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Аннотация
In the cold darkness of the deep, nightmares become real.
After her brother goes missing during a saturation dive, submersible pilot Chloe Gietz heads out into the Arabian Sea on a desperate search and rescue mission. What she finds is a corporate cover-up to protect a concealed underwater habitat.
Typhon is a place of secrets that its owners want hidden from the outside world. But an experiment goes horrifically wrong, and a powerful, destructive organism is unleashed.
The once calm waters becomes a battleground for survival, as employees of a ruthless conglomerate will stop at nothing to cover their tracks, and a nightmarish creature that can both survive and hunt within the crushing pressure of the aquatic abyss awaits them all�
Don�t miss this latest, pulse-pounding thriller by John Triptych, with new characters, nonstop action, and a more terrifying monster! 


John Triptych
TYPHON

To all commercial divers�past, present, and future.
A special thanks to former PO2 Michael Thompson, for helping me out with the technical aspects of USN submarines.
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DARKNESS ALL AROUND him, like an endless night without stars. The pitch black was real. He could feel the ebb and flow of its currents all over his body. All movement in slow motion as the very medium seemed to resist each effort he made, like swimming in molasses. But the worst part of it all was the cold, so chilling it drained away whatever strength he had left until everything felt numb.
He knew from experience he was underwater, most probably near the bottom of the seabed. There was a task that had to be completed, but what? For the life of him he couldn�t even remember the work he was supposed to do anymore.
Something was missing. The lights. Even though he was used to working in total darkness, there should have been some illumination to guide him, at least. No sounds either. He tried calling out to the topside supervisor, but nothing came out of his mouth.
Was he even breathing? If the umbilical hose had stopped giving him air then he should have been dead by now. He could still feel the emergency bailout bottle strapped on his back, but it would do precious little at this depth if he didn�t know where the diving bell was anymore.
Where am I? he thought. I must have gotten disorientated somehow, right after I got out of the bell.
Fear, the primordial feeling of one�s own mortality. Everyone in the business experienced it at least one time during their career. Nobody wanted to admit they ever got scared, but it was there�like a caged, calculating beast�waiting to be unleashed at the worst possible moment. Some were better at hiding it than others. A few even joked about it all the time, as if invoking a magic spell to ward it away.
He shook his head slowly from side to side. No. Don�t think about it. Lock it out somewhere and concentrate. Remember what you have to do. Remember.
They called them hats, even though their diving helmets were fully enclosed, sophisticated pieces of equipment. A fiberglass and carbon fiber reinforced outer shell, with an affixed face port and regulator, just above the rubber neck dam assembly. On a dive like this his helmet would also be equipped with lights and communication gear, yet it seemed he didn�t have any. He wasn�t even certain he had a hat on.
What�s happening? Am I still wearing my hot water suit?
There was no feeling in his legs, despite the sensation of moving through the dark watery abyss. I�m heading somewhere, but where?
And then he saw it. Everything became as bright as day.
The diving bell was just ahead of him, and it seemed to be lying on its side. The clump weight that was supposed to have been suspended underneath the lower stage to keep it steady had been torn off, and it looked like the whole contraption was being dragged by the intensifying currents along the bottom of the ocean while still attached to the line above.
It all came back into focus. His seeming confusion had suddenly been transformed into white knuckled terror.
Jesse Gemmel was his partner. Everybody called him Fart Man, because Jesse would always let one rip at inopportune moments whenever they were holed up together inside the saturation chamber in between shifts. Some of the divers hated Jesse�s habit, while others didn�t care. When it came to living and working in such close proximity to each other, there were no secrets or privacy between any of them.
He�d partnered with Jesse for a number of months off and on until they knew each other�s ways from instinct. Jesse even bore a resemblance to him: they were both dark haired, lanky, and pale. The other divers would sometimes call them the �Wonder Twins.�
Now his partner was going to die and he could only watch helplessly, unable to do anything. The scene began to replay itself in his mind, like an endless, painful loop.
Jesse normally had a deep, baritone voice, but this had changed. Now he was screaming at the top of his lungs like a scared little boy. �Help me! Oh God! Heeelp!�
Fart Man had been standing at the bottom of the construction site when something happened near topside. The work boat above them must have suffered some sort of catastrophic failure. Perhaps the explosives they had been storing in one of the lower decks had detonated�no one was sure�but there was definitely an explosion, followed by a fire.
Jesse hung on to the umbilical cables attached to his shoulders, the same hoses providing him life-giving air, hot water, and communications to the crew above. A sudden, strong current wreaked havoc on the diving bell and Jesse was pulled along like bait at the end of a fishing hook, his umbilical tangled up with the remains of the clump weight.
He remembered trying to pull Jesse back into the bell by the attached hose, even as everything tilted sideways and the water came rushing in. The shouting from the intercom had become unintelligible, drowned out by the shrill storms of white noise.
All he could do now was to look after himself. He hardly remembered putting on his neck seal, followed by his helmet, right before the bell�s interior got flooded.
It all felt surreal. He could see himself from the outside, as if his soul had temporarily left his body and become a silent observer of what happened next.
Pulling Jesse�s umbilical back in through the moon pool, he tried his best, but it was too late. His partner had either run out of air or just panicked, and he could only watch in horror as Jesse�s bare head popped in through the open hatch, the dead eyes looking straight at him, mouth agape in a silent scream, right before the skin on his withered, corpselike face started to peel away�
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OPENING HIS EYES, GORDON Gietz sat up in the rumpled, sweat-stained bed and yelled out a sharp series of obscenities. The dream always ended the same way, and his mind instantly told him he was back on dry land, safe if not sane. The door leading out into the corridor was slightly ajar, bathing the bedroom in a dim twilight coming from the illumination of the living room downstairs.
Using his fingers to wipe off the beads of sweat from his forehead, Gordon twisted his head and looked at the digital clock by the nightstand. Just a little after three in the morning. He�d barely gotten a few hours of sleep.
The door opened up even further. A tall slim woman�s silhouette could be seen out by the corridor, her fair, shoulder-length hair in a ponytail. �Nightmares again?�
Gordon hung his head low and nodded slowly. �Yeah. I just can�t seem to shake it off.�
His older sister entered the room and sat down beside him. �You want to talk about it?�
Gordon shrugged. His throat was dry. �Not much to say, just reliving parts of what happened�and jumbled up with bits of other memories.�
�It wasn�t your fault, Gordy.�
He sighed. �Yeah, that�s what they keep telling me, but my soul doesn�t seem to wanna believe it.�
�Just give it time,� she said. Chloe was seven years older, and she was more like a mother to him. When their parents died in a plane crash while Gordy was seven, Chloe took it upon herself to be both the older sibling and his chief guardian from then on.
Cared for by their relatives, Chloe made certain they were never separated, and made doubly sure Gordon kept to the straight and narrow. One time she even punched him in the face when she found out he smoked some weed with his high school buddies.
Having a sense of responsibility meant putting any serious fun aside, but Chloe didn�t mind it at all. She felt an innate sense of responsibility for him since all they had was each other. Hearing an ad for a commercial diving school on the radio while driving to work, Chloe took out a loan from her aunts and uncles to enroll. It was the toughest thing she ever did but she gutted it out, and eventually graduated.
The only time they�d been apart was when Chloe worked her way up the ladder to become a fully fledged saturation diver. A few years spent as a tender�a term for an apprentice who assisted the bona fide divers�paid off, and she was one of the few women who made it into this small, elite group of professionals.
Perhaps her one mistake was not being there for Gordon, right when he was on the cusp of adulthood. Her younger brother slowly got into heavier drug use until he finally got caught. Gordon spent a few months in jail as Chloe poured the hard-earned money she made as a saturation diver into his legal defense. The lawyer she got was a good one, and Gordon got out on a technicality. After that she kept him ever closer, even getting him into the same dive school she�d graduated from.
Her undying faith in him ultimately paid off. Gordon turned his life around, and under her close guidance also managed to make it as a saturation diver. The day she heard about Gordon taking off his tender�s hardhat and making his first official dive to weld a pipeline beneath one of the oil rigs in the Gulf of Mexico, Chloe sat down and cried herself silly.
In time she moved on, hooking up with one of her former dive partners to form a company that built submersibles for commercial and recreational use. She now owned a house at the posh Hill Section of Manhattan Beach, right in one of the most expensive areas in Metropolitan Los Angeles. Chloe was also married for a time, but her work driven attitude ultimately caused the relationship to flounder, and she was back to being single again.
Gordon had seemed to be doing fine, until tragedy struck just a few months ago. An explosion occurred on the work boat while he was doing a saturation dive and almost killed him. His partner and close friend Jesse Gemmel didn�t make it, and now Gordon was plagued with posttraumatic stress. Chloe had decided to give her brother a place to stay, while he worked off the demons plaguing his mind.
With his thoughts slowly coalescing back to the here and now, Gordon gave her an apologetic look. �I�m sorry I shouted out like that. Did I wake you?�
Chloe shook her head. �No. I was already awake.�
�At this time? Why?�
�I couldn�t take my eyes off the news,� Chloe said. �And today is Sunday so I can stay up as long as I want.�
�Morgenstern again?�
She nodded. �New updates coming out from that artificial island off of India.�
He stood up and let out a pained groan as he stretched his arms. �Since I can�t get back to sleep, would you mind if I go downstairs and watch the news with you?�
Chloe laughed as she too got up, reached sideways and ruffled his unkempt head of hair. �You don�t have to ask. Mi casa, su casa. You want me to make you some coffee, or maybe hot chocolate? I�ve got the ones with the marshmallows in them, just like what we had when we were kids.�
�I�ll take coffee, thanks. Black and bitter. Just like my soul.�
�Oh, stop being so dark.�
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CHLOE HAD AN ESPRESSO machine sitting behind the mini-bar of her kitchen, and she was working on getting them both a cup when Gordon made his way down the stairs after washing up. The large, wraparound windows of the living room still showed semi-darkness, with only the streetlights illuminating the wine dark sea beyond the beach outside.
The large, flat panel TV had been attached to the side wall facing a pair of black Italian leather sofas and a long coffee table made of glass. Gordon placed himself on the soft cushions while reaching for the remote control to pump up the volume.
It was a repeat of an earlier broadcast. The cable channel showed an animated map of the island accompanied by narration from one of the newscasters for the prime time news hour. �Sources close to the US Embassy have expressed frustration over repeated refusals by the Indian government to allow FBI forensic investigators access to the artificially built island of Lemuria. According to the US ambassador, Indian billionaire Mukesh Dhar, who had partnered with the Morgenstern Group to finance and build the island resort, is exerting enormous pressure to keep the ongoing investigation a purely local one.�
Chloe walked over and placed two small cups of espresso onto the coffee table before sitting down beside him. �You sure you don�t want any sugar?�
�Nah,� Gordon said before reaching for his cup and taking a sip. The hot, bitter taste of concentrated coffee gave him an almost instant jolt.
�With the confirmed deaths of at least three American citizens, the US Justice Department is weighing heavily on a formal protest to include the FBI in the ongoing investigation, but India has not budged on its insistence that the police from the southern province of Kerala will continue the investigation on their own,� the newscaster said before the program cut into a commercial.
Chloe let out a deep breath. �A whole family got slaughtered by something terrible, and those Indians just seem to be covering it up. Unbelievable.�
�Not all of them died,� Gordon said. �I heard a kid somehow survived, right?�
She nodded. �Yeah, just a young boy out of a family of four. So totally traumatized that he couldn�t even talk about it. I feel so sorry for the poor child.�
�I heard he�s been taken to a mental health facility right here in the Southland.�
Chloe nodded. �He was. They ran a segment on him just an hour ago. One of those shady paparazzi somehow managed to get inside the clinic and tried to interview him. The poor kid couldn�t stop screaming apparently.�
Gordon rubbed his grizzled chin. �I wonder what it was that killed all those people. The Indians said it was a shark, right?�
�That�s bull,� Chloe said. �A lot of the witnesses who survived reported being attacked on land. The company spokespeople are saying a tiger got loose from Morgenstern�s estate, and then they also said there was a shark in the area. Goddamn liars.�
�I can�t say anything bad about my employers,� Gordon said. He happened to be part of the dive crew with Morgenstern Oceanic, one of the subsidiaries of the conglomerate in question.
�Well I don�t work for them so I don�t have to kiss their ass unlike you,� Chloe said. �You can say bad things about them here since they�re not listening in, you know.�
�They treated me okay,� Gordon said. �Can�t complain.�
Chloe hissed. �Yeah, they paid for your medical bills after they caused the damned accident in the first place.�
�The investigation is still ongoing.�
�Okay, if you want to keep defending them then it�s up to you. I think that damned company is cursed.�
�Don�t say that, Chloe!�
�Sorry.�
The news now switched over to a stock market graph. �With the apparent failure of the Lemuria resort, shares in Morgenstern also took a nosedive, with much of the company losing more than twenty percent of its total market cap since the news first broke of the tragedy six months ago.�
Chloe got to her feet and gathered up the empty cups. �You want some more?�
�Yeah, another cup, please,� Gordon said. �I could use something to eat too.�
�I got sliced turkey from the deli in the fridge. You want cheese with it?�
�Please. And mustard, lots of mustard. The good kind.�
�You got it.�
�With the island now evacuated and cordoned off by Indian authorities, many questions still remain,� the newscaster said. �There have been a number of rumors about a team of scientists who may have been on the island, led by the disgraced former genetics researcher Dr. Lauren Reeves, but there has been no confirmation as of yet. Other rumors, such as the reported death of Emeric Morgenstern, whom despite denials from corporate representatives that he was anywhere near Lemuria, have been in question due to the sighting of his personal powerboat tied up alongside the dock at the private section of the island.�
Gordon leaned back on the couch, his senses now transfixed on the TV in front of him.
The newscaster continued. �There were also many witnesses that stated the head of the company, Kazimir Morgenstern, was also present during the attack, but escaped via helicopter while abandoning the other guests. None of the resort employees who survived would come on the record, and in fact, many of them were apparently relocated to more remote parts of India. Representatives of the Morgenstern Group admit he was there for the initial opening ceremonies but insist he had already left when the supposed tiger got loose and started killing the guests and employees.�
Gordon bit his lip as Chloe came back with a plate and more espresso. �God, I hope the stock doesn�t take any more hits.�
This time his sister sat on the easy chair a meter away from him. �Morgenstern may take a few financial blows, but they�re big enough to rebound from this.�
�I hope so,� Gordon said. �I know a few of my dive mates are worried about our jobs ever since this crap hit the fan.�
The TV now started showing recorded footage of the company chairman shaking hands with various world leaders, including the president of the United States. �The biggest question of all is Kazimir Morgenstern himself. He has not been seen in public since the tragedy at Lemuria and the announced death of his brother Emeric. With lawsuits being prepared by the relatives of the Dirkse family and others, Morgenstern�s personal hold over his own company may be in jeopardy.�
Chloe leaned forward, took the remote control from the coffee table, and turned the TV off before shifting her focus over to her brother. �Gordy, I�ve been meaning to ask.�
Gordon continued to munch on his sandwich. �I know what you�re going to talk to me about. I have a deep dive job to do next week, and I�m going.�
She gave him a worried look. �Are you sure about this? You�re still getting those nightmares. Did you talk to the company�s shrinks about it?�
He placed the remaining piece of the sandwich back onto the plate and shook his head. �I couldn�t. They would have ruled me out for the dive crew if I said anything.�
�You gotta heal those mental wounds first, Gordy. The last thing you want to happen is to panic while you�re out doing some bottom time.�
Gordon looked down towards the floor. �Don�t say that. I�m not gonna panic. I�m over it.�
�No, you�re not,� Chloe said. �You�ve barely gotten any sleep since it happened, and when you do, you wake up screaming just a few hours later. You and I know that you shouldn�t take the job unless you�re a hundred percent good to go.�
Gordon didn�t answer her.
Chloe leaned sideways and placed a hand on his forearm. �Why not just take a break? Wait till you really get over it, then get back into it slowly.�
He shook his head violently. �No, I can�t. You know the industry. There�s a waiting list of over a hundred other divers that want my spot. If I step aside they�ll never hire me again.�
�Look,� Chloe said. �You can go do something else, Gordy. I was a sat diver like you, but I went on to other things.�
He looked at her with sad eyes. �You�re the smart one, sis. You always were. Me, I had to struggle just to get through dive school. This is my life. I can�t think of doing anything else.�
Chloe�s frustration started to rise. �Gordy, I just don�t think you�re fit mentally. If any of your partners in the sat chamber sees you like this, they�re going to abort the whole dive.�
Gordon�s voice turned pleading. �Sis, please don�t say anything to them. I�ll get better once I get back inside the chamber. I�m sure of it. I just need to go back out there and throw the monkey off my back, then I�ll be back to normal. I swear.�
For a long time they continued to stare into each other�s eyes. Chloe was torn. She knew that saturation diving was an extremely dangerous profession. Many had already died, and they wouldn�t be the last. But she also loved her brother, and she could tell he was determined to get back to normal.
In the end, she knew she would give in. �Alright. Just keep resting for now. I�m sure you�ll be in good shape when they bring you over to the work boat next week.�
For the first time in days, Gordon smiled. �Thanks for believing in me, sis.�
�I always did. Now you just have to believe in yourself.�
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AFTER HEARING A SERIES of bumps coming from near the bow of the fishing boat�s wooden hull, Shri Koya blinked his eyes open and sat up. Dawn had yet to break over the calm, dark waters of the southeastern Arabian Sea. The others lying beside him on the boat�s aft deck remained asleep, but his youthful physiology was more alert than the rest of the older crewmen. Shri threw off the thin cloth blanket from his body, put on his faded blue shirt and made his way towards the vessel�s bow.
Even though his father had told Shri not to become a fisherman, for he felt there was no future in such a career, the young man did it anyway. Shri had been particularly slow at school, and his classmates would often make fun of how dumb and inattentive he was. As his studies became more advanced to the point where he could no longer keep up, Shri decided to stop going to school and joined up with the fishing crews instead.
He had been at it for a few months now. Shri was fortunate since one of the other crewmen happened to retire, and he took his place. The young man was put in charge of tossing out the bait, while the older fishermen would use the traditional pole and line to snag the churning tuna coming up to the surface, throwing the struggling fish onto the deck. It was hard but honest work, and Shri hoped that the fish would keep biting for years to come.
But the schools of tuna, mackerel, and grouper had become less and less abundant whenever they went out to fish, and the crew was forced to venture out ever further, well past their home islands of Lakshadweep, and into the vast ocean to the west. The crew would spend days, even weeks, at sea, fishing in the daytime while letting their boat drift at night as they slept. It was imperative they come back with a hold full of fish, for their families depended on it.
Making his way to the starboard side of the ship�s bow, Shri gave a pained yawn before leaning out and stared at the dark surface of the water a meter below him. The moonlit sky above was clear, and the single kerosene lantern that had been suspended by the side of the wheelhouse cast a distant, small orb of yellowish light along the sides of the boat�s ten meter long hull.
Squinting his eyes, Shri could see what looked like a pair of long glass tubes jutting out from the surface of the water a few meters in front of him. He wasn�t quite sure what it was since he had never seen such a sight before.
Without warning, a slight puff of steam seemed to erupt from the open tips of the twin transparent pipes before the objects slid back into the sea. Shri hadn�t expected it, and he uttered a surprised yelp before his bare feet slipped on the moist wooden deck and he fell backwards, landing squarely on his buttocks.
Wincing in pain, Shri got back up and stared out into black waters once more in an effort to try and spot it again, but he failed to see anything now. A foul, fishy smell seemed to permeate the air.
�What�s going on?� a tired, groggy voice behind him said.
Shri turned his head to see a heavyset man in brown shorts and an old collared polo shirt giving him a quizzical stare. Abdul Muneer served as both the owner and captain of the fishing boat. A twenty-five year veteran of Lakshadweep�s fishing industry, everyone respected Abdul, and his orders were always obeyed.
Shri stooped forward and sheepishly made a slight bow of respect. �Namaste. I got woken up when I heard a bump.�
Abdul shuffled over to where the youth was standing and looked out into the darkened ocean. He kept his voice low so as not to wake the others. �There is no land out here for at least four hundred kilometers, so we couldn�t have drifted into an island or even a sandbar. Perhaps it was something floating in the water?�
Shri kept his eyes on the opaque expanse of saltwater. �I thought the same thing, that�s why I tried to take a look.�
�What did you see?�
The youth shrugged. �I�m not sure. I thought I saw two hollow glass spikes protruding from the surface, but then it disappeared again.�
Abdul raised a thick black eyebrow. �Glass spikes? Are you sure?�
�They seemed to look like it, based on the view from the light of the lantern.�
Abdul rubbed his thick moustache with a plump thumb. �Perhaps you saw a reflection of something.�
�Maybe,� Shri said. �It felt strange, almost as if��
�As if what?�
�I�m not sure, I thought maybe it was like a living thing,� the youth said softly.
�A living thing with glass spikes? Some fish have transparent spines so maybe you saw the top of one.�
�I was thinking it might have been a fish, but the spines I saw were very big, and hollow.�
�Hollow? Please explain,� Abdul said.
Turning around, Shri pointed at the small chimney on top of the boat�s wheelhouse. �I saw that it let out a small jet of air, and it was slightly bigger than that.�
�You mean, like a whale�s blowhole?�
�I guess so.�
Abdul smiled, showing a set of perfect white teeth. �I think you are seeing things. It must be because you miss your family, yes?�
The youth shook his head. �No, I am being serious.�
�Perhaps you may have just seen some plastic tubing,� Abdul said. �Cargo containers can sometimes fall off from passing ships, and their contents get spilled out and drift along the water�s surface.�
�I know, but��
A series of ear shattering crashes coming from underneath instantly made them both stare at each other in wild eyed silence. For a short minute they both gawked at one another, as if one was hoping to tell the other what they�d just experienced was but a dream.
Several of the now waking crew at the aft deck of the fishing boat had already begun to get up and look around in a mixture of confusion and concern.
�What was that?� one of the newly awakened said.
Another set of banging noises was heard, quickly followed by the sounds of splintering wood. The entire boat seemed to shudder as a low geyser of saltwater suddenly erupted from the middle deck, right where the hold was. Shri had never seen Abdul lose his cool before, but now the old captain was screaming at the top of his lungs, uttering a cry of helpless terror.
Less than a second later, the entire boat seemed to lift herself up above the waterline before breaking in half. Shri�s last sensations were of being thrown sideways as the deck he was standing on shifted violently before tearing itself apart. The youth was plunged into the bubbling dark waters, completely engulfing what remained of his dreams and snuffing out his life in an instant.
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LIGHT RAIN PELTED THE windshield of Chloe�s BMW as the traffic along the 405 Freeway began to slow. She always liked the showers, feeling that Los Angeles needed the occasional wet respite from the relentless days of nothing but the almost always shining Southern California sun.
Gordon sat beside her at the front seat. �I hate the rain.�
Chloe glanced at him briefly. �Oh? I like it. Remember when we were kids growing up in Arizona? It was nothing but desert and dust.�
�I don�t feel like being reminded of the water just before a job,� he said. �I�d rather it be dry and sunny right before I get into the sat chamber.�
Chloe giggled. �I hear you. Living for a whole month inside a small steel tube can drive anybody crazy. But at least you�ll get the green tan afterwards, right?�
Gordon nodded. The green tan was slang for when commercial divers developed pale skin after spending several weeks inside a hyperbaric chamber, only to get well paid with lots of greenbacks at the end of it. The simple rule was the deeper one went the higher the reward, and the saturation divers were top dogs in the commercial diving food chain.
Chloe angrily honked her car horn at another driver trying to switch lanes in front of her. She was driving her brother to LAX, Los Angeles�s International Airport, so he could catch a flight to Dubai and hook up with his diving crew. �You seem awfully quiet, Gordy. Normally whenever you�re about to start a job I have to be the one to tell you to shut up.�
�Just a lot of things on my mind, sis.�
Chloe glanced at him again before returning her attention to the freeway. �I�ve never seen you this serious before. You can still back out of this, you know.�
�I can�t,� he said softly. �I really need the money.�
�If it�s money you want, I can support you for as long as you need,� Chloe said. �This new sub we�re putting out, I�m getting a lot of orders for it. My business is growing by leaps and bounds. I think we�ll need to move our workshop out of Torrance and into a bigger place soon.�
�Good for you, but I need to take care of myself. I can�t rely on my big sister for the rest of my life.�
�So it�s all just a matter of pride?�
�Sort of,� Gordon said. �When I was with Ashley yesterday, she told me something important.�
Chloe raised an eyebrow. Ashley was her brother�s current girlfriend. �Which is?�
�She�s pregnant.�
Chloe�s hands shook a little from the unexpected news, and the car made a slight swerve before she adjusted the BMW back into the lane. �Wow, congratulations.�
�Thanks. She�s going into her second trimester,� he said. �We�ve been talking about settling down permanently. No more short rentals.�
�You�re going to get hitched, right?�
�When I come back from this latest dive job,� Gordon said. �The money I make ought to more than pay for a nice big wedding and a long honeymoon.�
Chloe smiled while keeping her focus on the cars ahead of them. �I�m really happy for you, Gordy.�
�You should be. You�ll be an aunt and a godmother.�
Chloe laughed again. �This is really great news, Gordy.� She paused for a bit before continuing. �I just wish Mom and Dad were here to see it.�
He placed a hand on her right knee. �I don�t even remember what they were like anymore. You�ve been my mother and father all this time. I wouldn�t have made it without you.�
Chloe bit her lip, fighting back tears. �Give yourself some credit, Gordy. All I did was set an example for you.�
�And you did that, but you never had any kids with Oliver whatshisname,� he said. �So now I�m going to have to make it up for you.�
�Dent, his last name is Dent.�
�Whatever his name is.�
�He�s in the past,� Chloe said. �He was my husband, but we separated years back. You know this already.�
�What about your business partner?�
�Ethan Riis? What about him? I don�t piss in my backyard, not anymore.�
�Okay, sis.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
�Just the stories I heard about you,� Gordon said. �You know, being the only woman stuck inside an all-male sat chamber for months at a time.�
�No comment,� Chloe said. The truth was she did fool around at first, but soon learned it wasn�t the way things were done and treaded carefully around the issue for the rest of her career.
�Alright, I�ll drop it.�
Chloe didn�t like where the conversation was going, but at least she�d got him talking again. �Why are you heading off to Dubai? Where�s this job supposed to be?�
Gordon shrugged. �Beats me. All I know is that we�ll be heading out into the Arabian Sea. We�ve all signed non-disclosure agreements, but they haven�t even told us anything yet.�
�Is it for an oil rig?�
�I don�t know,� he said. �I chatted with Matt Mullins over a week ago, and all he could tell me was that it was going to be a big job. Seems Morgenstern Oceanic is pulling every available diver they have on contract to head over there.�
�I know Matt. I used to dive with him,� Chloe said. �He�s a good guy, just stick close to him.�
�Yeah, he�ll be one of the topside supervisors on this trip. I spoke with Don O�Keefe yesterday through social media, and he told me some weird things about it.�
�Like what?�
�Don told me there was another work boat that had been in the area for months, and with their own dive crew,� Gordon said. �You know Clive Liger?�
Chloe swore under her breath. The commercial diving community was small, and everyone knew everybody else�if not personally, then by reputation. �Yeah, I know him. He�s a total douche. I haven�t heard about what he was up to for years, though.�
�That�s the thing. Don told me this Liger guy and his team were all working on something big out there for months, close to that artificial island we were watching on the news a few nights ago, remember?�
�Lemuria? Well that does explain a few things.�
�What does?�
�I�ve heard through the grapevine that Morgenstern sort of set up a semi-submersible work barge of some kind,� Chloe said. �Since you mentioned Clive Liger, it�s obvious he might have had something to do with it.�
�Yeah, Don pretty much told me the same thing,� Gordon said. �He said he met a fellow diver who was part of Liger�s crew, and the guy was swimming in cash but he couldn�t say anything about what kind of job he was doing. Don got him drunk and was able to get a few clues before the guy passed out.�
�What was his name?�
�Pete Poole, I think.�
�Yeah, I know about him too,� Chloe said. She remembered being part of a diving team with Liger, and she preferred to repress her memories of that time. �Poole and Liger� they�re very bad people. You ought to stay away from them.�
�Oh, I already know the team I�ll be working with,� Gordon said. �It won�t be any of those buttholes, that�s for sure.�
�That�s good news,� Chloe said. �Just watch yourself out there.�
�I will, sis. What about you? Staying nice and comfy here in Southern California while I�m gone?�
�Nope,� Chloe said. �I�ll be close to your neck of the woods, actually. For a couple of weeks, anyway.�
�Oh, where are you going?�
�Sydney,� Chloe said. �I�ll be bringing the prototype submersible over to a potential client for some sea tests. The Australian Oceanographic Institute is considering buying at least two of my subs.�
�Great. So you�ll be taking the Wanderer down under?�
She nodded. �Yup. They�re willing to put me up in a hotel but I insisted on sleeping on the boat. It�ll be my first time ever in Sydney. I heard the seafood is pretty good over there.�
Gordon tilted his head back and chuckled. �You�ve got all the luck. Someday I�ll be doing what you�re doing, and without any help from you either.�
�I�m looking forward to seeing that.�
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LOOKING OUT PAST THE side window of the Cessna 206H Stationair floatplane, Clive Liger stared at the opaque waters below. The early afternoon sun cast its rays over the Arabian Sea�s seemingly calm surface, the glimmering refractions resembling an undulating plain of fragmented golden glass over a bluish expanse stretching out across the infinite horizon.
He hated riding on aircraft, and his usual gruff, commanding demeanor had mostly kept silent throughout the whole trip from Kochi Airport, after having made a fueling stop on one of the islands in Lakshadweep before continuing on westwards. Glancing at the equally quiet Indian pilot to his left, Liger realized he didn�t even know the man�s name.
Few people liked him, but he didn�t care. Liger had had a number of girlfriends in the past, but he just couldn�t bring himself to marry any of them; settling down to raise a family just wasn�t in his blood. As he got older and became less patient in dealing with people, he stopped trying to pick women up, using Third World bargirls instead to satisfy his sexual desires whenever he couldn�t take it anymore.
His reputation in the commercial diving community was secured when he knocked out a fellow diver inside the hyperbaric chamber during a slight argument over how the other man chewed his morning cereal. From then on very few wanted to work with him, for there was only one way Liger ever did things: his way. If it were not for his superb skills and experience in getting things done ahead of schedule, Liger would have certainly been blackballed years before, yet he somehow managed to keep getting the plum contracts, and he had one of the deepest green tans in the business.
Even though he was a hard man to work with, Liger eventually gathered up his own diving crew and led them like a brutal tyrant. His team�s reputation grew due to their efficiency and fearlessness; they were willing to take on any kind of job, no matter how dangerous. With intense competition at every corner, Liger threatened and cursed before he fought tooth and nail for his men, eventually earning their respect. Other divers began to steer clear of their group, for Liger�s team were loyal to no one but each other.
I just need to finish this last job, and then I can retire in luxury, he thought. Glancing at where the pilot was pointing to, Liger nodded. They both could see the diving support vessel now, and the plane would soon begin its descent.
Liger and his five-man team had been recruited personally by no less than Kazimir Morgenstern himself, and were tasked to build something hidden out in the deep blue waters of the area. Naturally, Liger had asked for an inflated price for his crew�s services, fully expecting the hard charging billionaire to reject him. To his surprise, Kazimir accepted, provided that they keep quiet about the whole project.
The last few years had been a mixture of hard work doing underwater construction, interspersed with the luxurious high life that only billionaires and their friends could ever dream of. Liger was given access to Kazimir�s personal yacht and a number of his mansions all over the world. His off days were spent in the company of teen fashion models, luxury sports cars, high stakes gambling, caviar and champagne. His subconscious continued to tell him that Kazimir was merely using him, but in the end, Liger didn�t mind at all. The money and the perks were just too good to turn down.
Everything seemed so easy until disaster struck at nearby Lemuria. Kazimir had called him in the middle of the night, with orders to evacuate the laboratory and seal whatever was inside of that place. Sensing the desperate weakness in the other man�s voice, Liger naturally asked for a raise, and he got it.
He had managed to get most of the research team out, keeping them inside the decompression chamber before quietly getting them onto the Indian mainland so they could disappear with their suitcases stuffed full of hundred dollar bills. He even pocketed a few thick wads when one of the scientists accidentally left behind an overnight bag in his haste to get out of there.
Kazimir was getting desperate. The authorities were going after him and he needed men he could trust, ones who could keep things quiet while covering up all the shady things he was knee-deep in. Liger sensed this opportunity and quickly made a suggestion. If Kazimir would put him wholly in charge of suppressing Project Typhon, then he would do what others would be unwilling to handle, as long as he got adequate compensation for it, of course.
With no one else to turn to, the embattled billionaire gave him the green light. Do what you need to do. You�ll be a very rich man by the end of all this if you succeed.
Liger smiled faintly to himself as the plane began its descent. Of course that bastard knows that if I fail, I�ll go down in flames with him. But I won�t fail, not even after this latest cock-up.
His team had almost succeeded. They were just about to secure the submerged holding tank near the bottom of the lab when a freak storm hit, screwing up the boat�s stability on the ocean surface, and causing the attached diving bell to unexpectedly collide with the side of the undersea structure, partially breaching it.
That�s when the damned creature got loose, he recalled. We were so close, and Mother Nature had to mess it all up. Damn it all to hell!
The Cessna made an almost gliding descent as the plane�s slender pontoons began skidding on the water�s surface. Liger gritted his teeth as the aircraft quickly began to slow down before the propeller started revving up again, in order to get closer to the boat anchored a short distance away.
Liger adjusted his aviator sunglasses as the seaplane he was in made its way closer to the nearby ship. First built by a British company in the late seventies as a commercial diving support vessel, the Queequeg was snapped up by the Royal New Zealand Navy and put to work for the next three decades before her eventual decommissioning a few years ago. Morgenstern Oceanic quickly purchased the vessel before she could be scrapped, and soon brought the Queequeg back into operational condition for clandestine use.
With the seaplane now close enough, the pilot of the Cessna turned off the engine as Liger saw a rubber dinghy being lowered from the Queequeg�s side in order to reach them. He had been working in that very boat for almost two years now, and a part of him was already sick of having another go at it, but the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow kept spurring him on.
Unbuckling himself from the co-pilot�s chair, Liger waited patiently as the two men on the gray rubber dinghy started her outboard motor and began to make their way towards the idle floatplane. The doc said it was territorial, so we just need to find it and put it back into its cage again. When that�s finally done I�ll be sitting on a beach, drinking endless pints of lager while staring at my own yacht out in the water.
He opened the Cessna�s side door as soon as the dinghy bumped against the seaplane�s right pontoon. Liger stared down at Peter Poole, who he had left in charge while he was away. �What are you doing out here? We�re more than two hundred kilometers west of the original position.�
Poole was fair-haired, with a hooked nose. �Sorry, boss. Something happened.�
Liger waited until the other crewman on the dinghy had transferred his bags onto the small watercraft before getting onboard. He didn�t want the seaplane pilot to hear any part of the conversation, preferring to talk to his men on the ship.
Poole also knew well enough to be discrete, and both of them stayed quiet as the now fully loaded dinghy turned, started up her outboard motor, and made the short trip back to the side of the Queequeg. Liger climbed up the nylon and fiberglass ladder before moving onto the aft deck of the vessel, right beside the A-framed winch.
He waited until Poole made his way up onto the aft deck as well before motioning him closer. �Spit it out.�
Poole looked down and rubbed the back of his neck. �We�ve lost the tracking device.�
The three hour long flight from the mainland and then back onto the boat had exhausted him, making Liger�s already short temper even shorter. �That device was supposed to be embedded underneath that thing�s armored head, how could it get loose?�
�We don�t know,� Poole said. �The locator stayed fixed in one spot near the edge of the reef for what seemed to be the whole day, so I even took the submersible down there to take a look. I risked my life just to see for myself.�
�And what did you find?�
Poole pointed towards a half meter long plastic cylinder lying on the side of the deck. �It was sitting on the seabed. I don�t know how it got rid of the device but it did.�
Liger let out a deep breath. So now we have no way of tracking the damned thing!
�I got on the radio and told Morgenstern about it,� Poole said. �He wasn�t too happy, but he doesn�t blame us. He�ll call again when you�re back onboard.�
Liger finally lost it. He twisted his torso slightly to generate some momentum before landing a solid punch to the lower part of Poole�s jaw, sending the other man sideways onto the deck.
Poole was blindsided, and he moaned slightly before spitting out a broken tooth with bits of blood while lying on the floor. �Why� why did you hit me?�
Liger loomed over him. He had been an amateur boxer before he got into commercial diving, and everyone in the community knew better than to cross him. Crouching down, he grabbed the fallen man by his collar and stared menacingly into Poole�s face. �Nobody speaks to Morgenstern but me, do you understand?�
Poole considered himself to be tough as well, but Liger was in another class entirely. He nodded meekly.
Liger�s temper remained unabated. He could tell several members of the boat crew were looking at them, and he wanted to make sure that sort of fear remained in their hearts. They had a job to do, and he was going to make sure they carried through by whatever means possible. �I told you this many, many times already, mate. When it comes to dealing with that bastard of a billionaire, only I get to talk to him. If you have something to say, say it to me first.�
Poole blinked his eyes in an attempt to keep the pain in his jaw at bay. �All� alright.�
Liger let go and stepped backwards while offering his hand. �Now that this little lesson is over, let�s get back to business, shall we?�
Poole hesitated at first, but soon realized he didn�t have much of a choice. He got to one knee and took the bigger man�s hand, then pulled back onto his feet less than a second later. �Morgenstern� told me something else. Wanted� wanted to know if we got everybody out.�
�Well, we did,� Liger said. He had gone to the Indian mainland to make sure all of the project�s scientists were properly briefed on what to say and warned them that any violation of their non-disclosure agreements would be met with the severest of penalties.
�That� that�s what I told him, boss.�
Liger�s frustration had finally drained away. He knew the best stress relief was an outpouring of sudden violence, but a part of him regretted having to do it to his ever-loyal diving partner. Bending over and picking up the small bloody tooth on the deck, he handed it back to Poole with a smile. �Sorry about that. Don�t worry though, with all this money we�re making you can afford a solid gold tooth when we get back on land after this.�
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TWENTY METERS BENEATH the waves and over three hundred kilometers northwest of the Queequeg, USS Nashville maintained a leisurely cruising speed of fifteen knots while pinging away with her active sonar.
Commander Greg McDonald had received a curious Flash operational order a few days ago, with instructions to deviate from their scheduled patrol in the ever-volatile Persian Gulf over to what seemed to be a remote part of the Arabian Sea.
His crew had been instructed to listen in and track an unknown sonar contact picked up by a passing Navy frigate a few weeks before, and they had just arrived at the purported area.
The Nashville was one of the US Navy�s older Los Angeles-class fast attack submarines, and McDonald knew this was to be her final voyage before being retired from active service. Three years of running this baby, and now I can�t wait till they give me command of one of the new Virginia-class boats, he thought. Still, he felt a sense of nostalgia, as if he was a living witness to the end of an era.
His executive officer stood near the open doorway to the sonar room, keeping his eye on whatever the computers and the crew could identify and relay it to the captain. Despite the seemingly calm waters above them, the ocean was alive with all sorts of noises, from churning currents along the reef beds to the minute cacophony of sea life. Nashville�s sonar crew functioned as both her eyes and ears, and they had a full-time job sorting through the mundane sounds of the oceans to get at whatever it was they were looking for.
McDonald knew the crew was uneasy over this latest mission of theirs. He�d overheard plenty of talk that they were actually tracking a new Chinese submarine with some sort of revolutionary propulsion system that made herself invisible to them. But since he hadn�t been given many details either, McDonald decided to let the rumors swirl for now.
Better not to tell them anything than to make up a story that ends up being a lie later on, he thought. Crew morale was important, and the last thing he wanted to add was his own crazy ideas as to why they were out in the middle of nowhere.
�Sonar says we might have something, skipper,� the executive officer said.
�What�s she sound like?� McDonald asked as casually as he could.
�I�m not sure, sir,� the sonar chief said. �Can�t hear any screws, but lots of clicking stuff.�
�What do you mean by �clicking stuff?��
�Frying bacon, sir. Only louder.�
McDonald rubbed his chin. The sound of frying bacon meant schools of shrimp. �No propellers or anything like that?�
�Other than the sea life there�s nothing, skipper.�
McDonald looked at his executive officer, who merely shrugged back. What the hell do they want us to find out here? This whole thing feels like a wild goose chase. 
�Conn, sonar,� the sonar chief said. �Got something big near the surface. Three hundred yards. Bearing one-four-two.�
�Close approach procedures,� McDonald ordered.
�Whatever she is, she�s not moving, skipper,� the executive officer said. �Looks like she�s just drifting. I estimate her length to be around forty-five feet.�
�A ship of some kind?� McDonald asked.
�Sonar thinks she�s a biologic. Maybe a whale.�
For several minutes the crew waited silently as they got closer.
�Take us up to periscope depth,� McDonald said. If there is an experimental Chinese submarine out here then she�ll probably find us first since we�re doing all the active pinging with our sonar.
�Range at one hundred fifty yards,� the executive officer said.
McDonald walked over to where the periscope was and activated the orange hand ring near the ceiling. The periscope slid up from its well at the starboard side of the podium. After stooping forward a little to get into eye level, the captain quickly dropped the handles in place and then shifted it to face the correct bearing and began scanning the surface.
McDonald sighted the crosshairs while resting his hands along the side grips. He figured it was one of the last times he would be handling such an antique instrument, since all the newer submarine classes would have remote cameras instead. It was already dusk on the surface, so he had to squint in order to see the details.
The Nashville�s executive officer shuffled over to where he was. �Is it a whale, skipper?�
Pulling his head back, McDonald gave a slight nod. �A dead humpback. Two actually. I can see some of their entrails floating on the surface. One of them�s been gutted like a suckling pig. There�s schools of fishes eating away at both carcasses.�
His subordinate scratched his head. �Shark attack?�
McDonald shrugged back. �No idea.�
The executive officer leaned closer to whisper in his captain�s ear. �Did the Navy brass say anything at all as to what we�re supposed to be looking for?�
�No,� McDonald said softly. �All we�re supposed to do is identify the contact and report back on what we find. The problem is we don�t even know what to look for.�
�Conn, sonar,� the sonar chief said. �I think I�ve got a solid contact. Bearing at forty-four. Range four hundred yards. Moving slowly at less than one knot. I think she�s close to the bottom of the seabed.�
McDonald lowered the periscope back into its well as the executive officer walked back to his station beside the sonar room. He looked towards the navigator. �How deep is this area?�
�Around eight hundred feet, sir,� the navigator said.
It could be another boat, just hiding down there, McDonald thought. Bottom of this area is pretty much right at our test depth, which means she�s right near hers too. �We�ll take a closer look. Try seven hundred.�
The executive officer nodded. The test depth was the limit to which the submarine could be dived down to in peacetime conditions. �Diving Officer of the Watch, take us down seven hundred feet. Do it gently.�
�Aye,� the diving officer of the watch said before he gave the same orders to the planesmen manning the helm.
McDonald rubbed his index finger just below his lower lip. We�re not at war with anyone except the terrorists on land and the occasional Somali pirate on the surface, so if she�s a Russian or Chinese boat then all we�ll do is stare each other down with sonar pings.
�Contact is just creeping along the ocean floor,� the executive officer said. �Lots of sea life sounds.�
�This is just weird,� one of the sonar operators said.
�What�s weird?� McDonald asked.
�We�re used to hearing fish and all, sir,� the young man said. �But the noises down here, it�s unlike anything I�ve ever heard before. Even our computers can�t identify it.�
�What�s it sound like?�
�Like snapping crab claws, skipper,� the sonar chief said. �Just amplified somehow.�
McDonald grimaced. In all his years and experience, he had never encountered anything like it before. �Go full stop.�
�Full stop, aye,� the diving officer of the watch said.
McDonald turned back towards the sonar crew. �You spot any sort of screw cavitations or counter pings?�
�No, skipper,� the sonar chief said. �Just more sea life noise.�
McDonald eyed his executive offer. �Well, I�m totally stumped. You got any ideas?�
The Nashville�s executive officer shrugged. �Maybe it�s a submerged cargo container that�s drifting along the bottom, but if it is then our sonar ought to be��
�Conn, sonar. Contact is moving and picking up speed!� the sonar chief exclaimed, nearly jumping out of his seat.
McDonald could hardly believe it. �Where�s she going?�
The sonar crew continued to look at their consoles in silence. The patterns they were seeing were chaotic, and they couldn�t discern what was happening.
�Somebody talk to me,� McDonald said tersely.
One of the junior sonar techs raised his hand. �I� I think� Less than fifty yards, closing in on our starboard side, skipper!�
�Jesus,� the executive officer said. �It�s moving at over thirty knots?�
McDonald�s training immediately kicked in. �Left full rudder! All ahead flank!�
Everyone could feel the sudden shifting of the entire compartment as the submarine began to quickly accelerate. Jaws were now clenched in anticipation. A number of crewmen started sweating despite the cold, ventilated air swirling around the control room.
�Where is it? Talk to me,� McDonald said. If she�s another boat, then what the hell is she doing? Ramming us?
The sonar chief stared at his console in bewilderment. �We� we�re not sure, sir.�
�What do you mean?�
�All we could see and hear is frying bacon, and it�s all around us,� the sonar chief said. �Our readouts are going haywire.�
McDonald could hardly believe what he was hearing. �You said the contact picked up speed, didn�t you? You should be able to hear her propellers on your headsets then.�
The executive officer stared back at him and shook his head. �No cavitations whatsoever, skipper. Whatever is out there, we can�t find it.�
�We�re in a trench, Captain,� the assistant navigator said. �We�ll need a minute to get our bearings.�
�All stop,� McDonald said. Maybe we can locate it now without having to hear our own screws. �Try again, sonar.�
�There�s still too much noise, sir,� the sonar chief said. �Whatever it is, I don�t think it�s another boat.�
McDonald let out a deep breath. We�re blind and we don�t even know what the hell it is. �Navigator, plot a course to take us out of here. We need to relay this back to��
His words were drowned out by the earsplitting crunch of grinding metal. Several members of the crew shouted out in alarm as they all sensed something scraping along the Nashville�s outer hull. The unidentified contact had now seemingly attached itself along the length of the submarine.
�Take us up!� McDonald screamed at the diving chief, but he sensed it was already too late.
In less than a few seconds, something hard and chitinous struck against the base of the Nashville�s sail. The attack occurred so quickly that it generated powerful cavitation bubbles with enough force to crack the hull. Due to the depth of the submarine, the slight break quickly expanded as the inner pressure of the vessel was breached. USS Nashville imploded, nearly rupturing in two before her remains began to drift down towards the seafloor.
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PETTY OFFICER SECOND Class Devon Hernandez was stationed with twelve other crewmembers inside the USS Nashville�s engine room when the unthinkable happened. At first it sounded like a series of pounding noises coming from the forward section of the outer hull, but seconds later they all felt a sudden pressure wave, quickly followed by the sound of twisting metal as the submarine�s outer hull was catastrophically breached.
The subsequent implosion due to the outside pressures of the deep threw most of them along the narrow confines of the compartment. Flesh and bone collided with heavy steel and plastic machinery, causing grievous injuries amongst some of the survivors. The once bright interior lighting flickered out, leaving only the dim, hellish emergency illumination with which to make some sense of it all. As if that wasn�t enough, the unmistakable sounds of burst pipes and leaks could be heard by those who were still conscious.
After slowly getting up from the now wet floor, Devon felt a slight, burning pain on his forehead. Rubbing his left hand over it, the young submariner gasped when he realized the thick crimson liquid staining his palm was his own blood.
�Is anybody hurt? Sound off,� Lieutenant Junior Grade James Brigger said. He was the Engineering Officer of the Watch assigned to the compartment when disaster struck. Devon felt a sense of relief that the lieutenant was alright; at least they still had a leader.
Over a half dozen �I�m okay, sir,� replies were followed by a handful of pained moans and shrill, desperate cries for assistance.
�Help the wounded,� Brigger ordered, before he started limping over to the intercom system. It was apparent that he was hurt too, but as the designated Senior Survivor, he couldn�t advertise it.
Devon turned and noticed that the tall, black machinist�s mate getting up next to him was clutching his right forearm and grimacing in pain. This was Alfonzo Smith�s first submarine deployment, and he was still learning the ropes.
�I think it�s broken,� Smith said softly. He had yet to earn his coveted dolphin insignia, a silver breast pin that would denote him as a true submariner who knew the ins and outs of the boat, and now his short career in the Navy was in dire jeopardy.
Spotting a first aid kit nearby, Devon tried to reach over and open the container, but the entire compartment began to slope downwards at a forty degree tilt, and he was forced to grab hold of a nearby support beam just to keep from falling down, as did the others.
One of the other crewmen was lying flat against the hemispherical dome of the watertight door, looking through the small porthole. �The compartment ahead of us is flooded, Lieutenant.�
Brigger was leaning against the intercom system, the microphone still in his hand. �I believe the attack center was hit, and the pressure breach must have taken out all the forward compartments. We�re sinking too. Prepare to abandon ship. Put on your SEIE suits now�inner suits first, outer suits just before you get into the escape trunk.�
SEIE stood for Submarine Escape Immersion Equipment, and those orange full body suits could both inflate and provide some breathable air for their users. One of the other crewmen opened a cabinet, and began handing out the box-like packages with the gear still wrapped up in them.
�Assist the wounded into their escape suits,� Brigger ordered.
Unsealing the first package, Devon pulled the contents out and unrolled the escape suit in front of Smith. �Come on, I�ll help you.�
Smith winced in pain as he placed his injured arm through the hollow part of the inner suit, just underneath the shoulder. �Damn, it hurts like a mother��
Everyone immediately fell silent as they all heard a monstrous scratching noise along the length of the outer hull. Whatever had killed the crews in the forward section of the submarine was still out there. The others turned to look at the lieutenant, who merely gestured at them to continue.
After helping Smith to zip up and seal the front portion of his escape gear, Devon quickly got into his own inner suit as the water inside the compartment had by now reached his shins. Despite his rising fear of being trapped inside a broken steel cylinder in the deepest part of the ocean, the constant drilling for these types of situations fostered an internal, almost religious discipline that kept them from losing their minds.
Unlike the rest of the survivors, Brigger had yet to put on his escape suit as the remaining live crewmembers of the Nashville began lining up in front of him, some being supported by others.
Two crewmen quickly attached the ladder to the escape trunk, while Brigger supervised the assembly and installation of the power hatch operating equipment. It took only a few minutes before the lieutenant launched the SEPRIB emergency beacon, a signaling device that would transmit an automated radio distress call the moment it reached the surface.
Locking eyes with Devon, he gave the younger man a professional nod. �Hernandez and Smith, you�re both up first. Godspeed.�
Devon nodded and saluted the lieutenant as another crewmember opened up the lower hatch leading up to the Nashville�s aft escape trunk. The small compartment functioned like an airlock, allowing the crew to get away from a disabled submarine, albeit only two at a time. After putting on their outer suits and placing the small desalination kit in a pouch attached to his belt, Devon helped Smith up into the narrow chamber first, before climbing the ladder and wedging himself into the tight alcove.
After hearing the lower hatch close up below him, Devon quickly started pulling the lever to partially flood the cramped chamber. Escape training procedures stressed that the pressure inside the escape trunk needed to equalize with the outside pressure of the water around the stricken submarine.
Smith started to cry as the water inside the trunk began to rise. �Oh my god, we�re dead. We�re dead!�
�Calm down,� Devon said. �We�re nearly there.�
Both men were literally hugging each other as their escape suits expanded like pufferfishes. The SEIE had built-in positive buoyancy, allowing it to go nearly as fast as two hundred meters per minute while making the ascent back to the ocean�s surface.
The next few minutes felt like a blur as Devon managed to get the outer hatch open, revealing nothing but a liquid darkness all around them. Smith kept screaming as their SEIE suits began to propel them through the hatch, while at the same time Devon caught a glimpse of the rescue beacon.
Devon looked up, and his eyes widened in surprise as a gigantic, ghostly sea creature loomed just above them. The rescue beacon had landed squarely on the gargantuan being�s translucent underside. For a brief second, Devon saw a flash of bioluminescence as a light bluish glow emanated from the creature�s body, just before the escape suit made him shoot upwards like an undersea bottle rocket, narrowly missing a collision with one of the multiple, man-sized segmented limbs the organism was using to propel itself along the depths.
The shock of seeing such a colossal beast made him breathe out the remaining air in his lungs, preventing a catastrophic internal injury as the pressure around him decreased with each meter of ascent. Devon heard more distant echoes akin to popping corn coming from below him, and he knew then that the creature had detected them, and resumed its attack on the Nashville, finishing off her remaining crew before they could escape.
He was just about to black out when the top of his suit breached the surface of the water. Dusk had already darkened the low swells of the Arabian Sea, and it seemed like he was all alone in the middle of a vast liquid expanse when Smith�s suit popped up above the smooth waves a few meters away to his right.
�Smith,� he cried out as he began to use his arms to paddle towards the other surviving crewman, but the inflated limbs of his suit made it harder than usual.
It took several minutes until Devon was able to get close and grab Smith�s suit by his collar. �You okay? You okay?�
When he unzipped his own hood and was able to stare at his crewmate, Devon realized the awful truth. Smith made a slight choking noise before his eyes rolled up and the young submariner died.
Devon cringed as tears began to form in his eyes. �No, no!�
Even as Devon threw off the other man�s hood, Smith was unresponsive. It was clear that the machinist�s mate had held his breath during the rapid ascent, and his lungs had evidently ruptured, causing pulmonary overinflation syndrome followed by an embolism.
Devon held on to the other man�s corpse as he started to cry. A cascade of guilt swept over him, making his whole body tremble in the water. Just as he began to think of what to do next, Devon felt a sharp pain in his left calf muscle.
He tried to move his leg to shake it off, but he began to panic when a sudden, irresistible weight began to drag him downwards. Devon only had time for a short scream before the sharp end of a translucent raptorial claw pulled the rest of his body underwater.
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BUCKLED DOWN INSIDE the passenger section of the AgustaWestland AW139 helicopter, Gordon Gietz closed his eyes, hoping the headache would go away. Water droplets pelted the side windows as the chopper flew into a misty gray raincloud before zooming back out into the clear.
He had managed to arrive in Dubai just hours before, only to learn that the diving support vessel he was supposed to board was already at sea. The company quickly put him and another diver on a helicopter heading out into the Gulf of Oman in order to rendezvous with the ship.
Gordon felt a slight nudge on his left elbow. He opened his eyes and turned to see his fellow diver sitting beside him, grinning madly while listening to heavy metal on his headphones. Don O�Keefe was a couple of years younger than him, and he still had the youthful enthusiasm of a rookie tender as he gestured at Gordon to look out the window.
Shaking his head slightly, Gordon tightened his jaw and closed his eyes once again. The only time he�d had any rest was on the flight over, and he was still exhausted. Maybe I�m getting too old for this, he thought.
O�Keefe had a wild mane of sandy blond hair jutting out from beneath his knitted beanie hat. The constant rumbling of the main rotors forced him to shout since Gordon had muted his own headset. �Didn�t I tell you? It�s my first time ever riding in a chopper, man!�
Gordon heard his partner�s muffled statement and nodded while keeping his eyes closed. �Good for you, now can you just shut the hell up and let me sleep?�
�Up to you, dude, but you�re missing the landing part. It�s happening right now!�
Gordon blinked his eyes open once more. O�Keefe was right. They were now hovering just above the elevated landing pad jutting out from the bow of the ship. The DSV Skandi Aurora had a red painted hull and an elevated forward deck, resembling a postmodern version of the forecastle, while her aft deck was considerably closer to the waterline, in order to facilitate the saturation diving system.
The rough seas below, combined with the heavy tailwind, forced the helicopter pilot to abort the first landing. For several long minutes the chopper continued to make slight adjustments while hovering, before finally managing to put its wheels down onto the slick helipad.
Turning around, the helicopter pilot jammed his thumb towards the two men. �Hurry up, and keep your heads down. I�m not turning the rotor off.�
Gordon quickly unbuckled himself from the restraints and took the headset off before grabbing the two duffel bags sitting by his legs. It took him a few extra seconds to locate the latch to open the passenger door. By then O�Keefe had already gotten off and was heading down the steps onto the roof of the ship�s bridge. Gordon grimaced as he stooped low, careful to avoid the chopper�s still spinning top rotor blades. The AW139 helicopter lifted off again the moment he cleared the pad as the adjoining door on the roof deck opened up and a smiling, paunchy man wearing a windbreaker with the corporate logo stepped out to greet them.
Matt Mullins held his right hand out. A thirty year veteran of saturation diving, he had ultimately worked his way up to becoming a supervisor, tasked with remotely leading and coordinating the divers from the ship�s control room. �Sorry the boat had to leave early, guys, but they sort of pushed the schedule up ahead. Lots of things happening as we speak.�
Gordon let O�Keefe go first before shaking Mullins�s hand in turn. �It�s okay with me. The sooner we get things started, the faster we finish.�
O�Keefe dropped his bags before throwing his hands up in the air. He was pumped to go back down into the deep. �Woo! I can�t wait to get going.�
Mullins gestured for them to follow him inside. �I�ll bring you over to your cabin.�
Gordon followed right behind the diving supervisor as they went down several flights of metallic, white painted stairs. The Skandi Aurora was one of the bigger diving support vessels in the industry, with several lounges, a gym, and even a small movie theater. Unfortunately, their group would hardly have any access to the ship�s amenities for most of the voyage.
O�Keefe trailed behind the other two but his voice was the loudest. �Have we got any internet this time, Matt? I want to bring my laptop into the sat chamber so I can keep chatting with my girlfriend online.�
Mullins shook his head while leading them down a corridor. �We�re working on it. But if it makes you feel any better I can pretend to be your girlfriend while talking to you on the intercom if you want.�
Gordon suppressed the urge to laugh. He liked working with Matt, for he always managed to relieve the tension with his penchant for snarky humor.
�No, thanks,� O�Keefe said. �I�ve saved a ton of her voice recordings on my laptop and smartphone, so I�ll be alright. Heck, I even recorded several hours of her telling me bedtime stories.�
Mullins stopped in front of one of the cabin doors and opened it. �Well, you�re set then, O�Keefe. Here�s your cabin, guys. I�m sorry but you�ll both have to share this one too because we�re full up.�
Gordon stepped inside. Compared to the cabins of the other ships he�d been in, this one was much roomier, with opposite bunks and even small writing tables and chairs to sit in. A flat-screen TV was suspended above the door, and a single porthole adorned the opposite end of the room. He placed his duffel bags on top of the right side bed before sitting down on the mattress.
O�Keefe nodded while he dropped his bags beside the night table. �Not bad, not bad at all. We got internet over here though, right?�
�Only in the recreation rooms and inside the sat chamber,� Mullins said. �There�s going to be a briefing in a few hours, so I�d suggest you guys get some grub real soon.�
Gordon took off his heavy jacket and hung it inside the narrow closet beside the bed. �The mess hall is open I hope.�
�Sure,� Mullins said. �I�ll even tell them to hand out the menus to you so you can try any of the offered meals before you get into the chamber. That way you can tell them to make any adjustments if you need it.�
�Sounds great to me,� O�Keefe said. �So what�s the deal? What are we supposed to be working on?�
�I�ll tell you guys about it during the meeting later,� Mullins said. �For now, just relax and get ready. The gym is open at all hours if you need a quick workout before going in.�
�You�re at least going to tell us who we�ll be diving with, right?� Gordon asked.
Mullins gestured with his chin. �Since you two ladies are well acquainted, then you�ll be dive partners. The other two with you in the chamber are Langley and Rasmussen. Two divers per bell, and ROVs will be down there with you all the way.�
Gordon nodded. ROV stood for remotely operated vehicle, small submersible drones operated from topside to both help and observe the divers. �Who�s gonna be running the ROVs?�
�Izzy Kozlowski,� Mullins said. �She�ll be in the room next to me on topside.�
O�Keefe sounded impressed. �Isabel is good. I�ve worked with her before. Bill Langley is a quiet guy, keeps to himself so he�s okay. Haakon Rasmussen is a nice dude, but smells like a herring right after his dive.�
�Good, I�ll make sure Rasmussen bunks underneath you then,� Mullins said before turning around and walking out the door. �I�ll see you guys later.�
�Hey!� O�Keefe called after their supervisor, but Mullins was already halfway down the opposite length of the passageway and pretended to ignore the younger man�s protests.
Turning around, O�Keefe pointed at Gordon. �Please grab the bunk above me the moment we get inside the chamber, okay?�
Gordon shrugged. Everyone preferred the lower bunks because they generally had more room due to the hyperbaric chamber�s curved walls. �I can only get that chance if I�m first in there, and I�d rather be last.�
O�Keefe lowered his voice. He knew what had happened to Gordon, and he needed to make sure they were both on the level, for there were plenty of hazards they would be facing together. �You alright?�
Gordon could tell the other man was concerned. �I�m fine. Let�s just drop it, okay? The company�s doctors cleared me to dive, and I promise I won�t let you down.�
�Hey, I�ve got you,� O�Keefe said. �If you need anything just let me know.�
Gordon paused briefly before he answered. �Did that Poole guy tell you anything else?�
�The only other thing I know is whatever they did, I think we�re the ones sort of cleaning up after them.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
�I�m not really sure,� O�Keefe said. �It was the last thing Poole told me before he passed out from all the beer he�d been downing.�
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DINNER ON BOARD THE Skandi Aurora was better than expected. Gordon had a big juicy rib-eye steak, home fried potatoes, and a salad with lots of ranch dressing. With each bite he felt satisfied, thoroughly spoiling his taste buds before their inevitable numbing down. From experience he knew the moment the life-support technicians pressurized the hyperbaric capsule it would affect his sense of taste, and almost everything he ate while inside would be mostly bland due to the effects of the gas mix and the pressure.
His partner sat with him in the mess hall, chowing down on spicy turkey enchiladas downed with endless cans of amber lager. They both knew that this would be their last chance to get drunk until after the dive was over, but Gordon didn�t want any of it and had just a single pint of stout instead.
While O�Keefe would blurt out something about his girlfriend or his dirt bike trips with every bite, Gordon ate quietly, his thoughts turned inward. The nightmares had happened again, right while he was napping on the flight over to Dubai. A slight sense of apprehension made him shudder a little, as he feared the bad dreams would come to him while inside the capsule with the other guys.
I can�t let it affect me. Tactical breathing, tactical breathing, he thought over and over again. Concentrate on the job and procedures. Don�t let your thoughts wander.
O�Keefe continued to talk as he downed the last can of beer. �And so I said to her, �come on, babe, you�ll have to sing it like Dylan, or else I�ll have to cry myself to sleep.� And so she did and I recorded it. I think I�ll even fiddle around with the special effects app and make it look like a professional music video.�
Gordon swallowed the remaining bits of steak, savoring the meaty, grilled morsel as if it was his last.
O�Keefe raised his eyebrow. �Yo, were you even listening to me?�
�Yeah, you said your girlfriend looked like Bob Dylan, right?�
�Oh for chrissakes. You didn�t even��
�Hey,� a tall bearded man standing by the doorway said, interrupting them. He was one of the tenders, the junior divers-to-be who were looking after them. �You guys are needed at Conference Room A. The meeting�s on.�
Gordon quickly got up and grabbed the beer can that O�Keefe was about to sip from. �Come on, you goddamn drunk. We�ve got a meeting to attend to.�
�Hey!� O�Keefe protested. �That was just my number six.�
Placing the beer can back onto the table, Gordon moved beside the other man and helped him up. �You want to get kicked off the team? Come on.�
O�Keefe burped loudly as he was being led out of the mess hall. �Oh, so you�re trying to be the next supervisor or something now?�
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THEY JOINED BILL LANGLEY and Haakon Rasmussen inside the ship�s main conference room. Exchanging handshakes and high-fives, all four commercial divers seated themselves as Mullins entered through the back door and sat down at the other end of the table. A thin, bespectacled man wearing a dark business suit suddenly appeared and took a seat beside the dive supervisor. Gordon leaned forward in curiosity. The short guy in the suit was completely unfamiliar to him.
�Before we start the briefing, I�d like to introduce someone from corporate to you guys,� Mullins said, gesturing at the man sitting beside him. �This is Mr. Sandor, who represents the top management, and he has something to tell you.�
Sandor had dark, slicked back hair. He nodded while staring at the four divers in turn, and his voice had a syrupy tone. �Thank you, Mullins. I�m sure you are all aware of your signed non-disclosure agreements, yes?�
All four divers looked at each other in confused silence before they all nodded.
�Good,� Sandor said. �I would just like to remind you all of the sensitive nature of this construction project. You cannot disclose the details of this job to anyone, is that understood?�
O�Keefe had a bellyful of beer with his dinner, and his inhibitions and tact had been affected. �Well, we can�t exactly say anything since we don�t know what the hell it is we�re even supposed to do, right?�
Gordon clenched his jaw as he silently reached underneath the table and held on to O�Keefe�s right kneecap. He needed this job, and the last thing he wanted was for the team to get into any kind of trouble.
�We�ll get to that,� Mullins said tersely. �For now, what is discussed in this room stays in here, okay? This is not a joke. Any or all of you could get in some serious legal crap if anything we discuss here becomes public. You might even make the list. Understood?�
The entire dive team nodded once more. They knew the corporate blacklist was real, and no one wanted to lose their job.
Turning around, Mullins picked up a remote control from the table and activated a wall screen behind him. The image being shown elicited a few muted exhales from the four veteran divers.
The monitor displayed a computer generated image of what looked like an undersea base. Composed of joined capsules that looked very similar to their hyperbaric chambers, the habitat section was held together by a foundation of concrete blocks on the sea bed, along with solid metal struts and support beams.
Mullins waited for about a minute before he started speaking again. �The company calls it Typhon, and before you ask, I have no idea why they named it so.�
Haakon was the first to speak for the group. �How deep is it?�
�A little over a hundred fifty meters, give or take,� Sandor said.
Gordon immediately did some mental calculations, converting the metric units into imperial. It was a habit born of dealing with different measurements when it came to reading indicator gauges from countries that used either standard. That�s like, five hundred feet down, he thought.
O�Keefe gave a low whistle after doing his own math. �Whoa. More than six days of decompression time.�
Gordon narrowed his eyes and pointed towards a large structure near the bottom that looked like an enclosed aircraft hangar. �What�s that?�
�That is what you�ll be working on,� Mullins said. �The building was� damaged by a freak storm, so you need to seal the breaches. The ROVs will do most of the heavy lifting, so we�ll just need you guys for the finer stuff like precision welding and that sort of thing.�
Haakon had his arms folded across his chest. �It looks huge, like you could fit a whole boat inside of it. And those look like doors along the side. What�s in it?�
Mullins was about to answer, but Sandor cut him off with a wave of his hand and did the talking instead. �I�m afraid that�s classified. Your team will strictly be outside. You need to check the structure for any stresses and breaches and repair them.�
�So there�s no one inside that base?� O�Keefe asked.
Mullins shook his head. �The personnel were all evacuated before the storm hit. We�ll need you all to check for damage in the other modules as well and repair those too. But the big building is your priority.�
Gordon frowned. Why the hell would they build a complex undersea habitat all the way out here, and why so deep? �Can I ask what this whole sea base is for?�
�Scientific research,� Mullins said. �That�s all I can tell you.�
The four divers looked at each other again in silence.
Mullins glanced at Sandor, who nodded. The diving supervisor�s serious demeanor then changed into a smile. �Would you like to hear the good news?�
�Please,� Haakon said.
�The job isn�t going to be easy, and there�s a time crunch too,� Mullins said. �You�ve got to get everything done in about two weeks.�
O�Keefe snorted. �That�s the good news?�
Mullins chuckled. �I�m getting to that. If the job gets done you�ll be paid a full month underwater, and if it gets done ahead of schedule, there�ll be a hundred percent cash bonus for each of you, provided you don�t blurt out any of this to the rest of the world.�
The four divers looked at each other again, only this time they were grinning.
O�Keefe stood up and saluted. �Hell, let�s get it on right now!�
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AFTER BREAKFAST, ALL four divers made it down to the Skandi Aurora�s lower deck to gather up and personally test their equipment. They would be sealed up inside the hyperbaric chamber for at least three weeks, and they needed to make sure whatever gear they brought in with them would be functioning properly.
Walking over and going through a half dozen sets of yellow colored Kirby Morgan dive helmets lying on the floor, Gordon picked one up and ran his hand along its outer shell, checking for cracks. After fitting it onto his head with the neck dam, he took it off again before grabbing one of the chin cushions from a plastic container on the ground and snapping the device into the inside of the headgear. He wanted to make sure his face would be snug while wearing it.
O�Keefe sat on a nearby folding chair as he used a screwdriver to check and make sure all the rivets and O-rings on his own helmet were sealed properly. After twisting the defogging and emergency valves back and forth to make sure they were working, he placed the helmet over his head and spoke into the microphone attached to the inner oral mask. �Testing. Bill, do you hear me?�
Langley�s voice answered. He was standing several compartments away inside the unused control room, working the intercom system. �Yes, I can hear you. Loud and clear.�
Due to the intense pressure of the ocean floor, any sort of breach in the helmet�s outer shell meant almost certain death, and it was imperative that they thoroughly double check everything now, for they would be on their own once they were sealed inside the hyperbaric chamber within the vessel.
After walking over to a cabinet along the starboard wall, Gordon sorted through several hot water suits that had been hung inside the closet before he found the one he had used many times before. A thin, satisfied smile crept over his face as he took it out and began checking the inner neoprene lining for any wear and tear, finding nothing significant.
O�Keefe gave him a mischievous glance. �Found the exact same one?�
�Sure did,� Gordon said. In addition to providing air and communications, the attached umbilical would also send a steady stream of hot water into the diving suits they wore. Without adequate warmth, the cold depths would numb their body parts and eventually kill them as well. I�m going down to where no human being is supposed to be, he thought. I better make sure I�m ready for anything the ocean can throw at me.
A young man wearing a white hardhat strode into the area carrying what seemed to be some sort of fishing net in both hands. �Is this what you guys wanted?�
Haakon strode over and took the netting from the tender�s outstretched hands. �Yes, this is it. Thank you.�
�No problem,� the young man said. He had just gone through commercial diving school and was eager to learn from them. It was every tender�s dream to become one of the divers inside the hyperbaric chamber. �If I could ask, what will you use that for?�
The tall Norwegian winked at him. �We�re going to catch a mermaid with it.�
Howls of laughter from both O�Keefe and Gordon made the tender blush, and he was about to turn around and walk away in shame when Haakon patted him on the back.
�It�s really for when you�re inside the bell,� Haakon explained as he held out the long netting with both hands to stretch it. �If you�re the standby diver, instead of having to crouch down on a narrow metal seat for long hours, you can suspend this from one end of the interior to the other and have a hammock to relax in.�
�I get it. Thanks,� the young man said before he turned around and left.
�You should have just let him experience it for himself if he ever gets to our level,� O�Keefe said.
Haakon shrugged as he walked over to where his duffel bag was lying on the floor. �It is no bother to me. I am a nice guy, unlike you two.�
�I�m sure you must have made love to a dozen mermaids after you caught them in your net like your ancestor, Hans Christian whatshisname, did,� Gordon said.
�Hans Christian Andersen was Danish, not Norwegian,� Haakon corrected him.
O�Keefe gave an impish smile. �So he doesn�t smell of herring then?�
�No. Since he is long dead, he smells just like your girlfriend now,� Haakon countered, eliciting more laughs from Gordon.
Walking back into the room, Langley began tying several thick nylon cords around the knives strapped to his harness. Gordon and O�Keefe watched in silent amazement as the third American of the group attached no less than three diving knives to his hot water suit.
�You�ve only got two hands, Bill,� O�Keefe said.
Langley was known throughout the industry as the quiet one. During break times inside the hyperbaric capsule, he would slink away from social activities like telling diver war stories and would instead be lost in one of the many books he carried inside. Short and balding, he was nevertheless extremely dependable, and would only talk when necessary. �This is going to be one hell of a rush construction job,� he said, pointing to his knives. �These are so I don�t have to swim back into the bell if I lose one, or even two.�
O�Keefe was impressed. �Now that is preparedness.�
�Bill�s right,� Haakon said. �With this schedule it will be twelve hours on, twelve off. I think it�s best we each carry at least two knives.�
Gordon shook his head slowly. �Twelve hours. That�s pretty much the limit. And there�s only four of us.�
�It surprised me as well,� Haakon said. �With the deadline and all, it might make more sense if there were six of us in the group.�
�Maybe they can�t afford to pay for six,� Gordon said. �Did you see Morgenstern Oceanic�s stock price yesterday? It�s still taking heavy losses in the markets.�
�But they�re paying us pretty much double if we do this on time,� O�Keefe said. �So I don�t think money is the issue.�
Langley moved closer to the other three so he could whisper. �It�s not.�
The others huddled closer to him so that anyone listening nearby wouldn�t be able to hear. O�Keefe stood up and turned off the microphone inside his helmet before placing it on the chair.� Haakon gestured with his chin, asking for an explanation.
�I�ve heard from the others that Martin Symonds�s team is doing a salvage job on that island that�s on the news,� Langley said. �It�s all hush-hush though.�
Gordon raised an eyebrow. �Lemuria?�
Langley nodded. �That�s the one. Most of the company�s divers are over there, picking up every single piece of evidence they can find in the water and bringing it back onto the work boat.�
�To do what?� O�Keefe asked.
�To get rid of all the evidence,� Langley said. �There seems to be some sort of underwater installation built into the island over there too, just like the one we�re heading into. The only difference is the one in Lemuria got smashed by something.�
�Destroyed? By what?� Haakon asked.
Langley shrugged. �Who knows? I doubt Martin does.�
Gordon bit his lip. �So everybody else�s over there and just the four of us out here? Why�s this boat full of crewmen then?�
�They�ve also got a full crew of ROV techs,� Haakon said. �I saw Izzy, Buntrock, and at least four others on my way down here.�
�Yeah, it�s mostly ROV stuff,� Langley said. �We�re just along for the ride. But there is one last, very important thing.�
The other three silently waited for him to continue.
�Clive Liger�s team is somewhere out here too,� Langley said. �And I don�t have a clue as to what they�re up to, but I�ve got a feeling it�s all tied in with what we�re doing.�
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LOOKING OUT PAST THE starboard windows of the Queequeg�s wheelhouse, Liger could see the white froth being generated in her wake as the vessel made a slow, roundabout turn to port. Kazimir had called again in the early hours of the morning, and he had admonished Liger for his team�s lack of progress so far. Weeks spent trawling in the middle of the Arabian Sea, and with nothing to show for it.
Screw him, Liger thought. Here I am risking my life to cover up for his crimes and he actually has the balls to order me around as if I was one of his corporate gophers? I ought to just walk away from this whole bloody affair right now.
But he knew he couldn�t. Liger was now joined with Kazimir at the hip when the disgraced billionaire in hiding told him in so many words about the recordings of their conversations in order to blackmail him. To back out now would jeopardize all the money and assets he had stashed away, and Liger couldn�t bear to live out the rest of his days as a pauper.
Turning around, he glared at the helmsman. �What in the hell are we doing? We�re just going in circles.�
The Queequeg�s captain wasn�t there, but the Russian helmsman looked him in the eye. �My orders were to cruise along area indicated on map.�
�Who ordered you to do that? When your captain isn�t on the bridge then I�m in charge here,� Liger hissed.
�Dr. Yamamoto said��
Liger cut him off by striding closer, fists clenched, until his seething eyes were mere centimeters from the other man�s face. �Everyone on this boat answers to me, and that includes your captain and you. If there is any change in course, you will immediately notify me, is that understood?�
The helmsman wasn�t intimidated, but he wasn�t in the mood for a confrontation. �Da.�
Liger knew it wouldn�t help matters if he continued to stay in the wheelhouse while the atmosphere with the crew had become toxic, so he walked out in a huff, making his way down the stairs before abruptly turning left and going deeper into the ship.
He moved briskly down the corridor, pushing past a crewmember carrying a bundle of supplies, nearly knocking the other man over as he made it down another flight of stairs and down a dimly lit corridor.
Stopping in front of the door in the middle of the passageway, he swung it open and stepped inside. The Queequeg�s dining hall had been converted into a sonar room, and there now stood a set of flat paneled monitors along the walls. Underneath the TV screens were tables outfitted with computer consoles. A bolted down workbench occupied the opposite side of the area, with numerous large metal and plastic cylinders strewn on the countertop.
Dr. Hideki Yamamoto sat in an office chair as he continued to look at the computer-enhanced images of the seafloor, the glare from the consoles reflecting off the surface of his thick glasses. He was so engrossed in what he was doing that he didn�t even notice Liger in the room.
Liger crossed his arms and sneered. He hated academics, and this little oriental was the epitome of them all. �Hey!�
Yamamoto uttered a surprised cry of alarm as he wheeled around and nearly fell out of his chair. His white button-down shirt was stained with sweat, and his matted hair and unkempt appearance were a sure sign of obsessive exhaustion.
Liger wanted to punch the other man in the nose, but he needed Yamamoto. I bet this Asiatic weakling can�t even swim. As soon as we catch that damned monster I�m going to throw this wanker overboard to see whether he can stay afloat or not.
Yamamoto was the last of the Typhon research team. The others had already been taken care of, but Liger was ordered to keep him around. Yamamoto had once been the most famous up and coming genetics researcher in Japan, a child prodigy who rocketed his way into a doctorate degree while still in his teens. The rest of the scientific community took notice of his published papers, and he had eagerly teamed up with Dr. Lauren Reeves in her groundbreaking research on human genome modification. After the scandal that sent Lauren into public exile, Yamamoto hadn�t been mentioned in the media, and so mostly escaped the legal and ethical firestorm that followed.
Not long after Kazimir had hired Lauren for Project Proteus, the disgraced genetics researcher insisted upon bringing Yamamoto back into her team. Lauren considered the younger man as her prot�g�, and felt that he was destined to carry on her pioneering inventions and discoveries.
In due time, the project grew in both size and ambition. Kazimir had been told not just of the commercial opportunities that were on the horizon due to all the amazing breakthroughs they had made, but of the potential military applications too. At Lauren�s suggestion, Yamamoto was tasked to head a new project built along similar lines, and Typhon was born.
�W-what do you want?� Yamamoto asked nervously.
�I got a call from our boss this morning,� Liger said. �Do you know what he told me?�
Yamamoto scratched the top of his head in confusion. �Ah� no?�
Liger took a few steps forward and grimaced. �He made a complaint. He asked why we haven�t caught this damned thing you�ve created yet!�
Yamamoto adjusted his glasses. �As you know, we lost the tracker on it, so now we have to find it first.�
�We�re just going around in bloody circles, how do you expect to find it doing that?�
Yamamoto glanced over his shoulder and pointed at the computer monitors. �I think I might have found a way and I am testing it. We are currently towing a sonar probe, and I am picking up some very significant information.�
�What kind of information?�
The young Japanese researcher had a thick accent, but his English was superb. �Let me explain. With our towed array sonar, we can pick up all sorts of sounds under the sea. The problem is that our kaiju has many relatives down there, and it is hard for us to find him amongst that group of animals.�
�You called it a kaiju, what the hell does that even mean?�
Yamamoto chuckled while nodding. �Just a term from the movies I loved as a boy. Kaiju means �strange beast� in Japanese.�
Liger was not amused. �I don�t care what you call it, doc. That thing killed two of my divers already, and it�s loose. It could be swimming in the Atlantic by now.�
�I don�t think so,� Yamamoto said. �It is still trying to get its bearings straight, so it would want to stay in familiar territory for now.�
�How would you know what it thinks? Can you read its mind?�
�No, but I�ve carefully studied its behavior before and after the brain transplant,� Yamamoto said. �Animals and humans have a territorial instinct, I believe, so it will be compelled to stay within the locality. Of course, as it gains in confidence, then it may very well move on to other parts of the world�s oceans.�
�Then you�d better have a way to figure out how to find it, because we�re running out of time.�
The young researcher nodded. �I believe I do.� He pointed towards the console. �I have coded a new program into the sonar software that I think will detect it.�
Liger moved closer and stared at the wall-mounted screens. �How would it work?�
�Based on its recent behavior I may have found out something,� Yamamoto said. �It is highly intelligent, and is apparently hiding amongst swarms of shrimp.�
Liger could hardly believe it. �Are you kidding me? How could it be masking itself using those little animals? It�s the size of a whale.�
�Ah, but you are underestimating the power of the little snapping shrimp,� Yamamoto explained. �These small aquatic animals may not measure more than your little finger, but the noises they can make with their claws measures at over two hundred decibels, equal to that of a sperm whale�s sonar click. In fact their claws are so powerful they can stun fish that are bigger than them if they are close enough. Military submarines have a hard time navigating underwater when there are large groups of these shrimp in the area, for they interfere with their sonar systems.�
Liger clenched his jaw. He hated being lectured. �Alright, you�ve made your point. So how will you be tracking this monster of yours?�
�Since our kaiju was created along the same lines, then we locate the largest concentrations of snapping shrimp in the area with our towed sonar,� Yamamoto said confidently. �I have adjusted the readings so that once we find a large colony, I can then narrow the pings until we spot something big within the masses of shrimp, and we�ll have it.�
�That solves one problem,� Liger said. �But then there�s another. That monster of yours is bloody deadly, doc. How are we going to bring it back into the lab?�
�We poison it.�
�What? How?�
Yamamoto pointed towards the cylinders lying on the workbench. �A sodium cyanide mixture; fishermen from the Philippines use it all the time to catch reef fish for aquariums. The seawater breaks down the mix into ions, and the effect is similar to carbon monoxide poisoning in humans. We�ll just put enough out there to disable it, tow it with the submersible, then seal it back inside.�
Liger sneered sarcastically. �You make it all sound so easy.�
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STANDING ALONE BEHIND the railing on the Skandi Aurora�s starboard side deck, Gordon closed his eyes while looking up into the clear blue sky, trying to absorb as much of the afternoon sun�s rays as he could. The dive team would be going into the hyperbaric chamber in a matter of minutes, and Gordon wanted his body to feel the final moments of solitary, open-air freedom before being sealed in with the others.
He�d tried calling Chloe on his smartphone earlier that day, but all he got was a voicemail. She�s probably on her way to Australia by now. Just as well. I�ll talk to her when I get back out again.
His girlfriend Ashley wasn�t available either, no doubt due to being in another time zone. Gordon left a message for her too, stating that he would be online when she woke up, hoping they could chat later.
Rubbing his temples, Gordon felt the sun�s heat on his cheeks and forehead. A part of him didn�t want to go back in, telling his conscious mind that it wasn�t too late to walk away. No, I have to do this, he thought. One last job. It�ll be enough for the wedding and the down payment on that house we�ve always wanted. After this, then I can think about my future.
O�Keefe appeared from a nearby doorway. �It�s time, Gordo. Let�s head on in.�
Nodding silently, Gordon followed the other man down the stairs as they headed towards the vessel�s main hold. Saturation diving meant the entire team would be placed into a series of pressurized modules, in order to equalize the crushing pressure of the depths they would be working in.
The watery abyss presented divers with a myriad of dangers that could kill them in equally horrific ways, with the safety procedures to work in such a hostile environment meant that they had to abide by certain rules in order to stay alive.
The deeper down they went, the more gas molecules their bodies would absorb and would stay there, provided the pressure remained constant. The entire team would live inside the hyperbaric chamber until the job was done, and then the pressure would be gradually decreased until all the built up gasses were eventually separated from their bodies, a procedure called decompression.
As Gordon and O�Keefe made their way to the ship�s cavernous lower deck, they were met by the life support supervisor, a guy named Joseph. The tall Texan with graying hair and a handlebar moustache smiled at the two divers and shook both their hands before gesturing at them to squeeze their way into a narrow hatch. �We�ve been waiting for you, gentlemen. All systems go.�
O�Keefe slid in through the short trunk, legs first. Gordon followed using the same technique. Langley and Haakon were already inside, waiting for them.
The chamber had two separate sections. The first and smallest capsule, which they had just entered, was the TUPC, or transfer under pressure chamber, popularly called the wet pot. This universal module also contained a closed hatch at the top where the diving bell would be temporarily attached to in order to bring them down into the seabed.
A second side hatch led to the second chamber containing their day room, which consisted of benches along the narrow walls and a removable table occupying the center. At the very end of that section were their bunks.
By the time he got into the wet pot, Gordon had already begun to experience a minor bout of claustrophobia, but he quickly put it away past the back of his mind, lest the other guys see it and make fun of him.
O�Keefe slid his way into the day room and poked his head towards the bunk area. Haakon and Langley were already lying in two of the lower bunks, having commandeered them on a first come, first serve basis, but with only four of them inside the six-person chamber there was still another lower berth available. �Yo Gordo, you want the last low bunk, dude?�
Gordon stayed in the wet pot as he checked his toiletry bag to make sure he had all the stuff he needed. �No, that�s okay. You can have it.�
�Alright!�
Joseph�s voice could be heard from the outside through the still open hatch. �Final check. You guys got everything you need?�
All four divers uttered their approval. Gordon turned and used both hands to close the inner hatch with a solid thunk as he pushed at it with his foot to reinforce the seal around the O-ring. �Closing hatch.�
�Okay, sealing you in,� Joseph said as he too began to close the outer hatch from the opposite end. �See you all in about a month.�
Minutes later, everyone heard the hissing of air as the blowdown procedure began. Deep sea divers had to breathe in heliox, a gas mix composed of mostly helium and oxygen, with trace amounts of other elements. The life support technicians monitoring the chamber would also gradually increase the inside pressure, and Gordon could already feel his ears popping as he started his equalization routine.
With nothing else to do, Gordon sat on the closed toilet seat jutting out of the side of the wet pot. This small utility room also doubled as a bathroom, and even their sewage would have to be pressurized. The divers had to coordinate using the intercom with the techies outside in order to flush the toilet and empty the sink contents properly. Every procedure in the chamber, no matter how small, had to be done with care.
The other three men got out of their bunks as they also started to equalize with the ever-increasing pressure. Haakon and Langley settled down in the day room, their attention absorbed in books and electronic videos while O�Keefe pranced back and forth in between the modules like he was on a drug high.
All four of them could hear Joseph outside, using a wrench to bang on the numerous hatches and walls, testing for leaks. Even though the dive team was separated by only a few inches of steel from the rest of the ship�s crew, they were now living in their own world, and they would be unable to get out until they fully decompressed after the job was done. If any problems were to occur while they were confined inside the hyperbaric chamber, then they would have to deal with it on their own.
O�Keefe started singing a hip-hop tune, only for his voice to suddenly change to resemble Donald Duck�s as the helium had its effect. Gordon remembered his first ever experience being stuck inside a hyperbaric chamber with five British divers as companions during a North Sea job. He couldn�t understand a word they said during the entire month he was in there, even though they all had spoken in English.
Haakon turned towards the two younger men while taking off his headset. �The first time I called my wife from inside this place, she thought I was somebody else making a crank call and she contacted the police.�
�Oh, my girlfriend knew who I was when I called her the last time I was in here,� O�Keefe said. �But she kept laughing at me. She said she needed a duck translator in order to understand what I was saying.�
Gordon smiled as he stayed in view of the camera looking down at him. The life support technicians would be monitoring them during the whole procedure. The blowdown was expected to last for at least ninety more minutes until the inside pressure of their chambers matched the bottom of the seabed they would be working in.
Langley looked up from the pocketbook he was reading. �Hey guys, don�t forget to take the tops off your shampoo bottles before they explode.�
�Oh right,� O�Keefe said as he scrambled over to where his toiletry bag was. Unzipping the top, he quickly made sure all the plastic bottles were open in order for the liquids to pressurize properly. The only way to pass food and supplies to the four of them was through a small side airlock, and those contents would also have to be equalized beforehand.
The rapid increase in pressure made the entire chamber hot and humid, and the life support team outside would periodically pause the blowdown to allow the module�s climate control system to catch up. Nevertheless, the low thermal properties of the mostly helium atmosphere felt chilly, and everybody continued to wear their full clothing, seemingly unconcerned by the increase in temperature.
Each man would continually equalize every now and then by pinching their noses, holding their breath, and blowing air through their ears. The ever-increasing pressure brought forth headaches and pain in their joints as the cartilage in those body parts shrank from the physics of the heliox gas mix.
A rising apprehension began to creep up in Gordon�s mind once again. The memories of what happened the last time he had been inside one of these chambers made him shudder. He recalled the torment of pulling Jesse�s lifeless body into the diving bell, and the agonizing wait of having to be brought back onto the ship. He couldn�t even look at his other teammates as they all huddled quietly inside the hyperbaric chamber during that distressing day.
He felt a hand on his shoulder. It was O�Keefe. �Hey El Gordo, you okay?�
Gordon forced a smile. They all had nicknames. His was �El Gordo,� which in Spanish meant the fat one, even though he wasn�t. �I�m good. Just thinking about what we have to do.�
O�Keefe shrugged nonchalantly. �You ought to do what I do�don�t think ahead of time.�
�I�m not even sure you have a brain in that skull of yours to think with, Pot-head,� Haakon said, invoking the other man�s nickname.
O�Keefe tapped his forehead. �I�ve got a human brain, unlike your fish brain, Herringbone.�
The jokes and insults were pretty lame, but it broke the ice. Gordon laughed as the growing fear at the back of his neck subsided, at least temporarily.
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DESPITE THE EVER-PRESENT dread he felt, Gordon had somehow managed to get some rest. A few hours after the blowdown, they had picked out the individual meals they wanted on the menus and sent the order back through the small airlock.
The food came fifteen minutes later since divers always had priority over the rest of the ship�s crew. As expected it was tasteless, and everybody poured huge amounts of hot sauce and ground black pepper on everything just to get a little feeling on their tongues while they chewed and swallowed. Gordon ate as much as he could before settling down in his bunk and closing the curtains to give himself a bit of privacy.
He had dozed off not long after, but his rest didn�t seem very long. A burst of piercing static reverberated through the inside of the chamber, and a voice over the intercom could be heard, waking him up. �Attention, everyone. Please get to the lifeboat. I repeat, please get to the lifeboat.�
Gordon let out a pained groan while drawing back the curtains beside his bunk. The lights had come back on, and he could see everyone�s faces, looking as miserable as he felt. Haakon was already at the wet pot and had begun climbing the upper hatch. Gordon waited until O�Keefe had gotten out of the bunk underneath his before landing on the floor and putting his shoes on.
Unlike the rest of the Skandi Aurora�s crew, the divers couldn�t just walk out of the pressurized chamber to abandon ship. They all had to make their way through the side hatch and climb into a specially modified hyperbaric lifeboat with the same pressure equalization their living module had.
Gordon wasn�t particularly happy since he was scheduled to do the first shift with O�Keefe in less than eight hours, but he knew that the drills were important in order to foster a habit in case of a real emergency.
With the sealed diver lifeboat positioned above and along the port side of the Skandi Aurora, each one of them would have to climb up and make their way around a snakelike tunnel until they could reach it.
After O�Keefe slid through the side trunk and into an adjoining tunnel, Gordon looked around, but he couldn�t see Langley anywhere inside the chamber. �Hey, where�s Silent Bill?�
Haakon was already climbing up the tunnel two sections away, but he managed to shout back. �He�s over here, ahead of me!�
Gordon rolled his eyes before pushing himself through the side hatch and sealing it behind him. The snakelike shaft seemed even more confining than ever, and his doubts and fears had suddenly returned.
Then it all came back to him, the images replaying themselves in front of his eyes. The explosion on the work boat, followed by the failure of the vessel�s stabilization systems to keep herself in place. The resulting effect had begun to drag and sway the diving bell, and the clump weight had collided with one of the support struts of the undersea oil well they were trying to cap.
The resulting series of accidents proved catastrophic. His former diving buddy Jesse got his umbilical tangled up, and there wasn�t much Gordon could do about it as the diving bell tossed and turned after the damaged clump weight and the reeling vessel on the surface made it all unstable.
Gordon started to sweat and his legs felt weak. He couldn�t get the visions out of his mind. The long tunnel up above kept reminding him of what had happened just a few months before. His hands became cold and clammy, unable to grasp onto the rungs as he crouched down beside the now closed hatch leading back into the wet pot.
I need to get out. I need to get out, his mind repeated. He urgently desired to get back into the chamber, get on the intercom, and tell them he was out. With luck, they�d simply transfer him into the lifeboat and do an emergency decompression while the rest of the team would go on. The temptation was so strong, all he had to do was open the hatch and step back inside.
A squeaky voice called out from the top of the tunnel. �Yo. You okay?�
Gordon looked up. O�Keefe was standing at the top of the shaft, staring down at him. Despite a distance of almost ten meters, their eyes locked, and it seemed that O�Keefe read his mind.
O�Keefe gave a wide smile and lowered his voice. �It�s okay, buddy. Everything�s good. You�re in with a new boat, and a new team. You�ve already been hit by lightning, so it won�t happen again.�
His partner�s soothing words had an immediate effect. A smile crept over Gordon�s face. Yes, he�s right. That�s all in the past. The worst is over. Time to move on.
O�Keefe held out his hand, beckoning him. �Come on, you can do this. You�ve been doing this longer than I have.�
It felt like a slight taunt, maybe even a challenge, and it was enough. Gordon felt the strength in his limbs again. �Hang on, I�m coming.�
Placing his fingers on the rungs, Gordon began to climb up. He could hear Haakon and Langley talking too, but he couldn�t make out what they were saying.
He could hear his joints giving off audible clicks as the tightened cartilage wrapped around his bones adjusted to the intense pressure of the deep. The minor aches proved distracting, but Gordon felt better as he continued on upwards.
When he got to the top he saw O�Keefe back away down the length of the passage until his partner was just below the hatch leading up into the lifeboat.
�Watch this,� O�Keefe said, using both his hands to tuck roll upside down and pushed up with his legs instead of pulling through the hatch by his arms. He made it halfway before he let out a playful scream. �Help me, I�m stuck!�
Gordon could hear Haakon�s cursing as the giant Norwegian pulled O�Keefe up and inside the lifeboat. The whole affair seemed silly, yet it was enough to jumpstart his mind. Gordon reached the lower end of the hatch and used his arms to pull himself up and into the vessel.
The interior consisted of a simple metal chamber, with numerous chairs attached to the wall, valves and gauges embedded all around them. The hyperbaric lifeboat could be jettisoned, and had enough life support to keep them alive for seventy-two hours in the event of an emergency. To date the escape system had never been used, and every dive team hoped they wouldn�t be the first to try.
O�Keefe shuffled back and forth, making monkey noises but sounding more like a cartoon chipmunk, while Langley and Haakon each gave Gordon a serious look.
�Sorry about that,� Gordon said as he stood above the hatch and sealed it shut.
Langley studied him for a few more seconds before activating the lifeboat�s intercom system. �We�re all in. Hatches are closed.�
�Roger that,� the voice from the control room said.
Gordon looked away and stared at the solid floor beside the hatch. An intense feeling of shame came over him. He realized he had been thinking purely about himself, and had put his priorities over those of the dive team. The other men�s confidence in him had just taken a big hit. Gordon would have to work hard to regain their trust again over the next several weeks if he wanted to keep working in the industry.
He felt a hand on his shoulder. Looking up, Gordon saw Haakon looming over him with a reassuring smile on his face. �You�re a good man,� the Norwegian said. �You�ve got plenty of guts.�
�That�s why we call him El Gordo,� O�Keefe said. �He�s got so much fatty guts he doesn�t even need an umbilical to pull himself back into the dive bell.�
All four men chuckled.
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AFTER GETTING CLEARANCE at the port of entry, the Wanderer lay at anchor just south of Athol Bay, the oceanographic research vessel�s white painted hull reflecting back the afternoon sun�s rays.
Chloe had to do a little bit of verbal maneuvering when questioned by Australian port officials as to whether she was selling something, which would have required more than just a tourist visa. In the end, the authorities did allow her access into the country after she told them that they were there just to show off the newly built submarine for some friends, and not to engage in any sort of commercial transaction.
Her business partner Ethan Riis had accompanied her, and now he was leaning behind the modified ship�s port gunwale near the bow, enjoying a can of ice cold beer while looking out past the sapphire blue waters, towards the distant length of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. His faded Hawaiian shirt was unbuttoned, exposing his broad, tanned chest. �Chloe, where are you?�
They had graduated from the same commercial dive school, bumping into each other over the years. The one time they had gotten close was an impromptu lovemaking session after a particularly long dive inside the hyperbaric chamber, while the rest of the team was outside in the diving bell. Things could have gotten more serious between them, but Ethan finally put an end to it when he married his high school sweetheart. Chloe took it all in stride with her usual stoicism, and they remained friends thereafter.
Ethan�s dad owned a small company that built commercial ROVs, and the son had bought out the old man�s share after he retired from saturation diving. In time, Ethan decided to branch out, and his team of engineers began to build personal submersibles as well. Figuring that he needed an experienced diver to help test out the new vehicles, he got in touch with Chloe, just as she was looking for another vocation, and the rest was history.
Emerging from the lower cabin, Chloe flashed a smile towards him as she got closer before sitting down with a tired sigh. �Everything�s set. They called on the radio and should be here any minute.�
Ethan chuckled before taking another sip of beer. The ship�s captain and most of the crew were in the city, shopping for fuel and supplies. �You need to relax. You�ve been tense ever since we left port in Los Angeles.�
Chloe looked away. She could see the distinct architecture of the Sydney Opera House to the west, the iconic structure�s roof resembling pale, overlapping fish scales. �Oh, it�s just my brother. I�m worried about him.�
�Gordy? Isn�t he back on a dive?�
She nodded. �He is. Right out in the Arabian Sea, just to the west of us.�
Ethan knew about the accident. Even ex-divers like him still kept in touch with the overall community, and every life lost always hit hard. �He must have been cleared by the doctors before he got back into it, right?�
Chloe let out a sigh. �Physically he�s okay. It�s his mental state I�m worried about. Gordy was having nightmares and he couldn�t sleep, right up to the day I drove him to the airport so he could catch his flight. I think it�s PTSD.�
�I understand,� Ethan said softly. �Did you try to talk him out of it?�
�I did, but he wouldn�t budge. He told me he needed the money to marry his girlfriend.�
�Gosh, I could have lent him some cash.�
�I was willing to pay for everything, even his honeymoon, but he said he needed to do it on his own.�
Ethan chuckled. �He reminds me of you. A totally independent guy.�
�Yeah,� Chloe said. �When he comes back I�m going to insist it�ll be the last time he ever dives again. I was hoping to maybe get him a position in the company afterwards if that�s okay with you.�
�If he can pull his own weight then I got no problem with it,� Ethan said while sipping away the last of his beer. �We could always use another experienced sat diver for product testing.�
The nearby sound of an outboard got them both on their feet. Ethan adjusted his sunglasses as he looked over the gunwale and saw a small speedboat making her way towards them. �Looks like they�re here.�
Chloe moved towards the stern of the Wanderer as the speedboat cut her engines and drifted closer. Three men were onboard the smaller vessel, and they started waving at her. Chloe smiled as she stood along the side and caught the thick blue nylon rope that was flung towards her.
With others in the ship�s crew helping out, the three men managed to dock their speedboat alongside the Wanderer�s starboard hull. Ethan helped the first man onto the Wanderer�s lower aft deck. Chloe instantly recognized him as Professor Michael James, her contact from the Australian Oceanographic Institute.
She quickly held out her hand the moment Professor James�s sandaled feet touched the gleaming white deck. �Welcome aboard the Wanderer, Professor.�
Professor James had a shock of white hair growing out like puffballs along the sides of his balding skull. His tanned, leathery face stretched further into a wrinkly smile as he eagerly shook her hand. �Welcome to Australia, Chloe! And please, call me Mick. We here down under tend to be less formal and all that.�
Introductions were made on all sides. Accompanying Professor James were Orestes Vasiliades, an oceanographer, and the institute�s comptroller, David Sittig. Ethan opened up a nearby cooler full of beer, and the other men eagerly accepted.
Professor James shrugged apologetically. �Sorry to be late, but there was a bit of news on TV, and it wasn�t until after we pried ourselves away from the coverage did we realized just how much time had passed.�
�No problem, it gave us more time to ready the sub,� Ethan said. �Must have been big news though.�
�It is,� Orestes said. �Apparently one of your Navy�s submarines went missing, and a task force is heading out for a search and rescue operation. The Aussie Navy is scrambling to join them.�
Ethan raised both eyebrows in surprise. He and Chloe had been so busy they didn�t have time to check the news. �Oh? Where did this happen?�
�Just to the west of us,� David said. �Right in the middle of the Arabian Sea.�
Upon hearing where the incident happened, Chloe instantly felt a lump in her throat. �I� I�m sorry. We didn�t get the chance to look at any news yet. Could� could you give us more details?�
The professor shook his head slowly. �Not much else is certain, I�m afraid. Lots of talking heads, but it�s all speculation so far. The American Navy hasn�t really said much, other than admitting that one of her submarines went missing, but that�s all.�
David nodded. �We have one news program saying the lost sub carried nuclear missiles, while their competitor says it was an attack submarine. Everyone�s still waiting on updates.�
Professor James noticed Chloe�s slight distress. �Are you alright, my dear?�
Chloe looked away, biting her lip. �I� I�m fine. It�s just� my brother. He�s a sat diver and he�s in that area too.�
Professor James moved closer and patted her forearm reassuringly. �Well, the Arabian Sea is a big place, so I�m sure he�s fine.�
She nodded. �You�re right. I just tend to fuss over him a little too much.�
Ethan figured it was better to change the subject so he pointed towards the ship�s aft section. �Well, since we�re all here, why don�t we take a look at the little baby we brought over for you to see.�
Professor James walked closer and stood just above the top of the submersible, which had already been lowered into the water behind the stern deck of the Wanderer. �So that�s the Sedna, is it? She looks very sleek.�
Chloe quickly pushed her worries out of her mind as she mentally shifted gears, transforming her thoughts and attitude into sales mode while standing beside the professor. �Yes, she�s our prototype, and we figured the best way to make her different from the other competing submersibles out there was to make sure she�s got a better underwater cruising speed.�
Orestes looked impressed. �How fast does she go?�
Chloe gestured towards the submarine�s open canopy. �Why not hop inside and let me show you?�
Professor James waddled forward, like a duck pushing itself ahead of the flock. �Me first!�

16

[image: ]
NAMED AFTER THE INUIT goddess of the sea, the Sedna�s arrowhead-shaped hull glided effortlessly a few meters below the surface of Sydney Harbour. The numerous speeding watercraft churning the swells above completely failed to notice the submersible as she suddenly stopped, suspended in the liquid expanse, like an insect trapped in turquoise colored amber.
The two-person cockpit had a forward and rear seat for her crew. Chloe sat in the backseat, her hands and feet firmly on the controls. �As you just noticed, this particular model can stop on a dime and hover in place regardless of the currents.�
Professor James remained giddy with excitement as he sat in the forward chair, looking out into the watery depths. �She feels like an underwater jet fighter! How fast did we go?�
�We hit about ten knots, Mick,� Chloe said. �The top of the line submersibles that our competitors offer can only manage six. By making the hull as sleek as possible to eliminate drag, we were able to eke out a little bit more speed.�
�Can she strafe just as quickly?�
Chloe giggled. �Sorry, no. The Sedna has a good forward and turning speed, but she�ll slow down a little if we move sideways. Three to four knots side to side and on full reverse. Anyway, doing these delicate maneuvers doesn�t require speed but touch, and our computer-assisted controls are very much like the fly-by-wire systems on military aircraft.�
�Right. The other submersibles I�ve taken rides in can make full vertical ascents and descents. Could this baby do that?�
�Of course. She can do it even faster if you point the nose up or down.�
�Very impressive,� Professor James said.
�We designed this particular model to be a high-performance, multirole submersible that could be adapted to a variety of specializations,� Chloe explained. �Some of our clients are in the millionaire yacht club scene, so if they want to impress their friends with a personal undersea craft that�s got speed, then this is what we�re going to give them.�
The professor chuckled. �Well, I�m not in that sort of field, though I wish I was.�
�Not a problem,� Chloe said. �The Sedna is modular. A variety of different mission pods can be mated to the hardpoints at the bottom of her hull. Everything from grappling arms like the ones used on ROVs to pick up material underwater, to sonar pods, and even arc welders can be attached. You can purchase each pod separately, and it�s very easy to attach them to the submersible�just plug and play.�
�Very nice. How deep can she go?�
�Maximum depth is around a thousand meters. The automatic safety systems will force the submersible to ascend even if the pilot mistakenly dives too deep past the hull�s tolerance limits,� Chloe said.
�How long can we stay under?�
�Twelve hours,� Chloe said. �We also offer external battery pods to extend her bottom time and range.�
Professor James continued to stare out into the murky depths as the Sedna�s variable thrusters started again, making a leisurely turn near the sea bottom. �This is all just amazing. I would probably get so distracted just swimming around like this and forget about the time, then run out of air.�
Chloe laughed again. �That won�t happen, Mick. There�s tons of safety features built into this craft. If the air supply should ever get critically low, then the Sedna will sound an alarm and immediately ascend back to the surface and extend her snorkel, bringing fresh air into the cockpit.�
�What if we lose power while deep underwater?�
�The ballast tanks will automatically blow, and she�ll still rise up to the surface.�
�I am very impressed.�
�Also, the control stick has a safety grip,� Chloe said. �If I let go for more than a minute, then the submersible will again go back to the surface automatically and activate her snorkel. This is in case any of her crew gets incapacitated and is unable to use the controls.�
�Looks like you�ve thought of everything.�
Chloe leaned forward and patted the old man�s right shoulder. �I�ll let you in on a secret. There�s some interest in the military with our models, and they�ve asked if we could install some specialized pods on the submersible.�
Professor James twisted his head to make eye contact with her. �Oh? Like what?�
�We�ve come up with something called the turbo boost,� Chloe said. �But we still need to do a lot of testing with it.�
�Turbo boost? What�s that?�
�They�re a set of pods we place at the lower aft part of the Sedna�s hull,� Chloe said. �These attachments are essentially underwater rockets that enable the submersible to achieve speeds of close to thirty knots, for a limited time.�
�How would that work? These things aren�t part of your sub�s electric drive engine, right?�
�No, they�re a completely separate system,� Chloe said. �The attached turbo pods have their own fuel�a monopropellant and an exhaust tube. We tried to experiment with air independent propulsion, but we just couldn�t get it right. Ethan�s military contacts provided us with the idea and we�ll be testing it on this trip.�
�Which is?�
�The turbo pods use Otto Fuel II.�
Professor James�s mouth hung open in surprise. �That�s� that�s the same fuel that torpedoes use!�
�Pretty much,� Chloe said as she used the controls to begin an ascent back towards the Wanderer, less than twenty meters above them.
�Well, I�d like to be in on that test!�
Chloe tilted her head back and grinned. �Might be a bit dangerous, Professor. We don�t want to be legally liable to your family in case anything goes wrong.�
When they broke the surface, Ethan and the other two Australians were standing by the ship�s aft deck, waiting for them. Chloe expertly maneuvered the submersible until her nose nearly touched the Wanderer�s stern. Seeing their austere faces, Chloe sensed something was up.
Popping open the Sedna�s bubble canopy, Chloe breathed in the salty sea air before she looked up at them. �What�s going on, guys?�
�I just got a call from my friend in the Navy,� Ethan said. �They think that sub went down with all hands.�
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GORDON AND O�KEEFE had been awakened via the intercom by Mullins the supervisor just a little over an hour before. Breakfast was already waiting for them at the small side airlock, and they had precious little time to use the toilet, eat, and suit up for the first shift. The Skandi Aurora had made it to the specific location somewhere out in the Arabian Sea, and now they had work to do.
O�Keefe had no problem with defecating at will, while Gordon had to concentrate hard in order to push the contents of his bowels out before he could put on his hot water suit. The alternative would have been to take a dump in his gear while squatting underwater or inside the diving bell, a wholly unsavory idea. While pissing in one�s suit was a necessity, doing a number two was frowned upon.
Despite the rush, Gordon did have time to clean the toilet before calling the life support techs to help him flush the contents into a secondary sewage system, there to be depressurized before being placed into the ship�s main septic tank.
O�Keefe was laughing at him as Gordon hurriedly stuffed the remaining bits of his breakfast down his throat before jumping back into the wet pot to put his diving suit on. The two of them then climbed up through the hatch and into the diving bell with just minutes to spare.
While sitting inside the cramped confines of the capsule, Gordon continued to check and recheck his gear as he felt the entire device being detached from the junction with the hyperbaric living chamber and being brought onto the ship�s internal rail system. Entering and detaching from the main module was an extremely critical phase, for if one slipup happened, then he and his partner would surely die a gruesome death after being exposed to the outside pressure on the surface.
After making sure his harness fit snugly over his hot water suit, Gordon peered through the small porthole. Four o�clock in the morning, and it was still night outside. The Skandi Aurora had a flat-bottomed hull with a hole in the middle called a moon pool which they would go into. With the diving bell now being lowered into the water, he nodded towards his partner, silently asking for his diving helmet.
They had both agreed to split the twelve hour shift in half, and O�Keefe was to be the standby diver, staying inside the bell while Gordon went out into the water for the first six hours. After that they would switch places.
O�Keefe made eye contact with him as he held Gordon�s yellow dive helmet in both hands. They could practically read each other�s thoughts. �You up for this?�
�Of course,� Gordon said. He felt that the only way he could ever get rid of the demons plaguing his mind was to go in full speed ahead, and so he had volunteered to be the first diver, on the first shift. �Now help me put on this damn hat.�
O�Keefe chuckled as he helped the other man place the fully enclosed diving helmet over his head before locking it onto Gordon�s neck dam. Both men had to work hard just putting things on since they could barely move due to the cramped space, mostly taken up by coils of thick umbilical hoses that were essential for keeping them alive.
With the added chin pad, Gordon�s face felt snug inside the helmet. Testing the regulator, he blinked a few times as he turned the helmet�s free flow knob to get rid of the fog that had formed on the inside of the faceplate. Gordon had to resist the sudden urge to take the helmet off the moment he felt an itch just underneath his right eyelid. He knew from his own experience that these little irritants had to be endured for the sake of safety. There would be no face or head scratching until he was back inside the bell, and that would be six hours later.
Mullins�s voice came over his helmet�s intercom. �Can you hear me alright, Gordy?�
�Loud and clear,� Gordon answered, using the embedded microphone inside the inner mask. The top of his helmet had both a video camera and a head light. �Can you see through my feed?�
�Yes, all is good,� Mullins said. �Tell O�Keefe to stop grinning and waving like an idiot, please.�
Gordon extended his middle finger towards his partner, while O�Keefe continued to make faces while looking at the helmet camera. Out of all the people he worked with, Gordon considered O�Keefe to be the coolest under fire. All they had were each other if they got into trouble now, and he felt that O�Keefe was more than adequate when it came to dealing with emergencies.
Less than a minute later, he could feel the heat coursing through his body as Mullins activated the hot water feed from the control room on topside. �Okay, heat is good,� Gordon confirmed.
O�Keefe looked out the porthole, seeing the watery blackness before checking the depth gauge along the side of the wall. �We ought to hit bottom in another five minutes.�
Gordon began opening and closing his hands, indicating that he wanted his gloves on. O�Keefe grunted positively while leaning sideways before reaching towards a pair of thick gloves, and helped him put them on.
With the bailout bottle already attached to his back, Gordon twisted the emergency gas supply valve on the side of his helmet, checking to make sure he had some reserve air in case something happened to his umbilical. There was. �EGS is good.�
�Roger that,� Mullins said over the helmet intercom. �You guys still remember the briefing we did last night?�
�Yeah,� Gordon said while opening and closing his hands, feeling the thick gloves around his fingers.
�You�ll just be doing some routine welding and putting a couple of bolts into place,� Mullins said.
�Yeah, yeah, I got it.�
Both men felt the sudden stop as the diving bell now hovered just above the seabed. The diving support vessel on the water�s surface had computer-controlled side maneuvering thrusters to maintain her position at all times. In the event of an emergency, the Skandi Aurora�s bridge crew would immediately recall the divers back into the bell for a quick ascent so they wouldn�t be dragged around the bottom of the sea.
�You�re now at the site,� Mullins said over both intercom channels. �Get the door.�
O�Keefe bent over and unlocked the diving bell�s bottom hatch before lowering the ladder. Since the module�s interior pressure was already matched with the depth of the seafloor, the water�s surface didn�t shoot up into the compartment, instead it seemed like nothing more than a small entrance to an underground pool.
Gordon had thick plastic boots on, but he could already feel the numbing cold seeping into him. �I need more hot water.�
�Roger that,� Mullins said. �Increasing your hot water.�
Gordon pumped his arms, once again feeling the reassuring heat. �Okay, better.�
�You�re good to go,� Mullins said. �Check your gear for leaks as you descend.�
Gordon now gripped the sides of the hatch as he began to lower himself into the water. �Descending now.�
O�Keefe stood beside the hatch, slowly uncoiling the bundled umbilical hose to give Gordon some slack as the latter went down into the deep, dark abyss. �Give �em hell, partner!�
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THE COLD WATER NUMBED his hands somewhat, but Gordon maintained his grip on the ladder. The lights around the diving bell remained bright due to being so close to him, which felt reassuring before he had to go deeper into the thick, enveloping darkness beyond.
Gordon used tactical breathing, slowly inhaling while silently counting up to four, filling his lungs with heliox, before exhaling for another four seconds, then repeating the process. The water�s intense pressure felt like a vise around his ribcage, and every breath was hard labor. His eyes darted back and forth around the helmet�s interior, his skin trying to feel for any leaks. There were none.
Mullins�s calm voice over his communications unit continued to bolster his spirits. �Keep checking for leaks. You okay?�
�It�s all good,� Gordon said tersely. Looking down, he could see the tethered clump weight a few meters below him. This solid, rectangular bar of metal acted as a stabilizer to keep the diving bell upright, and also had wire baskets containing the tools he would need.
The pressure began popping in his ears once more, and Gordon pushed at the nose block, a device located just underneath his faceplate, which pushed up a rod into his nostrils so he could pinch it and equalize again.
�Anytime you�re ready,� Mullins said.
With no other worries for the moment, Gordon let go of the ladder as his umbilical began to extend behind his harness. Within a few seconds he landed on top of the clump weight, grabbing one of the tether cables to balance himself. Even though he was just a few meters away from the bell, the surrounding lights had become noticeably dimmer, a testament to the otherworldliness of the environment.
�I�m close to the bottom now,� Gordon said.
�Okay, the ROV should be by your side at any moment,� Mullins said. �Izzy will guide you towards the work area.�
Gordon bent down and opened the basket on top of the clump weight. �Do I need any tools from here?�
�Just get yourself a chipping hammer. Izzy�s got all the other tools you need on the side of the ROV.�
�Okay,� Gordon said as he grabbed the tool from the box and tethered it to his harness. After closing the basket he leapt from the clump weight and descended down to the seabed. When his feet touched the bottom, he nearly slipped but was able to keep himself upright. He had landed on some sort of sloped concrete base, and the surface was covered in sediment and partly corroded, making it slippery.
Looking up, he could see the diving bell�s hazy exterior, a solid glimmering sphere surrounded by a metal cage with attached gas tanks along its sides. Grabbing his umbilical with one hand, he gave a gentle tug, signaling O�Keefe to extend the line and give him some extra slack. Seconds passed, and more of the thick hose soon made its way down to him from the open hatch.
The particle-filled depths made him feel like he was standing inside of a gray raincloud, but the pressure made it all so thick that every movement was like being trapped in a gelatinous substance as his muscles ached with each step. Even his helmet light had dimmed to a dull amber hue.
Something big and fast moved just beyond the light. Gordon could sense it, but the visibility was so bad he couldn�t make it out. His heart started to pound as the rising fear made it to the top of his throat, quickly transforming into bile. He felt like puking out his breakfast, and used all his concentration to push the ever-growing lump in his throat back down to his stomach.
Tactical breathing, tactical breathing, he thought. Come on, you can do this.
Feeling something brushing up against his legs he looked down. A half meter long eel-like fish with a transparent body and large, googly eyes snaked around his ankles before disappearing into the gloom once more. In his many years of experience doing saturation dives, Gordon had seen all sorts of alien-looking sea animals, creatures that scientists had yet to identify. It was a common joke amongst the other divers that they had encountered more types of new species than all the oceanographers of the world had ever catalogued, yet their type of work gave them little time to bother with any newfound biological discovery.
Izzy�s feminine voice came over his helmet�s audio circuit, momentarily startling him. �Hey Gordy, I�m just ahead and above, to your left.�
The sound of her voice calmed him down somewhat, for her easing words reminded him of both Chloe and his girlfriend. Looking up, he could see a pair of distant amber lights coming closer towards him. Gordon sighed with relief, knowing that it was the ROV. �Okay, I see you.�
With a hull shaped like a box, the underwater drone had its own snakelike cable sprouting out from its rear, which allowed the topside handlers to control it remotely. The ROV�s outer shell had been painted yellow, but the gloom of the depths now gave it a dull orange look.
�Just follow me, Gordy,� Izzy said.
�Okay.�
Gordon began moving slowly, being careful not to slip on the surface. A strange popping noise could be heard somewhere out in the distance, but he wasn�t sure where it was coming from. Continuing on he soon saw a metal rod sticking out from the seafloor just a few paces ahead of him. The pole stood nearly two meters tall, its surface covered in reddish-brown rust.
�Don�t worry about those things, just keep going,� Mullins said through the intercom. His supervisor had apparently been closely monitoring him through the helmet camera.
�What are they supposed to be?� Gordon asked as he came upon a second vertical rod less than a meter to his left.
A third voice came over his audio circuit, and it unmistakably belonged to Sandor. �That part is classified. Just please keep following the ROV, and don�t touch anything else.�
Gordon bit his lip. What�s going on here? They�re not telling me a damn thing.
The ROV kept moving slowly ahead of him, its thrusters seeming to effortlessly glide through the water, despite not being streamlined. Gordon came upon two more rods, only this time he ignored them as he snaked around these mysterious obstacles, making sure his umbilical didn�t get caught up in them.
Less than a minute later, the ROV stopped and hovered lower, just floating above what seemed to be a bubbling crack on the seafloor.
�Okay, Gordy,� Izzy said through the intercom. �This is the spot. I�ve got a welding torch along the side of the ROV, just take it and start.�
Gordy walked closer and crouched down. It took him only a few seconds to realize he wasn�t actually on the seabed at all. He quickly remembered the digitized image of the underwater base that had been shown on the monitor screen during their meeting a few days before. The large, hangar-like structure had a sloping roof, and he was actually standing on top of it.
His hands were now partly numb from the cold, despite the thick gloves he wore. Running his fingers along the crack, Gordon felt an internal current seeping out from the structure�s interior. �What�s inside of this building? Did it get flooded due to the leak?�
Sandor�s voice was quickly heard, as if he was beating the others to make the reply. �You don�t need to know any of that, just follow your supervisor�s instructions.�
Gordon exhaled loudly. The cracked surface exposed a solid foundation of metal, at least several inches thick. This whole structure is built like a giant sat chamber, he thought. �So I just patch this thing up, is that it?�
�That�s right,� Mullins said. �Just re-weld the crack and put a brace over it so it doesn�t open up again.�
Getting down on his knees, Gordon began using the chipping hammer to chisel away the corroded parts along the meter long crack. Izzy had expertly maneuvered the ROV until it floated to his left, turning the device so the diver could easily reach over and grab the tools along its side.
For several long minutes Gordon tapped away until he was able to clear most of the corrosion and algae around the breach. Once he was done, he reattached the tool to his belt before turning sideways and taking the welding device from the ROV�s basket.
Consisting of an electrode handle with an attached cable, the wet welding torch also needed an iron oxide nonexothermic rod attached to its front, and Gordon grabbed half a dozen of these metal sticks from the tool basket, inserting them into the pouch along the sides of his harness.
After attaching one of the rods to the torch, Gordon faced the crack once more and held the device�s tip along the end of the breach. The torch would be made very hot by running an electrical current through it. Once the welder was activated it would create a burning arc, igniting and become literally capable of cutting through solid steel at several thousand degrees.
�Okay, make it hot,� Gordon said.
He heard a static snap, and his vision exploded as if somebody had detonated an atomic bomb just a few meters in front of him. The torch had ignited, half blinding him. Gordon saw nothing but bright white flashes for a few seconds as he blinked rapidly, trying his best to get his sight back.
Within moments his overworked eyes readjusted, and he began to weld the crack shut. His numb hands felt like they were being pricked by pins and needles due to the shocks of the torch, and he realized the tool hadn�t been properly insulated by the tenders up on the surface.
�Goddamn it,� he muttered as his left hand held the middle of the protruding rod steady while it oxidized the very water in front of it. Despite the discomfort, Gordon worked slowly, deliberately, as he grabbed some metal fillings from his pouch and placed them on the breach to use as a patch to seal the crack with.
It took nearly fifteen minutes, but he was making progress. When he saw that the first rod was spent he quickly held the torch away. �Make it cold.�
The technicians from the control room heard him and obeyed, and the electric current supplying power to the torch was quickly cut off. After removing the spent tip, Gordon reached into his pouch, pulled out another cutting rod, and attached it to the device.
�Make it hot,� he said once more.
As he began welding through the middle of the crack, all his fears and anxieties momentarily subsided, and he was in his element again. Getting back to work was all that his mind needed, and now he felt better than ever.
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SITTING IN FRONT OF the compact vanity table, Lee Roberts dabbed some more of the liquid foundation onto the tip of her index finger before applying it to her right cheek in an expanding, circular motion.
Without warning, the entire guest cabin shuddered as the yacht she was in encountered what seemed like a strong current underneath the keel, causing Lee to momentarily push her finger onto her mouth, painting over the luscious red lipstick she had just put on.
�Goddamn it,� she muttered before placing the small bottle of foundation back onto the tabletop and taking a tissue to try and fix the imperfections of her makeup.
The intercom near the door squawked to life, momentarily startling her. A heavily accented voice in English spoke up. �Miss Roberts, you are expected in the lounge.�
Leaning sideways, Lee stabbed the reply button. �I�ll be there in a minute.�
Returning her focus back to the mirror, she carefully made sure there were no apparent wrinkles on her forehead. Satisfied, she got up and slipped into the red evening dress the Prince wanted her to wear that evening.
Lee wasn�t even sure of his full name. They had met a few weeks ago in Dubai, at an exclusive club for local high rollers. The man always wore sunglasses, even in the dead of night, and he was all smiles when they were introduced. The flashing disco lights and the howling dance music made hearing what he said during the greeting very difficult, and the only words Lee could decipher were that he was a Saudi prince of some kind.
She spent the rest of that evening as his escort. They later got into a limousine, and he brought her over to his suite in one of the newest luxury hotels in the city. He eventually had his way with her, and was a bit rough, but she didn�t mind since he paid her well for it. After being dropped off back at the staff house the next morning, Lee thought that would be the end of it.
A few days later, her employer at the club got a call. The Prince wanted her to accompany him while he sailed across the seas in his sixty meter long yacht, the Aqaba. Lee initially said no, but when the Prince doubled his offer, she just had to accept.
The past several days had been spent going from port to port. From Dubai over to Khasab for some refueling and resupply, before venturing eastwards into the Gulf of Oman, and so on. The Prince was very generous, and they would sometimes stay in the best hotels the port cities could offer before resuming their journey once more. Their last stop was in the Omani port of Salalah, before the yacht made an easterly course towards the Lakshadweep Islands.
Lee reached back and zipped up the length of her dress until she was certain it was the right fit. Looking past the guest cabin�s small porthole, all she could see was the blackness of night. The Prince had told her it would take several days before they reached Lakshadweep, and there would be nothing but open sea for the time being.
Turning back and facing the mirror once more, Lee smiled faintly to herself. Her mother had given birth to her at sixteen, and she really didn�t want a daughter. In the end Lee was raised by her grandmother, and she ran away with friends in her teens. Atlanta was the bustling metropolis of the American South, and she got by the same as the other girls her age, by using her body to make money. Turning a few tricks on the street soon gave way to stripper clubs, and she was alright with that kind of life until one of her friends came back from an overseas trip and got her a referral. Figuring she wanted to see the rest of the world, Lee decided to get a passport and soon ended up in Dubai.
I�ve got high five figures stashed away in the bank, so I�m nearly there, she thought. Lee wasn�t exactly sure what she would do once she had enough saved up, but she knew her situation was better off than every other woman in her circle of friends. Everybody�ll think I�m a drug dealer if I go back to Georgia with all this cash.
Taking the small black calf hair handbag from the top of the bed, she slipped on her high heels before moving towards the door. I�ll be thirty next year, so I better make the most of it right now.
Walking up into the aft deck of the yacht, she noticed one of the crewmembers dumping a bag of trash into the dark waters surrounding the vessel. Paying the man no mind, she walked up to the back door and opened it before stepping through.
The Prince was there, sitting along the wide sofa by the side of the lounge, wearing a black dress shirt and a silver three-piece suit. His black, wiry beard crinkled with a smile as he stood up and held out both hands towards her. �Ah, my princess. You look very, very beautiful in that dress.�
Lee smiled back as she stepped forward and embraced him. �Thank you, my prince.�
She had heard from the crewmembers that he had once been a crown prince in the ruling family, but was deposed following some sort of international scandal that rocked the entire country and sent him into a semi-permanent exile. Lee didn�t want to know any more than that, for it wasn�t her business.
His breath stank of cold scotch as he drew his mouth closer to her. �May I have a kiss?�
Lee giggled before locking her lips with his. Before her journey to the Middle East, she had thought all Muslims were terrorists and held them in secret contempt. Nowadays she just considered them hypocrites, openly engaging in their forbidden desires when not out in public.
The Prince chuckled as his swarthy hands began feeling her lithe body. �Whenever you are around I feel so good. It is like being in Jannah.�
Lee raised an eyebrow in curiosity. �What�s that?�
�Jannah is like your Heaven,� the Prince said.
Lee nodded, squealing in delight as he continued to caress her. She knew that whenever he was aroused like this, it was better for her to act as if she wanted it too, since he would ejaculate quicker, and the whole session would finish much sooner. �Oh, you make me feel so��
Their foreplay was interrupted when the entire cabin seemingly rocked forward, throwing them both off balance. Lee cried out as she fell sideways, but thankfully landed on the wide sofa, with the prince falling on top of her.
Cursing in Arabic, the prince leapt back up on his feet and started screaming. �What is going on?�
Lee turned, hearing a slight commotion out by the starboard side of the ship. She saw two uniformed crewmembers frantically gesturing for help. Getting up from the sofa, she moved towards the large windows by the side of the cabin for a closer look.
She couldn�t understand whatever language it was they were using, but one of them kept pointing over the side of the boat, and the sheer terror on his face was evident. �Hey look, he seems to be telling us that something is out there.�
The Prince growled as he stomped towards the door. �I will have all these fools whipped!�
Just as her employer reached for the door knob, a series of loud, pounding noises began emanating from the floor. Lee felt like she was in the middle of a construction yard, with jackhammers punching through solid rock to work on a building�s foundation, only this time she could see the marble floor underneath her suddenly crack open.
Lee began screaming as the flooring gave way, a jet of water rushing up and quickly beginning to fill the cabin�s interior. A few seconds later the ship�s power went out, plunging the entire vessel into darkness.
The floor began to slant sideways towards the hole in the center of the room. Lee cried out as she clawed at the back of the sofa, trying her best to hang on, but the water was rising fast, and when she glanced back and saw a glimpse of what seemed to be a gigantic mass of transparent feelers breaching the surface, her face became frozen in absolute terror.
At that moment the prince had been halfway out the door, but he was quickly pulled back inside when the cabin�s interior collapsed in on itself. The screaming man tried to reach out to Lee, but the onrushing deluge of seawater quickly engulfed them both as the Aqaba broke in two and was quickly pulled under the frothing swells.
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JUST A FEW KILOMETERS south of Sydney�s central business district, the suburb of Alexandria had a number of industrial estates dedicated to the marine oil and gas industry. Professor James was so impressed with the submersible demonstration that he offered them the use of his car for the final day of their stay in Australia, and both Ethan and Chloe jumped at the chance to take a drive around the city.
Ethan had been checking the emails using his smartphone during lunch and was pleasantly surprised to get a correspondence from an old acquaintance who also happened to be nearby. They had a few hours left to kill, and another possible business opportunity was too good to pass up.
Turning onto Maddox Street, Ethan slowed the Toyota down to a crawl as he waited for the map application on his smartphone to give him directions, ignoring the blaring horns from the other vehicles behind him to speed up and stop holding traffic. �The entrance to Alan�s company is somewhere along here, keep looking to your left.�
Chloe laughed a little as she waved at the cars at their rear to go on ahead. �You�re not making any new friends out here.�
Ethan shrugged apologetically as he kept both hands on the steering wheel. �Sorry about that. I�m not used to driving on the left side of the road.�
Chloe patted the seatbelt she had placed over her shoulder before the car even started. �I guess we�re just lucky so far. We�ve had nearly half a dozen head on collisions since you got into the driver�s seat of Mick�s car.�
�Okay, okay. Don�t rub it in.�
�Still, you�re doing better than that burger that�s still lodged in my throat,� Chloe said.
It was Ethan�s turn to laugh. �So you don�t like Aussie burgers?�
�I�ll say. I don�t know of anyone in America who puts beets and pineapple slices on top of the meat. The additional fried egg is okay, but it�s the most disgusting thing I�ve ever eaten on this whole trip.�
�More disgusting than the crap we used to stuff ourselves with in the sat chamber during our dives?�
�Well, those things didn�t taste like anything though.�
�If you had to choose between either of them, which would it be?�
�I�ll take the bland stuff, thanks.�
Ethan roared with laughter before he pointed towards a gate entrance. �Oh, found it.�
�Okay, let�s get in there before somebody calls the cops on you.�
The sign above the building read PERCY MARINE CONTRACTORS PTY LTD. Ethan parked the Toyota Corolla near the side of the property and they both got out. The front door was open and they could hear the unmistakable sounds of industrial drilling coming from the cavernous interior.
Walking inside, they came upon a large, high ceilinged workspace. A massive fifteen meter tall mechanical device, resembling an upright, yellow painted multi-piston valve, occupied the center of the room, being worked on by a team of six men wearing hardhats and wielding industrial sized tools with their brawny arms.
Chloe immediately recognized what it was. �BPO.�
Ethan nodded. BPOs, or blowout preventers, were used to seal and control wells to stop uncontrolled releases of oil into the environment. The workers appeared to be fitting the parts together and making adjustments to its calibration for an exact fit.
A grizzled, heavyset man wearing shorts and a worn, plaid sleeveless shirt stood on a platform leading up to a set of offices, observing the crew from an elevated position. When he turned and saw Ethan and Chloe standing by the entrance, he quickly ran down the short metal stairs and approached them with a wide grin on his face.
Ethan met him halfway and shook his hand before turning and gesturing towards his business partner. �Alan Percy, meet Chloe Gietz, my better half of the company.�
�Nice to meet you, Chloe,� Alan said while shaking her hand in turn. �How do you like �Straya so far?�
She gave him a playful wink. �Well, the people and the place are nice, can�t comment about your burgers though.�
Alan tilted his head back and let out a big throaty laugh. �Just wait till you try our pizzas. Come into my office, it�ll be quieter inside.�
Making their way up the stairs and onto the metal platform, Alan gestured for them to enter through the open doorway. �Sorry about the racket, but we�re all flat out trying to get this BPO set for an Indian firm.�
�No problem,� Ethan said as he got inside the office and stood in front of Alan�s desk. �I know it was a bit of a short notice, but since we were in town I figured why not drop by.�
�Well, I�m definitely going to make some time for you two,� Alan said as he closed the door behind him before sauntering over to his desk. �I�m sure you�ve both heard the news about the Yank submarine going missing out in the Arabian Sea near India, right?�
Chloe nodded while sitting down on one of the guest chairs facing the desk. �We did. Ethan�s been calling his buddies in the Navy for more news, but everybody seems tight lipped about the whole thing.�
Alan rubbed his chin as he stood behind his desk. �Can I get you both anything to drink or something? Coffee, perhaps?�
Ethan shook his head politely. �No, we�re good, thanks.�
Alan sat himself down in a high-backed chair with a slight squeak. �I got a message from Mick about your sub, and I think you�ll be getting at least half a dozen orders once the institute gets their hands on the first one. Congratulations on that.�
Ethan chuckled. �Nothing�s final until the order has been placed and the contracts signed. Right now we�re just talking with Mick and his team.�
Alan winked at them. �I get what you�re saying. I�m sure you�ll get the order to go ahead the moment you�re out of our territorial waters. Less paperwork that way.�
Chloe leaned forward and clasped her hands together. �We sure hope so!�
�I looked at your website and the embedded video demonstration last night,� Alan said. �Very impressive. I might get one too once I�ve expanded my business, but I�m surprised Morgenstern Oceanic hasn�t contacted you about it. They could definitely use an undersea vehicle such as what you�re offering.�
Ethan looked down on the floor. �Actually, they did send an inquiry to us a while back, but Chloe and I don�t really like dealing with them, so we sort of gave them the brush off.�
Alan narrowed his eyes. �I know what you mean. I did a big job for them that lasted almost three years. I made good money out of it, but I wouldn�t want to work with them ever again.�
Chloe�s interest was immediately piqued. �Oh? My brother is one of their sat divers, and he�s somewhere out in the Arabian Sea right now.�
Alan�s bushy eyebrows shot up. �You don�t say. I wonder if his job might be connected with what my firm did.�
Chloe knew about Morgenstern Oceanic�s strict non-disclosure agreements. �I�m a bit worried since I can�t contact my brother. Can you talk about what you did for them?�
Alan paused for a short minute before he began explaining. �We signed a very strict non-disclosure agreement with them, but since we�re all mates here, I�ll tell you what little I know, so long as I have your promise that you didn�t hear it from me if the hammer comes down, okay?�
�Sure thing,� Ethan said.
�Absolutely,� Chloe added.
�Their reps came to my shop about three years ago,� Alan said. �They claimed it was for a very big job, and I would get a nice fat bonus if it was done on time, and I kept mum about it.�
Chloe bobbed her head slowly. �My brother said the same thing. I thought I�d be allowed to contact him by phone or internet, but all I�ve got was a canned email reply from his company saying he would be unavailable until after the job was done.�
�Same thing happened to me, Chloe,� Alan said. �My entire staff had to sign those blasted NDAs, and their lawyers hinted that legal action was possible if even just a word came from us. I thought about just telling them to piss off, but my crew said the money was too good to pass up and so we did it.�
Ethan leaned back in his chair. �And you worked with them for three years? It must have been a big project.�
�The biggest I ever did,� Alan said. �I normally build a diving bell or sat chamber once a year or so, but they wanted me to build a dozen of them, all joined together too. I reckon it would have been enough to house at least a dozen peeps.�
Chloe�s mouth hung open. �What?�
�Oh yeah,� Alan said. �They had their own specifications. Some corporate poms came in with their set plans and we just had to build them.�
Chloe was confused. �Poms?�
Alan grinned. �We call Brits poms here. Short for pomegranate since their skin turns red from all the sun we get.�
�I see. Please go on.�
�Right. Anyway we get the plans and we start building them,� Alan said. �Strange though. These modules they specified were doubled layered. It was almost as if they wanted to place the whole structure deep underwater, at least that�s what I was thinking, but they never told us what it was for.�
Ethan narrowed his eyes. �An underwater base? The only permanent habitats I know of are Aquarius Reef Base and MarineLab, both in Key Largo.�
�There�s a few themed restaurants around the world doing it too,� Alan said. �But what those Morgenstern people wanted were self-contained hyperbaric chambers with no portholes, and they would also have their own life support system within the overall structure.�
Chloe frowned. �No portholes? It would drive anybody working in those things nuts.�
�That�s what I was thinking,� Alan said. �Judging from the schematics they showed us, it looked to be an underwater habitat, and in the kind of environment where it would have been pointless to have any windows, if you know what I mean.�
�It would have to be very deep then,� Ethan said. �Probably the deepest undersea base ever, but what would it be used for?�
Alan shook his head. �I don�t know, mate. As soon as we built the modules and tested them, they were all placed on a work barge and towed out using a diving support vessel. Right then and there, the bloody corporate reps take away all of our records, including schematics, blueprints and even our hard drives. They compensated us for it, though I can�t help but wonder if they were hiding something.�
�Maybe they�re in the drug business and they built an undersea base so the authorities would never find out where their stash is,� Ethan joked.
�They had plenty of specialized equipment built into the modules,� Alan said. �I believe they were medical machinery, like the ones you see in laboratories, but I can�t be sure since I don�t know anything about it. All of it was pretty dodgy if you ask me.�
Chloe crossed her arms. �If they towed it out and assembled it underwater, they can�t have done it all using just ROVs. They must have had a sat diving crew constructing it if it�s a deep water base.�
Alan snorted. �Oh, we did meet a bunch of divers during the build phase. Their leader was a bloody fleabag too.�
The obvious name popped up in Chloe�s mind as she began to put the various pieces of information together. �Was his name Clive Liger?�
�Yeah, that�s the pommy wanker�s name alright. We nearly got into it and I would have let him have it too if it wasn�t for the sizable payoff we were gonna get,� Alan said.
Chloe bit her lip. �Thanks for telling us all this.�
�I can�t help but wonder if whatever we constructed might have something to do with that lost submarine,� Alan mused. �In addition to those chambers, we were also contracted to build some sort of structure using massive metal and concrete modules. We built it in sections, and brought it to the barge�those things were the most confusing of all.�
Ethan was stunned. �What do you mean?�
Alan gave a solemn nod. �The building was designed to house something big. I know another contractor was doing the other sections and we never got to see the whole schematic, but it all looked like a gigantic underwater garage to me.�
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WHEN GORDON FINALLY woke up, he threw back the black curtains along the side of his bunk and peered out towards the day room. O�Keefe was slumped by the hyperbaric chamber�s padded seats, listening to music on his headset while munching from a takeout container filled with crackers, sliced cheese, and assorted cold cuts. Rubbing his eyes, Gordon slid onto the floor and put on his flip-flops before padding over to the wet pot and relieving himself.
Looking at the wall clock, Gordon could tell he had slept for a few hours, and his body was now hinting it needed more fuel. After sliding back into the living space, he sat down on the opposite seat and grabbed a cracker and a piece of cheese to make an impromptu sandwich.
O�Keefe looked up at him with a smile as he paused the music on his laptop and slipped off the headset. �Wakey, wakey, Sleeping Beauty!�
Gordon nodded while chewing absentmindedly. �That last time outside really took all my energy.�
�Yeah, you were out like a light the moment we got back. You didn�t even say hi to Haakon and Bill when they were about to start their shift,� O�Keefe said. �You just sat down, ate your food, then climbed into your bunk and snored.�
�I�ll greet them when they get back here.�
One of the junior tenders watching from the outside tapped on the porthole and grinned while waving at them.
O�Keefe waved back. �Hiya, turd. I bet you don�t even know what I�m saying.�
The tender outside just kept smiling, completely oblivious to O�Keefe�s words due to the inches of steel separating them.
Gordon shook his head while filling out the menu before placing it into the chamber�s side airlock. The tender outside waited, and then acknowledged he�d received it with a thumbs up before disappearing from view. �Where the heck do you get your energy from? I�m always beat every time we get back from the bell.�
�It�s all the crystal meth I take,� O�Keefe said. �Just kidding. I love this job, Gordo. Every time I�m back on dry land, I can�t wait to get back in here.�
�You�re one of a kind,� Gordon said. �Any word from your girlfriend?�
O�Keefe�s cheery demeanor quickly darkened. �Goddamn sons of bitches suddenly stopped our internet. Outside phone service is out too. I�m down to my videos and music files.�
Gordon muttered a curse. Mullins had made an announcement over the intercom to the entire team after O�Keefe had told his girlfriend on the phone about some aspects of the structure they were repairing. The rest of the diver team supported O�Keefe as a show of solidarity and howled in protest, but Sandor was soon heard over the speakers, threatening them all with breach of contract. From that point on, all communications with the outside had been stopped, and there was nothing they could do about it.
O�Keefe grimaced before pounding the table with his fist. �I can�t freaking believe it!�
�They got us,� Gordon said softly. The night before, Sandor had placed copies of their signed contracts through the airlock so they could all see the clauses that were marked, explaining that the company could revoke their communications with the outside world whenever it saw fit.
O�Keefe gave a short, sarcastic laugh. �When this job�s done, I�m pretty sure I can get into one of the other diving outfits. Maybe I�ll try the North Sea. What�s it like working over there?�
�You�ll be up to your ears with Brits and Scandinavians,� Gordon said. �They do a few things differently, like drawing lots for your bunk. The cold and the currents are pretty intense too.�
O�Keefe leaned back and sighed. �I can live with that. Sure beats working for freaking Morgenstern Oceanic. I mean, just building oil wells is better than whatever this crap we�re doing, right?�
Gordon locked eyes with the other man. �We�ve signed NDAs before, but this is the first time they�ve enforced it.�
�Yeah,� O�Keefe said. �I�m pretty sure they were monitoring our phones and internet. That Sandor guy is a real piece of work. I bet he�s behind all this.�
�He�s an asshole alright, but he doesn�t strike me as the boss, just some corporate drone being told to watch over us to make sure we don�t talk.�
�Who do you think the big boss is? That billionaire guy?�
Gordon shrugged. �I don�t know. Maybe. This job that we�re doing is totally weird too. It�s a habitat alright, but what is it supposed to do?�
O�Keefe leaned forward, as if to whisper in his ear. �You watched that stuff about the island resort the company built, right?�
�Yeah, with the tiger and the shark killing a whole bunch of people.�
�No, the other stuff. About the secret lab that the Indian authorities supposedly found but covered up.�
Gordon shook his head. �That�s all conspiracy theory crap. I don�t get into any of that.�
�But it�s true though,� O�Keefe insisted. �Two undercover reporters from the Daily Sky went to that island to get a story, and now they�re both dead. My girlfriend told me all about it. Those reporters communicated with their boss about something hidden inside of Lemuria.�
�What story is that?�
�I looked up the Daily Sky website, and one of their linked articles was titled Lady Frankenstein,� O�Keefe said. �It was about this brainiac chick who was a mad scientist or something, and she supposedly created some sort of monster that killed one of her fellow doctors or something like that.�
Gordon raised an eyebrow. Other divers would always pass stories about strange underwater sights like seeing ghosts and sea monsters in the deep, and he always hated hearing those kinds of tales, because they unnerved him. �Come on, dude.�
�I�m serious, bud,� O�Keefe said. �I know you�ve heard all this stuff before, but this was on the net.�
Gordon remained incredulous. �It�s got nothing to do with whatever we�re working on.�
�I�m telling you there�s a connection,� O�Keefe said. �We�re a subsidiary of the same company that was involved in this Lemuria thingy.�
�Coincidence.�
�No, bud! It�s related.�
�How?�
�This habitat we�re doing repair work on,� O�Keefe said. �It�s way too similar to the supposed lab they found in Lemuria.�
Gordon made a dismissive gesture with a wave of his hand. �If that thing really was a lab, then it was on an island. We�re out in the deep blue sea.�
�Yeah, exactly. We�re out in the middle of nowhere, right above the deepest underwater habitat ever built, and our bosses don�t want us to talk about it.�
�So what do you think it is?�
�It�s gotta be a lab of some sort,� O�Keefe said. �Bill and Haakon told me they got to work on one of the upper modules while you were asleep, doing a site inspection to make sure the chambers above the big structure were still watertight and pressurized.�
Gordon narrowed his eyes. �Oh yeah?�
�Yeah,� O�Keefe said. �They told me they saw a hatch that could double as a moon pool just above the northernmost strut. It means that someone could go in and out of that habitat.�
�You think there�s someone inside of it?�
�I dunno, maybe we�re fixing it to get it up and running.�
�What else did they say?�
�You know Silent Bill, he doesn�t talk much,� O�Keefe said. �But Haakon said he thinks he saw an emergency hyperbaric lifeboat docked alongside one of the chambers when he looked up.�
�A lifeboat? Down there? No way!�
�I�m telling you Haakon said he did. You can go ask him when he comes back.�
�I will. Why the hell would they place a lifeboat in that habitat?�
�To escape if something goes wrong, of course,� O�Keefe said. �Haakon told me that it was clamped alongside an adjoining module and it was colored red, and that�s how he spotted it.�
Gordon rubbed the back of his neck as he tried to piece together everything that was just said. �Okay, let�s assume it�s a lab or something. Why would they place it down there, without any sort of support that�s easy to do?�
�Beats me.�
�That structure we�re doing repair work on,� Gordon said. �It�s pretty big. What do you think it�s for?�
�Well, it can�t be watertight because of the way it�s built,� O�Keefe said. �Mostly mated concrete slabs around a solid steel frame. Looks to me like we�re just fixing the superstructure in order to keep it all together.�
�Okay, so the inside of that thing is filled with water and has the same pressure as the outside. Now what could be in it?�
O�Keefe let out a deep breath while rolling his eyes. �Your guess is as good as mine, bro.�
�Go ahead, take the first shot at it.�
O�Keefe tapped his fingers on the aluminum table. �It�s a hangar for some sort of experimental submarine? You know, like those stealth fighters the Air Force kept secret for a long time.�
�You�ve got me to thinking,� Gordon said. �I read a science fiction book about the government finding a UFO deep in the ocean.�
O�Keefe chuckled. �Awesome theory, El Gordo. So it�s a UFO that�s down there! No wonder the company people are so clammed up about it.�
�Hey, you didn�t hear that from me.�
�Hoo boy,� O�Keefe said. �Now I can�t wait to go back out there and see a little alien being following me around on the seafloor. I should have brought one of those deep sea cameras so I can take a selfie with him!�
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CLIVE LIGER OPENED his eyes the moment he heard the knocking outside his cabin door. He had spent all day inside the Queequeg�s sonar room with Dr. Yamamoto, and he was hoping to finally get some much needed sleep, but now the incessant rapping in the middle of the night began to irritate him. Getting up, he quickly put his shoes back on before unlocking the door.
Poole was standing outside, a sign of worry on his pudgy face. �It�s Danny, there�s something wrong with him.�
Liger wasn�t too happy about being woken up after just a few hours of rest, and this latest happening began to gnaw away what little patience he had left. �You�re supposed to be in charge when I�m resting, Pete. Why didn�t you take care of whatever it is that�s bothering the muppet, hmm?�
Poole hesitated before answering. �He� he got some bad news about his family, and he�s saying he wants out. Completely.�
Liger clenched his jaw. �He knows we all have to be together in this, and we�ve got a ton of money coming our way once it�s all finished.�
�I told him that, over and over,� Poole said. �But then he took out his knife and threatened me with it.�
�Is he in his cabin?�
Poole nodded.
�Okay,� Liger said as he moved past his timid subordinate, walked down a short flight of stairs and turned into a corridor. Danny Fitzroy�s cabin was located close to the engine room, and the humming noises coming from the old motors were a constant reminder of their unfinished task.� Poole followed a few paces behind as they both finally reached the door near the end of the passage.
The entryway was slightly ajar, and Liger pushed the door in slowly until he could see its occupant.
Fitzroy was taller than him, and he was leaning up against one of the side bulkheads of the small cabin. Disheveled clothes lay strewn about the interior. A broken bottle of scotch whiskey slid back and forth along a lacquered side table, its spilled contents acting as a lubricant to spur the pieces of glass to move around as the entire boat swayed slightly along the swells.
Liger also saw that a laptop and smartphone had been smashed, with broken pieces of these devices scattered on top of the rumpled bed. �What�s all this?�
Fitzroy�s ruffled hair extended over his forehead, partially concealing his puffy, reddened eyes from the dive leader. �Got an email from Ellie, mate. She�s taking the kids and leaving me if I�m not home by tomorrow.�
Liger remained impassive. �She�ll get over it. Didn�t you buy her a brand new car the last time we all had a holiday?�
�That was two bloody years ago, Clive!� Fitzroy exclaimed, before lowering his tone to a whisper.� �We�ve been working nonstop out here ever since.�
�And we�re getting paid a lot of money for it,� Liger said. �Enough to let us all retire. All we need is a few more days to tie things up and��
Fitzroy threw his hands up, interrupting him. �A few more days? You�ve been saying that for weeks. I haven�t seen my children for ages now. One of my sons broke his arm, and I wasn�t even there for him.�
�We�ve dived together for years, Danny. When we were inside the sat chambers we couldn�t go out no matter what either.�
�But we�re not inside those chambers anymore! We�re on a bloody boat, just going around in circles.�
�And you already know why,� Liger said tersely. �Don�t make me repeat myself.�
Fitzroy looked down at the mess on the cabin floor. It looked like he was about to cry. �I-I can�t take it anymore. I keep thinking about Liam and Aiden. Ellie said she got a call from Liam�s wife, asking about him, and I couldn�t tell her anything!�
�As I�ve explained over and over to you, we won�t say a word about what happened until after this job. That�s the plan and we�re sticking with it.�
�Liam was my best mate,� Fitzroy said, tears beginning to form on his eyelids. �We were all at his wedding too. Now he�s gone.�
�There�ll be time to grieve after this.�
Fitzroy clenched his teeth. �No, there won�t be! Don�t you understand? We�re all going to get killed the next time we go up against that bloody monster�I know it!�
�No, you don�t,� Liger said. �Dr. Yamamoto has got a plan to stun it and we tow it back to the habitat. Easy peasy.�
Fitzroy pointed towards the floor. �What�s left of Liam and Aiden is still inside the ship�s hold, in body bags!�
�Those two got careless, and it was their fault that thing got loose,� Liger said. �Anyway, people die in this industry, so their families will understand when we give them the bad news. The company has it all figured out already, so we don�t have to do much except corroborate the official report when it comes out.�
�We never signed up for this, Clive! Liam and Aiken are dead not because of diver error, they died because that monster killed them!�
�And their families will be well compensated once we�re finished,� Liger said. �You�ve had it easy for a while now, so you shouldn�t even complain about it.�
Fitzroy let out a long sigh. �You don�t need me anymore, mate. Just please bring me to the nearest port and let me go. I promise I won�t say a word.�
�I still need you,� Liger insisted. �Once we disable that thing we�ll be doing some dives to put it back inside.�
The other man shook his head. �There�s no chance in hell I�ll be going back into the water as long as that monster is out there.�
�Look, if we don�t haul that thing back to the base then we won�t get paid. There�ll be no danger to us because the organism will be unconscious.�
�I saw the news about the American submarine going down,� Fitzroy said. �It was the monster that did it, I�m sure. If it c-can take down a military war machine like that, then we�re hopelessly outclassed and we don�t have a chance in hell of getting out of this alive.�
Liger had had enough. He strode forward until his brawny chest was just centimeters away from the other man. �You don�t know what you�re talking about. That submarine could have been lost for all sorts of reasons, so stop jumping to conclusions.�
�But it happened so close to us. Aren�t you even concerned, Clive?�
�Not one bit, mate,� Liger said. �Dr. Yamamoto knows all about this creature we�re after, so I�m confident we can recapture it.�
Fitzroy backed away and dejectedly sat down on the bed. �You�re just thinking about the money. Well, I�m out no matter what. You can keep my share of the pot. I didn�t take this last job to become fish food like Liam and Aiden.�
Liger snarled as he moved closer and grabbed the other man by his shirt collar. �We�re going to finish this job, and you will obey orders. If you don�t then I�m going to throw you off this boat.�
Fitzroy�s lips trembled. �P-please don�t do this, Clive. My� my nerves are shot, mate.�
Poole stood in silence just beyond the cabin entrance. He could tell that Fitzroy was already a broken man.
Liger could sense it too. �You will not be a liability to this team, Danny. Pull yourself together, or you could very well end up like our other two mates.�
Fitzroy let out an anguished cry as he tried to push away from the other man, but Liger used his superior strength to drive him deeper into the alcove housing the bunk. Both of Fitzroy�s hands closed into fists and he swung them, one after the other. Liger was able to duck away from the first punch, but the second one landed on his left ear.
The glancing blow only made Liger angrier and he thrust his right elbow upwards, into Fitzroy�s chin. Stunned by the blow, the taller man cried out and reached down for the diving knife that had been sheathed along the side of his belt.
Liger sensed the danger, and his own hand clamped over Fitzroy�s, just as the latter managed to draw the titanium blade. The two men tussled on the bunk, Fitzroy using his free hand to push Liger�s face upwards, the top of the dive leader�s head smashing into the low ceiling of the berth.
Poole tensed as he remained standing outside. �Hey, hey, stop it, you two!�
Liger�s fighting instincts quickly took over. With both of his hands keeping Fitzroy�s knife flattened sideways on top of his opponent�s chest, Liger twisted his head and bit hard into the fingers that were pushing against his chin.
Fitzroy screamed as his opponent drew blood. He tried to pull his hand away from Liger�s grinding bite as the dive leader tore through skin and injured his ligaments. The blood dripped into his eyes, blinding him.
Liger sensed weakness as his opponent�s hand was pulled away from his face. The thick metallic taste of Fitzroy�s blood remained on Liger�s tongue as both his hands twisted the knife that Fitzroy was holding onto until it began to pierce through his subordinate�s shirt.
�No!� Fitzroy cried as the knife point punctured skin and dug in just beneath his ribcage. He tried to use his free hand to pry away Liger�s attack, but the injured appendage was too weak to have an effect.
Liger was now kneeling on top of the other man as he kept driving the knife deeper into Fitzroy�s body. �You want out, then here it is!�
Fitzroy�s limbs became weak and he stopped thrashing about. Tilting his head up, he began to gurgle out streams of crimson.
Liger felt that the other man�s resistance was at an end. He pried the knife away and held it in his right hand before slashing the other man�s throat open.
Within a few minutes it was over. Fitzroy twitched several times before his fully opened eyes glazed over, a look of mild surprise over his dying features. Liger stood back, using the bed�s blanket to wipe the blood from his hands.
Poole could hardly believe what he�d seen. �Is� is he dead?�
Liger turned and gave him a menacing look. He had been in many fights before, but this was the first time he had ever killed a man. As the adrenaline surge seeped away, he was surprised not to have any feelings at all. �Clean this up and put his body in the hold, right alongside Liam and Aiden.�
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EVEN THOUGH THE Wanderer had just docked at Malahayati Port in Aceh, several members of her crew quickly leapt off the gangplank and ran onto the pier, waving frantically at several local attendants and asking them where they could buy more fuel.
Chloe stood at the upper deck, just behind the bridge, and rested her elbows on the port gunwale, nervously staring at a small number of container ships docked nearby. Ever since their talk with Alan Percy in Australia, her anxiety over her brother�s wellbeing had intensified, and she had insisted that Ethan call up his contacts to inquire more about the lost US Navy submarine. Her business partner was sympathetic, and he ordered the Wanderer to head northwest, closer to the Arabian Sea instead of returning to port in Los Angeles.
Ethan walked out of the bridge and stood right next to her. �Let�s give the crew a few hours to refuel and resupply the ship, okay?�
Chloe turned and stared into his eyes. The mounting concern had made her restless. �No word from your friends yet?�
Ethan gave a gentle smile and placed a reassuring hand on her elbow. �I�ve sent them several emails and left phone messages to tell them we�re close by and ready to help in the search. That�s all I can do for now.�
Chloe let out a deep breath. �I�m sorry for badgering you like this, Ethan. You can take the fuel bill off of my share. Same with all the crew expenses too.�
Ethan started chuckling. �It�s alright. We�re equal partners remember? In all the years we�ve worked together you�ve never asked me for a favor, so this is okay. Gordy is family, so if he�s in any sort of trouble, then we�re gonna help him. It�s as simple as that.�
Chloe�s chin trembled. A part of her wanted to cry, but her tougher side won out, and she quickly swallowed the rising bile back down her throat. �I know you think this is just a hunch, but with all the things we�ve learned about the company he works for and with that missing submarine, I can�t help but believe there�s something sinister going on.�
�I feel the same way,� Ethan said softly. �With all the bits of information we�ve gotten, I think you�re totally right.�
Chloe nodded. �Thanks for putting up with me, Ethan.�
Ethan pointed towards the dense city skyline to the south. �Hey, I�ve never been to Indonesia before, so it�s definitely an adventure. All I gotta do now is take some pictures so I have a legit excuse for my wife and kids.�
Chloe raised her eyebrows. �Oh, I totally forgot. It�s going to be your daughter�s birthday next week, right?�
�Yeah, Sally is going to be nine. But if this takes a little longer, I�m sure I can get back into her good graces by just giving her a totally expensive gift,� Ethan said confidently. �She�s easy to bribe.�
�And your wife?�
He winked at her. �Oh, I�ll treat her to a romantic dinner at the Redondo Pier and all will be well again. She understands we�ve got business to do over here anyway.�
�Well, if she gets pissed off, you can blame it all on me.�
Ethan laughed again. �Ah, don�t worry about that.�
�Thanks,� Chloe said before looking away again. A part of her was hoping they�d get the call from the Navy so they would have an excuse to head out to the Arabian Sea, but so far all their calls had been met with stony silence.
Ethan gripped the top of the gunwale and stared across the marina. The late afternoon sun had not yet begun to set. �I know what you�re thinking. If we don�t get the call we�ll go anyway.�
Chloe glanced at him in surprise. �Really? It�s going to be another two thousand kilometers and you might miss Sally�s birthday.�
�Ah, what the heck,� Ethan said. �We�ve always been looking to test the Sedna in every part of the world�s oceans so we might as well go all the way.�
For the first time in days, Chloe smiled. �Thanks, Ethan. This means a lot to me.�
�Hey, maybe we could even pull a surprise on your brother while he�s doing a dive,� Ethan said. �We�ll just bring our submersible down and hover right beside him while he does his welding and assembly. Morgenstern Oceanic won�t be able to gag us down there.�
Chloe giggled. �Gordon�s a scaredy-cat, we�ll probably give him a heart attack if we take the submarine down there and meet up with him.�
�Yeah, well��
Their conversation was interrupted when Captain Deke Owens poked his head out from the slightly opened door. Owens had been a former professional surfer, and had become the skipper of the Wanderer through pure merit. �We�re getting an incoming call on the radio. It�s from a Commander Joshua Thomas, US Navy.�
Ethan gave Chloe a look of mild surprise before walking back into the bridge. �He�s one of my contacts. I was introduced to him during a RIMPAC conference in Hawaii last year.�
Chloe followed him into the Wanderer�s bridge. Despite having barely any sleep, her senses immediately heightened while standing beside him as Ethan took the call and identified himself.
Commander Thomas�s voice was both friendly and businesslike. �Nice to hear from you again, Ethan. I understand your boat is currently at port in Banda Aceh, over?�
�That�s an affirmative,� Ethan said. �We were testing a new deep sea submersible in Sydney, but when we heard the news we figured it might be prudent to get closer and offer our services just in case we�re needed, over.�
�You�ve got a submersible? That�s great. How deep can she go, over?�
�About a thousand meters, over.�
�Any detection gear on her, over?�
�Yes,� Ethan said. �She�s modular, so she can be equipped with sonar pods. Our sub can also deploy an ROV while underwater for an extended search range. The Wanderer also has a towed sonar array and a magnetic anomaly detector so we can help from the surface, over.�
�That�s good,� Thomas said. �We lost contact with one of our older Los Angeles-class attack boats a little over a week ago. She was supposed to check in after doing a patrol in the southeastern portion of the Arabian Sea. We�ve deployed a search and rescue task force into the area and the Australians will be joining us, but we can always use some extra help, over.�
�We�d be glad to help, over,� Ethan said.
�Alright, we do appreciate it,� the Navy commander said. �The task force flagship is the USS Port Royal. I�ll relay her coordinates to you and tell them you�ll be coming over to help. How soon can you get to the Arabian Sea, over?�
Ethan glanced at the flat paneled display as Captain Owens switched it over to a satellite map of the nearby oceans. �As soon as we refuel we ought to be in the area in about� seventy-two hours, over.�
�Sounds good, now about the paperwork with regards to civilian contracts��
�Forget about that for now,� Ethan said, cutting him off. �What�s important is we find those boys first and see what we can do to rescue them. All that legal stuff can wait, over.�
�I like your attitude, Ethan,� Thomas said. �Okay, I�ll relay your intentions to the captain of the Port Royal, and I�ll contact you again to coordinate things in a few hours time, over.�
�No problemo, Commander,� Ethan said as he turned and gave Chloe the thumbs-up sign. �By the time you contact us again, we should be on the way there, over and out.�
Chloe grinned. When the base of her palms started to hurt, she looked down and realized she had been clenching her fists very tightly throughout the whole conversation, and the tips of her nails had dug deeply into the fleshy part.
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INSIDE THE WET POT, Gordon grimaced while sitting on the toilet seat. He had been woken up only minutes before, and now it was imperative that he finish his ablutions before the dive. It was an ongoing joke within the community that the ideal diver was someone who could defecate on command, but the turd inside his bowels just wouldn�t come out.
A tap was heard coming from the side hatch. �El Gordo�hurry up, dude! We gotta get into the bell soon.�
Goddamn it, Gordon thought as he pushed down with all his might. After what seemed like an eternity, his bowels finally let loose, spilling their contents into the toilet. Now he could breathe easy once more since there wouldn�t be any problems in the water.
The moment he was done he closed the lid and flooded the toilet until it was half full before tapping the intercom system. �Flush please.�
�You got it,� the life support technician said over the line. The toilet contents were quickly flushed down to a holding tank and depressurized.
The side hatch opened, and O�Keefe slid into the wet pot portion of the hyperbaric chamber wearing only his boxer shorts. �About time, dude. I thought we�d be running late again.�
�Shut up,� Gordon said. �I�m not a human dump machine like you.�
O�Keefe shifted sideways as he grabbed his hot water suit from its hanger and began putting it on. �No, you�re not. You just bottle up all that brown stuff until it comes out of your mouth, tight-ass.�
�Maybe I�ll be more like you, and let my girlfriend stick a flagpole up my butt so I can open it up like you can.�
�Promises, promises.�
Langley�s voice was heard from the other side of the hatch. �I forgot to tell you guys, there�s more and more shrimp swimming around out there than ever before. Good luck.�
O�Keefe shook his head as he sealed the side hatch. �Less visibility for us. That�s gonna suck.�
Gordon took his own hot water suit from the hanger at the side of the chamber and began to put it on. �What happened to your gung-ho attitude, dude?�
O�Keefe rolled his eyes. �Oh yeah, we ought to bring a net outside the bell, catch a whole bunch of those things and have a shrimp barbeque!�
�How we gonna cook them out there?�
�With our welding torches, of course!�
Gordon cursed as he pulled the diving suit up to his waist. �Goddamn it! This thing�s still wet!�
O�Keefe chuckled. �What did you expect, luxury room service?�
Matt Mullins�s voice came over the intercom. �You guys all set? The bell is now mated to the top hatch.�
Gordon stabbed the intercom�s reply button. �Who�s the freaking tender who was supposed to dry my suit, Mullins?�
�I don�t know but I could check,� Mullins answered.
�Fire him for me, willya? My suit�s still wet.�
Mullins�s voice remained unemotional. �Will do.�
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GORDON AND O�KEEFE sat on opposite sides of the diving bell as it went past the Aurora�s moon pool and plunged down into the shadowy depths. Mullins had told them that the repair work was now ahead of schedule, and everything would be completed in another two or three shifts.
The entire dive team was exhausted, but their elation remained high since they could now see the light at the end of the tunnel. Once their work was done they�d spend another week inside the chamber while the life support crew gradually lowered the atmospheric pressure and cycled them back to a normal gas mix. After decompression, the crew would unlock the outer hatch and allow them to go back out into the normal world once more.
Tapping O�Keefe on his shoulder, Gordon then pointed his thumb back to himself. �Let me do the first shift, Don.�
O�Keefe raised his eyebrows. It was supposed to be his turn. �You sure?�
�Yeah. This is most probably my second to last dive, so I want to get it over with.�
O�Keefe stood up, reached for Gordon�s dive helmet and held it over the other man�s head. �Okay, partner. Let�s get you suited up.�
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GORDON QUICKLY SENSED something was amiss the moment he climbed down from the open hatch and into the water. The entire diving bell had been swaying back and forth on the way down, and now he felt the powerful currents buffeting the clump weight as he made the short leap to land on top of it.
�What�s going on?� he asked.
Mullins�s voice on the intercom carried a lot of static. �Sorry about this, but the swells around the ship have just picked up all of a sudden. Our stabilization thrusters are working overtime this evening.�
Gordon was immediately concerned. It was imperative that the Skandi Aurora maintain a stable position over the work area, in order to keep the diving bell steady. With his umbilical and the cabling of the capsule leading all the way back up into the boat, any deviation would be extremely hazardous for both him and O�Keefe.
Looking around, Gordon could tell that Langley had been right. The location�s already murky visibility had gotten even worse. Everywhere he looked, there were swarms of krill swimming all around, and he felt like he was trapped inside a blizzard of tiny shrimp.
�Check for leaks, check for leaks,� Mullins said. �You okay?�
Gordon kept a tight grip on the left cable supporting the clump weight. �Currents are the strongest I�ve ever felt. There�s tons of krill all around me. I can barely see.�
�Sorry about that. We�re nearly done with the job though. Can you tough it out?�
�I�ve never failed yet,� Gordon said in between taking great gulps of air. �Where�s the damned ROV?�
�Sorry, but Izzy�s team are having problems topside. It ought to be there in about ten minutes.�
Gordon silently cursed to himself. �What else needs to be done?�
�Not much, actually,� Mullins said. �I just need you to do a visual inspection on the structure and check and make sure the bolts around the framework are tight.�
�Oh heck, I don�t need the ROV for that.�
�Izzy was supposed to guide you, but if you can get started on your own that would be even better.�
Crouching down, Gordon opened the tool basket and took out an industrial wrench before attaching the large tool to his harness. �Okay, I�ll just jump down.�
�Roger that. Be careful.�
Leaping away from the base of the clump weight, Gordon held on to his umbilical with his right hand, making sure the hose wouldn�t get caught in any of the other cables. The moment he began drifting down onto the roof of the structure, a sudden strong current shifted him sideways and began pulling him into the darkness.
Mullins had been watching through his helmet camera. �Whoa, whoa! Steady there, Gordy.�
Using his umbilical as a belaying line, Gordon grasped the hose with both hands as he twisted his body back to an upright position. He could barely see the dim lights of the diving bell above, and the small lamp on his diving helmet was nothing more than a faint amber glow, scarcely penetrating the thick watery darkness that was all around him.
After a minute he could now see the sloping sides of the structure as he continued to descend. If he maintained his position he would undoubtedly slip over the side of the roof and sink deeper into the black abyss.
Seeing one of the rusty metal rods jutting out from the building�s concrete foundation, Gordon stretched out and made a grab for it. The moment he clasped the pole, a shot of electricity surged into his body, making him cry out in pain.
Mullins�s frantic voice was heard over the intercom. �Shut off the damned power to those rods! Gordy�s hanging on to one of them.�
More muffled voices and shouts came from the control room. Gordon was certain one of them belonged to Mr. Sandor as he clenched his teeth in agony, the electric shock coursing through his body, nearly stunning him.
Without warning, the painful, burning current suddenly stopped, and Gordon could feel his arms coming back to life once more. He kept breathing heavily as he tried to regain his senses.
O�Keefe�s voice came over the intercom circuit. �Gordy, you okay? I�ll come down and get you!�
After a few painful seconds of tactical breathing, Gordon was able to recover somewhat. The pain was mostly gone now. �I�m� okay. I�m okay.�
�Jesus, you scared the hell out of me,� O�Keefe said. �Mullins, your crew up there needs to get their act together, goddamn it!�
�Don, stay off the line,� Mullins said tersely. �I�m really sorry about what happened there, Gordy. Everything alright with you?�
Gordon shook his head slowly as his feet touched the top of the structure. �I-I�m okay. Wh-why are these metal rods electrified?�
Mr. Sandor�s voice was now clearly heard over the communications channel. �That�s classified. Please continue with your work.�
Gordon cursed as he let go of the rod and began to slowly walk up the sloped roof. Screw that guy, he thought. Using his free hand to push aside the swarms of krill in front of his faceplate, Gordon tried to find his bearings. �I�m on top of whatever this thing is right now.�
�Okay,� Mullins said. �Just walk around, then do a visual inspection. The ROV is still being worked on.�
Gordon rolled his eyes, even though he knew nobody could see it. �Visibility is so poor I�ll need to crawl in order to see anything.�
�I understand,� Mullins said. �Just do what you can.�
Gordon crouched down and saw a slightly raised bolt jutting out from the floor in the faint distance. After making his way towards it, he bent down and used the wrench he carried to tighten the large industrial screw.
�That�s good,� Mullins said. �Just keep it up until your tool can�t turn anymore.�
�As long as there�s gonna be no more surprises then I�ll be fine,� Gordon said.
�I guarantee you there won�t��
His supervisor�s words were cut off when Gordon experienced a powerful current surging behind him. Cursing out loud, he held on to the wrench with both hands to keep himself in position as his umbilical suddenly jerked up and became taut.
�What the hell?� he cried out, turning his head to see what had just happened.
A monstrous shape, bigger than any whale he had ever seen, loomed just above him as it swam alongside the diving bell before casually brushing it aside with one of its rapidly moving segmented limbs. The creature�s partially transparent body seemed to have a silver sheen, due to the reflection of the lights around it, giving its chitinous cylindrical torso a ghostly appearance as it made its ascent towards the diving support vessel on the surface.
Gordon screamed as his umbilical wrenched him away from the undersea building�s rooftop, tossing him around in the watery darkness like a dangling, helpless puppet on a long string.
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MATT MULLINS HAD BEEN sitting inside the control room, deep in the heart of the Skandi Aurora, when all hell broke loose. Like the divers, he had been working twelve hour days, keeping his eyes on the remote control camera feeds, coordinating the team and making sure his people were safe from all the various hazards the sea could provide.
His control room staff had the unenviable job of monitoring the gas flows, making sure that the heliox mixes were perfect in order to keep the divers alive. One of his assistants had been watching the gauges, his hand on the levers in case emergency air was ever needed. A second subordinate stared at the camera feeds to the hyperbaric chamber and the crew of tenders by the moon pool below deck.
As the diving supervisor, it was his responsibility to keep everyone on their toes and get the job done. Only this time, something finally happened that made him feel entirely helpless, despite his three decades of experience in the industry.
When Gordon started screaming in the intercom circuit, all Mullins could do was stare in mute awe as the diver�s helmet camera caught a glimpse of a silvery, titanic behemoth swimming just beneath the waves.
Mullins�s mouth hung open. He could barely believe what he had just seen. �What in the world��
The next thing he knew, the entire vessel seemed to rock back and forth, as if the Aurora had struck something on her bottom, but since they were in the open sea, the logical part of his mind kept telling him that it just wasn�t possible.
Turning to his left, Mullins could only stare at Sandor, who had quickly leapt out of his chair and ran out of the room, the torn headset wire dangling behind him as the corporate representative opened the door and blew past two petrified tenders standing in the outside corridor.
A torrent of screams, curses, and shouts had distracted him, before Mullins turned his attention back to the live video feeds along the walls of the control room. He could see O�Keefe being tossed back and forth as the interior of the diving bell began to flood. Another camera feed in the lower deck showed a group of tenders running around in panic and gesticulating wildly, with some pointing down towards the opening at the base of the ship�s hull, and what lay beneath it.
Something jutted out from the moon pool�s surface. At first Mullins thought they were a pair of man-sized radar domes, as if the top of another vessel had suddenly popped up above the blackened depths. But as he watched, the two spheres seemed to rotate independently, and he realized they were actually a set of compound eyes, like those of a giant insect. Less than a second later, these sensory organs suddenly disappeared beneath the waterline.
Mullins stood up and pointed at his equally surprised staff. �Get the diving bell back up here! Do it now! Do it��
His orders were interrupted when the entire vessel suddenly swayed to port, and the decks began tilting. A series of loud clangs reverberated along the entire superstructure of the Aurora, followed quickly by the unmistakable sounds of screeching metal.
Mullins managed to grab hold of the side of his desk as the entire control room began to lean towards the port side. By now they were all screaming as a general alarm had started. After he tried to push himself towards the door, Mullins�s foot slipped, and he rolled along the floor, hurting his back.
Groaning, he looked up and saw one of the tenders hanging on to the side of the door. �Tell them� tell them to bring the bell up.�
The youthful tender had lost his hard hat, but he nodded energetically. �Let me help you, sir.�
�Just go already!� Mullins ordered.
As the young man moved away, Mullins struggled to get back up. The Aurora had already begun to list, just as everyone heard more hammering noises coming from the bottom of her hull.
�What the hell is going on?� one of his assistants bellowed.
Reaching out towards the microphone, Mullins grabbed the device and keyed it to the hyperbaric chamber where half his diving team remained. �Abandon ship. Get to the lifeboats. Please, get to the lifeboats.�
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SANDOR�S GLASSES HAD been lost as he struggled to get to the emergency stairs of the rapidly sinking Aurora, and now everything in front of him was a cloudy blur. He had warned Mullins about deactivating the electrical field that was protecting both Typhon and the ship, but that fool of a supervisor had insisted they turn it off when one of his idiotic divers had grabbed hold of one of the rods. When Mr. Morgenstern asks me about what happened, I�m going to pin the blame on Mullins, that stupid retard, he thought.
He had to crawl his way up the stairs as the entire ship continued to rock back and forth. A series of ear-splitting reverberations would erupt every few minutes, as if an army of people with humungous drills were busy tearing out the underside of the Aurora�s hull.
It took him several precious minutes to make it to the outside. Sandor always kept at least one hand on the steel railings to steady himself, and he would defensively crouch down whenever he felt the vibrations of tearing metal.
Turning to his right, he could see one of the orange hulled lifeboats being prepped by one of the crew. Unlike the open topped rowboats during the olden days of sea travel, these new models were fully enclosed and equipped with a motor, just like an ordinary ship. Pushing past several terrified female crewmembers, Sandor quickly got to the front of the line.
The crewman standing in front of him was manning the davit controls, a crane-like mechanism designed to lower the lifeboat into the water. He turned towards Sandor and gave him a disgusted look. �Hey, ladies first.�
Sandor drew himself up to his full height, but kept both hands on the side railing. �No, this one�s mine. I have to do something with it.�
The crewman raised one eyebrow in confusion. �What do you mean this lifeboat�s yours? She�s for everybody. As I�ve told you, the women go in first.�
Sandor snarled as he unbuttoned his suit jacket, reached into it, and pulled out a compact Glock 26 pistol before racking the gun�s slide, placing a round into its chamber. �I said this one is mine! Now let me inside and lower her down, or I�ll make sure you�re blacklisted from ever working in the industry ever again!�
The crewmembers who had lined up behind him shrieked in terror the moment they saw the gun, and several of them began running in the opposite direction, to where the other lifeboat was located. The others merely stepped back, cowering in fear.
The crewman by the davit held his hands up. �Hey, j-just take it easy, mister.�
Sandor climbed into the lifeboat�s back entryway and sat down in front of the helm controls, all the while continuing to keep his eye on the other man before closing the aft hatch behind him. �Lower this thing into the water� now!�
After seeing the gun and hearing the threat to his career, the crewman capitulated, pulling out the safety pins and activating the launching system. The davits quickly extended, and their attached cables began to lower the lifeboat onto the churning surface of the dark waters around the ship.
Sandor activated the hydrostatic hook release a few seconds after the bottom of the lifeboat hit the water. Looking out into the darkness beyond, he quickly started up the motor while turning on the radio and switching it to the right frequency, calling out towards the one man who he could talk to.
He waited until someone answered as the lifeboat slowly made her way through the night sea. �Hey, it�s me. We�ve got a big problem.�
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THE HELIOX GAS MIX made Gordon�s muffled screams sound like mouse squeaks as he hung on with both hands to his umbilical. With the nightmares he had once thought left behind now coming back with a vengeance, Gordon began to hyperventilate, increasing the pressure load on his breathing system as he continued to be pulled about along the black depths of the sea.
He could see his former dive partner�s face once again. Jesse Gemmel�s yellow, corpselike features seemed to float effortlessly out in front of him, like a ghost beckoning Gordon to join him in his cold, watery grave. Jesse held out his bony fingers, gesturing for him to take the easy way out, to just give it all up.
Gordon cursed as he blinked his eyes rapidly and began his tactical breathing technique. It can�t be Jesse. The gas mix and all this pressure is making you see things that aren�t there. Get it together!
O�Keefe�s voice came back over the communication circuit. His current partner�s calm, steady voice had a sudden calming effect on Gordon�s nerves. �The bell�s half flooded! I think the clump weight might have gotten torn off.�
The other man�s words were enough to bring Gordon back to reality. He began to pull himself up using his own umbilical hose in a desperate attempt to return to the diving bell. �I�m trying to make my way back to you right now.�
�Hurry, bro. You gotta get back in here before they bring the bell to the surface.�
Gordon grimaced as he continued to pull himself up. He could see the lights of the diving bell and felt an extra tug as O�Keefe was also busy pulling the umbilical hose back through the still open hatch on the capsule�s bottom.
He could see the clump weight through the murk now. Gordon�s mouth hung open as he noticed one of the cables that was once attached to the bar had snapped, making the entire bell unstable. �The clump weight�s broken! One of the cables is��
Without warning, the diving bell above him shook, as if a giant invisible hand was rattling it. One of the cables attached to the top part of the module suddenly tore itself loose, and the capsule tilted sideways once more.
Gordon cried out as the diving bell itself began to descend, and one of the torn cables had wrapped itself around the clump weight, entangling his own umbilical with it.
Shouting out in alarm, Gordon tried desperately to swim around the mass of coiled lines so he could get his umbilical free, but a sudden shifting of the currents sent the diving bell careening sideways, and the next thing he knew the clump weight had collided with one of the hyperbaric chambers of the undersea habitat, dragging him right along with it.
The diving bell seemed to shudder before the outer lights flickered and died for a short instance, only to be replaced by dimmer versions of themselves. Gordon instantly knew that the attached cables on the top of the bell must have been either damaged or severed.
�Don, can you hear me?� Gordon asked. His breathing became tight. It was obvious the air line coming from the ship had now been cut off.
There was no response. The now disconnected diving bell continued its slow descent as the powerful currents began to sweep it past the edge of the undersea habitat�s lower building, before making an inevitable plunge even deeper into the bottomless abyss, dragging everything that was attached down with it.
Gordon knew the affixed gas canisters along the sides of the diving bell were still giving him some much needed air, but he would certainly die unless he could climb back into the capsule, close the hatch, and blow the ballast tanks to enable the bell to float back towards the surface.
�Don, speak to me,� he said.
Precious seconds passed. O�Keefe was either dead or unconscious, and the diving bell was rapidly descending until its already faint lights became a distant flicker in the thick darkness. Gordon�s umbilical started to get taut once again. In a matter of minutes it would all be over.
And then he remembered. He wasn�t even sure if it was O�Keefe, or Langley, or Haakon who told him. But the details stood out in his mind.
The habitat was closer to him. And one of his teammates had told him there was a hyperbaric lifeboat attached to it. He now realized it was his only chance if he wanted to keep on living.
Using both hands and feet, Gordon swam as fast as he could until he floated right beside one of the habitat�s main support struts. His umbilical kept trying to pull him away, and there was no time and no slack on the line to wrap it around the column. Pulling out a small glowstick from one of the pockets in his harness, he snapped it on before dropping it onto the seafloor.
Gordon reached over to the side of his helmet and twisted open the emergency valve, activating the bailout bottle strapped to his back. He now had a separate air supply, but at this depth it would last for just a few minutes, and he needed to get rid of his umbilical before it dragged him away.
He tried to disengage the air and communication lines attached to his helmet first, but for some reason his hands kept slipping off. To make matters worse, his umbilical now acted like a stretched rubber band as he was being pulled away from the habitat.
The lights had gone out, and all he could do was go by feel now. In desperation he reached down and pulled out the knife that was strapped to his hip and quickly began to cut through the thick umbilical, hoping he could sever it before he was dragged too far.
Gordon�s entire body shuddered in the numbing cold as he continued to cut. The hot water that had been keeping him warm was gone, and the seeping chill of the dark watery depths made him feel like he had jumped into an icy pool while naked.
With one hand holding the umbilical, he kept sawing away using the other, feeling the blade slicing through the thick rubber hoses. The knife connected with something solid, and he knew it was probably the wiring for either the video or the communications link, and that material was the hardest part of all.
He couldn�t tell how much time had passed, but his continued awareness of what was happening indicated that he was still alive, at least. When his knife hand could no longer feel any resistance and the pull suddenly stopped he knew he was free. Now all he had to do was to try and find his way back to where the habitat was before his air ran out.
Looking around, he saw a faint light in the distance. Letting go of the knife, he swam with numbed arms and legs towards it. Sure enough the dim beacon grew brighter, until it flared into a neon green hue. It was the glowstick he had dropped just before he was dragged away.
Gordon looked around as he picked up the glowstick. At that very moment the heliox from his emergency tank finally ran out. He could no longer draw in a breath of air. All he had now was a few seconds before he blacked out and joined the countless others who were lost at sea.
Tilting his head up, he saw it. A hatch that seemed to lead into one of the undersea habitat�s sealed chambers. He wasn�t even sure if there would be any breathable air inside of the place, but he had to try.
His lungs aching for air, Gordon swam upwards in a desperate surge of adrenaline. He had to reach it, get it open somehow, and climb inside. It looked like he had to swim another ten meters just to get his hands on the hatch levers.
Gordon could no longer feel his arms and legs, but he could still tell he was making progress as the hatch loomed ever closer.
Go, go! You can make it, he thought. Swim! Swim!
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ISABEL �IZZY� KOZLOWSKI�s friends were all commercial divers, and she�d wanted to get into it too, only to panic during her first underwater exercise at the commercial diving school she had enrolled in. A short time later Izzy realized that she just couldn�t take being immersed underwater without seeing anything, and promptly dropped out of the course.
Not long after that ignoble beginning, she ultimately made it to working on a diving support vessel, only this time as an ROV operator. Izzy had finally discovered her true talents; namely having near perfect hand-eye coordination, the type of skill that made her a natural choice to pilot these remotely operated submersible drones from the relative comfort of a shipboard control room.
She had been standing on the lower deck of the Skandi Aurora when it happened, doing basic repair work on her ROV�s thrusters with the rest of her team. While checking to make sure the wiring on the device�s cameras were working properly, she felt the entire deck suddenly shift beneath her. Shouts were heard coming from the lower deck, right where the moon pool was located. Izzy had started looking at her teammates, wondering what was going on, when disaster struck.
At first the noises she heard and the vibrations coming from the metal floor felt like gigantic sledgehammer blows coming from the bottom of the vessel�s hull. The next thing she knew the alarm bell was rung, and the panic started.
Izzy had made it onto one of the portside lifeboats, just as the Aurora began to list dangerously forward. As a woman she was naturally allowed to go to the front of the line, and she ended up sitting in one of the built-in plastic seats along the sides of the lifeboat�s interior. In a matter of seconds, more women quickly piled inside, filling up most of the spaces before the wounded were carried onboard.
The ship�s doctor was looking after one crewman with a broken leg as he was laid out on the narrow flooring in between the seats. Izzy could only watch in shocked silence as Captain Al Guiccione got inside and sat on the elevated conning chair at the aft part of the cabin before giving the signal for the lifeboat to be jettisoned into the water.
Izzy frowned as the davits extended outwards, then lowered the lifeboat onto the water�s surface and the cable was quickly detached. He�s the captain of the ship. Isn�t he supposed to be the last one to leave?
Guiccione noticed her incredulous stare as he started up the lifeboat�s small motor. �I was ordered to get inside.�
�By who?� Izzy asked suspiciously.
�Mr. Sandor.�
�But this boat is like, only half full. What about the others?�
Guiccione continued to stare straight ahead past the elevated windshield while speaking in an emotionless tone. �There are inflatable rafts that will be deployed too. Sandor wants me to head over to the work barge right away, and that�s what I�m doing.�
Izzy�s mouth hung open in a mixture of shock and outrage. �So you�re just gonna leave the others behind, floating out here in the middle of nowhere?�
Guiccione grimaced. �I wasn�t given a choice!�
�Yes you were,� Izzy said. �You�re the captain, and you ought to be helping your crew and passengers.�
�I work for Morgenstern Oceanic, just like you. I have to follow orders.�
She noticed that the radio beside him had not been turned on. �Did you get any replies when you radioed for help?�
Guiccione said nothing as the lifeboat continued to move straight ahead.
Izzy gritted her teeth. �Captain, did you radio for help?�
He turned to look at her, an intense sadness in his eyes. �No, I� I couldn�t. Mr. Sandor said not to.�
Disengaging her seatbelts, Izzy pulled herself to an upright position. �What?�
Guiccione�s lips trembled as he kept the lifeboat on a northerly heading. �I-I�m sure they�ll be alright. I�ll put the word out when� when we get to the barge.�
Izzy turned and looked through one the side portholes. Sure enough, several inflatable life rafts had been deployed, and she could see a number of people jumping from the rapidly sinking Aurora with their life vests on, in a desperate attempt to reach them.
Shifting sideways, Izzy now stood right underneath the captain�s elevated chair. �We need to go back there and help them!�
Guiccione simply shook his head while keeping both hands on the steering wheel.
�At least get on the air and call out for help,� Izzy said as she tried to climb up and reach for the radio set by the command console.
Twisting his shoulders, the Aurora�s captain shoved her back down. Izzy fell onto the floor, her buttocks landing with a hard thud onto the thick plastic hull.
�What are you doing?� she shrieked, tears filling her eyes.
When the captain still didn�t respond, Izzy turned to look at the others still sitting along the remaining chairs. Several members of the crew glanced up at her, only to look back down in quiet shame. Izzy quickly realized she was alone.
A number of screams were soon heard from the distance. Izzy moved over behind the captain and opened the aft hatch. The lifeboat had moved a few hundred meters away from the half sinking ship, but the Aurora�s lights were still active, and she could see what was happening to the ones they had left behind.
The Aurora�s stern had lifted itself up as her flooded bow sank deeper below the waves, the massive twin propellers visible as they now jutted out from the water. Several life rafts were floating a few dozen meters away, the occupants desperately crying out for help, when the nearby waters began churning.
Izzy screamed as she saw one of the inflatable rafts being popped open from underneath, like a plastic bag filled with air before it burst. It was soon dragged down into the black depths of the sea.
Guiccione looked over his shoulder and happened to see it at the same time she did. �Oh my god.�
Kneeling by the open entryway, Izzy held up her shaking hands. �That� that thing we built under the water. It�s not a hangar� it was a cage!�
Less than a minute later, the surface of the water around the lifeboat began to churn, as if a very powerful surge had just swept underneath the vessel�s hull. The other passengers exchanged terrified looks and several of them started to scream.
Leaning out of the hatch, Izzy stared down into the dark surface of the water. There was something huge rippling underneath them, and it somehow caught up with the lifeboat using a burst of unimaginable speed.
�No, no, no!� Guiccione yelled as he tried to increase the lifeboat�s throttle, but the emergency vessel�s small diesel motor couldn�t do more than a few knots.
Izzy�s life flashed in front of her eyes as she glimpsed a brief instance of bioluminescent blue light coming from beneath the waves, as if a demon from the depths flashed its destructive intentions out towards her in a chilling visual display.
Time slowed, and a surreal calm cascaded over her body. It seemed like she caught a brief sight of an angry, primordial demigod that sought to punish the world�s unbelievers. Despite all their advancements, humankind seemed but a tiny, inconsequential speck compared to such a monstrous, cyclopean being.
The next thing she knew, Izzy was thrown from the open entryway as the ghostly leviathan reached out and grabbed hold of the lifeboat. Izzy plunged headfirst into the dark waters of the sea, swallowing a mouthful of saltwater before she managed to come up to the surface for air.
When she opened her eyes, Izzy could only look up as she observed the lifeboat in front of her being torn open like a fragile plastic toy. The endless screams coming from the others numbed her as she continued to float helplessly among the churning waves.
Izzy closed her eyes, hoping it would all just stop. The fading moments seemed to stretch out into eternity as all the cries around her were silenced, one by one. In due time she opened them once more, only to stare back into a pair of gigantic compound eyes jutting out from the water several meters in front of her. These sensory organs looked like glittering mirror balls as the fading lights from the nearby wreck of the Aurora created tiny, scintillating reflections of herself, right before the illumination from the doomed ship finally went out, and the entire area was plunged into an infinite darkness once more.
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LOCATED IN THE SOUTHERN tip of Kavaratti Island in the Lakshadweep Archipelago, INS Dweeprakshak was a newly built military base for the Indian Navy�s Southern Naval Command. Considered to be a quiet backwater, recent events had suddenly transformed this small naval station into a hive of incoming ships and activity, as the US Navy requested that the installation serve as the coordinating headquarters for a multinational search and rescue operation to find their missing submarine. Within hours, the Indian government had acquiesced, and no less than a half dozen ships from three countries were either docked or anchored nearby.
After the Wanderer had docked on the newly built concrete pier at the northeastern most part of the base, Chloe and Ethan were greeted by a liaison officer from the Indian Navy, Lieutenant Manootj Banerjee, and were promptly driven by military jeep towards the headquarters building.
Still wearing a short-sleeved, button-down work shirt and dirty cargo pants, Chloe slid out from the side of the Mahindra jeep the moment it stopped in front of the driveway overlooking the main building. The early morning sun�s rays had begun to blaze over the horizon, further straining her already tired eyes.
Ethan stood beside her, glancing at the steady stream of helicopters heading towards the landing strip a few dozen meters to the south. �Looks like we�re going to be part of a very big group.�
Chloe looked down in shame at the grease-stained clothes she wore. She had been doing maintenance work on the Sedna while they were at sea, and she had forgotten to change. �I look like a mess. I don�t think I�d want to go in there with you wearing this.�
Ethan grinned while taking a few steps sideways. Unlike her, he had been able to freshen up just before their vessel docked. �I�ll say. You haven�t taken a bath either.�
�Watch it, mister.�
Lieutenant Banerjee had gotten out of the vehicle�s driver seat and made his way over to them. Although his accent was thick, his English was fine. �The American naval officers who are coordinating the search group are in the main conference room. I shall take you to them.�
Chloe tapped Ethan�s elbow. �I think you�d better do the talking since you know them. I�ll just stay out here.�
�Okay,� Ethan said to her before turning his attention to their liaison. �Do you know who we can talk to in order to get our ship refueled, sir?�
The lieutenant nodded. �Yes, I can direct you to our supply and logistics group. They are on the second floor of this building. Since your ship is part of the search and rescue taskforce, I�m sure we can accommodate you.�
Chloe raised her hand. �I can do that, Lieutenant.�
Banerjee nodded a second time. �Alright. You may speak with Chief Petty Officer Varinder Singh. Just go in through the main foyer and up the stairs. Room 202.�
�Thank you,� Chloe said as she followed them through the entryway before turning to go up the stairs.
�I�ll meet up with you outside,� Ethan said to her before he disappeared with the lieutenant around a bend in an adjoining corridor.
Chloe made her way up the steps, ignoring the curious looks of two Indian Navy seamen who passed her on their way down.
Being aware of her own body odor, Chloe spotted what looked to be the entrance of a washroom on the second floor and quickly ducked inside. The interior consisted of a row of lacquered brown wooden stalls, with half a dozen sinks and wall mirrors at the opposite end. High windows situated on the ceiling brought in a slight, salty breeze of rapidly warming air from the outside.
Chloe walked over to one of the sinks and turned on the faucet. There was a slight sucking sound followed by a gurgle, before a tepid stream of water came out from under the spout. The frothy liquid seemed unfiltered, and there were bits of fine sand settling in the bottom of the dusty sink.
Better than nothing, Chloe thought as she scooped up some water into her hands and began washing her face and rinsing her sweaty underarms.
At that moment, one of the closed stalls creaked to life, and the door gave way, revealing a uniformed junior naval officer standing behind her, with a trimmed beard and a Sikh turban covering the top of his head.
Chloe shrieked while turning around. �Oh my god, this is the men�s room? I�m so sorry.�
The man�s dour demeanor didn�t change. �Well, considering that this is a unisex bathroom, I wouldn�t worry too much about it, Miss.�
Chloe gave a big sigh of relief as she made her way towards the exit. �Oh, thank you. I guess I�ll be going now.�
�Do you need any help, Miss?�
�Actually� yes,� she said. �I need to speak to a Chief Petty Officer Singh about some fuel for our research vessel, but I forgot the room number. My name is Chloe Gietz, and we�re here to help find the missing submarine.�
�You are speaking to him,� Singh said. �So it looks like you came into the right room after all.�
Chloe couldn�t help but giggle as she opened the door. �I guess luck is with me.�
Singh followed her out into the passageway. �I assume you are part of the American Navy�s Military Sealift Command?�
�Sort of,� Chloe said. �We have yet to sign the paperwork, but that ought to happen in a few hours� time.�
Singh pointed to the other end of the corridor. �The Americans said they will reimburse all expenses, so we already have several oilers from Kochi City heading over here. Please, follow me.�
Chloe began walking side by side with him along the deserted corridor. �Has there been any news?�
Singh continued to stare straight ahead. �Unfortunately not. My country�s own navy is contributing what we can, but the search area is very big, and a lot of time has passed.�
�I understand,� Chloe said. �Finding the missing sub is half the battle.�
One of the doors along the corridor beside them opened, and a young man wearing a radio headset around his neck called out to the chief petty officer. After making an abrupt stop, Singh turned and both men began speaking in rapid-fire Hindi.
As Chloe stood there patiently, she heard the words Skandi and Aurora being mentioned by the younger enlisted man. The fine hairs on her forearms stood up straight and her breathing sped up. No, they can�t be talking about my brother�s ship, can they?
Singh had a perturbed look on his face as he waved his hands around. Based on his expressions and tone of voice, Chloe sensed something was amiss, and the subject matter seemed different from the missing submarine they were all looking for.
Finally, the chief petty officer said something in a low tone and hissed. The youthful radio operator merely nodded his head and began to turn around and close the door behind him. Chloe quickly stepped into the slight opening and held it open. Both men looked towards her in shocked surprise.
Singh pointed towards another door down the hall. �Please, madam. Our radio men need to get back to work. My office is that way.�
Chloe was out of breath, but she had to know. �I�m sorry, but I couldn�t help but hear him say Skandi Aurora. That�s what he said, right?�
Singh made a dismissive gesture. �It is� nothing. Just some� rumors he intercepted in another area. Our search is for that missing submarine.�
Chloe looked deep into the other man�s dark brown eyes. �My brother is working on the Skandi Aurora, and I know that ship is also somewhere to the south of us. Is everything alright?�
The chief petty officer looked away in silence. The radio operator said a few words in Hindi to him, but Singh made a curt reply while cutting him off with a wave of his hand.
Chloe knew then that they were hiding something. �Petty Officer Singh, if there is something going on, I need to know. My brother is the only family I�ve got left. Please.�
Singh let out a deep breath. �I�m not supposed to tell anyone this without express clearance from our Southern Naval Command. I could get into very deep trouble, Miss Gietz.�
Chloe clenched her jaw. �I won�t say a word to anyone. I�m not in the American military or with the government, so you have my promise to never give any of you away.�
Singh beckoned her to get inside the radio room. The moment she stepped into the small area, Singh checked to see if anyone was listening out in the corridor before hurriedly closing the door behind him. The chief petty officer then gestured at the radioman, who quickly sat down in front of the communications console and began queuing it up to play a recording.
�We intercepted a message on an open frequency a few hours ago,� Singh said softly. �It is very short, and it was a call between two employees of Morgenstern Oceanic.�
Chloe understood. �Are you under some sort of orders not to divulge information about that company?�
Singh gave a shamefaced nod. �It was a directive from our Naval Command. We have been ordered to steer clear of anything with regards to that corporation.�
�Please tell me what you heard.�
�I will allow you to listen to what we intercepted,� Singh said solemnly. �After that, I must delete the tape. I hope you understand this.�
�Yes, I do. Thank you.�
�And you must never say where you got this information from,� Singh intoned.
�You have my word,� Chloe said. Play it already!
As soon as Singh nodded to him, the radioman turned his attention back to his console, and played the recording. Chloe edged closer to the loudspeakers on the table to make sure she heard it all. The audio was full of static, but the words were clear.
The first voice had a Midwestern American accent, but it was someone she didn�t recognize. �Hey, it�s me. We�ve got a problem.�
�What the hell are you doing calling me on an unsecured line, mate?� a second voice demanded.
Chloe�s mouth hung open. She knew who the second voice belonged to�Clive Liger.
�I�m calling you from a lifeboat, that�s why,� the first voice said. �The Skandi Aurora is going down, and you need to pick me up!�
Chloe let out a surprised gasp.
Liger�s reply was a mix of incredulity and bewilderment. �What? That thing attacked you at Typhon? Why did it head back over there?�
�I don�t freaking know! You�ve got to help me!�
Liger cursed. �The Queequeg is at least six hours away from you. Just get to the work barge and wait for me there.�
�But that thing, it could kill me before I even get to the barge!� the first voice cried.
�You just have to bloody well take your chances. Now stay off the air in case someone gets a listen to this. Over and out.�
Chloe couldn�t take it anymore. Her advanced stages of fatigue combined with the shock of the news were too much for her mind to take in all at once, and she promptly fainted and then crumpled to the tile floor.
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BILL LANGLEY OPENED his eyes as the shafts of morning light began filtering inside the hyperbaric lifeboat. Looking at his diving watch, he figured that he had somehow managed to sleep for a few hours.
After wiping away the accumulated scum that had formed around his eyes, he looked down at the tall, blond Norwegian lying with his back on the floor. �Haakon, are you feeling any better?�
Haakon fluttered his eyes open and groaned. Their escape from the hyperbaric chamber, and the succeeding climb through a series of winding tunnels to make it into the pressurized lifeboat along the side of the ship had been done in extreme haste. For long minutes they had waited inside the emergency vessel, hoping that Gordon and O�Keefe�s diving bell had been pulled up and the remaining pair of divers would join them inside, but it was not to be.
The last thing they heard on the intercom was their supervisor Mullins ordering them to seal the hatch and prepare to be jettisoned into the water. Haakon had just managed to check and confirm the proper gas mix within the interior before the cables holding them to the davits had either been released too early or had just snapped when the Skandi Aurora�s bow began to list forward, and the lifeboat dropped from a height of close to fifteen meters before it hit the water�s surface.
Langley was already strapped down in one of the crash chairs along the side, but Haakon was still standing and checking the gas gauges when the lifeboat hit the water. The fall had clearly broken the Norwegian�s right arm, and Langley suspected he also suffered a spinal injury. When Langley had tried to lift him up after they landed on the water, Haakon had cried out in pain and begged to stay where he was.
Crouching down beside his injured dive partner, Langley opened one of the nearby cabinets, and took out a sealed pouch from the emergency supplies located underneath. �You want some water?�
Haakon grimaced in pain. �Not yet, maybe later. Is it morning now?�
Placing the still sealed container beside the other man, Langley stood upright and moved towards the aft section. �Yeah, the sun just went up.�
�How is the gas mix?�
Langley strode over to a set of gauges and valves. �I�ve already adjusted them for an emergency decompression last night. We ought to be able to go out and walk into a diving chamber in about three days.�
�Assuming they find us,� Haakon said tersely.
Frowning, Langley turned and moved closer to the conning chair and looked at the elevated command console once again before shaking his head in disappointment. After he had given Haakon first aid the night before, Langley had looked around to try and establish communications, only to find that the radio wasn�t working. When he tried to start up the lifeboat�s motor, he also noticed that the fuel gauge stood at zero. It was apparent that someone had forgotten to add fuel, and they had been drifting ever since they�d been jettisoned from the ship.
�I can�t believe they didn�t check this damned plastic coffin for fuel before we left port,� Langley muttered, �or even look to see if they installed a radio properly.�
Haakon uttered a curse in Norwegian. �We should have checked it ourselves when we did the lifeboat drill.�
Langley bit his lip. It�s always the little things that kill you. �Yeah.�
�Or maybe� they did it on purpose.�
Langley walked back over to where the other man was. �You really believe they�d sabotage this thing just to kill us? What for?�
�Whatever it is they want to keep secret down there.�
Langley let out a deep breath. �I don�t believe that. There�ll be court cases. My wife and kids would sue the hell out of them if anything happened to me.�
�As I�m sure my wife will too. But the company we work for has deep pockets, and even deeper secrets to keep.�
�If the whole ship went down then we�re talking over a hundred crewmembers, at least,� Langley said softly. �There�s no way they can stand up against a class action suit if we all work together.�
�I do not know much about lawyers,� Haakon said. �But I do know that Morgenstern hires the best of them.�
�Doesn�t matter,� Langley said. �If I get out of this alive I�m still going to sue, even if they compensate me. I owe it to Gordy and Don.�
�What do you think happened?�
Langley sat down and closed his eyes. �I don�t know. We were both asleep in the sat chamber, remember?�
�And then we heard all that banging, as if the ship was being hit by a torpedo,� the Norwegian said. �Have you tried the intercom again?�
Langley reached over and activated the microphone, but all he got was static. �I think the whole ship is gone. There�s nothing but open ocean out there.�
�You think Mullins and the tenders made it out?�
�I don�t know. I hope so.�
Hearing a klaxon coming from the outside, Langley looked up in surprise. The veteran saturation diver quickly ran over to the forward hatch and looked out through the porthole. Sure enough, he could see a gray-hulled, medium-sized diving support vessel drifting near the port side. Turning to look back at the Norwegian, he let out a delighted holler.
�Is it a boat?� Haakon asked.
Langley grinned while pumping his fist. �Hell yeah. We�re saved.�
�Did they see us?�
�Sure did,� Langley said. �They�re lowering a launch over the side and she�s heading towards us.�
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LIGER STOOD BEHIND the gunwale, near the midsection of the Queequeg�s starboard hull, watching the dinghy as the smaller watercraft headed towards the orange hyperbaric lifeboat floating in the water less than fifty meters away. Turning to his right, he glanced at the heavyset man standing beside him. �Do your men know what to do?�
Captain Rudenkov�s stony visage didn�t change, despite the chilling orders he had received. �Da. Of course.�
�And you promise they won�t say anything about this?�
�Da, da. They are paid well enough to retire, so they will not say anything,� the captain of the Queequeg said, before pointing with his thumb towards Pete Poole, who was observing from the lower aft deck. �But what about him?�
Liger frowned as he turned and cupped his hands so that Poole could hear his yelling from above deck. �Hey Pete, get back inside, you don�t have to see this.�
Poole looked up at him, a mix of sadness and regret in his eyes. �Can�t we just bring them back to the barge or something? They can�t have seen anything down there, boss.�
�We�ve got orders�you know this,� Liger argued. �Now get back inside so you don�t have to see what happens next.�
�But��
�Do it!�
After seeing Poole slink back into the ship�s interior, Captain Rudenkov shook his head slightly. �Oy, oy, oy. I don�t think you can trust that one to keep his mouth shut. In fact, I guarantee he will talk when all this is over.�
�How do you know that?� Liger asked.
Rudenkov pursed his lips. �His eyes. They do not lie. When I was in the Russian Navy throwing Somali pirates back into the water, they had the same look, even though they were telling me they were innocent.�
�I�ve worked with him for many years, living together in a sat chamber for weeks at a time,� Liger said. �I know him. He�ll keep his mouth shut.�
�That is what you said about your other diver�the man you call Fitzroy,� Rudenkov said. �Now his body is in the hold, along with the other two you�ve lost.�
Liger glared at him. Bloody Russian mercenary. �If he betrays us, I promise you I�ll deal with him myself.�
The Queequeg�s captain flashed a toothy grin at him. �You have proven yourself in my eyes, so you are good. If you wish, my men can take care of him for you. They have experience in such matters.�
�I can handle Pete if that time ever comes,� Liger said tersely before turning his attention back towards the drifting lifeboat and placing a pair of binoculars over his eyes to get a closer look.
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LANGLEY�S BROAD SMILE turned into a suspicious scowl as the approaching rubber dinghy slowed and bumped against the starboard bow of the lifeboat. A gray-eyed man with a crew cut peered through the porthole, but his demeanor seemed detached, almost indifferent. The man�s eyes then scanned the interior of the lifeboat before he turned and nodded to the two other men in the dinghy.
�Don�t try and open the hatch, you idiots,� Langley muttered while waving his hands around. �We�re pressurized in here.�
�What�s going on?� Haakon said as he continued to lie down on the floor.
Langley turned and gave him an irritated look. �I have no idea. It looks like that ship sent over a bunch of morons to rescue us. They�re not even signaling to me about what the situation is. I don�t think they�ve ever seen a hyperbaric lifeboat before.�
�What are they doing?�
Langley shrugged. �Hell if I know, and�� His words were quickly cut off as he suddenly noticed the man at the outside beginning to attach something to the hatch of the lifeboat. After hearing the heavy thud of an object being placed onto the lifeboat�s sealed door, Langley began slapping at the walls, hoping they would turn their attention back to him. �Hey, what the hell is happening out there?�
Haakon�s eyes opened wide in surprise. Even though he couldn�t see anything from his horizontal position, he could hear the clanging sounds of metallic tools, seemingly trying to chisel their way through the lifeboat�s hull. �What in God�s name are they trying to do?�
Langley�s hopes turned into instant dismay as he saw the dinghy with the three men shoving off and the small watercraft began moving away from the lifeboat. �They�re l-leaving, they attached something to the hatch and��
Moments later, the shaped charge blew part of the pressurized hatch open, and the lifeboat�s interior experienced an explosive decompression. The detonation had created a hole thirty centimeters in diameter, allowing the pressurized air inside to escape at an extremely accelerated rate.
Being closest to the breach, Langley was forced through the small hole at blinding speed�his blood, flesh, and entrails shooting out in a violent dismemberment that lasted less than a second. The release of lifeboat�s interior air pressure was so intense that it expelled all the internal organs from his chest and abdomen right through the expanding breach, except for his trachea and thoracic spine, which just splattered onto the floor. The right side of Langley�s skull was instantly crushed as it collided with the still secure part of the hatch before being pulled out as well.
Haakon�s body was thrown around the lifeboat�s interior. His flesh was instantly shredded by the numerous protruding devices, chairs, and levers along the walls before flopping down into a bloody mess. The pressure gradient burst most of his internal organs, including his lungs and heart, as the mixed gasses forced their way out from his body, completely shattering it like a burst balloon.
The lifeboat�s hull sustained numerous punctures from additional explosive charges placed below her waterline, and the stricken vessel soon began to sink. In less than an hour, all that was left floating on the surface of the water were bits of trash and bloody entrails as several schools of fish began converging on the area.
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STANDING BESIDE THE helm controls inside the Wanderer�s bridge, Ethan looked out at the darkening skies of the Arabian Sea with a mixture of trepidation and uncertainty. A few hours ago, his meeting with the heads of the multinational search and rescue teams on Kavaratti Island had been interrupted when a commotion involving his business partner occurred on the second floor of the headquarters building.
Chloe had refused to speak to him or anyone else until they had refueled and were on their way. Only after the Wanderer had left the Indian naval base behind did she finally tell him. Ethan was initially skeptical since he had never heard the intercepted recording, but he continued to trust in her implicitly, and so he went ahead with an alternate plan.
Owens sat in his high captain�s chair, just a few meters behind the helm controls. Both men had been silent for several hours now as the ship continued on a southwesterly course. Owens was studying something on his laptop with a studious look on his face.
Ethan could tell the other man was puzzled when he ordered the Wanderer to change her course, away from the designated search grid for the missing US Navy submarine. But just like him, the captain remained loyal to Chloe, and he appreciated it.
A young man with a goatee poked his head into the bridge. �We�ve got a Lieutenant Chafee from the Navy on the radio.�
�I�ll take it,� Ethan said as he wheeled around and walked into the adjacent radio room. Picking up the microphone, he identified himself and exchanged a quick greeting.
�My skipper wants to know your position relative to the search grid, over,� Chafee said.
Here we go, Ethan thought. I�m going to have to lie a little to the US Navy. �Uh, negative on that, Lieutenant. You see, our radio� received a distress call from a diving support vessel to the southwest of us and we are proceeding to investigate, over.�
There was a momentary pause on the other end. �Say again, Wanderer, over.�
�I say again, we received a possible mayday from a diving support vessel, the Skandi Aurora, about a few hours ago, so we are heading to her last probable location, over.�
�Understood, Wanderer. Please be advised, none of the other ships in the vicinity have received any distress calls. Can you confirm, over?�
�We�uh, can�t confirm it at this point, but we are investigating and will update you once we�ve spotted anything, over.�
�Copy that, Wanderer. Please advise us when you get an update. Over and out.�
Ethan let out a deep breath as he handed the microphone back to the radio operator. �I guess I�m not cut out to be a good liar. I hope this won�t ruin my relationship with them.�
The young man gave a confident nod. �Chloe did a lot for me, so I�m with her all the way.�
�So am I,� Ethan said, smiling. �Stick close to the radio, and tell me if you hear anything else.�
�Will do, Mr. Riis.�
Turning around, Ethan headed back into the bridge. He could see that Owens had activated the flat-screen monitor by the starboard wall, and the display showed a recently updated satellite image of the area around them.
Ethan walked over and stood beside him. �What have you got there, Deke?�
�Just got an email from one of my friends who knows another guy who�s affiliated with C-SIGMA. After calling in a lot of favors, he managed to get me a series of images from the past forty-eight hours of the entire sea.�
�C-SIGMA? What are they?�
�It�s short for Collaboration in Space for International Global Maritime Awareness,� Owens explained. �It�s a multinational initiative based in Ireland, and it consists of satellite owners who continuously share maritime traffic information to keep track of shipping.�
Ethan was impressed. �Jeez, Deke, I never knew you had all those contacts before.�
The Wanderer�s captain gave a mocking hiss. �O ye of little faith. Back when I started out working for your father, he always told me to network with everyone you meet, because you never know when you can use their help in the future.�
Ethan threw his hands up in a gesture of peace. �Hey, I�m not making fun of you. I know I�m putting us all out on a limb here, but Chloe totally believes that her brother�s work boat is in some kind of trouble.�
�Based on these satellite images, I think she�s right.�
Ethan�s eyebrows shot up. �What? Could you explain?�
Using a remote control, Owens shifted back and forth between two nearly identical images. �These photos we�re looking at were taken within twenty-four hour intervals,� he said, pointing to what looked like a white object in the bluish expanse before switching to the next picture. �You notice that the object I was pointing to is no longer there in this last image?�
Ethan bit his lip. �You think that white blot you showed me is the Skandi Aurora?�
Owens nodded. �Oh yeah. Any vessel that weighs more than three hundred tons has to have an AIS on her. Maritime regulations demand it.�
�AIS?�
�Automatic Identification System,� Owens said. �These transmitters are like aircraft transponders, and they signal a ship�s registered name, tonnage, length, speed, position, and course. I double checked this with C-SIGMA, and I�m pretty sure that the object on the previous image we got was the Skandi Aurora.�
�But with a one day interval between satellite imaging, isn�t it possible that she just moved somewhere else?�
Owens pointed to the newest image on the screen. �Have a look.�
Ethan squinted, but he failed to find the object. �I can�t see her anymore.�
�Right,� Owens said. �So she might have been sunk.�
Ethan took a few steps back. �Jesus H Christ.�
Owens walked back to the helm console. �According to her AIS information that I crosschecked with C-SIGMA, the Skandi Aurora�s position hadn�t changed for almost two weeks, so that means she must have been holding steady doing a deep dive construction job. Now that we�ve got information on where her last position was, we can start looking for her.�
�How long till we get there?�
�Give or take, another twelve hours, maybe.�
�Okay, full speed ahead.�
�We�re already doing twenty-five knots,� Owens said. �We�ve been going at flank speed ever since we left Sydney.�
Ethan nodded as he began to head towards the exit. �Okay, Deke. Just keep her together, that�s all I ask.�
�You want to be the one to tell Chloe about this new development?�
�I guess I�d better,� Ethan said before he opened the door and left.
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AS HE MADE HIS WAY down the stairs to the middle decks of the Wanderer, Ethan�s satellite phone started ringing. After glancing at the incoming caller ID number, he moistened his dry throat before answering it. �Hi, honey. How are things?�
�Both your daughters have been wondering where their daddy went since he was supposed to come back three days ago,� Colleen said.
�Yeah, about that,� Ethan paused before he continued. �Listen, I don�t think I�ll be able to make it to Sally�s birthday.�
The voice on the other end of the line quickly turned serious. �What�s going on?�
�It�s about Chloe�s brother,� Ethan said softly. �His ship�s gone missing, and we�re heading south along the Arabian Sea to try and find him.�
�Oh my god.�
�Yeah.�
�Did you alert the authorities? How come I haven�t seen anything on the news or on the net?�
�I think the company her brother is working for is trying to hide it from the public.�
�B-but that�s illegal, isn�t it?�
�We don�t know the full details yet. The only information we have is that the ship in question is missing on the updated satellite images we�ve received,� Ethan said. �Once we get to the area and make some sort of confirmation, then I�m going to make sure the whole world knows about what�s happened.�
�Be careful, Ethan.�
�I will, babe. I have to go.�
�Okay, I�ll handle Sally. I love you. Bye.�
�Love you too. Bye-bye.�
After attaching the deactivated phone back to his belt, Ethan passed by the now deserted dining hall before going through a small corridor and walking into the cavernous hangar located near the aft part of the ship. The Sedna sat in the middle of the room, surrounded by work benches and cabinets filled with spare parts and tools.
Chloe was crouching beside one of the modular pods, fixing a leaky fuel canister. She didn�t seem to notice as Ethan got closer and finally stood just a meter away from her. After briefly glancing in his direction, she resumed her focus on the repair work.
Ethan scratched the back of his neck. He hated having to be the one to tell her, but it was clearly his duty as her business partner. �Most of the crew are turning in for the night. Have you eaten dinner yet?�
�Maybe later,� Chloe said as she continued to work on the pod. �I�ve got lots of things to do.�
Drawing in a deep breath, he placed his left hand on the table beside her, hoping she�d give him her full attention. �There�s been an update.�
Dropping the tools onto the deck, she stood up and turned to face him, her eyes wide, fearing the worst.
�Deke might have found the Aurora�s last position, so we�ll probably be there tomorrow sometime.�
Chloe found it hard to breathe. �Did� did she��
Ethan gave a shallow nod. �Based on the satellite images it�s possible she might have gone down.�
Chloe looked away, tears beginning to swell in her eyes. �Oh my god.�
He wanted to place a comforting hand on her shoulder, but he wasn�t sure how�d she react to it, so Ethan kept his arms at his sides. �Look, the Aurora is a state of the art diving support vessel. It�s a given she�s got a hyperbaric lifeboat for the diving team to escape in, so I�m sure Gordy is safely inside.�
�But�but why is his company not telling anyone?�
Ethan shrugged. �That I don�t know. Maybe their corporate heads haven�t got wind of it yet.�
�They know! I�m sure of it!� Chloe snapped. �I heard one of them escaping on t-the lifeboat, and he was told to stay off the air.�
�Okay, okay. Calm down. Maybe they�re trying to cover it up, but with this kind of disaster it would be next to impossible. A work boat like that must have at least a hundred crewmembers.�
�So why didn�t the others call for help then?�
�I don�t know that either,� Ethan said. �But it does nobody any good to speculate on the worst thing that could happen.�
Chloe sighed as she bowed her head. �Oh god. I told him not to go. Why didn�t I stop him?�
�Easy there,� Ethan said, doing his best to try and soothe her. �Gordon�s got a lot of guts, just like you. He�s an experienced sat diver, just like us. I�m pretty sure his whole team has the knowledge to get into the pressurized lifeboat and out of the sinking ship. �
�Yeah, but how come they didn�t contact anybody? Those lifeboats have radios too, don�t they?�
�They should,� Ethan said. �Look, there�s no point in trying to speculate right now. Get some rest and something to eat, Chloe.�
She turned back and placed her hands on top of the table. �I-I have to get the Sedna ready, j-just in case we need her to help Gordy.�
Ethan clenched his jaw. When she�s like this, there�s almost no way I can calm her down. He quickly decided that reason would be his preferred angle. �Chloe, the best way you can help Gordy is by getting some rest. If you keep at this, you�ll be too tired to pilot the Sedna by the time we get there. Gordy�s got at least three days of air inside his lifeboat, and we�ve got a hyperbaric chamber on this ship so he can decompress here too.�
Chloe leaned back on the table, rubbing her tired, teary eyes. �Y-you�re right. As always.�
�Give your body a chance to rest, okay?�
�Okay.�
Ethan got closer and led her out of the hangar. Chloe quickly went limp, and he had to practically carry her back to the cabin. She continued to stay lucid however, even as he placed her into the bunk. Using the intercom system near the adjoining table, he called the galley for a meal to be sent over.
�Thanks, Ethan,� Chloe said softly as she wiped the tears from her eyes. �For everything you�ve done.�
Sitting at the edge of the bunk, he leaned over and gave her a kiss on the forehead. �Be sure to take a shower when you wake up, okay? You smell like an old car mechanic these days.�
Chloe gave a short laugh. The mild ribbing was enough to loosen the tenseness in her mind somewhat.
After getting up, he stood by the open doorway. �You know what, I think I will deduct all the expenses incurred on this trip from your salary.�
He looked at her, awaiting a response, only to realize that she had already fallen asleep.
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SNAPPING HER EYES OPEN, Izzy Kozlowski realized that her grip on the straps of the partially submerged life raft had loosened, and the lower part of her legs had slid into the water. She quickly pulled her feet back into the collapsed canopy and let out an exhausted sigh.
A full moon with clear skies made the gentle, rolling swells around her seem almost idyllic. One of the characteristics of the Arabian Sea was that it was much calmer than the other bodies of water she had been to. But a once peaceful part of the world had now become a living nightmare, and Izzy had extreme doubts that she would survive for much longer.
Time seemed to stretch out into a single, unending moment of suffering. She could hardly recall much, other than remembering the close encounter with some monstrous creature that had somehow ignored her after it had destroyed the lifeboat. Did it spare me because its belly was full? she thought.
When the next morning came she spotted a damaged life raft floating amongst the debris. A section of the emergency watercraft was still inflated, and Izzy managed to climb onto its collapsed canopy, giving her some protection against the onslaught that was sure to come next.
By midmorning, her worst fears were realized when she saw a number of large, gray dorsal fins slicing through the surface of the water around her. The sharks had come at last, and they were hungry. Attracted to the dead bodies still floating nearby, these remorseless ocean predators started a feeding frenzy, and the surface churned as more and more of them converged in the area.
Izzy could only clench her fists and grit her teeth as one of the sharks poked its head around, just underneath the floating tarpaulin, using its highly developed sense of smell to spot a potential meal before it swam away. Their horrible feasting lasted until nightfall and then all seemed quiet once again.
The saltwater splashing against the inflated side of the life raft stung her eyes, but she kept them open for fear of falling asleep and slipping back into the water. The shining disk of the moon above gave her a bit of comfort, remembering the good times she�d had with her husband during one of their romantic getaways. Izzy had repeatedly reminded him not to contact her while she was on the work boat, to just wait until she called first. Now she regretted ever telling him that.
Izzy shook her head. Her phone now lay somewhere at the bottom of the sea. What am I thinking about? There�s no way he can call me now.
�You are stupid,� she whispered to herself. �If Noah did call, then he might have figured out something was wrong and I�d have been rescued and safe in his arms already.�
Her throat was parched, and the words she uttered made her cough uncontrollably for a minute or two. The thirst was making her delirious. Every now and then Izzy fought a private battle with herself, using all her willpower so as not to succumb to the temptation of drinking the seawater that was all around her.
A soft moan somewhere out in the darkness made her sit up. That sounded like a man, but where is he?
Izzy leaned out and spoke with a hoarse voice. �Who�s out there?�
A pained sigh came from somewhere to her right. Izzy turned and saw what looked like a plastic box, floating in the water a few meters away. Narrowing her eyes, she could see the shadowy outline of a man hanging on to its sides.
�Help,� the man said. �Help me.�
It took her less than a minute to figure out who he was. �Matt, is that you?�
�Yeah,� Mullins the diving supervisor answered.
She waved her right arm towards him. �I�m over here.�
�I�ve b-been hanging on for over two days,� Mullins said. �My arms� too tired� and I don�t have a life vest.�
Izzy pulled herself up higher along the still inflated part of the life raft. �I think there�s room for the two of us here. Can you paddle with that container over to me?�
�I� I don�t have the strength. My right leg�s k-killing me. I-I think it�s broken.�
Izzy bit her lip. Like Mullins, she was both exhausted and dehydrated. A part of her felt she couldn�t help him, for she feared that moving away from the half-submerged raft would leave her without any endurance to make the return trip back.
But then her conscience took over, and she knew she had to try. �Hold on. I�ll see if I can get to you.�
Slipping back into the water, Izzy began to use her arms to breaststroke over towards him. Her limbs ached with both malnourishment and fatigue, yet she ignored the pain. The guilt of leaving Mullins to his fate would be too much to bear, and she willed her body to keep on going. Keep paddling. Just one more kick of the legs and we�re nearly there. That�s it, that�s it.
With each stroke making her even more exhausted, a timely spurt of adrenaline kept her moving ever closer to him. Progress was slow, yet her determination egged her on. Cupping her hands in order to displace more water with each stroke, Izzy continued to make an effort as she neared the floating white plastic crate.
Mullins gave a sigh of relief as Izzy grabbed hold of one of the side handles along the container. �I-I�d thought I�d be a goner by now.�
�Don�t think that way,� Izzy said as she tried to pull the box along with her, only to realize the bottom part of the container was tethered to something beneath the small waves, acting as a sea anchor to somehow keep it in place.
Grabbing the collar of Mullins�s waterlogged jacket, she inched closer to him. �You can let go, Matt. I�ve got you.�
�Okay.�
Making her way back to the life raft while dragging him along was an even bigger effort, and took more than twice as long, yet she somehow managed to get it done. Once Mullins was able to pull himself onto the flooded canopy, Izzy pushed her tired body onto the inflated portion and lay down with an exhausted sigh.
Mullins was out of breath too, but he reached out and slapped Izzy gently on her knee. �Thanks. I owe you one.�
For what seemed like a long time neither of them said anything, for they were both exhausted to the point of collapse. Mullins was able to relax his numb, tired arms as he lay spread eagle on the floating canopy.
The effort had kept Izzy awake, and she reopened her eyes once again. �Did�did you see anyone else alive?�
�No,� Mullins said softly. �Not anymore.�
�Was there any��
�Yes. Joseph was with me in the water, but he was bleeding from his side. Must have scraped his body as he jumped out of the boat or something. He s-swam away from me when the sharks came. I� I think h-he saved my life.�
Izzy placed her hand over her mouth to stop herself from crying out. She had known Joseph for ten years, and now he was probably dead. All the tenders, the life support personnel, and even her ROV team� all gone. The sea had swallowed them up, as if they had never even existed.
With his strength partially returning, Mullins sat up and groaned while running his hand along his injured leg. When Izzy looked towards him she stifled a gasp. Mullins�s fractured limb had swollen up to twice its size, nearly bursting out of the wet trousers he wore.
Mullins winced in pain as he reached out and tried to untie his shoes. He managed to undo the laces, but his foot had swollen well enough that he could no longer slip off the genuine leather sneakers from his injured limb. He cursed softly before lying back down again.
Izzy had checked the life raft the moment she got into it, and the stowed emergency gear was either missing or had gotten loose when the inflatable was damaged. Without access to water or any other survival gear, she knew they would both die very soon unless help came. Running her hand along the sides of the raft, she once again tried to determine if there were any items still around.
When her fingers felt the crinkling of a plastic wrapper, Izzy�s demeanor quickly brightened. She reached deeper along the raft�s deflated folds until her hand finally managed to grab onto something before she pulled it out.
Mullins tilted his head in her direction. �What have you got there?�
�I dunno,� Izzy said as she held the small plastic bag in front of her and began to feel its contents. �Long and cylindrical. Maybe a container for hooks and matches?�
After opening the wrapper and pulling out its contents, Izzy frowned slightly as she held the small tube in front of her. �It�s just a glowstick.�
Mullins let out a small yet hopeful sigh. �Well, at least we can signal with it.�
�You�re right,� she said, using her teeth to rip open the plastic covering since her fingers were too slippery from being wet all the time. Once she�d unwrapped it, she held it with both hands and bent the middle with a loud snap before shaking its contents. A greenish neon light began emanating from the plastic tube a few seconds afterwards.
Balancing on her knees while on the inflatable part of the life raft, Izzy tried to wave the glow stick around, hoping that someone from across the horizon might see it, only for the neon tube to slip away from her moist fingers as it fell into the water.
Reaching out, she tried to make a grab for the luminous neon green tube as it floated on the surface, only to release a terror-filled shriek. Izzy quickly fell backwards into the raft as a tiger shark suddenly appeared just below the surface and nudged the glowstick away. The illuminated ocean now looked like a transparent window to another world, and it showed a multitude of sharks swimming around just underneath the raft, being tended to by countless schools of smaller fish.
Mullins quickly sat up again. �What happened, Izzy?�
�Shark, shark!�
Mullins had no time to react. His swollen foot was right at the edge of the partially flooded canopy when another tiger shark broke the surface of the water in front of him and bit down on the swollen limb, all the way up to his ankle. The marine predator quickly pulled its head back beneath the water, dragging a screaming Mullins even further away as half his body was now immersed beneath the surface.
�Matt!� Izzy cried as she tried to hold on to his right forearm, but he slipped through her wet hands as more sharks joined in and dragged him from the canopy. Mullins gave a tragic, raspy bellow before his head was pulled under the water, his arms thrashing about along the waves before they too were submerged, leaving only a whirling froth above the sea�s surface.
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TIME NO LONGER HELD any meaning for him as he groped around in the everlasting darkness. The surrounding air was thick and rancid, so dense it seemed he could grab hold of it and sculpt the very ether into all sorts of misshapen objects with his cold, trembling hands.
When awareness finally combined with memory, Gordon couldn�t remember how he had managed to open the hatch into the undersea habitat and make it inside, yet he must have somehow since he was conscious once again. The barely breathable air inside the joined metal capsules of the desolate, undersea habitat still had some oxygen, otherwise he would have been dead already.
Groping around in the dark, his partially numb fingers could trace the outlines of gauges, cylinders, and levers along the curving walls, an indicator that the capsule might have access to more breathable air. But despite his acute need for it, he didn�t dare turn any of the levers. Activating the wrong gas mix would be just as fatal as asphyxiation. He needed to be able to see the indicators and controls in order to pump in the right combination of heliox to survive.
And then he remembered what he had and felt foolish. Reaching for his belt pouch, he took out another glowstick, snapped the middle, and shook it. The neon glow instantly cast a dim, greenish hue around the small chamber.
Gordon was right. He had managed to get in through a bottom hatch. With the habitat�s internal pressure having been equalized with the outside, the water didn�t flood into the compartment when he pulled himself through and managed to get his diving helmet off.
He did pass out for an indeterminate amount of time not long after. Looking at his dive watch, Gordon was amazed to realize that more than a day had passed since the time he had lost consciousness. I went out like a light, he thought.
Brandishing the glowstick beside the gauges, Gordon�s newfound hope turned to dismay. Most of the gas canisters were empty except for one. After doing some quick calculations inside his head, he turned several of the levers, allowing a resuscitating mix of fresh air into the chamber. Based on the amount of heliox left in the remaining tank, he figured he had extended his life by just a few more hours.
The hatch leading down towards the first module he had come from had already been sealed, and now he looked at a second hatch by the opposite wall in slight trepidation. If the air pressure in the next capsule wasn�t equalized with his, then he would probably end up dead the moment he opened it. With no other choice, he decided to take the chance as he pulled at the lever to release the lock and pushed at the steel plate.
It quickly gave way, and he was able to slide into the next capsule. This new part of the base contained rows of bunks along the walls, plus the familiar day room that he was used to seeing in the hyperbaric chambers of the diving support vessels he had lived in. Scrounging along the shelves, he did manage to find a small flashlight, which was a godsend.
He turned it on and the device cast a faint narrow beam along the abandoned recesses of the module. A partially opened bottle of water sitting on a table proved to be another fortuitous find, and he eagerly drank all of it, partially quenching his thirst, despite the liquid�s metallic alkaline taste. His exhausted body was craving additional water and food, but he couldn�t find any more consumable supplies within that module.
Shuffling deeper through the day room, he tried to look for some sort of activation switch, but found none. There�s got to be some sort of battery module, he thought. Unless this place was continuously supplied with a power line from a working rig on the surface, I don�t see how anyone could live down here.
His questions were answered the moment he opened the next hatch and slid into the adjoining chamber. The embedded machinery and switches along the walls of this particular module made it resemble some sort of electrical power room. Locating the main circuit breakers on the console, Gordon held his breath as he pulled the switch. There was a slight hum of machinery, and the entire interior lit up as the lights came back on.
Sighing with relief, he looked at the power indicators, but the readings didn�t paint a hopeful picture. He figured there was only enough juice left in the batteries for another few hours before they ran out of charge as well.
Placing his hands flat against the console, Gordon wearily lowered his head. I�ve just bought myself some additional time, but I�ll still be dead if help doesn�t come for me soon.
Hoping to find some sort of communications section, he tried slipping into the next chamber after opening the hatch. When he made it inside the succeeding module, his tired eyes opened wide.
The room he was standing in was some sort of laboratory. There were tables with microscopes, test tubes, and devices that were unfamiliar to him. Transparent cabinets along the walls contained a number of supplies in special, pressure-sealed containers, but not of the medicinal kind. Gordon shuffled around breathlessly as he tried to make sense of the whole place. What the hell were they doing down here?
He made it into the next chamber, and the place seemed very much like the prior one, but now there were a number of flat-screen monitors along the walls, and what looked like a console and chair at the opposite end of the capsule. Gordon took off his still damp diving suit before sitting on the chair and activated the computer.
The desktop menu appeared on the monitor right in front of him. Using the computer mouse, Gordon tried to access a number of subroutines and files, but most of them were password protected, except one virtual folder marked: VIDEOS. With no other options he clicked it open and played the first file.
A smiling, middle-aged woman with flowing black hair and wearing a white lab coat appeared on the screen. �Hello. My name is Dr. Lauren Reeves, and I am the head of Morgenstern�s Project Proteus. With our team�s genetic breakthroughs over the last four years, our esteemed sponsor, Mr. Kazimir Morgenstern, has decided to expand the project in a completely new direction.�
A pale Asian man with disheveled hair suddenly appeared in the video, and sat himself down beside Dr. Reeves so that they were both in the frame. �Hello,� he said.
Lauren giggled as she gave him a brief sidelong glance. �My shy colleague here is Dr. Hideki Yamamoto, Japan�s premiere genetics researcher and a recent addition to our team. I am most happy to state that he will now be in charge of this latest offshoot of our little project, and we�ve decided to call this one Typhon.�
Despite his hunger and fatigue, Gordon continued to stare at the screen, mesmerized by what he was seeing.
Lauren raised an eyebrow. �Those that are watching this video will ask, why call it Typhon? Well, we simply wanted something classical and titanic, because this project will be even bigger than Proteus. Isn�t that right, Hideki?�
Yamamoto nodded. It seemed he was too shy to stare directly into the camera, so he kept his gaze low, as if looking at something just beyond the viewer�s sight. �Yes it is, Dr. Reeves. We have made great strides in advancement when it comes to splicing different genes together to form new, composite organisms with Project Proteus. And now with the blessing of the company, I am proud to state that this new Project Typhon will dwarf both the size and achievements of what we have done with Proteus.�
Lauren gave a solemn nod. �The reason this will be a much bigger project is simply because of scale. The new organism that Dr. Yamamoto and his team are busy creating will have enormous potential when it comes to military applications. Isn�t that right, Hideki?�
Yamamoto kept nodding. �That is correct, Dr. Reeves. While Proteus concentrates on medical applications for humanity in general, Typhon will be more focused on possible defense contracts. Therefore, we must be able to do our research in a remote location.�
Lauren winked at the camera like some sort of TV game show host before turning to ask her colleague a question. �But how remote will your base be, Hideki?�
Yamamoto smiled sheepishly at the camera. �We will be deep underwater. The components of this secret habitat are being constructed as we speak.�
Gordon blinked several times in astonishment as a computer generated image of the undersea base was shown on the screen. He had thought it was to be some sort of hangar for an experimental submarine, or maybe even a crashed UFO, only to be confronted by the horrid truth.
�And this organism,� Lauren said. �Will it be birthed in that base once it�s completed?�
Yamamoto grinned and mischievously shook his head, as if he was a child caught doing a prank and denying he was at fault. �It is already being grown at our other facility in the Philippines. Once it attains sufficient size, we will use a special team of divers and submersibles to transport it into Typhon.�
Lauren nodded once more and smiled. �Very good. So this means both our projects are ahead of schedule! Now, for our viewer�s sake, why did we even need to build Typhon if we already created this unique animal somewhere else?�
�Because Typhon is the perfect testing ground for this organism if it is to be used as a biological weapon by the world�s navies,� Yamamoto said. �We needed to make sure that the subject could operate in crushing depths, and our other facilities just didn�t have an enclosure large enough to help facilitate its monumental growth stage.�
�So how far along is it with regards to development?� Lauren asked.
Yamamoto held both his arms straight up in the air. �At just six months, it is already as tall as a man. I expect it to become much bigger as we continue to modify its physical form.�
�But why make it a marine organism, Hideki?�
�Because it will be huge!� Yamamoto exclaimed. �The square cubed law states that as a shape grows in size, its volume grows faster than its surface area. With a marine organism, buoyancy solves most of the problems with relation to its weight, while still achieving a near optimum performance ratio.�
Lauren wagged a finger at him. �You are just jealous because my Proteus Project created a host body that�s slightly bigger than man-sized, is that it?�
�We�re making it larger for practical reasons,� Yamamoto explained. �It has to be big enough to take down watercraft like surface warships and submarines, otherwise the world�s military forces would have no use for it.�
Lauren winked at him. �And what about that �organ� I sent over to your team? I hope you made some use of it?�
Yamamoto bowed his head slightly. �Oh yes, I have to thank you for that. My achievements would not have been made possible if it wasn�t for that human brain you so graciously donated to my project, Dr. Reeves. I will be forever in your debt.�
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WITHIN THE INTERIOR of the Queequeg�s converted sonar room, Dr. Yamamoto leaned back on his chair and ate a bowl of rice with broiled fish and seaweed using a pair of chopsticks. The Russian crew manning the boat weren�t very good at cooking, and he had to supervise them on the creation of his meals, taking precious time away from his main duties. It was a luxury they could ill-afford due to recent events, but Yamamoto figured he could have at least one vice with which to keep his own morale up, and eating food that was to his liking was it.
As a child prodigy, Yamamoto managed to learn five different languages and speak them fluently by the age of six. By the time he was ten, his parents brought him to America, and he was granted a scholarship in the prestigious Massachusetts Institute of Technology.� But it was his time spent working with Dr. Lauren Reeves that had given him the most joy, and he had wept bitterly upon hearing the news of her demise.
Polishing off the last tidbits of his meal, Yamamoto returned his attention to the computer-enhanced display of the sea bottom around the boat. Although working with Lauren was an amazing experience for him, Yamamoto relished the time when he was pulled away from Proteus and placed in charge of Typhon. Despite her obvious talents, Lauren wasn�t a very good leader, and he counted himself lucky that he was able to move to a different project, and one without the overriding influence of Emeric Morgenstern, Kazimir�s unhinged younger brother. In some way, he�d felt this new project had saved his life when all hell broke loose at Lemuria.
Yet the tragedy that happened to Project Proteus is happening here too, he thought. I must do what I can to bring the organism back under my control.
The double doors behind him burst open, and Clive Liger strode in, his reddened face marking an angry mood. �What the hell do you think you�re doing?�
This time Yamamoto had been expecting another confrontation, and he swiveled his chair around to face the much larger man. �What I�ve always been doing, bringing the situation back under control.�
Liger moved closer and loomed over him, fists clenched. �I gave orders to Captain Rudenkov that there would be no change in our course without my approval, yet you went over my head, mate!�
�You were asleep in your cabin,� Yamamoto said calmly. �I have deduced where our subject will be, and told the captain to make appropriate corrections as to our heading, that is all.�
�I run this ship, not you!� Liger snapped.
�Please think for once,� Yamamoto said. �Without me, you�ll have no chance of getting the organism back into captivity. Since we both work for Mr. Morgenstern, we know that�s what he wants, yes?�
Liger took several deep breaths as he began to visibly calm down. �If you�re making any plans, then you�ve got to tell me, right now. It�s my life I�ll be risking when I go into the water.�
�Have no fear,� Yamamoto said reassuringly. �I need you alive and well for the next phase, and therefore I am looking out for your best interests too. Let us work together in harmony.�
�So what�s your plan now?�
�I have been analyzing the report Mr. Sandor gave when he made it onto the work barge,� Yamamoto said. �It seems the electrical field was turned off when a member of the deep diving crew got tangled with one of the rods.�
�Yeah, so?�
�It seems our subject had remained in the immediate vicinity. It must have been shadowing the Skandi Aurora, waiting for the right opportunity to attack her.�
Liger scratched his forehead. �I don�t get it. Why is this monster of yours afraid of a few electric rods?�
�It was conditioned to fear electrical fields of a certain current,� Yamamoto explained. �Of course, it will do no long-term physical harm to it, but we engineered the organism with highly sensitive electroreceptors, and we periodically shocked it while it was still in its larval stage in order for it to develop a phobia.�
�Phobia? How can you predict what it thinks if it�s just an animal?�
�Oh, it�s more than just an animal. Within its armored head is a transplanted human brain. Our initial tests have concluded that it holds a reasonable degree of intelligence.�
Liger tilted his head up and drew in a deep breath. �Bloody hell. You mad scientists are all completely mental. How could you even conceive of such an idea?�
�It was very important since we have a lot of knowledge on human behavior, and how to control them. As long as the electrical fields within Typhon Base were working properly, then it wouldn�t have escaped.�
Liger shook his head. �You can�t blame my dive team for what happened! There was a storm, remember?�
�Yes. I don�t blame your people at all. Just bad luck. But it is imperative that we get to the subject and disable it. The attack and sinking of that diving support vessel is actually good news for us.�
Liger was flabbergasted. �Good news? The company lost over a hundred crewmembers on that ship! Mr. Morgenstern was apoplectic when he heard about what happened.�
�Of course that part was tragic, but it�s good news in the sense that the subject has not gone away and instead continues to remain in the area,� Yamamoto said. �Now I have thought up several theories as to why, so it means we are progressing.�
�And what, pray tell, would be the reasons why this monster would stick around here?�
�My first hypothesis was that it was due to being familiar with the area and therefore treating this part of the world�s oceans as its home territory,� Yamamoto said. �Now I believe that it may be searching for something.�
�What could that thing be looking for? A meal?�
�Well, it does seem to feast on human flesh since there are no living survivors from the sinking of the Aurora, but I believe it is after something that is dear to its heart.�
Liger gritted his teeth. �I haven�t got all day. If you have a theory as to what it wants, then you need to spell it out. Right now.�
Yamamoto swiveled his chair ninety degrees to his left, and tapped a key on the console behind him. The wall monitor now showed an image of a number of spherical purple objects encased in a cylindrical container. �That is what she wants.�
Liger raised an eyebrow. �You just called that monster a �she.� Did I hear you right?�
�Although the body we built for her has no reproductive organs, the transplanted brain is female,� Yamamoto said. �And she went into cardiac arrest while giving birth to a deformed baby, as I recall.�
Liger pointed towards the images on the screen. �Are those things� eggs?�
Yamamoto nodded. �Correct. I now believe she�s continuing to stay in the immediate vicinity because she wants to have offspring. She desires to have children.�
�But you said she can�t reproduce.�
�Yes, but her thinking must be to possess the eggs and adopt them, so to speak.�
�Then this monster is as crazy as you are!�
Yamamoto let the obvious insult go. �Whatever the case is, we now know what she�s after.�
Liger moved closer to the screen and studied the objects suspiciously. �And where are those things located?�
Yamamoto chuckled. �Why, they�re still inside the undersea habitat, of course.�
Liger cursed loudly. He already knew what the next step would be, and he didn�t like it.
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THE MOMENT SHE OPENED her eyes, Chloe made her way up to the Wanderer�s bridge and stationed herself near the helm controls. Using a pair of binoculars, she scanned the early morning horizon, hoping to spot any signs of the Skandi Aurora.
Captain Owens had managed to relieve his night watch crew just minutes ahead of her, and he continued to sit in the captain�s chair as the helmsman in front of him made slight adjustments to the ship�s heading. He had greeted Chloe the moment she walked into the bridge, and only got a dismissive, silent nod in response.
Chloe squinted as the reflected sunlight along the sea�s surface played havoc with her eyes, but she continued to diligently observe the area around her.
Another crewman entered the room carrying a plastic tray and set it slowly down on one of the side counters before heading back downstairs. After walking over and taking a sandwich and a cup of coffee, Owens slowly made his way forward until he stood beside Chloe and held the grub out in front of her. �How about some breakfast?�
Chloe turned and was momentarily startled, yet she quickly recovered and acknowledged him with a smile as she took the cup along with the bacon and egg sandwich from him. �Thanks, Deke. I�m sorry for being rude to you earlier.�
�Nah, you weren�t rude at all. I get what you�re feeling, but we all still need to have some food to keep our energy levels up.�
�That we do, thanks again.�
�Don�t mention it.�
As Owens went back to the tray to get his own meal, Chloe bit into the sandwich. The crispy saltiness of the bacon was complemented by the subtle, buttery texture of the scrambled eggs, all topped with creamy mayonnaise slathered along the insides of the bread. Chloe hadn�t realized how hungry she was, but she wolfed it down in just a few bites before taking a long, resuscitating draught from the coffee mug.
The captain of the Wanderer chuckled as he sat down in his chair and gestured back at the tray. �There�s still one more for you if you�re hungry, Chloe. I can also ring up the dining hall to get us some additional food if you�d like.�
Chloe blushed when she realized that the other crewmembers were looking at her and smiling. She hadn�t eaten like that since her time working as a saturation diver. �Thanks, but I think I�m full now.�
�You sure? It looks to me like you could eat two more.�
�I�m good, I�m good.�
�Okay then, so I�ll be��
Owens�s words were interrupted when the intercom started beeping. The captain of the Wanderer gestured at a nearby crewman to put it on the loudspeakers.
The voice belonged to one of the female members of the lookout crew stationed near the prow of the vessel. �Cap, I�m seeing debris in the water just ahead.�
�Slow us down to five knots,� Owens ordered. Within a few seconds the Wanderer began to decrease speed. The once smooth watery surface was now studded with a number of floating objects all around the vessel.
Chloe bit her lip as she held the binoculars in front of her eyes and began to look at the debris more closely. It was apparent they were seeing the remains of a ship that had gone down quite recently.
Ethan had just finished grabbing some breakfast from the downstairs galley, and now he stood right by the door leading to the outside of the bridge wing. Stuffing the last of his sandwich into his mouth, he quickly moved sideways and stooped towards the open doorway leading into the radio room. �Rob, tell everybody what we just found.�
�You got it, Mr. Riis,� the radio operator said.
Owens had moved closer to the side monitor and began to activate the hull-mounted sonar. �We�re getting some pings. If she�s been sunk then the Aurora would be in pretty deep water.�
Chloe made her way to where the captain was and began typing in commands on the console. The towed sonar array at the stern of the ship was immediately deployed, so that it trailed the Wanderer by at least twenty meters to get a better analysis without interference from her own propellers. Chloe also activated the MAD, or magnetic anomaly detector, a magnetometer used to identify metallic objects in the ocean.
Tapping the intercom button by the wall, Owens placed the microphone close to his mouth and started speaking into it. �This is the captain. It looks like we�ve come upon some debris from a possible shipwreck. And it looks like we�re the first ones to arrive and we need to do an immediate search for survivors. I want the aerial drones deployed ASAP, please.�
Ethan shuffled over to where the two of them were standing, just as the computer generated image on the monitor displayed an updated graphic representation of the sea bottom. �Oh my god.�
The three of them could only look on in stunned silence as the display revealed a possible sunken vessel one hundred fifty meters below. A sickening feeling began to form at the bottom of Chloe�s stomach; it was a pang of dread as her worst fears began to materialize on the luminous monitor screen right in front of her.
Ethan noticed the change in her demeanor. �We�ll need to identify her first, then take stock of any surviving crewmembers still around. Modern ships just can�t sink like a rock, and I�m sure there�ll be lifeboats somewhere in the vicinity.�
Owens began moving towards the radio room. �I�ll coordinate with Rob to see if we picked up any mayday signals coming from the lifeboats.�
Chloe blinked rapidly to stave away the tears forming in her eyes. Her knees soon began to wobble. Placing her hands on the edge of the countertop, she pressed down with her palms, using the extra support to remain standing.
Ethan placed a comforting hand on top of hers. His voiced lowered to a near whisper so that the other crewmembers wouldn�t hear him. �We just got here. I�m sure the lifeboats are somewhere close by, so we can�t jump to any conclusions yet, okay?�
Chloe gave a slow nod. �Y-you�re right.�
Leaning over to his left, Ethan picked up the intercom microphone and switched the channel selector to the ROV control room, located two decks below the ship�s bridge. �Blain, how soon could your team deploy an ROV?�
Blain Milburn was a veteran submersible operator, having worked in deep sea oil and gas construction for over two decades before Ethan snapped him up. The control room was his personal fiefdom, and he ran his small team like a well-oiled machine. �Give us about fifteen minutes to prep one of my kids up, Ethan,� he answered. Blain always referred to his ROV submersibles as his children. �Where do you want her?�
Ethan glanced back towards the monitor screen. �We�ll maneuver the Wanderer just above the suspected wreck site. It should take about half an hour, and then we could bring down the ROV for a closer look.�
�Sounds good to me, Ethan. We�ll be ready.�
�Okay, out,� Ethan said as he placed the microphone back on its holder before turning to face Chloe. �Let�s take this slow and easy, it�s better to be methodical than rush things like��
His words were interrupted when the intercom squawked to life once again. This time it was Blain who was calling them.
Ethan turned the loudspeakers on before acknowledging him. �Go ahead.�
�I think one of our forward deployed drones just found a survivor,� Blain said over the speakers. �Switch your monitor to channel eight.�
Chloe quickly used the remote to change the display over to the designated channel. As the image of the nearby floating debris was shown on the monitor, she let out a gasp. �Over there, someone�s alive.�
Lying on the top canopy of a half-submerged life raft was Izzy Kozlowski, her fully clothed body still wearing a red life vest. Izzy�s eyes were closed, and it seemed she didn�t even notice the small aerial drone as it hovered less than five meters above her.
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AFTER PICKING UP IZZY using one of the Wanderer�s inflatable rubber dinghies and bringing her into the vessel�s sickbay for treatment, Chloe and Ethan boarded the Sedna. The crew then placed the submersible into the water via an A-frame winch. One of the ROVs was already deployed and busily searching around the depths below them, and Blain had confirmed the recently sunken ship was indeed the Skandi Aurora.
Ethan sat in the cockpit�s forward seat and stole a glance back at Chloe before settling down and beginning a status check of the controls in front of him.
Chloe sealed the bubble canopy shut before sitting directly behind him in the pilot�s chair. �What is it?�
�Nothing, just wanted to check if you�re alright.�
�I�m fine,� Chloe said tersely. She had expected him to suggest that she sit out the search and allow somebody else to pilot the Sedna due to the obvious conflict of interest, so she continued to act as professionally as she could, and was ultimately glad that he didn�t even mention it.
Ethan nodded. �Alright, we�re good to go.�
After giving an okay sign towards the watching crew on the Wanderer�s aft deck, Chloe activated the controls. A torrent of air blew out from the rear module and the ballast tanks filled with seawater. In less than a minute, the Sedna began her descent into the blue depths just behind the Wanderer�s stern.
Blain�s voice crackled over the radio. The Sedna had deployed a trailing wire antenna in order to communicate with anyone in range. �The live video feed is working at my end, over.�
�Okay, so far so good,� Ethan said as he flipped open several palm-sized flat screen monitors in front of him. In addition to the Sedna�s onboard cameras, he could also access the video monitors that were built into the deployed ROV to provide a clearer picture of what was happening all around them.
�Just to let you guys know,� Blain said. �That lady we picked up. I know her.�
�Who is she?� Chloe asked.
�Her name is Isabel Kozlowski, but everyone in the industry calls her Izzy,� Blain said. �I think she was the one in charge of the Aurora�s ROVs. She�s got a pretty good rep�I think her touch on the controls is a wee bit better than mine.�
�You sound jealous,� Ethan quipped. �Maybe I�ll hire her to take over your job.�
�Nah,� Blain said. �I�ve got a contract�signed by your dad, so I�ve got job security.�
Ethan chuckled. �Okay, okay.�
Chloe�s tone remained businesslike. �How�s she doing?�
�She�s still unconscious,� Blain answered. �Doc says she�s got severe dehydration, hypernatremia, and hypothermia, but he says she�s got a good chance of pulling through.�
�That�s great,� Chloe said. �Let me know when she wakes up. I�ve got a lot of questions to ask her.�
�Will do, Chloe. Over and out.�
Placing her hands on the right joystick control, Chloe began to pilot the Sedna into a steep descent, the light blue waters quickly turning dark. There were numerous bits of floating debris all around them, each item having attained neutral buoyancy that made it seem as if they were trapped by an invisible net underwater.
Ethan activated the onboard sonar module as the Sedna dived down past the ocean�s thermocline layer and into the mesopelagic zone. The submersible�s external lights now switched to full power as the murky blue waters quickly turned jet black.
Using the downloaded location map from the Wanderer�s sonar readings as a guide, Chloe revved the throttle, boosting the Sedna�s speed to over seven knots. Unlike the other competing submersibles in the market that used generic parts, the Sedna�s heavy duty, omni-directional thrusters were specifically custom built for both speed and power.
Ethan could only stare in wonderment as the submersible dove past a near endless school of shrimp that swarmed all around the clear bubble canopy, apparently attracted to their lights. �There�s a ton of sea life down here, moreso than usual.�
�What makes you say that?� Chloe asked.
�You normally don�t see much active krill at this depth, and not in huge batches like this,� Ethan said. �Either the baleen whales that feed on them are taking a few months off and moved on to greener pastures, or something else happened that we don�t know about.�
�You think something killed the whales in this area?�
�I don�t know.�
They both remained silent for close to half an hour as the Sedna pointed downwards and dove deeper, past a depth of one hundred meters before easing off and beginning to move closer towards the designated navigation point. Ethan kept one eye on the sonar screen and the other right in front of him as they continued to jet past more swarms of shrimp. Fifteen minutes later, the sonar started pinging back, indicating that the wreck was very close.
Chloe let out a deep breath as the sunken hull of the Skandi Aurora loomed in front of them. The wreck�s white and red superstructure had not yet been encrusted with sea life or suffered any corrosion, a clear indicator that it was indeed a recent sinking. Easing up on the forward thrusters, she began to bring the submersible on a close orbit around the submerged hulk lying on its port side.
Ethan leaned forward and saw that the davits along the wreck�s starboard side had clearly been extended and the safety lines had been released. �The lifeboats are all gone, so there�s a good chance that some of the crew did escape.�
Chloe remained both guarded and skeptical. �So how come we didn�t spot any of them from the air using our drones or get their locator signals? Why didn�t we get any maydays on the radio?�
�Well, you know Morgenstern Oceanic,� Ethan said. �Maybe they were all picked up and told not to say anything afterwards.�
Chloe didn�t want to argue with him, and so instead concentrated on her piloting. Using the control stick and her foot pedals, she once again maneuvered the Sedna, this time bringing the submersible in line with the lower part of the wreck�s exposed underside. When their searchlights illuminated the Aurora�s keel, they both gasped out loud in surprise.
Huge, jagged holes perforated the underside of the Skandi Aurora�s hull. Several of the breaches were big enough to drive a car through. Chloe could only stare in amazement at the jagged cracks along the sides of the holes.
Ethan talked like he was out of breath. �Jesus H Christ. What the hell happened to her?�
Chloe had investigated several shipwrecks before, but looking at this latest one left her baffled. �It looks like the entire ship just ran over a bunch of sharp boulders that shredded her hull.�
Ethan leaned forward and pointed towards one of the larger hull breaches in front of them. �That�s impossible. If she ran aground then why is that hole made there by itself? That would only be possible if she landed on top of a pointy rock and then was somehow lifted up and punctured again. The whole keel of the ship would have continuous jagged cuts, not multiple holes like it was made of Swiss cheese.�
�You�re right. And there aren�t any shallow areas nearby. This whole region is in the deep sea.�
Blain�s voice came over their radio once again. �I�ve positioned my baby on the other side of the wreck so I can communicate with you guys. There�s plenty of debris that�s sunk towards the bottom. Seems I�ve found one of Izzy�s ROVs.�
Ethan switched one of his monitors to the channel which showed the video feed of Blain�s ROV. The screen showed a grainy live recording of an inoperative construction ROV lying on its side along the bottom of the seafloor.
�Request permission to try and retrieve the internal hard drive of that thing,� Blain said over the radio.
�Go ahead,� Ethan said.
�I would also like to request permission to retrieve the Skandi Aurora�s VDR.�
Ethan tilted his head up in confusion. �What�s a VDR?�
�Voyage Data Recorder,� Blain explained. �It�s like an aircraft�s black box, but for boats. Pretty much all modern commercial ships have them.�
�Fine, no problem,� Ethan said over the radio before looking over his shoulder and making eye contact with Chloe. �We can have Blain do the forensics work on this wreck. My suggestion is we focus on trying to find any survivors.�
Chloe nodded. �I�m open to suggestions on how to do that.�
�Okay, well I doubt we�ll find any down here so��
Their conversation was interrupted when Captain Owens�s voice came over the radio. �Guys, the Wanderer�s MAD found something. It�s less than a hundred feet deep and not that far from you. I�ll relay the coordinates to your submersible�s computer, Chloe. Over and out.�
Chloe adjusted the joystick the moment the new navigation point flashed on her console. The Sedna immediately tilted nose up and made her way above the wreck before turning to port and heading out at close to full speed.
Ethan gripped his armrests. �Whoa, easy there, Chloe. You�ll drain the batteries in no time if you keep going at full throttle like this.�
Chloe kept her focus on the controls as the Sedna quickly attained a shallower depth in order to achieve less drag. �I already attached an extra battery pod before we put her in the water, so we�ve got enough juice for an extended run.�
Ethan couldn�t rebut her preparedness, so he just kept quiet instead.
The next several minutes passed uneventfully, as the submersible raced through the shallower waters towards the onboard computer�s designated target area. The sunlight coming down from the surface cast a myriad of moving columns of illumination as they continued onwards. Chloe�s concern for the fate of her brother was kept in check by her concentration on piloting the submersible as she continued to diligently monitor the Sedna�s onboard systems.
Ethan narrowed his eyes as he spotted a large shadow up ahead, floating a few meters beneath the swells. �What�s that?�
Chloe�s teeth began to chatter as the object loomed closer and its shape became evident. �It�s a diving bell. It m-must be from t-the Aurora.�
They both became silent as Chloe eased up on the throttle the moment their submersible closed to within five meters of the stricken capsule. The dangling cables and hoses at the top of the bell had clearly been sheared away, and the lines that would have held the missing clump weight were in tatters.
Chloe let out a pained moan as she maneuvered the Sedna in a slow orbit below the submerged diving bell and saw that the bottom hatch had been left open. A long black umbilical hose jutted out from the opening and snaked lazily along the depths until it ended with a torn line several dozen meters below.
Ethan adjusted one of the Sedna�s external lights and aimed it towards the bell�s open hatch. �It looks half flooded in there. Can you get us in closer?�
Chloe�s chin began to tremble, but she kept her panic in check as she adjusted the controls and the Sedna�s nose inched closer towards the opening.
Using the controller in front of him, Ethan extended one of the submersible�s mechanical arms which had a night vision camera attached to it, edging it closer until he could get a live video feed of the diving bell�s darkened interior.
Chloe threw her right hand over her mouth, stifling a shriek of horror as the green tinged video feed revealed a corpse floating inside the half-flooded chamber of the diving bell. The dead man still wore a hot water suit, but not a diving helmet. A number of small scavenger fish had managed to swim inside the capsule and had eaten the eyes out from their sockets.
Ethan let out a deep breath. He knew Gordon personally, and the body that lay inside of the bell clearly wasn�t him. �A standby diver. It looks like he might have banged his head against the walls and gotten knocked out before he could put his hat on. I think he might have drowned when the inside got flooded.�
Chloe blinked rapidly, in a desperate battle to prevent the tears from flowing down her cheeks. The fact that the dead man wasn�t her brother gave her some relief, yet the guilt of seeing another like this filled her with shame and turmoil. �Oh my god, what happened out here?�
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SITTING IN A HIGH-BACKED chair inside the Wanderer�s ROV control room, Blain Milburn continued to flip through several recorded videos of the wreck as he tried to make some sense of it all. Chloe and Ethan had just returned after using the submersible to scout the area, and he could see that both of them had been terribly shaken by what they had found.
Even though there were two empty chairs inside the small room since Blain had told his assistants to take a break, Chloe remained standing, leaning against the wall. She kept biting her fingernails as anxiety over her brother�s fate smoldered within her.
The door was slightly ajar, and soon opened a bit more as Ethan slipped inside the room. �Just came from the bridge. The Indian Navy is sending one of their ships over, but it doesn�t look like a priority for them since we�ve reported that we haven�t found anyone alive so far.�
Chloe kept her eyes on the floor. They had mutually agreed not to tell anyone else they had managed to find one survivor until they could first question her. �Izzy�s still not awake?�
Ethan shook his head before he grabbed one of the chairs and sat down on it with a tired groan. �Not yet. It�s only been eight hours since we fished her out of the water, Chloe.�
�I know that Morgenstern has got huge influence over the Indians,� Blain said softly. �But shouldn�t we inform the US Navy about finding her alive?�
�I�d rather we do that when we�re face to face with one of their officers,� Ethan said. �Telling them over the radio� well, it might get intercepted and all.�
�I get it,� Blain said.
Chloe continued breathing deeply to keep her stress levels in check. It had taken them several hours to carefully remove the corpse from the diving bell using the Sedna�s mechanical arms before they brought the remains to the Wanderer. She was physically exhausted, yet her mind just couldn�t relax.
Ethan swiveled his chair and looked up at her. �Why don�t you get some rest?�
Chloe hurriedly shook her head and gave him a dismissive wave. �I�m okay.�
After giving her a respectful nod, Ethan turned his attention towards Blain. �Well, since we�re down here, why don�t we try and figure this out? Do any of you have any theories as to how this big ship went down?�
One side of the room had several monitors along its walls. Blain switched over to a video recording showing the wreckage of a lifeboat floating on the calm swells. �One of our aerial drones got that footage. Whatever it is that sunk the Aurora took out at least one of her lifeboats as well.�
�What could this work boat have done to make somebody sink them? I just don�t get it,� Ethan said.
�It has to have something to do with what it is they were working on,� Blain said as he switched to one of the videos his ROV had recorded.
Ethan and Chloe looked at the screen in silent awe as the grainy footage displayed a huge undersea structure located on the seafloor. The camera continued to pan around, showing the interconnected hyperbaric capsules, all the way down to the large factory-like building at the bottom.
It was one shock too many for Chloe as she flopped onto the remaining empty chair. �An underwater habitat? What in God�s name did they build it out here for?�
�That�s the million dollar question,� Blain said.
�More like a billion dollar question,� Ethan said. �If they constructed it out in the middle of nowhere, then it was done in order to keep prying eyes away.�
Chloe�s eyes locked with her partner�s. �You remember the talk we had with Alan Percy back in Sydney?�
Ethan exhaled while nodding his head. �I get it now. Those pressure chambers he said his firm built for Morgenstern. They all ended up here.�
�Don�t forget the other thing he said. He also saw pieces of a larger building.�
Ethan pointed towards the bottom structure on the screen. �And there it is. Good old Alan was right all along.�
Blain rubbed his grizzled chin. They had both told him about their conversation in Australia beforehand. �Okay, so it�s all a Morgenstern job, but what could have caused the Aurora to sink like that?�
Ethan shrugged. �I dunno. Maybe something happened while they were doing construction work on it. Maybe they were carrying explosives and there was an accidental detonation or something?�
�Unless they kept those shaped explosives along the outside of the Aurora�s hull, there�s no way it would have brought her down like that,� Blain said.
�Someone didn�t want any witnesses,� Chloe said.
Ethan raised an eyebrow. �Come on, Chloe. We know Morgenstern is a horrible company, but they wouldn�t go as far as killing their own employees just to keep all this a secret.�
�They�ve been keeping secrets from my brother ever since he started working for them,� Chloe said. �They must have shut down his phone and internet too just before they did this so he couldn�t call for help.�
�With all due respect, I disagree,� Ethan said. �They wouldn�t sink their own ship when they could just pay them off. And what secret is it that they�re so intent on keeping that they�d want to kill their own employees? It doesn�t make any sense.�
Chloe stood up and pointed towards the footage of the undersea base. �Whatever it is, it�s in there. As soon as we�ve recharged the Sedna�s batteries, I want to take her down and check it out.�
Ethan held his arms up in a calming gesture. �Whoa, wait a minute. Are you just going to have a look around or do you plan on getting inside of that thing?�
�Blain�s kids already had a look around,� Chloe said. �What we�ve got to do is find a way to enter that structure.�
�That�s going to be complicated, Chloe,� Blain said. �Since the habitat is that deep, then you�ll need to do a sat dive just to enter it. You can�t do it using the Sedna, not unless you want to rip it open like an egg since there�s no way you could dock.�
�He�s right,� Ethan added. �We have a small hyperbaric chamber onboard this vessel in case of an emergency decompression, but we don�t have diving bells to make a pressurized transfer from one module to the next, and the heliox we carry isn�t enough for an extended stay down there.�
Blain nodded. �The umbilical hoses we�ve got don�t go down that far, and you�d have to use them in order to try to find a way inside.�
�Maybe it�s pressurized to one atmosphere,� Chloe said.
�Nope,� Blain said. �I spotted a lower hatch that could be opened from the outside like a moon pool, and the way the walls around the capsules are designed, they must have equal pressure with the outside.�
Chloe placed her hands over her eyes and moaned softly. She felt a sudden intuition that perhaps her brother might somehow be trapped inside the underwater base, and all she had to do was rescue him, but the feeling quickly went away, and the despair began to tug at her mind once more.
Ethan leaned sideways and placed a soothing hand on her trembling shoulders. �We�ll find Gordon. I promise you that. He�s an experienced diver, and I bet he�s alive.�
�Don�t fret, Chloe,� Blain said. �We may have found a wrecked lifeboat, but the hyperbaric one that the divers would be using must still be around here somewhere. I�ll bet you a surf and turf dinner back in LA that we�ll find him inside of it�safe and sound.�
Chloe let out another sigh as she leaned back in the chair and tried to relax. �Thanks, guys. I need all the encouragement I can��
The intercom speakers suddenly came to life, and Captain Owens�s voice was heard. �Chloe, Ethan, you there?�
Blain�s pudgy finger stabbed the reply button. �I�m here too, Deke, thank you very much. What�s up?�
�There�s another vessel coming into the area,� Owens said. �She�s identified herself as the Queequeg, and her captain says they represent Morgenstern Oceanic.�
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STANDING JUST BEHIND the front windows of the Queequeg�s wheelhouse, Clive Liger frowned while staring at the other ship out in the distance. This whole bloody thing�s getting out of hand, he thought.
Captain Rudenkov stood beside him, using his binoculars to scan the other ship. �Looks like a research vessel, but she is well-equipped. I can see a winch at her stern, so it could mean a towed sonar array. And it looks like she has a submersible too. Most impressive.�
Liger cursed. �How the bloody hell did she get here so fast? How could they have known about the sinking?�
�Someone must have said something over the radio, obviously.�
Liger shook his head. �That can�t be. Sandor assured me the Aurora�s captain made sure nobody sent any calls for help.�
�Did Sandor not contact you using an unsecured channel to tell you what happened a few days ago?�
Liger grumbled. �You�re right. He was the idiot who leaked it. I�m going to have a talk with the big boss about him.�
�Fine, you do that.�
�But how the hell did this other boat know about the exact location? Not even Sandor was dumb enough to say it over the air.�
Rudenkov gave a dismissive shrug. �Who knows? But they are here now, so we have to deal with them. We could wait till night, then my men could sneak aboard that vessel and�� He let his voice trail off.
�No. Too bloody risky. That other ship is also in continuous contact with the American Navy, so this makes things even more complicated.�
�Okay, since this is your operation, I will do as you wish.�
Liger gave him a sideways glance before returning his attention to the other ship. He said that in order to let me know that I�m the one who�ll be ultimately responsible for everything, the Russian bastard. If I don�t do this right, I�ll be the one hung out to dry.
The radio operator stationed at the right side of the room looked towards the two of them. �Captain, she has identified herself as the Wanderer. She says she is part of the search and rescue operation for a lost American submarine, but changed her course when she heard a distress call.�
Rudenkov started chuckling. �So it seems we both play the liar�s game now, da?�
Liger narrowed his eyes. I�m sure I�ve heard that ship�s name before, but where?
�We had better tell them something or they will get even more suspicious and pass it on to the Americans,� Rudenkov said.
�Let�s play their game then,� Liger said as he turned towards the radioman. �Tell them we�re here to secure the underwater habitat. All survivors of the Aurora have been transferred to our work barge, and their assistance is no longer needed.�
Rudenkov raised an eyebrow. �Are you sure it is wise to inform them about the undersea base down there? They might not even know it exists.�
Liger pointed towards the other ship. �Look at their boat. You yourself said they�ve got towed sonar and a submersible, so it�s obvious they know already.� He switched his attention back to the radio operator. �Tell them what I told you.�
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CHLOE AND ETHAN STOOD near the door leading into the Wanderer�s radio room as they listened to the incoming messages from the other boat. Rob the radio operator kept the speakers on high volume, and both business partners gave each other suspicious glances as the return message came over the channel.
The voice over the loudspeakers spoke English with a thick Eastern European accent. �Wanderer, I can inform you the survivors from the Aurora have been transferred to our construction barge. We are here to secure the underwater habitat and no longer need any further assistance, over.�
�They�re full of crap!� Chloe hissed. �There�s a half sunken lifeboat out there, and there�s over a dozen torn life vests and other clothing we found floating on the water.�
Ethan held his palms up calmingly. �Easy, Chloe. They know that we know about their underwater base, so they�re hinting at us to just go.�
Chloe rubbed her forehead before leaning further into the radio room. �Rob, tell them to give us a list of the Aurora survivors, please.�
Rob nodded in acknowledgement. �You got it, Chloe.�
Ethan crossed his arms as he leaned on the wall. �I doubt they�ll tell us anything.�
Chloe drew in a sharp breath. Maybe Gordon�s over at that work barge. Oh God, please keep him alive and safe.
�Wanderer, I am sorry, but we don�t have that information yet, over,� the voice at the speakers said.
Chloe tapped Rob on his shoulder. A part of her still had a feeling that Gordon was somehow inside the underwater structure. �Request more information about the undersea habitat.�
�I doubt they�ll tell us anything about that either,� Ethan said as Rob spoke into the microphone.
�Wanderer, I am sorry but that habitat is private property. You are not to approach it or make any attempts at entry, over,� the voice over the radio said.
�Private property my ass!� Chloe snapped. �We�re out here in international waters for chrissakes.�
�We can�t get in there anyway,� Ethan said softly. �We don�t have the proper gear.�
Chloe placed her hands over her eyes and did her best to stifle the tears that were threatening to burst forth. �What about Gordy?�
�They said there are survivors from the wreck on their work barge,� Ethan said. �Why not check out that place first? Gordon might already be there, waiting for you.�
�If they�ll let us,� Chloe whispered.
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HIDEKI YAMAMOTO MADE his way up into the Queequeg�s wheelhouse and walked over to the two men who were continuing to observe the other ship. �Are there any updates on the equipment that I requested?�
Rudenkov glanced back towards the Japanese scientist. �Da. It is being flown in by helicopter to the work barge. Perhaps in a few hours time.�
�What are we waiting for? We need those things if we are to recapture the kaiju.�
Liger gave him an irritated look as he pointed towards the other ship. �In case you can�t see through those thick glasses of yours, there�s another boat out there, and we have to keep her in our sights.�
Yamamoto gave him a confused look. �What for? They are nothing compared to the work we are doing.�
Liger stared at him, dumbfounded. �Are you so bloody engrossed in your stupid research that you can�t see that the other boat over there might happen upon our little secret?�
The radio operator looked towards them. �Captain, they are requesting access to the work barge to talk to the survivors.�
Rudenkov looked at Liger and Yamamoto, and smirked. �Why not tell them the barge�s location? It will surely send them away and we can continue with what we need to do.�
�I still require more equipment,� Yamamoto insisted.
�Alright, then we escort this Wanderer over to the work barge to shut them up,� Liger said. �Once they get there we�ll let Sandor handle it while we grab our gear and finish this up once and for all.�
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WHEN THE UNDERSEA HABITAT�s batteries were finally drained of power, the base�s interior was plunged into darkness once more. Gordon had watched several more videos using the computer console before he fell asleep, only to be stirred awake when an alarm sounded and the lights went out.
The dense air had somehow gotten thicker, and he wondered if he had applied the right gas mix. Reaching for the flashlight he had left lying on the tabletop, Gordon�s stiff fingers managed to touch the sides of the device before he inadvertently knocked it away, hearing it slamming down to the floor somewhere at the opposite side.
Cursing out loud, he tried to bend sideways to reach for it, but all he could feel was the bare deck. Gordon tried to move closer, but his foot caught on some piece of furniture and he tripped, slamming his pelvis onto the cold hard steel of the floor.
He lay there for a few minutes, groaning in pain. The aches in his ribcage and the hunger pangs were already acute, and what felt like a nasty bruise on his hip didn�t make things any better for him.
Looking up into the darkness, Gordon was surprised to see O�Keefe�s disembodied head floating in front of him, smiling and eyeing him intently.
Gordon chuckled. �So you made it here too? I always knew you were freaking good, bro.�
O�Keefe didn�t reply. He smiled once more before his face was swallowed up by the unending blackness.
Gordon sighed. It felt like a tremendous weight had been hoisted onto his already aching shoulders. �I�m sorry. I�m so sorry.�
He realized that he must have been hallucinating. Gordon knew the gas mixes he breathed in would sometimes cause him to see things that weren�t there, and perhaps his subconscious was adding to the dilemma by injecting a degree of guilt from his own survival to produce such an illusion.
Shaking his head, Gordon groped around until he could feel the sides of the chair and pulled himself back up into a sitting position. His left hip still ached, and he hoped that he hadn�t sustained a fracture.
Gritting his teeth, he tried to stand up, but his weak knees gave way and he collapsed back down onto the seat once again. He tried to recall something that lay just beyond the reach of his thoughts, but after trying for several minutes he realized it still eluded him.
Damn it, he thought. I know I�m supposed to do something important, but I just can�t remember it!
As he continued to stare straight into the endless darkness, two more faces came into view. Now it was Langley and Haakon. The two men had solemn demeanors as each one made eye contact with him, and it seemed they were looking into his very soul.
Gordon let out a deep breath. �I know you probably blame Don and me, but it wasn�t our fault. I watched the videos. It was a sea monster, okay?�
Both men continued to gaze at him in silence, their expressions unreadable.
Gordon began to cry. �I don�t know what happened. I tried to pull myself back into the bell, but it all went by so fast. I-I used my knife to cut through my own umbilical. I knew there was no chance of making it back into the bell, and I cut myself loose so that Don could join you guys a-and get rescued. You b-believe me, right?�
Langley gave a silent nod before both their faces were swallowed up by the solid gloom.
Gordon sobbed as the tears flowed down his cheeks. �I-I did what I could. You have to believe me�you all have to believe me!�
For several long minutes he just sat there as the grief and the guilt slowly melted away into a pained oblivion. His mind kept telling him that the others had somehow made it to safety, O�Keefe included, yet an inner whisper was telling him the other three were all dead.
Out of nowhere, a female voice, confident and strong, reverberated in his head. Blowing his nose and wiping the last of his tears away, Gordon looked up. �Sis?�
He now imagined Chloe looking down at him. Gordon�s inner turmoil seemed to go away, as a feeling of hope began to stir.
�Remember your training, Gordy,� Chloe said. �If you stay focused, then you�ll stay alive.�
Gordon nodded. �This was the last thing you said to me before I left home on my first day as a tender.�
�Remember,� she said before her presence faded away.
�I will, I will,� Gordon said as he slid off the chair and sank to the floor. Probing with his fingers, he felt the solid plastic grip of the flashlight and activated it, only for the device to flicker as the light it emitted periodically died. He had to shake it every few seconds in order to keep the faint beam from cutting itself off.
Gordon gritted his teeth. The flashlight�s fall from the table must have damaged it, and now he was in deeper trouble than ever before.
There�s no one here but you. The only one who can get you out of this is yourself, he thought. Think!
He knew it had to be something recent, something they had talked about inside the hyperbaric chamber on the Aurora. He remembered O�Keefe telling him about it first, and then he had asked Langley and Haakon about it afterwards, right when they came back from their shift.
The lifeboat! That�s it!
Gordon�s mind became laser focused as he swung the flashlight�s dim beam of light along the capsule�s walls. Yes, now I remember. They told me there might be some sort of emergency escape pod attached somewhere along the sides of this habitat. Now I have to find a way to access it.
After checking the module he was in, Gordon limped over towards the adjoining chamber and gingerly slid through the attached trunk to get inside of it. The flashlight�s glow had once again begun to flicker out, and no amount of shaking the cracked plastic grip could reverse its seeming deterioration. He only had a few moments left of being able to see.
With rising panic, Gordon looked at the walls around the first lab module, and quickly noticed a small, red hand lever jutting out from the flat paneling, just below eye level. Gripping the rod, he gave it a strong pull, and was somewhat surprised to hear a shrill grinding noise as the wall in front of him parted, revealing a red painted hatch.
After unlocking the hatch he tried peering inside, just as the flashlight�s beam finally petered out. Gordon furiously slapped the device around, hoping it would light up again, but to no avail.
He blindly crouched beside the opening. The glowstick had been left behind in one of the other modules, and he would probably get lost while groping around in the gloom trying to look for it.
No choice, he thought. I have to go on.
After feeling the diameter of the opening he started to crawl into it, only to bump the top of his head on the upper rim of the hatch. Cursing in pain, Gordon readjusted his posture before he finally slid into what seemed to be another chamber.
Keeping low, he began to use his fingers to try and get a feel for the place. When his hands stroked at what seemed to be an embedded chair set along the sides of the room, a ray of hope came over him.
Gordon continued to fumble around, his fingers acting like insect feelers. After a few careful minutes, he could tell that there were indeed a number of levers and gauges along the walls. This has got to be that escape boat, he thought.
His hands soon felt something flat and hard, with slightly protruding lumps. Gordon figured that he was now stooping over some sort of control console, and the bulges would have to be buttons and switches, but for what?
Gordon�s shoulders trembled. If he pushed the wrong button or flipped the wrong switch, he might just end up dead. Working his way back to where the hatch was, he spent more precious time in making sure the entryway was sealed tight before heading back towards the apparent console.
Running his hands along the sides of the countertop and working his way to the middle, he sensed there were at least six to seven buttons on the panel, plus two switches near the upper right hand corner.
Gently tugging at the switches, he felt plenty of resistance, implying that it would be a hard mechanism to flip. Circuit breakers are usually built that way. I can�t take any chances with the levers or the buttons, so this is my best bet.
It�s now or never, he thought as all ten of his fingers gripped the switches and pushed them forward.
After a few seconds, the overhead lights within the chamber flickered to life. Gordon looked around in astonishment as his eyes once again adjusted to the sudden brightness. The module itself was indeed built like a hyperbaric lifeboat, but it seemed there was an outer steel hull to keep the vessel intact due to the intense pressure of the outside.
Moving along the sides of the chamber, Gordon quickly studied the gauges before pulling several levers. He remembered his years working as a tender, and he knew how to mix the gasses properly for an emergency decompression. The chamber had enough air for seventy-two hours, and could normally fit up to twelve people, so he definitely had plenty to spare.
I can probably decompress in three, maybe even two days if I do this right, he thought as he stared at a sealed outer hatch along the opposite end of the capsule. The thick porthole showed nothing but darkness outside. If I can�t figure out a way to detach this thing from the habitat then I�ll have to chance it by blowing open that hatch and shooting up to the surface after the decompression is done.
Opening one of the side cabinets, he grabbed a pouch containing fresh water and tore the lid open, gulping the nourishing liquid down his parched throat. There were emergency rations in all lifeboats, and this one was no exception. He even found several sealed packages containing emergency escape suits, like the ones found in submarines.
Sitting down on one of the chairs, Gordon let out a short chuckle. He had beaten the odds so far, and now he was in the final stretch. Five hundred feet above is the ocean�s surface. It�ll be a hell of a swim going up, but as long as I don�t hold my breath I ought to make it.
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THE SUN HAD ALREADY begun to set when the Queequeg finished leading the Wanderer towards the work barge. Chloe and Ethan stood inside the Wanderer�s bridge, both of them staring in mute fascination at the massive, semi-submersible platform looming in front of them.
Resembling an offshore oil rig from the far distance, the square construction barge�s total area measured nearly a kilometer in length. Situated below the platform were six massive support columns aligned along each flank. Beneath these slightly submerged struts were underwater pontoons, with six bladed propellers on their sides, enabling the entire barge to maintain a speed of up to 10 knots even in high swells, while giving the crews stationed on top a steady platform to do whatever was needed.
Ethan pointed towards a set of unused cranes jutting out from the flattened base. �Not a lot of activity going on.�
Chloe was standing closer to the window, and she quickly stooped lower while scanning the barge with a pair of binoculars. �Over there! I see a lifeboat that�s moored to one of the side docks.�
Ethan nodded. It wasn�t a hyperbaric lifeboat, yet it was an encouraging sign nonetheless. �So we know a few of them did make it here, at least.�
Captain Owens personally manned the helm controls as he guided the Wanderer towards the designated docking pier near the side of one of the support columns. �What if they request a search of this boat?�
�We�ll play it by ear,� Ethan said. �But we won�t let them onboard until they allow us to search that barge and the underwater habitat first.�
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CHLOE AND ETHAN CLIMBED up the ladder leading to the construction barge�s main platform. In addition to the low level buildings situated along the sides, a landing pad jutted out from the vessel�s starboard bow. They could both see a Boeing Chinook 234LR transport helicopter depositing what seemed to be several cargo crates from a sky hook onto the stage before lifting off again.
The moment they got onto the edge of the platform, Liger and Sandor approached them from the opposite direction. Ethan stood right next to Chloe and gave a slight tug at her elbow, a reminder to keep her temper in check.
Sandor introduced himself while glancing in the direction of two uniformed security guards standing several meters away. �I�m a very busy man, but I took some time off just to meet the two of you personally. While I understand your concerns, I must tell you that the situation is under control, and Morgenstern Oceanic will issue an official statement soon.�
Chloe felt like screaming at him, but she knew that they were both in enemy territory, and it was best to go the diplomatic route. �I�m afraid that�s not good enough. I have a relative who was part of the Skandi Aurora�s crew, and I need to know what his condition is.�
�You do? Who?�
�Gordon Gietz,� Chloe said. �He�s a sat diver and he�s my brother. I need to know what happened to him.�
Liger eyed her with a light chuckle. �I knew it was you, Chloe. Long time no see.�
Chloe glared at him. �Are you in charge of the dive teams?�
Liger shook his head. �I�m afraid not. As you can tell, I have my own team working on something else.�
�Then who was the diving supervisor of the Aurora?�
�That would be Matt Mullins.�
�I need to talk to him, right now or��
Sandor cut her off. �We�ve already� evacuated the survivors. So I�m afraid he�s not here.�
Ethan could tell the other man was being evasive. Both he and Chloe had hidden their smartphones underneath their clothing, and they had activated their devices� audio recorders before they had even gotten on the platform. �Do you confirm that this Matt Mullins is alive, then?�
�I didn�t say that,� Sandor said. �I shall only state that we were able to retrieve some survivors, but we�re still in the process of� identifying them all.�
�How many survivors did you rescue?� Chloe asked.
Sandor hesitated once more before answering her. �I� cannot give you the exact count as of yet.�
�You�re not really telling us anything,� Ethan said.
Sandor�s icy demeanor didn�t change. �Like I said, it is too soon to give you exact details. All I can say is your offer to help is no longer needed. The situation is under control.�
�What about my brother?� Chloe demanded.
Liger gave a casual shrug. �If your brother is part of the group of survivors we picked up then I�m sure he�ll contact you very soon. If not, then I guess it�s just too bad.�
Chloe grimaced as she clenched her fists in anger. �The whole world already knows about the sinking of the Aurora. If you people won�t give us the truth right now, it�ll be on your heads when this blows up in your faces.�
Liger laughed again. �Are you making a threat, Matahari? Don�t you know that we�ve got the best lawyers in the world working for us?�
Chloe took a step forward, right before Ethan moved in front of her and grabbed hold of her right forearm. The two security guards standing a few meters away were also about to close in, but the pair quickly stopped when Sandor gestured at them to remain still.
Liger kept on laughing. �You�ve got nothing, Chloe. Why don�t you just go back to that nice looking ship of yours and go sail into another ocean. This one�s ours.�
�We�re in international waters, asshole,� Chloe said. �If anything happened to my brother, I�m holding you and this goddamn company of yours fully responsible, you hear me?�
Sandor pointed towards the ladder leading back down to the service dock. �Okay, this is getting nowhere. You both have been informed about what happened, and you both may now return to your ship.�
Ethan figured it was best to remain calm to counteract his partner�s frustration and anger. �What happened? How could a brand new, state of the art diving support vessel sink like that?�
�It� seems like some sort of industrial accident,� Sandor said. �That�s all I can tell you for now since our own internal investigation is still ongoing.�
Chloe�s anger quickly gave way to misery as tears began welling in her eyes. �Please, tell me what happened to Gordy.�
Liger scratched the top of his head. �He wasn�t in the group of survivors we rescued, Chloe. Sorry to disappoint you.�
Chloe�s shoulders began shaking and she nearly collapsed, but Ethan managed to keep them both upright as Liger turned around and walked away. Sandor moved towards the pair of guards and gestured at them to escort their guests back towards the dock. Chloe was in tears by the time she returned to the Wanderer.
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CHLOE SAT ON THE SIDE of the bunk in her personal cabin as the Wanderer cut her engines and drifted a few kilometers out of visual range of the Morgenstern semi-submersible platform. Their hopes of using the audio recordings from the meeting they had with Sandor had been dashed when both Chloe and Ethan realized there was some sort of electronic jamming that prevented their phones from working properly during their time on the barge.
The tears on her cheeks were dry, and now her grief had turned inward. Chloe�s mind was telling her to accept Gordon�s passing, but a part of her still believed he was alive somewhere. It was a hopeful feeling she could not dampen, despite the massive tragedy that had occurred with the Skandi Aurora. Her soul felt like it was being pulled back and forth in a spiritual tug of war as she vacillated in a sea of conflicting emotions.
A knock on the door brought her back to reality. �Yeah, come in,� she said.
The door opened slightly as Ethan poked his head in. �You okay?�
Chloe looked down at the floor and nodded. �I guess so. Thanks for keeping me sane.�
Ethan gave a slight smile as he leaned on a cabinet by the open doorway. He lowered his voice before speaking to keep things calm. �Hey, for what it�s worth, I think Gordy�s still alive. There�s too many safety checks in today�s sat diving industry so there�s a fair chance he�s okay.�
�If he was inside the sat chamber when the ship started going down, then yeah, he probably made it to the hyperbaric lifeboat,� Chloe said softly. �But if he was in that diving bell when it happened��
Ethan leaned forward and placed his hand on her forearm. �Don�t speculate, Chloe. Not yet.�
�Okay, I guess maybe now we could��
Her musings were interrupted when the intercom inside the cabin crackled to life and they both heard the ship doctor�s voice. �Chloe, our patient is now awake and lucid.�
Chloe quickly reached down for her deck shoes before putting them on and getting back up. �I�m going to see her.�
Ethan backed out into the corridor. �Let�s just all take it easy, okay?�
Chloe didn�t answer him as she brushed right past and made her way down the corridor before jumping off a short flight of stairs, hurrying towards the sickbay. Ethan bit his lip as he followed closely behind.
The Wanderer�s sickbay was a small cabin with an adjoined operating theatre and four separate bunks, only one of which was currently occupied. Dr. Lillian Daway had been employed as the Wanderer�s medical officer for half a dozen years, and the crew affectionately called her Dr. D. She was standing beside the patient�s bed when Chloe and Ethan entered the room.
Lillian shuffled over to them, her voice in a near whisper. �She�s been through a lot, so please, take it easy on her.�
Chloe nodded. �We will. Thanks, Dr. D.�
The portly and compact gray-haired woman nodded before she headed back towards her office. �Call me if you need anything.�
Ethan winked at Lillian and engaged in a brief conversation with her, while Chloe made her own way towards the bunk where the patient lay.
Izzy was sitting partially upright on the bed, her lower back propped up by a pillow. She looked up at the tall blond woman looming over her. �I� I wanted to thank you for saving my life.�
Chloe crouched down so she could get to eye level. �You�re welcome. I know you�re still in a state of recovery, but I really need to ask you some questions.�
Izzy looked down at her folded hands on her lap. �I� I don�t remember much. I must have been in the water for days. I was� so thirsty, but I knew I couldn�t drink it, even though it was all around me.�
Chloe held her impatience in check. I�ll ask her about Gordy soon enough, but I need to know the circumstances first. �What happened to your ship?�
Izzy blinked a few times before she answered. �I� I left the ROV control room to check up on one of the units because it had a malfunction. Then I heard the sounds of metal being smashed, and the whole ship just started shaking� I knew then the Aurora�s hull was being ripped open.�
Chloe leaned closer, narrowing her eyes. �What caused her to sink?�
�I� I�m not sure.�
�What did you think it was? Did your ship run aground or something?�
�No, no.�
�What, then?�
Izzy�s voice became a hollow whisper. �Something� attacked us.�
Ethan had finished his conversation with the ship�s doctor and now began to drift closer to them. He had just managed to hear Izzy�s last statement. �What was it?�
�I� I�m not sure.�
�Describe it,� Chloe said.
Izzy�s hands began trembling. �It� it was some sort of beast.�
Chloe nearly fell backwards, but she used her arms to keep herself steady as she slowly stood upright once more. �What? What did you say?�
Ethan was unconvinced. �There�s no sea animal in the world that can wreck a ship�s hull and cause her to sink.�
Chloe turned in his direction. �This is Morgenstern we�re talking about. Remember those news reports about that artificial island to the northeast of us? Lemuria? Lady Frankenstein?�
Ethan arched an eyebrow. �What? You mean those stories about some sort of monster that massacred the guests in that resort? Come on, you can�t expect me to believe in that.�
�It�s all true,� Izzy said. �My crew spent years building an underwater base. I thought it was to house some sort of deep sea vehicle like a submarine, but I was wrong.�
Chloe turned her attention back to Izzy. �What happened? Did this thing get loose somehow?�
�I-I�m not sure,� Izzy said. �I think it was already in the water. When we first built Typhon, I know the bottom structure was intact. Then we came back a few months later after the storm hit, and all I know is that the main building got damaged and we were tasked to repair it.�
Ethan crossed his arms. �Typhon?�
�It�s the name of the underwater habitat,� Izzy said. �We were getting paid so much and all of us were sworn to secrecy, so we didn�t tell anyone.�
�My brother only started working with you people on this last job,� Chloe said. �Do you know what happened to him?�
Izzy looked up at her. �Your� brother?�
�Gordon Gietz. I�m his older sister.�
Izzy gasped, placing a shaky hand over her mouth. �Oh my god.�
Chloe inched closer to her. �Please, do you know where he could be?�
The former ROV operator exhaled deeply. �He� he was doing work down in the bell when that monster attacked the boat.�
Chloe instantly jerked backwards and let out a shriek of anguish. Tears began to form in her eyes once again. �No! He�s gone! Oh Gordy.�
�Wait,� Ethan said. �We located the bell. It was submerged and the interior partially flooded. We managed to recover a body from inside of it, but it wasn�t Gordy.�
�That would have been Don O�Keefe,� Izzy said. �Gordy must have been outside.�
Ethan nodded. �The umbilical line had been cut, so Gordy must have escaped somehow.�
Chloe sobbed as she shook her head. �No, no. If he made it to the surface, the outside pressure� it would have killed him.�
�He could have made it into Typhon,� Izzy said. �He could still be alive if he did.�
Chloe could only stare back at her in astonishment. �What?�
�Typhon has an escape pod built into it,� Izzy said. �I know Gordon was working on the habitat when the monster attacked, so he might have purposely cut his umbilical to get loose from the bell since the ship would have dragged it down with her.�
�And then swam into that base,� Ethan said. �Does that structure have any breathable air?�
�It might still have some,� Izzy said. �When the work barge was actively stationed on the surface above it had long umbilical lines to supply air down to Typhon, but there still might be some emergency bottles inside the base.�
Ethan gave a thin, optimistic smile. �Gordy�s still alive. I can feel it. He�s still gotta be down there.�
�If he made it to the emergency escape pod, then he would be decompressing right now,� Izzy said. �I�m not going to cover up for Morgenstern anymore. If you want my help, I�m willing to do whatever I can.�
Chloe used her wrists to wipe her tears away. �Okay, we appreciate it. How do we get him out of there?�
�I know that all our divers have GPS locator devices built in their harnesses,� Izzy said. �But we�ll have to figure out the code to track him down. I know the Aurora had them, but she�s gone.�
�Who else could have this code?� Ethan asked.
�There was� a guy who always looked over our shoulders during the whole project,� Izzy said. �He was the official company representative, and everybody followed his orders. I hated him.�
�Does he have a name?�
�Yeah, goes by Sandor.�
Ethan shook his head slowly while glancing at Chloe. �We just met him a few hours ago. Total corporate weasel.�
It was Izzy�s turn to be surprised. �What? Where are we?�
�We�re a few kilometers from the work barge,� Ethan said. �A ship called the Queequeg caught us snooping around the shipwreck site and escorted us over here.�
A look of fear quickly came over Izzy�s eyes. �Please, please d-don�t hand me over to them.�
�We won�t,� Ethan said calmly.
Chloe mentally shifted her concentration back to the problem at hand. �So it looks like I�ll need to have a talk with this Sandor guy again, or maybe take a look at his private files to get the codes for the locator device.�
Ethan pursed his lips. �Easier said than done. They asked us to leave, so how do we get back onto that work barge and talk to him?�
Chloe clenched her jaw. �Leave that bit to me.�
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CHLOE BREATHED SLOWLY using the regulator as she glided just beneath the surface of the dark, calm sea. Her flashlight had been turned off, and the only thing she could see up ahead of her were the faint lights coming from the support columns of the semi-submersible work barge, slightly over a kilometer away.
Ethan had cautioned her against what she was planning, for the scheme was fraught with risk, but Chloe would not be dissuaded as she put on her all-black wetsuit, buoyancy compensator vest, diving mask, and fins before slipping into the opaque waters.
The rest of the crew on the Wanderer�s aft deck could only watch as Chloe tightened her mask and tested the second stage regulator, before making a shallow descent, less than a meter below the tranquil swells. Wrapping her arms around the handheld diver propulsion vehicle, she activated the motor, hearing its shrill, vacuum-like whine, before pointing the underwater scooter in the direction of the semi-submersible rig and increasing the throttle.
Night diving was inherently dangerous without a dive buddy or any kind of illumination, but Chloe�s concern for her brother outweighed any sort of hesitancy as she continued to glide just underneath the water�s surface using the handheld thruster.
She couldn�t see what was below or around her as the night wrapped its impenetrable dark cloak around both the sea and sky. Long moments passed, and the once blurry lights up ahead soon began to brighten as she continued to close the distance.
The long, agonizing journey came to an end as the massive support struts of the construction rig loomed dozens of meters above her, like the steel columns of some amphibious temple. Chloe maneuvered the underwater scooter until she was just below a ladder leading up to what seemed to be a maintenance level, one floor underneath the main platform.
Chloe tied one end of the scooter�s handlebars around the lowest rung of the ladder, before she took off her buoyancy compensator vest with the attached air tank and wrapped them around the vehicle. I need to make sure I come back this particular way, or it�ll be a long swim back to the Wanderer.
With her means of escape secured just beneath the water, Chloe hefted the waterproof pouch she carried and slung it over her shoulder before she began climbing up the ladder.
She recalled Ethan trying to discourage her, saying it was a foolhardy thing to sneak back into the rig and try to find a code that only Sandor knew, but she felt she had no other choice. Gordon�s life hung in the balance, and she would move heaven and earth to save him.
By the time she made it to the top rung, her arms had begun to ache. Maybe I�m getting too old for physical exertions like this, she thought.
The maintenance walkways were crosshatched steel, with holes drilled into them. Chloe�s diving boots made slight squishy noises as she started making her way towards an industrial elevator.
Izzy had told her that Sandor�s offices would probably be in the main administration building, and she had to make her way inside without detection. Easier said than done, she thought.
The night wind had begun to pick up, and Chloe felt uncomfortable in her damp wetsuit, but she figured it was best to keep it on, in case of any trouble that might arise.
Just as she got close to the elevator door, Chloe heard two people talking. She quickly crouched down and hid behind a rusty steel support beam. The entryway opened, and two maintenance technicians wearing orange uniforms and white hardhats strolled past her, engaging in small talk before disappearing round a bend.
Chloe continued to stay low as she slid inside the elevator and took a look at the control panel. Two of the top buttons were clearly marked CORPORATE SUITES, and she pushed the highest one, figuring that if Sandor was the boss, then he would have the topmost office.
The caged elevator sprang to life as the whine of the motors brought the lift up, past the rig�s main deck and into the side of one of the taller buildings. The elevator doors opened, revealing a solid steel door in front of her.
Placing a gloved hand on the doorknob, Chloe slowly twisted it open and peered through the slight aperture. The corridor up ahead was featureless, the floor made of white linoleum, with additional doors along the sides.
Chloe winced as she slid into the passageway, feeling doubly self-conscious under the high intensity lights blaring down at her. Maybe sneaking around in black wasn�t such a good idea, she thought. If anyone entered the passageway, they would surely spot her.
Gotta move fast, she thought, glancing quickly at the doors along the brightly lit, white painted corridor. Thankfully there were labels beside each door, and Chloe could see the names that had been assigned to each particular office as she continued on down the narrow passage.
After walking up a short flight of stairs and passing by a set of meeting rooms, Chloe rounded another bend and came upon a single door marked DIRECTOR. This has gotta be it, she thought.
Testing the knob, she found it unlocked. Chloe opened the door slightly and peeked inside. The spacious office suite beyond seemed to be unoccupied.
Squeezing in through the slightly ajar entryway, she slowly closed the door before scanning the room. The desk in front of her seemed standard, but the high-backed chair behind it was definitely made of quality leather. Looking at the nameplate situated at the front of the desk, Chloe nodded. It simply said: SANDOR.
There was an open laptop by the left side of the table, but Chloe could see that it had a coded screen lock on it. Making her way behind the desk, Chloe crouched down and began to open up a number of drawers. One particular drawer still had a key attached to its lock, and she quickly twisted it open before pulling it out.
A number of folders were inside. Chloe grabbed them all and laid them on the table before she began to flip through them. Most of the papers she found were printed spreadsheets for budgets and expense accounts. As she began to browse through the last set of folders, Chloe stood back and gasped.
The last folder was marked CLASSIFIED. Inside were the schematics for Typhon Base, and an artist�s rendition for an organism designed to be a biological weapon. The creature in question resembled a giant mantis shrimp, but with a flattened body and transparent armored skin.
Chloe could hardly believe her eyes as she read through the report. My god, they actually created this monster in order to sell it to the military. It�s got both gills and lungs for breathing and buoyancy. Multiple swimming limbs capable of astounding bursts of speed for short periods. Ampullae of Lorenzini�electroreceptors, like what sharks have for sensing prey. Its eyes are even more advanced than a human�s, able to see more colors than we can.
Unzipping the waterproof pouch she carried, Chloe took out her smartphone and switched it to camera mode before snapping multiple pictures while leafing through the pages of the report. So the conspiracy theories of Morgenstern creating bio monsters are all true. One of their creatures must have gotten loose in Lemuria, and now another is somewhere out here.
When she got to the schematics of Typhon, Chloe carefully studied the escape pod module that was built into the habitat section of the base. They deactivated it just before they evacuated the crew as the storm hit. I�ll just have to use the Sedna and attach a welding pod to pry it loose. All I need now is the code for Gordy�s locator device so I can be sure he�s down there.
Hearing a flush and the sound of another door opening up behind her, Chloe quickly realized she wasn�t alone. The lights in the office were on for a reason. It was occupied.
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WHIRLING AROUND, CHLOE came face to face with Sandor, who had just exited his executive bathroom and was in the process of pulling his trousers up. For a few seconds neither of them moved as they mutely stared at each other in a mixture of shock and surprise.
Sandor�s thick black eyebrows nearly reached up into his receding hairline. �What, what are you doing here?�
Chloe finally reacted, dropping the smartphone onto the desk and reaching into her waterproof pouch, just as Sandor tried to sidestep away from her to pull the fire alarm on the wall. Taking out the stun gun, Chloe quickly activated it, hearing the sharp crackle of the electrodes just before jamming it into the side of corporate executive�s ribcage.
Sandor screamed as the painful, burning jolts of electricity coursed through his body. His muscles quickly spasmed, the currents canceling out his mind�s mental commands as he fell to the floor with a loud thud, twitching and convulsing while his limbs and extremities curled up in uncontrollable agony.
After deactivating the stun gun, Chloe knelt over the palsied corporate representative as she began to search his jacket and pants pockets. Taking Sandor�s smartphone, she tossed it back onto the desk after checking that he possessed nothing else of interest.
Sandor took several deep breaths before uttering a low groan.
Chloe stood over him while holding the stun gun close to his side. �You corporate sons of bitches. You made a monster that killed an awful lot of people, just so that you could sell it to the highest bidder in the defense industry. How could you even call yourselves human beings?�
�I� take my orders,� Sandor whispered, �from� a hi-higher source.�
�So you�re not responsible for anything, is that it? Well, I�m going to make sure you�ll be getting what you deserve.�
He didn�t answer.
�Your mad scientists created a sea monster that could destroy steel-hulled ships? How is that even possible?�
Sandor coughed for a bit before answering. �Very� simple. Alpheidae.�
�Is that supposed to mean something to me?�
�We call it� the pistol shrimp,� Sandor said. �These little critters have something called a pistol claw. A� joint beneath the larger appendage allows the �hammer� to move into a right-angled position. When it snaps back, it creates a very fast, very forceful cavitation bubble, powerful enough to stun or kill fish larger than itself. All we did was scale it up.�
She hissed in disgust. �You sound like you admire it.�
�It is the ultimate weapon� our company profits will be in the trillions.�
Chloe inched closer to him. �What�s the code for the GPS locator that you assigned for the diver teams?�
�It� it doesn�t matter. The divers� they�re dead.�
�Give me the code!�
�It� it�s on my phone.�
Chloe leaned back and reached for Sandor�s smartphone. �What�s your passkey to open this?�
�5849.�
Chloe inputted the code and began sorting through the contents of the device. �Where is it in here?�
�It�s� on the email titled �Aurora Codes.��
Chloe quickly scanned through the collected emails on the phone until she found it. Scrolling down to the bottom of the entry, she quickly sent the code as a text message to her own phone and waited until she got the tone acknowledging it had been successfully sent.
Sandor let out another groan as he gingerly sat up against the wall. �I�ll� I�ll make a deal with you. Keep this� under wraps, and you�ll be well compensated. You don�t know the amount of money this will involve. China, America, Russia, India, they will all want in on this.�
Chloe scowled, crouching down and grabbing him by his shirt collar. �Those people are all dead! I�m going to make sure you get nailed for this.�
Despite the debilitating pain, Sandor managed a grim smile. �You and I know that won�t happen. We can chalk this all up to being an accident. My firm will cover for me.�
�Your �firm,� as you call it, is going to need a fall guy,� Chloe hissed. �And that means you.�
�No, it won�t be me. We�ll make it so that it becomes the fault of the construction crew, like your brother��
Chloe cursed as she slapped him hard across his left cheek, sending him sprawling on the floor. Taking his phone, she placed it, along with her own, back into the pouch and sealed the waterproof lining. Using Sandor�s own tie and jacket, she bound and gagged him before turning off the lights and leaving the office.
I�ve got to get Gordy out of there first, then we�ll need to contact the Navy to help us put down that creature, Chloe thought as she raced down the corridor, back to where the elevator was.
The lift remained right where she left it. Pushing the button to go back down to the maintenance level, Chloe crouched low, knowing that while most of the crew had turned in for the night, there would still be some assigned to stay on duty, and she needed to remain hidden until she got back into the water.
When the elevator doors reopened, Chloe was momentarily startled by the alarm bells that started ringing all across the entire platform. Realizing that Sandor must have either gotten loose from his bindings or been discovered by another, she raced down the metal walkways to where the ladders were, trying her best to remember which support column she had left her gear behind.
As she began moving down the rungs, she heard a shout from the other side of the deck. One of the crewmembers had spotted her, and he was pointing with a flashlight while shouting into his walkie-talkie, telling the others her location.
Although she was still almost ten meters above the water�s surface, Chloe let go of the rungs and dove feet first into the sea. Her wetsuit gave her enough positive buoyancy to float back up, and she quickly swam over to where her gear was stashed and hurriedly put it on.
One of the security guards had made his way to the upper maintenance level and stared directly at her while aiming his Glock pistol. �You, stop right there! This is your final warning!�
Chloe ignored him as she placed the second stage regulator into her mouth before adjusting the dive mask over her eyes. The guard above fired a shot, the bullet narrowly whizzing past the right side of her head, momentarily startling her.
�Don�t make me kill you,� the guard demanded.
Chloe quickly ducked under the water, just as she heard more shots being fired. Thumbing the throttle, she instantly felt the sea scooter�s pull as the handheld thruster propelled her deeper into the dark liquid abyss as she heard the near impacts of the bullets on top of the water�s surface.
Moving underneath one of the submerged pontoons, Chloe quickly adjusted the undersea scooter�s heading before revving the throttle once more. The Wanderer would be waiting with her lights turned off less than a kilometer away. She had fitted a special homing beacon near the nose of the sea scooter, and she could locate the ship in darkness for a secret rendezvous.
Chloe continued to glide just beneath the water as she heard the whines of a number of outboard motors in the distance. It was clear they were trying to search for her, and it was imperative that she gain as much distance as possible.
Minutes passed, and soon all she could hear was her regulator�s breathing and the slight shrill of the sea scooter. It now seemed obvious she had somehow made a successful escape.
Hang in there, Gordy, she thought. I�m coming to get you.
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SANDOR CONTINUED TO fume as he stood near the front windows of the Queequeg�s wheelhouse. The sun had come up just several hours before, and he had radioed the ship to come back and pick him up from the semi-submersible barge before they set off towards Typhon once more.
Rudenkov continued to sit on the captain�s chair, silently stoking his anger. He felt that picking up the corporate executive was a waste of time, but Sandor had insisted, so he naturally complied, much to the chagrin of Clive Liger and his dive crew.
After walking into the wheelhouse from the adjoining bridge wing, Yamamoto ran his thin fingers through his ruffled hair as he stood one meter behind the ship�s captain. �This delay was most inconvenient. We could have gotten to Typhon by this time already.�
Rudenkov gave a dismissive shrug while pointing with his chin towards the corporate representative. �I only follow orders.�
Sandor turned and snarled at the both of them. �That bitch has got my phone. I need it back!�
Rudenkov ran a rough, calloused hand over his thick, grizzled throat. �How do you propose we get it back? Shall I take the ship close to theirs and have my men start shooting at her with our rifles?�
Sandor gripped one of the handrails along the walls and muttered a series of curses. It was clear there was nothing he could do about it. His phone�s contents were no doubt being examined by Chloe and her crew, or maybe even perhaps handed over to the US Navy. No, the Navy wouldn�t know what to do. They�d have to contact their headquarters for more instructions. We still have time to salvage this whole thing.
One of the lookouts stationed at the Queequeg�s prow quickly came over the intercom, speaking in Russian. Rudenkov gave a slight nod to the helmsman as he too uttered a command in his native tongue.
Sandor turned towards the captain. �What is all that about?�
Rudenkov leaned sideways and clutched the intercom microphone. �Attention, we have spotted the Wanderer in the vicinity of Typhon. Dive crew, get ready.�
Yamamoto shuffled forward and looked out towards the other ship in the distance. �Are they going to try and get at what we�re here for as well?�
Sandor shook his head. �No, the bitch thinks that her brother, who was one of the divers in the Aurora, is somehow inside the undersea habitat.�
�I hope they will not interfere with our operation,� Yamamoto said.
�They won�t,� Sandor said as he moved closer to the captain�s chair and took the intercom microphone in his hand and activated it. �Liger, you�re going to have company down there. Make sure not to leave any witnesses.�
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THE Sedna quickly dived past one hundred meters underwater as her thrusters were close to full throttle. Chloe sat in the rear chair and kept her eyes on the instruments as the once sunny waters quickly began to darken all around her. She wasn�t sure how they were going to pull off Gordon�s rescue, so she had burdened the submersible with as many extra pods as she could carry.
Izzy sat in the forward chair and marveled at the precise controls in front of her. �This sub of yours� she�s amazing!�
Chloe wasn�t in the mood for small talk. Her only thoughts were of her brother. �Anything on the locator yet?�
�Oh, sorry,� Izzy said as she turned her attention to the console in front of her. �Yes, I�m getting a positive ping on Gordy�s GPS. It looks like the signal is right in the vicinity of Typhon.�
Chloe bit her lip. Please be inside that base, Gordy. Please.
With both negative buoyancy and her powerful thrusters, the Sedna quickly closed the distance. The submersible�s powerful searchlights soon revealed the outlines of the undersea habitat less than fifty meters ahead.
�The ping from the locator is even louder now,� Izzy said. �I think we�re close.�
Chloe started to ease up on the throttle as the conjoined hyperbaric chambers loomed in front of her. �Try to get an exact fix.�
�Hang on,� Izzy said as she stared intently at her console. �Try moving us up a bit and to port, say about fifteen feet.�
Chloe used the controls to activate the Sedna�s side thrusters as the submersible began a shallow ascent while orbiting the base.
�There!� Izzy exclaimed, pointing towards the crimson hulled module just a few meters away from the Sedna�s nose. �There�s a light coming from the main access hatch of that thing, look!�
Chloe leaned forward. Sure enough, there was indeed some dim illumination coming from the hatch�s porthole. Using the submersible�s forward thrusters, she brought the Sedna a little bit closer, within range of her mechanical arms.
Izzy quickly activated and extended one of the mechanical limbs, and began tapping along the sides of the escape pod�s hull.
After a few seconds, they both saw Gordon�s face pressing up against the small transparent porthole, looking up at them. He grinned when he saw his sister and gave an okay sign with his right hand.
Chloe nearly leapt out of her chair. �Gordy! Oh my god, he�s alive!�
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LIGER MUTTERED A SERIES of curses from where he sat in the pilot�s chair of the Deep Dog. The submersible�s cockpit was a transparent ball surrounded by a U-shaped hull, with multi-directional thrusters along the rear and sides. Although there was an additional chair for a second crewman, Liger wasn�t in the mood to share the cockpit with anybody else, so he piloted the Deep Dog alone, while the rest of his team rode shotgun along the outside.
Bloody corporate drone, he thought as the submersible continued to dive deeper, heading straight towards Typhon. If Sandor didn�t order the Queequeg to turn around and pick him up, we could have finished this bit already.
Glancing to his left and right, he stabbed the microphone button so that the two remaining divers on his team could hear him. �You blokes okay so far?�
Pete Poole and Stu Baker were equipped with hard-shelled atmospheric diving suits, or ADS. Looking like armored astronauts, both men answered with an affirmative, as they continued to hang on along the opposite ends of the Deep Dog�s side hull.
Liger could hear strained emotions coming from Poole�s reply, but quickly dismissed it as he continued to pilot the submersible even deeper. Pete may be cracking, but I�ve still got Stu, and he�s more dependable anyway since he wants the money as much as I do.
He was tempted to activate the submersible�s external lights, but Sandor had already warned him that Chloe�s crew might attempt a possible rescue since they believed her brother might have somehow gotten inside Typhon. Down here, there�s no calling for help, so if I do find her, then I�ll have to get rid of her too.
Poole�s voice came over the intercom circuit once more. �Are you gonna turn the lights on, mate? I can�t see anything now.�
�No,� Liger said tersely. �Sandor thinks there might be another submersible down here, so we don�t want them to know we�re coming.�
�If we�re going to do anything nasty, I want no part of it, Clive. I�ve told you this already.�
�Can I get his bonus money instead?� Baker quipped.
�Shut it, you two,� Liger said. �Pete, just go find the eggs and bring them back to me. Stu and I will handle our unwanted guests if they show up.�
�But I don�t even know what these eggs are supposed to look like,� Poole said.
Liger frowned. �As I told you during the briefing, they should be in a hand canister. You�ll just need to go inside the main building and retrieve it by following the locator ping. Stu, I want you backing me up.�
�Affirmative,� Baker said. �I�ll hang on until you can get me close.�
�Fine, just don�t arm those bloody things until�� Liger cut himself off as a cluster of dim lights in the dark abyss came into view just ahead of the submersible. �Wait, I see them. Okay, prepare to release your umbilicals.�
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�GOING HOT,� IZZY SAID as she activated the extendable arc welder jutting out from the Sedna. She deftly extended the burning tool to cut through the holding clamps along the sides of the escape pod. The two women had been unable to find a way to release the hyperbaric escape chamber remotely, so they�d decided to improvise.
Chloe kept the Sedna steady, despite the strong currents. She would occasionally glance at the porthole, gesturing at Gordon in order to keep his spirits up. �Looks like he found a submarine escape suit inside, and he�s putting it on, just in case.�
Izzy had both hands on the manipulator controls as she continued to burn through the restraining brackets that prevented the escape pod from separating. �Gordy sure knows what he�s doing. I wonder who he got that from?�
Chloe suppressed a grin while concentrating on the controls. Even though the Sedna had a built-in stabilization autopilot, she continued to use manual settings since the risk of a mistake was too great, and she trusted in her own abilities more than the software. �He�s been a sat diver for five years. He ought to know safety procedures like the back of his��
Hearing a loud thump, both women turned sideways and screamed as a diver in an armored suit landed on top of the Sedna�s hull, and began tearing at the submersible�s shell with its two manipulative arm claws.
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FOR WHAT SEEMED LIKE an eternity, Gordon had wondered whether someone�anyone�would be looking for him. The odds were extremely low that he had somehow survived the carnage when the sea monster attacked, and yet by some means was able to live through it.
It felt like death had tried to take him a million times over, yet he still lived.
The moment he saw his older sister outside, just beyond the porthole of what he�d felt would be his tomb, brought tears of joy to his eyes. Of all the people he�d hope to get rescued by, Chloe was the one who pulled through. He could hardly hide his elation when they began cutting through the restraining clamps that prevented the entire chamber from floating up to the surface, yet he somehow felt secure, for his older sister had always been there for him.
But his high hopes of being rescued were suddenly dashed when someone wearing an ADS suddenly appeared on top of his sister�s submersible craft and began to wreck the hull. Gordon cried out in frustration and terror, only able to watch helplessly as the Sedna began to drift away.
Gordon quickly placed the sealed hood over his face as he zipped up the red SEIE suit over his entire body. �Chloe! Chloe! No!�
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LIGER WATCHED WITH sadistic glee as Baker managed to sneak up on the other submersible using the thrusters built into the back of his ADS and touched down right on top of the Sedna�s cockpit, completely surprising her crew.
�Go get them, Stu,� he said, finally activating the Deep Dog�s external lights as he maneuvered his own submersible to get behind the Sedna. Baker was carrying underwater explosive charges, and all he had to do was disable Chloe�s submersible and plant them on the hull before she could surface.
With the Sedna now trying to shake off the diver standing on her hull, Liger switched the Deep Dog�s throttle to full and managed to bump the starboard side of his submersible�s hull against the rear section of the Sedna, pinning Chloe�s submersible against the side of the underwater habitat to keep her from getting away.
After all the frustrations he had had over the past week, Liger couldn�t help but guffaw as he let off some steam. �Hurry up and plant those charges, Stu!�
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ONCE CHLOE HAD OVERCOME her shock at what was happening, she tried to angle the Sedna to veer away and attempt to jettison the hostile diver ripping at her hull, but a sudden collision from behind threw her head forward, and her face landed on top of the control console, breaking her nose and temporarily stunning her.
Izzy kept screaming as the armored diver loomed over the bubble canopy, one arm claw firmly latched onto the side of the hull while another manipulator with an extended cutting blade began scratching at the transparent acrylic, threatening to breach it.
Shaking herself awake, Chloe realized that another submersible had rammed them from behind, forcing the Sedna against one of the adjoined hyperbaric chambers of Typhon Base, holding them in place like a trapped animal. She tried to increase the Sedna�s thrust, but the other vehicle had wedged them along one of the joints of the habitat�s superstructure. Her submersible�s side thrusters were too weak to pull them out.
Her first instinct was to activate the Sedna�s turbo boost, but then she remembered having removed the pod a few hours before to make room for the welding and rescue gear. A feeling of utter helplessness swept over her.
Izzy pointed up at the diver wearing the atmospheric diving suit, who had reached around his armored hip and now dangled what looked like a thick metal disk from the tip of his clawed manipulator. �Oh my god, what is he doing?�
Chloe cursed. She could see that the armored diver was attempting to place the disk onto the damaged hull of the Sedna. �He�s planting explosives on the sub! He�s going to kill us!�
Activating the emergency ballast tanks, Chloe managed to raise the Sedna�s rear section to point straight up, causing the armored diver to nearly lose his footing and have to use both arm claws to hang on, but the other submersible compensated by continuously thrusting downwards, pushing the Sedna back into place.
Chloe struggled with the controls as she watched the armored diver regain his balance and start to place the explosives on the Sedna�s hull once more. She was out of options now. The thought of being killed alongside her brother brought forth a pained whimper from her throat.
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AFTER PULLING A NUMBER of levers inside the hyperbaric escape pod, Gordon felt a sudden change in the ambient pressure as the entire chamber began to flood with seawater. He had been mentally practicing the procedures to equalize the capsule�s internal pressure with the outside in the event he had to make it to the surface on his own, and now activated the controls like a man possessed. In less than a minute the entire chamber had been half flooded, and he gripped the release valve on the forward hatch.
Stay away from my sister, you sons of bitches! he thought as he pulled the lever, and felt the air pressure suddenly being released in a hailstorm of bubbles as the hatch opened up in front of him, revealing the vast liquid abyss beyond.
The two submersibles were just above him, and the enemy watercraft was pushing down on the Sedna. He could see a diver in an armored suit placing something onto Chloe�s submersible while standing on top of the hull.
With the positive buoyancy of his escape suit now engaged, Gordon shot up like an underwater rocket, using his arms and legs to aim straight for the assailant wearing the ADS gear. His sudden appearance startled the enemy diver, and Gordon closed the distance and grabbed hold of the armored suit�s rear thruster pack, throwing the other man off balance. They both plunged sideways, into the darkness.
The enemy diver tried to twist his arms around to grab hold of Gordon, but the limb�s solid ball joints were unable to reach back. Using his foot pedals, the other man engaged the suit�s thrusters to stop the descent, and he tried to shake Gordon away with rapid twists and turns.
Gordon could see that the enemy diver had failed to attach the explosive since it continued to dangle from a secured cord near the tip of one of his manipulator claws. Reaching out, he grabbed the metal disk, twisted it around and attached it magnetically to the other man�s armored suit, just at the top of the fixed helmet.
With no further oxygen left inside the shallow pocket of air he had in his hood, Gordon let go and quickly glided upwards. He felt the explosive shockwave as the shaped charge detonated less than thirty seconds later, but by then he was already halfway towards the surface, the ever-expanding pain in his chest making him black out.
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HER BROTHER�S SUDDEN appearance and leaping attack on the armored diver had thrown both men from the top of the Sedna�s hull, and had even surprised the other submersible to the point that the enemy pilot had inadvertently overcompensated, and the Deep Dog�s side hull had slipped past the Sedna�s aft section, giving the latter vehicle some leeway.
Chloe reacted instantly, activating full throttle as the Sedna quickly shot away from the enemy submersible. �Gordy! Gordy!�
Izzy pointed to her right. �Over there!�
Chloe was out of breath as she saw her brother struggling with the armored diver, before Gordon suddenly let go of the other man and started an uncontrollable fast ascent towards the surface.
�No!� Chloe screamed as she quickly angled the Sedna�s control stick upwards and engaged full throttles once more. He didn�t have enough time to decompress!
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LIGER SPAT OUT A SERIES of rapid-fire curses as the Sedna slipped away from his grasp. He tried to rev up the Deep Dog�s thrusters to go after her, but his submersible was much too slow to ever catch up with such a high-performance machine.
Stabbing the intercom button, he leaned forward, trying to catch a glimpse of Baker and the man in the escape suit who had attacked him. �Stu, Stu? Come in, damn you!�
Baker�s voice was full of anger and bewilderment. �Bloody hell, where did he come from?�
�The bastard sacrificed himself when he opened the hatch from the escape pod. What�s your status?�
�I, I think he somehow attached the shaped charge to my own bloody suit! I�m trying to disarm it but I can hardly tell what switches are what since I�m going by feel and��
�What?�
The muffled sounds from a nearby explosion made Liger curse loudly as the Deep Dog rocked slightly back and forth in the ensuing underwater shockwave. All he got on the intercom was static. Bloody idiot. He blew himself up.
Turning the Deep Dog around, he saw a glimpse of the Sedna as she headed back towards the surface at high speed. Well, I�ll just deny everything if they ever attempt to question me. We�re in international waters anyway, and Morgenstern�s got lawyers.
The intercom crackled to life again. This time it was Poole. �Clive, I think I got it. I�m making my way up to the top of the lower building, mate. What�s going on?�
�Stu�s gone because he was stupid,� Liger said tersely as the Deep Dog slowly glided towards the top of the habitat�s main structure. The important thing is to get the eggs.
�Stu�s dead? Oh my god.�
�I don�t want to hear any more about him, so shut it,� Liger said, peering out into the watery gloom. �I can hardly see you, where exactly are��
He gasped as the darkness in front of him suddenly lit up, like a faint bluish Christmas tree before the glow faded out again. Something huge and bioluminescent was out there, close by. The monster. It�s here.
Fumbling at the controls, Liger quickly turned off the submersible�s external and internal illumination. It�s usually attracted by the lights, so if I play this subtly, I can still get out of this in one piece.
�Hey, what happened to your sub�s lights, mate?� Poole asked over the intercom. �I could see you coming towards me and now I can�t see anything.�
There�s only one way to succeed and live through this, Liger thought as he placed one hand on the thruster switch, and the other on the control stick. �The collision with the other sub must have short-circuited my lights, Pete. I want you to do two things. First, the canister you�ve got has a floatation switch. It should be along the sides, just scrape it with your manipulator claws to activate it.�
There was a slight pause before Poole spoke again. �Okay, done. I can feel it tugging upwards, but I�m still holding on to it.�
�Right. Now at my command, let it go, and then turn on your suit�s external lights so I can find you. Got that?�
�Okay, but what is this about?�
�Just do what I tell you. Ready?�
�Yeah.�
Angling the submersible�s control stick upwards, Liger switched the Deep Dog to full throttle. �Okay, go!�
Less than a second later, Liger saw Poole in his armored diving suit waving at him as he piloted the Deep Dog to make a rapid ascent, away from the other man�s powerful underwater lights. The locator signal on the canister had changed, indicating that it was already floating towards the surface as the submersible rose up after it.
Poole�s suit lights had partly illuminated the seafloor, and he had activated his ADS thrusters to try and reattach himself to the Deep Dog, only to find that Liger�s submersible was already making an ascent without him. �Hey, what the bloody hell is going on?�
Liger kept his focus on the drum-shaped canister rising just above him as he extended the Deep Dog�s manipulator claw and managed to gently clamp it around the priceless container. He heard Poole�s screams on the intercom before he cut off the channel, and didn�t bother to look back as he headed towards the brightly lit surface.
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ETHAN KEPT HIS EYES glued to the pair of binoculars he was holding while standing near the port side of the Wanderer�s bridge. The ship had gone to flank speed the moment they had spotted the Queequeg bearing down on them, and he was glad they had enough throttle to outrun the opposing vessel.
Owens stood near the helm as he continued to direct the bridge crew. Everyone had instantly tensed up the moment one of the lookouts reported that the crew of the other vessel was armed.
It feels like we�re being chased by Somali pirates, Ethan thought as he continued to scan the overcast horizon. He had been unable to contact Chloe since she took the Sedna down into the deep, and he was hoping they�d pop out of the water soon.
Rob the radio operator poked his head out from the adjoining room. �I tried to contact the Navy, but all they said was they�re still waiting for further orders from their HQ.�
Ethan turned and gave him an incredulous look. �Did you tell them that there�s a hijack attempt against us by a boat belonging to Morgenstern Oceanic?�
Rob nodded. �I did, Mr. Riis. But the radio operator of the Queequeg is denying it to their face, sir. The Navy guy I was talking to is confused, he thinks it�s all a prank or something.�
Ethan rolled his eyes. �Oh for chrissakes! Didn�t you relay the information we gave them about the damned sea monster?�
�I did that last night. They just told us to stand by while they try and confirm it.�
�Okay, stay on it. Ask for help from anybody. The Indian Navy, the Chinese Navy, I don�t care. There�s an anti-piracy taskforce somewhere around here, so try and contact them.�
Rob nodded before ducking back into the radio room.
Owens�s demeanor remained cool, unlike the rest of his crew. The Wanderer�s captain moved back towards his chair and leaned beside it. �Well, if I was in the Navy, and you told me that a sea monster sunk one of my subs, I wouldn�t believe it either.�
Ethan scoffed. �We�re like the boy who cried wolf to them. They think we told a tall tale about this creature, and now they don�t believe us when we say we�re being attacked by another ship too.�
�I�m sure the Queequeg�s radio operator is giving them false information to try and confuse the situation even further. The fact is we�re all alone for the time being.�
The entire crew was startled when one of the windows on the ship�s bridge suddenly shattered, but stayed intact. It looked like a spider had cast a web with a small hole in the middle of the pane.
Ethan had instinctively ducked when he heard the sound, now he looked back up at the damaged glass with rising anger. �Goddamn it! Do we have any guns on board?�
Owens shook his head slowly. �Nope. We�re supposed to be a research vessel, remember?�
�Well, next time I�m going to get a Federal weapons license so that we can��
The ship�s intercom squawked to life. The voice belonged to one of the lookouts. �She�s veering off! The Queequeg�s moving away!�
Owens leaned forward while placing a pair of binoculars over his eyes. �Well, I�ll be damned. What the hell was she trying to do?�
Ethan crossed his arms. �They must have been trying to scare us away, that�s what.�
Owens continued to stare into his binoculars. �You could be right. I think they�re picking up their submersible from the water.�
�They must have succeeded in whatever it is they�re doing down there,� Ethan said before pausing. �I sure hope that Chloe is��
One of the lookouts on the starboard side of the bridge began pointing to her extreme right. �Over there! I think I can see the Sedna on the surface!�
Owens turned towards the helmsman. �Right ninety degrees, let�s pick up Chloe and get the hell outta here.�
Ethan made his way out towards the bridge wing and leaned past the railings for a closer look. When the details of the object floating on the water up ahead became clearer, he let out a gasp. �Oh my god. Go get Dr. D and the recompression chamber ready�hurry!�
The Sedna had indeed made it back to the surface, and a body wearing an escape suit lay on top of her hull.
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CHLOE COULD HARDLY concentrate as she maneuvered the Sedna towards the Wanderer�s stern. She had managed to get to her brother, but Gordon had already floated up to the surface, and they had no means of giving him air for an underwater decompression. Their only alternative was to get him inside the Wanderer�s hyperbaric chamber as quickly as possible.
The bubble canopy had been partially opened and Izzy had pulled herself onto the top of the Sedna�s hull. Now she was kneeling beside Gordon, doing her best to comfort him as he writhed in agony. �Hang on, Gordy, we�re almost there.�
Chloe�s teeth chattered as she kept adjusting the thrusters, allowing the Sedna to drift to within a few meters of the waiting ship. A small group of crewmembers from the Wanderer had positioned themselves by the stern of the boat, ready to assist once the submersible got close enough.
Ethan stood alongside the crew, and he quickly patted the shoulders of a burly crewman wielding a long hook pole. �Okay, get her in!�
The big bearded crewman acknowledged as he leaned out, hooked his pole onto the top of the Sedna�s hull and pulled with all his might. Within a few seconds, the submersible was close enough for a couple of crewmembers to jump onto the Sedna�s hull and haul Gordon up onto the aft deck of the boat.
After shutting the engines off, Chloe pulled herself out from the submersible�s bubble canopy and quickly moved towards a nearby ladder, making her way onto the Wanderer�s deck with a hefty assist from the others.
Dr. Lillian Daway was already inside the hyperbaric chamber located near the forward part of the ship�s stern deck, giving directions to the crewmembers carrying Gordon as they placed him inside the capsule. �Easy does it. Get ready to seal the hatch on my command.�
Chloe ran up to the entry hatch. �Wait, I�m going in too.�
The small crowd parted to make way for her as Chloe shoved herself in through the hatch before turning around and giving a thumbs up to the crew. �Okay, seal it.�
Gordon�s hood had been removed as he lay on the side of the cramped chamber. His eyes were closed, with shallow breathing and occasional spasms indicating serious signs of decompression sickness.
With the hatch now sealed, Lillian activated the intercom system. �Start the recompression.�
Chloe inched her way through the narrow chamber until she crouched right beside her brother. �Hang in there, Gordy. You can make it.�
Less than a minute later, Gordon opened his glassy, bloodshot eyes and began to alternately cough and hyperventilate as his body was racked with seizures.
Chloe used her arms to keep her brother from injuring himself. �Gordy, calm down. You�re safe, you�re okay.�
Gordon groaned loudly as he tilted his head up and began vomiting out blood.
Lillian�s eyes widened and she reached sideways for the medical kit she had brought inside the capsule. �Barotrauma! Possible pneumothorax or arterial gas embolism.�
Chloe looked up at the other woman with panic in her eyes. �What can we do?�
�Get the rest of his escape suit off. I need to examine his chest.�
Both women hurriedly peeled off Gordon�s SEIE suit and tossed the crumpled remains to the side. Lillian worked fast, first checking for signs of a collapsed lung as Gordon began shaking uncontrollably, with more blood seeping from his nostrils.
�Let�s turn him over so he lays on his left side,� Lillian said.
Both women quickly propped Gordon sideways as his breathing became shallower.
Chloe had tears running down her cheeks. She wanted to scream, and only her professional experience as a saturation diver kept her from having a complete psychotic breakdown. Remembering her stress training, she began her own tactical breathing procedure to calm herself down.
�Multiple air embolisms and a collapsed lung,� Lillian said tersely as she held out a large syringe and plunged it into the side of Gordon�s ribcage, drawing out the trapped air from his damaged pulmonary system in order to allow him to breathe easier.
Chloe continued to clutch her brother tightly, doing her best to keep him from convulsing too much.
Gordon made a low moan and his chest began heaving up and down.
Chloe shrieked. �What�s happening to him now?�
�I� I think he�s having a heart attack,� Lillian said as she reached sideways and pulled out an intravenous packet from her bag and attaching an arm needle to it. �Hold on, I�m going to administer a thrombolytic.�
Chloe held Gordon�s head in her arms as the tears continued to drip down her cheeks. �Hang in there, Gordy, hang in there!�
Gordon�s eyes locked onto hers. He forced a strained smile as frothy blood oozed from the sides of his mouth. �Sis. You� you always� saved me. I� paid you back� for once.�
�Gordy!� Chloe sobbed as her brother closed his eyes and his body stopped shaking.
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ONCE THE Deep Dog had been secured at the Queequeg�s aft deck, Liger grabbed the meter long canister from one of the Russian crewmembers and strode down towards the ship�s sonar room. It was already late afternoon, and the boat had turned in a northeasterly direction, back towards the semi-submersible rig.
Throwing the double doors open, he could see both Sandor and Yamamoto standing at the other end of the room. Liger moved closer to the two men, his fuming anger still unabated.
Sandor raised an eyebrow as he held out his hands in anticipation of receiving the canister. �So it looks like a job well done.�
Instead of giving the object to him, Liger placed it on the table beside them, before abruptly whirling around and landing a solid punch on the left side of Sandor�s jaw. The corporate executive dropped to his knees from the near stunning pain before doubling over onto the floor and uttering a tortured, semiconscious groan.
Liger loomed over his victim. �That�s for delaying this job and getting both my dive mates killed, you knobhead.�
Yamamoto sauntered closer to the table and picked up the sealed canister, his attention completely focused on the container. �Yes, such a priceless find. I should have brought it with me when we evacuated Typhon Base for the first time. At least now my work can still continue.�
Liger turned and grabbed the other man by his shirt collar. �I�ve just about had it with you too, mate. You and your bloody mad science caused all my friends to die.�
�I was watching the remote video feeds,� Yamamoto said calmly. �Seems you sacrificed one of your own, so you can�t blame me for that.�
Liger let go of the other man�s shirt and stepped back while cursing some more. �I had no choice! If I picked up Pete, then that damned monster would have killed us both. Even those armored dive suits you got for us are no match against that thing.�
Yamamoto nodded, his eyes sparkling with wonder at the thought of his creation. �Yes, such a marvel of genetic engineering, isn�t it? The two pistol claws I designed for it are so powerful they can shatter multiple centimeters of steel as if the material was just paper. The kinetic energy it generates equals that of a submarine�s torpedo.�
Liger suppressed the urge to shake his head. The other man�s statement had already gone past the borders of sheer lunacy. If it were not for the deaths of his dive crew, he would have laughed instead of feeling bewildered by it all. �You�re mad, do you know that?�
Yamamoto shrugged as he placed the canister back onto the work bench. �My work is my life. I must admit� I have never had a relationship with� a woman. Perhaps I will finally get to experience such a feeling once we get the organism back into Typhon.�
�Don�t hold your breath, mate.�
Yamamoto gave him a confused look. �I�m sorry, what?�
�Never mind,� Liger said. He too wanted to get this affair over with so he could finally retire with his riches intact. �You�ve got your bloody bait. So now what?�
Yamamoto walked over to where the console was and flicked it on with the remote control. The monitor on the side wall now showed a map of the Arabian Sea. �Now we use the container to lure the kaiju into the vicinity of the work barge. Once it gets close enough, we release the drums of cyanide to stun it, and then bring it back into hibernation inside Typhon.�
Liger crossed his arms. �How would that monster even know how to track down a sealed canister?�
�By chemical scent mostly, but also due to the eggs having a unique electrical field,� Yamamoto said. �This was done on purpose, so that it could identify members of its own species using visual bioluminescence or via its electroreceptors.�
�But those eggs are inside a container. How could it have known about them?�
Yamamoto turned and pointed towards the canister. �Yes, the container is sealed, but it still gives off a unique electrical field, just slight enough for the organism to detect it underwater.�
�If that monster of yours is so smart, why didn�t it just take the eggs before?�
�It�s too big to handle such a small item,� Yamamoto explained. �If it wrecked the base on its own, it might have never recovered the eggs. You see, it still needs us to do certain things for it too.�
Liger let out a deep breath. �You talk as if that thing is human.�
�As I�ve told you, it does have a human brain transplanted into its body.�
�Whatever,� Liger said. �So we just bait it and let it come to us, and we wrap it all up?�
�The bait will have to be you,� Yamamoto said.
Liger�s eyes grew wide. �Excuse me? What did you say?�
�We�ll attach the canister to your submersible, and you just need to hover underwater around the work barge,� Yamamoto said. �Once the creature comes towards you, we release the cyanide. A very simple plan that is sure to succeed.�
Liger shook his head. �Oh no, I�m not going back into the water. Not ever again.�
�You want to finish this so you can retire to your private island, yes? Then this final part must be done.�
Liger clenched his jaw. �I�ll do it. Under one condition.�
Yamamoto gave him a confused look. �And what would that be?�
�You�re coming with me, mate.�
The Japanese scientist began to chuckle. �Me? I have no experience riding in a submersible.�
�I�ve seen you work mechanical arms before during Typhon�s construction, so you can surely operate these same tools on the Deep Dog.�
�But my skill with such things is minimal,� Yamamoto pleaded.
Liger placed his hands on his hips. For once he had finally gotten the better of the other man, and not by sheer physical strength either. �My dive team is gone, so there�s no one else.�
�B-but I�m needed to continue the research for this organism.�
�Since you said your plan is a piece of cake, then there�s no danger to you, is there?�
Yamamoto looked away. Liger could tell that the other man was internally debating with himself.
After a minute, Yamamoto straightened up his wrinkled collar and brushed his unkempt hair back in an attempt to make his appearance more respectable. �Very well, I shall join you in the submersible. This is my project, and I will see it through.�
Liger suppressed a smile. We�ll see just how much guts this crazy Jap wanker has. �Now that�s the spirit!�
A loud moan came from the ground as the now fully conscious Sandor sat up and leaned against of the workbench while rubbing his sore jaw. His mumbling voice was strained with pain and confusion. �You� you hit me.�
Liger loomed over the fallen man. �And you know why.�
Sandor looked up at him with daggers in his eyes. �I�ll� make sure� you pay for that.�
�You can do whatever you want, but at this instant I�m more important to this project than you are, so don�t you forget that.�
The intercom speakers along the walls came to life with the voice of Captain Rudenkov. �Dr. Yamamoto, we received a message from the work barge. They said the harpoon cannons are now in place.�
Liger turned towards the now grinning Japanese scientist. �Harpoons?�
Yamamoto nodded. �The Queequeg will not be able to tow the kaiju on her own. Once the organism has been stunned, we fire harpoons and bring it to Typhon using cables tied to the floating barge, all the while running a big intravenous line to its brain and feeding it a cocktail of anesthetic drugs to keep it sedated. A very simple and precise plan.�
Liger crossed his arms. �You can plan all you want, Doctor, but this sea monster of yours has a rather nasty habit of getting around it.�
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INSIDE THE Wanderer�s sickbay, Dr. Lillian Daway sat on her chair, shaking her head slowly from side to side. The overwhelming sadness had cracked her normally stoic demeanor, but she had cried privately, away from the rest of the crew, so as not to demoralize them any further.
Looking up at Ethan, her weary eyes conveyed a sense of resignation. �I�m sorry. There were just too many complications. From a collapsed lung, to the bends, then the heart attack. It was all too much.�
Ethan nodded and leaned against a nearby cabinet for support. �You tried your best, that�s all anyone could ask.�
Lillian rubbed her wrinkled brown temples. �If we had a full operating theatre inside the hyperbaric chamber, maybe, just maybe it might have made the difference. If I�d been able to react faster, I could have��
He cut her off with a wave of his hand. �Stop second guessing yourself, Dr. D. There was nothing else you could have done.�
Lillian turned her head sideways, looking down at the floor. �Poor Chloe. I feel so awful about this. Perhaps I ought to speak with her again?�
�No,� Ethan said softly. �Better if I do it.�
�Is she still in her cabin?�
Ethan let out a deep breath before answering her. �No, she�s gone back to the workbench and started to make repairs on the Sedna. The others gave her a wide berth so she�s by herself now.�
�Make repairs? But that would mean��
�Yeah, she plans to take the sub out again,� Ethan said. �She told me we don�t have to go along with her.�
Lillian�s eyes grew larger. �But that creature will kill her if she goes out there by herself!�
Ethan made a slight nod. �Yeah. I�ve� uh, talked to the rest of the crew, and they told me they�re willing to follow her plan. You�re the only person I haven�t asked about this yet, and I will only take the Wanderer back to that rig if it�s unanimous.�
Lillian stood up and held out her right hand towards him. �Then you can tell Chloe we�re all with her.�
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AFTER LEAVING THE SICK bay, Ethan made his way towards the aft deck of the vessel. As expected, he found Chloe continuing to work on fixing the Sedna. She gave him a quick, acknowledging glance before crouching back down and using a hydraulic jack to finish attaching a modular pod underneath the submersible�s hull.
Ethan scratched his chin, not fully knowing what to say next before he leaned back casually on the sides of a workbench at the opposite end of the semi-enclosed room. �How�s it going?�
Chloe no longer shed any tears, but her eyes had reddened from the constant strain of work and grief. �I�m almost done. Give me another hour, and once I�m in the water, you can turn this boat around and head on home.�
Ethan bit his lip. �Chloe, can I have your attention for just a minute, please?�
She continued to look at the dangling wires in front of her. �I�m really busy. You can have all my shares in the company. It ought to be enough to pay for the Sedna and any other losses you took.�
�Chloe, I talked to the others. It�s unanimous. We�re with you.�
Gasping in surprise, she turned and looked at him. For a brief moment her knees felt wobbly, and Chloe�s chin trembled again before she recovered. �This is my fight. You don�t have to put all your lives in danger on account of me.�
Ethan took several steps forward until she could see the light brown irises of his eyes. �We�re family, and we�re all in this together, Chloe. If I leave you out here by yourself to face that thing alone my wife will never forgive me, and I don�t think I�d forgive myself either.�
Chloe let out a pained sob as they both hugged. �I�ve� I�ve got to do this, Ethan. I hope you understand.�
Ethan rubbed her back and kissed her on the cheek. �I get you, babe. Nobody believes us. The only way we�ll bring the Morgenstern Group to its knees is to get some proof, and the one way to do that is to kill that son of a bitch monster that�s out there and bring a piece of it back.�
Chloe smiled faintly, feeling invigorated. �Thanks, Ethan. I-I don�t know if we can even pull this off.�
�You got a plan?�
Stepping back, she pointed towards the submersible. �The Sedna really doesn�t have any weapons, but I was thinking I could maybe fashion a spear on her nose or something. I�ve also rigged up an explosive charge.�
�You�re just gonna ram that thing like a kamikaze? I think you�ll need a better plan than that.�
Another voice came from the open side of the deck. �Knowing those scumbags at Morgenstern, they�ll try to bring that monster back to Typhon alive.�
Ethan and Chloe turned. Izzy stepped out from the shadowy deck and stood beneath the lights coming from the overhanging roof. They had all read the entries from Sandor�s stolen phone and were able to copy most of the device�s contents before it went into a remote security lock. Gordon had also taken a hard drive from one of the computers in the habitat and had stashed it inside his escape suit. The information contained on all those devices was enough to paint a picture of the thing they were up against.
�The reason why Clive Liger�s dive team operated independently was because they were trying to track the creature down after it got loose,� Izzy said. �When I was working for Morgenstern, all I heard were bits and pieces, but after reading the emails on Sandor�s phone and the files Gordy had with him, their whole scheme is now crystal clear to me.�
Ethan pursed his lip. �They must have a plan of their own to do that, right?�
Izzy nodded. �One of the emails I read said something about a huge shipment of cyanide drums being delivered to the work barge.�
Ethan raised an eyebrow. �Cyanide? They�re going to poison it to death?�
�Not quite. Cyanide can stun fish. My guess is they�ll try to lure the monster towards the work barge and then dump the chemicals on it.�
Chloe scowled. �Lure? How?�
�I don�t know, that part wasn�t spelled out,� Izzy said. �But if they�ve found a way to attract it, then all we have to do is be there when it happens.�
Ethan nodded. �And kill it while it�s knocked out. I�ll tell Deke to take the Wanderer in at full speed and lights blazing, to create a diversion. Meanwhile we take the Sedna underwater and stab that sleeping sea dragon till it bleeds to death.�
Chloe glanced in his direction. �I�m taking the Sedna out alone, Ethan. It�s too dangerous for you to be with me.�
Ethan frowned. �Like hell, Chloe! I�m not going to make you go out there by��
�Excuse me,� Izzy said, interrupting them. �I�ll be going with Chloe.�
Chloe shook her head. �I can�t take you with me either.�
�I�m a damn good operator for the gear you�ve got in your submersible, Chloe,� Izzy said. �And like you, I�ve got a score to settle.�
�What about your family?�
Izzy gave an audible sigh. �It�s true I have a family waiting for me back in Florida. But the Aurora, the people who worked with me for years, they were my family too. And that included Gordy. Now they�re all gone, and I�m the lone survivor. I owe it to them to make things right.�
�If you go with me this could be a one-way trip,� Chloe said.
�Yeah,� Izzy said. �I�ve already composed an email for my husband in case I don�t make it back. I�ve got to do this, or I won�t be able to live with myself for the rest of my life.�
Ethan rubbed the back of his neck. �Okay, Izzy. I�ve heard of your legendary skill at operating ROVs, so you�ll be giving us the best chance for success.�
�Alright, so that�s settled,� Chloe said. �Now I just need to sort out what else the Sedna needs to carry.�
�I suggest you keep the wet welding torch on her,� Izzy said. �That device is hot enough to cut through anything.�
�Okay,� Chloe said before she turned to face Ethan once more. �If anything happens to me, please make sure Gordy�s remains make it back home.�
He gave her a playful slap on her forearm. �No more negative talk, okay? If there�s someone in this entire ocean who can take on that creature and survive, it�s you.�
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DUSK HAD COME AND GONE, and the night sea seemed to hold its own breath, as if in anticipation of a titanic clash within its watery depths. The swells had calmed to the point where the surface seemed but an invisible barrier between liquid and air. Even the once volatile evening breeze had apparently subsided, as if ready to carry the whispers of unseen gods who would be observing the succeeding events with great interest.
The semi-submersible barge had begun to drift, as the vessel�s entire array of external lights had been activated to full power, illuminating both the night sky and the near opaque waters around it like a gigantic, golden beehive.
Several meters underneath the mammoth structure, the Deep Dog continued to drift lazily beneath the water�s surface, one of its manipulator arms holding on to the egg canister while the vehicle made a slow circle around the nearby submerged pontoons of the barge.
Liger kept his hands on both the joystick and throttle controls while focusing his attention on the constantly pinging sonar monitor. �Why didn�t we just wait until the morning to do this? I can barely see a damn thing beyond the floodlights.�
Yamamoto sat to his left, and he started shaking his head. �This kaiju only comes out at night. During the day it mostly hibernates in the deeper waters to conserve its energy and stay hidden in the darkness.�
�Why does it do that?�
�Because it knows that humans see better in the daytime, so it feels it is better to hide its enormous bulk until the night comes, then it goes up to the surface to replenish its oxygen and hunt for food.�
�So it knows how people would react to it?�
�Of course, it is also part human, you know. Even more so since��
The sonar readings on the console began beeping incessantly, and the monitor screen now showed what looked to be hundreds of rendered particles in chaotic swirls. Liger cursed as the seemingly endless schools of shrimp began to appear by the floodlights, further obscuring the waters around them.
Pushing up the throttle controls, Liger muttered additional curses as the Deep Dog�s thrusters sputtered. The submersible�s propellers were finding it hard to churn through the near solid masses of krill, and the entire vehicle began to shake slightly.
Liger grimaced. �Bloody hell! If this keeps up we won�t be able to move at all.�
Yamamoto couldn�t help but be mesmerized as the transparent bubble he was sitting in became engulfed in the horde of small crustaceans just beyond the transparent cockpit. �Fascinating. This behavior� is unprecedented.�
�You call this fascinating? What the hell is going on?�
Yamamoto rubbed his grizzled chin. �I� I believe this is the doing of the kaiju.�
�What?�
�Yes. It seems� this organism has found a way to� either control or shepherd much smaller versions of its kind.�
�You�ve got to be kidding me!�
�I am not. I wonder how this kaiju could even do it. The organism must use some sort of seaborne chemical or other means to attract all these shrimp. Yes, I must do more experimentation once we�ve captured it. This is an ability I never even considered.�
�Why would it be doing this?�
Yamamoto gave a slow nod. �It� it must use these shrimp as a sort of cover. These little swarms are interfering with our sonar, yes?�
�Yes, the sonar is effectively blind,� Liger admitted. �All we�ve got now is our eyes, and with the sea being this dark, our visibility is down to a few meters in front of us. With all these shrimp, I can�t get much throttle out of the Deep Dog either�we�re as slow as a turtle right now.�
�What a big, clever kaiju this is.�
�If you don�t think of something fast, we�ll be mincemeat.�
Yamamoto leaned forward and looked at the control panel. �Do we have any additional lights, like specialized ones?�
�We�ve got infrared lights, but I don�t see how that would help us.�
�Turn them on. Also, rise to the surface and tell the work barge to go to full speed.�
Liger activated the Deep Dog�s ballast tanks, and the submersible quickly rose to the surface while turning on the infrared strobes. The antenna behind the cockpit quickly extended, and they were able to establish radio communications with the work barge once more. Activating the microphone, Liger gave orders for the rig to begin moving again. In less than fifteen minutes, the swarms of shrimp began to thin out.
�Bugger me,� Liger said. �Your solutions actually work, but how?�
�Shrimp will attract and repel others of their kind using fluorescent color displays,� Yamamoto explained. �By combining the infrared lights with the normal ones, it seems we created a sort of signal to them. I�m beginning to understand how this kaiju operates. It must use the same sort of bio-communication to draw these swarms to us.�
�I�m getting optimum thruster power once more. So now what?�
Yamamoto adjusted his glasses while continuing to look below. �I think I see something. Take us lower.�
�Past the lights? Are you sure?�
�Yes. Do it!�
Gritting his teeth, Liger aimed the control stick downwards and filled the ballast tanks with seawater. The Deep Dog made a quick descent, past the illuminated under-section of the barge, and into the darkened waters.
The front of the submersible was now facing straight down as Yamamoto tried to discern something in the inky blackness ahead of them. �Do you see that?�
�I don�t see anything.�
Yamamoto�s eyes widened as he saw brief flashes of bluish bioluminescence out in the distance. He pointed towards it with his right index finger. �There, did you see that?�
�No.�
�Let�s get a little closer.�
Shaking his head slowly from side to side, Liger pushed the throttles a bit more to make the Deep Dog descend another ten meters. Tense minutes passed, and he could sense the risks multiplying, dramatically lessening his chances of staying alive.
As both men looked on, a sudden, brief surge of bluish lights erupted from something huge, just ahead of them. Liger quickly pulled up on the control stick and applied maximum throttle, in addition to emptying out the ballast tanks. The Deep Dog narrowly avoided being caught by a giant, transparent raptorial claw.
�Get back up, get back up!� Yamamoto exclaimed.
Beads of sweat ran down the top of Liger�s head as the Deep Dog struggled to get away from the creature now pursuing them. The added ascent speed due to the submersible�s positive buoyancy greatly aided them as the once distant lights coming from the floating rig loomed larger, like a beacon of life beckoning at them.
Yamamoto looked at the rear video feed from a side monitor. The creature was right behind them. He hoped that the crew on the barge above were ready, or else he had a feeling that he would never get out of the water alive.

50

[image: ]
SANDOR SAT INSIDE THE semi-submersible barge�s control room, staring at the flat-screen displays embedded along the wall. The live video feed showed a number of crewmen wearing hardhats and utility overalls, milling about on the maintenance walkways just below the main deck. Four 90mm harpoon cannons, built in Iceland for spearing whales, had been brought in and attached on all four sides of the perimeter, each one facing down towards the waters below.
Picking up the microphone from a nearby counter, he spoke into it, his booming voice echoing towards the men he was observing. �Stop screwing around, they could come up any minute.�
Several crewmembers looked up at the cameras in surprise before resuming their stations. Sandor hated these men, but they could at least be trusted to keep their collective mouths shut.
One of the technicians manning the sonar console a few meters away leapt out of his seat. �They�re coming, they�re coming!�
Sandor immediately thrust his mouth back towards the microphone. �They�re coming up, get ready!�
Looking up at the live video feed, Sandor held his breath as the waters in between the support struts began to churn, as if caught in a whirlpool. His hand reached for a red button by the countertop, but he didn�t push it. Wait, wait till they give the signal.
Less than a minute later, the Deep Dog�s bubble canopy broke the surface. It seemed like the submersible was attempting to fly up into the air before it leveled off and began to float on the water.
Yamamoto�s frantic voice came over the intercom circuit. �Release the cyanide! Now, now, now!�
Sandor pushed the red button.
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THE DRUMS CONTAINING liquefied cyanide had been placed strategically around the open perimeter, right on each submerged pontoon below the support struts. When the small explosives inside the steel containers detonated, they sprayed a cloud of white, milky substance into the waters around the floating barge, just as the creature�s head breached the surface and attempted to grab hold of the now buoyant submersible.
Both Liger and Yamamoto uttered a combination of shrieks and curses as the Deep Dog was nearly upended. Just as the colossal organism wrapped a mantis-like claw around the side of the submersible�s hull, it suddenly began to thrash around as if wounded.
Liger shouted in dismay as the Deep Dog collided with the writhing creature�s left side, the impact tossing the submersible away and nearly smashing her against one of the support struts. Yamamoto fell out of his chair and landed on top of the other man.
With Yamamoto�s thigh pressed against his face, Liger only had a partial view of the controls as he pushed down on the throttle, allowing the Deep Dog to slip away from the gigantic marine predator still squirming on the surface of the sea.
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SANDOR COULD HARDLY believe what he was seeing on the monitor screens. They did it.
Pressing the transmit button once more, he spoke into the microphone. �Harpoons, fire when you have a clear shot.�
The harpoon cannons were manned by experienced whalers from Norway and Iceland, but they were completely overwhelmed by what they saw. All four teams hesitated as the creature began to blow gusts of air from the massive hollow spines along its back.
Sandor grimaced. He was flabbergasted the harpoon crews hadn�t fired yet. �Shoot, you fools! Shoot it now before it sinks and gets away again!�
One of the men manning the harpoon cannon on the northern end of the gangway finally did as he was told and fired the weapon. The large, serrated spear struck the creature just behind its massive head and embedded its tip more than two meters into translucent flesh. Unlike standard commercial whaling harpoons, these did not have explosives, and were designed to restrain the target instead.
When the other three teams had seen the results of the first shot, they fired their harpoons almost simultaneously. In less than ten seconds all four harpoons and their trailing cables were firmly implanted in the creature. In a matter of minutes the churning waters began to smooth out as the organism�s struggling slowed, and it soon went limp. A cheer came up from one of the harpoon teams, quickly followed by another, until everyone started laughing and congratulating each other.
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�GET OFF ME,� LIGER growled as he used one brawny arm to shove the disheveled Japanese scientist away from him.
Yamamoto landed on the floor of the Deep Dog�s bubble cockpit. He quickly got back into a crouch before reseating himself. �I am sorry.�
Liger didn�t answer as he checked the submersible�s control and life support systems. So far there wasn�t any damage, and the manipulator claw holding the egg canister was still intact. After all the adversity they had gone through, a part of him couldn�t believe they had actually succeeded.
Sandor�s voice came over their radio. �We�ve got it harpooned. So now what?�
Yamamoto stabbed the reply button with his finger. �Wait there, we�re coming up.�
Liger once again drained the ballast tanks of seawater as the Deep Dog rose to the surface, right beside the now stunned creature. It looks like a giant, transparent lobster, he thought.
Yamamoto fumbled to get the top hatch open. After a few precious minutes, he finally unlatched it, and pushed it up before poking his head out of the cockpit. Cupping his hands around his mouth, he began shouting at the crews above. �Lower the intravenous tube!�
A winch was activated, and what looked like a giant needle attached to the end of a thick hose was extended slowly from the top platform until it hung just above the creature�s back, swaying slowly back and forth in the slight breeze.
Yamamoto bent down and grabbed a pair of high plastic boots he had stashed underneath his chair and began putting them on. �Get us closer. I will need to climb onto the kaiju�s back to place the intravenous needle properly onto the right part of its body.�
Liger let out a deep breath as he maneuvered the Deep Dog using minimal thrust, until her starboard hull bumped gently against the side of the floating creature. He could now taste the luxuries that were coming to him. The job is done, and I�m still alive. Pity about Pete and the others, but that�s life.
It took Yamamoto a few more minutes to climb out from the submersible�s bubble canopy and slowly make his way onto the side of the hull. After putting on a pair of thick rubber gloves, he grabbed hold of one of the creature�s jutting spines and began to clamber onto its back, only to nearly slip off and fall into the water as his boots failed to find any traction on the bulbous, slippery skin.
Liger started laughing. �If you get wet, mate, don�t expect me to come rescue you.�
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INSIDE THE FLOATING barge�s control room, Sandor pulled out a handkerchief from his suit pocket and wiped his sweaty brow. It had all happened so fast, yet he felt a huge sense of relief now that they had succeeded. Everything hinged on this operation, and it looked like they had finally done it.
One of the technicians turned towards him. �Sir, I�m picking something up on radar.�
Sandor gave him an irritated look. �What is it now?�
�Another vessel, sir. She�s a few klicks out and approaching the barge.�
Sandor was flabbergasted. Of all the things that could happen now, why this? �Identify her.�
The radar technician pored over his console for a minute before he turned to face the corporate executive once more. �Sir, I think she�s the Wanderer.�
Sandor made a low, angry hiss. �Where�s the Queequeg?�
�Captain Rudenkov�s boat is just to the north of us, sir.�
�Any other ships in the area?�
�Nothing else on radar, sir.�
We�re in international waters, he thought. If the Wanderer is stupid enough to interfere once more, this time the gloves come off. �Tell Rudenkov to intercept, and sink her. I don�t care how he does it. No survivors.�
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INSIDE THE Queequeg�s wheelhouse, Rudenkov stood by the helmsman as the ship�s engines went to flank speed. He could see the Wanderer out in the distance, just beyond the range of his crew�s rifles.
She isn�t doing full speed anymore, so we can catch up, he thought. They must think we�re not serious, but this time we are.
A part of him began to wonder if the crew of the opposing ship had something insidious planned, but he quickly dismissed the suspicions from his mind. They�re an unarmed research vessel, what could they possibly do to us?
One of the crewmen stationed near the vessel�s prow used his walkie-talkie to get on the intercom circuit. �Captain, I think there�s something in the water up ahead of us.�
Eyebrows raised, Rudenkov leaned sideways and grabbed the radio microphone before activating it. �Sonar room, do you see anything in front of us?�
A crewman stationed below answered him. �One moment while I activate the device, sir.�
�Hurry up!�
�Sir, it is a large floating object just beneath the surface. I think it�s the diving bell from the Skandi Aurora. We might hit it if we continue at our present speed and course, sir.�
Rudenkov tapped the helmsman�s left shoulder. �Slow us down to five knots and turn thirty degrees to port!�
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SEVERAL METERS BELOW the water�s surface, the Sedna continued to drift just underneath the partially submerged diving bell. Chloe wanted to make doubly sure that they wouldn�t be detected by the Queequeg�s forward sonar, so she had maneuvered the submersible just underneath the wrecked capsule in order to hide them.
Izzy sat in the cockpit�s forward seat, looking up towards the sea�s glassy surface. Seeing the dim lights heading their way, she pointed towards it. �There she is.�
Chloe�s left hand immediately activated the Sedna�s thrusters, making the submersible shoot up close to the surface. She then angled the control stick until her vessel came in from behind the Queequeg, before accelerating to full speed.
Izzy activated the mechanical arms inside one of the pods, extending the grasping limb, trying to reach out towards the Queequeg�s exposed rudder. She knew the unsuspecting ship would accelerate again once she maneuvered around the submerged diving bell, and she had but scant moments to get hold of it.
Chloe struggled to stay just behind the Queequeg as the vessel made a sudden turn to the left, but she was able to compensate by using one of the side thrusters to stay on course and remained in close range, right behind the ship�s propeller, effectively hiding the submersible from any sonar detection.
Licking her lips, Izzy�s face became a mask of intense concentration as she continued her attempts to grab hold of the Queequeg�s rudder. The churning propeller behind the control surface was very distracting, yet Izzy retained her laser focus as she tried to clamp the grasping claw shut, only to narrowly miss it as the rudder shifted again.
Chloe gritted her teeth. She didn�t want to use the turbo boost, because once it activated, there was no way to turn it off. By now the Queequeg had begun to increase her speed, and the Sedna�s underwater thrust wouldn�t be able to keep up. �She�s starting to pull away. Hurry.�
�Come on,� Izzy whispered as she once again steered the grasping claw towards the rudder and pressed the button. This time, the mechanical limb did manage to grab onto the side of the control surface and finally secured a solid grip on it. �Got it!�
Chloe let out a deep breath as the Queequeg tried to turn her rudder, but their attached submersible now made it a much harder task. �You go, girl.�
Keeping the claw in place, Izzy switched controls as the arc welder jutted out from another pod just beneath the Sedna�s hull. �Going hot.�
Chloe smiled grimly as the welding rod ignited, and Izzy started cutting the Queequeg�s rudder into several pieces.
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INSIDE THE Queequeg�s wheelhouse, the helmsman uttered a few Russian curses while he struggled with the controls. �Something is wrong, she�s not turning!�
Rudenkov had a look of dismay as he stared at the instrument display. �Did we hit the submerged bell? I didn�t feel anything.�
�I don�t think so, sir. I know we got around it.�
�What�s the matter then?�
�I don�t know.�
Rudenkov grabbed the microphone and activated it. �All crew at the aft deck, see if you can check what�s going on at our stern. Something�s messed up the rudder!�
Less than a minute later, another crewman�s voice came over the loudspeakers. �Captain, I can see something glowing just beneath us, like some sort of underwater flare.�
Rudenkov cursed. The Wanderer�s submersible. It has to be. �Throw grenades! Blow that thing out of the water!�
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IZZY YELPED WHEN SHE heard the first underwater explosion, then felt it when the Sedna rocked from side to side. �What the hell? Are those depth charges they�re hitting us with?�
Chloe had already maneuvered the Sedna away, and now the submersible was drifting right underneath the Queequeg�s bow. The pressure wave from multiple explosions was intense, and even a near miss would cause severe damage to the submersible. Fortunately the small detonations were a nearly full ship�s length away, but the muffled bangs still rattled her ears.
�Just grenades, I think,� Chloe said. �We have maybe time to do one more weld before we have to get out of here.�
�I think we�re at the right spot.�
�Okay, but if I see anybody looking down at us, then I take her deep.�
�Fine by me.�
�We�re set.�
�Going hot,� Izzy said as she reactivated the arc welder and began to cut right underneath the Queequeg�s bow.
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LEANING OUT PAST THE railings of the bridge wing, Rudenkov began shouting at the six men standing by the Queequeg�s stern. �Did you see anything?�
One of the men turned around. �We threw a few grenades into the water, and the lights stopped shining.�
Maybe we got them or they ran away, Rudenkov thought. If they tore the ship�s rudder off, then we�re pretty much stuck out here until repairs are made.
No sooner had he begun his thoughts than Rudenkov heard the sounds of grinding metal. The entire ship seemed to groan.
Turning around, he poked his head back into the wheelhouse. �What is going on now?�
The helmsman had a frantic look on his face as he checked the displays. �Sir, I think we�re starting to list!�
Rudenkov cursed again as the entire deck began to shudder. Gripping the steel railings, he leaned out as far as he could and began looking out into the water. There seemed to be some sort of faint illumination near the prow of the ship.
They�re on the other side, he thought as he ran back into the wheelhouse and grabbed the microphone once again. �I want all crews to search the waters around the entire vessel. If you see something glowing beneath the surface, use your grenades!�
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CHLOE KEPT HER EYES at the water�s surface, and she could see that the dancing shadows on the ship�s deck above her had multiplied. �We don�t have much time left. I think they�re onto us.�
Izzy continued to slice through the Queequeg�s keel. �Almost done. Just a few more seconds.�
�Hurry!�
Izzy kept her concentration as she ran the burning torch along the rusty metal, making a deep, jagged cut across the steel. �Five seconds.�
Chloe bit her lip as she saw a looming shadow above them. She had positioned the Sedna directly underneath the stricken boat, but if a grenade exploded just a few meters away, it would prove catastrophic.
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RUDENKOV RAN DOWN ONTO the Queequeg�s main deck. Grabbing a grenade from one of the other crewmembers, he raced towards the bow of the ship, before looking over the starboard side.
The dark waters below the vessel resembled a solid black, impenetrable mass, but when he squinted, he could see faint traces of illumination below. Pulling the pin from the grenade, he leaned out and swayed his hand slightly, making minute adjustments to where he would drop it. When he guessed the right angle of attack, he let it go.
Less than a minute later, the sounds of a muffled explosion and the churning of the water�s surface indicated that the grenade had detonated.
Rudenkov spat a gob of spit into the bubbling swells. �I hope you die!�
Another crewman emerged from below decks, his eyes wild with fear. �Captain.�
Rudenkov turned. �What is it?�
�We�re sinking, sir! There�s massive flooding at the lowest deck. It�s already reached the engine room and we can�t stop it!�
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ETHAN STOOD INSIDE the Wanderer�s bridge while keeping his high-power binoculars focused on the stricken Queequeg. �She�s gone full stop.�
�Good ol� Chloe,� Captain Owens said. �When she puts her mind into it, there�s nothing she can�t do.�
Ethan stooped forward as the other boat began to list dramatically to starboard. �Holy cow, I think she�s sinking.�
Owens grabbed his own pair of binoculars and began peering out. �I think you�re right.�
�Whoa, their electrical systems have just gone out. I can see lifeboats being deployed.�
�We can swing around and pick them up if you want.�
�Not yet,� Ethan said. �Not till we hear from Chloe. And not till we�re sure those damned Russians are surrendering to us peaceably.�
Owens nodded silently while using the helm controls to slow the Wanderer down to five knots. He had seen the Russians throw over a dozen grenades into the water around their ship, and he hoped that Chloe was alright.
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YAMAMOTO CONTINUED to struggle as he tried in vain to climb onto the topmost part of the creature�s back, but his lack of upper body strength and the moist, slippery flesh made it a near impossible task. After several minutes of trying, all he could muster was to stay a few steps just above the waterline while he continued his death grip on one the protruding spikes.
Turning back towards the floating submersible, he gave a hoarse cry. �Help me!�
Liger smirked as he poked his head above the Deep Dog�s hatch. �All my tasks are done, mate. This is your problem now.�
�If you don�t help me, this kaiju will wake up again very soon!�
�As I�ve told you, it isn�t my business anymore. I�m retired.�
Sandor�s voice boomed from the loudspeakers up above. �Will one of you idiots help him out already? A bonus of twenty grand to whoever does it.�
One of the Icelanders raised his hand and said something in his native language before grabbing some rope and tying one end of the line using a buntline hitch knot on the metal railing along the sides of the upper walkway. The immensely tall bearded man then rappelled down onto the creature�s back using thick gloves, landing just behind the middle row of spikes at the base of its head.
Yamamoto smiled as the other man leaned over and extended his hand out towards him. The young genetics researcher grabbed hold and he was quickly pulled up by a single muscular arm until he stood right behind the Icelander.
Keeping a wide stance just in between the gaps of the creature�s chitinous outer skin to maintain his balance, Yamamoto gestured up towards the large, dangling needle. �Bring it down. A few meters lower.�
The work crew stationed above him obliged, extending the intravenous hose a few more meters until the long needle shaft was lying on top of the still pulsating flesh. The smell was terrible, like a combination of ammonia and rotten fish.
Yamamoto adjusted his glasses before stooping forward. The creature�s transparent skin made it easy to see where its pulsing veins were, but finding the gap in between the thick, shark-like skin proved harder. I think I made this kaiju too armored for IV work, he thought. The next time I create one I�ll put less emphasis on its body protection.
Grabbing the side of the meter long syringe, he tried to place the device over his shoulder in an attempt to push it into the right spot, but once again his strength gave out, and he couldn�t thrust it in.
Turning to his left, Yamamoto used his chin to gesture at the man standing beside him. �Help me. I need to push the needle right down into this spot.�
The Icelander nodded while taking the giant syringe from him. �Ja, ja.�
Taking a step back, Yamamoto watched as the other man gripped the side of the large, needlelike spear and used his stocky hips and arms to push it in deep, past the creature�s outer dermal corset.
Even though the Icelander was as strong as they came, and Yamamoto could see that he was putting all of his strength into it, he barely managed to insert the device down half a meter into the creature�s body.
Yamamoto shook his head. �No, no. It must go in deeper, right where the pulsing vein is. Do you understand?�
The hulking Icelander hissed while muttering something unintelligible before pushing down with all his weight and strength. After a long minute of exertion, the tip of the needle was embedded nearly a meter into the organism. Just as he was about to push the button to inject the drugs, a sudden, metallic screech was heard by everyone.
Yamamoto looked up in confusion. �What was that?�
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SANDOR HAD JUST ORDERED a cup of coffee to be sent up to him in the barge�s control room when a series of alarms began ringing. Shifting his head from side to side, he was completely befuddled. �What the hell is going on?�
One of the technicians gasped as he checked his console. �Two pontoons under the support struts are leaking.�
Sandor ran over and stood behind the technician. �What? Explain.�
�This rig has an automated ballast system, sir,� the technician said. �The computer keeps the whole platform level by automatically submerging or raising the pontoons with one another, but there�s a number of uncontrollable leaks with Pontoons One and Three.�
�How� how could that happen?�
�It can only happen if the pontoons got damaged by, say, a collision or something, but they�re submerged and there�s no other ship near us.�
The ringing alarm bells seemed to intensify. Sandor froze, unable to think of what to do.
�Pontoon Five is now reporting heavy damage too!� the technician exclaimed.
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THE SUDDEN ECHOING of the alarms startled everyone on the maintenance gangways. Several men looked at each other in confusion and either shrugged their shoulders or shook their heads, unable to comprehend what had just happened.
Yamamoto turned and looked towards Liger, who was still standing on the pilot�s chair of the Deep Dog, his head above the open hatch. Both men locked eyes, and Liger gave him a cold look before ducking down beneath the submersible�s hatch and sealing it shut.
More loud metallic groans seemed to come from everywhere, and several of the men began shouting and pointing towards the port support struts. When they all turned their eyes in the indicated direction, more shouts of alarm were heard, this time coming from their mouths.
It looked like the entire barge had begun to list, as the three port columns were sinking deeper below the waterline. The barge�s automated ballast system attempted to compensate, but the damaged pontoons were beyond help.
The Icelander who had been standing beside Yamamoto suddenly moved away, grabbed the nearby dangling rope and started pulling himself up.
Yamamoto tried to grab hold of the other man�s leg to keep him from climbing away, but the Icelander gave him a slight kick, which sent the smaller man sprawling backwards, his thick glasses tumbling away and out of sight. Yamamoto screamed as he began to slip off the creature�s back, but he was able to grab hold of a meter long spine before he fell into the water.
Looking up at the other man, who was already dangling several meters above him, Yamamoto�s heart sank. �No!� he pleaded. �Come back, we haven�t finished inserting the IV into the kaiju!�
The Icelander didn�t listen as he continued to climb up the rope, each pull getting him closer to the top of the walkway, twenty meters above.
With his clothes now covered in a slimy, clear substance, Yamamoto tried to crawl up on all fours, towards the partially inserted giant syringe. All he had to do to activate the device was to push the red button on its side and begin injecting the anesthetic drugs into the creature�s body. Although it wasn�t inserted in an ideal spot, he hoped that the dosage would be enough to keep the organism unconscious until they could do a better job the next time.
Hauling himself up took several precious minutes, but Yamamoto was nearly there. Just as he reached out to push the IV button, the transparent flesh all around him suddenly began to gyrate. The creature had fully woken up.
Screaming at the top of his lungs, Yamamoto used his remaining strength to try and grab hold of the device, only to fail as his slimy, gloved hands slipped away from the metal tube. He tried to get into a kneeling position, but the sudden shifting of the creature�s body quickly rolled him off, and he fell into the churning water.
The now active creature began struggling again, straining against the harpoons keeping it in place. One of the security guards panicked, drew his Glock pistol and began shooting at it. Several bullets impacted onto the organism�s translucent body, but failed to penetrate more than a meter.
Now fully enraged, the creature reached out with its pistol claws, placing both limbs right next to one of the starboard support pillars. Keeping them just below the water, the predator alternately locked and released the hammer portion of its hollow, tube-like pincers, creating powerful cavitation bubbles that first dented and then cracked the steel casings around the barge�s support column.
With four of her six pontoons sustaining heavy damage, the semi-submersible work barge now became completely unstable, the uneven buildings and construction cranes on top of the platform increasing her listing to one side.
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SITTING IN THE REAR pilot�s chair inside the Sedna�s cockpit, Chloe watched as Izzy continued to run the arc welder along the side of one of the semi-submersible barge�s underwater pontoons, tearing a wide, jagged cut along the steel plating.
�Going cold,� Izzy said as she pushed a button to eject the spent rod from the welder before the attached pod�s internal magazine automatically cycled in a new, two meter long stick. �I think that ought to do it.�
Hearing a distant structural screeching coming from somewhere up above, Chloe nodded. �Okay, it looks like the rig is now set to sink for sure.�
Izzy glanced over her shoulder. �The Wanderer is going to pick up the survivors, right?�
�Yes.�
Izzy clasped her hands together to stop them from trembling. �I�m not a murderer. I didn�t sabotage this rig or the Queequeg to kill anybody, you know.�
�I know,� Chloe said softly. �We did what we had to. You saw what they were doing. They�re just trying to capture that thing so they could keep experimenting on it. We�ve got to put a stop to all of that.�
The sudden churning from the inner area of the barge gently shook the Sedna from side to side. High above, the lights in the platform seemed to flicker from dimness to a bright radiance every few seconds.
�That, that monster, I think it�s coming back to life,� Izzy said. �I-I thought we were gonna let it sink with the barge and take it out that way.�
Chloe reactivated the throttles. �It�s up to us now.�
�What do we do? How do we kill it?�
�You�ve got the submerged welding torch,� Chloe said as the Sedna began to glide beneath the surface. �And I�ve also got an explosive charge in one of the extendable arm pods. We�ll kill it alright.�
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LIGER HAD SAT BACK down on the Deep Dog�s piloting chair the moment the creature reanimated itself. Doing a quick ballast check since there was only a single occupant left inside the submersible, he readjusted the computer to allow for more seawater in the tanks in order to attain neutral buoyancy as he began a quick dive.
Screw all this, he thought. I did my part. I�ll take whatever money I can get from that bastard Morgenstern and just go with it.
As he turned and began moving the Deep Dog away from the now thrashing organism on the surface, Liger suddenly noticed a faint burning illumination several meters below to his left, right where one of the barge�s submerged pontoons was located.
He immediately realized who it must be. Adjusting the control stick, he altered the Deep Dog�s course to head directly towards the fulgurating light. So the bitch wants another go, does she? This time I�ll finish her once and for all.
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CHOKING FROM A MOUTHFUL of seawater as his head broke through the surface, Yamamoto drew in a deep breath, barely cognizant of the chaos that was unfolding all around him. Something was stinging his eyes, and without his glasses, everything was a blur.
Using all four limbs, he was barely able to paddle in place as the churning waters began to buffet him towards one of the support columns. No, no, no! I can�t die like this. Not like this. My work is not yet done.
Looking up, he could barely make out the Icelander, the one who had first helped him and then left him alone to his fate. The big man had almost made it to the top of the rope he had been climbing, until another shuddering groan from the damaged barge made him loosen his grip on the line, and he fell screaming into the water.
Blinking away the salty liquid from his eyes, Yamamoto could only stare in mute awe as the creature�s saw-like mandibles engulfed the hapless Icelander, pulling him below the surface as more people inadvertently made the plunge. It is awake, and now it�s hungry.
One of the harpoon cables finally tore loose from its base, whipping across the space in between the support columns, a part of the line hitting one of the panicking security guards across his back, ripping into flesh. The wounded man lost his balance and fell over the side of the now uneven gangways above.
What an amazing creation I�ve made, he thought calmly. Nobody on earth has ever achieved this. I�ll be remembered forever.
Another restraining cable was torn loose as the creature continued to struggle. Whipping its lower body back into the water, the genetically engineered predator created an undertow around it, pulling Yamamoto and several others below the surface.
Yamamoto had never been a good swimmer. He had spent more time studying than being athletic. His thin, frail body was physically and mentally exhausted, and he could no longer fight against the powerful currents that sent him ever deeper into the abyss.
He couldn�t help but admire the organism that was fighting to free itself. As the lights above the surface became distant, ever dimming glows, his last thoughts were of peace and acceptance.
Free yourself. Find your way towards the vast oceans and live on as the supreme master of your environment, my child.
His heart filled with accomplishment, Yamamoto closed his eyes and smiled before finally losing consciousness, right before his lungs filled with seawater.
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THE SEMI-SUBMERSIBLE barge�s main deck had now listed to an astonishing thirty degrees. Panic had seized the remaining crewmembers, and those that weren�t holding on to something solid for dear life were trying their best to reach the emergency escape boats.
�Get out of my way!� Sandor howled as he pushed himself past a small group of stampeding hardhats, one hand gripping the railing for balance, the other brandishing his Glock pistol to keep the others at bay. He had locked the weapon up inside his office desk when he encountered Chloe the night before, and had regretted it. Since then he�d always held it close by, and drew it the moment he ran out of the control room.
Someone�s gonna pay for this, he thought as he made his way towards the opposite side of the deck, ignoring nearby cries for help.
The raised helipad was less than twenty meters away, and he could see the AW139 helicopter had already made a partial liftoff from the base of the jutting platform, the pilot frantically trying to keep it stable.
Sandor grimaced as he alternately ran and climbed closer towards the hovering rotorcraft. He had told them to wait for him, but it was clear that the pilot controlling the chopper wanted to fly away as the loose, swaying cables from the construction cranes had made his low-level maneuvering extremely hazardous.
Clambering up along a set of stairs that tilted almost sideways, Sandor used the now partially horizontal railings as steps while getting ever closer towards the helicopter, only to stumble and fall as his left foot treaded on air when it plunged down into the empty space between the guardrails.
The partial fall made him squeal in pain as his crotch slammed against the side of the railing. With the listing now close to sixty degrees, the helicopter rose up even higher, well past the tips of his outstretched fingers as he tried to grab hold of the chopper�s landing skid.
�Come back here!� he roared while raising the Glock with his other hand and firing several shots into the air.
The helicopter pilot heard the sounds of gunfire and immediately panicked, trying to pull up and away, but he had misjudged the helipad�s continuing tilt, and the AW139�s tail rotor collided with the side of the platform, partially shredding its spinning blades.
Sandor screamed as the now uncontrollable helicopter swayed back and forth before slanting sideways, the main rotor cutting into his head and body, slicing his flesh and clothing to ribbons, the splatter of blood partially carried by competing drafts along the night air.
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CHLOE GRITTED HER TEETH while maneuvering the Sedna right underneath the wriggling leviathan, near the two taut cables still holding it in place. The creature�s desperate thrashing had created powerful, swirling currents all around it, and she struggled mightily with the stabilization controls, trying her best to keep the submersible steady in order to get closer.
Izzy had extended the welding rod to its maximum length, but she could tell there were a few meters of liquid space between the tool�s tip and the organism�s armored flesh. �We�re still out of reach.�
�I know, I know,� Chloe said tersely. One mistake and we�ll be tossed towards the monster�s tail section, and any sort of collision with that thing will totally damage the Sedna.
More metallic screeches came from above, and both women gasped as they saw that one side of the barge had dipped below the waterline. It was clear that the rig was sinking, and they were running out of time.
Chloe blocked out her other senses as she completely focused her mind on the task ahead of her. Sensing a pattern, she timed the next surging underwater current and adjusted the submersible�s heading while adding a little speed to the starboard maneuvering thrusters. Six seconds later, the Sedna shifted sideways, right alongside the creature�s head, less than a meter away.
�Going hot,� Izzy said triumphantly, as she activated the submerged arc welder and the tip of the rod began to fizz and glow. Thrusting the welding tool into the armored flesh, she continued to extend the rod as deep as she could, hoping to somehow damage an important internal organ.
Feeling pain, the creature immediately reacted by attempting to twist the forward part of its body away from the searing agony, but the two remaining harpoon cables held on, further restraining its movements.
Izzy had also extended a mechanical arm that grasped and held onto one of the creature�s spines, keeping the Sedna firmly in place as the colossal beast attempted to shake the submersible away from it.
�Gotcha, you overgrown shrimp,� Chloe said.
Izzy continued to slice through the near endless pulsating flesh in front of her, using the arc welder like a burning scalpel. �Looks like it�s seafood for breakfast.�
Chloe was about to say something else when she heard a loud crash behind her, and the entire cockpit suddenly tilted sideways.
Both women turned their heads and cried out in shock as they saw that another submersible had rammed them from behind, using a competing mechanical arm to hold on to them.
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�TAKE THAT, YOU WHORES,� Liger said as he reached over to his left side, activating the full grip of the Deep Dog�s second mechanical arm. The Sedna tried a sideways maneuver, but Liger�s vessel continued to remain attached to her, the grasping claw firmly clamped in place, like a biting pit bull that wouldn�t let go.
Liger continued to mutter to himself as his left hand slid across the console in front of the empty left chair. �Where are the bloody controls for that power drill?�
After a few frantic seconds of searching, he finally found the button and pressed it, extending a rod along the side of the Deep Dog�s hull. The tool was more akin to a screwdriver than a drill, but he figured it would be enough.
With the rapidly spinning tool now jutting out in front of the submersible, Liger switched his attention back to the Deep Dog�s controls, maneuvering his vessel until the whirling screwdriver was pressing against the top of the Sedna�s transparent canopy.
�Say goodbye, skanks,� he growled.
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CHLOE LOOKED UP IN despair as the looming enemy submersible�s drilling tool pressed its tip against the Sedna�s transparent canopy. There was a slight cracking noise as the acrylic material absorbed the initial blows, but she knew it could shatter at any moment.
Izzy had let go of her controls, and the arc welder had automatically deactivated. She could see their opponent from across the two see-through cockpits, and she instantly recognized him. �It�s Clive Liger!�
Chloe�s mind clicked into action. She had already tried to pull away, but the enemy submersible had its manipulator claw firmly attached to the Sedna�s rear module. Pushing the throttle to maximum speed, she angled the control stick downwards, and the submersible immediately began to descend.
Izzy deactivated the Sedna�s mechanical arm, as the submersible dragged the attached Deep Dog right underneath the creature�s whipping tail section. The swirling currents began to toss both vessels back and forth, and the Deep Dog�s drill arm was now unable to press down onto the Sedna�s canopy.
The enemy submersible pilot quickly realized that he was now in direct range against the creature�s flailing tail, and quickly began to use his own thrusters to reposition the Deep Dog away from the immediate danger.
Chloe continued to apply full power to the Sedna�s thrusters as both undersea vessels began a brutal spinning maneuver, with each submersible trying to keep her vulnerable side away from the struggling creature above them, while exposing the other. In the end the Sedna�s more powerful thrusters won out, and she soon had the Deep Dog directly facing the beast.
The creature�s tail lashed out and slammed into the side of the Deep Dog, yet also hit a part of the Sedna at the same time. Both submersibles tumbled sideways into the swirling deep. The force of the blow was so overwhelming that both of the Deep Dog�s mechanical arms were torn off.
Chloe scanned the systems console in front of her. A leak had sprung in the cockpit, and she could feel the dampness on the soles of her feet. The control systems still registered full operational capacity, but she knew that if more water entered the cockpit, then it would short out a number of key electrical components, and the ensuing disaster would leave them dead in the water.
Seeing the Deep Dog beginning an emergency ascent just in front of her, Chloe gritted her teeth. �The explosive pod, arm it.�
Izzy turned her head, giving the other woman a nervous glance. �Are you sure?�
�Do it!�
Just as Izzy activated the arming switch on the shaped explosives pod, the creature finally tore the third cable loose from its moorings. With only one line holding it in place, the colossal sea predator quickly turned its head and began pounding on the attached strut with its pistol claws, nearly cracking the reinforced steel column in two. In less than ten seconds, the final cable had been torn loose, and the creature began to swim past the half-submerged barge.
After pulling back the cover from a switch, Chloe activated the turbo boost. Within a second, both external thrusters activated underneath the Sedna, pushing the submersible past thirty knots. The sudden acceleration threw her back in her seat.
Chloe made minute adjustments on the control stick as she aimed the Sedna�s nose towards the Deep Dog, just as the lower part of the creature�s head came up behind the enemy vessel, blocking any avenue of escape.
The Sedna slammed nose first into the Deep Dog�s lower aft hull, the sudden impact completely disabling Liger�s submersible as both vessels then careened towards the creature, which had turned and faced them.
Chloe could see Liger giving her the finger, as he struggled to get up to the Deep Dog�s top hatch, only to be thrown back against his own canopy when the creature grabbed onto the stricken submersibles with its raptorial claws.
Izzy screamed in horror as Chloe activated the last pod, extending the shaped explosives into the Deep Dog�s torn hull. The Sedna continued to thrust the enemy submersible deeper into the waiting claws of the creature, and now they were all clumped together.
Knowing that the turbo boost was almost out of fuel, Chloe pulled back on the control stick. The Sedna suddenly pulled away, tearing out one of the creature�s smaller grasping claws as she shifted the controls to the right.
The Sedna�s nose had collapsed due to the impact, slowing her due to increased drag, but Chloe�s skills and concentration won out, successfully evading the creature�s second attempted grab by mere centimeters. Five seconds later, the Sedna was out in open water, more than a dozen meters away from both the Deep Dog and the creature trying to devour her.
�Detonate,� Chloe said softly.
Izzy flicked the switch and a muffled boom was heard.
The creature was in the midst of tearing the Deep Dog apart when the shaped explosives ruptured its mandibles, sending pieces of Liger�s submersible all the way into the back of its armored head. A jagged shard of metal and plastic ripped into the creature�s translucent flesh at blinding speed, spearing the transplanted human brain. The colossal beast shuddered for nearly a minute, before finally going limp.
After blowing the water from her ballast tanks, the Sedna rose to the surface. The half-submerged barge had still not fully sunk, and there was a small island of transparent dead flesh floating beside it.
Izzy turned around, grinning wildly. �You did it!�
Tears began to stream down Chloe�s cheeks, as all she could think about was her brother. Her voice became a near whisper, a plea for forgiveness. �I�I did it for you, Gordy.�
�He�d be proud of you, I know it,� Izzy said. �We won.�
�Yeah, we won, but the price we paid was high� much too high,� Chloe said softly. Then she buried her swollen face in her hands and sobbed.
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HAVING ATTAINED NEUTRAL buoyancy, the canister gently came loose from the torn mechanical arm straddling a bed of coral and began its slow, downward journey, past the mesopelagic zone and drifting towards the abyssal plain. The current was strong and steady, and the outside pressure began to slowly work its way along the thin material, eventually crushing the outer casing until it imploded, spewing out the half dozen eggs across the vast, watery expanse.
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