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THERE WERE TWELVE of them, nine middle-aged men, and three women, one also middle-aged and two in their thirties. They huddled in silence in a tight knot along the side of the airstrip. They did not huddle for warmth. The island they were on was nearly eleven hundred miles south-southwest from Hawaii, only four hundred miles north of the equator, and it was summer in the northern hemisphere. The air was hot and humid. Everyone wore shorts and lightweight shirts. Fear made them crowd together. Fear of losing themselves. Fear that without the tactile sensation of each other close by they would be unable to maintain their sense of reality. If, indeed, there was such a thing.

“Is that it?” said one of the younger women. She didn’t point to the airplane; she merely turned her hollow-eyed stare from the empty ocean to the sky, and her companions followed her gaze.

It was a U.S. Air Force C-130 Hercules, a four-engine turboprop cargo plane painted gray and bearing the American star-and-bars aircraft insignia. It circled the island twice, wagged its wings, then flew off to the north.

No one on the ground said a word.

☼

Sitting in the left cockpit seat, the C-130’s pilot slowly turned the plane through a 180-degree turn back toward the island and lined up on its small runway. His surveillance of the airstrip revealed it was old and poorly maintained. But the C-130 was designed for rough, unvarnished airfields, and other than being bumpy on the rollout, he didn’t see any difficulty in the landing.

He patted his co-pilot on the shoulder. “Look at the compass.” 

The co-pilot glanced at the instruments. The magnetic compass, which should have pointed toward the south, instead remained pointing to the north. The co-pilot tapped the compass glass, but the heading didn’t waver. He shrugged.

“We’ll get another when we get back to the base,” he said. He looked at the gyrocompass. “Gyro’s still good.”

“Let’s do it then,” the pilot said.

They completed their landing check-off list, reciting the myriad of individual tasks required before they could settle the large cargo plane onto the runway. As they neared the island, the pilot noticed the small group of men and women still huddled next to the strip. None of them looked at the approaching plane. 

Touchdown was smooth and, as expected, the Hercules rocked and shuddered through the rollout. At the south end of the runway, the aircraft slowed to a near stop, then pivoted and taxied toward the north end of the strip. As they passed the cluster of people, the pilot saw they still paid no attention to the Hercules. The plane turned again as it reached the strip’s northern end and stopped.

The co-pilot radioed they had landed on the island. The transmitter hissed and growled with static, but he managed to hear his report acknowledged.

“A lot of static on comms,” he told the pilot. “Must be some kind of interference here.”

As soon as the aircraft came to a rest, the enlisted crew chief in the rear lowered the tail ramp and walked out onto the runway. Halfway along the airstrip he saw the knot of people they had come to rescue and waved at them. No one looked at him. No one moved.

“What the f—?” he muttered. Then he yelled, “Hey! This way!”

No one moved.

The crew chief thumbed the press-to-talk button on his intercom set and said into its mic, “Skipper, don’t know why, but these people don’t seem to know we’re here. I’m disconnecting and going over and try to herd them aboard.”

Disconnected from the intercom, the crew chief strode toward the clustered survivors, calling to them along the way. Still, no one looked at him. When he reached the group, he removed his flight helmet and looked the closest person in the eye.

“Hello,” he said, drawing out the word. “Anybody there?”

It was the same young woman who first spotted the plane. She looked back at him with dull, hollow blue eyes void of any interest. The crew chief stepped back, shocked. He had seen that look before in the eyes of soldiers coming out of combat. They called it The Thousand Yard Stare.

The young woman still said nothing. She reached out and touched the airman’s arm, prodding it as if testing its solidity. The crew chief saw the others turn and watch the woman as she laid both hands on his arm.

“You’re here,” she whispered. “You’re really here.”

A little life surfaced in her face as she turned to the others and nodded. Without orders, the group started shuffling toward the transport.

“Single file, now,” the airman called. “Single file, please. For your own safety.”

The survivors silently drifted into a single line as the crew chief trotted to get in front of them and guide them to the aircraft. Once onboard, he and another crewman directed them to canvas seats attached along the fuselage, and showed them how to strap themselves in. The entire time, no one spoke.

The crew chief climbed the short ladder up to the flight deck. “Ramp up and secured,” he told the pilots. 

“Roger,” acknowledged the pilot.

“Skipper, these people creep me out,” the crew chief said. “They act like they don’t care they’re being rescued.” Or don’t believe it, he thought to himself.

“Yeah, we noticed,” the pilot said. “Better get below and strap in. I don’t want to spend any more time on this rock than we need to.”

“Yes, sir,” the crew chief said, then disappeared into the bowels of the plane.

“The compass is working again,” the co-pilot said, pointing with a gloved hand to the instrument. It now pointed south, as it should.

“We’ll still get it checked out when we get back,” the pilot said.

Take-off checklist completed, they powered up the turboprops, and the Hercules began lumbering down the runway, picking up speed. In a minute they were airborne, and over the ocean.

“Air Force Alpha Golf two zero one,” the co-pilot said into his radio mic. “Feet wet 1235 hours.”

He waited for an acknowledgement, but all he heard was static.

“Air Force Alpha Golf two zero one,” he said again. “Feet wet 1235 hours. Please acknowledge.”

The crew chief’s head popped up to the flight deck again. “Skipper, we’re getting really creeped out back here.”

“We?”

“Us. The crew,” the airman said. “Well, me. You’d think these people might cheer or something once we got airborne, but they just sit there staring at each other as if the rest of us don’t exist.”

“Air Force Alpha Golf two zero one,” the co-pilot said again, emphasizing each word. “Feet wet 1235 hours. Please acknowledge.”

“What the f—?” The navigator’s exclamation silenced them. Everyone turned toward the navigation station behind the co-pilot. “Skipper, we just lost the nav system. Both GPS and inertial navigation are out.”

“Comms, too,” the co-pilot said. “I can’t raise anyone. All I get is static.”

“Sirs!”

The crew chief, squatting behind the pilots, pointed to the instrument panel. The magnetic compass was spinning. Beside it, the gyrocompass had ceased working. The artificial horizon and altimeter were frozen or wavered back and forth. The co-pilot tapped each instrument with his finger. Nothing.

“Oh, my god,” gasped the pilot, his eyes wide and staring at something ahead of the Hercules. “What the hell is that?”
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“OH, MY FREAKING god, look at this,” Senior Chief George Hopper muttered as he entered the aircraft carrier’s enlisted mess deck. 

He felt an elbow jab his rib cage. “Hush,” Chief Georgia Stalk whispered.

Hopper was well known for his profane choice of words, but his commanding officer warned him earlier to be on his best behavior as they were guests of the U.S. Navy. But the sight of the expansive mess deck, the likewise large galley, and the abundance of restaurant-quality cuisine shocked Hopper.

There were six of them, all wearing the dark-blue fatigues of the U. S. Coast Guard, and each just as stunned by what they saw. They were all sea veterans, serving on Coast Guard cutters which—not much bigger than a frigate or a destroyer—had mess decks the size of takeout joint with as limited a variety of food. Compared to that, the carrier’s mess deck was like a five-star restaurant.

What also stunned the Coasties was the profusion of aromas assaulting their tired and hungry senses. Thirty-six hours earlier they had been training in the tactical boarding of ships on the east coast of the United States. Torn from that exercise, they had kitted up and boarded an Air Force C-21 passenger jet that flew them to the west coast. There the souped-up Lear business jet flew them on to the Hawaiian Islands. From Hawaii, the Coasties took a Navy C-2 Greyhound to the aircraft carrier which, along with its strike group, had been diverted from its return voyage to the States to search for a missing Air Force plane. The Coastguardsmen were tired, jet-lagged, and hungry, and they could barely believe their eyes or their olfactive senses.

“Make a hole,” one coastguardsman said. He was tall, with a deeply tanned, handsome face and short, dark hair. His collar bore the gold cluster of a lieutenant commander. He glanced about the mess deck and spotted an older man in civilian clothes. “That must be him.”

The officer led his small troop across the expanse of tables, chairs, drink dispensers, and two long, gleaming serving lines to a table in a distant corner of the mess deck. “Dr. Handley?” he said as he approached the man.

The older man glanced up from the pile of papers he was reading and peered over reading classes at the tall man in the strange inky uniform. He was well into his sixties, maybe early seventies, with thinning gray hair that curled around the top of his ears, and a thick, bushy moustache as gray as his hair. “Oh, yes,” he said, as if remembering something. He stood and extended his hand. “You must be Lieutenant Commander Gates.”

“Yes, sir,” Gates said, accepting the proffered hand. Handley was tall, with a round belly that swelled over his belt. He stooped slightly, as if the weight of his stomach bowed him over. “Douglas Munro Gates.” 

Gates turned to a shorter Black officer who carried a rucksack over one shoulder. “My executive officer, Lieutenant Leland Strange.”

Handley eyed Strange, who peered back at him through heavy, black, horn-rimmed glasses. To Handley, Strange appeared much too young to be in the service, let alone an officer.

“This is Senior Chief George Hopper, my engineering specialist.” Hopper was in his mid-forties, with sardonic eyes and thinning hair cropped so tight he appeared bald. By contrast, his regulation moustache seemed bushy. He nodded to Handley but said nothing for fear of uttering another oath.

“My electronics specialist, Chief Georgia Stalk,” Gates continued.

Stalk was in her late thirties. At first glance, her figure appeared stocky, but it was all muscle under her dark-blue uniform. Stalk never wore makeup, but her large, green eyes and their naturally long lashes made it appear as though she did. Handley got the impression her eyes could make a man fall in love with her or make him run for cover.

“Gunner’s Mate First Class Jess Brown.” 

At six-three, Brown was the tallest of the Coasties and the most muscular. Like Hopper, he kept his thinning hair cut close to the scalp. His light skin was sun-reddened and creased. He hid cautious eyes beneath a dark brow.

“Jess is our weapons and explosives specialist,” Gates continued.

Handley chuckled. “Oh, my, I don’t see us needing his particular talents.”

“We hope not, sir,” Gates said, “but where DSF-Papa goes, Jess goes. Where’s Chee?”

“Here, skipper.” A man of Native American heritage and a strong build stepped forward.

“Air Survival Technician First Class Frank Chee,” Gates said. “Our team medic.”

A member of the Navajo Nation, Chee had never seen an ocean before joining the Coast Guard. But he proved to be a powerful swimmer with no fear of heights or rough water, natural talents than led him to become one of the Coast Guard’s legendary rescue swimmers who leap from helicopters into storm-tossed waters to rescue the stricken. 

“If you don’t mind, Dr. Handley, I’d like to get my people fed before we start our brief,” Gates said. “We’ve been in the air for nearly thirty-six hours with nothing but MREs.” Without waiting for a reply, he turned to his lieutenant. “Leland, see to it they get what they need.”

“Aye, sir,” the Black officer said. He did an about-face and led the four others to the mess deck’s lustrous serving line.

Gates and Handley sat down. The older man eyed the Coast Guard officer, then said, “So, I understand you all are part of some kind of specialized team or something. What did you call yourself? D—what?”

“Deployable Specialized Force Papa,” Gates said. “We investigate anything that might pose a hazard to maritime trade and safety.”

Gates’ description of his team belied its true purpose. Coast Guard Deployable Specialized Forces, or DSFs, included units trained for anti-terrorism response, counter-insurgency warfare, coastal and riverine warfare, long-range drug interdiction, and hazardous material response. Of these, DSF-P—or DSF-Papa after the NATO phonetic code for the letter P—was the smallest and most specialized. It was also the least known, even within the Coast Guard itself. The few who knew of its existence believed the P stood for Phenomena, since the team's mission was to investigate mysterious occurrences at sea—whether natural, manmade, or otherwise—that could endanger international maritime trade.

“Interesting,” Handley said. “And by your introductions, I take it your enlisted people are all experts in their fields?”

“All of my people hold advanced degrees in their fields,” Gates said. “When not on a mission or training, they are assigned part-time to the Coast Guard Research and Development Center.”

“So, I assume you have a specialty, as well?” Handley asked, with a hint of smugness in his voice.

“I have an undergrad degree in naval architecture and a master’s in maritime archeology,” Gates said. There was another reason Gates was chosen to lead DSF-Papa, but he tried not to think of it. 

“But your young lieutenant there ... what did you say his name was? Strange?”

“Yes, sir. Leland Strange.”

“Certainly, he can’t have an advanced degree,” Handley said. “He looks far too young to even have an undergraduate degree. He doesn’t even look old enough to be in the service.”

Gates smiled, amused. Leland was young, only twenty-two, and he appeared even younger. But of all the members of DSF-Papa, Leland Strange was the brightest and most accomplished.

“I think you’ll find Dr. Strange to be an extraordinary academic, sir,” Gates said.

Handley’s eyes bulged. “Doctor?”

“Yes, sir,” Gates said. “Leland holds a PhD in oceanography and two masters—one in chemistry, the other in marine biology. He is also fluent in several languages.”

Gates decided not to add that Strange was also the team’s defensive tactics instructor. Leland’s father realized his brainiac son was likely to face bullying in school and signed him up for karate lessons when he was only eight. Strange now held a third-degree black belt in that fighting form and was also well-trained in the Russian martial art of Systema. 

“How old is he?”

“Twenty-two.”

Eyes still bulging, Handley sputtered. “That’s—that’s impossible. He would have had to graduate—”

“Yes, sir,” Gates said. “He graduated high school at thirteen.”

Or, as Leland had said when Gates first asked, “thirteen and a half.”

Handley looked doubtful. Surely his leg was being pulled. “Commander, if this ... this youth of yours is so damn smart, why is he in the Coast Guard? He could teach in any university, work in any of the great laboratories, or at least make a career for himself in any of the real—” Handley stopped himself before insulting the coastguardsman.

“Any of the real service branches, you mean,” Gates said. It was the bane of the Coast Guard to be shunned by the larger services, especially the Navy, even though the Coast Guard—founded in 1790, eight years before the U. S. Navy—was the country’s senior naval service. “The Coast Guard has a long history of doing oceanographic research going back to its founding as the Revenue Marine. Leland avails himself of the Guard’s oceanographic program to conduct research at sea. I’m sure he would be happy to share with you some of the couple hundred research articles he’s published.”

Gates watched Handley’s face redden. He realized the older man had an ego that might make this mission difficult.

The rest of DSF-Papa returned with trays heaped with food. Strange balanced a tray in each hand and laid one before Gates, whose stomach growled with anticipation at the sight of a bacon cheeseburger, fries, and salad.

“Eat up, skipper,” Strange said. He turned to the team medic and winked. “Chee’s orders. He says you look like you’re losing weight.”
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AFTER THEY FINISHED eating, DSF-Papa and Dr. Handley wandered through what seemed miles of passageways and ladders until they found a compartment reserved for their use as a briefing room. It was a classroom where Navy sailors took college-level classes while at sea. Chairs with affixed desks like those found in any school or college took up the bulk of the compartment. The chairs faced a lectern from which a contracted college-level instructor would lecture. Behind the lectern was a large LED video screen mounted to the bulkhead. Again, the Coasties paused in disbelief. Aboard a cutter, they were lucky to find room in the minuscule mess deck to do their independent studies—if they had the time to do them.

Due to the rush to deploy, the only information the team had of their mission was that they were going to some island in the Pacific. Gates had assigned Strange to research and prepare a proper briefing. The young officer strode to the front of the classroom, slipped a laptop computer from his ruck, and connected it to the large video screen. While Strange waited for the laptop to boot up, the rest of the team took seats. Gates and Handley took up positions at the front of the room, against opposing bulkheads.

A satellite photograph flickered onto the video screen showing what appeared to be a semicircle of large rocks surrounded by water. Strange waited for the hiss-crump of the carrier’s catapults tossing jets into the air to subside before starting.

“This is where we’re going—Chimera Island,” Strange said. He pronounced the island’s name “Ky-mer-ra.”

“Looks like nothing but fucking rocks,” Senior Chief Hopper said. Realizing his faux pas, he added, “Sir.”

Strange ignored the senior chief and continued. “Despite its name, Chimera is actually an atoll, a ring of coral formations growing along the rim of an extinct, sunken volcano.”

“You said ‘extinct,’ sir,” Chee said. He had visions of the preserved remains of those who lived in Pompeii when Mt. Vesuvius erupted in 79 AD. “Are you sure it’s extinct?”

Nervous laughter followed Chee’s question.

“No, I’m not,” said Strange. The nervous twitters stopped. “Volcanology is not my field. But the experts whose works I read while researching this brief are certain the volcano is extinct.”

Strange pushed his hornrims back up his nose and waited for the echoes of a shipwide pipe to fade before continuing. “Chimera lies about eleven hundred nautical miles to the south-southwest of Hawaii.” He pressed a key on his laptop and the picture on the screen switched to a chart showing the atoll’s position relative to Hawaii. “It’s very remote and there are no permanent residents. Which is strange since its abundant fauna and flora could sustain a sizeable human colony.”

The monitor flashed a photo of a lush jungle, then another of large crabs on a beach. “The island is home to fifteen species of birds, fish, reptiles, and invertebrates.”

“Sir?” Chee again. He remembered a lesson from his medical training. “Why is it called Chimera Island? Isn’t a chimera a creature with the DNA of different species?” 

Both the Greek legend of the chimera—a fire-belching creature with a lion’s head, a goat’s body, and a serpent’s tail—as well the medical definition for the word reminded Chee too much of the Navajo legend of the shape-shifting skinwalker. 

“Yes, but that’s not what the atoll is named after,” Strange said. He waited for another round of catapult launches to finish, then continued. “Chimera got its name from the Royal Navy frigate that accidently discovered the island in the 1700s,” Strange explained. “The HMS Chimera.”

“Accidently discovered it?” asked Jess Brown.

“According to legend, one night the captain of the Chimera was having difficulty sleeping. He claimed he had a strange foreboding. So, he went topside and as he scanned the surrounding sea, he spotted the luminescence of breakers just ahead of his ship.”

Hopper leaned toward Georgia Stalk and muttered, “Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?” Gates overheard the senior chief and shot him a look that made Hopper bow his head in embarrassment. 

“The Chimera altered course and avoided the shoals surrounding the island,” Strange continued. “In the morning they mapped the island and named it after the ship.”

“So, what does this island, or atoll, have to do with our mission, sir?” Stalk asked.

“Lieutenant Strange will get to that,” Gates answered. “First, you need to know a little background about Chimera and the high strangeness that reportedly goes on there.”

“High strangeness?” Hopper repeated. “I don’t like the sound of that, skipper.”

Gates waved his hand. “Let’s let the XO continue his brief.”

“Early explorers of the island reported mysterious happenings there,” Strange said. “For instance, many reported malfunctioning compasses.” 

Dr. Handley spoke up for the first time. “That’s not unusual, lieutenant,” he said, looking over his reading glasses with a condescending smile. “There are several places around the globe where unusually large but natural deposits of lodestone befuddle magnetic compasses.”

“Correct, sir,” Strange said. “But geological surveys do not indicate such a deposit anywhere near Chimera. That was the first thing I checked, sir.”

Handley’s smile vanished. “Oh, well,” he harrumphed. “Very good then.”

“In addition to malfunctioning compasses,” Strange paused and glanced at Handley, “they also reported seeing what they described as ghost lights darting through the atoll’s jungle vegetation. In the late 1800s, an American whaler went aground on Chimera’s reefs. The crew survived the grounding, but when another ship arrived to explore Chimera, they found all the whalers dead under mysterious circumstances.”

“Mysterious circumstances?” repeated Chee.

“Murdered,” Strange said. “Every one of them, the corpses strewn across the island, badly mauled and butchered.”

Chee’s hands gripped the wooden desk. He was a well-educated young man, and he gave little truck to fanciful stories of ghosts and specters. Subconsciously, however, he had been raised on Navajo legends that to the Diné were very real.

The picture on the video screen changed again, showing an overview of the island with an airstrip on the largest southeast part of the island.

“During the Vietnam War, the Navy built a refueling base on the island.” Strange said. “It was a small base, with less than a hundred men.” The screen flicked through several photos showing sailors in khakis, fatigues, and dungarees. 

“During the time the base operated on Chimera, there were several reports of unusual goings-on,” Strange continued. “On one occasion, an aircraft was approaching the atoll to land when it simply vanished off radar just a mile or two from the base and in full view of several people working around the airstrip. A rescue boat went out, but no sign of the plane was found. No debris in the water and no sign of a fuel slick. Another burst into flames while trying to land. Several witnesses saw it crash on the island, but when rescuers arrived at the spot where it appeared to have gone down, they found nothing—no wreckage, no bodies, nothing. In his official report, the base commanding officer said it was ‘as if they fell off the edge of the earth.’”

“Planes crash all the time, sir,” Hopper said, “often without leaving any trace. Most of us here have been on searches for downed aircraft where we never found any sign of wreckage.”

“True, but there’s more,” Strange said. “A third plane took off from Chimera’s airstrip then started making erratic turns that put it on a course in the opposite direction it should have flown. It was never seen again.”

Hopper started to speak again, but another volley of launching aircraft interrupted him. Strange continued his briefing.

“Personnel issues also plagued the base. Morale was poor, with a high number of men charged with insubordination.”

“Sounds like a command issue,” Gates said.

“Sounds like the CO was Captain Bligh,” Hopper muttered, then slipped away from Stalk before she could elbow him again.

“Still more, skipper,” Strange said. “There were numerous fights between the men, two of which ended in murder. Quite a few attempted suicides, too, including three that were successful.”

“Chimera was isolated duty, lieutenant,” Hopper said. “Morale can get pretty bad on an isolated duty station. Back in boot camp, our company commander used to tell us stories about his tour on French Frigate Shoals. He said if we screwed up in boot camp, that’s where our first duty station would be.”

Leland Strange adjusted his glasses and pursed his lips, puzzled. “French Frigate Shoals?”

Gates smiled. “It’s an atoll north of the Hawaiian Islands. The Coast Guard operated a LORAN navigation radio station there from WWII to the late Seventies. Very isolated.”

“One whole year with just fourteen Coasties and a bunch of Monk seals,” Hopper said.

“Oh,” Strange said, then launched back into his briefing. “Well, the Navy suddenly abandoned Chimera in 1970, pulling all of its personnel out and leaving most of the equipment including, as you can see ...” Strange pointed a laser light at a small peninsula jutting out from one of atoll’s islands. In fine print were the letters UXO. “... what appears to be an ammo dump or cache of unexploded ordnance of some type.”

“Sounds like a playground for Jesse,” the senior chief said, glancing around at the gunner’s mate.

“Chimera remained abandoned for decades, except for occasional long-distance yachties who would put in there to replenish their water supplies or make repairs. Even then, many of those who visited the island complained of strange incidents, including more ghost lights, and strange shadows or animals seen darting through the jungle. We know two boats that stopped over at Chimera disappeared after leaving it. The Coast Guard launched searches when they lost contact but found nothing. There may be more we don’t know about.

“Then last year, the government established a climate change research station at the island’s old Navy base. A few days ago, the researchers at the station sent a frantic radio message demanding evacuation from Chimera. They didn’t say why, but they were adamant they wanted off. The Air Force sent a C-130 out of Hawaii to the island. It arrived safely and apparently took off with the researchers, but it hasn’t been seen since. This carrier and her escorts were diverted to search for survivors.”

“How do we
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