspective. And Mironov Enterprises has billions of capital to invest. And when I’m ready, we can sell it, and double our investment.”
“You actually created an underwater laser?” Jack gave Cate an incredulous look.
Mironov’s smile vanished. “We have a 500-kilowatt directed energy beam device that has computer targeting, and can cut through anything that comes within 1000 feet of us.”
“Holy shit.” Jack sat back.
Cate rubbed her forehead. “But we have lasers at the university, the energy required for something that powerful and focused must be enormous.”
“It’s focused enough to slice an apple, or sever a redwood.” Mironov shrugged. “Yes, it’s energy hungry, but I only need to hit something once and the fight will be over.”
“Like Valery said, we have the technology. But we are not yet ready.” Sonya stared from Jack to Cate.
“I need you and your expertise; both of you,” Mironov said. “And I know you want me to help you, either to avenge Vincent, save those people trapped on the bottom of the ocean, or simply kill the beast.” He leaned forward. “And I will, I promise you. But there’s a price.”
“We come?” Cate said, feeling trapped.
“You want closure? Then this is your chance.” Mironov sat back.
Cate stared at her glass on the table. “We are at the edge of an abyss and we’re close to being irrevocably lost.”
Mironov smiled. “The late David Brower; a great environmentalist. I’m sure he would approve of what we do.”
“I doubt that,” Cate said.
“Why? We go to fight a killer of man and beast. We either send it back to the abyss, or we end it. There can be nothing in between.”
“He’s right,” Jack finally said. “It doesn’t belong here in our world, in this time.”
Cate nodded. “We’ll be saving Samantha; that’s all that matters.”
Mironov stood. “And she has a limited amount of oxygen and power remaining, I understand. Time is against all of us.”
“So when do we leave?” Jack asked as he and Cate followed Mironov to their feet.
“We leave tonight; everything is ready and waiting for us.” Mironov nodded to Sonya, who guided them to the door.
“We’ll only be gone for a few days, and Valery has taken the liberty of preparing everything you need.”
As the huge wooden doors closed behind them, Cate turned to look up at Jack. “He always knew we were going to go.”



CHAPTER 24
Abyssal Cliff Face, 3233 feet down
Samantha squeezed her eyes shut as the pops, squeals and tics continued to seep into her consciousness and Alvin’s metal skin fought against the insane pressure that was being applied to every fraction of its exterior.
She tried to shut it out, but found it impossible. She also tried to avoid looking out over the pitiless void of the trench, which she knew in this area dropped nearly another 20,000 feet before finding who-knows-what at its bottom.
She kept her eyes shut, also refusing to look through the bubble glass of their cockpit, as she’d seen the massive torpedo shape of the monster shark glide by, from time to time turning side-on to tilt one dinner-plate-sized eye in their direction.
A while back it had come close enough for Sam to look back into its eye, and her breath had frozen in her throat – the soulless blackness of that orb had matched that of the void below. She bet it saw her as cleanly as she saw it. Did it know it could take them any time it wanted and was just playing with them? Or were they somehow invisible beings encased in the titanium-steel hull of their submersible?
“Do you think they can still find us?”
“Huh?” Sam roused herself and finally opened her eyes, even though Andy’s words didn’t register. “What?”
“I said, do you think they can still find us, now we’re over the side of the trench?” he asked again.
“Oh, yeah, sure. Alvin’s distress pings can transport for miles, hundreds of miles. If they’re up there, they’ll know where we are.” It probably didn’t matter, she thought. After all, there were very few rescue DSVs in the world that could even get down to them. If they started now, the process of getting approval, transporting it here, and then diving, would take them twenty-four to forty-eight hours. They’d be long dead.
“But will they bother trying again?” Andy used both hands to rub his head and then temples. “I mean, they just lost one DSV, why would they try and send another?” He unexpectedly grinned, a hint of mania in his eyes. “Hey, what’s the definition of insanity?”
She knew where he was going. “Yeah, I know; the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again, but expecting different results.”
“Albert Einstein said that,” Andy said triumphantly. He turned to stare out through the glass. “So, I gotta think that unless they come up with a different plan, if they try again, big bertha out there is going to fuck up their day all over again.”
“Einstein also said, “A person who never made a mistake, will never try anything new”.” She also turned to the glass just as the huge shape loomed closer, hung for a second or two, and then glided away, as if it was keeping guard.
“Don’t worry, I’m sure they’ll be working on something new.” She looked at their gauges. The oxygen and energy levels were now down to halfway – probably another eight to ten hours, depending on how quickly they used it up. No, that was wrong; losing Wade had one benefit – they didn’t need to split their resources three ways anymore. And that included air.
A shitty trade. She closed her eyes again.



CHAPTER 25
Grand Hyatt Hotel, 42nd Street and Park Avenue, New York
A long dark Mercedes pulled up at exactly 7 pm as promised. A driver quickly exited and moved around the hood to open a rear door for Cate and Jack.
He held up a hand when they went to pick up their single suitcases. “I’ll take the bags.”
Cate and Jack nodded and climbed inside the plush interior.
“New leather, wood polish, and a hint of brandy and cigar. Just like home.” Jack jiggled his eyebrows.
Cate nudged him. “Yeah right; your place is more dirty socks, old pizza, and driftwood.”
“Close enough.” Jack fished around inside and found a pullout section that held several crystal decanters full of glistening liquors, and a few glasses. He raised a glass toward Cate. “Medicinal purposes?”
“Why not; it’ll settle my nerves.” Cate looked out of the window as the tall building shot by. She was never a fan of New York – it was big, intimidating and way too crowded. But they had already been planning to stay a few days and now Valery had picked up the entire tab.
She frowned and leaned forward. “We’re not going to the docks?”
“No, ma’am; we’re heading to Teterboro.” The driver spoke without turning. “I understand you have a jet to catch.”
“Of course we do,” Jack said.
“Will Valery, ah, Mr. Mironov, be meeting us?” Cate looked at the man’s eyes in the rear-view mirror.
“I don’t know, ma’am.” He turned another corner. “But you’ll know soon enough.”
“Okay.” Cate got her bearings, and realized they were heading into the Lincoln Tunnel. They quickly passed North Bergen, Ridgefield, and crossed into Winant Avenue heading for the expanse of the private airfield.
In another few moments the Mercedes sedan slowed, parked, and, like magic, the driver was opening their door. It was a warm evening and sultry night air rushed in. Cate could see two huge men on either side of a sleek jet’s doors. The men waved, and ushered them on. She also noticed they kept looking around as if expecting trouble. Perhaps some of Valery’s past demons still haunted him.
“This way, please.” The driver led them, carrying their bags.
It was obvious to Cate that they were being herded. They climbed the steps of the small jet, and inside, Sonya waved to them. Behind them the door was pulled shut and locked. Almost immediately they heard the whine of the engines starting up.
“Buckle up; we’re taking off,” Sonya said. They sat down opposite her in what seemed more like a luxurious office than an airplane cabin. She smiled broadly.
“Welcome, welcome.” She reached across and grasped them both on the arm or leg, wherever she could reach. She seemed genuinely pleased to see them both. Cate smiled back, the woman’s good humor was infectious even though nerves were still fluttering in the pit of her stomach.
“Where are we headed?” Jack asked.
“To a helicopter in San Diego, and then to our support ship, just a mile or so off Baja California.”
“Mexico; the Middle America Trench?”
“Yes, the ship, the Anastasia, houses the Nautilus.”
Jack laughed. “His submersible launches from sea? Very James Bond.”
“Yes, the Anastasia is our command, refueling base, and workshop,” Sonya replied without humor.
Cate checked her wristwatch. “Flight, chopper, boat, then submarine. The people on the ocean bottom will be dead by the time we get there.”
“The flight, even though supersonic, will take a little over three hours,” Sonya said. “The chopper will be only a few minutes more, and once we’re offshore and in deeper water, the Nautilus will launch. It can travel at far greater speeds than any other craft on or below water.” She smiled sympathetically.
Cate’s eyes glinted. “By my reckoning, the Alvin has just over ten hours of oxygen left … and we’ve still got to cross the country before we even get to the water.”
Sonya’s smile never wavered. “Valery will provide more details, but our expectations are that we will be entering the trench in four hours and twenty minutes, and then hopefully locating and rescuing the Alvin submersible crew within one hour from then.”
Cate nodded, but still felt the impatience grind at her. “Cutting it fine, but there’s no alternative, I guess.”
“No, there’s no alternative,” Sonya agreed.
Jack looked out of the window as the jet sped over the country’s interior. It was black below as they passed over farmland with little or no lights.
“Does Valery have a good crew?”
“Yes, he does. But I know he would welcome your piloting assistance; the same as you provided once before, in the Prusalka. He tells me you saved a lot of lives.” She raised her eyebrows.
“Yeah, well, that was an old tank, and what we’re diving in is supposed to be the sports model.” Jack smiled. “Can’t wait to try it out.”
“And Valery is looking forward to trialing the Nautilus at depths.” Sonya grinned in return.
“Wait, what?” Cate’s jaw dropped. “He’s never taken the submersible down?”
“The Nautilus has had many test runs, but never been trialed in abyssal water. It should be interesting.” Sonya mouth curved back into a smile.
“I’ll bet.” Jack scoffed. “I’m glad he was so ready to go.”
“We were always going to go now. If we didn’t, the Nautilus was going to be dry-docked for an unknown amount of time.” She sighed. “This was one time the military demanded its pound of flesh. They let Valery share some of their technology, the laboratories and their scientists, but in return anything he developed was to be shared with them.”
“I thought he said he could sell it?” Jack straightened.
“He would be well compensated,” she replied.
“But the bottom line was they were taking it.” Cate half smiled.
“For trial and analysis,” Sonya added.
“Yeah, whether you like it or not?” Jack asked.
“You might say that. For all Valery’s financial, political and persuasive power, it became a rock and a hard place scenario. The military sent in a specialist scientist, a Mr. Walter Grey, for an initial review of Valery’s progress. He didn’t come alone. Some clandestine outfit under the control of a Colonel Jack Hammerson also sent along some sort of Special Forces operative to chaperone him.”
“He had a bodyguard.” Jack chuckled.
“An understatement.” Sonya smiled, her eyes far away for a moment as if recalling the moment. “Two of Valery’s bodyguards, both extremely formidable, made the mistake of trying to force this military scientist back when he and his shadow got a little too close to Valery.” She sighed. “They’re both still in hospital. Hunter, Grey called his shadow.” Her smile fell away, but she still had the faraway look in her eyes. “I’ve never seen an operative as clinical and powerful like this before – here or in Russia.” She looked up, smiling again. “One way or the other, they were getting a look at the Nautilus, so we go now, or not at all. They demonstrated that there would be no room for any argument.”
“Okay, that must be the quid pro quo bit you mentioned before, huh?” Jack sat back.
In another few moments the jet dropped, and in no time they found themselves seated in a swift helicopter, moving bullet-fast to a large, sleek boat a few miles offshore. As they dropped down to its deck, Cate could see several of the crew moving about purposefully, and immediately spotted the slim authoritative figure of Valery.
Cate saw Sonya’s smile widen and the woman waved enthusiastically as the chopper’s skids touched the deck and then applied weight. In seconds, the door was pulled open and crewmembers grabbed their bags and spirited them away. Then Valery came down the steps from the upper deck’s bridge, and held up a hand.
“Fast and furious, I know, and I apologize for the haste.”
“It’s not a problem. Sonya explained the military pressure, and besides, every second we lose now is one more second of precious air that Samantha and her crew do without.”
“All too true,” Valery responded, turning and leading them inside to the cabin area. Jack marveled at the magnificent fittings, running a hand over cedar banisters, and polished brass fittings.
“Beautiful ship,” he said.
“The Anastasia is both beautiful and functional. She’s named after my dear, departed mother, and she is a true mother to us all. She’s 300 feet from bow to stern, and has the most sophisticated technology that my money can buy.”
“And she can launch a submarine as well,” Cate said.
“Yes, when I designed her that was her primary objective. To sea-launch my Nautilus.” He turned. “You’ll be seeing her soon enough. But first, my crew will show you two to your cabin so you can get freshened up. There is a change of clothing for comfort. Then please come and meet me back here; unfortunately, we’ll be rushing everything we do – as you said, time is our adversary now.”
Cate and Jack were shown to a door. Before going through, Cate looked back to see Sonya put an arm around Valery’s neck and then kiss him deeply.
They were both shown to small cabins right next to each other. “Hope we have adjoining doors.” Jack winked at her and entered his cabin. Cate grinned and pushed into hers.
Inside she found her bag was on the bunk bed, and beside it folded clothing. She held them up; they were in the form of a type of coverall, but softer, and with cargo-style pockets on the legs and thighs.
“Nice.” It actually looked a little like a uniform. Why not? she thought as she held them up, noting they seemed exactly the right size. After the flights she felt greasy and quickly washed. She was feeling refreshed, and still standing in her underwear, when there came a knock on the door.
“Who’s there?” she asked.
“Captain Kirk,” came Jack’s reply.
She sniggered and opened the door to see Jack standing in his Nautilus coveralls. Her smile broadened; he was right, he did look like he belonged on a starship. Jack Monroe filled the doorway, and his chest and arms bulged from his muscles – she liked it, and pulled him in.
“Hey, I only wanted to see if you approved.” He grinned as she pulled his top off.
“Well, I do.” She pulled his pants down and stared. “And obviously you do too.”
He lifted her, and put one hand down the back of her panties, and grabbed a buttock.
“Oh yeah, I approve,” he said as her hand found him, and squeezed.
He slid her panties down, and Cate had never in her life felt so hungry for love – no, not just love, but physical contact with Jack. Whether it was the coming danger, the fear, or a sense of taking the chance while they could, she wanted him. For a few minutes, she wanted to forget everything else.
She fixed her mouth to his, her tongue probing and dancing in his mouth, and let him lift her and lay her on the bed. She was ready for him already.



CHAPTER 26
Saison Restaurant, Townsend Street, San Francisco
Olander Blomgren, head of the environmental group Earthpeace, sat at the exclusive corner table in Saison, the most expensive restaurant in California. He wore his favorite blue blazer with the gold buttons, and the group’s crest on his breast pocket – an angry penguin flexing a bicep.
With him were two guests – one a hedge fund manager worth over two billion dollars, and the other a traditional banker in the wholesale sector. He smiled, wondering why it was that the people who moved in and around the most capitalist aspects of the western system seemed to loathe it the most. Guilt, he guessed.
The waiter materialized and poured just a sip of golden wine into his glass, and stood waiting. Blomgren lifted it and held it aloft, admiring the deep hues of the liquid for a moment before sniffing it. He sipped – heaven, and so it should be; the Marcassin chardonnay was over $400 a bottle and extremely hard to find. It was one of his favorites.
He nodded to the waiter who then poured the trio a glass. Blomgren was a large man, with a ruddy complexion from years on the water, plus a neatly trimmed white beard and sea blue eyes. To the crew of any of his ships he was a cross between a living god, and the father many of them always wanted; a man who desired nothing more than to save the world. And if these bankers wanted to greenwash their souls, it mattered not to him … so long as they poured buckets of money into his movement.
Blomgren’s entrée of green leaf salad and wafer-thin abalone arrived, and he looked down at the magnificent work of art. He lifted one eyebrow; as always, it looked too pretty to eat. And he also knew that, for someone of his size, he might as well have been eating thin air for all the sustenance he would gain from it.
The bill was on him today – he smiled – and on his guests tomorrow. He had asked for a ten million dollar contribution, from each of them. And they hadn’t hesitated for a second, which immediately made him wish he’d asked for more.
His phone vibrated in his pocket and he pulled it free and angled it below the tabletop so he could peruse the details – it was from Peter Cain. He excused himself and read the entire message.
The Anastasia, one of Valery Konstantin Mironov’s ships, was finally preparing to put to sea. And a helicopter had recently touched down on deck. Olander’s lips compressed into a line; that Russian creature was going on another hunting expedition.
Where Mironov went, endangered species vanished. He’d tried to stop him once before, and failed. But this time, he’d had years to prepare. When Olander first heard that Mironov was working on a boat, and secretively constructing something inside it, he had been intrigued. He had employed divers to photograph its hull. When he’d seen the outline of bomb-bay doors he had been even more determined to winkle out its secrets.
It wasn’t that difficult to find out, as most doors in life were swung wide if the price was right. But what had taken more skill and patience had been getting someone on the inside – and that had taken him over a year. Enter Mr. Peter Cain.
He grinned, putting his phone away, and spearing every single sliver of abalone onto his fork all at once. He held it up like King Neptune’s trident.
“Gentlemen,” he bellowed, “to saving the world.”



CHAPTER 27
“Here she is, my Nautilus. The first generation of submersibles to fly beneath the waves.” Valery Mironov
Mironov turned to look as Cate and Jack returned to the main galley. They were wearing the Nautilus coveralls, as were he and Sonya. He nodded, noticing a rosiness in their cheeks.
“You both look … refreshed.”
Cate smiled. “Just needed to get the blood flowing again.” Beside her Jack laughed, tellingly.
“Good, we’re already well underway,” Mironov said.
Cate held out an arm. “Lead on.”
Mironov headed to an elevator, pressed the button, and waited. “We’re over the edge of the shelf now. Means we can drop straight down into significant depths. We won’t be seen, and we can travel at speed.”
“How fast can the Nautilus go?” Jack asked.
“One of the top speeds attained by a submarine was from the K-222, a Soviet Red Banner submarine. She recorded a submerged speed of 44.7 knots, or 51.4 miles per hour. That’s extremely fast for moving the bulk of a submarine through water; agreed?”
Cate and Jack nodded, and Mironov smiled. “In theory, a supercavitating vessel could reach the speed of sound underwater. And maybe one day we will. But for this voyage, we’ll be keeping it to about 460 knots, or around 500 miles per hour.”
“Oh my god,” Jack said.
“Oh my science, more like,” Mironov replied. “It’s all in the supercavitation and propulsion, Jack.”
The door of the elevator opened and he led them in. Sonya placed a hand on his shoulder and he reached up to squeeze it as the doors closed. There were several levels – one above them for the bridge, this one, and then two below. Mironov pressed the button for the bottom level.
“We’re headed down to the bay area. We’ll launch and then the Anastasia can follow behind. We’ll drop over the edge of the shelf and make our way to the Middle America Trench. Should only take us an hour, or less.”
The elevator doors opened into the bowels of the ship, and the four of them stood at a railing looking down onto the Nautilus. Crewmembers moved about, climbing over, in and out of her. Valery beamed for a moment, and then turned to his guests.
“Here she is, my Nautilus.” He waved an arm over the craft theatrically. “The first generation of submersibles to fly beneath the waves.”
Cate and Jack stood with gaping mouths. The craft was a sleek, polished black work of beauty. The front was shovel-shaped and flattened, a little like a stingray. Adding to that appearance were two pectoral type fins on each side. Dark curved windows, like eyes, melded perfectly into the body, giving it the appearance of a living creature.
Jack looked along its length – the Nautilus ran for two thirds of the ship and it tapered to a point at the rear. “How long is it?”
“It’s 192 feet, nose to tail.” Mironov leaned over the railing.
“So beautiful,” Jack whispered.
“Yes.” Valery smiled.
“And so sleek, like a sea creature itself,” Cate said. “It reminds me of the skin of an orca whale.”
“An apt description.” Mironov beamed. “Every now and then we get to design and build something that is both beautiful and functional. The Nautilus is one such craft. In a way, she is technology’s gift to us. The sleek design is because the functionality demands it. We will only inhabit the front third of the craft. The other two thirds are for the engine, storage and weapon chambers.”
He headed for some stairs. “Let’s take a closer look before we board.”
Cate and Jack followed like excited schoolchildren. The craft sat in a cradle, and they could just make out bomb-bay doors running beneath her.
“That’s where you release?” Jack asked.
“Yes, the chamber here is flooded, and the keel doors swing open so the Nautilus is able to float down. We have a strong pumping system to then flush out the seawater.”
Valery stopped up near the bow. It seemed even bigger up close, more powerful and formidable. To some, perhaps, even a little frightening.
“No wonder you launch into depths. This thing would scare the lunch right out of some deckhand if it passed underneath them.” Jack reached out a hand to the skin of the ship. His forehead creased. “It’s perforated.”
“That’s right,” Valery said. “Thousands of perforations actually. This is where the air bubble is formed.”
“How much air do you carry? I’m assuming it’s super compressed,” Cate said.
Valery nodded. “We have significant reserves because our requirements are high. We’ve found that the deeper we go the more air is required to sustain a bubble at pressurized depths. We carry enough for forty-eight hours at a maximum depth of 3000 feet. We also have an extraction unit in the rear that can process seawater and separate the gasses should we need them. But it takes a little time and is exceptionally energy hungry. But it’s a good fail-safe.”
“Magnificent.” Jack straightened. “How many crew do you have?”
“I’ll be piloting, but I’m looking for you to provide assistance as copilot. Other than pilots, our crew requirements are minimal due to the automation. There’s a place for Cate, obviously. Then we have a communications and sensors technologist, weapons officer, and a maintenance and engineering specialist. We can fit up to ten crew but, this trip, we have decided to store more compressed air, and fewer bodies – every ounce counts.”
“Understood.” Jack acknowledged.
“Then if there’s nothing else …” Mironov paused, his eyes gleaming. “It’s time for us to begin.” He held his arm out toward a movable set of stairs that led to a recessed open hatch.
* * *
Mironov left Cate and Jack at the Nautilus so he could spend several moments talking softly to Sonya. Cate turned to watch; the Russian touched Sonya’s cheek with the back of his hand, and then they embraced. Sonya nodded to something he said, and then stood back, stiffening her spine. He rejoined them.
Cate raised an eyebrow. “Sonya not coming?”
“No,” Mironov said. “I need her here managing our support operations. The Anastasia is also armed, and if we need some backup, she’ll be our mother ship … and sanctuary.”
He waved them on. Jack went first, followed by Cate. Valery hung back for a moment issuing his final instructions. When he came down, the hatch was closed behind him. It fit in flush with the superstructure to create a streamlined effect over the skin of the submersible.
Cate inhaled. She’d been in submersibles before, and they were cramped and smelled of oil and sweaty bodies. This craft, though still with little headroom, smelled more like a new car, with wood paneling, chrome and masses of electronics.
Two men, in the same clothing they all wore, were already seated. Mironov walked over and put his hand on one of their shoulders. The man took a comm. loop off his head and turned.
Mironov swept his hand around the space. “Welcome to our command center, the brains of the Nautilus.” He looked down and smiled. “And to the real brains behind our vessel.”
He kept a hand on the man’s shoulder. “This is Mr. Michael Brenner, our communication and sensor specialist. He’ll be our eyes and ears while we’re traveling.” He walked the few steps to the next man. “Dr. Francis Williams, engineering and maintenance. Francis helped me design the Nautilus, and I couldn’t keep him out if I tried.”
The older man turned and grinned. “Damn right. He breaks this baby, he answers to me.”
Mironov chuckled and then waved Cate and Jack on to the very front of the craft. The bridge had a sloping nose and they needed to duck and crouch to get to the pilot and copilot’s seats. Two large eye-like windows were at the front with smaller windows at the sides. Gleaming technology and winking lights glowed across sophisticated-looking panels.
Mironov motioned to the glass. “Tempered alumino-silicate glass panels acting as pressure panes – the same type of glass used in the space shuttle and designed for maximum strength to withstand the vacuum of space. This is also a little like a two-way mirror – very little of our movement and lighting will be reflected externally. We all know how sensitive some deep-sea creatures are to light sources, so best to travel in near total darkness.”
“And silence,” Jack said.
Mironov’s mouth turned down. “Not everything is possible.” He turned away. “Follow me.”
Just before he left, Brenner turned in his seat. “Sir, ten minutes to continental shelf edge.”
Mironov nodded. “Good. Once at depth, we’ll deploy supercavitation, and accelerate to our destination.” He shepherded them into the rear. “We need to hurry now.”
Along the way, Cate noticed there were watertight bulkheads. “Can the command center disengage from the main vessel?” she asked.
“Yes, of course. If we need to, the front of the ship can act as an isolated submersible. But let’s hope we don’t need to as we’ll lose our cavitation speed.”
They headed into Nautilus’ rear where Mironov pointed out a few tiny cabins for rest or sickbay, and also doors marked for weaponry. They came to a watertight door and the Russian spun the heavy wheel and pushed it open. There was another man with a computer tablet who turned as they entered.
“Presenting Dr. Thomas Andrews, weapon tech.”
Cate was impressed, especially as the man seemed only a few years out of his teens. “What field was your doctorate?”
Andrews lowered his computer tablet and rose to his feet. “Pure mathematics and physics, honors from UCLA.” He smiled widely. “I specialize in high-intensity particle beams.”
“Damn,” Jack said. “Remind me not to play chess with this guy.”
“I prefer checkers.” Andrews held out his hand.
He shook hands with both Cate and Jack, as Mironov beamed with pride. “Gone are the days when all you needed was a strong arm to feed cannon shells and an ability to turn a lug nut. These days, we are basically flying an armed computer. Different skill sets are needed.”
Jack nudged Cate. “See, I told you the nerds would inherit the world one day.”
She gave him a wry smile. “Don’t worry, we’ll still need a few strong arms to turn a lug nut.”
Mironov looked at his watch. “Events are catching up with us; Mr. Andrews, carry on.” He grabbed Jack’s arm, as he led them back to the front of the craft. “We’ll be over the shelf soon, so, Jack, come and I’ll give you the once-over. You can take her down along the shelf wall, and then I’ll resume control when we are about to deploy the supercavitation. Follow my instructions, learn, and build on your existing submersible knowledge.”
“Great.” Jack nodded. “But one question: when we’re traveling at such significant speed under the water, what happens if we hit something?”
“Don’t worry, the air bubble is extremely resilient. Even if we collide with something the size of a whale, it’ll get shunted aside.” Mironov grinned. “Or we’ll pass through it.”
“Not great if you’re a slow whale,” Cate observed.
“And if it’s something that won’t be shunted aside?” Jack asked.
“Well, if it’s something like a seamount or iceberg, then we’ll be obliterated.” Mironov raised his eyebrows. “But Mr. Brenner is on duty to ensure we avoid those type of obstacles.”
Mironov led them back into the command center. Brenner and Williams nodded to them. The Russian sat down, and pointed to the seat at his left.
“Jack, copilot’s seat if you please. Cate, you sit there at one of the lateral view ports.”
“Good.” Jack sat, and Cate took a seat just to their left, or port side.
“Getting ready for launch at midnight as planned, sir,” Brenner said. “Anastasia bay area is filling as we speak.”
“Confirmed,” Mironov said. He grabbed the U-shaped wheel in front of him. There was an identical wheel in front of Jack. Valery explained the controls.
“Pushing back and forth on the wheel controls the front fins and will determine our elevation. Forward propulsion, port, starboard jets,” he pointed at each lever, button and dial, “is adjusted and maintained by each of the controls in your panel. The Nautilus is mostly automated, and you simply drive it.”
Jack asked a few questions, but Cate knew he was more eager than hesitant. “Ready when you are,” he said.
“Excellent. Once the doors are open, I’ll drop us from the cradle, and when we’re 100 feet down, I’ll hand over to you. Nothing like practical experience, yes?”
“I can’t wait.” Jack flexed his fingers and laid them on the wheel.
“Pressure check,” Williams said.
Cate felt her ears pop, and then felt pressure on her eyes.
Williams checked his screens and dials. “Pressure good. Bay doors now open and bay area is inundated. Cradle release in five-four-three-two-one … release.”
Water surged over the windows. Being night, the water was dark, and lights dotted the edge of the bay door, creating a window of blue that quickly merged with the blackness below.
“Nautilus is now yours, Mr. Mironov,” Williams said as he continued to read from his screens.
Mironov ignored him and smiled as he spoke softly in Russian into his mouthpiece. Cate imagined Sonya returning the same words of luck, and perhaps love. After another few seconds, Mironov’s smile fell away and he refocused.
“Thank you, Dr. Williams.” He gently pushed the U-shaped wheel forward. “Taking her down at an inclination rate of twenty-five degrees. Speed is five knots.” He turned to Cate. “One knot is—”
Cate snorted. “I know, I know; one knot is 1.15 miles per hour. I remember.”
He half smiled. “My apologies. Of course you do.”
Cate leaned forward and angled herself so she could look back up at the hull of the Anastasia as the Nautilus dropped. The huge doors were swinging closed and with them went the light. She suddenly felt small and vulnerable. Being below the surface and in the dark water was one thing. But knowing full well what lay ahead of her made her stomach flip.
Mironov noticed the direction of her gaze. “We should be back in under twelve hours. Sonya will have the Anastasia trail us at top speed and hopefully meet us closer to where the Alvin lies at the edge of the trench.”
“That long?” Cate asked.
Mironov stared for a moment. “If we have completed our mission in that time, I will be ordering champagne all round. Considering we have to locate the Alvin, free it, and then escort it to the surface, while fending off a dinosaur shark, then yes, that long and perhaps even longer if unexpected circumstances arise.”
“So our priority is the Alvin?” Cate lowered her brow refusing to be pushed.
“Of course. That is priority one and two. And priority three is my trophy.” Mironov tilted his head. “But I suspect one may not be achieved without the other.”
“What does that mean?” she asked, frowning.
Mironov exhaled slowly through his nose, and swung to Jack. “Take control, Jack, continue at current angle of descent.”
“You got it.” Jack’s eyes were near luminous, both from the glow of the controls and from his excitement.
Mironov swung around to face Cate. “We know what these sharks are like. They have similar characteristics to the great white, Carcharodon Carcharias, in that they are aggressive, territorial and will basically eat anything they can get in their considerably sized mouth. You’ve read the survivors’ report of what happened to the Archimedes, yes?”
Cate nodded once.
“They believed they were pulled over after something snagged one of their submersibles’ drop cables. But you and I know it was a deliberate attack.” Mironov looked at her sadly. “I don’t think we can expect to enter the Megalodon’s hunting territory without a fight. We may be lucky, and we shall hope for the best.” He turned away. “While planning for the worst.”
“Coming up to cruising depth,” Williams intoned.
“But if there is any way to avoid it, we do that, right?” Cate felt her pulse quicken just thinking about it. Suddenly finding herself back underwater wasn’t helping either.
Mironov spoke over his shoulder. “Jack, level off, increase speed to thirty knots.” He turned back to Cate. “And then brave Vincent went down in a submersible, and was also attacked. We have to assume the creature is down there, either patrolling that portion of the trench as its territory, or trying to find the source of the life-force emanations it might be picking up from your friend’s trapped submersible.”
Mironov took in a deep breath and his chest swelled. “So, I do not believe there is any way we are going to be given a clear run at freeing the Alvin submersible. I believe we will need to engage. I also believe the options we have will be to run, or to fight. If we run, then we leave Alvin to its fate. If we fight, there might just be a chance.”
Jack turned. “I’m afraid he’s right, Cate. If Samantha is down there in its territory, it will attack anything that enters it. To save her, we’ll need to kill it.”
“I have no problem with killing it.” Her eyes burned. “And as long as the rescue is the priority, then we are all on the same page.”
Mironov clapped his hands once, turned back around and grasped his own wheel. “And now, I believe it’s time for some speed.”
“Oh boy.” Jack’s eyes lit up.
Cate watched Mironov, silently fuming over his inference she had some sort of Pollyanna view of what they were doing. But she didn’t care; as long as Sam and her team got out, then everything else was secondary.
She turned to watch Jack, who sat at his controls grinning, hardly able to suppress his excitement. She began to smile; the big goof was like a kid walking into a fun park.
“Proximity clearance?” Mironov asked.
“All clear on all sensors,” Brenner responded, hunched over his bank of screens.
“Start air ejection; ten percent.”
“Air ejection to ten percent,” Williams repeated.
Immediately what looked like the fine bubbles of alka seltzer appeared in front of the Nautilus. They floated up past the windows. Cate had no idea how the cavitation was actually going to work, and couldn’t tear her eyes away.
“Air ejection is optimal,” Williams added.
“Raise air ejection to twenty-five percent. Accelerating to thirty knots.” Mironov’s eyes were unblinking as he stared out into the frothing water.
“Air ejection to twenty-five percent,” Williams repeated again.
He turned to Jack. “Ready?”
“Punch it.” Jack’s jaw tightened.
Mironov smiled. “Engage cavitation, Dr. Williams.”
“Engaging cavitation. Acceleration control is yours, sir.” The bubbles in front of the window became more furious.
Mironov tilted his head. “The cavitation occurs when we pick up speed. The bubbles will compress back to coat the vessel, forming a sleeve.” His eyes were now gun steady. “Increasing speed, now.”
Mironov pushed the wheel forward, and the bubbles became a blinding foam that began to furiously shoot back up over the window as acceleration pressed them all back into their seats.
“One hundred knots,” Williams said, counting off a screen. “Two hundred, 250, 300 …”
There was a sensation of shuddering and then, almost miraculously, the windows cleared to perfect clarity.
“Cavitation achieved,” Williams said.
“And we are now inside our tunnel.” Mironov beamed, and turned to Jack, whose eyes glowed. “What do you think, Jack?”
“This. Is truly. Amazing.” He blew air through puffed cheeks. “It really works. It goddamn really works.”
Mironov raised an eyebrow. “You expected it not to?”
“So fast,” Jack whispered. “And I can barely feel anything.”
“Because we’re not pushing through dense water, we’re gliding through air. Remember that Soviet K-222 submarine I mentioned that set the underwater record of 44.7 knots, or 51 miles per hour? It was never going to be viable as it burned too much fuel to ever hold its great speed for more than a few minutes. But in the Nautilus, because we’re traveling in air, our energy consumption is actually going down the faster we travel.”
“Sonar contact,” Brenner said.
“Single object?” Mironov became all business.
Brenner squinted. “No, I think a mass of multiple objects, approximately six to eight feet in length. Could be a large pod of dolphins or a school of tuna. Through them or under them?”
“Under them,” Cate shot back.
“Well then, let’s take her down,” Mironov said through a small smile. “Jack, give me a descent angle of forty percent and level out at 1000 feet.”
Jack pushed the wheel forward, and saw the digital readout on his screen counting off the depths in both fathoms and feet.
There came a small thud, and Jack grimaced. “Slow dolphin?”
Mironov shrugged. “Probably. Whatever it was, it would more than likely have been shunted aside. The physical shape of the craft means we tend to slip smoothly through most biological debris in the water tunnel we create.”
“Biological debris?” Cate scoffed. “Now there’s a description to warm the hearts of ecologists everywhere.”
“Leveling out,” Jack called.
“Lights up,” Mironov said.
Williams flicked some switches. Immediately spotlights threw a huge corridor of light before them. Cate looked from her side window to the larger windows at the front.
“Wow.” She craned forward. “This is the start of the abyssal plain.”
The slope before them flattened out to seeming endless gray sea bottom. A few large sea fans stood upright like miniature albino palm trees, and beneath them, fist-sized molluscs made long tracks through the silt. The occasional school of fish scattered from their path.
“This abyssal plain can run to 4000 feet deep in some places,” Mironov said. “Deep, but nothing like some of the trenches, which can fall away to over 30,000.”
“Over 36,000,” Jack added. “The Challenger Deep in the Mariana Trench is the real bottom of the world, falling down to 36,000 feet.”
“So deep,” Cate observed. “And we still have little idea of what lies below 5000 feet, let alone at those depths.”
“What is low becomes high, and what is high becomes low,” Jack recited.
“Interesting, Jack; what does that mean?” Mironov half turned.
“Millions of years ago, this sunken land might have been an early land bridge. Right, Cate?”
“Yeah, true. When we’ve done dredging on some of these abyssal plains we’ve hauled up mastodon teeth and prehistoric bison.” She nodded toward the seeming endless gray plain. “This sea bottom could well have been a landmass at some time in our primordial past.”
Jack nodded. “I’ve been at significant depths before, and the one thing I’ve always found is that this world, down here, is so alien to the warm, golden place high above it.”
Mironov smiled. “Mysteries and myths, Jack. It’s why people like us are drawn to it.”
“Oh, good lord.” Jack leaned forward in his seat.
“All slow,” Mironov said softly. “Michael?”
“On it.” Brenner checked the sonar and other proximity scanners, and then shook his head. “All quiet, but then there’s a significant sonar shadow being projected.”
“Is that what I think it is?” Cate said almost reverently.
Mironov stopped the Nautilus, and the air bubbles bled away. “Yes it is; it’s where the world was ripped asunder.”



PART TWO
THE ABYSS
It’s like a crack in the world



CHAPTER 28
“Here at the bottom of the world, everything was upside down.” Lesley Howarth
Mironov switched on the high intensity lights and everyone in the command center just stared in awe. Only Michael Brenner kept listening in on the underwater scanners.
“Here at the bottom of the world, everything was upside down.” Cate’s mouth curved into a small smile as she remembered a favorite children’s book from years ago. “Like Jack said; it’s like looking at the start of another world.”
Jack nodded. “You read about them, and you see pictures of them, but it’s only when you witness them with your own eyes you appreciate what they’re really like.”
“The trench; it’s like a crack in the world.” Cate felt a little light-headed. “What am I saying? I mean that’s exactly what it is.”
The trench looked like a jagged tear in the sea bottom, as though some god had ripped the earth apart with their hands. Mironov angled the lights and they could make out part of the trench cliff walls that fell away to nothingness.
He took his hands from the controls. “The Middle America Trench runs from central Mexico to Costa Rica. It’s 1700 miles long and, at its deepest, drops to nearly 23,000 feet. Massive but, as we mentioned, this guy is by no means the deepest trench in the world.”
“There be monsters,” Cate whispered.
“Yes, and now we know there really are.” Mironov looked along the dark void for a few moments. “The Alvin distress signal indicates it has now tipped inside the lip of the trench, and is approximately fifty miles from our position. We’ll travel along the inner rim and stay close to the cliff wall so as to stay within its sonar shadow. We can then sneak up on her position.”
He looked at each of their faces. “Is everyone ready?”
Cate had a sudden urge to say: no, take me back home. But she knew that if anything happened to Samantha Britt, and she didn’t at least attempt to save her, she would never forgive herself. But Mironov’s crew and Jack were ready, so …
She nodded. “Let’s do this.”
“Moving ahead to twenty knots, begin air ejection and ready for cavitation.” The Nautilus began to accelerate and Mironov lowered his brow toward the dark void. “Now.”
Once again the micro bubbles were pushed from the nose of the craft as the Nautilus rapidly shot though the water. The air coalesced as it slid back along the submersible’s body, coating it and creating the tunnel-like effect of the supercavitation.
“Move us up to 200 knots, Jack.”
“Only 200?” Jack asked.
“Yes, now I think we will be in the territorial lair of the beast, and caution plus stealth might be more appropriate.”
“What depth?”
“At 3500 feet – we’ll take it down well below where we think the Alvin is, and came up on her from below. My view is the shark will be patrolling the waters above it, not below. The seismic pounding has seen off all its usual prey in the deeper waters, and its hunting has been supplemented with a slower-moving group of creatures in the shallower zones.”
“Yeah, us,” Cate mumbled. “One question: the blasting has stopped now, so why didn’t it return to the deeper water?”
Mironov cocked his head. “Maybe it likes it in the shallower water – more prey. Or maybe it’ll take many more months for its deeper habitat to restock with food. Remember, a beast of this size would need to consume an enormous quantity of flesh.”
“They’re apex predators,” Jack said. “They can go long periods without food, but when they eat, they gorge, and can consume ten percent of their body weight in a single feeding.”
“And what’s ten percent of a Megalodon’s weight?” Brenner asked.
“Given an average-sized beast could weigh in at 100 tons, then a nice round ten tons of flesh.”
“Oh boy.” Brenner blew air through pressed lips and went back to his screens.
“Yeah.” Jack sighed as they began to descend into the inky blackness. “The thing is, sharks’ hearing, as well as their sense of smell, ability to detect minute chemical trials and electrical impulses, means sneaking up on this thing is going to be near impossible. We can hide in the sonar shadow of the trench’s cliff face, but we so much as sneeze down there, it’ll know.”
They continued sailing down into the dark water. “Perhaps that’s true.” Mironov said. “Have you heard of something called a distraction display, Jack?”
Jack lifted his chin. “Something like a courtship display?”
“Yes, in a way,” Mironov replied. “It’s a common phenomenon in the animal kingdom whereby fish, birds and mammals have been known to pretend to be injured, or mimic calls of their young, or even shake branches of trees to draw a predator away from where their young are secreted.”
Cate grinned. “You’re going to lure it away somehow?”
“‘If your enemy is in superior strength, evade him.’ Sun Tzu wrote that around 2500 years ago in his brilliant Art of War. And that’s what we’ll do.” Mironov looked at his large wristwatch. “All stop.”
Jack eased back on the wheel, and the bubbles appeared and then vanished. The Nautilus hung motionless in the water.
Mironov held up a finger. “Wait for it.”
After another moment there came a faint thumping boom. He turned. “It’s quite simple really. We use the same method that drew the beast from the depths in the first place to now draw it away. Our friend Mr. Scott Markesan aboard the Nexxon Corporation’s Kanaloa has agreed, with a little compensation, to recommence some seismic testing, fifty miles away from where we need to investigate.” He grinned. “Our very own distraction display to draw away our predator.”
Jack chuckled. “Okay, I’m officially impressed.”
Mironov’s face became serious. “Only be impressed if it works.” He turned back to the controls. “We go on.” He restarted the engines and slowly moved the Nautilus forward before accelerating once again.
Like distant stars in a night sky, small lights began to flick on and off out in the darkness.
“Seems not all the sea life has vanished.” Cate pointed. “I’m betting we’ve got hatchets, octopods, lanternfish, and a whole range of other bioluminescent creatures.”
“Yes, anything that’s well below morsel size of our shark should still be here.” Mironov turned to Francis Williams, his engineering and maintenance crewmember. “Dr. Williams, can you get some close-ups of our glowing friends? I’ve never been this deep into the Middle America Trench before. We might find something interesting.”
“Certainly, Mr. Mironov.” Williams flicked on another screen, and used a joystick to angle a scope until he found what he was looking for. “Putting it up on the port screen … now.”
Beside Cate, an eighteen by twelve inch screen came to life; black to begin with, but then flashes of blue, like distant stars, magnified and clarified to eventually show the creatures emitting the light.
“Wow,” Cate said. “What are you doing all the way up here, handsome?”
“Handsome.” Brenner wrinkled his nose. “Handsome in my worst nightmare maybe.”
The blue eel-like fish hung in the blackness for a few seconds, and its oversized disc-like eye turned on them. Transparent glassine teeth were massive spikes in a gaping mouth, and its entire body glowed a soft blue.
“Pacific viperfish.” Cate leaned closer to the screen. “Those teeth are so big it can barely close its mouth. They’re usually only found in vastly deeper waters – up to 13,000 feet down – so this is the shallows for it.” She squinted. “Wish we had something we could use for scale.”
Williams played with a few keys, and a measuring scale appeared below the specimen, in both inches and centimeters.
“Huh?” Cate frowned. “This can’t be right. It says this guy is forty inches long. They only ever reach about eight inches, even when fully grown.”
Williams’ fingers raced over the keyboard a few seconds more, before he stopped and shook his head. “Nope, no error in the software. Maybe it’s just a very big one.”
The nightmarish fish flicked a whip-like tail, and vanished.
“Big indeed,” Cate said. “It’s like finding a sparrow the size of an ostrich.”
“It is weird – the size, and also finding bathypelagic species in the mesopelagic zone,” Jack said.
“And there’s another one.” Williams pointed out. “Dr. Granger, what do you think this one is?”
“Cate, please.” Even though Cate was fighting impatience she couldn’t help her mouth curving into a smile. “And that’s a fangtooth. Can you bring up the scale again?”
“Sure.” Williams’ fingers danced for a moment more. “On screen now.” He whistled. “Looks like a bear trap with a tail.”
The fish was so bony it looked like a swimming skeleton. And once again it displayed a gaping needle-tooth mouth. It had tight skin, more leather than scale, giving it a strange reptilian appearance and heightening its alienness.
“Same as with the viperfish, this fangtooth shouldn’t be up here. They live their entire life down in over 15,000 feet of water.” She checked the scale. “It’s the size of a good mackerel. And just like before, this thing should only be a few inches long.”
Jack hmmed. “The Middle America Trench at its deepest point touches the hadal zone.”
Brenner leaned back in his seat. “That’s in the trench, right?”
“Right,” Jack said. “Valery, mind if I give them a thumbnail overview?”
“Be my guest,” Mironov responded. “I’ll take over piloting duties.”
Jack turned in his chair and clasped his hands together. “If our ocean was a cup of coffee, full to the brim, and we placed some plastic wrap over the top, then that slim skin-like layer of plastic is what we know most about. The entire rest of the coffee, the other 99.99 percent, is an unknown and mysterious dark void.”
“In specific layers,” Mironov added.
“Exactly,” Jack said. “And we find that certain things occur in each layer, certain temperatures, currents, pressures, and also various creatures.” He looked at the faces of Williams and Brenner, who were listening intently. Cate nodded and smiled to him.
Jack continued. “That skin over the top is what we refer to as the epipelagic zone, the sunlight zone. It only reaches down to about 600 feet, and is usually the warmest part of the ocean. One more thing …” He held up a finger. “It is usually the most heavily populated part of our ocean with just on ninety percent of sea life living in that zone.”
“Makes sense when you consider that many sea creatures are vegetarian and sea plant life needs sunlight for photosynthesis,” Cate added. “Without light, no plants, without plants no food for vegetarians, and therefore no vegetarians. That means far fewer of the creatures that feed on those vegetarians.”
“So as we go deeper, we enter the realm of the fast-moving carnivore – the eaters of flesh that feed off other eaters of flesh,” Mironov said over his shoulder.
“Yes,” Jack said. “Next up we have another skin-like layer called the mesopelagic zone, or the twilight zone.” He grinned as Brenner raised his eyebrows. “Yeah, yeah, just like the television show. Except this zone has weak light penetration and we start to see the first of our bioluminescent creatures. It runs down to 3200 feet, close to the crush depth of most submersibles.”
“The Nautilus can go deeper, Jack,” Mironov said without turning.
“Following that, we enter the bathypelagic zone, the true deep and called the midnight zone. This layer runs down to 13,000 feet, and the only light you’ll see is from the bioluminescent animals, or sometimes from volcanic eruptions.” He shrugged. “Or from fools like us in our shiny tin cans. Sperm whales can dive down to this level in search of food. Giant squids, and a range of the weird and wonderful, like our friends we just saw on screen.”
“That’s goddamn deep.” Williams blew air through his lips. “But this trench we’re skirting along is going to be far deeper than that.”
“Oh yeah, there’s more down there,” Jack said. “If we go deeper, we drop into the abyss, the abyssopelagic zone. Down to about 20,000 feet, and this zone is what three-quarters of the ocean floor lies within. Near freezing and very few creatures at this depth.”
Jack smiled devilishly and sat forward, elbows on his knees. “But then we find places like this that are the true rips in the Earth, the trenches, we refer to as the hadalpelagic, the forbidding hadal zone, which is the true bottom of the abyss. The word is actually derived from the French word for Hades, hell. As I’ve already mentioned, the deepest point in the ocean is located in the Mariana Trench off the coast of Japan at 36,070 feet. There are creatures that live down there, but we know next to nothing about them, because even if we can get down to them, we can’t move around or spend more than a few minutes there. That world is as alien, and as deadly to us, as is Mars.”
“I for one would dearly love to know what’s going on down there. Even a glimpse,” Mironov said over his shoulder.
“I might have felt that way a few years back. But not anymore.” Cate sat back, and Jack looked at her, understanding in his eyes.
Mironov stroked his chin. “Maybe another day. The Nautilus can travel to extreme depths inside its cavitation tunnel. But if we stopped, for whatever reason, and the tunnel collapsed, even for a second, we’d instantly implode. The pressure at those depths is the same as having the weight of forty-eight Boeing 747 jets piled on top of you.”
“Ouch,” Jack said.
“Indeed,” Mironov responded smoothly. “I’m going to move us in closer to the trench wall. Might be best if we try and keep movement and sound to a minimum for a while.” He reached for the comms.
“Mr. Andrews, we are closing in on our target area, is everything in order back there?”
The weapons technician replied immediately. “Everything ready and waiting on your word.”
“Excellent, and so, let us enter the belly of the beast. Jack, copiloting again, please.” Jack took his U-shaped wheel again.
Mironov rechecked the time. “Proximity?”
Brenner half turned. “Alvin submersible is within ten miles, and is elevated from our position.” He rubbed his forehead. “Weird.”
Mironov tilted his head. “Elaborate, Mr. Brenner.”
“I just thought …” The signal engineer’s brows were knitted. “… at this depth I expected the temperature to be hovering around freezing. Deep ocean water is supposed to have a very uniform range, of between zero and three degrees. But outside right now, it’s close to fifteen.” He looked from one screen to another. “There’s a small current coming up from the depths; probably where the warmth is coming from.”
“Maybe a vent,” Mironov said. He seemed to think on it for a moment, before deciding. “Something to ponder at another time. We have our priorities – it’s time to reach out to our lost submariners. Cate, would you like to do the honors?”
Cate nodded vigorously. “Would I ever.”
“Good. And please tell your friends to keep any celebratory exclamations to a minimum. Though we’re hoping the shark has been drawn away, I don’t want anything to entice it back.”
“You got it,” Cate said through her grin.
“Switching comms to your console, Ms. Granger, ah, Cate,” Brenner said. “Frequency has been calibrated. If they’re listening, then they should hear you.”
“Okay.” Cate licked her lips, deciding for a second or two how to begin. “Calling crew of submersible, Alvin. Calling Dr. Samantha Britt aboard submersible Alvin. Do you read me, over?”
There came white noise for a moment or two before the incredulous voice of a woman came back.
“Who is this? I mean, yes, this is Alvin, I mean Samantha Britt, in the submersible Alvin. Where are you? Who am I speaking to?”
“Samantha, it’s Cate Granger. I just happened to be in the neighborhood, and thought I might swing by. Over.” Cate continued to grin as she spoke.
“Holy …” There was excited yelling. “Yes, yes, yes!”
“Shussshhh!” Cate cut her off. “Hold the party for a while, Sam, we know about your big bogy, and we hope to have drawn it away. But let’s not call it back, okay?”
The celebration immediately died. “Sorry, sorry …” Breathlessness ensued for a second or two. “Where, where are you now?”
Right now, we’re about …” – she checked with Brenner – “five miles out from you. Are you guys all okay?”
There was silence.
“Hello?” Cate frowned, and turned to Brenner. “Have we—”
Sam’s voice was small when it returned. “No, we lost Wade King, our pilot and engineer. He went outside in the ADS suit to try and free us from the cabling, but the shark came back.”
“Okay, damn, I understand, Sam. I’m so sorry.” Cate exhaled. “We’re going to try and free you guys. There’ll be a support ship over us shortly, and they can haul you in.”
“You don’t understand, Cate. We can’t get back up; we’d never make it. This is no ordinary shark, it’s a freaking monster.” Sam’s voice rose.
“You let us worry about that.” Mironov sat forward. “My name is Valery Konstantin Mironov, and we’re fully aware of what the creature is, its size, ferocity, and lethal capability. And we are prepared for it.”
“You know what it is? Do you know what’s been happening?” Sam asked.
“Yeah, we do.” Cate sighed. “The shark is a prehistoric remnant known as a Megalodon Carcharodon species. Long story, but our priority is to rescue you guys. We can all talk about it later.”
“Starting ascent,” Jack said.
“We’re coming up on you now, Sam. You might not see us as we’re running dark.” Cate leaned forward. “Do you think we might be able to …?”
Mironov turned. “Mr. Brenner?”
“All clear for miles in every direction,” Brenner answered.
“Good, then let’s light her up. Switching on fore and aft spotlights and hull perimeter lighting.” Mironov moved levers up and flicked switches. Outside the submersible became encased in a halo of light, as well as throwing a strong tunnel of light forward to illuminate the massive trench wall.
Cate’s eyes widened. The cliff wall was nearly sheer and fell away to 20,000 feet below them in this area. It could have swallowed the entire Appalachian mountain range twice over. Being inside the 190-foot craft made her feel like a speck of dust.
“This is a world of giants.” She felt overawed.
“Holy crap,” Brenner said. “It goes on forever.”
“Not quite. Only for another 1700 miles.” Mironov turned and grinned.
“We are at the edge of an abyss and we’re close to being irrevocably lost.” Francis Williams spoke as if in a trance.
“Yes, David R. Bower, and we have no intention of being lost. So please stow that kind of talk,” Mironov said evenly.
“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” Williams’ lips compressed.
“Hey, I can see you – thank you, thank you, thank you.” Sam’s hushed but excited voice floated from the comms system.
“Me too; it’s Andy McCarthy here, and I’ve never been so glad to see someone since all my cousins turned up to shout a few rounds on my birthday.”
“Nice to hear from you, Andy. Next round will be on us.” Jack grinned and turned to Cate, who gave him a thumbs-up.
“We’re going to light up our Christmas tree as well.” Samantha whispered something in the background, and suddenly a speck of light appeared above them.
“We see you, and we’re coming in.” Jack eased the Nautilus higher, and began to slow it.
“Coming out of cavitation,” Mironov said as their sleeve of air vanished. Immediately around them came the pop and squeal of steel under pressure.
“Nothing to worry about; we’re just adjusting to the pressure differential.” Mironov must have seen Cate wince because he reached out a hand. “We’re fine; we can take much greater pressure than this.” He turned back, and exhaled as he looked over the Alvin’s predicament.
“And now we see the size of our problem.”
“Ho-lee-y shit,” Jack said.
The dot of light that was the Alvin was attached to the side of an entire ship, around 400 feet long, balanced on its nose on a narrow ledge, and with its stern leaned back against the trench wall. The Alvin seemed to have slid several hundred feet down from the abyssal plain, and through sheer luck, had struck the jutting lip of rock.
“Jesus; those guys should buy themselves a lottery ticket,” Brenner said.
“I’m not so sure they’d count themselves as lucky,” Cate countered. “Especially not Wade.”
“Sorry, I meant …” Brenner hunched back over his console.
“Don’t be sorry,” Mironov said. “Luck, good and bad, plays a part in everything we do. A few more feet, and that ship would have slid into the trench, and we’d only be left with a sonar shadow so far out of our reach it would forever remain a memory.” He turned to Cate. “And we still have two people alive, and we’re here now.”
Cate ran a hand through her hair. “You’re right, you’re right. I’m just feeling on edge and a little prickly right now.” She looked past Mironov to Brenner. “Looks like the lottery tickets are on me.”
Brenner nodded, but didn’t turn.
“Ms. Britt, Valery Mironov here,” The Russian tilted his head and waited.
“Please to meet you, Mr. Mironov, call me Sam.” Samantha sounded eager.
“Very good, Sam, and you can call me Valery. Please state your understanding of your position and … dilemma.”
“Well, we’re hooked up by our drop cable. Wade managed to get most of it cleared, before …” she paused to collect herself. “… before he was lost. But there’s still a single loop tying us to the Archimedes.”
“You have an escape pod on the Alvin, yes?” Mironov asked.
“Yes, we do but, for all the dumb luck, that damn cable is wrapped around that as well. Until it’s fully removed, we can’t disengage from the submersible’s superstructure.” She snorted softly. “But if we were free of the cable, then we wouldn’t need the escape pod to be released.”
“That’s true, and I suggest we go with that as our plan A. We’ll cut you loose, and when that’s done, you float free. We’ll run defense for you on the way up, but we hope that won’t be necessary.”
“Running defense? I’d prefer it dead.” Sam exhaled, as if letting out some pressure.
“We’d all like to see that big bastard blown to smithereens as well,” Cate said as her eyes slid to Valery. “As long as we can keep the head intact, right?”
Valery smiled, and turned back to the window. “And now, Ms. Britt, we all have work to do. We’ll come in a little closer for a better look, and then, hopefully, we can use the laser to sever those cables.”
“We’ll be here, just hanging around.” Sam had a smile in her voice. “Hey, did you just say laser?”



CHAPTER 29
Aboard the Kanaloa, fifty miles west of the Middle America Trench – one device lost
Scott Markesan paced on the deck of the Kanaloa, the Nexxon Corporation’s oil exploration vessel. It was amazing what a bit of political, military and corporate pressure could do when combined with a billionaire’s drive and determination.
The seismic blasting was continuing apace, and this time the quadrants they were servicing were ones that were normally off-limits; but not now – Valery Mironov had convinced the government to approve the tests. They all knew it was a sham, and what he was looking for was no oil bed buried beneath the rocks and silt of the sea bottom, but something rarer … and more dangerous.
Scott could feel the thumps through the soles of his shoes as he watched the feeder cable extend out from the rear crane. Several hours back, they’d lost a device, or fish as they were affectionately known. Twenty million dollars of tech gone. That was going to piss a lot of people off.
Scott and the other techs had to clamber out onto the crane strut and load another. At this point he didn’t want to think about how the other one had been lost. And one thing that he was damn sure of was there was no way he was going in the water – if another device got hooked up by something, then they’d just cut it loose. After all, this time Valery Mironov was paying.
Scott had set out with three sensor buoys ready to fire their blasts into the seabed. Mironov obviously expected they’d be taken. Scott shuddered and looked out over the steel-blue churning water. Something out there was tracking them. He could feel it in his gut.
He wiped his nose. The rich Russian guy was paying him and the crew a small fortune in bonuses to be here again. Scott’s only stipulation was that if they devices were lost, nobody went into the water after them. Once they broke free, they were gone.
He began to pace again, letting his mind wander, when the 413-foot long and 105-foot wide ship jerked hard in the water. Even a man with good sea legs can be taken by surprise, and Scott nearly fell to the deck. There was a sound like a guitar string breaking, and his head snapped around in time to see the cable whip away.
“Fuck it.”
He also noticed that the crane end had become slightly distorted. They had one spare torpedo-shaped device left. After that, their job was over. And he’d be damn well glad of it.
He lifted the walkie-talkie from his belt and held it to his mouth. “Gonna load up our last fish. Tell Roy and Bill to come on down, pronto.”
As far as he was concerned, he wanted the third one lost as well – get it over with and get the hell outta here, he thought.
Scott walked toward the rear of the ship, put his hands on his hips and looked out over the water. It was still hours away from dawn and there was a slight breeze, which carried with it the smell of salt, iron, and a hint of diesel fuel. The Kanaloa eased to a full stop as the new fish was to be loaded, hopefully quickly so an unbroken chain of “shots” could be fired.
From somewhere out behind him in the darkness he heard the sound of dripping water, and then caught a whiff of something like a wharf at low tide, and he turned to stare.
He frowned; was that a lump on the surface, looking like a glistening hill? There was only a fingernail moon that was heading fast to the horizon, and with dawn yet to creep up on them it was dark as a coalmine out there. Damned imagination playing tricks, he thought.
He crossed himself, thanking God for not having to go into the water.
* * *
The Megalodon shark let itself drift to the surface. For the time being the agonizing pounding had stopped. It was still confused; the silver fish it had attacked was all hard shell and with no meat, but they seemed to be the source of the sound.
It used a few sweeps of its massive scythe-like tail to raise its ten-foot wide head from the water, and just hung there, watching.
It could see the small creatures moving about on the huge floating thing. They were in its territory. There was only one question remaining: could it eat them?
It slowly sunk back down into the inky water, and began to move closer.



CHAPTER 30
Aboard the Kanaloa, fifty miles west of the Middle America Trench
Scott Markesan put his hands on each side of his mouth. “Hurry it up, boys. Last one, then we’re home.”
He turned away to pace back to the stern of the ship, and stopped to stare out over the water. The kicker was the fact the seismic devices were being taken meant one thing and one thing only – that big sonofabitch was out there somewhere.
“Yo!”
Scott spun to see two of Kanaloa’s crewmembers, Juan and Roy, jogging toward him.
“Good card game, was it?” He grinned, and walked to the cradle that held the last seismic blaster. After they’d loaded it, they’d run it via the rails to the rear of the ship, anchor it to the crane, lift it over the side and then lower it into the water. From there, they’d simply let out cable until they had it at the desired depth and recommence their seabed pounding.
“Let’s get this done; lucky last.” Scott pointed, issuing instructions and also assisting as the trio maneuvered the long silver fish toward the rear towing crane.
It took them longer than expected, as the lead winch and rollers were slightly deformed from the loss of the last fish. They lifted it into place, and prepared for the drop.
The cable fed out just a few feet, before it made a god-awful grinding noise and then stuck. The end roller simply refused to travel smoothly along its spindle. The grinding reached a crescendo.
“Shut it down, shut it down.” Scott pounded his leg. “Goddamn it; I knew it. The winch end is deformed.”
Roy took off his cap and wiped his brow. “Couple of good hard hits with a ball-peen hammer will see it right.”
Scott pursed his lips, and after a moment nodded. “Good thinking. Get out there and start banging away.”
“Me?” Roy’s head jerked back on his neck.
“Sure, it was your idea … and it was a damn good one. Come on, Roy, let’s get this done.” Scott clapped his hands. “We’ve got to restart the blasts or the continuity will be broken and our bonuses will be in jeopardy.”
Roy looked from the winch end hanging out over the water and back to Scott. “What’s the hurry? The seabed isn’t going anywhere.”
Scott feigned ignorance and hiked his shoulders. “I’m just a small cog in a big wheel like you. Seriously, we might miss some important readings, so …” He thumbed at the winch end.
Roy cursed softly and looked at Juan, perhaps hoping for a counterargument.
Juan just grinned. “I’ll get you the hammer, buddy.”
“Oh yeah, thanks.” Roy shook his head, as he watched Juan scamper away, rustling around in a deck toolbox until he found and returned with a medium-sized hammer with metal ball on one end and flat side on the other.
“Here you go, Thor.” Juan’s grin widened.
Roy snatched it from him, and threatened Juan with it, making the smaller man flinch away. He began cursing again. “Me and my big ideas. I shoulda just keep my trap shut.”
“Hurry up,” Scott said brusquely.
Roy scaled the back of the crane, throwing a leg over the long arm and edging himself out, horse-rider style. The crane extended ten feet beyond the wide stern of the boat, and the seismic device was already in the dark water, every now and then banging into the stern.
Scott leaned over the railing and stared down at it. He was thankful there was no swell as the device had plenty of sophisticated electronics built into it, and a few good knocks might render it inoperable.
The sound of iron banging on iron made Scott wince. Up on the bridge behind them, the ship’s 2IC wandered out to look down on them before shaking his head and walking back into the well-lit bridge. The captain wouldn’t be up for another few hours … unless the din woke him.
Scott ground his teeth as the sound traveled out over the ocean’s surface. “How long?”
Roy stopped, panting and wiped his brow. “It’s tough. Really should be replacing the spindle and probably the entire winch-tip – send it all off to the welders for repair.” He leaned forward to rub a hand over the slightly deformed end.
“How long?” Scott folded his arms.
“I think a few more minutes, but it ain’t gonna be perfect.” Roy rubbed his chin. “At least we should be able to get some play on the cable – won’t be pretty but it’ll work.” He stuck the hammer into his belt, and used both hands to feel around the twisted iron. “Hey, I need the chisel – the large flat-end one.”
“I got it.” Juan jogged back to the toolbox and rummaged again for a few seconds, before pulling two chisels out. He jogged back, and climbed up underneath Roy. He edged out, straining to lean further over the water, while holding both tools up.
“Which one?”
“Hmm, eeny-meeny …” Roy grinned as he pointed a finger at each.
Scott groaned. “Jesus Christ, will you two just—”
The dark mountain rose up behind the stern so fast that Scott didn’t have time to do anything but stare. He had an image of a massive black glass-like eyeball, and row after row of shovel-sized teeth, horribly sharp, and an odor like from the bottom of the deepest seas.
In another second, the mountain slid back into the water and was gone.
Then the shock hit him and Scott fell back onto his ass. Fear made it feel like a flashbulb went off in his face, and everything tingled from his scalp to his fingertips.
Scott turned to Roy and Bill on the crane. “Did you guys see …?”
They were gone.
Both men.
And also the crane.
The. Entire. Fucking. Crane.
There was a mass of bent rivets where the crane had once stood, and a huge puddle of water. At least he hoped it was water. But everything else was just … gone.
Scott’s head spun to the water, and he began to crab-walk backwards along the deck. The boat moved in the water as surge swells lapped up against its stern gunwale. He slowly got to his feet, just as there came a splash and movement just beyond the railing. He held his breath and crouched. He felt light-headed from terror and suddenly became aware of something hot and wet at his groin. He continued to stare out over the inky black water, his mouth twisted down.
The silver seismic blaster, their fish, bobbed back to the surface. It seemed the monster had taken what it came for.
Scott turned and sprinted to the steps leading to the bridge. Without the seismic pounding, that big bastard had no reason to hang around.
He needed to tell the captain, and he needed to tell Valery Mironov.



CHAPTER 31
Abyssal Plain, edge of the Middle America Trench, 2397 feet down
The Nautilus eased in closer to the Alvin. Samantha Britt could just make out human shapes behind the eye-like windows. She marveled at the futuristic design of the craft. If she hadn’t known what it was, she might have been terrified by the sleek appearance – it looked like some sort of leviathan creature of the deep. It was long and slim, and tapered to a point at the rear. The head was stingray broad with a designated cockpit, and two wings protruding from each side at the front. Underneath she saw two robotic arms drop from recessed panels and begin to unfold. She also saw what could have been the barrel of a long thin gun.
“Ready to go home.” She turned to grin at Andy.
“I was ready the moment the Archimedes began to tip over.” Andy had a hand on the bubble glass as he watched, eyes wide. “That craft … it doesn’t even look real.”
“I’m still pinching myself.” Sam turned back to the glass and sucked in a deep breath. “And I’m scared shitless.”
“That makes two of us. Plus I’ve got every finger and toe crossed.” Andy sat down slowly. “We should get ready. As soon as we’re free, we’ll eject the pod and float away.”
“Thank you, God; thank you, Neptune; and thank you, Cate Granger.” Sam sat down and strapped in.
* * *
“Oh shit.” Michael Brenner hunched over his screens, one hand pressed to his earphone. He turned. “I’m not picking up the seismic blasting anymore. It might have ceased.”
His brows were drawn together. “Message coming in from the Kanaloa.” His eyes screwed shut for a moment before he looked up slowly. “They were attacked.”
Jack’s head snapped around. “The Megalodon?”
“Mr. Markesan believes so. Two crewmembers have been lost. They’re returning to shore.”
“Those poor men,” Cate said softly.
“We should have known,” Jack said. “We should have expected their ship would be attacked.”
“What’s done is done.” Mironov’s eyes narrowed. “The shark is the killer, Jack. Not us.”
“I should have anticipated it.” Jack turned away.
Mironov grunted. “Mr. Brenner, where exactly is the Anastasia now?”
Brenner read the data from his screens. “She’s 130 nautical miles from our surface position. If she continues at current speed, she’ll be here in six hours.”
“Good.” Mironov pulled at his chin for a moment. “Jack, the Kanaloa was fifty miles from where we are now. If the shark decided to return to us, how long do you think it would take?”
Jack stared out through the windows for a moment. “Well, its closest relative, the great white shark, can swim up to thirty-five miles per hour. Our shark is three times bigger than the largest great white, so we’ve got to assume it could at least double that. So maybe seventy miles per hour.”
He forced a smile. “That’s the bad news. The good news is they’re extremely powerful and heavily muscled. That means they can usually only maintain that speed for short bursts. I estimate, give or take, it could be here in thirty to forty minutes.”
“Oh Jesus Christ.” Cate leaned forward and grabbed each side of her head. “If that monster is on its way back, then we’d better not be here when it arrives.”
“We’ll be fine.” Jack reached out to grab her forearm and squeezed.
“You don’t know that,” she said. “The Carcharodon species have evolved the fastest cruising speed among all the sharks. Forget best case and work on worst case – Valery, assume we’ve got thirty minutes, max.”
Mironov grunted. “Then thirty it is. Should be enough time to free our friends here.” He turned in his seat. “Mr. Brenner, can you give me a countdown every five minutes.” He smiled. “A little extra motivation for speed.”
“We need more motivation?” Jack asked.
“This is not a game.” Cate almost shouted. “And that thirty minutes doesn’t include time to get to the surface.”
“One problem at a time, hmm?” Mironov reached forward to his comms. “Mr. Andrews, power up the forward laser, please.”
“Yes, sir, powering up now.” Thomas Andrews’ voice sounded laconic but professional, and within a few moments a red button atop a small joystick began to blink on Mironov’s console.
“Twenty-five minutes,” Brenner intoned.
Mironov placed his hand on the stick, and a small circle appeared superimposed on the cockpit screen in front of him. Within the circle crosshairs materialized.
“So, let us see here.” He straightened in his seat. “Jack, can you ease us in to about fifty feet horizontal to the Alvin?”
Jack looked up through the glass, and exhaled. “Not easy; look above us.”
They did – hanging over their heads, and draped all through the superstructure of the Archimedes, were hanging cables, limp sheets of canvas, and other debris. It looked like an ancient jungle full of vines.
“All we need to do is make sure we don’t end up hooking ourselves up. Or drag the whole damned lot on top of us.” Jack laughed sourly. “Or pull it all over the edge.”
“I have faith in your skills, Jack. Proceed.” Mironov’s eyes were unmoving as he lined up the sights.
Cate moved her eyes between the rigging, the small submersible and Jack’s face. His concentration was intense. He inched Nautilus forward, trying to give Mironov the best shot he could. Not only did the Russian need to slice the cable, he also needed to ensure that he didn’t strike the bubble canopy over Sam and Andy – even if they only nicked it and weakened it, the pressure would do the rest.
“Twenty minutes,” Brenner said.
Cate was beginning to hate the sound of the young man’s voice.
Jack’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. “Fifty feet; close enough?”
Mironov sighted, and his jaw clenched as his finger eased up toward the ignition trigger. After another few moments he shook his head.
“No, it’s not, I’m afraid.” He took his hand off the stick. “The Alvin is not stationary. The current from below is causing minuscule movements. The chances of me missing the cable and instead damaging their canopy are far too great.”
Jack hmmed. “Okay, let me try something – I’ll come in from another angle.”
Mironov looked up. “That will mean putting us even closer to the rigging.”
“He can do it,” Cate said quickly.
“I’m sure he can; proceed, Jack.” Mironov’s smile was cool and calm. Beside him, Brenner and Williams looked at each other and exhaled before going back to their respective screens.
“Fifteen minutes,” Brenner said.
Jack used some of the port and starboard jets to gently swing the length of the Nautilus around, and then backed it up a dozen feet. In another moment, he had them side-on. The cable was still in close to the skin of the Alvin, but at least now if they missed the cable, the laser would pass on into the dark water.
“I think we’re good to go.” He exhaled. “I can try and compensate for any current, but it’s still not going to be a totally stationary target.”
“Well then.” Mironov gripped the small stick, and the crosshairs appeared in front of him again. “This is as good as it’s going to get.” He leaned closer.
“Ten minutes,” Brenner said softly, obviously trying not to break Mironov’s concentration.
Mironov lined up a section of cable, staring hard at the crosshairs, and then pressed the button. A line of green light shot from beneath them then touched the outer edge of the cable, and continued on into the fathomless water.
He leaned back, and turned his head to look at the screen Williams had brought up magnifying the target. On the outer edge of the cable was a clear cut.
“It’s working.” Cate grinned.
“Indeed it is; a few more cuts and they should be free.” Mironov displayed a satisfied smile as he reangled the crosshairs.
Brenner’s screen started to blink. “Jesus Christ.” He turned, his face pale. “Got a big signature coming along the trench wall – fast, thirty miles per hour, and directly on our horizontal plane.”
“That’s too soon.” Jack frowned and broke concentration, causing the Nautilus to fractionally dip.
“Hold it steady, Mr. Monroe,” Mironov snapped. “Time to arrival, Mr. Brenner?”
“Four, five minutes max.”
“So much for having ten more minutes,” Williams’ lips pressed into a line.
“Hold it together, everyone.” Mironov’s voice was rock steady.
Jack stabilized the craft and looked out into the dark water. “And now we know what its cruising speed is. Its attack speed will be even quicker. This thing is strong and fast.”
“Not as fast as us,” Mironov said calmly.
“But only if we’re using cavitation, right?” Jack shot back.
“Yes.” Mironov didn’t blink.
“Uh, question.” Cate sat forward. “Could we enter cavitation while we’re hanging onto the Alvin? You know, take them with us?”
“No,” Williams said too quickly. “The deformity in our shape would initiate a pulsation effect. We’d both be shaken to bits.”
“So, if need be, we can escape, but not the Alvin?” Jack sounded weary.
“That’s a death sentence for them,” Cate said, slightly rising from her seat and trying to see over Jack’s head.
“No, it won’t be. Now, please sit down and strap in,” Mironov said. “We continue what we started. Mr. Brenner, keep watch.” He lunged for the comm. button. “Mr. Andrews, please load torpedoes into tubes one and two.”
“You got it, sir,” Andrews said immediately.
Mironov focused on the target, and fired the laser again. He scored another hit, and the cable looked to be mostly severed. He raised a single eyebrow. “Not sure I can cut it any closer without putting their hull integrity at risk. Cate, can you please ask them to try and lift off? Maybe with our help they can simply break free.”
Cate opened the comm. system again. “Sam, can you read me?”
“Yes, yes, how’s it going?” she sounded breathless. “Andy told me that his sonar has picked up something big bearing down on us.”
“Forget that for now, Sam. We need to break you free, until that happens, nothing else matters. We’ve cut as much of the cable as we can. You need to try and launch and snap the rest. Can you do that?”
“We can certainly try. Here goes.” She signed off.
Mironov pushed back from his chair. “Dr. Williams, engage the remote arms. We’ll give them a gentle tug, and hopefully together we can snap those last few cable strands.”
“Good idea.” Williams moved along to a pair of circular slots. He slid his hands inside and then, in a few seconds, a pair or claws reached forward. He tested them, opening and closing the pincers, rotating them and moving them about, before tilting his head.
“Okay, Jack, can you get us in just a few feet closer?”
“I can try.” Jack eased the craft forward, inch by inch.
Williams extended both the arms, clutching one of the Alvin’s railings that ran around outside of the superstructure. Inside the bubble canopy, they could see the young, red-headed Andy working at his console. Beside him, Sam had turned to look back up at them. Her face was a mix of joy and longing – Cate could tell she wanted to be inside the larger, and hopefully, safer craft.
Soon, thought Cate, God willing. She sighed. Perhaps it’s not God’s will that will determine the outcome down here, but instead this demon that’s bearing down on us, and maybe even circling us right now; waiting for its opportunity to attack.
Cate kept her eyes on Sam, but half turned to Michael Brenner. “Michael, any sign of the Megalodon?”
He shook his head slowly. “Nothing. I can feel it in my bones that big bastard is out there, but it has either gone deep, or it’s over the top of the trench and masked to us.”
“Well that’s just great,” Cate whispered. She also knew it was out there somewhere. She, Jack and Valery had been stalked by one of these things before – they never gave up, they never went away. You either fled or got eaten. And in the ocean, the shark made the rules.
“Easy, easy.” Williams had both claws extended and their pincers open reaching toward the struts. “And …” He hooked them on, and closed the clasps. “… got ’em. Locking it down tight now.”
“Excellent work, Dr. Williams,” Mironov said. “Ms. Britt, on my word, I want you to use your reverse thrusters to pull back against the remaining cable strands – gently though, as when it breaks, I’d prefer you didn’t shoot into our faces, or damage our remote arms.”
“We’ll do our best. Andy says we’re ready right now, so —”
“Jesus Christ!” Brenner sat bolt upright, his eyes going from his sonar to the window. “It’s right over us.”
* * *
Jack’s mouth gaped open as, like an aircraft, the enormous shape of the Megalodon shark flew over the top of them. It continued on into the gloom, but Cate was sure that she had seen it tilt toward them to take a look before it slid past.
There was silence as all eyes, bar Brenner’s, continued to stare after it into the impossibly black water.
“It’s so much bigger than I thought,” Williams whispered.
“Speak to us, Mr. Brenner.” Mironov’s deep voice was calm as always.
“Gone again, must have dived deep or turned up over the lip of the trench again.” He held his hands up, almost surrendering.
Mironov exhaled. “Very well, continue to keep watch.” He turned back to the others, firstly nodding to Cate, and then to Williams, before speaking directly to Jack. “All right, we continue with our plan, steady as she goes. Easing back very gently on, five-four-three-two—”
“What about the Megalodon?” Williams said. “The Alvin will never make it to the surface if that thing is out there.”
“And what would you advise?” Mironov swung to him. He didn’t wait for an answer. “It may come back; it may not. But while we wait, Alvin’s air and power runs down.”
Mironov waited for a few seconds, his eyes boring into Williams. “Back to your duties, Dr. Williams.” He finally turned away. “Proceed, Jack.”
With the remote arms already locked on, Jack used the forward thrusters to gently pull back on the smaller submersible. He could see Alvin’s propellers spin as Andy began to engage its engines.
In a moment, Alvin lifted and Williams continued to angle the arms to maintain his grip and add the extra weight of the Nautilus to the remaining cable strands.
The small craft bucked against its restraints. The propellers spun harder and Jack increased reverse thrust. They could hear the sound of straining metal and popping, but the cable still refused to separate.
“A little more, people.” Mironov’s eyes narrowed, and a muscle in his jaw worked.
“Come on.” Jack eased back a little harder, and Alvin’s propellers looked to be at full rotation.
Cate grimaced. “That cable is too tough. We might need to try and cut some more.”
“Just. A minute. More … hey!” Jack ducked in his seat as something crashed down on top of them, followed by a rain of silt.
“Oh, god, no, we’re pulling the Archimedes off the shelf.” Jack’s lips pulled back from his teeth.
“Incoming!” Brenner shouted. “Coming over the trench cliff, right down on top of us.”
The huge gray–black shape of the monster shark glided down the length of the Archimedes. Framed against the 400-foot long vessel’s structure, it seemed even more powerful.
“Jesus Christ.” Cate breathed out.
Just then, there came the sound of steel girders screaming as the entire vessel tilted forward to stand on its nose. As if sensing what was about to happen, with a flick of its tail, the shark vanished.
Perhaps it was the wash from its movement that gave the Archimedes the final push it didn’t need.
Like a massive redwood tree, the ship hung vertically for several seconds. Instead of teetering forward, it looked like it couldn’t make up its mind.
“Hold, please hold.” Jack gritted his teeth.
“I should release the Alvin. Or maybe instead of pulling, we should give it a nudge to send it back,” Williams said.
“No, don’t release yet. We’re locked on tight,” Mironov said, but his eyes narrowed. “But I agree that perhaps forcing the craft back into a more stable position might be a good idea.”
As if in response, there came a cracking noise, and everyone froze. The group looked at each other, each seeking an answer when none was there.
“What … was that?” Williams whispered.
“Sounded like—” Jack began.
It came again, this time continuing a little longer.
“—ice sheets cracking,” Jack finished.
“Or rock.” Mironov sprang forward to his controls. “Dr. Williams, change of plan, release hold on the Alvin. Jack, get ready to back us up, fast.”
“What is it?” Cate asked, feeling the rising tension match the knots in her stomach.
Their comms system crackled to life. “What’s going on? Cate, can you hear me?” Samantha Britt sounded panicked. “Something is happening.”
“Sorry, my dear, but we need to disengage for a while,” Mironov said. He turned to Brenner. “Cut that feed.”
“Why? What the hell is hap—”? Cate never finished as the Archimedes dropped about five feet, tugging the Nautilus down with it. Everyone on the craft was jerked forward with the suddenness.
“Jesus Christ, the ledge is giving way!” Jack yelled.
“Can’t … dis … engage,” Williams hissed through gritted teeth.
“Then eject the arms, man, we’re going to be dragged down.” Mironov’s usually calm and urbane tone was rising. Outside, smoke-like silt began to lift around them. The cracking had turned into a long rumble, and then the Archimedes was sliding down into the deep as the entire ledge it was balancing on gave way.
“We’re going down!” Jack yelled, his forearms bulging as he held the wheel.
“Can’t release, can’t release!” Williams’ eyes were wide and wild as he continued to work furiously to release the robotic arms.
As if in a dream, Cate looked through their cockpit window and into the Alvin cabin to watch Sam’s face. Her mouth was open and both she and Andy had their arms out bracing themselves. What made her heart sink was that her friend was staring at her, the two women’s eyes locked in fear and despair.
And then, the Archimedes was sliding, like a 400-foot long bobsled beginning its run, and taking the Alvin, the remains of the ledge, and them with it.
“Going down!” Brenner yelled.
“Strap in.” Mironov pushed back in his chair, and tightened the harness over his shoulders. “Dr. Williams now would be a good time to eject those arms.”
“Won’t let me.” He groaned as if it were his own arms trapped. “The angle must have warped their couplings to the Nautilus. We’re stuck.”
“And along for the ride,” Jack said. He turned to Brenner. “Michael, just how deep is it here?”
Brenner read off some numbers. “We’re over one of the deepest areas of the entire Middle America Trench.” He looked up, a watery smile on his lips. “It’s 21,880 feet.”
“Oh, Jesus Christ – nearly twenty-two thousand.” Jack still clung to his wheel, as they began to accelerate into the depths.
“Twenty-two – thousand – feet,” Cate breathed the words and each syllable made her feel sick.
“What did you say you tested the Nautilus to, Valery?” Jack asked.
Mironov took his hands off his wheel. “Safe at 3500, implosion risk at 4500, but I doubt we’ll ever see 5000.” He shrugged. “Without a cavitation sleeve, we’re just another air-filled tin can on its way to be pulverized.”
“At 3400 feet,” Brenner said morosely.
Valery Mironov steepled his fingers under his chin and his brow furrowed deeply. He seemed to retreat into his own thoughts.
“Now at 3800 feet,” Brenner intoned.
“What do we do – there must be something?” Cate felt a rising panic.
Mironov looked up from his fugue state. “I’m afraid this is out of my hands.”
Jack turned in his seat to Cate, his face flushed, but his strong chin held a devilish smile. “Well, you can at least come over and join me here.”
Even with the rush of impending death, she couldn’t help shaking her head and smiling. She quickly unstrapped and he reached out to grab her extended arm and then pulled her toward him. Jack then lengthened his belt and wrapped it around both of them.
He hugged her on his lap. “Hey, there are worse ways to go.” He looked up into her face.
Cate leaned down and kissed him, hard, but the juddering of the Nautilus meant their lips and teeth bashed into each other’s.
“At 3900!” Brenner yelled. “Accelerating.”
There was no doubt that they were picking up speed on their way down to the abyss. Jack hugged her so hard she felt her back pop. He pulled back, and looked up at her. “Wanna know a secret?”
She nodded.
“I was going to ask you to marry me when we got back.” He grinned.
“Oh sure, promise the girl about to be killed anything.” She grabbed both sides of his face, and leaned closer. “Prove it.”
He kissed her again. “You do know the captain of a ship can marry people, right?”
She raised her eyebrows. She turned. “Valery, did you know that?”
“Four thousand feet; crush depth imminent.” Brenner’s face was covered in perspiration.
Overhead they heard squeals of protesting steel, and from somewhere behind the bulkhead, they heard something rupture and begin to hiss.
“Valery!” Cate called.
The Russian billionaire looked distracted. Not frightened or even resigned, but more like he was still working something through in his head.
“Passing 4500, crush barrier reached.” Brenner slumped in his seat.
Cate swallowed hard, waiting for the windows, or the walls, to implode in on them.
“At 4800,” Brenner’s voice was little more than a whisper.
Mironov turned. “And how is that possible?” He looked at the back of his hands and frowned. “And I’m hot. What is the external temperature now, Dr. Williams?”
Williams read some numbers and his chin jerked back. “Forty-eight degrees.”
Jack’s head snapped around. “What? It should be ice-cold out there.”
“Now fifty degrees,” Williams said.
“Five thousand feet,” Brenner added.
Valery Mironov’s brows were up. “External pressure, quickly, man.”
“Ah.” Williams hurriedly read information. “At 5000 feet it should be 166 atmospheres and 2425 pounds per square inch, but …” His mouth dropped open. “I don’t get it.”
Mironov swung to him. “What is it?”
Williams shook his head. “It’s only sixty-seven atmospheres – just over 970 pounds per square inch.”
Mironov grunted. “And the equivalent pressure of around 2000 feet of water.”
“Not crush depth pressure,” Jack observed.
“Hey, that proposal still stands. Rain check.” Cate went back to her chair and strapped in. “I’ve never heard of this phenomenon.”
“At 6200 feet,” Brenner added. “Speed of descent still increasing.”
Mironov leaned forward, looking out through the glass. “There may be a precedent – there’s a deep vent theory that postulates that where there are volcanic vents, that are also expelling raw magma into the ocean, the heat would create significant thermal turbulence. As well as a temperature differential of course.” He leaned forward. “We’ve seen vents in deep water, but never as deep as this trench, so the theory could never really be proved.”
“Now at 8000 feet,” Brenner added.
They stared out through the window at the huge form of the ship dragging them down. They were like remora fish adhering to the body of a dying whale as it plummeted to the seabed, still some 10,000 feet below them.
Cate could see the small faces of Sam and Andy still in their little bubble pressed up against them.
“Twelve thousand feet – this is insane.” Brenner’s voice was incredulous.
“And temperature still increasing,” Williams said. “While pressure being maintained at 970 ppi – we are back within safe crush tolerance.”
“Small mercies,” Mironov said. “How much further until we reach the bottom?”
“We’re now at 15,000 feet, and we have 6880 feet to go.” Williams grimaced. “If the pressure stays the way it is, we may just survive these depths. But a few seconds of what the real pressure should be and we’re toast.”
Williams pursed his lips. “We’ll hit bottom in a few minutes, better buckle up; it’s going to be one helluva impact.”
“Jesus, that’s an understatement – we’re traveling at the equivalent of thirty miles per hour. Lashed to the Archimedes it’s going to be like a semitrailer crash,” Jack said.
“Surviving the landing might be the least of our worries if the Archimedes decides to come down on top of us,” Mironov observed.
“Oh great, thank you for that,” Cate said.
“Eighteen thousand feet – phew – the water outside is becoming near tropical.” Williams stared at his screens.
Jack craned forward. “Hey, you see what I’m seeing?”
“Yes, I do; a light source, I believe,” Mironov said. “We should have expected it. With this amount of heat, there must be significant vents or perhaps an exposed magma source. These trenches are, after all, places where the tectonic plates are rubbing up against each other and compressing, or being ripped apart.”
“What will it mean for us?” Cate asked.
“I don’t know yet. But worst case is there is a significant magma source, and we break through into it. Magma can be around 2000 degrees.” He turned to grin. “A little above what the Nautilus can withstand, I’m afraid.”
“Out of the implosion fire and into the magma frying pan,” Jack said.
“Everything’s red outside,” Cate observed.
“Amazing. I always wondered about this,” Jack said. “The ocean only looks blue because red, orange and yellow light are absorbed more strongly by water than is blue light. So when white light from the sun enters the ocean, it is mostly the blue that gets returned.”
“Same reason the sky is blue,” Cate added.
“Correct.” Jack nodded. “However, without the insertion of the white light, the spectrum can be shifted toward the green or red spectrum.”
“It is probably heavily tinted by the magma glow as well, or it may be fully green; still, it’s quite distinct.” Mironov seemed enrapt.
“Nineteen thousand feet!” Brenner yelled.
“Brace.” Mironov lay both hands flat on his console.
Cate quickly opened her comm. link to the Alvin. “Sam, Andy, you have to brace yourself. We’re about to hit bottom – hard.”
She saw her bewildered-looking friend nod and yell something to her partner, and then both strapped in and wrapped their arms around anything they could.
“Twenty-one thousand feet,” Brenner yelled. “Here it comes.”
The Archimedes struck the bottom. The impact was hard, but not as hard as it could have been, as it entered an area of sponginess that allowed the bow of the ship to spear into the deep seabed to around thirty feet.
Like some sort of giant javelin, the massive ship nosed in and stuck upright, as the crew of both submersibles held on tight as their craft swung and then smashed into the huge ship’s vertical deck.
They waited for the inevitable – and it soon came.
Like a toppling giant, the Archimedes began to tip over. The bow lifted tons of silt up to cloud their vision. Thankfully it seemed to be falling backwards; as long as it didn’t roll toward them, they just might survive.
There came a sound like the banging on a metal drum as the keel hit the trench wall, and stuck.
There they stayed.
Once again the two groups waited, not speaking, hanging on tight. Cate was the first to break the silence.
“Are we there yet?”
“For now, maybe,” Mironov said. “We won’t know what we have to deal with until all the silt settles around us.” He turned. “Give me some readings, Mr. Brenner.”
Brenner’s hands flew. “External temperature a tropical seventy-two degrees, pressure constant at 975 pounds per square inch, slight turbulence in the water, and ambient light is 10.8 lumens – equivalent to a late twilight.”
Cate heard the scratchy sound of their comm. coming to life. “Cate, are you there?” She grinned. “We’re here, and we’re all right for now, Sam. How are you two holding up?”
“Fine, okay.” There was a muted conversation. “Can’t see you guys.”
“Yeah, we kicked up some mud when we hit. It’ll settle.”
“Okay, but hey, why are we still here? We’re at 21,880 feet. We should be nothing but peanut butter by now.”
Cate snorted. “Nice image. Yeah, weird, I know. We think there are some exposed magma vents down here somewhere that are affecting the temperature, pressure and also the light. But we’re here and alive, for now.”
Sam exhaled long and slow. “One more question: where is here?”
“I can answer that,” Mironov said evenly. “Here seems to be in some sort of thermocline. Except this seems to be an inversion of the normal cold/warm layering. Usually the warm water is at the surface, and can be a distinct layer above colder water. The obvious answer is that the magma has turned that on its head, and above us is a slab of cold and heavy water that’s keeping a lid on it, and us, so to speak.”
“It’s unbelievable,” Jack said. “Light, heat, and lower pressure; that’s going to mean one thing – life.”
“Indeed it is.” Mironov turned to the window.
The curtains of silt fell away.
Jack slowly rose to his feet. “Oh my god.”



CHAPTER 32
The Anastasia
Sonya Borashev stood at the bridge railing and held field glasses to her eyes. Behind her, inside the bridge command center, the captain and his team pushed the Anastasia to her limits, working to rendezvous with Valery when the Nautilus surfaced.
She smiled – they pushed the Anastasia, and she pushed them. Nothing would stop her drive to meet him. Valery Konstantin Mironov had started out as her boss, but ended up being her world.
She hated that he’d boarded the Nautilus without her, and hated the sense of impatience that gnawed away inside her now. She’d been with him for over five years, and every one of them had been like a gift. She’d never met a man so strong, forthright and intelligent. Part of her job was to act as his bodyguard, and she would die for him, just as she had killed for him. She smiled wryly; it wasn’t her job that bound her to him now, but her love.
Sonya had the odd sensation of being watched, and lowered the glasses in time to see one of the Anastasia crewmembers looking up at her. Oddly, his expression carried a mix of scorn and disdain.
She stared back. She didn’t recognize the man, but that didn’t mean anything, as she didn’t know all of the crew. She hardened her stare, and after another moment the man gave her a small salute, and vanished inside.



CHAPTER 33
Bottom of the Middle America Trench, 21,880 feet down
The silt settled, and Jack and Cate were now both on their feet. The Nautilus and Alvin were hung up about eighty feet from the bottom, and with the billowing clouds of silt clearing the crew were now afforded a view of a world that no human had probably ever seen before.
“Welcome to hell,” Williams whispered.
Everything was red. Giant sea fans brushed at the blood red water, opening and closing their three-foot wide nets, probably in response to the silt being kicked up and in the hope of netting all sorts of detritus swirling in the water around them.
Sightless eels, like lampreys, circled for a moment and then hit the mud and burrowed in. There were also crabs with long spindly legs hanging onto rock faces and lifting themselves up like hard-shelled alien tripods from the War of the Worlds.
“Japanese spider crabs, Macrocheira kaempferi, I think.” Jack whistled. “Those guys are big. In fact, the biggest have a leg span of nearly twenty feet, and weigh in at over forty pounds. But this guy looks huge, even by those standards.”
Brenner fiddled with his console, and aligned a scale up onto the window next to the crustacean.
“Fifty-two feet.” He snorted softly. “And I’m betting that bad boy weighs much more than forty pounds.”
“Remember how oversized the viperfish and the fangtooth we saw were?” Cate said. “I think this is where they had come from.”
Jack squinted as he stared. “I don’t even know what I’m looking at anymore.”
In the silt, things that could have been fish, but looked like three-foot long blobs of gray mush, swam and slithered. They had no eyes, but had circular mouths and ventral fins that they also used to waddle along the bottom.
“Some sort of new species, I bet.” Cate smiled. “And that one.”
A rolling ball of spikes stopped, unfurled for a moment, waving feelers, and then curled up and rolled on.
“Yikes.”
“Hey.”
“Huh?” Jack turned.
“Hey, remember us?” Sam waved at them through their glass bubble.
“Oops.” Cate grinned sheepishly.
Mironov got to his feet. “We’ll come back here one day. But today is not the day for sightseeing.”
Cate clasped her hands together. “Sam, this is important. We’re both hung up, but we need to know how much time we have … and by that, I mean how much time you guys have.”
“Got it.” They watched as Sam turned to Andy, who looked down at his console and then slumped back, running one hand up through his orange hair.
“That doesn’t look good,” Jack whispered.
“Under four hours oxygen. Power is fine, but who cares if the lights stay on and we can’t breathe, right?” Sam lifted her shoulders in a half shrug.
Mironov turned to Cate. “They’ll use most of that in our slow ascent. We’ll need to brainstorm this.” He turned to the window. “And so will you, Samantha, and you too, Andy. We need to buy ourselves some time. Lateral thinking everyone.”
Mironov then faced Brenner and drew a line across his neck. Brenner nodded and immediately cut the communications.
Mironov then stood with hands on hips. “They’ll be dead long before they make it to the surface. Frankly, if they still had an ADS suit, we might be able to walk one of them over here. Maybe even use one of the Nautilus’ suits to then walk the empty suit back for the next passenger. But they don’t, and even then, the Nautilus ADS suit would be incompatible with the Alvin suit dock – they could never enter it.”
Mironov rubbed his chin. “Though the thermoclinic blanket is keeping us warm and reducing the crushing pressure, it is still at 2000 feet, equivalent 970 ppi.”
“So no free diving,” Jack said.
“Their soft tissues would crumble like paper.” Mironov sighed.
“Forget the ADS then; is there anything else that’s pressure-tight we can use? Anything at all?” Cate was on her feet.
Mironov steepled his fingers under his chin for a moment. He clicked on the comms to Thomas Andrews back in weapons. “Mr. Andrews, what is the exact diameter size of the Mark 48 torpedo tubes?”
The answer came back immediately. “Launch tubes are eighteen inches, Mr. Mironov.”
Mironov nodded. “Could a six feet length be cut out and sealed? And I mean fully sealed against air and pressure?”
“Repeat that, sir. Ah, did you just say cut it out? You mean remove it completely?” Andrews’ voice was confused.
“That’s exactly what I said.” Mironov pursed his lips.
“Well, that might mean, um …” Andrews seemed to be thinking as he spoke.
“Damn it, man.” Cate spun. “He means cut out a section, open it up and then make it safe for someone to be transported from the Alvin to here, alive.”
“Oh, wow, okay.” Andrews seemed to gather his thoughts. “Well, sure it could be done. We have basic cutting and welding equipment. And then we—”
“How long?” Mironov cut across him.
“This is high-grade metal we’d be working with, so a minimum of four hours untested, five hours tested, and perhaps even more if we find it fails and therefore needs reworking.”
Mironov’s eyes slid to Cate. She sat down slowly.
“Even untested, we’d never make it.”
Mironov swung back. “Is there anything else we can use, Mr. Andrews? To speed things up a little.”
“Well, I could cannibalize some of the flooring panels and weld them together, but they’re also heavy grade steel so same problem – time. We’re not just walking it across the park in the noonday sun; we’re walking it across an environment that will be pressing down on every square inch of the capsule with deadly force. One small flaw, and it’ll crush the occupant like a bug in a press.” He sighed. “Sorry.”
Jack ran both hands up through his sweat-slicked hair. “It’s okay, Thomas. We’re just trying to put everything on the table and see what we’ve got to work with.”
They all sat in silence for several seconds, working over their own thoughts. In another moment, Mironov clicked his fingers and then pointed to the comms. system. Brenner turned the mic back on to Alvin.
“Hello?” Sam’s voice was immediately there. “Anything, guys?”
“Air,” Mironov said.
“Yes, we’re running out, fast.”
“Understood.” Mironov still smiled. “There is no type of tube or line we can run over to the Alvin to replenish your air supply. Added to that, our auxiliary tanks are certainly not compatible with yours.” He turned in his seat to Cate, still smiling, “What you really need is a workshop with parts and supplies for an Alvin class submersible. Know where we can find one of those?” He raised an eyebrow.
Cate began to grin, getting it immediately. Sam snorted in the background.
“Of course, of course! We’re actually pinned to the Archimedes that has parts and supplies …” She groaned. “But it’s separated from us by a hundred feet of high pressure water. No ADS suit, remember?”
“But we have ADS suits, and we also have you, who can direct us. Our suit will pick up your comms. Though our suit cannot enter the Alvin ADS airlock, it can certainly deliver a spare oxygen tank – six hours of breathable air. If we can locate one, it could work.” Mironov tilted his chin.
Sam looked down from her window and then back to the vertical deck of the Archimedes. “I like it, but how? The angle of the ship’s deck makes it impossible to gain purchase in an ADS.”
“In your suits maybe. But my design has some minor self-propulsion. We could float there.” Mironov’s smile dropped as he turned to Williams.
“Dr. Williams.” Mironov’s lips pressed into a line for a moment. “Given your experience with an ADS suit, and prior time working in deep water, you are the best person on the Nautilus to undertake this task.” He lifted his chin. “If you say no to this, then I will fully understand. There is no way to paper over the fact that this mission is as high risk as it can get.”
Williams turned slowly in his seat, looking along their faces. He began to smile. “If any of you had the experience, I know you wouldn’t hesitate.” He slapped his thighs. “Suiting up.” He got to his feet and headed for the rear compartment.
Mironov also stood. “Jack, take over. Mr. Brenner, let’s assist Dr. Williams with his suit preparations. Time is of the essence.” He turned to the console. “Ms. Britt, talk us through the ship’s layout, and what Dr. Williams will actually be looking for.”
* * *
The Megalodon shark had followed the huge metal ship as it slid down the side of the trench cliff face, only abandoning the race when the ship collided with the bottom. Even after the impact the sensors packed into its huge snout could detect the life signs of the small creatures inside, and the signals drove it mad from both hunger and territorial defensiveness.
It soared away into the red warmth of the sea bottom, already aware that other denizens of this deep place would be attracted by anything coming to rest on the bottom – it usually always meant food, shelter or a threat.
It might need to fight for its prize. But there was nothing it feared other than its own kind.



CHAPTER 34
“We’ll be with you every step of the way.” Valery Mironov
The Anastasia slowed and then stopped. Sonya Borashev had glasses up to her eyes as she scanned the dark, flat ocean. She saw exactly what she expected to see – miles and miles of pond-flat seawater.
The sunrise wasn’t far off, and it looked calm and peaceful. But Sonya knew that below the surface was the most monstrous killer that ever lived. Also down there was Valery, and their sonar put them at around 21,800 feet. When she had been told the Nautilus was sliding into the trench she had feared the worst. But the Nautilus was still returning life-sign pings, and its distress beacon wasn’t activated, meaning its hull hadn’t been breached.
Somehow, some way, Valery and his crew had survived and were now at the trench’s very bottom. There was no possibility of communicating through that much seawater, unless she could somehow reach down further. She felt the knot of tension in her belly and placed the glasses on the console before her.
“When we’re closer, lower a communication pod and send it down to its maximum depth.”
“Yes, ma’am.” The crewmember turned away.
She checked her wristwatch, feeling that coiled snake of impatience giving a few more turns in her stomach. She shut her eyes for a moment and concentrated on her breathing. They’ll make it, she thought. They have to.
* * *
Williams stared through the helmet bubble covering his head, feeling hot and uncomfortable, and tried to blow sticky hair from his forehead. The suit was glossy red, and had armor-plated fingers to increase its dexterity. It was a modern suit of armor designed to do battle with the extremes of a high-pressure environment.
He perspired behind the glass but knew once he stepped into the transition chamber, he could engage the life support, and the coolers would bring his temperature to a satisfying seventy-two degrees – strange, because the outside temperature should be zero, and it was the heaters he should have been deploying.
“Nothing is more important than your life,” Mironov said, holding the suit’s shoulders. “The Alvin crew will walk you through the layout of the Archimedes, but I want you to use all haste in making your way to inside the ship. Complete your task only if it is feasible to do it successfully and safely. Understood?”
Williams grinned. “Don’t worry; whether I spot that shark out there or not, I intend to set the underwater record for sprinting in an ADS suit.”
Valery’s smile returned. “You’ll do fine.”
Cate, Jack and Michael Brenner crowded in close to the hatch, which separated the pressure chamber via a massive bulkhead door. The suit-wearer would enter, the chamber would be flooded, and then the pressure equalized. Only then could the outer doors be opened.
“Good luck. We’ll be with you every step of the way,” Mironov slapped his enormous armored shoulder, and then Cate and Jack gave him a small salute.
Williams nodded. “Thanks.” He knew his words would echo from an overhead speaker, but he only heard the syllables trapped in the helmet with him.
He turned as the huge doors closed with a thump then a hiss as they sealed. Even though he was already encased in the suit, a few seconds of claustrophobia rushed in at him, and he closed his eyes and sucked in a few deep breaths. The chamber immediately started to flood. In no time, the pressure was being equalized, and for a moment the huge door complained as 975 pounds per square inch pushed against it.
He moved heavy feet. Below him the door to the red watery world would soon open, but for some reason he prayed there’d be a malfunction and he’d have to come back in.
Calm down,
he told himself. He repeated Mironov’s words in his head. You’ll do fine.
* * *
Once the chamber was flushed after Williams had left, Michael Brenner opened it up to make sure there was no debris or anything else that could interrupt the mechanism’s smooth operation. He held a rag, a chisel-like object, and a bag for collecting anything up.
The doors opened, and he checked the seals, the hatch, and immediately spotted a small spiked ball. He frowned, and reached toward it with the chisel. The ball immediately unrolled, and fired several darts toward the tool, and his hand.
“Shit.” One stuck in the back of his hand, and the pain was excruciating. He brought the chisel down on the spiked ball, which unrolled again. It was some sort of weird and angry-looking crustacean. It hissed defiantly, so this time he obliterated it, smashing the chisel into it until it was a broken mess.
“Fuck you.” He looked at his hand, baring his teeth. He pulled out the spike and squeezed out a drop of blood. “Damn it, be careful, you dumbass.”
Brenner scraped the creature into the bag and wiped up its blood. “Fucking nightmare.” He headed back to the bridge.
* * *
Valery Mironov moved back to the front of the Nautilus. “Let’s follow him from the bridge.”
Cate and Jack quickly took their places back in their cockpit seats. Cate opened the link to the Alvin.
“He’s launched, Sam. Once he’s at the Archimedes, he’s in your hands.”
“Understood,” Sam responded. “Francis, can you hear me?”
“Loud and clear,” Williams responded.
Sam turned to give the Nautilus an A-OK signal through the bubble glass. “The deck cargo bay doors have already popped open, so you won’t need to try and cram the ADS suit through any narrow doorways. Can you see them?”
“That’s an affirmative,” Williams replied.
“Good; I’ll wait until you’re there.”
“On my way.” They heard a hissing sound and then Williams appeared out from underneath the Nautilus. The shining metallic ADS now bathed in the red glow and even though the suit looked formidable and heavy, he floated ghost-like across the few dozen feet of deep ocean. Twin lights on either side of his helmet looked like headlights on a tiny man-shaped vehicle.
“How is it?” Jack asked.
“Dark, creepy. Never thought I’d be one to suffer from agoraphobia, but …”
“Just think,” Jack said. “No one has ever been in a manned ADS suit at this depth. You’ll be in the record books.”
“I’ll trade it all for being back in my seat, dry and with a hot coffee.” Williams floated closer toward the open hatch and held out one arm. In another few seconds, he caught the railing edge and clung on. He tilted forward to look inside.
“As I expected, it’s a freaking mess in there.” He straightened. “Okay, Sam, tell me where I go next.”
“Ah,” Sam had a hand up to her forehead. “Okay, if you can drop down and face toward the bow. Once there, follow the hoist floor railing, and you should see some racks where the heavy replacement parts are kept stacked against a bulkhead.”
Together they watched Williams lift off and then float down into the Archimedes’ open hatch. Mironov turned to Brenner and raised his eyebrows.
“All clear on all scopes,” Brenner responded.
Mironov frowned. “What happened to your hand?”
Brenner raised it, displaying a bandage. “Nothing; just cut it back there a while back.”
Mironov grunted and turned away.
“I’m in, and following the railing along the wall, which used to be the floor – going up.”
Cate tried to imagine Williams inside the hull of the huge ship sitting nose down against the wall of the trench. It would be dark, and added to that she bet …
“The racks are empty,” Williams said.
… everything would be chaos after the impact.
“Should have expected it – everything must have shaken loose from the impact.” Williams exhaled. “Okay, going back down toward the bow. I can see there’s a huge pile-up of debris down there. So, Sam, you’re gonna need to describe to me exactly what I’m looking for.”
“No problem, Francis. Basically, you’re looking for cylinders, four feet long by eighteen inches wide. They used to be sitting in an oblong frame for protection … and there should have been four of them.”
“Good, the more there are, the better the chance of me at least finding one of them. Color?” he asked.
“Silver, with a single flammable logo on the side,” Sam replied.
“Copy that. Sounds good.” Williams began to whistle and Jack turned to grin at Cate.
“Shit, look!” Brenner pointed.
“Holy crap. You’re gonna have company, Williams.” Jack craned forward.
A spider crab, which must have been fifty feet across, climbed up over the hull of the ship, paused for a moment, before moving toward the hatch opening. It crawled in.
“Williams, Williams, do you read me?” Mironov spoke urgently.
“I see it.” Williams sounded out of breath. “Jesus, it’s big. Body the size of a small car.”
They waited, just hearing Williams’ breathing growing deeper and faster.
“Talk to us, Dr. Williams.” Mironov’s eyes were half lidded as he stared at the hulk’s deck, as if looking through its metal skin.
“I think it sees me” – more heavy breathing – “It’s coming across the roof.”
More rapid breathing, a sound of movement – then grunting.
“Get out of there,” Cate said.
“I’m taking cover.” Williams grunted deeply, and there came the sound of iron scraping as if he was trying to squeeze himself in somewhere tight.
“Damn it; it’s still coming,” he whispered.
“It’s your light,” Cate said. “Turn them off.”
“I’m not turning my lights off in here with that big fucking thing on the loose.” Williams’ voice sounded high and bordering on panic.
“Calm down, Dr. Williams.” Valery opened a hand, one finger up. “I have a suggestion.”
“Great! What is it?” Williams was breathing like a sprinter now.
“Stand your ground.” Valery smiled.
“What?”
Jack’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”
Valery held his finger up to Jack. “It’s simple, Dr. Williams. The crab is large, but has an exoskeleton comprised of chitin and calcium. While your exoskeleton is super-hardened titanium blended with steel.” He steepled his fingers again. “Like I said, stand your ground. It should soon find you inedible and lose interest.”
“Should? That’s a big damned bet you want me to place, boss.” Williams was almost shrieking. “Jesus, it’s climbed down here with me now.”
“Get him outta there!” Jack roared.
“No.” Mironov waved Jack away, and concentrated on the mic. “Francis, listen to me, fight your fear.” Mironov made a fist and raised his voice. “And if need be, fight the beast. That’s an order.”
“Jesus.” Williams’ voice sounded more frightened than anything Cate had heard in her life. She crushed her hand tight and held it to her lips as she felt her own fear rise in sympathy.
“Do it!” Mironov yelled.
“Okay, okay … I can do this.” There came the sound of scraping, and then more grunting. “Oh god, here it comes.” More grunting and scraping. “It’s … urgh. Trying to get a grip on me.”
“So what?” Mironov bared his teeth. “You get a grip on it – finish it!”
There was groaning and whimpering, and then the sound of Williams straining, with all his might, followed by a loud crack.
Everyone froze, waiting.
“Ha ha, it broke.” Williams’ laughter was bubbling with relief. “I fucking just broke one of its claws off.”
Mironov sat back, turning to Jack, his eyes half lidded. “Believe in yourself, Jack. If it comes down to technology over nature; bet on technology every time.”
“It’s retreating.” Williams whooped. “Kicked its ass, man.” More whooping. “I love this suit!”
Jack fell back into his chair and shook his head. He grinned a little sheepishly. “Hey, Francis, I’ll add that to your list of record feats: Man beats giant crab in stand-up fight.”
“Ha-ha, get it printed on a t-shirt for me.” Williams sounded euphoric.
“Well done, Francis,” Mironov said. “Now, we have some work to do. Find that cylinder and get it to the Alvin, quickly now.”
“You got it, boss.” Williams whistled in his suit, which made for weird echoing feedback.
“Found one … found two,” Williams said.
“One is all we can accommodate,” Sam said. “Besides, we’ll have run out of power by the time the new oxy-tank expires. And the Archimedes didn’t carry spare Alvin batteries.”
“Grab the one, and come back,” Jack said. “Got that hot coffee waiting for you.”
“I heard that.” Williams chuckled.
They waited while Williams huffed and puffed inside the hold of the Archimedes, and then the gleaming head of the suit finally appeared at the broken hold door.
“There he is.” Cate pointed. “Good job, Francis.”
“Hey, is that another crab?” Brenner was looking up from under his brows. “Climbing from the silt; look.”
They followed his gaze. Cate could see something oval-shaped, segmented, and, given the ship for scale, around five feet in length. It used multiple legs, each ending in a sharp, hooked talon to grip onto the steel.
“There’s another one,” Brenner said.
“What is it?” Williams had paused at the door of the hold.
“Nothing to worry about,” Mironov said. “Just more inquisitive crustaceans.”
“I’m not so sure … about that not worrying bit,” Cate whispered, and motioned for Brenner to turn the mic off. “These are the giant isopods I mentioned. Though there’s never been any recorded of this size.”
“Because no one’s been down here before,” Jack said. “Those giant spider crabs are like ceramic plates on stilts. But these things are armor-plated, and from what I know of the little ones, they have four mouths, each like buzz saws. The little guys, just the size of your thumbnail, have been known to make divers’ hands bleed.”
“Really?” Mironov stared as even more of the slater-like bugs climbed from the silt. He flipped the mic back on. “Just hold your position for a moment, Dr. Williams. Then back off.”
“One more thing, they’re carnivorous, and even been known to force their way into clam shells,” Cate said.
One of the isopods released itself from the side of the Archimedes, and started to use a fringe of muscle around its edges to undulate higher up the vertical ship’s deck, where it then reattached. It was now within fifty feet of Williams. At the base of the ship, the silt was stirring as even more of the giant bug-like things lifted themselves from the ooze.
“So many,” Cate breathed.
“The ship striking the bottom must have brought them from all over,” Jack added.
“Too many.” Mironov leaned forward. “Mr. Andrews, laser online, please.”
The answer was almost immediate. “All laser batteries charged and ready, sir.”
Once again Mironov brought up the crosshair targeting, centering on the closest isopod.
“Ack, I can’t properly rotate the barrel as the arms are still warped and locked onto the Alvin. Might just be able to hit a few who wander into our line of sight … like now.”
He fired, and the green beam hit its target dead on, puncturing the hard shell of its back, and burning right through to the deck.
The tough bug curled into a ball, as a cloud of blood and meat detritus was ejected from the circular wound in its body. It fell from the deck, floating down to the ooze, with several of its kin following a free meal.
“No problem.” Mironov smiled as he targeted more of the giant isopods as they crossed his kill zone, where they were either punctured or sliced in half. A cloud of milky fluids began to fill the water. In the silt at the bow of the ship, the mud churned as an orgy of cannibalism ensued.
Mironov switched the mic back on and sat back. “Okay, Dr. Williams, our nosy neighbors are now occupied. Continue.” His eyes followed the cloud of isopod fluids as it was swept in among the forest of giant sea fans.
“Yes, sir.” Williams emerged holding the long oxygen cylinder by one of the rungs of its casing like a long suitcase. Once he was free of the hold, he engaged his propulsion, and came floating back toward them.
Blip.
“Wait a minute,” Brenner said. “Nautilus just picked up something on sonar.”
Jack leaned forward onto the console. “Hurry it up, Francis.”
“Huh, what’s wrong now?” A note of concern crept into Williams’ voice.
“Nothing important, we just want you back here.” Mironov switched off the mic and turned to face Jack. “Let him do his job. He’s already had one scare, and we don’t want him dropping that cylinder, we might not have the time to recover another one. Right, Cate?”
“Uh … no, he’s right, Jack. Sam must get that air.” Cate agreed. “Just … hurry him up.”
Blip, blip.
Jack stared out through the sloping windows. “Is it what we think it is?”
“Can’t tell, but it’s coming in along the bottom … weird though; it’s coming really slow, and the signature profile keeps changing.” Brenner put the cups over his ears and concentrated. He shook his head. “Can’t get a proper reading. It keeps moving in and out of the sonar shadow.”
He looked up, frowned, and then pointed. “Going to come at us from that direction.”
Cate turned to where Brenner was indicating. The huge sea fans, a dozen feet tall like stands of palm trees, scooped at the red water while the occasional smaller creature darted in and out of kelp-like weed, and small crustaceans busied themselves picking at anything that took their fancy.
Blip, blip, blip …
“Can’t see a thing,” Cate whispered, feeling her heart rate speed up like the sonar pulse.
“Still 500 feet out, but moving real strange. It’s paused, as if waiting for something.” Brenner’s forehead creased as he listened and moved his eyes across multiple screens.
“Or watching us,” Jack said. “And what do you mean, strange?”
“Slow, and not a solid signature like our big fish.” Brenner shook his head. “I can’t work it out.”
“I’m at the Alvin. Where do you want it, Sam?” Williams hung onto the side of the small submersible, and used his free arm to perform an awkward salute to its occupants.
Cate watched as Sam waved back, and moved closer. Andy vanished behind a bulkhead compartment. “Underneath us, you’ll notice a door. We’re going to equalize pressure, and then open it. Place the cylinder inside, and we’ll pump the water out to receive it.” She laughed softly. “You, sir, are my new champion.”
“All in a day’s work, ma’am.” Williams floated underneath the small craft.
Blip, blip, blip, blip …
“Moving again – a couple of hundred feet out.” Brenner looked up. “We should see it by now.”
“We have to warn Francis,” Jack said.
“No, not yet, he’s nearly finished his task.” Mironov slid across, taking control of the laser once again. The muscles in his jaws worked. “We still can’t get proper aim, and can’t rotate the barrel as the arms are still warped and locked onto the Alvin.”
He opened the comms. “How are you getting on, Dr. Williams?”
“Nearly done here, boss.” The man was breathing heavily again. “Just – easing it up – into – Alvin’s pressure chamber.”
From the cockpit, they heard the sound of metal clanging, and then a grunt.
“Done. It’s all yours, Sam.”
Blip, blip, blip, blip, blip, blip …
Brenner grimaced at the closeness of the sonar pulses and turned, but Mironov held up a hand.
“Okay, you’d better back up a step,” Sam addressed Williams. “We’re flushing the chamber now.” From Sam’s end there was a hissing for several moments followed by a ping.
“Got it, you beautiful man. Andy, help me here. We’re going to plug this in and breathe easy … literally, ha-ha!” Sam chuckled and Andy whooped. “Going off-line for a while to fix this.” The line closed, and both Sam and Andy vanished.
Mironov lurched forward. “Dr. Williams, Francis, return to the Nautilus immediately, with haste.”
“I’m okay, plenty of air and power. Coming back.”
“Urgently please. It seems you are about to have company.” Mironov’s eyes narrowed.
“Say again, ah, another crab or bug?” Williams said hopefully.
“Unlikely, buddy, even though it’s coming across the sea bottom, rather than swimming, its signature is all wrong.” Brenner checked again. “I suggest you get back, now. It’ll be coming out of the sea fan forest on your three o’clock any second.”
Blipblipblipblipblipblip …
“It’s here.” Brenner lifted his eyes from the screen.
Silence fell in the Nautilus cockpit.
The lonely figure of Williams in his floating metal suit had appeared from under the Alvin and was soaring toward them.
“What was that?” Cate leaped from her seat. “Something, there, at the base of the Archimedes.” She craned forward, looked one way then the other. “Shit, it’s gone.”
“There’s nothing there. Might be the weird light. It’s dappled and throwing lots of shadows.” Jack was also standing now. “What did it look like?”
Cate stared, unblinking. “Like, just a lump, but moving, flowing sort of.”
“Mr. Brenner?” Mironov stroked his closely trimmed silver beard as he also stared from the Nautilus window.
“Nothing, it’s either not registering, or …” he straightened. “It’s right underneath us.”
“There, there!” Cate almost pressed her nose and finger against the glass.
Sure enough, something was easing out from behind the sunken bow of the Archimedes. Before their eyes, the thing seemed to grow into a mountain of flesh, and then the bulbous head inflated. It slid and glided along the bottom, until it was underneath the comparably tiny figure of Williams.
“Oh, fuck, no. That’s some sort of octopus,” Brenner said.
“The size,” Jack breathed. “It’s not possible.”
“Shoot it!” Brenner yelled.
Williams sailed on. But then he slowed and used the jets to ease around one way, then the other as though confused. Beneath him, like the growing trunk of a tree, a tentacle lifted up toward him and almost lovingly encircled his leg.
* * *
Williams felt a trickle of perspiration run down his forehead and come to rest on his eyebrow. He jerked his head inside the helmet and forced the drip to change course and run down the side of his face instead of into his eye.
He let his eyes wander over the vista; it was a weird sensation. The warm, red-tinged water was like nothing he had ever experienced in his life, and he knew he never would again. But the looming darkness beyond reminded him that he was in a place that humans should not be, and it inhibited his enjoyment of the wondrous experience.
He grinned. He was already in the record books – the first person to ADS suit-dive below 21,000 feet. For that matter, he was also the first below 5000, 10,000, 15,000, and every number in between.
He slowed the suit for a moment as his neck prickled. He was warm and dry in his floating suit of armor, but the downside was he couldn’t hear a damn thing unless it was loud or close by. Other than his eyesight, all he could rely on was his diver’s sixth sense.
He used the suit to slowly spin one way, then the other. The red gloom surrounding him was near endless, and the dark emptiness beyond held a thousand ominous shadows.
The ole spidee sense is tingling today. He chuckled a little nervously. Let’s just get this over with, he thought, and turned in the water, putting the jets on full. But instead of gliding toward the Nautilus at around five knots, he gently stopped dead in the water.
“Huh?” Inside the suit he felt nothing. Williams finally looked down.
“Jesus Christ!”
* * *
“Shoot it, shoot it!” Brenner yelled.
“We can’t rotate the laser to reach that angle. Even then, he’s right in front of the Alvin,” Mironov said, transfixed.
The octopus held on, and then gracefully threw up another tentacle, which crept along the metal shell of the suit. It tapped and pressed against the joints, seals and plate sections.
“It can’t possibly know what Williams is, and is probably only reacting to his lights or his motion,” Mironov said.
“Don’t be so sure.” Cate knew what the octopus was doing; most cephalopods have taste receptors at the end of their tentacles, as well as sensitivity well beyond that of human fingers. “It might feel the hard shell, but still sense Williams’ life signs within it.”
Williams bobbed and swayed as he deployed the propulsion jets but they were no match for the muscular strength of the thick tentacles that held him.
The flesh mountain rose up, and magnificent circles and blotches started to flare on its body.
“It’s reacting to him; becoming excited,” Jack said.
“But just like the crab, it can’t break that suit,” Mironov said.
One of the tentacles wrapped around Williams’ arm and another his leg. The tentacles tightened and then it started to pull.
“Jesus, get this thing off me!” Williams screamed.
Then came a chilling noise – the sound of metal compressing.
“Oh god, the strength of that thing must be titanic.” Cate rose slowly. “Forget about it breaking in, it might be able to simply pull him apart.
Mironov nodded. “Williams, I want you to vent some air; see if that’ll throw it off.”
Immediately there was a blast of gas from near his helmet, and the tentacle arms unwrapped from his limbs and pulled back. Williams immediately pirouetted and started to sail toward the Nautilus again.
The effect of Williams’ escape was instantaneous – the tentacles shot out, and easily caught him again. The bulbous head, with two massive disc-shaped eyes, floated up, and brought him closer. Williams was like a doll being held by a giant alien as the octopus examined him closely. The eye was the size of a garage door, and the creature held him near it for several seconds.
The pupils of an octopus were just slits, like that of a goat. Cate was terrified just watching, and couldn’t imagine what Williams must have felt, staring back into that orb. She knew that octopus vision was exceptional, but what was truly dangerous was their intelligence – they were inquisitive, voracious, and smart.
“It’s examining him.” Cate’s eyes were wide. “We need to—”
The giant octopus quickly tugged him down beneath itself, and the sound of Williams’ scream echoed around Nautilus’ cabin. They heard scraping and grinding.
“It’s trying to use its beak to break in,” Jack mumbled.
In another moment, it lifted Williams back out to examine him again. They could all see the gouges along the once pristine shine of the ADS suit.
Williams sobbed, but cleared his throat. He was puffing heavily. “Tried to bite through, but thank god it couldn’t. The mouth, like a beak, was as big as I am.” He sniffed. “It’s bent some of the plating, but couldn’t break it.” There was more whimpering. “I’ve got to get loose. You’ve got to get me loose.”
“Try venting air again,” Mironov said.
Immediately Williams released another burst of oxygen, but this time the octopus held on, having quickly learned that the jet of air bubbles wasn’t a danger to it.
Tentacles wrapped around the trapped man again, and Cate could see the muscles begin to flex. She knew that octopuses had evolved striated muscles that were hundreds of times stronger than land-based animals, and coupled with their intelligence, made them one of the most formidable predators in the Earth’s oceans.
The huge tentacles wrapped around, twisted, and then pulled away to gain a better purchase somewhere else. Then they simply repeated the assault, continually trying to find a weakness.
“We’ve got to get him out,” Jack said. “Sooner or later it’ll find an imperfection in the welds or joints.”
“He’s right,” said Cate. “He’s a crab in a bottle.”
“Huh?” Brenner frowned.
Jack nodded. “Just recently in the Marine Education Centre in New Zealand they placed a crab in a jar that was sealed tight with a screw lid. They then tossed it into a tank with a small octopus. After studying it for a while, eventually the octopus worked out that by twisting the lid, and exerting enormous pressure, it was able to unscrew the top and get at its prize.” Jack looked up. “It took only fifty-seven seconds.”
“Oh shit.” Brenner paled.
The octopus unwrapped one of its limbs from the ADS suit and once again brought Williams closer to its eye, and then it delicately used the tip of its tentacle to tap against the clear faceplate. Williams screamed.
“Don’t do that,” Cate whispered. “Play dead, please, play dead.”
Mironov gripped the laser controls. “I’m firing.”
“You’ll hit the Alvin, or us,” Brenner said. “We can’t rotate it to target.”
“Risk versus return – we may at least distract it. I’m firing anyway.” Mironov moved the laser barrel as far as he could and initiated the beam. The green rod of light shot out, and struck the side of the Archimedes. He released it and recalibrated, moving the barrel the fractions of inches available to him.
Williams screamed again. This time a single tentacle had wrapped around his helmet, and several coils around the length of his body. The bulky suit provided plenty of angles for it to gain purchase. Once again the octopus’s muscles stretched and flexed.
“Oh god no – noooooo!” Williams’ voice dissolved into a breathless panic, and then there came the sound of tortured metal. Williams’ scream was long and terror-filled.
There was an explosion of bubbles from within the tentacle mass. Then a cloud of dark matter appeared. The tentacles unwrapped momentarily, and the Nautilus crew could see that the suit helmet had been torn from its body.
“It’s over.” Jack fell back into his seat.
Brenner threw up on the floor but Cate couldn’t tear her eyes away. The tentacles still gripped the suit and one delicately reached inside to scoop at the pulp it found.
Cate finally fell back in her chair, and put a hand over her mouth. She pounded her fist down on her thigh. “Fuck it!” she yelled.
“He’s gone,” Jack said.
Mironov continued to stare.
Cate wiped her face and mouth, and turned to see the octopus playing with the suit, having scooped out all the sustenance it could. It continued to toss it, let it float for a moment, and then recatch it like some sort of monstrous playful puppy.
“I hate this place,” Brenner’s voice was small.
From beneath them, inside the Alvin, there came the sound of a metallic clank, and then swearing over the comm.
“Sam.” Cate spun to Jack. “They don’t know.”
More clunking as Sam and Andy were obviously working with the oxygen canister, that would have been a significant weight onboard. The sound was being telegraphed from the hull of the Alvin through to them … and out into the open water.
The octopus dropped the now empty suit, and this time let it float to the bottom. It glided closer to the noise.
“Oh shit no, it hears them.” Cate lunged for the comm. system. “Sam, do you read?” She licked her lips. “Sam, come in please, urgent.”



CHAPTER 35
The Anastasia, lower engine deck
Peter Cain crouched beside the intake system valve. The foot-wide diameter pipe was where the fresh seawater was pumped in to cool the main propulsion engine in the Anastasia’s huge central coolers. If the water was ever turned off while the engine was running, it would rapidly overheat, and then its systems would automatically shut down.
Or if the valves were left open, then the rush of water would very quickly flood the engine and engine room – the result would be anything from engine shut down, right up to the vessel being inundated and sinking.
Cain knew that if the alarms were disabled, and also both the bilge and crash pumps damaged, then in no time they’d all be swimming home.
He had no problem with that. Firstly, raw water intakes were notorious for breaking down – corrosive seawater does that to everything after a while. Secondly, the Anastasia had lifeboats, so no one should really be in danger. But his goal was to stop the ship, and if Gaia determined that someone might lose their life, well, then that was just fate. He smiled; besides, he knew that whatever happened, history was on his side.
Cain had already disabled the alarms, and also both pumps, so he only had one job left to do. He opened the intake valves to full, and then used a small band saw to cut through the handle at its base, rendering it impossible to close. He whistled as he worked. The sound of the engine masked the rush of water, and it’d be at least an hour before anything was noticeable.
He straightened, still smiling. Job done; Captain Olander would be proud. He pulled out his phone and turned it around so he could take a selfie, grinning next to the broken intake valve.
He sent the picture to Olander and then continued to whistle all the way back to his bunkroom.



CHAPTER 36
“Stay down – it’ll lose interest if it thinks you’re inedible.” Cate Granger
There was more clanking from inside the Alvin, and Cate looked up to see the mountain of flesh rising up the side of the Archimedes toward the small submersible. Once again its body pulsed with waves of light as the chromatophore cells in its skin changed its flesh color in tune with its building interest.
“Sam, please.” Cate watched the giant octopus glide up toward them. She guessed the hull of the Alvin was a lot tougher than the ADS suit, but the octopus had time, patience, and the strength of a titan. Eventually it’d get inside, or damage them for good.
“Firing again.” Mironov bent to his task and another green beam shot out from underneath them. This time he managed to hit what he was aiming at – one of the remote arms of the Nautilus that was warped and locked onto the Alvin.
Mironov squinted at the damage. The right-side limb was now partially severed.
“Hurry up,” Jack said. “It’s found the Alvin. Cate, try them again. Sam needs to stay quiet, and also shut down her lighting.” He grimaced. “No, damn it, tell her to shut down everything.”
“Sam, please, Sam, do you read?” Cate waited for several seconds, and gritted her teeth. “I don’t think—”
“What the hell?” Sam’s voice was high and sharp.
Cate swung back in time to see both Sam and Andy stand, but then shrink down to cower on the floor of the small submersible, as the monstrosity loomed beside them. Already one of the tentacles was tapping along the edge of the Alvin, feeling the seams.
“Sam, listen to me.” Cate felt her own heart smashing in her chest. “Stay quiet, stay down, and, if possible, turn off all your electronics.”
Cate, Jack and Brenner were engrossed, but Valery Mironov went back to his laser task. His next beam cut right through the right-side limb, this time fully severing it. The Nautilus lifted slightly, but at an angle.
The lights inside the Alvin went out, and only a few pinpricks of light from their consoles remained. The massive bag-like head of the octopus glided closer and then one ten-foot wide eye stared into the small steel bubble of air. It hung beside them, motionless, taking it all in. Gradually more tentacles alighted on the craft, pushing at it, tugging, then settling on it, and finally engaging their suckers.
Once again the Nautilus crew watched as some of the tentacles wrapped entirely around the small craft and tightened, exerting colossal pressure on the superstructure.
Through the Alvin was built to withstand enormous pressure forces, it was designed to cater for ones directed at the hull uniformly, and not just on individual pressure points. Just like the ADS suit, eventually the creature would discover a point of failure.
“Hold, still, damn it.” Mironov tried to align the laser to cut through the remaining remote arm and free them, but the jerking of the Alvin telegraphed up along the remaining arm and onto the long hull of the Nautilus.
Lines of condensed green light shot out into the red water – he missed his target.
“It’s got her now,” Jack said.
“Stay down, Sam. It’ll lose interest if it thinks you’re inedible,” Cate said.
“Tell that to Francis,” Brenner lamented.
Cate shot him a glare, and the communication engineer held it for several seconds, refusing to be cowed after the loss of his crewmate.
The massive mountain of boneless flesh slid further up the side of the Archimedes and wrapped some of its arms around the hull, while using more of the feeding tentacles to gently tug on the small body of the Alvin.
Though Cate was horrified by the beast, she was also captivated by its ability to problem solve, its patience and its mind – it had a level of intelligence that seemed other-worldly, and had been documented many times in laboratories.
“They’re too smart,” she said.
“More than we realize,” Jack added. “Cephalopods have been around for hundreds of millions of years, and were once the top alpha predators in the ocean before anything even lived on land.” He exhaled softly. “They could have ruled the world, if they’d decided to leave the sea. We’re just lucky they wanted to stick to the water.”
Like a child with a toy it couldn’t quite understand, the octopus started to shake the Alvin, tugging on it, becoming infuriated by the submersible’s reluctance to come free.
The cable that still held it tethered to the Archimedes was already partially severed. But one massive tug, and it snapped.
The giant octopus jerked its prize toward itself, and the sudden motion also tore free the last remote arm of the Nautilus that had bound it to the Alvin. There came a horrendous scraping noise as the broken remote arm gouged the nose of the Nautilus as it was dragged away.
“Damn it. It’ll damage the cavitation cells.” Mironov seethed. “But at least we’re free. Jack, back us up, I’m realigning the laser.”
Jack leaped at the controls, giving them reverse thrust, and pulling back on the U-shaped stick. The sleek submersible immediately eased back in the water.
“Hold,” Mironov said.
Jack slowed and then stopped the craft. Mironov targeted and fired.
The green beam of light pierced the enormous, fleshy body, and the effect was instantaneous. The octopus expelled a cloud of dark ink, and shot a hundred feet up the vertical hull of the Archimedes.
Jack backed the Nautilus into clearer water, where they saw the monstrous creature hanging above them, glaring malevolently. Two tentacles waved before it, like a boxer shaping up, and along its body rings of color undulated up and down its limbs and over the bulbous pulsating sack of a head.
Unfortunately, it still had hold of the Alvin, circled in one tree-trunk thick tentacle.
“What’s it doing?” Brenner asked. “The colors are like a neon sign.”
“It’s infuriated,” Jack said.
“So am I,” Mironov said.
“Don’t!” Cate lunged.
Mironov fired again. The laser touched on the broad mantle of the creature, and this time it fled. Taking the Alvin with it.
“Shit.” Cate screamed. “Get after it.”
“On it.” Jack gave the Nautilus forward thrust and lift.
The giant octopus flowed like liquid over the hull of the Archimedes, and then, like a waterfall, fell in and among the tall sea fans at the base of the trench wall. It held the Alvin under one long tentacle like a footballer holding the ball.
The Nautilus chased after them, but it’s maneuverability was far inferior to that of the octopus, and though Mironov was continuing to fire, he desisted when the huge mass of limbs paused and actually held up the small submersible like a shield.
“Is it doing that on purpose?” Jack asked.
“Probably,” Cate said. “They’re certainly smart enough, and it’s been proven that individual octopus display real emotions like anger, fear, curiosity, and hate. There’s good reason to believe it knows we want the Alvin back. The more we want it, the more it’ll want to keep it.”
“It can’t outrun us – especially if it gets into the open,” Mironov said. “But its boneless body can fit itself into places we can’t follow.”
As if in response, the octopus lifted off, now flowing up the side of the sheer trench wall.
“Like in there.” Cate pointed.
About 400 feet up there was a series of jagged openings, all large enough for a soft giant to fit in, but not for a hard-shelled submersible.
“If those caves are deep, and it goes in, we’ll never get it, or them, out again,” Jack said, and began accelerating.
“Slow it down, Jack.” Mironov reached out to touch Jack’s forearm. “We damage ourselves on the rock face down here, we don’t have a dry-dock workshop to undertake repairs. We’ll all end up staying.”
“Yes, yes.” Jack took in a deep breath.
“We’ve got about thirty seconds before it’s gone,” Cate said. She flicked on the comms. “Sam, it’s too fast for us. Do you have any weapons, or anything defensive at all?”
There came the sound of grunts, banging and then shouts, as the small submersible was shaken about.
“No …” Sam strained at the words. “… we had an ADS suit … and that was it.” More grunting. “Where are we? I can’t see a damn thing anymore.”
The octopus flowed out from an outcrop and drifted into open water for a few seconds. It seemed to be daring the Nautilus to follow, or maybe goading them as it gently unfurled the arm that held the Alvin as if to show it to them.
It obviously planned to flow back in to the trench wall as it now hung just below the largest of the caves in the rock. Brenner ignored his screens and continued to stare, open-mouthed.
“Mr. Andrews, ready torpedoes one and two.” Mironov’s eyes narrowed. “If we can’t stop it, we can certainly make getting into its den a little bit more difficult. We’ll shut its front door.”
“Two fish loaded, control is yours, sir.” Andrews had obviously been waiting on the directive.
Mironov started to aim the torpedoes as the octopus glided out from the cliff face.
Mironov waited, and waited.
“No shot.” He exhaled. “It’s in front of its den. If I hit it, I might hit Alvin.” His teeth clenched in determination. “No choice, I have to take it now.”
The huge creature hung like a massive parachute in the red water, still taunting them, its huge dispassionate eyes fixed on them, and the submersible held loosely in the coils of one of its tentacles.
It started to float toward the crevice in the trench wall, and Mironov leaned forward.
The giant octopus was directly in front of its lair now, and Mironov’s fingers began to flex.
“It’s impossible – don’t take the shot, Valery; you’ll hit the Alvin,” Jack yelled.
“We’ll lose her for good, if he doesn’t,” Cate fired back. She leaned toward Mironov. “Take it, now.”
Brenner, who was scratching furiously at his bandaged hand, leaped to his feet. “No, you’ll hit them!”
Cate lunged at him, just as a massive collision made her shrink back down. They all felt the impact right through the skin of the Nautilus. The massive shark had grabbed the entire bulbous head of the tentacled body, and now shook it side to side for a few seconds, like a massive hound who’d caught a rabbit. Then came a billowing explosion of blue blood, ink and massive gobbets of shredded flesh that filled the water.
In seconds more it was over, the shark flicked its tail and was gone. The disembodied coiling mass of tentacles floated down, but the entire head was gone.
“Oh my god.” Cate sunk back into her seat.
The tentacle mass headed down toward the bottom. Its coils slowly relaxed, and the Alvin tumbled free.
* * *
“It’s still here,” Jack said.
Mironov turned to glare at Brenner. “Well?”
The young man shook his head. “It must have come down along the trench wall, hugging it, and staying invisible. It’s just so damned fast.” He fumed.
Mironov exhaled loudly and sat back as he stared at the tiny submersible now resting on the bottom, and beside it, the huge mass of relaxing coils.
“They’re free.” Cate laughed, still in disbelief.
“Yes, but now we’re without our remote arms, so we can’t hang onto the Alvin anymore.” Mironov swung to look at Cate. “I’m afraid they’re on their own.”
“But you still have all your weapons, right?” She lifted her chin.
“Yes, we still have them.” Mironov looked less confident than before.
Jack stood, staring from the cockpit window. The blood and ink was dispersing, being carried along the trench and also higher by the thermal current. “All that blood will attract any predators and scavengers for miles.” He turned to Cate. “We should at least get Sam to move away from that mountain of meat.
Cate nodded, licked her dry lips, and opened the comm. link. “Sam, do you read?”
“Yeah, we’re still here.” She sounded breathless and a little dazed.
“Are you two okay?” Cate tried to see inside the small submersible but it was still fogged by the cloud of flesh debris and inky blood.
“Yeah, a little shook up, but we’re both still here.” She exhaled loudly. “Oxygen levels are okay now, but we burned up quite a bit of power trying to get ourselves free.”
“We got a problem,” Andy said with a hint of pain in his voice. “The propeller and struts are all bent out of shape. That damned octopus squeezed us like a tube of toothpaste.”
“So, we can’t maneuver?” Sam asked.
“No. But we’ve got hull integrity, and we can still pop the pod when we need to,” Andy mumbled.
“And we’re alive.” Sam sniffed, and then she chuckled sadly. “But we probably should really think about going home soon.”
Cate smiled lopsidedly. “I know, kid. We’re working on a new plan right now.” She turned to Mironov, but he simply stared back with little indication he agreed.
Brenner grimaced. “Well, we got good and bad news. The good news is that scraping we heard didn’t affect hull integrity, and only damaged the air expression vents on one side of our nose. The bad news is, the damage is enough to stop us developing a complete air envelope – means we won’t be able to create a bubble around the ship.”
Mironov shut his eyes for a moment. “No bubble, no cavitation, and thus, no speed.”
“So we can’t outrun it anymore.” Jack sat down and rested his elbows on his knees. He curled the fingers of one hand around the other and placed his chin on them. He sighed long and slow. “Okay, here’s what we’ve got: we’re over 20,000 feet down, in some sort of volcanic vent turbulence zone that is mitigating the crushing pressure forces on us. Though we can’t swim out there, it at least has meant we aren’t pulverized down to mush even in our submersibles. So we’re safe from that threat for now. But, we’ve got dwindling air and power, and a super predator somewhere out there.” He sat back. “Bottom line; we need to make it to the surface. There’s no other way around it; we need to take a risk.”
Cate groaned. “And on the way up, and even on the surface, it means there’s no guarantee we’ll be safe there; remember the Slava? The shark will attack us topside.” She grimaced. “There’s risk, and there’s suicide.”
“No,” Mironov said. “We’ll be safe once we are on the surface. By now Sonya in the Anastasia should be waiting for us; it’s too big for the shark to attack.”
“I present exhibit A.” Jack thumbed toward the enormous hulk of the Archimedes that was jack-knifed into the seabed. “I’m sure they thought the same thing.”
Mironov shook his head. “The Anastasia has countermeasures.”
“What sort?” Jack asked.
“Deck cannon, but primarily depth charges; they’ll keep the Megalodon away from us.”
“We might not need them, if we time it right.” Cate sat forward. “In my research we found that the attacks of this creature, and also the majority of its sightings, occurred at night, and especially during overcast or moonless nights.”
“Light sensitivity, of course.” Jack checked his watch. “It’s already daylight up there now, so we have about seven hours to get topside, and hopefully avoid the Megalodon following us all the way to the surface.”
“Yeah, well, anyone else want to place a bet on it not following us up?” She gave Jack a half smile.
Jack nodded. “Hey, one problem at a time. At least it gives us a timeline to work toward.”
“So, how long to get topside?” Cate asked.
Brenner cleared his throat. “If we had cavitation, we’d be there in ten minutes. But under standard propulsion, and at top speed; probably a little under an hour.”
The four of them sat in silence for a moment. Cate knew what was on all their minds. “So, what are our chances of making it past the shark under standard propulsion?” She pushed the hair back off her face. “And what about the Alvin?”
“We have little chance of outrunning it or sneaking past it. They lock in on any movement.” Jack said. “And a big target like the Nautilus will draw it from wherever it is now; not to mention the sound of our engines.”
Mironov steepled his fingers. “So we need to rise silently, steadily, and with only a small signature.” He turned to Jack. “My understanding is that the Carcharodon species is primarily triggered by food, and territorial protection, yes?”
Jack nodded. “And mating, but you’re right; those two are the primary stimuli for aggressive action.”
“Food and territorial defense. We know it has just fed, so food is not going to be a primary driver right now. That leaves territorial defense – it’ll attack anything it perceives as a threat, yes?”
“Yep, and the larger the threat, the more it’s going to fire up,” Jack responded. “And the Nautilus being 190 feet long is going to be seen as a pretty damn big threat. It’ll hunt us down before we’ve gone a hundred feet, let alone 20,000.”
“Then all we need do is make ourselves smaller.” Mironov raised an eyebrow. “And we need to give it something else to chase. Something bigger, louder, and far more threatening.”
“I like it, but what?” Jack’s lips quirked up.
“A decoy of course.” Mironov smiled in return.
Cate angled her head. “Please tell me you’re not going to use the Alvin as a decoy.”
Mironov stared for a moment, but then slowly shook his head. “Damn, and it was such a good plan.”
Cate’s eyes widened, and Mironov smiled devilishly. “No, of course not. We use the Nautilus. We eject the escape pod and float up.”
“That’s better.” Cate grinned. “And the Alvin?”
“We go up together.” He turned. “How long to get to the surface if we float, Mr. Brenner?”
Brenner did some quick calculations and winced. “Six hours, and that’s based on a slow rise, and without any sideways drift.”
“There will be drift,” Jack said.
“Just a couple of tiny air bubbles on their way to the sunlight.” Cate felt slightly giddy.
“More like sardine cans, with a few sardines still stacked inside,” Jack said. “And that timing will put us right on sundown when we breach.” He sat forward. “So, the million-dollar question: what did you have in mind?”
Mironov’s smile had returned. “When I designed the Nautilus I wanted her to be the most advanced submersible on the planet. I originally wanted it to be a single-person vessel – just for myself. But over time, I found that the more sophistication I required, the more skills needed to manage that sophistication. But …” He held a finger up. “I still managed to make it the most autonomous craft in existence.”
Jack laughed. “It has auto-drive?”
“In a nutshell, yes. We use the Nautilus in self-drive mode. Put it on auto, as you say, and then we send it off in the opposite direction. She won’t have supercavitation speed, but the Nautilus can still travel at forty-five knots, and with a good head start, might get to be many miles away before the shark runs it down, if at all.”
Cate grinned at Jack. “And even if the shark overtakes it, it’ll spend more time destroying it – while it’s miles away.”
“Might work,” Jack agreed. “It’ll give us a chance anyway. One more question: what about the Alvin?”
“We’ll need to rise together, no question,” Mironov said. “As I mentioned, we know there is a thermal uplift, as well as an underwater stream, so if those currents separate us on the way to the surface, we’ll be miles apart. When we hit the surface, we need to be out in minutes, and not burning valuable hours on searches.”
“Okay, so we’re a couple of corks floating toward the surface,” Cate said. “So how are we going to stop the pods separating? We’ve got no remote arms left and Alvin’s aren’t long enough or strong enough to hold us. How do we lash the submersibles together?”
“Manually; the only way,” Mironov said, matter-of-factly. “The Nautilus still has one ADS suit remaining.”
“You’re kidding, right?” Cate scoffed. “No one is going out there again.”
“Please suggest an alternative.” Mironov slowly swung toward her.
Cate racked her brains trying to think of some alternative. But now that the remote arms were gone, and Alvin’s weren’t viable, there was nothing she could think of. She saw that Jack was frowning and staring down at the floor.
“Jack, help me here – what else can we use to keep us together?”
Jack slowly sat straighter. “Well, what about we maneuver to stay with them on the way up?”
“Yeah, that could work.” Cate vigorously agreed.
“I’ve thought of that,” Mironov said evenly. “That would require propulsion, and therefore noise. Cate, you know better than most that the Megalodon shark has the same sensory abilities that all the Carcharodon species do. Probably more. Switching on the power may just mean we’re calling it right back to us.”
“Shit,” she whispered, knowing he was right. “Jack?”
Jack stared off into the distance for a few moments. If a thought bubble appeared above his head, Cate bet she’d see cogs turning as he tried to solve their dilemma.
After another moment, he sighed. “Sorry, I’ve got nothing.” He turned slowly to Mironov. “Valery, so far we’re two for two when it comes to going outside in a suit. Alvin lost Wade, and we’ve lost Francis. What you’re suggesting is probably a death sentence.”
“It’s certainly a risk, but the payoff is life. The alternative is either certain death from asphyxiation or to hide on the bottom and pray for a miracle.” He waited for a few seconds. “I believe we have zero choice. Besides, I’m not going to ask anyone to go out there; I’ll do it myself.”
“Hey, wait a minute,” Jack began.
“No way, buster.” Cate lunged from her seat and gripped Jack’s shirtsleeve. “Don’t even think about it.” She turned to Valery. “There is no way—”
Valery grinned and held up a hand. “My boat, my rules. Consider it a captain’s call.” His grin widened, and he turned to Brenner. “And you, sir, just be thankful that Sonya isn’t here, or she’d make you go.” He chuckled as the young sonar technician went a shade paler.
“So what’s the plan – how can we help?” Jack asked.
Mironov nodded and touched the comm. button. “Mr. Andrews, do we have spare high-grade cabling in the stores?”
“Checking,” came Andrews’ response. “We’ve got fifty feet of quarter-inch high-tensile steel cable.
Mironov grunted. “Good, then I have two jobs for you: I need you to rig a loop and eye-hook at each end, as we’re going to lash the Alvin to us. Then I want you to assist me into the ADS suit.”
“What? Why?”
“Simple, Mr. Andrews, we need to get to the surface, and not perish in the abyss.” He went to sign off, but turned back. “Oh, and following that, your work is done, and I want you in the bridge. We’ll be ejecting the pod.”
Cate frowned. “How will the Nautilus know to take off, if we’re in the pod?”
“Good question. I’ll need to tell it what to do. Once we separate the pod from the main Nautilus superstructure, then both will initiate independent control and command systems – but only then – I can’t give the body of the craft its final independent instructions until then. I need to do it manually … after the pod is released.”
“You need to stay onboard the body of the Nautilus, while it’s traveling away from us, as we stay in the pod?” Cate’s mouth gaped.
“Not quite.” He raised a finger. “But I will permit you to use some propulsion to collect me, if need be. I’m a risk-taker, but not suicidally insane, so I do not wish to be left behind, or intend to ride the Nautilus off into the undersea void by myself.”
Jack sat back, and put one hand to his forehead. “I can’t think of any other option, other than this dumb idea.”
“It is dumb. Dumb and brave.” Cate’s eyes glistened. “Thank you.”
“You’d do the same. Both you and Jack,” Mironov said. “And by the way, I have no intention of dying.”
“One thing,” Cate said. “It’ll takes us six hours to reach the surface, so what happens if the shark reaches the Nautilus and destroys it, and then heads straight back? Even if we’re quiet as church mice, it’ll still detect our trail, or more likely, even the beat of our hearts.”
“I know.” Mironov’s jaw tightened. “So I’ve decided to rig a little surprise for if, when, the shark catches up to my craft. And it’s one that pains me deeply. I can rig the torpedoes to detonate on impact. If the shark attacks, he’s going to get a mouthful of hell.” He smiled. “It might not come back at all.”
“Or come back toothless,” Brenner said hopefully.
“And that’s everything we’ve got,” Mironov added.
Jack nodded. “At a minimum it’ll disorientate the creature. Maybe long enough for us to make it topside. I like it.”
“Technology over nature, remember, Jack?” Mironov got to his feet. “Cate, prepare Ms. Britt – silent running all the way. I don’t want her or her crewmate to even sneeze from now until we’re on the deck of the Anastasia.”
“You got it.” Cate leaned toward her comm. system.
“Jack, Mr. Brenner will assist you once we have disengagement of the pod from the Nautilus superstructure.” Mironov looked out into the reddish glow of the strange undersea world. “Once the submersibles are tied together, I’ll return.” He inhaled and let air out slowly. “I’ll return. Yes.”
He continued to stare, and Cate got to her feet and stood close to him. He turned to her and held her eyes for a moment.
“Valery?”
He sighed, and then leaned closer to her, his voice only a whisper. “Tell Sonya …” He sighed. “Tell Sonya, she means more to me than all the wealth in the world. With her, I was always a rich man.”
She nodded and held his forearm. “And when we’re all together, I’ll make sure you tell her again, personally.”
He gave her a half smile and nodded once. “Mr. Monroe, the bridge is yours.”



CHAPTER 37
The Anastasia, eighty miles north of the Middle America Trench
Captain Levin frowned; all across the console the engine lights turned from a calm green to an urgent red. Then the comfortable throb of the huge engines suddenly died.
“What the hell?” He turned to Andov, his second-in-command. “What just happened here?”
“Finding out, sir.” Andov lifted the comm. set. “Engine room, report; what’s happening down there?”
An exasperated voice was heard over the sound of yelling and what could have been steam blowing. “We’re full of water, seems the raw seawater intake valve is stuck open.”
More yelling.
“And that ain’t all – the damned pumps aren’t engaging.”
Andov frowned. “That’s not possible.” He turned back to Levin. “Seawater intake, and pumps are all off-line.”
Captain Levin felt a chill run up his spine, but nodded calmly. “Shut everything down, all stop on engines. It’s a new ship, but I want a full maintenance report, before—”
Sonya entered through the doors like a hurricane, eyes blazing.
“Oh shit,” the captain muttered, knowing how this was going to go. He turned to the tall Russian woman. “We’ve got a problem.”
“I know that; we’re lying too low in the water.”
“Yes, because the seawater intake we use for cooling the engine is not functioning. That, as well as the pumps.” Levin responded in as calm a voice as he could muster.
Her brows snapped together. “As well as?”
He nodded. “These things can happen on a new vessel. You don’t realize you have a problem in one area, until you discover a problem in another.” The captain smiled benignly. “We’re on it.”
The engine room comm. buzzed, and Sonya pointed. “Put it on speaker.”
Andov flicked it on. “What have you got?”
“Weirdest thing, sir, the shut-off valve has been severed – we can’t turn off the water intake flow.”
“Broken off?” Andov sounded incredulous.
“No, I mean it was a fairly new piece; might break off if there was a fault in the steel or it was old and corroded, but I don’t think so. This looks cut through.”
Andov turned to Captain Levin, who, in turn, slowly faced Sonya. He saw her eyes had turned near volcanic.
“Impossible,” he said, but even he thought his words had little conviction.
The Russian woman’s teeth were bared. “I need that repaired, now. And then I want whoever did this in front of me.”



CHAPTER 38
“Like I said, they told me you were insane.” Thomas Andrews
Valery headed in to find Thomas Andrews already busying himself with preparations on the ADS suit. He turned and gave Mironov a fast and friendly salute.
“I knew you were insane when I signed up with you.” He grinned.
“Never a dull moment, as they say.” Mironov returned the salute. Together they ran a quick check on the ADS’ seals and electronics, and then used the hydraulic crane to move the cumbersome suit of armor toward the bay doors.
“And then we need to do one more thing. Mr. Andrews, I want you to arm all the torpedoes and rig them for impact detonation, with high sensitivity. Let’s give our monster out there an upset stomach that it’ll never forget.”
Andrews snorted. “Oh yeah, I can do that.” He paused. “All of them? Going to be a big shock wave. We don’t want to be close to it.”
“We won’t be. And all of them bar one. I want you to remove the warhead in the last, and give it to me.” Mironov looked into the man’s eyes.
“You’re taking it with you? It can’t be launched then.” Andrews frowned. “What’ll you use it for?”
“I don’t know, but what I do know is that a diving knife is not going to be enough if I find myself in the water with a sixty-foot dinosaur shark. Might need a little extra deterrent.” Mironov half smiled.
“You got it. Hopefully you won’t need it if the shark spends its time chasing down the Nautilus, and then attacks it. I hope.” Andrews nodded. “No, I know.”
“That’s the spirit.” Mironov agreed. “Hopefully, we’ll be miles away when the shark decides to take a bite out of it. We need it dead, disorientated, or at least a long way away from us as we head to the surface.”
“We can do that.” Andrews turned. “Just give me ten minutes.”
Mironov turned back to the superstructure controls and entered his password. He began the preparations for unlocking all the seals, isolating control between the pod and main engines, and also shifting some of the software to the pod bridge. After a few minutes it was ready.
Andrews returned and gave him a crooked smile. “Impact sensitive. Let’s not run into anything before we depart.”
Mironov pointed to the console. “Once you press the master disengage, you’ll have three minutes to get to the bridge and seal the doors. Disengagement cannot be overridden. The rest of the crew are ready and waiting for you.”
Andrews stared for a moment, but then nodded.
Mironov went around to the back of the ADS suit, and opened the hatch. He grabbed the overhead railing, and lifted himself to slide in. “Okay, seal it up.”
Andrews moved to the back and went to close the hatch, but then paused. “You didn’t tell them, did you?”
Mironov just smiled.
“You didn’t tell them that the ADS hatch is in the main superstructure of the Nautilus. There’s no way for you to get back into the pod once we’ve separated.”
“No, but it doesn’t matter.” Mironov half turned in the suit. “Don’t worry, I’ll be heading to the surface. I’ll just be the guy out on the front porch seat instead of in the living room.” He turned away. “Seal her up.”
Andrews closed the small hatch in the back, and checked the seals one last time. He went around the front and stared in through the heavy glass. “See you in the sunshine, Mr. Mironov.”
“Without doubt.” Mironov’s mouth curved into a smile.
Andrews then lifted the foot-long nose cone of the miniaturized Mark 48 torpedo. He had attached a small box with a single button under a blister cap. There were wires trailing from the open rear.
“I’ve rigged this for you – just pop the cap and press hard. Then you’ll have thirty seconds before it detonates.” He bobbed his head. “Or if you hit something, then you’ll have zero seconds.” He looked into the glass and grinned. “Just remember; it’s still basically an armed torpedo, and you and the ADS suit are its delivery system.” He got some tape and lashed the torpedo to the front of the suit.
Andrews checked his work and then shook his head. “Mad, certifiably mad.”
Mironov moved the bulky arms to test he was able to reach the box; he could.
“Well done, Mr. Andrews.”
Andrews grabbed each side of the helmet. “Okay, quick refresher course: the batteries will give you about thirty minutes of propulsion. The oxygen runs on a separate power source, but once the main juice is used up, you’ll just be free floating. Oh, and if you have no power you’ll be freezing once we lift out of the thermal layer down here.”
Andrews stared in hard. “And remember, once you reach about a few hundred feet from the surface, if you are in a powerless free-float, the weight of the suit will attain negative buoyancy, you’ll slow down, and eventually stop. This sucker is damned heavy.”
He handed Mironov the heavy loop of cable, grunting as he struggled to lift it onto one of the suit’s powerful arms.
Mironov held it with ease with the power-assisted suit. It’s like being encased in a super-strong robot, he thought. He felt the weight of it around him, and was comforted by its solidity and the sense of security he derived from it. At present they were just over 20,000 feet down, and if negative buoyancy was his only problem when he was just a hundred feet or so from the surface, then that was a problem he looked forward to having.
“Ready,” he said.
Andrews tapped on the glass again. “Like I said, they told me you were insane. Brave, but insane.”
Mironov shook his head. “I have no intention of dying down here, Mr. Andrews. I just happen to be the right person for the job.”
“I know.” Andrews moved the suit on the rails to the hatch, where he steered it into the pressure lock. He looked in one last time at Mironov and saluted, and then railed him in.
Mironov flexed the robotic fingers of the suit. Everything was slow and cumbersome in free air, but once outside, he’d be more maneuverable.
“Good luck!” Andrews yelled.
“And to you too. See you topside.” I hope, Mironov silently wished.
The hatch closed and water started to enter, and for just a few seconds, he felt warmth against his legs until the suit adjusted its internal temperature. He was conscious of what Andrews had told him – once the batteries were dead then the cooling and heating also died. The thermal vents down in the trench made it near tropical, but a few thousand feet up it was near zero. The bone-chilling cold of the depths would then intrude. He tried not to think about it as the water totally immersed the suit.
He heard Andrews again, this time via the suit microphone. “Pressurizing, and opening doors. Once you’re out, I’ll disengage pod and transfer control to pod bridge. I’ll be watching. See you topside, boss.”
The seals on his suit popped and squealed as the pressure of the depths came in at him. Then the doors whined open below, and a red glow permeated the chamber. Mironov took in a breath and then let himself drift down.
The blood-red world totally absorbed him, and he felt a tingle in his stomach as he dropped further away from the Nautilus. There was a rush of excitement, wonder, and a ripple of fear.
The crimson sea bottom just below him, the massive walls of the trench cliff, and all the amazing sea fans, sponges and grasses made it impossible not to believe he was an astronaut hovering over a strange new planet they had just discovered. Weird and wonderful life-forms scuttled, burrowed and flickered past him. Further out, the red hue became darker and more ominous. He stared out into the impenetrable abyss for several moments, before his imagination began playing tricks, and conjuring up images of giant octopuses, or the rushing monstrous open jaws of a creature from the ocean’s primordial past.
Stop it, he demanded of himself. Mironov engaged the tiny propulsion jets and turned around to look back at his beloved craft. He sighed; she was beautiful. He could only watch as there came the popping sound of the rivets blasting apart followed by sprays of gas bubbles from all around the flattened front of the submersible as the head separated from the body.
All beauty was transient. Who said that? he wondered.
“Valery, can you hear us?” Cate asked.
“Loud and clear.” He could see them bunched in the sloping windows. They waved, and he waved back. “Looking good on disengagement. I’ll meet you over at the Alvin.”
He pirouetted in the water, and glided toward where the Alvin lay on the seabed like a giant discarded toy. A few long-bodied shrimp and things that looked like spindly centipedes were investigating its hull. They flicked madly away as he approached.
Mironov turned again and waved the Nautilus over. He backed up a few dozen feet as the Nautilus’ escape pod maneuvered clear of its body. It was like watching some massive underwater creature shedding its head. Shedding its head and brain, he thought.
The pod retained the flattened slope at the front, but was now squared off at the rear. Like the suit, it only had small propulsion jets and a top speed of only a few knots. Mironov never actually thought he’d need it.
He turned and waited and then half smiled as he saw the crew inside: Jack Monroe and Michael Brenner at the controls, Cate had now taken over his seat, and Thomas Andrews was seated behind in hers. All of them watched him, and Andrews lifted a single hand to wave.
He slowly spun in the water to face the Alvin. Inside he saw the two occupants, busy at their controls. Hopefully working on popping their pod as well. Though it would mean they’d be cramped in an unmaneuverable bubble, at least it presented a much smaller signature to their surroundings and any interested predators. The other reason to leave the Alvin superstructure behind was that it was not as technologically advanced as the Nautilus pod, and couldn’t shut down its systems and run silently. It was the tiny pod, or nothing.
There was a deep clunk from the Alvin and the front bubble eased itself free. It hovered momentarily before it began to ascend. Mironov had to move quickly and immediately jetted toward them.
He grabbed it by the rim that ran around its outer edge, and stared in through the glass. The young woman was pale, sweat-soaked, but still managed a weak smile and a wave. Beside her, with hair as red as his face, was Andy. He raised a hand to give Valery an A-OK sign – so far, it seemed they were still in good spirits.
Mironov held up one metal muscled arm, and then began to drag them back toward the Nautilus pod. As he stared in through the glass, he saw that Andy suddenly looked past him. Mironov felt cold hands on his neck and he longed to turn about, but that would mean releasing the Alvin and rotating the entire suit, as his facemask was only clear at the front, with titanium plating at the rear.
Ignore it, there’s nothing there, he thought. It’s just my nerves. Besides, if there is a monstrous Megalodon shark looming up behind me, it’ll be all over in seconds.
But Andy was still staring at something. The red head pointed. Unless it isn’t a shark, a small voice whispered in the corner of Mironov’s mind.
Damn it, he released the Alvin, cursing under his breath and spun around – nothing – no tentacle monstrosity, no giant crabs, no isopods; nothing but sea fans, tubeworms, and endless dark water.
Then the first strands alighted on him. Mironov looked down at the gossamer threads on his arm, and then followed them upwards. Hanging above him, like some sort of obscene weather balloon, was an enormous jellyfish fifty feet across. Underneath its fringed bell, tiny lights were flashing in among the skirt’s fringe.
Mironov noticed that flashes of light erupted most where the threads were sticking to him. He also noticed other threads that were trailing close to the red silt sea bottom had managed to alight on some of the strange crustaceans, which immediately curled into balls or shuddered from shock or pain. Mironov guessed that the jellyfish was shooting its deadly nematocytes into their bodies. He knew that the harpoon-like cells could carry immensely powerful toxins, and obviously it was trying to do the same to him.
The massive bell tried to lift off and drag him away, and Mironov used the muscular strength of the suit to rip and tear the creature’s threads away. The bell lifted off with its weird crustacean prizes, but left behind flashing specks on his suit – he’d need to be careful on the surface, as they’d probably shock or stun him if he touched them.
He eased back around, grabbed the Alvin again, and guided it backwards.
The Nautilus pod then used minor bursts from its front jets to ease in and stop just a dozen feet from the Alvin’s nose. Mironov prepared the cable for attachment. Though the smaller pod had a steel loop welded to its nose for a cable attachment, the Nautilus had been designed to be sleek and turbulence-free – so there were no external protrusions at all. The only thing he had to work with was one of the broken remote arms – it’d have to do.
Mironov eased in closer and used the assisted strength of the ADS suit to drag the two submersibles together. He then attached one eye-hook to the front of the Alvin, and the next he managed to wedge in and around the half extended arm of his craft.
Good as it gets, he thought. The Alvin and the Nautilus pods were now facing each other and attached. He raised one metal hand to each of them.
Cate clapped soundlessly, and Jack grinned and nodded. But both Andrews and Brenner looked concerned, as each would have known he was stuck outside. Turning to the Alvin, Mironov saw through the glass bubble that both crewmembers looked relieved, and maybe just hopeful, if not tired and wet with perspiration – more from nerves rather than the heat, he assumed.
Behind him he heard the superstructure of the Nautilus power up, and he turned in the water to watch it begin its final voyage. His beautiful, but now headless, craft moved away slowly at first, but then accelerated. It would travel along the length of the trench, which was 1700 miles from one end to the other. It would only stop when it hit something, or it exited the artificial pressure bubble down here and then was crushed by the real pressure, or it was attacked. It didn’t matter to Mironov which one occurred, as long as it happened far away from them, with the shark following or involved.
“Goodbye, my beauty; we barely knew each other.” He held up a hand as the Nautilus vanished into the red gloom.
He stared after it for several seconds, before jetting to the side of the pods and clambering up on top of the Alvin. He curled his metallic gloved hand around one of the struts, and locked it down.
Mironov pointed a finger upwards. “Let’s go.”
“You were never coming back in here, were you?” Cate’s voice was drained of emotion. Her face matched what she was feeling.
Mironov gave her a crooked smile, as Jack rose behind her to place a hand on her shoulder.
“I’ll be right here all the way.” He pointed upwards again. “And now, we must hurry.”
The Nautilus pod switched off its propulsion, which it was using to keep itself and the Alvin pod in place, and gradually they let buoyancy take over. The tethered pair began their slow rise to the surface over 21,000 feet above their heads.
“Remember,” Mironov whispered. “Movement and noise at a minimum, when communicating, whispering will suffice. Mr. Brenner you are permitted to count us down … and, ah, also let me know if anything interesting begins to show on sonar.”
“Yes, sir,” the young man said. “So far, I can see the Nautilus heading away at thirty-five knots, and nothing else on the screen. We’re launching from 21,880 feet and counting down.” There was a grin in his voice. “Already risen ten feet.”
Not good, Mironov thought. The rise would be slow, hopefully not too slow. The red glow still engulfed them and weird fish glided closer to inspect the strange creature looking like two bubbles tied together with a shining silver and red protuberance sitting astride it.
Something snake-like and nearly twenty feet long, with a mouth crowded with needle teeth, materialized out of the dark and came to within a dozen feet of Mironov. It stared at him with fist-sized milky discs. Its body was nearly transparent, and he marveled at its ferocious appearance. The jaws gaped open, and it began to glide closer.
“Don’t even think about it, you’ll lose those nice teeth, my friend.”
He shooed it away, and with a single flick of its eel-like tail it was gone. After a few more moments, most of the other spectators decided there was nothing edible and gave up, with the remaining oddities perhaps transfixed by the internal lights still winking red, green or white inside the submersible pods.
Lights, Mironov thought.
“I suggest that once again any unnecessary lighting be switched off, now.”
Immediately both cockpits of the submersibles went dark. There were just pinpricks of green emanating now from both, which would have been necessary equipment that was being utilized. From within the Nautilus pod, he could just make out shadows, except for Brenner’s green face, with the sonar screen still in use. And then most of the minor lighting also winked out, as he saw shadowy figures throwing objects or clothing over other console surfaces.
Inside Mironov’s helmet, there were a few tiny lights, but it was impossible for him to do anything about them, and his helmet lights were already off. The light emanating from his suit and the pods would have been less or as much as a few deep-sea creatures that used bioluminescence – hardly interesting for a giant predator of the deep. He was satisfied.
“Hold the phone, people,” Brenner said urgently. “I’ve just picked up another signature following the Nautilus; big, fast, got to be our shark.”
“Thank god,” he heard Jack say. “Let’s hope the Nautilus gives it a good run for its money.”
“Fly fast, but not too fast,” he heard Cate add.
Brenner continued to update them on the pursuit, but so far everything was going to plan. The Nautilus sped away, and the huge sonar shadow was right after it. Time passed as he stared out into the darkness, and it was only when he roused himself from an almost trance-like state that he noticed that the water surrounding them was now inky black. He looked over the side – a long way down, there was just a slight blush of color.
“Depth, Mr. Brenner?” he asked.
“Now at 19,000 feet, sir,” Brenner said.
Looking down at the soft red glow behind them, it was easy for him to imagine that they were lifting off from some fiery planet’s surface. When he studied it, he saw the long red gash that was the rip in the ocean floor – the doorway to Hades that led to raw magma, and this world’s heat and light source.
He bet that around him the water was cooling rapidly. He hadn’t felt it yet as he assumed the suit was compensating, but he prayed that the heat would be generated upward, and also the pressure turbulence. He assumed it rose as a column otherwise his suit would be packed down to the size of a tuna can in seconds.
The heat rose, and thankfully it took the pods with it. He stared out into what felt like a night sky, with no moon, but lots of tiny stars twinkling in the distance. It was silent, restful, and in a few more moments he began to lose himself again in its peacefulness.
Mironov shook his head. The warmth and security of the suit was deceptive, and he needed to stay alert. He turned to look into the pods and saw the pale, strained faces of his crew, and also those of Sam and Andy in the Alvin.
“Eighteen thousand feet,” Brenner intoned.
There was no way for him to gauge exactly how fast they were rising, and if it wasn’t for Brenner counting down, he might never have known they were rising at all. There was nothing to test it against or compare it with.
From out of the darkness, a colossal squid with a body thirty feet long and trailing tentacles perhaps a further thirty feet kept pace with him. Its silver disc of an eye swiveled and watched, calculating, deciding if they were worth the trouble or not. One long attack tentacle with a tear-shaped club snaked out, and gently laid itself on the hull of the Nautilus beside him. Mironov marveled at how it probably had the strength of several men, but its touch would have been feather light.
He also knew that it had sensory organs in that tentacle tip, so was actually tasting the metal. It paused to stare, but this time at Mironov.
Man and beast locked eyes, and after a few seconds, Mironov raised an arm. He wished they could communicate, and perhaps the creature was trying, but their worlds, and their minds, were too far separated by evolution. In another few seconds it pulled back, and then jetted away like a phantom.
Out in the darkness lights blinked on and off, and he felt he was like a tiny comet in the center of a universe. He barely heard Brenner counting down from 17,000 to 16,000 to 15,000 feet, and then onto ten.
“Valery?” Cate whispered. “Okay out there?”
Mironov smiled. “Yes, my dear. All is good here.” He was thankful for her rousing him. The biggest threat was boredom – and if that was all he had to contend with, he was thankful.
He first became aware of the change when he felt the bone-numbing cold enter right through the skin of the suit, and he felt the warmth of the suit’s internal heaters come on.
“Brenner, have we entered a current?” he asked.
“Yes, sir, a strong one, twenty knots. It’s going to push us sideways. If it continues all the way to the top, we’ll end up miles from where we started.” Brenner sounded frustrated.
“Yes, we will.” It was worse than that. Mironov turned to the darkness. The current was pushing them in the direction that the Nautilus had sailed off in.
“We can’t do anything about the current. But I can feel the cold now, so it means we’re leaving behind the thermal column from the deep vent.”
“Then that’ll mean—” Cate began.
The skin of his ADS suit popped and groaned around him.
“—we’re out of the low pressure zone,” she finished.
“Yes, yes, I feel it now.” He could feel and hear it – he lifted his hand – and then he could see it. The suit’s titanium fingers actually looked slightly wrinkled, and there was a sound like steel in a vice. He had tested the suits to a depth of 5000 feet, but he was just under near double that. He closed his eyes. We’re close now. He began to pray. It was all he had left.
“Signatures merging.”
Mironov jerked upright at the sound of Brenner’s breathless voice.
“Second signature closing rapidly.” Brenner’s voice was high and excited. “It’s hard to tell, but looks like they’re only a few hundred feet apart now.”
“How far away are they … from us, I mean?” Mironov said softly.
“Ten point four miles,” Brenner said.
Damn, he thought. They should be further away. The damn current had them chasing the Nautilus.
Please, give us some more, just a little more, Mironov pleaded into his mind. “Tell me when they merge,” he said.
“Pursuit signature accelerating – closing, closing … merged,” Brenner said.
“Silence, please.” Mironov faced the direction he knew the Nautilus had traveled. He waited. Seconds. More seconds. But nothing came.
There was no explosion, sound of distant thunder, or even soft pop. He exhaled.
“Nothing,” he said.
“I didn’t hear an explosion,” Cate said morosely.
“We should have heard something,” Jack said. “Delving back to my physics days, I know that sound travels much faster through a solid than a gas. In fact, about four times faster and farther in water than it does in air. All those torpedo explosives, if they detonated, we should have heard something.”
“Maybe not,” Cate said hopefully. “Remember the current. Maybe it dragged the noise away from us.”
“That’s true.” Mironov clutched at the suggestion. He licked lips that had suddenly gone dry. “How much longer to surface, Mr. Brenner?”
“Seven thousand feet – rate of rise is slowing, as we are still in the current and moving horizontally as fast as we’re moving vertically.”
Mironov nodded. “We can make it.” He exhaled. “Keep a close watch for me now, Mr. Brenner. For … you know.”
“Yes, sir, I know. Will do. Sonar is currently empty in all quadrants.”
“Good, good.” Mironov reached up to touch the warhead strapped to his chest.
* * *
Michael Brenner grimaced and squeezed down hard on his wrist. He knew his hand was swelling, he could both feel it and see it pressing against the bandage. Worse, he worried about whether there had been some sort of venom in the quill that had stuck him, as his head throbbed mercilessly, and from time to time his vision swam.
He grimaced again as another wave of pain washed over him. He checked the sonar again, blinking to clear his vision. He must do his job; Mr. Mironov needed him, counted on him.
He looked up and recoiled from the window. “The shark!”
Jack and Cate swung to him, eyes wide, but he just chuckled and looked away shaking his head.
“What the hell?” Jack fumed.
There was nothing there.
“The heebie-jeebies.” He grinned, and put his swollen hand underneath the console to keep it from sight. They all had other priorities, more important than his dumb hand. He blinked again, feeling nervous all the time now. Please don’t let it affect my mind, he prayed. Not now of all times.



CHAPTER 39
The Anastasia, all stop – Peter Cain’s Private Cabin
Peter Cain chuckled softly as he watched music videos on his phone. It had taken the Anastasia’s engineers six hours to shut off the seawater intake by rigging a makeshift new valve in another section of the flow pipe. Then they burned further hours manually pumping out the ship, and drying down the engines. He felt warm all over, knowing he had done everything Olander had hoped he would do.
He was a little surprised by the speed and expertise the teams had shown. Frankly, he had fully expected they’d all be in lifeboats by now, as the Russian’s toy boat slowly sank in the Pacific. Oh well, can’t have everything, he mused.
Cain knew that when they got back to port they’d have the marine forensic guys come in and they’d undertake a full examination – they’d find out pretty quick that the valves and alarms had been sabotaged. But by then he’d either be long gone, or even if they did track him down, he’d happily do jail time for standing up for the planet – he’d be a freaking hero.
He smiled dreamily and began to hum along with the music video on the tiny screen, as he lay back on his bunk with one arm behind his head. The knock on his cabin door gave him a start.
Cain sat up quickly. “Hey, I’m not due on shift for another five hours.”
“Captain wants all engineering staff on deck, now.” Cain recognized the voice – Jenson, the sole security guy onboard. And his voice didn’t have an atom of give in it.
“Ahh, it’s not a good time.” Cain licked his lips. “I was just going to—”
“You heard the now bit, right? Be on deck in five minutes. No excuses.” Jenson crossed his arms. “Don’t make me ask twice.”
Fuck you, Cain thought, and flipped the bird to the back of the door. “Yeah, sure, why not?” Cain felt his heart rate kick up a notch. Oh well, just time for some more playacting. You talked yourself into the job, and you managed to pass yourself off as one of them. You’re in the home stretch and this is the last act of the show. He sucked in a deep breath, and let it out slowly. The calm smile returned and he froze it onto his face.
“I got this.” He headed for his bunkroom door.
On deck, the twelve maintenance crew, engineers and other engine room staff were all lined up. Cain saw that a line of other upper deck crew and deckhands were just being dismissed and it gave him comfort knowing the entire crew was under scrutiny – it meant they had no idea who was involved.
So the camouflage still held up, he thought. Just be cool. His calm smile stayed in place. The Russian bitch was out in front with the captain and his 2IC. They chatted for a while before she nodded and turned toward the line of men and women.
Her pale eyes moved across each of their faces. She didn’t seem to blink. “The ship was sabotaged … by one of you.”
She left the words hanging and the line of men and woman frowned, mumbled or their mouths dropped open in disbelief. But Cain stayed cool and calm. His smile remained intact.
Sonya Borashev’s eyes moved along them again. She walked toward the first man in line, stopping only a foot in front of him and then held his eyes for a few seconds. Cain strained to hear her questions, but she didn’t say a word, instead stared a moment longer, and then moved to the next person, and then the next. Each man and woman seemed frozen like a deer in headlights as she examined their faces for a moment, and then moved on, working her way down the line toward him.
Cain concentrated on his breathing, but still felt a trickle of perspiration start at his hairline and run down to his temple. When the bitch stepped in front of him, and looked down into his face, he thought they were the most pitiless eyes he had ever seen.
He stared back unwaveringly, and maintained his smile. Her eyes flicked over him, his entire face, and his lips. She stared deep into his eyes, deeper and deeper, and it started to make him feel a little giddy. Those eyes were like an X-ray machine seeing deep inside him.
The woman was spending more time on him than anyone else. He held her gaze, remembering what Olander had told him about the body language of deception – don’t avoid eye contact, don’t look up and to the left, don’t fidget, don’t let your lips or chin quiver.
Cain locked his face in the calm smile, but he felt it was like an invading army at the gates, and the warriors had a battering ram, and were beginning to smash his defenses. Sonya Borashev stepped in even closer to him, so close he could have kissed her. But there was no love in that face, just fury, and her pale eyes were wide and blazing.
“Funny, yes?”
He shook his head. “Shocking actually.”
“Yes, it is.” She stepped back. “You, stay here. Everyone else, back to your stations.”
“What?” He felt his facade slip a fraction as cold fingers of fear tickled his neck.
Captain Levin and the 2IC, Andov, hung back, but Sonya waved them off as well.
“I need privacy. I need to question this man in more detail.”
Levin looked like he wanted to protest, but an intense glare from the woman, and he simply saluted and turned away. In another few seconds, Cain stood alone on the rear deck with Sonya Borashev.
She turned her full attention on him, and her eyes pinned him like a bug. “You sabotaged the ship, you put the crew of this ship at risk, and you put Valery Mironov’s life in danger.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Cain shook his head and backed up a step toward the port railing. “You can’t talk to me like that; I know my rights. I think I’ll go back to my cabin now.”
Cain started to turn, but a small black gun appeared in her hand. For now, it hung loosely by her side.
“You’ve got to be shitting me.” He pointed a finger at her face, trying to maintain the aura of indignation while, inside his head, alarms were going off. “I’ll report you to the police when we get back.”
Her eyes were the worst as they never blinked and were like a bird of prey’s. “Tell me who else was involved or there will be trouble.”
“You can’t threaten me. I’m an American citizen.”
This time it was the Russian woman’s turn to smile. “Mr. Cain, if that is your real name, you are nothing but a saboteur and a traitor – in fact, a mutineer – and do you know what the penalty for that is when on the high seas?”
The gun was slowly lifted to point at his eye. Cain looked deep into her pale blue eyes, and saw nothing but a deadly resolve. He blinked.
“Olander Blomgren.”
“Of course,” she said softly.
He snorted. “You’ll be in deep shit if I don’t get off this boat.”
Her smile never faltered. “Wrong, according to my records, you never got on.”
She fired.
* * *
Sonya grabbed the body by the front of the shirt and lifted it to stare into the ruined face. One eye was now a ragged, red hole, and the other had already rolled back.
“And see you soon, Captain Blomgren.”
She dragged Cain’s corpse to the railing and shoved it over the side. She watched until it hit the surface. This far out, the water was deep, and to begin with, bodies always sank. They usually came back to the surface in a week when gases built up in their gut, but here, the man’s remains would sink down to the cold depths, and after a few days on the bottom, the crabs and eels would have already started to dismantle it.
She tucked the gun back into the holster at her back and turned to see Captain Levin staring down at her. She held his eyes.
“Let’s go; full speed ahead.” She continued to stare for a moment more, until he saluted and went back inside the bridge room.
The bug in the system had been removed. She’d deal with Blomgren later.



CHAPTER 40
“Big signature, coming up fast.” Jack Monroe
“Oh shit,” Brenner hissed.
Cate hated that tone in his voice.
“A big signature just showed up, eight miles out but very deep. Coming back slowly along the trench.”
“Remain silent, we can make it,” Mironov said.
From the side, Cate saw his silver-haired head tilt back in the huge suit, and look upwards. She followed his gaze, seeing nothing but blackness.
“What is our depth?” Mironov asked.
“Still at 4000 feet. Rate of rise unchanged, but the current is easing,” Brenner replied.
“Coming out of the underwater river,” Jack said. “It might mean our rate of rise increases as we clear it.”
“Good news at last,” Cate said.
“Very good. Means we’re heading up and also not sideways anymore,” Jack added. “Also might mean that the band of current below us will mask our submersible from anything down deeper.”
“Thank god for that,” Brenner said. “Did you hear that, Mr. Mironov?”
“Indeed I did, and we should be able to pick up the Anastasia soon. We can begin to coordinate our rescue. We’re going to make it.”
“Yes.” Cate agreed, but refused to look down into the dark depths anymore.
“Signature now two miles out, but still staying deep,” Brenner said. “Can we engage some propulsion to speed things up?”
“It’s looking for us. And hasn’t found us,” Jack said. He leaned across to Brenner’s console. “We don’t want to give it any reason to come out of the trench, do we?”
“I know that,” Brenner hissed through clenched teeth. “I get it.”
“Calm down, man. We’ll be fine.” Mironov still stared upwards.
“It’s circling down deep.” Jack narrowed his eyes. “Trying to pick up a scent trail. Hopefully the current will have washed ours away, or at least pushed it miles further in the wrong direction.”
“We just need more time,” Brenner said. “Just a little more time. Please.”
Cate looked at the young man. He was hunched over his console, his eyes wide, and his face pale. He looked about to pass out.
“We’ll be fine,” she said soothingly.
“Not if we don’t make it to the surface in time.” Brenner’s eyes blazed. “After the current, we’ve still got some sideways drift. We need to straighten to at least get close enough to contact the Anastasia. Fuck it, I’m just going to give it a controlled push. You said yourself, the current will mask us.”
“Don’t,” Jack urged.
“Just twenty seconds only.” Brenner pushed the propulsion stick and the small pod engine whined into life.
“Shut that off, now,” Mironov’s voice had an unusual edge.
“Eighteen, nineteen, twenty … shutting off.” Brenner sat back. “Angle of rise corrected.” He nodded. “We’re going straight up now, and faster.” He grinned, out of breath. “It worked.”
Jack had leaned across to the young man’s console again. He cursed as he interpreted the data on the screen. “That’s not the only damn thing that’s changed its angle of rise. Our big signature is now coming up.”
“Oh, no, no, no.” Brenner half rose in his seat. “It’s coming up – what have we done?” He put hands to his head. “It’s fucking coming up!” His last words were near shouted.
Jack reached out and grabbed the man’s forearm. “Calm down, mister.”
Brenner raised his other hand in defense, and Jack’s brows knitted. “What the hell’s wrong with your hand?”
Jack could see that there was a bandage over the hand and wrist, but it was strangely lumpen. It was also moist with some sort of yellow discharge seeping through.
“That’s infected.”
“I bumped it when Williams was going out.” Brenner tried to yank it away, but Jack held on.
“Are you okay?” He stared into Brenner’s eyes, and saw that the pupils were dilated.
“I’m fine. Or will be as soon as I’m outta here. Just let me do my job.” Brenner swore and yanked harder, breaking Jack’s grip. Then he laughed mirthlessly. “You know we can’t even eject? Because we’ve already ejected.” He looked back down, muttering for a moment. “Signature at 18,000 feet and rising at a steady fifty knots. It’ll be here in under an hour.” He grimaced at the depth counter. “And we’re still rising way too slowly.”
“We’ll be at the surface before then,” Mironov said calmly. “Everyone just take it easy, and do their jobs.”
“We might make it to the surface, but how long to pull us out – five minutes, ten minutes, maybe thirty?” Brenner shouted into the comm. system. “Up there, we’ll be sitting ducks.”
Thomas Andrews went and crouched beside him. “Hey, buddy, don’t worry, we’ve still got a few aces up the sleeve left to play. And besides, the Anastasia has a deck gun that’ll punch a hole the size of a dinner plate through solid steel. Make mincemeat outta that big fish.”
“I’m okay, I’m okay. Just a little cabin fever is all.” Brenner chuckled and turned to Andrews. “Nothing a little walk in the sunshine won’t fix.”
“That’s the spirit,” Jack said, but watched him for a moment or two longer. “Hey, why don’t you let me take over there for a while and you take a break? I don’t exactly have much to do, seeing how the piloting stuff is out of our hands.”
“Yeah, sure, I can do with a break. Smoke ’em if you got ’em.” Brenner chuckled again and got to his feet. He went to sit on the floor at the rear of the pod.
Jack slid across, and stared down at the sonar. Cate sat next to him.
“Where is it now?” she whispered.
“Right below us, and coming up fast.” He clicked on the comm. link to the Alvin pod. “Sam, best we prepare for … all eventualities.” Jack sighed. “Seems our explosive decoy has missed the mark.”
“Oh god,” she said. “It’s coming?”
Jack and Cate looked across to the woman. Her eyes were wide, and matched by Andy’s open mouth. Their faces were green-tinged in the glow of their remaining screens. To Cate, they both looked like fearful ghouls.
“I won’t lie to you; yeah, it’s going to be close,” Jack said. “If … when, we surface, it’ll be a rapid evac.”
“You damn well got that right,” Andy said.
Jack turned in his seat to Michael Brenner. The man had his eyes closed, but his lips moved as he mumbled, or perhaps prayed.
“Michael, when are we able to contact the Anastasia?”
“Um …” The young man seemed dazed for a moment, and shook his head to clear it. “Okay, well, if they’ve dropped hydrophones, and I expect they would have, then we should be able to hear them at about 2000 feet.” He grimaced. “But they need to be close, and we don’t know exactly how far that current has shunted us along down here.”
Jack nodded. “Good.” He checked the depth gauge. “At 3200 feet, and climbing. Almost there.”
Cate exhaled, feeling a glimmer of hope. Though they were still coming up out of abyssal levels, after being at the bottom of the trench it felt like they were really going home now … and nearly there.
She put her hand on Jack’s shoulder and squeezed. He reached up to lay a hand over hers. His hand was cold as ice, and she could also feel the tension running through his fingers into hers like a tingle of electricity.
She leaned forward close to his ear. “I love you.”
He looked up, and smiled. “And I you.” He squeezed her hand. “We got this.”
“It could be worse.” She smiled. “We could be out there.” She nodded to the solitary figure clinging to the edge of the Alvin.
Jack blew air through his pressed lips. “That man has balls of steel.”
The sonar screen pinged softly, dragging his eyes back to it. “Damn, it’s right below us now, and coming up fast.”
“So, it’s found us, and is following our trail.” She straightened. “How long now?”
“Half an hour, max,” Brenner said. “And the kicker is, we can’t get out of its way.” He folded and unfolded his arms. “No need to hide now.”
“Hey.” Jack stared for a moment. “Good point.” He flicked on the comm. “Valery, do you read?”
“I’m here,” came the cultured voice with a hint of Russian inflection.
“The Megalodon has found our trail, and is on its way up – from directly below us. I’m not sure we need to remain quiet now; what about we burn some of the pod’s fuel and also use that ADS suit propulsion. Give us a push to the surface?”
“Yes, every second counts now. It won’t be much, but even a few knots will be better than waiting on buoyancy alone.” Mironov looked to let go of the strut, but seemed to have trouble for a moment.
“Just a little frozen here,” he said.
Jack wasn’t sure if he meant the suit’s titanium glove, or his own fingers within it. Mironov finally released his grip and floated free.
The propulsion jets engaged and he pirouetted in the water. He returned and latched on again. He then angled his body and engaged more of the jets.
Jack looked at his console screen – the rate of rise increased, but only slightly. “It’s working; a little, but better than nothing.”
Cate looked across into the Alvin bubble and saw Sam staring back. She gave Cate a watery smile and held up a hand, fingers crossed. Cate simply nodded, not having any words, as she was worried that her voice might crack if she tried to speak.
The group remained silent, lost in their own thoughts. Cate faced Jack, who sat hunched over the consoles, counting down both the seconds and feet to the surface, and also the inexorable rise of the monster from below.
She clasped her hands together and placed them on her knees, but her legs wouldn’t stay still. Her feet kept dancing and tapping as the nervous energy ran through her like an electrical charge.
“At 2500 feet,” Jack whispered and then cursed softly. “Still nothing topside yet.”
Brenner slid across. “Let’s try and reach out to them anyway.” He pressed his lips together for a moment, and then began to recalibrate the communications.
He placed the small headphones over his head. “Nautilus calling the Anastasia. Come back.”
He waited, his eyes staring, but blind to anything other than his own furious concentration.
“Nautilus contacting the Anastasia, do you read us? Come back.” He moved dials like a safecracker, and tried again. “Contacting the ship Anastasia, or any vessel in the vicinity, we are Nautilus submersible coming up, do you read? Urgent. Come back.”
The response over the speakers was nothing but white noise. His fingers moved the dials again, and he looked about to resend, when the crackle and distortion coalesced into … words.
“Nautilus submersible …” White noise. “… this is …” White noise.
Brenner leaped at the console, adjusting, boosting and finessing.
“… Sonya Borashev aboard the vessel Anastasia, we read you. Over.”
The cabin erupted – Jack turned to hug Cate, Brenner high-fived Andrews, and even Sam and Andy seemed to be roaring soundlessly in their pod cabin.
“Michael, do the honors,” Jack said to Brenner and nodded to the solitary figure clinging to the side of their submersible.
“With pleasure.” Brenner’s grin near split his face. “Valery, Mr. Mironov, they’re up there; the Anastasia.”
There was a long exhalation of relief. “Yes, I knew she would be there. Coordinate the extraction. Time is everything now. Even seconds matter.”
Cate checked the sonar. The sonar shadow from below was gaining on them. Time wasn’t just everything; it was now the enemy that was running them down.
“Time is everything.” She looked into Jack’s eyes. “And we need more of it.”
* * *
Sonya Borashev turned, and then roared. “Immediate hard to starboard, full speed to that signal location.” She placed the headset over her head. “Prepare ropes and nets to evac survivors.”
The closest crewmember halted. “Teams to the rescue boats, Ms. Borashev?”
She shook her head. “Stand them at the ready. And I also want the deck gun primed and ready. All ammunition types.” She began to turn away, but spun back. “No, I’ll do that myself. And boost this damn signal.”
Sonya headed for the deck. “Keep me informed of sonar signatures, and when we’re right over the position where the Nautilus pod is surfacing.” She ran from the bridge, still talking into the headset.
“Anastasia to Nautilus, please tell me Valery is with you.”
* * *
Jack faced Cate as he spoke. “He’s fine, Sonya; just working on giving us a little extra speed.” His smile widened. “I can’t tell you how good it is to hear your voice. We’ve got a very unwelcome guest coming up from the deep. It’ll be upon us in …” He checked. “… Seven minutes – unfortunately the same time as we breach the surface. How long until you’re at the extraction point?”
The silence seemed to stretch.
“At least nine minutes,” she said with resignation.
“Okay.” Jack ran one large hand up over his forehead. “Well, we’re going to need some sort of diversion then. Two minutes in the water with this thing will be a death sentence.” He looked across to Brenner. “I’m led to believe the Anastasia has some countermeasures aboard?”
Brenner nodded.
“Yes,” Sonya said. “We have a range of depth-sensitive fragmentation and percussive devices. But we can’t use them if the shark is coming up directly below you. If we deploy them too close to your superstructure the compression waves might rupture the skin of your submersibles. We’ll probably do more damage to you than the shark.”
“I fucking doubt it. Do it anyway,” Brenner shot back. “We only need you to slow it down. We need – more – damn time.”
“Hey, cool it.” Jack glared at the man. He turned away. “Sonya, he’s out of line, but he’s right; if there’s any way you can deploy, then do it.”
“I don’t know,” Sonya said. “Let me talk to our specialists here; see what they come up with. Hang tight.”
“We’ll be waiting.” Cate gave Jack a lopsided grin.
“What do you think?” Jack swung to Thomas Andrews.
He shook his head, his mouth turned down. “Might be different if they were already over the top of us. Then they could rig a depth charge to blow deep below us. We’d get buffeted, but a well-timed device could go off right in the thing’s snout.”
Cate groaned. “Yeah, well, if they were over the top of us, then they’d have us out of the water long before the thing arrived.” She sat back, feeling the familiar knot of anxiety begin to coil in her gut. “We’ll be on the surface for two minutes.”
Andrews sighed. “The Anastasia also has a deck-mounted gun, actually an Mk-38 25-millimeter machine-gun system – single-barrel, air-cooled, heavy machine gun. The thing is basically a military cannon. Its rounds could be effective up to twenty feet below the water, but …” He grimaced.
Jack snorted. “But they’re not here yet.” He opened the comms to Valery. “How’re you doing, my friend?”
“Just counting down the seconds, and the feet, comrade.” Mironov laughed softly and warmly. “You made contact with Sonya?”
“We did, they’re not far away. Sonya asked about you.” Jack chuckled. “She worries about you; can’t imagine why.”
“Good, and I hope …” Mironov began, but then sounded like he needed to swallow. When he went on, his voice sounded more controlled. “I look forward to seeing her again.”
“Soon,” Jack responded. “But, I’m afraid I’ve got some good news and also bad news.”
“Not unexpected, Jack. Good news first, please.”
Cate thought Mironov still sounded way too calm.
“Good news is, we’ll breach the surface in under seven minutes.” Jack’s lips compressed into a thin line.
“And?” Mironov asked.
“The bad news is, so will the shark.” Jack closed his eyes.
“I see,” Mironov said. “And the Anastasia?”
“They’ll be there in nine minutes. So we’ll be topside for 120 seconds, solo, with the Megalodon.” Jack turned to Brenner. “Can we link Sonya into the ADS comm. system?”
“No. But if we leave both comms open they should be able to talk.” Brenner rose and flicked some switches.
“Sonya, you there?” Jack asked.
“Yes. You get to the surface, I’ll blow that thing back to hell,” she seethed.
“That’s the spirit, my girl.” Valery chuckled.
“Valery Konstantin Mironov, this is the last trip you take without me.” Sonya’s voice was sharp.
Valery chuckled again. “Perhaps. But right now, you being up there fills me with hope, and gives me something to look forward to.” He exhaled. “You were always my morning sunshine.”
There was a small choking sound from Sonya’s link, and Mironov filled the silence.
“You are my strong right arm. Be ready.”
“Eternally.” She sniffed wetly. “Fool.”
“I know.” Mironov motioned for them to cut the link to the surface. He cleared his throat. “I have the ADS propulsion on full speed, and can’t get any more acceleration from it. In fact, I’m burning up the energy levels and will probably just be a floating hunk of titanium steel before we even surface.”
Jack and Cate waited, and together they plus Brenner and Andrews stared at the man-shaped figure clinging to the side of their submersible. Cate couldn’t imagine what it must have been like – she felt scared out of her wits, and she was inside the pod. What could it feel like to know that the monster from the abyss was hurtling up toward them, and you were outside?
She shivered. “We’re so close,” she said.
“And soon my jets will cease functioning. That means we’ll all slow, doubly so, as I turn from being the one pushing you, to the one acting like a sea anchor.” Mironov sounded beyond weary.
They sat in silence for a moment, and then they saw the man-shaped figure slowly turn to face them. Thankfully no one could make out his expression, or he theirs.
“Don’t worry, darkest before the dawn and all that.” Mironov’s voice brightened. “Think of it this way, we’ve had all the luck, except for one thing. So, considering we only have one problem to deal with, we can just focus on solving that.”
Jack scoffed quietly. “Oka-aaay, sort of makes sense. At least as a focusing exercise.”
“So,” Mironov continued, “our problem is still time. And our solution is to speed up the rate of our ascent, or speed up the rate of the Anastasia’s arrival. Or we slow down the interception with our adversary. Choose one.”
“Well, we can’t do anything about the Anastasia. And I’m sure Sonya will be working on that,” Cate said. “But we could possibly lighten the load, and increase our buoyancy. That’ll assist rate of ascent.”
“Good. What can we eject?” Mironov asked.
“Spare oxygen tanks,” Andrews said. “They’re external, so we can release them from in here. Means we’ll only have the cabin oxygen, but that’ll last until we breach the surface. And if we have to stay down longer, well, we just won’t need them anyway.”
“Because we’ll be eaten.” Brenner giggled, and then put his fist over his mouth as if he’d belched.
“I like it. What else?” Jack asked.
Andrews frowned, his mind working. Gradually, he began to shake his head. “There’s nothing more really. This is just the pod; it’s already scaled down.”
“Okay, get rid of the tanks, now.” Jack turned as Andrews scuttled back to release the external tanks. They heard metallic whining, and a few clunks.
“Two tanks away,” Andrews said over his shoulder.
Jack checked their rate of ascent. “Hard to tell if it made a difference.”
“Every bit helps,” Cate said.
Jack turned to face her, but addressed everyone in the cabin. “We need to plan for once we’re on the surface. And let Sam and Andy know.”
“I’m not getting in the water.” Cate rubbed her face. “We should stay in the pod.”
“There’re no rubber rafts. Only a few buoyancy vests,” Brenner whispered, looking pale.
“We’ll hand them out when we get close,” Jack said.
“No, not me.” Cate shook her head.
“Cate, this shark will attack the biggest objects first; that’s going to be the pods. It’ll drag us down, and most likely destroy the hull integrity in seconds.”
“I know; we’ll drown.” She didn’t look at him. “And that’s what I choose. I’m not getting in the water.”
“Okay, me neither,” Brenner said.
“Yes, we will. We all will.” Valery Mironov’s forceful voice rose from the comm. system. “Jack is right; the shark will be defending its territory, so it will attack the largest threats it can find. It only needs to be occupied for two minutes, remember? Just 120 seconds is all we’ll need. Once Sonya is close enough, she can drive it off.”
“So we want it to attack the submersible while we’re all somewhere else,” Jack said. “Anything that can float, we throw out onto the surface. We all spread out, provide small targets. Forget the buoyancy vests, we toss them out too, and let them become part of the general surface white noise.” He reached forward to take Cate’s hand. “Like Valery said; we only need to keep the shark occupied for 120 seconds.”
Brenner shook his head and spoke through clamped teeth. “But it’s not just an ordinary shark, is it? It moves faster, sees better—”
Jack swung at him, his eyes blazing. “That’s not going to help! I suggest you work with us in planning to stay alive. Got it?”
The young man nodded and closed his eyes tight for a moment. “Yep, yep, sorry. I can’t help it.” His eyes bulged open. “Because I’m fucking scared, okay?”
“We all are. Just … hold it together.” Jack turned back to Cate. “Because we’re all scared.”
“One hundred and twenty seconds,” she repeated. “I’ve had hiccups longer than that.” She tried to smile, but her lips felt like cold rubber.
“So we spread out,” Thomas Andrews said, looking out through the window at Valery, who still hung off the side of their submersibles.
“Agreed,” Jack said. “It can’t get all of us.”
Cate grimaced. “Can we at least not do that, please? Can we, you and me, stay together?”
“You will make yourselves a bigger target,” Valery said softly.
Jack grabbed her and pulled her in close. “Then that’s what we’ll be.” He squeezed her hand, and then sighed. “Priority one, when we’re on the surface, if our big friend is still coming up, we need to get as far away from the submersibles as we can.” He leaned toward the comms. “Sam, are you getting all this?”
Cate turned to look through their glass and into Sam’s even smaller bubble world. The pair of young Alvin submariners looked like a pair of watery apparitions. Sam Britt sat and just stared back for several seconds. Cate was about to ask the question again, but the woman slowly got out of her seat.
“We watched the monster attack the navy bathyscaphe. It destroyed it in seconds. That submersible was bigger and stronger than both our pods combined.” Sam fell back into her chair.
Over the watery distance, Cate saw the fear in her face. And even though she personally was frightened out of her wits, it made her want to be brave, just for the young woman who she had known for years.
“Hey Sam, I agree – what’s to like, right?” She hiked her shoulders. “But I think it’s our only chance.”
Cate stared back into the woman’s eyes. After another moment, Sam nodded, once.
“I can’t think of an alternative. I wish I could.” She rubbed hands up over her face, and then pushed her hair back. “Once we breach, we’re going to swim in the direction of the Anastasia. And just hope the shark is occupied.”
“Yeah, us too,” Cate said.
“Just two minutes, huh?” Andy said, almost dreamily.
“Yes, maybe less,” Valery said. “And Mr. Brenner …”
There was silence for a few seconds as Brenner continued to stare at the floor, his mouth hanging open.
“Mr. Brenner,” Valery said more forcefully.
“Huh? Yes, sir.” Brenner snapped upright.
“What is our proximity to the surface, and our pursuer?”
Brenner leaned across Jack. “Surface now 1000 feet – under four minutes to breach.” He looked at the next screen. “Shark at 9230 feet and still coming fast. It will be on us almost as soon as we hit topside.” He grimaced.
Sonya blasted back into the cockpit. “Anastasia is moving at top speed, and expected to reach your position in six minutes. If that thing attacks the submersibles, then that’s where I’ll concentrate our fire.”
“So the good news is, it’s still only two minutes. And the bad news is, it’s still two minutes,” Valery said.
Jack checked his wristwatch and then looked out the windows. It remained dark beyond the glass. “It’s coming up to sundown now. So it will be twilight when we’re in the water.” He exhaled. “Prefer it to be midday, full sunshine, but …” He shrugged.
Cate chuckled. “I’d prefer to be home, on the wharf sipping beer in that sunshine.”
He grinned back at her. “I’m right there with you, beautiful.”
Clang!
The group froze.
Clang!
They crowded the window, and saw Valery moving to try and stop the noses of both submersibles banging together.
“We seem to have encountered another slight current,” he said.
Clang!
“Can you—” Cate began.
“Yes, yes, I know, wrong time to be making noise.” Valery sounded exasperated.
“Oh no.” Brenner’s voice was a squeak. “Jesus, not now.”
“What?” Jack spun to him.
“Mr. Mironov, the shark is accelerating. It’s increased its speed to forty-five knots.” He looked physically pained as his hands flew over the console. “It’ll be on us before we even make it to the surface … and we’re still 700 feet down.” He got to his feet, and started to hop around. “We’re dead, we’re dead.”
“Sit down.” Jack got to his feet, grabbed Brenner by the shirtfront and pushed him back into his seat. The young man just slumped.
“It heard us,” Cate breathed.
“Yeah.” Jack sat. “And it’s still too deep for us to leave the submersibles.”
“I’m launching some armed dinghies. They’ll be over you when you surface,” Sonya said. “You pop up, we grab you, and fly back to the Anastasia under my cover.”
“Yeah!” Brenner rejoiced.
“Sonya.” Valery’s voice was sharp. “You will belay that order. No boats are to be launched. I want no one else in the water. That’s an order.”
Cate hated the words – it meant Valery knew that being in the water was probably a death sentence.
“Shit, shit, shit.” Brenner banged his hand on the console. Every time he did, he left a wet mark from whatever was oozing out from under his bandage. “We need more time, just seconds will do.” He stood. “Fuck it; I’m taking my chances in the water.”
He turned to the hatch but Andrews blocked him. “Nah, think it best we all remain calm, just for a few more minutes.”
“Valery, I can—” Brenner began.
“No, Michael. It’ll be suicide, you know that. Calm yourself, son.” Mironov groaned. “Sonya, prepare the deck guns and the retrieval lines. Be ready for survivors. We can make it.”
“But—” Sonya began.
“No, drop it. All we need is more time. We’ll find it.” Valery’s voice grew soft. “My suit energy levels are near exhausted. The propulsion assistance is at an end. I’m actually beginning to slow you down now.”
Cate watched as he tilted his head back in the armored suit and looked up toward the surface once more.
“Time, my Sonya,” he whispered. “I’ll always remember my time … with you, my lyublyu.”
“And me with you, my love,” Sonya replied softly, but then as if she had been given an electric shock, she blasted back online. “What does that mean? Valery Konstantin Mironov, what are you going to do?”
Cate’s head whipped around just in time to see the Russian let go of the side of their submersibles, and drift downwards. He had turned on all the suit’s lights, and was like a glowing ball as he fell back into the darkness.
“Nooooo!” Cate screamed.
Brenner had his hands on each side of his head. “No, don’t leave us.”
“What happened, what did he do?” Sonya was becoming frantic. “Valery! Valery!” A long scream of futility and rage tore through the small cabin, and Cate put her hands over her ears as she tried to block it out. But she knew exactly what Sonya was feeling, as she could imagine Jack doing the same thing – Valery Mironov was sacrificing himself to give them all the few extra minutes that they needed … to live.



CHAPTER 41
The Megalodon shark had caught the scent of the strange thing many miles back down in the trench depths. It had circled for a while until it found the trail and then headed upwards.
It knew the hard-shelled animals contained meat, but it also knew they were intruding on its territory. It had killed them before, and it would kill them again.
It increased its speed, its mouth hanging open as it allowed the water to wash over the olfactory lamellae sensory organs that were packed into its snout. It was homing in on its prey.



CHAPTER 42
Captain Nemo farewells his Nautilus
Mironov disengaged his radio link with the Nautilus pod. The sound of Sonya’s scream tore at him. He wished there was a way to touch her, smell her, or even see her face, one more time.
He knew the race to the surface was being lost. The shark would never let any of them leave the water. It was too fast, too strong, too ferocious and single-minded. This creature from their primordial past was not something you bargained with or reasoned with. You either killed it, or you died. That had been its rules for twenty million years.
He looked up. When he had disengaged from the submersibles they had only been 500 feet from the surface, and he could just make out the soft glow of the sky high above him. The outline of the two submersibles still filled his vision, but grew smaller and smaller as they drifted up and he used the last of his remaining energy to power down into the black depths.
He lifted an arm. Captain Nemo farewells his Nautilus, he mused, and smiled dreamily. He didn’t really have a plan, but his hand clasped the triggering device that was attached to the warhead fixed to his chest. All he needed to do was open the cover exposing the button and then press down. Mironov flipped the top, trying to be as careful as he could – accidently pressing the button or one good knock against the impact-sensitive nose of the torpedo warhead and it’d explode with the force of around 500 pounds of TNT.
His dreamy smile faded. That meant he didn’t really need to trigger it, as being taken by the monster surging up from below would surely obliterate him, but also the torpedo warhead.
But what if it didn’t? What if it somehow missed and he went all the way down the gullet like some sort of Jonah and his whale? His death would have been for nothing. Andrews had jerry-rigged a thirty-second delay, supposedly enough time for him to float clear. But he knew that wasn’t possible, and the young man had known it too. Mironov’s final objective was to ensure everything was lined up.
His fluttering stomach hated what he was doing, and the reptilian portion of his brain was screaming for fight or flight, but he ignored them both and rolled over to stare down into the pitiless darkness.
He guessed the Megalodon shark would still be a few thousand feet down from him, but he saw shadows everywhere – darker shadows within shadows, and surging movement in the utter blackness.
Cold started to seep in against his legs. The suit’s thermal heaters were shutting down. The first sign that his power source was about to comprehensively fail.
Damn it, he thought; if it failed much more, he might not be able to power the gloves – and if need be, he would never be able to press the trigger and detonate the torpedo.
The blinking panel of tiny green lights on the console at his chin started to turn an angry red. The suit was shutting down. The oxygen would be the last thing to go. He had finally run out of time.
Mironov knew he had seconds of power remaining, and he saw two options to choose from: one was to do nothing and simply float down and pray the shark took him and bit just in the right place and set off the explosive. Or two, press the detonator now, hoping the suit and shark met in some sort of concussion proximity during the thirty-second delay.
The suit’s warning lights began to blink angrily. The decision was about to be taken out of his hands. They would blink for several more seconds, before total shutdown, and then he’d be stuck in a 400-pound metal coffin.
Sonya. Let me see her one more time.
Fight or flight – he had to salvage something.
Did he have to die? Perhaps not. His mind flew as a plan started to form. He could use the last ergs of energy to fill the suit with oxygen, increasing internal pressure, and then do two things in rapid succession – the first was to hit the trigger switch, starting the thirty-second countdown. The next was to separate the suit from the bulbous helmet.
The pressure would force the oxygen up into the top of the helmet cavity, and undoubtedly burst his eardrums, plus he’d suffer from the bends. But he would heal, and he would live to see Sonya again.
Now or never – I choose
flight, flight, flight!
Valery flooded the suit with air, and his eardrums began to scream at the sudden pressure increase. He then punched the trigger button, and disengaged the helmet from the suit while he used one metal arm to hold on to it. He wriggled free, and a ghostly white and weak creature emerged from its tough outer shell.
He threw up a freed and naked arm from within the armored suit and grabbed one side of the helmet, then another. The bone-numbing cold felt like fire against his skin. Immediately, some of the remaining stinging cells of the giant jellyfish glued to the suit’s skin sent bolts of unbelievable pain into his hands and down his forearms. He screamed, but the shock to his system caused his hands to cramp and lock onto the helmet, as the body of the suit fell away and he shot upwards.
Mironov screwed his eyes shut as it felt like a giant had his head in a vice. He stayed inside the air bubble and, even though it compressed upwards, it remained both a bubble of life and a portable buoyancy tank. But, regardless of the pain, he had to know, had to see. Mironov opened agonized eyes and looked down.
He saw the suit, now filled with water, sink rapidly, carrying with it its deadly cargo. The shark could not have been far behind now. Sharks always attack the biggest target, he remembered Jack saying.
His legs were freezing, and immediately numb, but the main sensation he had was of fear – his bare legs dangling free in the pitch-black water with a monster hurtling up from the abyss directly below him.
Was that it? His mind was taunting him again with shadows within shadows. No, not yet.
Mironov couldn’t watch anymore, and instead screwed his eyes shut against the pressure, and prayed, reaching out to any deity that might be listening. He tried to focus on the face of Sonya, seeing her luminous eyes, her smile, her strength and her fierce intelligence. He wanted her so bad that he almost wailed from the torment of it.
He could sense the shark then. Maybe it was his imagination, or perhaps some base animal instinct that told a fleeing creature when a deadly predator was close by. He tried to draw his legs up, but the muscles wouldn’t work anymore. His fingers had curled into claws as his bubble of air dragged him toward the luminous surface.
Please, he prayed again.
* * *
A thousand feet below, the massive Megalodon shark finally caught sight of its prey – fleeing creatures, several of them – the largest was nearing the surface, but smaller ones were there as well. It followed a scent trail that was like a highway to it, smelling the salts and oils of the mammalian creatures. They were similar to the great cetaceans, and they too exuded another scent – fear.
The shark pumped its enormous scythe-like tail from side to side as it homed in. All its senses were focused on the things ahead of it. It quickly caught up to the first of them, but its senses told it the object was a lifeless thing falling back into the void. In the blink of an eye it had avoided it, instead chasing down the pale white thing fleeing to the surface light.
This thing was alive, and exuded the sharp tang of fear. It was small, but the Megalodon had taken seals and whale calves of the same size. Its enormous maw opened as it bore down on the small white creature.
* * *
Mironov soared upwards toward the light, but instead of euphoria he felt something much darker. He felt the pressure wave coming up from below him. He didn’t want to, but human curiosity forced him to tilt the helmet bubble so he could look downwards.
He wished he hadn’t – coming up at him was a cave lined with teeth bigger than his head. He couldn’t tear his eyes away.
His pale legs seemed to take on a mind of their own, as they flailed and scissored, perhaps subconsciously he thought he could land on the snout, or kick away, or bounce from the rushing monster.
I failed, was his last thought as the massive jaws closed over him.



CHAPTER 43
“Breaching – In five-four-three-two-one … now.” Thomas Andrews
They felt the deep-water explosion right through the soles of their feet. Cate, Jack, Michael Brenner and Thomas Andrews all froze, and then it was Brenner who broke the silence.
“Yes! Take that, you mother.” He double fist-pumped.
“He did it,” Andrews said. “Blew it to hell.”
“Hope so.” Jack sounded more cautious. “I guess even if it was only close to the blast, it’d be disorientated by the percussion waves. Just for two minutes will do us.”
“Oh god, we’re nearly there.” Cate clasped her hands together as a dappled twilight illuminated the water.
“One hundred feet and counting down,” Brenner said with a smile in every syllable.
Jack nodded, and also felt the rush of elation, but his mind urged caution. He thought he’d killed one of these monsters before. He had personally seen it plummet into the depths before when it was dying. And yet, there was always the nagging seed of doubt in his gut. He wished there was some way to confirm the kill, or even that it had been knocked about by the blast, but he knew that was impossible.
Who was it that said: hope for the best, plan for the worst? Someone he’d take advice from now.
“Sonya, we’re about to hit surface. Where are you?” He waited.
“Mr. Monroe, this is Captain Levin of the Anastasia. We have your approximate position, and will be closing in on you from the north in two minutes seventeen seconds, sir. We’ll give you a few hundred feet to avoid collision.”
“Negative.” Jack shot back. “Come right in on top us. We’ll risk it.”
“We’ll do our best.” Levin responded.
“Thank you, Captain. We’ll be waiting … and praying.” Jack exhaled, feeling his heart rate kicking up. They’d be on the surface in a matter of seconds.
“Where’s Sonya?” Cate asked.
“Ms. Borashev is preparing the deck gun. She’ll be providing the surface defense during the extraction,” Levin said.
“Good.” Cate nodded. “I hope we don’t need it. But if we do, I hope she shreds that bastard to pieces.”
“Believe me, she won’t hesitate to kill,” Levin said.
Jack stood up. “Okay, people, we’re about to breach. Everyone grab everything that’ll float.” He turned toward the Alvin. “Sam, that means you guys as well. I want a surface that has so much camouflage debris on it that we are going to be invisible.”
“You got it.” Sam paused. “But didn’t Mr. Mironov just blow the shark up?”
Jack exhaled through his nose. “Maybe, but we don’t know that for sure, so …”
“Oh god.” Sam turned away, yelling to Andy, and the pair set about raiding anything that they thought would float.
Cate’s arms fell to her sides and she looked up at Jack. “You’re right, I can feel it; something went wrong.”
“Just nerves,” Jack said. “Brenner, get the vests. Andrews, anything else that’ll stay on the surface.” He took one last look out of the window. “We’ve got about twenty feet to go. Get ready to pop the hatch.”
“And then we all jump in the ocean with a monster shark.” Brenner sniggered.
“Stay here then.” Jack dismissed him, having no time to cater to the young man’s panic.
The surface glimmered above them, and they all seemed to be frozen to the spot, waiting, holding items ready to throw to the water. Jack, like everyone else, he bet, was mentally running through the plans in his head while doing everything in his power to avoid thinking about what might be still coming up from below.
He turned to Andrews. “You pop the hatch, and go first. The Anastasia is coming from the north, so that’s the direction we want to start swimming; we’ll close the gap.”
“Got it.” Andrews’ face was a study in steely resolve.
Jack turned to Cate. “Then you next, then me, then Mr. Brenner can follow.”
“Lucky last.” Brenner made a noise like a wheeze, and Jack continued to ignore him. Bottom line, it was going to be tough to stay alive, and Cate was his first and only priority.
“We all move toward the Anastasia, but we spread out.” He licked dry lips. “Oh, yeah, and let’s try not to make too much noise or a commotion on the surface. Breaststroke, dog paddle, or we just drift, right?”
Cate smiled nervously. “Déjà vu?”
Jack nodded. “Rather be having that cold beer on the wharf, huh?”
Cate squeezed his hand, and he could see her lips looked bloodless from fear.
“Breaching,” Andrews said as, outside the window, the light suddenly amplified. “In five-four-three-two-one … now.”
Still lashed together, the Nautilus and Alvin pods popped to the surface, bobbed for a second or two and then stabilized.
“Open her up!” Jack yelled, and Andrews disengaged the seals and swung the round locking wheel. There was an escape of gas, and Jack felt his ears pop as normal atmospheric air rushed in, as well as a blessed burst of fresh sea air.
Jack opened the comm. link, and moved the dial so it blared with an ear-grating static.
“Go, go, go.” He pointed to the ladder.
Andrews climbed up the few ladder rungs, and Jack pushed at Cate, with him following right behind. He could feel Brenner at his back, the man still making a nervous wheezing sound, interspaced with an occasional retched sob.
Jack didn’t want to, but turned to look at him. The man mumbled and fidgeted, and then gave Jack a smile that made him look like a frightened chimpanzee. Jack grabbed his shoulder.
“Be cool, and we might just get through this.” He couldn’t promise Brenner anything more.
“Yeah, sure.” Brenner avoided his eyes.
Jack started to turn away, but paused. There was an odd smell, a little like rotten fruit. He looked down. “Your hand.”
Brenner held it up, and grinned. “This old thing?”
Jack saw that the fingers were black and looked to have been somehow melded together. There was nothing he could do for him here. “Come on; the seawater will be good for it.”
He turned and went up the ladder, and immediately felt the warm moist air on his skin. It was a blessing after the homogenized artificial air of the submersible. The sun was a sinking golden orb in the west, and he quickly threw his floating objects as far out as he could, and then slid down the sleek surface to where Cate waited for him.
The water was warm, and already ink-dark. She grabbed at him.
“There.” Thomas pointed to the shape of the Anastasia to the north – it seemed so close, but also seemed to be moving toward them at a glacial speed. “Let’s go.” He started to breaststroke toward it.
Jack saw that Samantha and Andy had exited the Alvin and were already swimming away. They stayed together, and he was going to yell at them to separate, but he knew he’d be a hypocrite, as he and Cate were staying together too.
Behind them, Brenner still sat on the edge of the Nautilus pod as it bobbed in the near glass-flat water. As the sun sank, Jack was conscious of just how quiet it was – everywhere except the pod. There were a few gentle wave-lapping noises around it, and the vibrating white noise blaring from inside. He hoped that its vibrations were being transmitted into the depths as he’d planned.
“Swim, man, swim,” he hissed back at Brenner.
The young man’s lips moved, as if he was arguing with himself or reciting a prayer over and over. Jack couldn’t wait anymore. He and Cate stroked slowly toward the approaching ship.
Andrews was about 100 feet out to his left and Sam and Andy about eighty out to the other side. The debris bloom looked ever more pitiful the more it dispersed. Other than the pods, nothing else on the surface was even half their size.
Jack had a bursting urge to take a piss, and damned himself for not doing it before he got in the water. There was no way he would dare release it now.
He glided on, and beside him he saw that Cate’s eyes were round in the growing twilight as she gently breaststroked beside him.
“Wait!” Brenner screamed. He turned and disappeared back into the pod. Immediately the grating white noise stopped. He reappeared. “Wait!”
Now there was silence. There was no chop, no crests, or even wheeling gulls, it was just … them.
“That bastard,” Cate said and started to turn around, but Jack grabbed her arm.
“He’s got as much chance as we do now. It’s up to him.”
“The poor fool is petrified.” Her lips turned down.
“So are we all.” He held onto her arm. “None of us want to be here. Just keep swimming toward the Anastasia.”
“We have to do something.” She grimaced.
Jack groaned, but he should have expected this. One thing that he loved about Cate was that she would lift up every puppy, feed every sparrow, and donate to every charity under the sun. And she would certainly put herself at risk for someone who clearly piled that risk upon themselves.
“We’re not going back.” Jack turned in the water, planning to try and convince Brenner to start swimming before Cate tried to retrieve him.
Brenner still half crouched on the edge of the pod, his knees bent. Even in the growing darkness, Jack could see the young man’s knees were shaking.
Oh for Chrissakes, he thought. Cate turned in the water with him. He clung to her. “Don’t even think about it, he’ll be fin—”
The dark column of flesh exploded upwards, filling his vision. Jack’s mouth dropped open and blinked as his mind near short-circuited as it tried to process what he was seeing.
Cate screamed. He might have as well. The column kept rising, towering over them. Huge jaws held the submersibles, with the shape of Brenner hanging on to one side. The man screamed like a siren as the monster shark stopped rising, and hung at the top of its arc for perhaps a single second.
Jack couldn’t tear his eyes away as he watched Michael Brenner just slide off, and fall into the maw.
“Je-jesus,” was all he could mumble.
As the shark fell back into the water, Jack was sure he could still hear an echoing scream coming from the belly of the beast. The impact wave from the shark covered all of them, and from beneath the water, he could feel, as well as hear, the crunch of metal and glass as massive jaws pulverized the submersibles.
“Swim!” he yelled. He knew it would only take the monstrous creature seconds to work out that, other than Brenner, what it had attacked was inedible, and as a threat, was destroyed. And that meant it would seek out the next object of size – which was a choice of Jack and Cate, Andrews or Sam and Andy.
Jack spun back toward the Anastasia – it was mere seconds away now, but even that timeframe might prove fatal.
Cate must have realized the same thing. She pushed him away. “No choice now; we need to be smaller, or it’ll come for us next.” She looked panic-stricken, but there was resolve in her eyes.
She lifted an arm to point at him. “Swim, Monroe!”
He wanted to grab at her, but knew she was right. They drifted apart, but continued to stare back into each other’s eyes. Her eyes, so wide and frightened, gave him a pain in his soul like he had never felt before. Please God, he prayed, take me, not her, and
don’t make those eyes the last thing I remember.
He swam backwards, trying to smile calmly and mask the panic he felt in his gut. But he wasn’t sure she could see him clearly anymore as twilight was turning to dusk. He could just make out Sam and Andy, who had also separated, and Thomas was well out to the side of them and leading the race.
Their floating debris had either sunk or scattered now, but more had surfaced from the destroyed submersibles. It still barely gave them the camouflage they needed.
They were alone now.
Several hundred feet to the north, between them and the approaching boat, a dorsal fin rose, higher and higher, and then thirty or so feet behind came the top of a scythe-like tail.
The swimmers stopped dead in the water and watched as the Megalodon slowed and then rolled. It lifted its huge snout from the water, and hung there like a massive conical mountain.
Jack couldn’t fully make it out in the growing dark, but he bet one massive eye was looking over the surface now, just like the great whites observed seal colonies, trying to spot stragglers, or perhaps choosing one from the group.
Jack bared his teeth. You’re looking for us, aren’t you, you big bastard? His anger grew as the shark hung there, blocking them. At least get out of the way and give us a fighting chance, you damned demon.
The monster shark rolled and sunk below the oil-slick like water. Jack looked toward the approaching Anastasia – it still seemed too far away. How long had it been since he last looked – minutes? More like seconds, he knew.
Jack couldn’t see Cate, but he felt her looking at him. It was just a hunch, as the light had faded to the point that he could only make out the shape of her head, and further out, the shapes of Sam, Andy and Thomas.
“Swim!” he yelled. And that meant swimming right over the top of where they had just seen the shark.
Jack swiveled in the water, looking for the telltale fin. But there was nothing. What did it matter now? he wondered. Even if it was there, they couldn’t outswim it, hide from it, or fight it. Maybe it would just be better not to know.
“Swim,” Cate repeated.
Thomas Andrews was leading them, followed by Andy and Sam who were evenly spaced in the water. Then came Cate, with himself last. He hated being last, as he constantly felt the chill hand of death tickling his neck. It made him want to turn every few seconds, or maybe swim backwards.
Jack stroked hard, but not hard enough to overtake Cate. The only upside of his position was that at least he could keep an eye on her. He snorted. Not that he could do anything anyway. And if he was taken, then at least Cate might not see it happen – one second he’d be there, and the next he wouldn’t.
Swim, he thought. Swim and pray, keeping your eyes on the Anastasia. Every second and every stroke brought them closer to safety.
The still water turned to a river of gold as the last sliver of sun began to vanish. A hundred feet out in front, Thomas suddenly stopped swimming and began to tread water. His head whipped one way and then the next.
“God!” Sam shrieked.
Jack felt his neck hair rise and his stomach knot as the massive conical snout surged from the water, cavernous mouth open. Thomas had time to hold up an arm as the jaws went right over the top of him. In a single smooth motion the shark’s dorsal fin arced up as the massive body went down again. A flick of its sail-like tail and the shark, and Thomas, were gone.
The sun was totally gone now. Jack knew they were blind to the shark, while it undoubtedly saw them with ease, now that it had found them. He snorted softly; it had never lost them.
The larger submersibles had been attacked as a threat, but the small, warm bodies were just food, to be picked off the surface like soft fruit that had fallen from a tree.
Jack realized they were all treading water, heads turning one way or the other in indecision. Small waves lapped at their chins – that minor disturbance on the ocean surface all that was left of Thomas.
Or perhaps not – maybe they were all floating in a massive slick of the young man’s blood. He shuddered at the thought.
“We must keep going,” Jack said softly, but his words still carried in the stillness.
Cate began swimming toward him.
“Stop – stay there,” he protested, but she came anyway.
“No.” She kept coming.
In another few seconds she was beside him. “It’s found us anyway – big or small, it found us. It was always going to.” She put a hand on his shoulder and spun in the water to face the dark shape of the Anastasia.
“So close now.”
There was a flash from the bow, and at first Jack thought they were being signaled, but then a booming followed it, and a hundred yards out to their left a geyser of water erupted followed by an orange detonation beneath the surface.
Even though it was a distance away, he felt the compression impact against his stomach, groin and legs. Any closer and it would have shattered his internal organs – but he didn’t care at all.
“They’re shelling – cover fire.” He pulled Cate close to him. “Keep your head above the water.”



CHAPTER 44
The surface, foredeck of the Anastasia
Sonya was at the bow of the Anastasia. She had seen the monstrous shark rise up and take the person in the water. She didn’t know who it was that had been lost, but to her, it was Valery being killed over and over again.
She screamed and leaned into the deck-mounted Mark-38 machine gun. It was a big weapon with the gun weight alone coming in at 250 pounds, and a barrel length of nearly nine feet. Each of its rounds was as long as her forearm.
Sonya propped both shoulders in the two padded half-circle recoil-rests. The gun Valery had installed on the deck of the Anastasia was military grade and had laser sighting, computer assist and a bonus grenade launcher – which Sonya used now.
Each explosive shell was fed individually, but when she wanted standard rounds, the heavy chains fed fast and she ramped it up to the chain-gun mode that belted them out at up to 200 rounds per minute.
Though the swimmers were so close now, Sonya knew she needed to give them a few more precious seconds. The only way she could, without throwing her own people into dinghies and certain death, was to create a diversion, or at least an irritation, to the monster by exploding grenades around it – Valery had told her how sensitive the creature was to sounds, smells and light, so she’d try and fry its brain.
With the sun now set, it was difficult to see so she switched to the computer assist and laser sighting to keep her explosive rounds away from the people in the water.
“Feed another,” she barked at the two crewmembers who were kneeling beside the deck mount.
They worked together like a machine, and the red-tipped round was loaded, firing mech closed and then the men crouched away.
Sonya, eyes blazing, hissed through clenched teeth. “Firing.”
The recoil pushed her back a step and she knew her shoulders would be blue–black tomorrow. She couldn’t care less. She wanted the swimmers rescued, and something child-like inside her clung to the hope that maybe Valery was going to be one of them.
But then brutal logic screamed out that he was dead, killed by the beast. So now her only priority was to inflict pain and death on the Megalodon shark.
She watched as the second explosive round threw up a geyser from the dark water’s surface. She reached out a hand to the side.
“Glasses.”
A pair of night-vision field glasses was slapped into her palm and she scanned the water – there were now just four heads on the surface among the debris, and no sign of the Megalodon. It had either dived deep or was circling just below them.
The ship would reach the swimmers in a handful of seconds, and her plan was to ease the Anastasia to a stop and use it to give the swimmers cover. She had several crewmembers with machine guns ready to support them, and the drop lines and nets on standby to immediately be lowered to the surface. The rest was up to the guys in the water.
The proximity meant she couldn’t risk anymore explosive rounds. She handed back the field glasses. “Load up a belt – tracers.”
“You got it.” One crewmember had the metal box open and strained to lift out the heavy rows of blue-tipped bullets strung together on their feed belt.
Sonya had chosen tracers as she needed to see where she placed her rounds. The projectiles were designed with a small pyrotechnic charge in their base that was ignited by the burning powder. The pyrotechnic composition burned very brightly, making the projectile trajectory visible during nighttime firing. It was like sending fiery comets at your enemy. And ones that left a hole the size of a melon.
Sonya wanted to see them travel but, more importantly, she wanted to see each one hit the seaborne devil. She wanted to see the damage and know she was causing it pain. And, finally, she wanted to send it back to hell a ragged mess.
There.
The fin rose only two dozen feet out from the floating heads of the survivors.
“Muda-aaak!” The Russian curse burst through her gritted teeth as she fired the first round of the deck gun. Even though the gun was mounted, the stirrups jerked at her shoulders and punched back hard. But she leaned back in, fighting it. She ignored the pain and sent streams of flaring projectiles at the beast.
The shark angled toward the swimmers, and she followed it with her rain of fiery death.



CHAPTER 45
“Look out!” Jack Monroe
“Shit!” Jack yelled as the tracer fire threw up a line of geysers in front of them. He pulled Cate toward him.
The boat was so close he had to look up to see the deck now, and it was near impossible to keep his impatience in check. Up there, safe and dry, he saw people moving about. He saw a lone person behind a massive gun, blonde hair flowing out behind them like some sort of ancient Valkyrie warrior – Sonya, he knew.
He heard her scream a curse as another line of tracer fire spat out of the barrel of the huge jerking gun. Once again, the geysers shot up, this time behind them, even closer.
The proximity of the strikes scared the shit out of him for two reasons: the first was the percussive force was begging to knock the wind out of them. But the second reason was that he was damned sure that Sonya could see things that he couldn’t. It probably meant the monstrous shark was in the water close by, and the explosions hadn’t dissuaded it from its prey – them.
As if to answer Jack, the huge animal surged to the surface, so close that even in the darkness Jack could see the light from the tracer fire reflected back in the glossy black eyes. The fin was high above them, and he pushed Cate behind him, even though he knew if the shark took him, she was also as good as dead.
He raised an arm as the heat from the burning tails of the bullets seared his skin and also left him night-blind for a few seconds after they struck the water. But he was in time to see a shot strike the massive fin and a softball-sized hole be punched right through it. Another struck the edge of its back, chopping out a double fist-sized chunk of flesh.
“Yeah.” He shouted as the fish thrashed, creating an enormous wave that swamped them.
Behind him came the yell of the Anastasia crewmembers as they urged them on. Sam and Andy were already striking out toward them.
“Let’s get out of here.” He pushed at Cate.
He felt even more jittery now than before – he remembered the shocking tale of the Indianapolis, a World War II destroyer on a top-secret mission at the end of the war. A Japanese torpedo sunk it and 900 men were thrown into the warm, dark water of the Philippine Sea.
It wasn’t long before the sharks came, in ones and twos at first, but then in the hundreds. They took the carcasses of the dead to begin with, but once they were depleted the frenzy on the living began. Of the 900 that went into the water only around 300 survivors were pulled out, and most said that the most fearful part was the wait to be lifted out when the rescue ships arrived. It seemed that the sharks knew their food was about to be snatched from them, and they became even more frenzied and aggressive.
Jack’s legs tingled in anticipation of the crunch of tooth on bone and flesh, as death probably glided just below him.
The glaring discs of searchlights shone down on them, and moved over the water. Jack put his head below the surface and kept his eyes open in the illuminated water. The spotlight beams’ rays shone down a few dozen feet. Did something pass underneath them or was that the light bending in the water? He pulled his head back, as it was just giving him more to worry about.
He looked up. There was no crane or hoist aboard the Anastasia, as any exit and entry was expected to be via the underwater bomb-bay type doors that the Nautilus had launched from.
The crew had rigged drop lines, two of them. A man with a headband flashlight was lashed to the end of each line and these two brave souls went over the side, where they waited and called to the people in the water. Above, their crewmates waited to haul them up. One of the men yelled and pointed at Jack and Cate.
“Yo!” Jack pushed Cate toward the man, who reached out and grabbed her, wrapping his arms tight around her.
Cate reached out for Jack, and he grabbed her hand. It was cold and white, and he saw her teeth chattered. He kissed it, and she forced a smile.
“Don’t suppose this is a two-for-one ride?” she said.
The crewmember held up his hand flat to Jack. He let Cate go. “I’ve already got my ticket – next ride is mine.” He grinned, but felt almost giddy with nausea. He looked to the crewmember. “Go!”
The man nodded. “Be right back, buddy.” He turned. “Up!” Immediately they started to rise the forty feet up toward the deck, and the waiting arms of the crew and safety.
Samantha Britt was already in the arms of the other crewmember, and her fingers were curled into claws as she clung on. In a blink she too was being dragged heavenward.
Jack looked to Andy, who glided closer and trod water beside him. His eyes were like round white discs in the darkness, and Jack bet his were the same. Neither spoke. Jack had no words of comfort for the young man, or Andy for him. Besides, his heart beat too hard in his chest now, and he knew his voice might crack from fear.
The searchlights from above continued to illuminate the water below them, but neither he nor Andy wanted to look down now. They just floated and waited, with their backs to the night dark ocean – they didn’t want to see that either.
Fear was the killer, Jack tried to tell himself. But he knew that was bullshit. Because where he and Andy were, a monster shark was the real killer and he could act as brave as he liked, and it’d make no difference to what happened in the end.
“Look out!”
The shout from above felt like a stabbing electric shock that shot through his body. Immediately gunfire erupted from above. This time not the heavy deck gun Sonya had used, but small arms, probably M16s by the spitting sound they made.
What scared Jack the most was that the rounds struck the water not a dozen feet behind them – whatever the crew were firing at was too damned close. He lifted his legs, and as if in response there came a huge wash of water up against he and Andy, and both of them were pushed back against the Anastasia’s hull. He spun to the open water.
“Did you see it?” Andy said, floating so close his back actually bumped up against Jack.
“No.” Jack’s eyes felt so wide they could have popped out of his head as he searched the water. The crewmembers above him had a view over the water that he and Andy didn’t. Just as well, he thought.
The yells came again, and then the side of the boat rang like a giant bell. The ship rocked, and he and Andy were forced apart by a massive wave that broke hard against the ship.
The current that had been created from the wash continued to push them along toward the opposite ends of the boat and also, horrifyingly, out into open water. Jack tried to swim against the current to get back to the pickup point.
“Fuck!” Andy yelled, also trying to thrash his way back to the pickup. He stared upwards. “Hurry up!”
Jack looked up to see one of the men with the headlamp turn around and begin to ease himself over the side. Once done, he immediately started to drop down while numerous gun barrels pointed at the water.
The man was ten feet from the water line, and Jack and Andy were still more than twice that away in the open water. He started to stroke harder, just as the machine guns and yelling started again.
Jack froze as the huge form rose up beside the ship’s side. It reminded him of the Sea World events where the Orca whale is trained to launch itself from the pool to snatch a fish held high.
“Noooo!”
The man on the drop line never had a chance. The poor soul had time to hold both hands over his head, as if to ward off an angry bird, when the shark snatched him. Alarmingly, it ignored the hail of bullets as if they were peas being shot at it.
What Jack found ominous was that it had taken the man from the ship while he and Andy were in the open water – it had gone right past them, like it was taunting them, letting them know that this would be them soon, and it could take them when it chose. But first, it’d cut off their escape, play with them for a while longer.
That poor bastard, Jack thought as the monstrous fish slid back into the water. In reality, they had created a situation that was impossible for the huge predatorial fish to ignore – the light, the live bait, the movement – it would have been irresistible to an alpha predator.
From above, the yells started up again, and Jack spun in time to see the massive dorsal fin rise from the water. One of the searchlights tracked it as the water around it was peppered with machine-gun rounds, before it silently sunk back down.
But this time Jack saw something that made his heart sink. “Oh shit.” He turned to yell up at the deck: “The fin.”
Above, a second man who had been preparing to scale down immediately gave up. Jack didn’t blame him, after seeing what happened to his colleague and knowing the monster shark was still down here.
Above him, he heard Cate shrieking, and it warmed him knowing she was so close, and that at least she was safe. But a current from behind made him spin back to the dark water once again. The massive fin rose up and sank down; it was patrolling them now. It had been so close, he almost laughed out loud.
Above it all, he heard Sonya roaring instructions and then just the rope dropped back down. That was as good as it was going to get, he thought, and he and Andy swam toward it. His hands were cold and he felt tired to the bone, and he doubted he’d be able to grip the rope enough to climb. He would need to tie it off and have them lift him.
Andy looked in even worse condition, and the look on his face was one of pure panic. As Jack was the one holding the rope, he knew what Andy was worried about.
“Don’t worry, we go up together or not at all.” Jack lashed the rope around his waist and tied it off as best he could. He then pulled Andy in closer, and hugged the man against his chest, facing him.
“Hang on tight, and wrap your legs around me – I doubt there’ll be two trips.” Jack felt a slight shiver run through the young man. He turned his face upwards.
“Go!”
They jerked upwards a foot. And then another. As they left the water, their combined weight, plus the sodden clothing was proving a challenge.
“Heave.”
He heard the word, and then up they went several more feet. Just their boots were in the water now.
I won’t look down, he thought.
“He-eeeeave!”
This time they lifted up four feet.
Don’t look down, he demanded of himself, but he knew he would. Jack couldn’t resist a glance back at the water, which was still illuminated by the spotlights. He wished he hadn’t.
There it was, just at the far edge of the light, hanging there like a dark demon. The black eyes stared up at him for a second longer, before it banked away like a monstrous airplane leaving a lump of water as it accelerated downwards.
It’s diving deep, preparing for another attack, he knew. Jack ground his teeth, not wanting to say a word that might panic Andy, or himself for that matter. He looked up, grimacing, and mentally pleading for them to hurry.
“He-eeeeave.”
It was like a bomb went off – the impact on the Anastasia rocked the ship twenty degrees. Equipment slid, on deck men and women yelled, and something heavy smashed. The rope they were on swung like a pendulum, and Jack held his breath as he watched the wet rope, already being dragged down hard over the ship’s side, saw back and forth along the steel railing.
Somebody stop it swinging, he mentally begged. Further out, the shark broke the water again, and Jack stared hard. Then he cursed. He tried to use his legs as a brake against the hull to slow himself and Andy down. But they swung and spun, and the centrifugal force made it difficult to hang on. Then Andy slipped.
Jack groaned as he tried to get a better grip on the young man. But his arms ached, their bodies were wet, and the swinging rope was making Andy much heavier than he should be.
“Hurry!” He yelled upwards as his clawed hands struggled to grip the young man.
“Don’t let me go.” Andy hugged Jack tight, but his arms were now around Jack’s torso, as he continued to slide down his body.
Andy’s legs bicycled madly, and it made the rope jerk and dance, as it continued to saw back and forth. Jack stared up at it, and then saw Cate staring down at him, her face a white oval, her fear for him creasing her features. Her brow knitted until some sort of resolution dawned on her. She turned and raced away, and a group of men appeared and tried to stop the rope’s arcing.
“Keep pulling, faster,” he yelled up at them.
“He-eeeeave.”
They jerked up another few feet, and of course, Andy slid down some more. Andy’s wrapped arms were now just over Jack’s buttocks. Jack grabbed the top of Andy’s shirt, and wrapped his legs around him.
“He-eeeeave.”
They were only ten feet from the rail now, and Jack just concentrated on the deck’s edge. Hands began to reach down for them, but Jack couldn’t reach up, because to do so meant letting go of Andy, and he knew that would mean the kid would fall back to the water, and a horrible death.
“He-eeeeave.”
Nearly there – four feet.
“He-eeeeave.”
Three feet – we might just make this, he dared to believe.
Hands strained down for them, grabbing Jack’s hair, collar, shoulders. If they could just reach Andy, they would both be safe.
It was the smell that alerted Jack first – that deep ocean smell of something that lived in the abyss, and should never see the surface. He felt the ship lurch, and the sound of cascading water. He didn’t need to look down to know the shark was coming up, its massive mouth open as it sought to take this last morsel before it was dragged over the side.
He could see the expressions on the crewmembers’ faces – shock, terror, and also bone-numbing panic.
But, thankfully, none froze in indecision.
“He-eeeeave.”
Jack and Andy’s bodies were hauled roughly up to the railing, at the same time the massive conical snout loomed behind them. Jack quickly dragged his legs up to his chest. But Andy wasn’t so fast. The massive mouth came down like a toothed guillotine, catching the tip of Andy’s left foot.
The young man screamed, but was snagged. Gravity pulled the monster back to the ocean, but not before its teeth also caught the edge of the railing, tearing the wood away and splitting off one massive tooth to spin like a dinner plate across the deck.
Andy fell free and crawled backwards, his face white as a sheet. He lunged forward, grabbing his leg – one of his shoes was gone. That was all. He laid back, flat on the deck. “Oh god, just a shoe.”
Jack exhaled, shut his eyes and closed in on himself. He smiled. But Cate launched herself onto him, breaking the spell, and then time, sounds and sights started up around him all over again.
“You idiot.” She hugged him and dragged him further away from the edge.
Jack got unsteadily to his feet; rope still tied painfully tight around his gut. Andy and Sam Britt had their arms around each other’s shoulders, and the young red-headed man laughed, probably for the first time in days. Blankets had been thrown over their shoulders.
Jack turned to see Sonya staring back at him, her mouth in a straight line of anger. After another moment, one side of her mouth just hitched a little and she nodded to him. He mouthed thanks to her in return.
He could tell what she was thinking: Valery died, and they lived. He’d traded himself for them. And the sight of their happiness only made it rawer for her.
Cate kissed him and looked into his face. “That’s it, we are mad. There’s no doubt now.”
“It’s a proven fact.” He grinned, and then kissed her hard.
“Looks like we didn’t kill it after all,” she said. “It just found a new home.”
“No.” Jack held her back a step. “No. Its fin.”
“What?” she said. “What about it?”
Jack exhaled. “The fin; it was intact. Sonya just blew a big damned hole right through it, remember?”
“Yeah, I remember.” Cate frowned. “So?”
“The fin was intact – it was a different shark.” He gripped her arms tighter. “There’s more than one.”
“Oh shit,” Cate said softly. “A breeding population.”
“We brought them all up. They were down there for millions of years, and we forced them to the surface with the seismic blasting.”
“So,” Sonya, overhearing, eased herself back into the shoulder stirrups of the Mark 38 machine gun. “I think we send them to hell … all of them.”
Jack turned back to the water. Searchlights played over its slick surface, looking for any telltale sign of the monsters.
Now that he was safe onboard, he wondered if that was the right course. After what he had seen, his base instinct was to fight back, kill the killers. But he was a marine biologist, and spent his life studying sharks – he knew they were only doing what nature had programmed them to do for nearly 400 million years – eat, mate, protect their turf, and survive. He remembered how last time he thought he had killed the beast, he’d regretted it.
“Leave them,” he said.
Sonya pulled back from the gun sights and stared. Her brows were drawn tight together. After a moment, her lips pulled back from her teeth, and Jack thought she was about to snarl. He already knew she was a formidable woman.
“Valery’s ghost demands blood, and he shall have it, Mr. Monroe.”
“I’d say the same thing to Valery.” He shivered, and Cate threw a blanket over his shoulders.
“And if it was Cate in the thing’s belly?” Sonya asked with blazing eyes. “Their world is down deep, and they should have stayed there.”
“There might be hundreds … or these might be the last two on the planet. If we leave the area, and stop the seismic blasting, they’ll return to the deep.”
Sonya said something to the crewmember kneeling beside the gun, who nodded back to her.
“You know what happens when a predator gets a taste for easy blood, Jack?” Her eyes were as direct and unemotional as the gun barrel. “It keeps seeking out that blood.” She shook her head. “They had their time at the top of the food chain; it’s our turn now.”
“Sighting,” a crewmember yelled. “South-southwest, 200 degrees.”
Sonya swung the huge barrel and put her eyes back to the sights, she swiveled the weapon. Jack took several fast steps toward her, and grabbed her arm. The effect was instantaneous, she reached up, knocking his hand away, and then used the point of her elbow to ram it into his chin, twice, faster than he could even see. He staggered back, tasting blood.
The woman had been Valery Mironov’s lover, but also his bodyguard. She was lethal. She pointed at his chest.
“Don’t test me, Jack. Not now, not here.” She glared for another moment, before putting her eyes back to the sights.
Jack held up his palms, and backed away.
She went back to her sights. “Tracking … firing.”
The thump of the massive gun was loud so close. The explosive-tipped rounds made blooms of orange flowers out on the water. Sonya fired several more times, and then finally must have scored a hit because large chunks of meat exploded into the air.
“One down.” She pulled her head back, but only momentarily. She leaned into the gun again.
“Second bogy, west at 252 degrees. Big target.” The crouching crewmember tracked the Megalodon with his night-vision field glasses.
“Yes, your turn.” Sonya swung the barrel, and this time fired the projectiles in a stream. Once again the explosions zippered toward their target, and once again a geyser of blood, cartilage and flesh was blown into the air.
She waited. The seconds stretched.
“Sonar?” she yelled.
“Debris only.” And after another moment, “All clear, all sectors.”
She stepped back from the gun, and pulled off a pair of gloves. She slapped them into Jack’s chest.
“I only regret, I cannot recover the jaws for Valery’s wall.” She circled a finger in the air. “Let’s go home.” Her jaw set hard. “I have one more thing to take care of.”
Cate and Jack watched her storm toward the bridge, shoulders still hiked. Cate snorted softly.
“That is one tough-assed woman.”
Jack felt his lip with his tongue. “Oh yeah.” There was a gash in his mouth that still bled. “But she was wrong.”
“Maybe,” Cate said. “But as far as everyone was concerned, those creatures didn’t exist before we came here.” She sighed. “And now they don’t exist again.”
He exhaled through his nose. “So, we now don’t have what we never had, huh?”
“Something like that.” She half smiled. “I’ve spent my life studying remnant species, and frankly, this one scared the shit out of me. I won’t miss it.”
“What was it Valery said?” He put an arm around her. “Technology over nature.” He continued to stare out over the water, as the searchlights were extinguished one by one. “Somehow, I don’t think science was the big winner this day.”
“I know, and I should feel bad, but I just feel safer.” She smiled up at him. “Monsters should only exist in bad dreams, Jack.” She began to steer him toward the cabins. “Remember what you said to me? Let it go. Time for us both to do that.”
He gave her a half smile. “God, I’m looking forward to sunshine, a dry wharf and that cold beer you kept promising.”
“That’s priority one.” She looked over her shoulder at the water one last time. Cate knew that there were dozens of deep oceanic trenches, many over 26,000 feet, off Japan, Peru, New Zealand, Chile and even Australia. The ocean was a big place.
“Good riddance,” she whispered.



CHAPTER 46
“See you in hell.” Sonya Borashev
Olander Blomgren slowly began to regain his senses. Everything was hot and dark, and smelled of sweat and sour breath – his own. He blinked several times, feeling the material against his skin and then realizing that there was some sort of covering over his head, like a sack.
He tried to remember what had happened, but everything was hazy, like in a fever dream. The last fragments of his life he could recollect were of getting into bed. He remembered dreaming about swimming in a cool blue ocean, and then the dream changed to him being stung on the arm by a jellyfish, just a prick though, and then there was nothing but blackness.
His head throbbed mercilessly, and he realized he wasn’t in bed anymore, but was lying down on something brutally hard. When he tried to sit up he found he couldn’t. He moaned; his ankles and wrists were bound. This was bad, very bad.
“Where am I?” he asked, his voice muffled through the dark sack. He heard movement, footsteps and then …
“Welcome back, Captain Blomgren.”
The voice was firm, confident, and with a hint of a Russian accent. He recognized it, and tried to place it. It came back in a rush. “Ms. Borashev? Sonya?”
“Of course,” she replied coolly.
More movement, and he turned his head, tracking it. There was the sound of something mechanical and the noise bounced back at him with a hollow echo, making him think he was in a solid room. He also became aware of heat on one side of his body.
“I said, where am I?” He followed the movement as the steps paced around him. “If this is a ransom attempt, you’ll be sorely disappointed.”
“No, I don’t need money. I have what I need right here.” With that, she ripped the sack from Olander’s head.
The light was dim, but he still squinted after being in the darkness. He quickly turned one way then the other. As he expected, the room was small and the walls were bare concrete. The heat inside was building to an uncomfortable level.
Sonya leaned over him, her jaw set in absolute disgust. “Peter Cain is dead. Suicide.” She grinned like a death’s head. “Seems he killed himself the moment after he sabotaged our ship. Remorse, I guess.”
Olander had been wondering why he hadn’t heard from Cain – now he knew why. This was ominous. He shook his head. “Never heard of him. And what does that have to do with me?” The woman’s eyes were like chips of glass. He chuckled weakly. “Look, if you’re trying to scare me, it’s working.”
She leaned over him. “Let’s be clear; Mr. Cain told me you sabotaged our ship. Thus, we were late to rescue our people, and some of them died.” Her beautiful eyes were as cold as any he had ever seen. “The first time you did something like this, Valery excused you.”
She walked around behind the top of his head, and leaned over his face again. “But my Valery is dead now.”
“You can’t prove anything,” Olander yelled. “I’ve been framed.” He bucked against his bonds.
Sonya lifted a hand, in it was his phone. She showed him the selfie of the smiling young man next to the damaged water intake pipe on the Anastasia.
“How did that get there?” Olander blubbered.
She ignored him and began to push, and he realized he was on some sort of rolling table, like a hospital gurney.
“What’s happening? What are you doing?”
“You love the ocean,” she said. “You love the cool, clear water. To you, it is your heaven.” Her eyes blazed down at him. “So, it’s only fitting punishment that, instead, I send you to hell.”
His feet bumped up against something and he winced as the heat coming from it was unpleasant against his legs. Sonya vanished from his sight, and he heard a heavy metallic clank, and then the squeal of a door opening. Immediately the heat became overwhelming.
“What? What is? What are you doing?” Olander started to jerk up and down, straining against his bonds, but there was another rope around his waist. When he jerked, whatever he was lying on jerked upwards with him. It felt like some sort of pallet top. “Please tell me what’s happening?”
“Okay.” She paused. “At your feet is an industrial furnace. It reaches temperatures of around 2000 degrees – even hotter than a crematorium.” She leaned forward, her eyes glowing. “It should take between forty and seventy minutes to turn your entire body to ash. Happy now?”
“W-w-whaaat?
Stop! I’ll give you anything.” He began to panic then, thrashing like a landed fish on the deck of a boat.
“Can you give me back Valery?” She moved to the end of the trolley above his head and began to push him. The pallet began to roll off the gurney table onto a set of feeder rollers that led to the mouth of the furnace. But it stopped at the lip.
“You win. What do you want to know?” He thrashed so hard, his wrists and ankles began to bleed. “Cain went rogue. He exceeded his orders.”
Sonya strained under Olander’s bulk, but eventually she got his pallet up on the feed tray. Olander could already smell the leather of his deck shoes as they began to smoke.
Sonya came around to stare into his face. “My only regret is that I can’t watch you burn.” She pushed the pallet and it slid on rollers down into the mouth of the furnace. “See you in hell.” She slammed the heavy iron door.
Hell was excruciating.



EPILOGUE
Fingal Bay, Port Stephens
Frank Hodges cut the engine and let his fifteen-foot wooden boat, the Nellie, float for a few moments. He had a storm lantern at his feet, a thermos of coffee, and a pack of cigarettes. He also had his phone ready to take a few pictures, of himself, the shoreline, Shark Island from half a mile out, and the star-sprinkled sky – all time-stamped of course.
He craned his neck to look up at the sky. Away from the town, the stars always seemed brighter and closer. Still, without a moon, it was as dark as shit out here, and he could barely see a thing – no wonder people never came out on nights like this, and not because of some dumb giant shark legend.
He’d put the lantern on in a minute or two, but first he wanted to get some pictures while he had everything in darkness. He stared back toward the shoreline – even this far out, it looked close enough to swim to. But he knew there was a lot of deep water, a few running currents, and as it was still warm, he knew there’d be the odd shark. He snorted. Like he told that uppity American woman, there was nothing out here big enough to trouble you in a decent-sized wooden boat.
He let the Nellie glide to a stop, and then the boat bobbed on gentle waves. There was just the sound of water lapping softly against the boat’s side. Frank sat for a moment; sometimes, if you listened, you could hear penguins squeak out in the darkness, or even the bark of a seal. But tonight it seemed he had the ocean all to himself.
The boat rocked as large ripples moved up against its hull. He turned, one way then the next, looking for a passing boat, even one that was already miles away, its wake having traveled for a distance until it reached him. But there were no passing lights on an invisible horizon – all was dark and empty.
Just you and the monster, he joked but felt his neck prickle. “Let’s just get this farkin’ done,” he whispered. He took his first picture of the night sky, then the Fingal Bay shoreline, his wristwatch, and finally the lump of Shark Island. Then Frank turned the camera on himself and took a few smiling shots – some with flash, some without.
“That’s gonna be fifty bucks from you, Jock, you silly old sausage.”
Frank grinned and lit a cigarette, sucked in the hot smoke and then exhaled through pressed lips. He sniffed, catching a whiff of something unexpected – it was like the bottom of a boat pulled up in dry dock, or maybe something that had floated up from the depths of Davy Jones’ locker. Small waves rocked him again.
He took another drag on the cigarette, and reviewed his pics. Most were hard to make out, but there was enough info here, and with a time stamp, to prove to Jock and the boys he had been out here when he said. He’d dine out on this for weeks.
He slid the pictures across the viewer and then got to the ones of himself with a flash of him grinning. The flash glaringly illuminated his face, his grizzled whiskers, and the dark ocean behind him. He grinned back at them, but for only a second.
His bushy brows snapped together. In one of the pictures there was something behind him that wasn’t supposed to be there.
“For fuck’s sake!” He spun, but there was no chance of seeing anything in the dark.
Pitiless eyes as dark as the devils.
Jock’s stupid poem rung in his head.
As big as the tide, and ten axe handles wide.
Frank lifted the camera to look at the picture again, praying he was mistaken. Jock refused to shut up in his head: She rises from the deepest wells of hell to feast, and leaves no trace of man or beast.
But there was no mistake; there it was, a fin as big as a house passing right behind him.
The ripples, of course, and the smell of something from a thousand fathoms down. He lunged for the outboard, jamming a callused thumb on the starter button.
The smell came again then, stronger than ever. He needed light, and immediately lifted his camera, and pressed the picture button. It illumined a dark cave right beside the boat, lined with white, shovel-shaped daggers.
The flash went off as he threw an arm up over his head. The jaws crashed closed, taking Frank, his ironclad proof, and the entire rear of his beloved Nellie.
Everything else sank. Back down to hell with the monster of Fingal Bay.



AUTHOR’S NOTES
Many readers ask me about the background of my novels – is the science real or fiction? Where do I get the situations, equipment, characters or their expertise from, and just how much of it has a basis in fact?
In the case of the Carcharodon Megalodon, it is all fact. The only disputed area is whether the creature may still exist today in the deep, dark depths of our oceans. And the conclusion to that dispute might have more to do with time, than location.
THE SEARCH CONTINUES
For every piece of information we uncover that might give a clue as to whether the Carcharodon Megalodon shark still exists, it is refuted by another scientific piece that dashes our hopes (or perhaps fears).
But we have much yet to do, and much yet to explore – the oceans are the lifeblood of Earth, covering more than seventy percent of the planet’s surface. We are, in reality, a water world. Yet, for all of our understanding of the dry places we live on, ninety-five percent of our oceans remain unexplored, and as yet unseen by human eyes.
A new piece of information came to light in interviews conducted by John A. Long, Professor in Paleontology, Flinders University (also President, The Royal Society of South Australia 2016–18, and Past President, The Society of Vertebrate Paleontology).
Professor Long spoke to Mr. Colin Ostle, who, back in the mid-1970s, was employed by the department of fisheries to measure the whale carcasses that were taken by the then whaling companies.
A report of measured bite marks on a whale carcass off Albany during the last decade of whaling in Western Australia was a good insight into just how big great whites might grow.
Mr. Ostle told Professor Long how he also routinely measured shark bite marks on whale carcasses and recorded them in his notebook. Over a seven-year period he also caught around sixty great whites, so he was very familiar with their behavior.
The largest bite marks he ever recorded measured nineteen by twenty-four inches as part of five bites, all made by the same very large shark which attacked a floating sperm whale carcass that had broken free of its chain as it was towed in to the harbor.
When compared to a sixteen-foot shark (4.87m) with a known bite gape of eleven by thirteen inches, the scaling up of these large bites would suggest a shark up to twenty-six feet (7.8m) in length was then alive in the seas off Albany (bigger than the shark in Jaws who was twenty-five feet). In 1968, even larger shark bites were claimed to have been observed on a whale carcass, but measurements were not recorded.
Shark ecologist Dr. Charlie Huveneers of Flinders University is cautious about extrapolating absolute size from bite marks, but conceded to Professor Long:
“[ … ] it is quite conceivable that sharks larger than the scientifically confirmed maximum size exist, as for most species scientists are unlikely to have measured the largest individual of that species.”
My view is that the truth is out there, and we just haven’t seen it yet.
* Excerpt provided with thanks from article written by Professor John A. Long for Lifehacker magazine.
WHAT’S REALLY DOWN THERE?
This question is difficult to fully answer with the technology we currently have. We are able to drop down to the deepest places on earth, but stay only for a matter of hours, and view life through porthole windows over a tiny patch of trenches that run for thousands of miles. However, life is there, and we have seen it.
In July 2011, an expedition to the bottom of the Mariana Trench used unmanned free navigating mini-submersibles, called dropcams, equipped with cameras and lights to explore the deep region. Among many amazing life-forms they encountered were massive single-celled amoebas that were more than four inches in length. In December 2014, a new species of snailfish, a little like a foot-long tadpole, was discovered at 26,722 feet, well beyond the previous depth for a fish ever captured on film. Several other new species were seen, including huge crustaceans known as supergiants. In what is known as marine gigantism, deep-sea species grow much larger than their shallow-water relatives.
HYDROTHERMAL VENTS – DEEP-SEA OASES
Deep-sea hydrothermal vents form as a result of volcanic activity on the ocean floor. Water seeps through cracks in the Earth’s crust, and this water, which can reach temperatures of 750°F, gets pushed back up through cracks to the sea bottom and surrounding water to form a hydrothermal vent.
When scientists first came across these vents in the 1970s, they were amazed to find that even in very deep water (5000 feet), they had thriving populations of crustaceans, giant tubeworms, molluscs, sea slugs, fans and anemones, and a variety of fish. These rare warm-water places turned out to be oases on the otherwise dark and barren ocean floor, with a life-mass equivalent to that of a rainforest.
At first glance, the animals inhabiting deep-sea hydrothermal vents may look the same as other deep-sea creatures. But, in fact, they are unlike any other life on Earth. More than 300 species have so far been identified around vent ecosystems, of which over ninety-five percent have never been documented before.
Amazingly, vent life forms have changed little over many millions of years. In fact, a whole new category of life was discovered in the deep vent ecosystems, called Archaea, an ancient form of life more closely related to the first life on Earth.
Other vent life also appears to have characteristics that have a far greater resemblance to ancient animals than to animals living closer to the ocean’s surface. Some researchers have even speculated that the very first life on Earth began in extreme environments similar to hydrothermal vents.
ALL THE WAY DOWN TO HELL
I love the ocean, being in it, on it, or even just watching it. But, I admit, deep water scares me, always has. Ever since my father took my brother Brad and I a few miles out off the coast of Bondi Beach, Sydney, in his small wooden boat, the Nellie, and told us stories of seeing the big sharks out there.
I’d look over the side and see the rays of sunlight penetrating down into the blue until it turned to an endless black. He only took us out when we were in our early teens as he said we needed to be strong enough to be able to swim at least a mile in the event the boat tipped over. Physically, swimming the mile would not have been a problem, but psychologically, being in that deep, dark water would have been the challenge.
Where we were fishing was only a few hundred feet deep but still looked fathomless to me. So it’s almost unimaginable to think what the ocean might be like where it is a hundred times deeper, or thousands.
We categorize and layer those depths into zones and we now know that different elements occur at different depths (pressure, light, heat), and also live in those layers – from the Sunlight Zone, all the way down to Hades.
Epipelagic zone (the sunlight zone) – the surface layer of the ocean is known as the epipelagic zone and extends from the surface to 200 meters (656 feet). It is also known as the sunlight zone because this is where most of the visible light exists. With the light comes heat. This heat is responsible for the wide range of temperatures that occur in this zone.
Mesopelagic zone (the twilight zone) – below the epipelagic zone is the mesopelagic zone, extending from 200 meters (656 feet) to 1000 meters (3281 feet). The mesopelagic zone is sometimes referred to as the twilight zone or the midwater zone. The light that penetrates to this depth is extremely faint. It is in this zone that we begin to see the twinkling lights of bioluminescent creatures. A great diversity of strange and bizarre fishes can be found here.
Bathypelagic zone (the midnight zone) – the next layer is called the bathypelagic zone. It is sometimes referred to as the midnight zone or the dark zone. This zone extends from 1000 meters (3281 feet) down to 4000 meters (13,124 feet). Here the only visible light is that produced by the creatures themselves. The water pressure at this depth is immense, reaching 5850 pounds per square inch. In spite of the pressure, a surprisingly large number of creatures can be found here. Sperm whales can dive down to this level in search of food. Most of the animals that live at these depths are black or red in color due to the total absence of light.
Abyssopelagic zone (the abyss) – the next layer is called the abyssopelagic zone, also known as the abyssal zone or simply as the abyss. It extends from 4000 meters (13,124 feet) to 6000 meters (19,686 feet). The name comes from a Greek word meaning “no bottom”. The water temperature is near freezing, and there is no light at all. Three-quarters of the ocean floor lies within this zone. Some of the deepest fish ever discovered were found in the Puerto Rico Trench at a depth of 8372 meters (27,460 feet).
Hadalpelagic zone (the trenches or the hadal, from the French word for Hades, meaning hell) – beyond the abyssopelagic zone lies the forbidding Hadalpelagic zone. This layer extends from 6000 meters (19,686 feet) to the bottom of the deepest parts of the ocean. These areas are mostly found in deep-water trenches and canyons. The deepest point in the ocean is located in the Mariana Trench off the coast of Japan at 10,911 meters (36,070 feet). The temperature of the water is just above freezing, and the pressure is an incredible eight tons per square inch. That is approximately the weight of forty-eight Boeing 747 jets. In spite of the pressure and temperature, life is still found here.
HOW LOW CAN YOU GO?
People living along the coast have always had an affinity with the water, and a desire to know more about what’s down there. One of the first attempts to go beyond the capabilities of simply holding one’s breath was the first evidence of a diving bell as recorded by the Greek philosopher Aristotle in the 4th century BC: “they enable the divers to respire equally well by letting down a cauldron, for this does not fill with water, but retains the air, for it is forced straight down into the water.”
Good idea, except there were no windows, it was dark, and pretty soon filled with carbon dioxide. However, from there, things accelerated, and today, we can finally touch the bottom of the world. But just how deep can we go, by ourselves, and in our machines?
Free Diving – how far can you dive when just holding your breath? Herbert Nitsch, an Austrian freediver, has held world records in all of the eight freediving disciplines recognized by AIDA International. He is the current freediving world record champion and “the deepest man on earth”. This title was given to him when he set a world record in the “No Limits” discipline at a depth of 214 meters (702 feet). But in 2012 he surpassed his own no limits depth with a world record dive to 253.2 meters (831 feet).
Tank Diving – A deep tank dive, which you need to be trained to achieve, is generally to a specified depth range of deeper than thirty meters (ninety-eight feet). Some recreational diving agencies award a certificate for this, and it’s regarded as a form of technical diving. In technical diving, a depth below about sixty meters (200 feet) is where hypoxic breathing gas becomes necessary to avoid oxygen toxicity. The current depth record for open-circuit scuba diving is held by Ahmed Gabr, who descended to 332.35 meters (1044 feet) on 18 September 2014.
Submarines, Submersibles and Collapse Depth – Of course we wanted to go deeper, so we built machines to take us there, starting with the early diving bells and then the submarines. And it was those that allowed us to see the world’s basement.
German World War II U-boats generally had collapse (or crush) depths in the range of 200 to 280 meters (660 to 920 feet), however, modern nuclear attack submarines like the American Seawolf class are estimated to have a test depth of 490 meters (1600 feet), which would imply a collapse depth of 730 meters (2400 feet).
Deep Sea Vehicles (DSVs) were designed as a replacement for bathyscaphes, many of which were basically slow-moving diving bells. They were a more maneuverable design brought about through the use of a new type of inner construction padding called syntactic foam, which is buoyant and yet strong enough to serve as a structural material at great depths.
DSVs, like the Alvin design, were squat and ungainly looking and weighed in at seventeen tons and allowed for three submariners – two scientists and one pilot – to dive for up to nine hours at 4500 meters (14,800 feet). As a safeguard, if an Alvin ever became stuck on the sea bottom, its outer casing, or pod, could be released and then the titanium sphere would rise to the surface as a bubble.
The Deepsea Challenger – On 26 March 2012, Canadian film director James Cameron reached the bottom of the Challenger Deep, the deepest part of the Mariana Trench. The maximum depth recorded during this record-setting dive was 10,908 meters (35,787 feet). The specially constructed vessel he used was called the Deepsea Challenger, and was a 7.3-meter (twenty-four feet) purpose-built submersible designed to reach the deepest-known point on Earth.
However, Cameron was not the first – on 23 January 1960, Jacques Piccard and US Navy Lieutenant Don Walsh achieved the goal of Project Nekton, in the Trieste, a Swiss-designed, Italian-built deep-diving research bathyscaphe, to be the first manned vessel to have reached the bottom of the Challenger Deep. Their maximum depth was 10,911 meters (35,797 feet), in the deepest known part of the Mariana Trench near Guam in the Pacific, and deeper by ten feet than Cameron went.
WHAT COULD POSSIBLY GO WRONG?
I mentioned briefly in my story the case of Dr. William Beebe and his early bathysphere in the 1930s. It was the first physical example of what dangers pressure alone could present to humans in the depths.
Beebe was a pioneer in deep-sea exploration. With support from the National Geographic Society and the New York Zoological Society, Beebe constructed his bathysphere, basically a steel sphere where he would be lowered to depths of over 2500 feet. The thick-walled sphere was designed to withstand the great pressures of the ocean deep. The sphere had two thick quartz windows for viewing. To test the windows the bathysphere was lowered unoccupied to 3000 feet.
But when the great steel ball was hauled up, Beebe noticed that something was very wrong. For a start, the crane groaned under the enormous weight as the ball weighed much more than it should have – even much more than if it was full to the brim with water.
In addition, there were needles of water shooting out from places around the windows, and looking inside the bathysphere, he saw it was full of water, and there were strange ripples dancing across the water’s surface. But that small amount of air remaining inside at the top of the bathysphere was super compressed, and when the bolts over the heavy door were removed, at first there was a high pitched singing noise, and then came a mist that seemed like steam.
The singing noise then became a scream, and the workers and Beebe ran for cover as the door blew off. The bolts and frame flew across the deck, embedding themselves or shearing off some parts of the ship’s hardened steel panels. The water came out like a solid jet for several seconds, such was the pressure it was under.
Beebe knew then that the pressures of the deep were deadly, and any person who had been in that bathysphere would have been crushed to death.
SUPERCAVITATION
I know what you’re thinking: I made all that stuff up about the creation of a bubble under the water and then flying through it. Wrong! Sometimes fact is just as amazing as fiction:
Flying under water – supercavitation.
Everyone who has swum in the ocean or a pool knows that pulling yourself through water is damned hard. Basically, water is a lot thicker than air, so it takes a lot of energy, it’s a lot slower, and creates lots of drag. So, for something like a submarine you can imagine that the problem would be significantly magnified.
Supersonic flight has been achieved so the answer might just be that what’s needed is not just flight underwater through water, but flight through air, under the water. And the US Navy’s laboratories are on the verge of a solution – flying within a bubble!
Scientists at Penn State Applied Research Laboratory are creating a system based on an existing process called supercavitation. In fact, the technology is not new and is based on designs and developments from old Soviet technology developed during the Cold War.
It was termed supercavitation, and the process coats a submerged craft inside a bubble of air to shield it from problems caused by the drag of the dense water. As I mentioned in my story, the process was first trialed in a Soviet torpedo called the Shkval, which achieved a speed of 230 miles per hour – significantly faster than any other torpedo at the time.
On paper, a vessel in its supercavitating bubble could attain the speed of sound underwater, or about 767 miles per hour, which would make the travel time for a cross Pacific journey to a little over an hour and a half.
But speed brought chaos in the form of something called pulsation, object-shaking, that could literally tear a craft apart. However, the researchers now believe they’ve got this beat.
In simple terms, to create a coating of air, or bubble, around a vessel, the air is delivered to the front and then expands back to envelop the entire underwater entity. But the sporadic expansion and contraction of the air-coating created significant instability, so the scientists looked at the problem analytically, which on paper suggested there might be a solution, but then when it came to physically verifying their analysis it turned out to be not as simple as they thought.
Generating a supercavitation sleeve and then getting it to pulsate so they could observe the pulsation effect inside the water tunnel facility wasn’t easy, and took years. Eventually the scientists created a fluctuating airflow and generated the pulsation effect. Then through moderating the airflow, they were able to neutralize the pulsating. Designs have been improved and the next step is a working model.
However, a speed-of-sound underwater vessel could provide dominance in the field of ocean warfare, so other countries are now rapidly developing their own supercavitation vessels.
China is also developing a “supersonic” submarine developed by a team of scientists at Harbin Institute of Technology’s Complex Flow and Heat Transfer Lab. They have also begun work on the next phase of their supersonic underwater craft design by planning a new type of powerful submersible rocket engine.
The race is on – literally!



About Greig Beck
Greig Beck grew up across the road from Bondi Beach in Sydney, Australia. His early days were spent surfing, sunbaking and reading science fiction on the sand. He then went on to study computer science, immerse himself in the financial-software industry and later received an MBA. Today, Greig spends his days writing, but still finds time to surf at his beloved Bondi Beach. He lives in Sydney, with his wife, son and an enormous German shepherd.



First published 2018 in Momentum by Pan Macmillan Australia Pty Ltd
 1 Market Street, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia 2000
Copyright © Greig Beck 2018
 The moral right of the author to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted.
All rights reserved. This publication (or any part of it) may not be reproduced or transmitted, copied, stored, distributed or otherwise made available by any person or entity (including Google, Amazon or similar organisations), in any form (electronic, digital, optical, mechanical) or by any means (photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise) without prior written permission from the publisher.
A CIP record for this book is available at the National Library of Australia
Abyss
EPUB format: 9781760781200
 Print on Demand format: 9781760781194
Cover design by Danielle Hurps
 Edited by Deonie Fiford
 Proofread by Laura Cook
Macmillan Digital Australia: www.macmillandigital.com.au
 To report a typographical error, please visit www.panmacmillan.com.au/contact-us/
Visit www.panmacmillan.com.au/ to read more about all our books and to buy books online. You will also find features, author interviews and news of any author events.
All rights reserved.



Table of Contents
About Abyss
Contents
Dedication
Epigraph
PROLOGUE
PART ONE: CHASING GHOSTS
CHAPTER 1
CHAPTER 2
CHAPTER 3
CHAPTER 4
CHAPTER 5
CHAPTER 6
CHAPTER 7
CHAPTER 8
CHAPTER 9
CHAPTER 10
CHAPTER 11
CHAPTER 12
CHAPTER 13
CHAPTER 14
CHAPTER 15
CHAPTER 16
CHAPTER 17
CHAPTER 18
CHAPTER 19
CHAPTER 20
CHAPTER 21
CHAPTER 22
CHAPTER 23
CHAPTER 24
CHAPTER 25
CHAPTER 26
CHAPTER 27
PART TWO: THE ABYSS
CHAPTER 28
CHAPTER 29
CHAPTER 30
CHAPTER 31
CHAPTER 32
CHAPTER 33
CHAPTER 34
CHAPTER 35
CHAPTER 36
CHAPTER 37
CHAPTER 38
CHAPTER 39
CHAPTER 40
CHAPTER 41
CHAPTER 42
CHAPTER 43
CHAPTER 44
CHAPTER 45
CHAPTER 46
Epilogue
AUTHOR’S NOTES
About Greig Beck
Copyright


cover1.jpeg
DOWN IN THE ABYSS THE DEVIL WAITS

ARYS





images/00001.jpg





