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CHAPTER ONE
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In the deep gloom, hunger stirred the creature. It rose up on a quartet of chitinous legs. Each armored limb was easily nine feet long when fully extended. With each step, it planted its pointed feet deep into the seafloor, stirring up plumes of sediment. It headed for the base of the drop-off.

The spear-like feet found easy purchase on the craggy terrain as the creature scaled its way toward the surface, toward the shallows where food was plentiful and easily obtained.

It was halfway up the cliff face when a white shark materialized out of the black water. The shark swept in close to investigate, but then turned abruptly away, giving the creature a wide berth. Protected by its massive, spherical bulk and a profusion of spines, each ten to fifteen feet long, the creature feared nothing except others of its own kind and only those that were larger than itself.

The creature crested the drop-off and emerged upon on a familiar plain that sloped gently toward the shore. Moonlight filtered down through the depths, casting the night waters in a gauzy, aquamarine haze. The creature had no eyes, and yet it was not blind. It could ‘see’ in every direction, courtesy of the photosensitive cells that dotted its body, effectively making its whole body a single eye. 

The creature settled upon the sandy bed and stilled itself, observing the shadowy interplay between moonlight and the abyss. The massive spines, which radiated outward from its spherical body in every direction, felt for vibrations to supplement its interpretation of the shadows it ‘saw’.

Time passed. The moon arched higher above the sea. And then...

****
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Samantha Morrison’s heart fluttered with anticipation as Whit Reynolds pulled at the oars with steady, assured strokes. The fourteen foot long Whitehall rowboat slid easily across the waters of Stone Harbor and into the fog that was beginning to roll in from the sea. To Samantha it seemed as if the boat had risen into the air and they were plying the clouds.  

Gone were the lobster boats, the wharf, and the docks. Gone were the lights of the buildings that clung to the rocky shoreline. Gone was the hum of traffic on old Coast Road. They had passed into another world; a world of silvery clouds and moonglow.

It was perfect. Whit was perfect. It was so him to plan this ‘spontaneous’ outing. So him to make his proposal in such a magical setting. At least she was sure that popping the question was Whit’s plan. 
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[image: ]


Movement at last!

The creature heaved itself off the bottom in a swirl of sediment and trundled up the coast toward the source of the vibrations. Then it saw the dark, shadowy shape. It crept closer until it was directly beneath the object. The thing was large, longer than it was wide, flat at one end, pointed at the other.

The creature was familiar with such objects, having feasted on their soft, loose innards in the old hunting round.

It aligned its spines in such a way that most were directed at the object above. It crouched and drew in a vast amount of water. Then it launched itself off the seafloor, shoving off the bottom with its powerful legs. It rocketed upward upon a jet of expelled water. 

The spines closed in upon the object’s shelled underside.
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In spite of her best effort, Samantha could not keep the knowing smile from her face as Whit took the small box from inside his shirt.

The boat rocked ever so slightly as he slid off his seat and knelt before her. He swallowed nervously. “Samantha Morrison, will you...”

The rowboat rose into the air as though hit from below by a freight train. Dark rods, tapered to points, burst through the hull like giant needles.  

Samantha screamed, saw the engagement ring, still in its box, come arching toward her in slow motion. She reached to catch it, but she herself was tumbling toward the stern. The ring splashed into the sea. When the ring passed from her view, Samantha saw only one other thing. Whit. Unlike herself, scrambling for a handhold in the canted boat, Whit was not moving. He could not have move had he been able to try.

He hung suspended before her, skewered upon one of the dark spikes piercing the boat. The thing had punched up through the bottom of the boat, through the seat he had been kneeling before. It had entered him through his lower back and jutted out through his chest. 

Samantha stared mutely as the shock began to set in.

Oddly enough, she realized that the boat had not yet settled back into the sea. Instead, it seemed held aloft by the great spines that had punctured it. 

The spines began to move, to squeeze the boat from all sides. The fiberglass hull creaked and popped in the crushing grip. Most of the boat remained in the grip of the spines, being passed along toward the water. The smaller pieces of the boat and its contents splashed into the night sea. 

Samantha screamed as she tumbled overboard. When she stopped short of the water, she fell quiet. She was caught in the grip of the spines. Yes. That’s what they were. Spines. Impossibly big spines. She had seen spines like them before in the tidal pools. On sea urchins. But this was no sea urchin.

The spines that held her moved again, passing her down along the creature’s bulk, toward the lapping water. She fought to free herself, but the powerful spines had her boxed in as securely as a cage. She pushed against them, sobbing as the spines drove her down beneath the waves. 

Instinctively, she held her breath. The salty water stung her eyes. The creature was descending into the depths. She had to get away. She had to try. She...  

The creature struck bottom, pinning her to the seafloor beneath its great shape. 

Samantha’s lungs burned for want of air. 

Five shapes, pale and triangular, opened outward like a grotesque flower and she found herself staring into the black depths of what could only be the creature’s mouth.

The last of her air escaped her in a rush of bubbles as she screamed into the indifferent sea.

The pentamerous mouth closed and tore into her flesh.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Well, are you getting in or not?” Liam smiled up at her from the blue Caribbean water.

“Patience Grasshopper,” Hannah laughed as she pulled on her flippers. She sat on the boat’s dive platform and lowered her legs overboard as she reached back for her dive mask and snorkel. She dipped the mask in the water.

Liam’ green eyes sparkled as he playfully splashed her with water. “Hey,” he said.

“What?”

“Leave the marine biologist on the boat, okay? Today is all about fun.”

Hannah frowned playfully. Although she wasn’t about to admit it, Liam did have a point. She always had a hard time enjoying the wonders of the sea just for the pleasure of it. She couldn’t help herself. 

“Promise?” he pressed her.

“Promise,” she replied and splashed him back.

He nodded and smiled at her as she pulled her dive mask on. She couldn’t help but notice the dark, pools of his eyes.

She blinked. Something was wrong. 

The sea welled up on her right, washed over the dive platform and lifted Liam high upon the swell. 

A smile spread over his face, exposing the pointed rows of his teeth. 

His eyes rolled back in his head until only the whites remained. Hannah’s heart began to pound. She saw the clear, nictitating membranes as they slid down to protect his eyes.

The water exploded as a massive shark, its cavernous mouth agape, broke the surface. The deadly jaws, bristling with serrated, triangular teeth, clamped down upon Liam with bone crushing force. 

Hannah felt herself slide sideways across the dive platform. Her right leg had been caught up in the shark’s mouth, caught between the creature’s gullet and Liam’s limp and bleeding body. The world became an agonizing fury of blood, foaming water, and jagged, knife-edged teeth as she was ripped clear of the boat and into the sea.

Hannah woke with a start, drenched in sweat and gasping for air.

Her leg ached. The wounds had healed and they no longer hurt in a literal sense, but the sensation was real enough just the same. She ran her hand over the arc of two inch scars that traced their way across her thigh and calf. The tissue of all twenty nine scars was slightly darker than the surrounding tissue and slightly indented. 

Most days, dream-time aside, she thought little about the scars. She was not self-conscious about them whatsoever. They were what they were. But the dreams. Three years since Liam’s death and she could not contain the horrific memory that fueled her nightmares. 

The clock on the mantle across the room read 5:40. No use trying to fall back into sleep. She lie still in bed, listening to the morning outside the small three room cottage. She could hear the sporadic hooting of the owl that called the woods outside her window home; could hear the fuzzy, muted roar of the Atlantic pounding the rocky prominence of the point. 

The sea. 

Three years and she still couldn’t tear herself away from the sea.  

She crawled out of bed, wearing one of Liam’s old tee-shirts for a nightgown, and padded barefoot to the bathroom. The porcelain seat ring was cold. She rested her elbows on her knees and propped her head in her hands. She sat until she peed. Then sat longer trying not to dread the day ahead. 

When she’d finished, she stood and her legs ignited with and explosion of pins and needles. She hobbled over to the sink, splashed water on her face, and regarded herself in the mirror. She looked like she felt; like a scrambled puzzle. She had her father’s green eyes and her mother’s umber complexion.  No one had ever been able to pin the freckles on one side of the family or the other. Her dark hair was as unruly as a wind-whipped sea. Seeing her hair standing out in all directions, Hannah snatched up the brush and used it to strong-arm her hair into submission. She secured it with one of the elastic bands that seemed to reside on the back of the sink like scavengers.

After brushing her teeth, she leveled a measuring glance at the claw footed tub and considered a shower. She just wasn’t in a civilized mood today. Deciding that unless she had no choice, she could skip a shower today. When a quick sniff of her armpits didn’t cause her nose to wrinkle, she put the shower out of her mind.

As she rummaged through her dresser drawers for her uniform, it occurred to her that people who had known her prior to Liam’s death might think she was depressed. That wasn’t the case though. Bowman’s were not that type and Hannah Bowman was no exception to the family rule.

What she was, however, was rudderless. 

She felt inexorably drawn to the ocean, in spite of her fear. Her love of the sea was something else that she had inherited from her father. The sea had always called to her. It still did, in spite of everything, even to this day. And yet, here she was, a marine biologist who was deathly afraid of the ocean, living in a small cottage on the grounds of a decommissioned lighthouse within spitting distance of same said ocean.

In her estrangement from the sea, it was the best she could do. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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Sheriff Evelyn Tibbetts stood on the graveled shoulder of Coast Road and stared down at the rocky beach below. She sipped her coffee from its Styrofoam cup and winced. 

“Too hot?” 

She grunted in the negative. “Hold this, would ya darlin’?”

Officer Rollins accepted the cup and watched his boss as she adjusted the weighty belt upon her wide hips. “Damned thing’s too tight. You’d think they could make a belt that fits,” she grumbled.

“It’s a belt, boss. They’re adjustable, you know?” 

Evelyn gave him a withering look and snatched the coffee cup from his hand. There were, of course, more available notches on the belt, but that wasn’t the point. The point was doughnuts. She was being done in by a cliché. 

Evelyn visually teased something of a pathway down among the rocks. Then, coffee held high and wide, she mindfully began her descent. “Fill me in,” she said to Rollins. 

She could hear Chris stumbling along behind her and all she could think was that he would lose his footing and send them both tumbling down to the beach.

“Well, we got the first missing persons call at...”

“The first?” Evelyn asked without stopping.

“There were two. Samantha Morrison and Whit Reynolds.”

“Maybe they finally ran off and got hitched,” Evelyn suggested. Everyone in Stone Harbor knew that Samantha and Whit were a couple; marriage was inevitable, even if their families would argue otherwise. 

“Yeah, I get that,” Chris replied. “Same thing crossed my mind until about half an hour ago when we got the call about the wreckage on the beach here.”

Evelyn reached the narrow swath of gray sand at the bottom of the rocky hill. 

“Up ahead,” Chris said. “Around the promontory.”

At its most accommodating, the sand of the beach was maybe three feet wide. Their shoes were going to get soaked. “Should’ve thought to bring our galoshes, Chris.”  

“Don’t worry, I’m good.”

Evelyn glanced back and found that Chris was, indeed, wearing galoshes. She was about to lecture him on the need to operate as a team, on the need to look out for each other in both the big things and the small but, before she could speak, the surf rolled over her feet and filled her shoes with cold Atlantic water.

She leveled a scathing look at her deputy. She held his gaze, and without saying a word, thinking to disquiet him a bit, she took a deliberate and calculated sip of her coffee. She realized her mistake a heartbeat too late. The only indication she gave that the coffee was still too hot to drink was an involuntary twitching of her left eye. 

Chris looked suddenly nervous. “What?” he squeaked.

“Nothing, Chris. Nothing at all.” She then turned and slogged through the lapping water and around the stone outcropping.

The ribbon of sand was not much wider than the one they had just left behind, but it was much, much longer. It curved away for several hundred feet before being disrupted by yet another promontory. The narrow beach, if it could be called a beach, was peppered mainly with black rocks, tidal pools, and clumps of sea weed. But on this occasion there was more. Pieces of white fiberglass littered the shoreline; the smallest being no larger than a slice of bread, the largest few as big as doormats. Some rested on the strips of wet sand, draped in clumps of seaweed. Some bobbed in the shallow tidal pools. Others had been abandoned among the limpet-covered rocks.

“Jeez,” Chris breathed. “Looks like it was run through a meat grinder.” He bent down and picked up a bit of the shattered hull.

Evelyn looked at it and nodded. It was definitely the wreckage of a boat. As a Stone Harbor native, Evelyn knew a boat when she saw one; whole or in pieces. And that raised several questions. How had the boat been destroyed? Whose boat was it? And where were they now?

Thinking out loud, Evelyn said, “The weather was calm.”

“There was fog last night,” Chris offered. He held up the bit of wreckage. “You don’t suppose they were out in it and hit another boat, do you?”

Evelyn shook her head and gestured with her coffee cup at the bit of wreckage in Chris’s hands. “The boat was obliterated. I doubt anything hereabouts can move fast enough to end up like that in a collision. Besides, no one reported an incident did they?”

“No,” said Chris. Then his face brightened. “An explosion?”

For a moment, Evelyn thought that her deputy might be onto something but as she looked at the scattered debris she noticed the lack of scorching. When she pointed it out to Chris, his shoulders sagged. 

“Well then what?”

Evelyn gave her head a shake. “I don’t know, but right now the boat is the least of my concern.” She looked out over the water, then back along the shoreline; thinking that this particular stretch was just one place among many where the boat and... she hesitated to think it, the bodies might wash up. “Make arrangements with, Sam over at the fire station to gather up the boat debris.”

Looking over the rocky shoreline, she paused, cup to lip, as the surf rolled over her shoes again. As the sea momentarily withdrew she sipped her coffee broodingly. The tide was rising. The work ahead was likely going to be grim. They were going to have to hurry.  

“Chris, this is almost certainly going to be a recovery operation. Get Kenny and Mitch down here a.s.a.p.”

Deputy Rollins gave a vigorous nod. “Give me a minute to radio them, the I’ll be right back down to help you with this, boss.” 

“No. Head back yourself and see to it that everything gets done right, I can handle this ‘til you all get back.”

Chris nodded. Then, just as he turned
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