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“A strange water emerged, and the killing flowed forth…”  



—The Classic of Mountains and Seas, 
Fourth Century BCE
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The Sinkhole

Yuras, California ~ Fall 1990


The young Shifter police officer led Senator Ariana Peters through the house. A small group of people stayed huddled in the home’s foyer, suspiciously eyeing the strange sinkhole in the corner of the living room. Like the other homes on Redwood Road, this one would have had a cozy cottage feel with its stone fireplace and vaulted wood ceilings, if it wasn’t for that fist-sized sinkhole. 
“Careful, Senator,” the officer said, dropping her voice and putting out a hand to keep Ariana back. “These can be deadly.”
“And that is based on what evidence?” This was the first Ariana had heard of such a danger.
“There’s been talk around the neighborhood of pets disappearing into these holes.”
“That’s not really substantiated evidence." Ariana glanced back and forth between her body and the small-sized hole with a pointed look. “I think I’ll be okay.”
She took a step forward, and the officer again blocked her. “Senator, I must insist.”
Ariana’s tone hardened. “I’ve got it from here, officer.”
This officer was obviously new and overly cautious. Where was Chief Buhl, the head of Shifter police? Why had he left her with this newbie? 
The officer pressed her lips together but nodded and retreated to the front door to stand watch.
It’s just a sinkhole, Senator Ariana Peters told herself despite the officer’s warnings as she stepped closer to investigate.
As she neared the hole, a sense of unease creeped up the back of her neck, as if the hole had a gravitational presence beckoning to its depths. There was no discernible bottom. For all she knew, it was an infinite abyss, sinking straight to the core of the earth. Although that wouldn’t be infinite, would it? Infinite would mean it’d go straight through the earth and beyond. 
Get it together, Peters, she told herself. There’s no room for error here.
Around the edges of the sinkhole, translucent and gelatinous tendrils branched out like veins establishing a new blood flow. Tiny cilia lined the tendrils and cast a silver bioluminescent glow that swirled and rippled across their surface. As Ariana took a step forward, a tendril oriented toward her, glowing more brightly. Stretching. Reaching. 
It was no ordinary sinkhole. That was certain. This was the fourth home in which one of these had developed. Beginning at the northwest end of Redwood Road, the holes seemed to be following the road southeast and popping up in each home along the way. As far as she could tell, they hadn’t spread outside of the area yet. The Shifter police had been right to call her in to evaluate, but did the holes warrant an evacuation?
The management of this area was within her purview now, and she had to plan her actions just right. Not only was this a chance to do good for her people; it was a chance to show she was capable in her new position. Only a week ago, the fire at Chairperson Dawan’s house had claimed several lives, and now these sinkholes were spreading down the street from his home. It had to be related, but how? Ariana was still reeling from all the changes—including her recent promotion to senate leader—and was struggling to make sense of it all. Davis, now Chairperson Davis, wanted the matter closed as soon as possible. But how could she close the matter if she didn’t know what she was dealing with? The police chief had briefed her on the nature of these sinkholes, but she needed to see for herself what they did.
Ariana turned away and walked to the door. 
“I’ll be right back, Liz,” she said to her assistant who was hovering outside the circle of people.
“I’ll come with you, ma’am,” Liz responded. 
Her youthful energy and desire to please could be helpful but were often too much. In fact, all these new staff members appointed to her were too much. Did she really need a whole entourage to travel?
“No need. I just need a minute.”
Subdued, Liz turned back to chat with the other team members by the door, her flushed cheeks betraying her disappointment. Ariana ignored the guilt that popped up in response. This was no time to be waylaid by the easily hurt feelings of an assistant. She stepped outside and glanced around. The forest road was eerily quiet since the Shifter police had cleared the area while they investigated. The residents were being housed at a local hotel while they waited for news on the sinkhole situation. It was up to her to wrap things up before rumors got out. 
She picked up a rock, returned inside, and held it over the hole at waist height. Let’s see how these holes make things disappear.
Out of the corner of her eye, Ariana could see Liz watching expectantly as she let the stone fall. It hit the surface of the sinkhole but didn’t sink as expected, instead encountering a slight resistance before the depthless darkness lit up like mercury aglow. The liquid silver bubbled up, enveloping and sucking the rock down like a ravenous pool of mud. She stepped back, but not quickly enough. One of the tendrils whipped out, wrapping around her booted foot and the exposed skin of her ankle. She recoiled, snapping the tendril off. A bit of silver remained on her ankle, a gelatinous blob clinging to her skin, while the rest of the tendril retracted toward the hole. Holding back a surge of revulsion, Ariana leaned down to swipe at the substance, but it disappeared before she could reach it. A patch of cold lingered on her ankle where the silver had touched her. Did it dry up that fast? Or had it sunk into her skin? Ariana shuddered.
A cool feeling spread up her leg. She was probably just imagining it. The stress of the situation was getting to her. But the chill kept creeping through her body, higher and higher, through her leg and torso. As it rose up her neck and into her head, a silver haze swept over her vision. A voice—no, a thought—crossed her mind.
Get rid of them.
“Is it bad, ma’am? What does it mean?”
Ariana’s attention snapped back to Liz who stood directly behind her, her eyes wide, her bobbed hair cupping her jaw.
Ariana shook her head, both to answer Liz’s question and to clear the strange sensation clouding her mind. 
“I don’t know yet—”
Another silver tendril crept toward her foot. She stepped back. Was it attracted to her? Or to people in general?
Get rid of them.
A need to clear the area surged through Ariana’s subconscious. But that was natural, right? She should clear the area due to this unknown and potentially dangerous substance. Permanently. Still, how would she convince everyone not to return to their homes?
Liz cleared her throat, and Ariana realized she had drifted off in the middle of their conversation. What was going on with her today? This leadership business was too much for her. She preferred following directions to being the leader. I am following directions. Chairperson Davis’s directions. 
A commotion from the front door interrupted her thoughts as the officer yelled at someone outside. “How did they get past the barricade?”
She pulled a walkie talkie from her belt and spoke into it. “We have a breach!”
Before the officer received a reply, a new voice spoke from outside the house.
“I just want to know what’s happening!”
Ariana went to the entrance. A small man with dark hair and gentle eyes stood outside, holding the hand of a boy who couldn’t have been more than five years old. Ariana glanced at the wall of photographs in the foyer, recognizing the man as Mr. Garcia, the home’s owner, and the boy as his son, Jorge. Upon seeing Ariana, Mr. Garcia pulled Jorge forward and pushed into the house.
“Senator—”
The officer moved to block their advance, but Liz jumped in front of Ariana first, her arms spread out. Ariana appreciated her protective instincts, but Mr. Garcia was harmless.
“That’s okay, Liz. I’ll talk to him.”
Liz lowered her arms but remained vigilant at Ariana’s side. The officer stepped back against the wall and watched with her arms crossed.
“Mr. Garcia,” Ariana said. “I’m very sorry, but these sinkholes are spreading. You will have to relocate along with the rest of the Shifters in this area until we can contain them and figure out what is going on.”
“But this is the home we shared with my wife.” Mr. Garcia hugged his son closer. “His mother. It’s all we have left of her.”
Get rid of them.
A wave of nausea hit Ariana. She needed air.
“I’ll... be right back.”
Ariana left the concerned-looking father and son with Liz and stumbled out of the cabin, shutting the door behind her. When she reached the edge of the driveway, she interlaced her fingers behind her neck and stretched, taking several deep breaths. The coolness of the forest swept down Redwood Road, rustling the trees and scattering pine needles onto the dirt road. Maybe she wasn’t up to this promotion. How could she fill the shoes of the great Meng Zhang? Meng seemed to have stepped into her new role as vice chairperson with ease. Davis had also taken over the chairperson position as if he were born for it. How had they both coped with their new roles in addition to Chairperson Dawan’s demise so professionally? Maybe she should resign and go back to being a representative, at least until she had more experience. 
The surrounding forest was eerily quiet, no people, no wind, no bird chatter. The lack of people was to be expected, as the barricade started at the beginning of Redwood Road next to Main Street, but why had the birds gone silent?
A soft crunch. 
Ariana snapped her head forward, heart racing, searching for the culprit. Reflexively, she raised her arms, lifting off the ground and pulling the air’s moisture around herself until a dense fog hid her shrinking form. Feathery brown wings with white stripes replaced her arms. They beat rapidly, allowing her to hover like the bird from which her Shifter form’s name was derived—the hummingbird moth. From the safety of her camouflage, she watched, sensing the air with her antennae.
Dappled lighting danced in unreliable streams from above, doing more to obscure than illuminate. Between the pine trees ahead, yellow-green eyes pierced the shadows, followed by a large feline form. Sleek black fur rippled against a muscular body as the jaguar strode to the edge of the road and crossed it in two bounds. 
Ariana dispersed the fog from herself and descended to the forest floor, shifting midair in a well-timed feat that allowed her to land softly on human feet. Her body reabsorbed the modified hair scales that covered her moth body, revealing her human skin and light blue pantsuit.
“Chief Buhl,” she said with a sigh of relief. What had made her so nervous?
She straightened as the jaguar approached while repeating to herself, You are capable. You are a professional.
The jaguar didn’t break its stride even as its shoulders and spine cracked. It pulled its front legs up as its posture shifted back onto its haunches. The forearms shrank in length, and the fur disappeared and reformed as a black police uniform. Somehow, Chief Donald Buhl’s human form was almost as large and muscular as his jaguar form. Each bicep was as big as his clean-shaven head.
Across the street, two more forms emerged from the forest: another big cat, this one a massive tiger, and a large, gray, prehistoric-looking bird that stood over six feet tall. Officers Nicola Barmann and Eric Okello. 
The gray bird had a thick, stork-like build with an enormous shoe-shaped bill that curved upward and ended in a sharp point. A shoebill, Ariana remembered Eric telling her. A bird common in his ancestral homeland of Uganda.
The tiger leaped, and the shoebill half jumped, half glided across the road. They shifted into their uniform-clad human forms and came up to either side of Donald. Nicola’s hair, as bright orange as her tiger fur, was in a long braid down her back. A full tattoo sleeve of tigers covered the pale skin of her left arm in a Japanese style that reflected her ancestry on her mother’s side. Besides the tattoo and a slight upward tilt of her amber eyes, she looked mostly Caucasian. 
Eric stood stiffly and slightly behind Donald with his arms crossed. 
Get rid of them.
Arianna winced.
“Everything all right, Senator Peters?” Donald asked.
“Yes. Did you find any other sinkholes out there?”
“Nope. And nothing out of the ordinary in general.”
Ariana glanced at Nicola and Eric, but they only nodded without adding anything. “I see.” She paced as she spoke, thinking aloud. “These sinkholes, I believe they might be dangerous.”
“That’s why we called you in, Senator,” Donald said. “We need the clearance to permanently clear this area.”
“That will take a long time in the courts. Too long.” Permanently removing Shifters from their homes, even if done through the legal system, would cause a lot of discontent with the new administration, and Chairperson Davis wouldn’t be happy with that. On the other hand, Shifters who thought they wanted to move wouldn’t cause any issues. “But I do have authority for oblivion tincture use.”
“You want to OT all these Shifters?” Eric said.
Donald cast him a dark look, and Eric shifted in discomfort.
“Only to relocate them. For their own safety. They’ll retain most of their memories, just in a different location,” Ariana said, feeling the need to justify her methods. “Think about it. There’d be no suffering, just a new reality. We don’t want to cause a mass panic about something we don’t understand yet, and we could always nullify it and send them home later once everything was settled. In the meantime, the inhabitants of Redwood Road will be safe. And they’ll be happy.” 
And Chairperson Davis would be happy. What better way to showcase herself in her new position? Unlike marks, which stripped Shifters of their powers and left them fully aware of that torture, oblivion tincture simply erased any problematic knowledge, leaving the affected Shifter blissfully unaware. 
A sense of calm replaced the anxiety she’d felt since stepping out of the Garcia home. The oppressive and cold brain fog lifted. Yes. The plan would work. The residents of Redwood Road would be safe. Wasn’t that what everyone wanted in life? To be safe and happy? She would always do whatever it took to make sure her people had that.
Donald’s shoulders relaxed, and he turned to Nicola to give her a small nod. Eric crossed his arms, his mouth in a thin line.
With the head of Shifter police in agreement, Ariana returned to the Garcia home. She knocked and entered without waiting for a response. Mr. Garcia and his son stood up from where they’d been sitting on the living room couch.
“Liz,” Ariana said. “Can you gather everyone and wait outside?”
Liz nodded and herded Ariana’s team out the door. Despite her overzealousness, she was efficient and good at following orders. Once the staff was outside, Donald, Nicola, and Eric entered the home. Donald indicated for the young officer stationed in the house to follow Ariana’s team outside and then closed the door.
Ariana walked up to Mr. Garcia. Putting a hand on his shoulder, she spoke in her most sympathetic and reassuring voice. “It will be all right. I promise.” 
She nodded over to Donald. He and Nicola approached Mr. Garcia and Jorge, each holding a vial of black liquid. With quick and practiced hands, the officers removed the vial lids, dabbed the black liquid on their index fingers, and touched it to Mr. Garcia’s and Jorge’s foreheads.
Ariana listened to the officers speak, repeating one of their key phrases to herself in a murmur.
“You will find peace and happiness in your new home.”






  
  June 2000 

My Dear Nivi, 

Destroy this once read. 

 I’ve heard Ariana Peters has become the new chairperson. Her strict anti-integration policies will include the liberal use of oblivion tincture. As one who used to administer this tincture, I can tell you that when they come for you, it will be unexpected. Say nothing of your ability to nullify magic. All they know at this time is that you can block physical magic attacks with a shield of fire, and it is imperative they do not find out that the oblivion tincture will not work on you. 

I fear this is goodbye for now. Stay strong. It will be lonely being the only one with the truth. Take comfort in knowing I have your grandmother as my companion. Cherish your mother’s presence, even if her reality cannot be what you want it to be for now. I have hope that things will change. And when they do, you will reunite us.

Until then,

Meng






  
  Fall 2000
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An Unusual Catch

Aleutian Islands, Alaska


Waves crashed against the navy-blue hull of the crab fishing boat, obscuring the red lettering of “The Crabby Lady.” Maria Akayux, the boat’s captain, ran back from the railing to grip the helm wheel while yelling to the two-person crew. 
“Let’s go! Let’s go! Let’s go!”
At forty years old, she was experienced and at the top of her game, physically and mentally. Her muscular, agile frame complemented her eagle-eye vision. Her calloused hands had complete control of the boat. Even as her black hair whipped across her face, the rough conditions didn’t phase her. She enjoyed the sting of salt spray in her eyes the way others would enjoy a cup of hot tea and a warm blanket. This was her home. The sea ran in her blood. Her Aleut ancestors had inhabited this area for nine thousand years. Squinting at the rolling waters, she welcomed the challenge. Bring it on. 
Shawn Murphy, a twenty-three-year-old of Irish descent, yelled back. “Aye, aye, Captain!”
Maria looked back at the stern while he activated the hydraulic pot puller. It sprang into action reeling in the crab trap lines, its droning muffled by the waves.
Alek Ivanov, a large man in his fifties with black hair and a graying bushy beard, waited to guide the trap onto the boat. His yellow waterproof gear added bulk to his already substantial figure.
“Come on, greenhorn! Don’t keep me waiting,” Alek called. He spoke with a hint of a Russian accent, even though his family had been in Alaska for several generations.
It didn’t matter that this was Shawn’s second fishing season; he was still a greenhorn to Maria and Alek. And it didn’t help that Shawn’s own attempt at a beard was patchy and scraggly, made worse by the fact that his blond hair barely registered against his pale skin.
They braced themselves as the boat rocked side to side and the hydraulic pot puller began to lift the trap. The hydraulic arm shook and the boat tilted.
“It’s gonna be a big one!” Shawn said.
Alek beckoned to the waves. “Come on, baby!” 
The hydraulic arm bucked, and Shawn almost fell. He grabbed the railing just below the gunwale and steadied himself. 
“Keep it together, greenhorn!” Maria called.
Something emerged from the surf, wrapped around the seven-by-seven-foot rectangular cage trap. It was large and sinuous, its skin glistening white, blending with the foam atop the turbulent waves.
Shawn leaned forward. “Is that some sort of giant squid?”
The trap swung toward the boat. Shawn and Alek grabbed the metal-ringed sides. Bracing their legs against the floor, they guided it onto the deck, out of the onslaught of water. 
Alek poked at the side of the creature. “Whatever it is, it’s dead.”
Shawn walked around the trap, evaluating the beast. Suddenly, it thumped against the deck. The two men jumped back. Next to Shawn, the coiled body exposed a large, serpentine head.
“What the... ?” Shawn said.
He bent down to inspect the head. Even from where she stood at the helm, Maria saw the serpent’s eyes move. Through the mist of sea spray, they glowed bright red.
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Iris

Aleutian Islands, Alaska


Iris Bai couldn’t move. Frozen in her Shifter form, she felt the chill of the ocean water seep into her skin like tar through sand, imprisoning her muscles in its thick and viscous grasp. She was lying on the deck of a boat, struggling to maintain consciousness. The various powers that roiled through her system were too much. They were shutting her down. Even if Davis had succeeded in taking the powers of everyone on the Shifter Council, he wouldn’t have survived long after. Davis wouldn’t have survived. He didn’t... 
Memories of her last interaction with Davis surfaced in her semi-conscious state. The San Francisco Shifter City Hall. Walls of underwater glass glinting behind... a man. No—a monster. Bulbous, contorted flesh. Tentacles, fangs, claws. Flashing, crazed eyes glaring... at her. 
Voices exclaimed around her, awakening her from her dreams. Her nightmares. She twitched on the boat deck. Waves splashed on her side. But her consciousness didn’t last. Her mind faded back into darkness and with it came more memories.
She was responsible for Davis’s death. She had tried to save him, tried to bring him to the surface so he could breathe, but the new powers had blackened her vision and clouded her mind. When she’d awoken, he was nowhere to be found.
She was a murderer, a real political gangster, just like her mother. Despite her conflicting feelings about Davis, overwhelming loss struck her. Guilt formed a pit so heavy and deep in her stomach it threatened to pull her down to the ocean floor. The stolen powers rumbled through her body. If the powers killed her, wouldn’t she get what she deserved? 
But what about all those people who had been stripped of their powers? She couldn’t leave things as they were. She needed to return the powers. That would make things right. It would justify what she had done to Davis and gain the trust of the council members. She could still redeem herself and become a leader. It couldn’t have been that long since she’d jumped off the dock in San Francisco—maybe it was even the same day. But the excess powers were muddling her brain. She couldn’t be sure. 
At some point after she had tackled Davis into the water, she had gone back to the transfer stone mine. She had collected as many stones as she could, taking advantage of her new powers to claw through rock and store the stones in a depthless, hidden pocket at her side. Had it been in a state of panic—spurred by a need of self-preservation—that she had mined the stones? Or had it been with forethought, knowing she would return the powers to their original owners?
Pain ripped through her body, her nerves firing indiscriminately. Heat surged through her chest. Too strong. Too hot. She couldn’t see. She couldn’t feel... 
The world came back into focus. Water continued to splash against her side, sliding around the wooden deck that rocked beneath her. A young blond man and an older bearded man wearing yellow plastic outfits cautiously approached her, a fishing net in their hands. 
Sensations returned to her. She could feel now, and it felt like she was dying. She was dying. If she was going to survive—if she was going to return these powers to their rightful owners—she had to act now. 
She tried to focus her finding power to direct her to the San Francisco Shifter City Hall, but the effort made her dizzy. She tried to slither across the deck back into the ocean, but her body twitched uselessly. It was too late. The powers were shutting her down. 
The blond man kneeled beside her and began pulling the net over her body. He was close enough to touch. If only she could form a human arm or a tentacle, she could grab a transfer stone and transfer the power to him. That amount of power would kill him, but not right away. It would give her time. Spurred by the panic of being on the precipice of death, she didn’t allow herself to think too much about it. She put all her remaining energy into forming an arm. 
Her head spun, and her vision blurred. Slowly, muscles cramping and bones aching, an arm split away from her side, and then a hand formed. She blindly groped in the hidden, bottomless pouch where she had stored the stones, her fingers spasming with the effort. A stone slipped through her fingers. And another. She held her breath in an attempt to steady her trembling hand and tried again. She felt for the smooth surface and gingerly closed her fingers. There! She had one! She withdrew her hand and tilted it toward the young, blond man, using the last of her energy. All she could do was wait for him to brush against the stone of his own accord. Belatedly, she realized he had no exposed skin besides his face. He was wearing rubber gloves, boots, and the yellow plastic overwear with a hood that covered his head. The last of her hope petered out, and her hand started to slacken. 
The man neared her outstretched arm. “What the... There’s someone under the serpent! Alek, help me lift the beast to get ’em out!”
The big, bearded man dropped his end of the net and ran over. The young man knelt and removed a glove to take hold of her hand... and Iris released her powers through the stone.
White light erupted where their hands met the transfer stone. The blond man slackened in her grip, and the bearded man fell back, shielding his eyes. As the power drained from Iris’s body, her mind cleared. An internal gate slammed down in her system, stopping the transfer so that only a handful of the powers left her system, enough for her to regain some of her faculties. She looked at the older man, and an idea formed. She could spread out the transfer of her powers between the crew members.
The bearded man crawled forward to check on his crewmate. Dropping the used stone, Iris grabbed another and touched it to his face as soon as he was near enough. Another flash of white light. Another slamming shut of her internal gate to stop the flow of power. She felt better. More stable. 
She looked at the two bewildered men sitting on the deck. A human explaining their new situation would be more approachable than a giant snake with one human arm. With her new vitality, she completely transformed into her human form and reformed her black pantsuit. She brushed her long hair from her face and took a step toward the men, trying to look as innocuous as possible. She wobbled, the dizziness returning with full force as she tried to walk on the rocking boat. It wasn’t enough. She needed to transfer a little more power to fully stabilize herself.
“What’s going on back there?” a voice called from the boat’s cabin.
Of course. Someone had to captain the boat. 
Leaving the men on the deck behind her, Iris made her way to the cabin on unsteady legs. The men would need a few minutes to recover, which would give her a little time to transfer more power and then figure out what to tell them. And where to put them. She couldn’t just unleash new Shifters back into a world of Statics, especially Shifters with multiple powers that weren’t theirs and no idea how to use or control them.
She entered the cabin where the captain held on to the wheel with one hand while leaning over the dashboard controls, a yellow rubber coat hanging from the back of her chair. The petite and muscular woman looked at Iris with dark eyes that showed only a hint of surprise. Her long, black hair blew around the brown skin of her exposed shoulders. Iris didn’t waste any time. She strode forward and touched a stone to the captain’s arm. The stone flashed, and the woman wobbled to the ground. 
Again, Iris shut off the transfer after a handful of powers left her system and grabbed the wheel. She knew nothing about piloting a boat but fortunately, she had other means of moving it.
Taking account of her surroundings for the first time, Iris noted several land masses in the distance. Islands. She summoned her power over water and created an ocean current to direct the boat toward the smallest and farthest of the islands. Hopefully, the island would be isolated enough to leave the crew there until she could return the other powers to their rightful owners. After that was done, she’d return and reclaim the crew’s powers. She would make a few runs to the mainland first to make sure they were well stocked with food, water, and shelter. Maybe she could get her hands on some oblivion tincture and send the crew back to their normal lives after all this none the wiser. 
The captain spoke from the floor, defiant even in her unsteady state. “You better have a damn good story.”
 “Oh, I do,” Iris said with a small smile.
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Amber

Unalaska, Alaska


Amber sat in the Alaskan dockside café, a script for the show Unsolved Mysteries in her hands. This was an amazing opportunity, she reminded herself. Not only would she be on national television, but she and Arav were also getting credit for being away from school to work on a special project—a research report about the propagation of local legends and their roles in modern society. It hadn’t taken much to convince their parents to come along once Amber and Arav explained the school credit aspect, and they even seemed excited about taking a family trip.
Even though filming was done, Amber couldn’t stop reviewing the script, her unease building each time. 

UNSOLVED MYSTERIES 

SEASON 11, EPISODE 7
MYSTERY: THE CRABBY LADY
PARANORMAL SIGHTINGS: SHAPESHIFTERS 
MISSING PERSONS: MARIA AKAYUX, ALEK IVANOV, SHAWN MURPHY
ORIGINAL AIR DATE: FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 10, 2000



HOST ROBERT STACK WALKS IN FRONT OF A SCREEN DEPICTING A SCENE AT NIGHT WITH VAGUE SHAPES AND BLURRED LIGHTS.
ROBERT STACK
Tonight’s episode features a trio of mystery, paranormal sightings, and missing persons. Join me in Unalaska, Alaska. You may be able to help solve a mystery.

THEME MUSIC PLAYS.
CLIPS OF ALASKAN WILDERNESS, MOUNTAINS, AND BEARS. A BOAT HARBOR AND SHOTS OF FISHERFOLK ON THEIR BOATS. ROBERT STACK’S DEEP VOICE NARRATES THE SCENE.
ROBERT STACK (VOICE-OVER)
On the morning of Sunday, October 8, 2000, the Alaskan king crab vessel The Crabby Lady set off to sea from the Carl E. Moses boat harbor in Unalaska, Alaska. Aboard were Captain Maria Akayux and her two-person crew: Alek Ivanov and Shawn Murphy. 


PHOTOS OF MARIA, ALEK, AND SHAWN ABOARD THE CRABBY LADY APPEAR ON THE SCREEN.
ROBERT STACK (VO)
On Tuesday, October 10, only two days later, The Crabby Lady was spotted floating along the northern coast of Unalaska Island. Locals instantly noticed that something was amiss.

A BEARDED MAN IN HIS FORTIES APPEARS ONSCREEN. A CAPTION ON THE BOTTOM OF THE SCREEN IDENTIFIES HIM AS DALTON HAI, LOCAL FISHERMAN. 
DALTON HAI
There was nobody on board. Nobody! No people. No crab. Everyone was just… gone. It was like a ghost ship. Then that night, I was standing on that cliff there looking out to sea, and I saw a white serpent. Enormous. Just gliding through the water. I ran to get my brother Petey so he could see, but when we got back, it was gone.


ROBERT STACK (VO)
Soon, news of the serpent spread, bringing visitors to the area.

A TEENAGE GIRL AND BOY APPEAR ONSCREEN. A CAPTION ON THE BOTTOM OF THE SCREEN IDENTIFIES THEM AS AMBER SU AND ARAV MARKSON, REPRESENTATIVES FROM MONSTER HUNTERS OF YURAS, CALIFORNIA.
AMBER SU
Young people like us are the future, and we need to be involved in situations that may affect our future welfare. This  serpent case shows similarities to strange occurrences in our town. We are gathering proof that there are shapeshifting people among us.

ARAV MARKSON
I know from personal experience what it’s like to have family members attacked by these monsters. We need to spread awareness and band together to keep our communities safe.

ROBERT STACK
So what happened in the two days that The Crabby Lady was out at sea? Did monsters attack the boat like these visitors claim? Or was it simply a matter of disastrous weather? Stay tuned to find out more in this episode of Unsolved Mysteries.

Amber put aside the script. Tremors shook her hands. She put them under her legs in an attempt to still them, but the nervous energy only transitioned to her feet, which began to tap under the café table. She tried to resume her studies, but her attention kept straying from her books to the dockyard outside and the camera crew gathered there. The late afternoon sun scattered across the water. Splotches of reflected light danced on the boats and darted between the people walking around the dock, wavering their silhouettes like television static. Through the glare of the window, she tried to make out Arav among the camera crew. What was taking him so long? 
Even though it was warm in the café, Amber shivered. She averted her eyes from the cold Alaskan sun. When had she become the party pooper? Wasn’t this the big thrill she’d always been looking for? But she couldn’t shake the feeling that they’d gone too far, following some rumors to Alaska. It was one thing to go to community monster hunter meetings to support Arav when his brother had initially been injured, but Kabir was completely healed now and back to work on the police force. 
The café door swung open with a swish of crisp air, and Arav walked in, beaming. The wind had loosened the gel in his short, curly hair, giving him an untamed look, and his brown skin glowed with frenetic energy. He was in his element. Amber’s stomach fluttered, not just because of how attractive Arav looked in his fitted fleece jacket that hugged his muscular chest and arms, but also because she was about to dampen his spirits.
Arav scanned the café and smiled when he saw Amber. He walked over, words pouring out before he even sat down.
“I was talking to Dalton, the local fisherman who saw the ghost serpent, and he says he heard of more strange activity off the northern coast of the island. I’m thinking we should check it out. Make sure nothing falls through the cracks. This could be it. What we came here looking for! I can’t wait to get home to tell everyone about this, especially Tom.”
“Who’s Tom?” Somehow, her short reply sounded both exhausted and exasperated. She tried to cover up her feelings by smiling and widening her eyes in feigned interest.
“He’s the new kid in Monster Hunters United, remember? The skeptic. But once I tell him everything we’ve found, he’ll be a believer for sure.”
Despite her best efforts, the exasperated tone returned. “But... we haven’t found anything.”
“Not yet. That’s why we need to go check out the northern side of the island.”
The thought of chasing more rumors sent her tapping feet into a frenzy. Arav continued, his voice pitch and speed increasing with an accompaniment of sweeping gestures.
“If we leave now, Dalton said he could give us a ride up there.”
Amber’s feet tapped. “We’d have to tell our parents first.”
“Of course! It won’t take long to stop by the hotel.”
Tap. Tap. Tap. “What are we looking for, exactly?”
“Information. Anything we learn about these monsters will help us protect ourselves and others against them, especially with the new policies coming.”
“New policies?”
“Haven’t you been paying attention in the meetings?” 
She hadn’t. There wasn’t ever anything new or interesting in those MHU meetings. It was mostly just elderly men who liked to hear themselves drone on and on about the same conspiracy theories. She got the sense it was their only social interaction all week. It made her sad to think of those same elderly people spending most of their days alone at home. At least they have MHU... I guess. Playing chess or showing off their stamp collections, or whatever old people did, seemed like a better community activity than always complaining and blaming societal problems on supposed monsters. 
Why not brainstorm ways to improve their community together? Because that was harder than just complaining. MHU gave them purpose and a sense of control in a messed-up world without the responsibility to fix it. It was why she initially supported Arav joining them after Kabir’s accident. He’d seemed so lost, and the meetings gave him a reason to carry on through his day. A place for unhappy people to complain with like-minded individuals was innocent enough, if tiresome and annoying, but at least it was just words, right? 
“... and they could always claim it was a hunting accident,” Arav was saying.
Is he still talking about the meetings? “Right...”
“Anyway, once we’re up there, we can walk through the town and talk to more locals. Or maybe we could get someone here to take us around the coast on their boat, and we could check out some of those little islands—”
Amber pushed away from the table and stood up. “Stop!”
Arav flinched and several café customers turned their way. Heat rushed to her face, and she quickly sat down again. Arav’s brow furrowed as she continued in a lower voice.
“I can’t go. I need to study.”
“You came all the way out here to study? What, are you becoming like Nivi now?”
“We do have this project to finish, remember? And there’s nothing wrong with studying or Nivi.”
Arav scoffed. “That’s not what you made it seem like. You were always complaining about how much of a loser she was.”
“I never said that.”
“‘Nivi never goes out.’ ‘Nivi’s always studying.’ Nivi this. Nivi that. I thought you’d be happy to finally be rid of her. She was only holding you back.”
Arav was right. She had complained about Nivi—a lot—but only because she wanted Nivi to participate more. And just when they had really begun to understand each other, Nivi had changed schools. Just like that. With no regard for Amber’s feelings. Part of the reason she’d agreed to go to Alaska was because she missed Nivi so much. She wanted a distraction from the anger and hurt, and she wanted to feel less alone, but Arav’s words only brought all those emotions to the surface. Before she could stop herself, she lashed out.
“You know what? Nivi was right about you. You really are a dumb jock.”
Arav became very still. His voice trembled with anger and almost a hint of sadness. “You used to be fun.”
Amber was instantly sorry. The words were out and she couldn’t take them back, but she could try to reason with him. “I’m sorry. I just—it’s too much. Even Kabir isn’t looking for these monsters.”
Arav frowned. “He doesn’t remember what happened to him. I do. I saw it.” His voice dropped. “His wounds. They were the same claw marks that were on my mom’s body.”
Her heart went out to him, but he was making connections that weren’t there. “I know what you thought you saw, but I was there too, and I only saw Kabir fall. Yes, he fell in a really weird way, but that was it. I know from experience how stress can make you see things. When the high school caught fire, I thought I saw Nivi—”
“Are you serious right now?” 
Amber flinched at Arav’s tone. She wasn’t used to his anger being directed at her, or even him being angry at all. But ever since he joined the monster hunting group, the shifts in his mood had increased.
“I thought you believed me,” Arav continued. “I thought you knew how much this meant to me. To avenge my mom and my brother. To protect others from harm.”
“I’m sorry for what happened to them, but we don’t know if these monsters exist.”
“I know they exist.”
Amber put up her hands. “I don’t want to do this anymore. You go if you want to. I’ll see you back at the hotel.”
She gathered her books into her bag and got up to go, but Arav followed and grabbed her wrist. “Wait.”
Amber tried to pull her arm away. Her emotions were racing, spurred on by the adrenaline rush of their argument. Heat flooded her body, and a pounding pushed inside her skull. It was too hot in the café. She needed to get outside. She needed air. Again, she tried to remove her arm from Arav’s grasp, but he held on tighter. The pressure in her head increased. Her heart beat erratically. She felt like her chest was going to explode. 
The pressure gave way. A bolt of energy ripped through her core and straight into her wrist.
“Ouch! What the—?” Arav let go of her and stepped back, shaking his hand as if he’d scalded it. 
Amber’s skin shimmered with a smattering of blue scales where Arav had gripped her. She clutched her arm in surprise, but when she removed her hand, the scales were gone. She was seeing things. Her emotions were making her confused. She just needed to get outside. Out of the heat. She darted out of the café with Arav close behind.
“You’re one of them!” he cried.
His voice sounded far away, buried beneath the pounding in her head. She didn’t want to be here any longer. She just wanted to go home. She closed her eyes and steepled her fingertips along the bridge of her nose. The cool air filled her lungs. 
Her headache disappeared, and an intense clarity took over. Even with her eyes closed, she sensed the world come alive around her. Dockworker voices carried on the breeze, crisp and clear. Water lapped against the hulls of moored fishing vessels, complementing the cacophony of seabirds in the ship masts. Her skin prickled in the chill air. Tiny droplets from the humidity beaded along the upright hairs of her arms. She opened her eyes, and there Arav stood before her, brown skin aglow, sparkling in the sunlight that reflected off the sea. 
She smiled slightly at the sight of his handsome, glowing face before his grimace reminded her that they were having an argument. “What were you saying?” 
He repeated himself, this time in a lowered voice. “You’re one of them.”
“One of whom?” 
What were they arguing about again? Her blood rushed through her veins, filling her with energy and life. How could Arav be upset when they were surrounded by so much beauty? The glittering ocean. The sea salt on her lips. The smell of pungent fish and fresh ground coffee beans in the air. They were here. They were now.
In the distance, something caught her eye. On the small road that separated the sea from the corrugated green hills, two people were walking toward the dock. One of them had bright orange hair, and the other had dark hair, but other than that, they were too far away to make out their features. What drew her eye to them was the fact that they seemed to glow as Arav did in front of her now.
Arav’s voice brought her back to the present. “What are you looking at?”
What had he been saying? That was right. Arav wanted to continue searching for monsters somewhere up the coast. “You go ahead. I want to enjoy this day. I’ll meet you back at the hotel.” 
She wandered away, caught up in the ecstatic thrill of the day. Her senses continued to fire, her whole-body awareness of the environment dulling the curiosity of her mind. She didn’t care. She just wanted to enjoy the day.
Arav’s voice called after her. “That’s not what I’m talking about.”
She waved absentmindedly at him. What was he talking about? It didn’t matter. All she wanted in that moment was to bask in sensory glory.

      [image: ]The sun hovered above the ocean as a fogbank descended along the coast, tucking the harbor in a blanket of golden mist. As the sun dipped out of sight, a white glow lingered at the horizon before extinguishing in the waves. 
Amber glanced at the hotel lobby clock. Ten thirty p.m. No one had come or gone from the hotel in hours. The hotel clerk had long ago stopped giving Amber questioning glances and was now relaxing behind the lobby counter, reading a book. The day’s unexplained bliss had faded, replaced by a heavy, sinking anxiety.
Down the hall, the elevator doors opened, and Amber’s mother stepped out.
“Amber, dear. Are you still waiting for Arav?”
Amber sighed. “Yeah.” 
He should’ve had plenty of time to explore the northern side of the island and be back by now. 
“Arav’s father doesn’t seem concerned. He’s already gone to bed.”
That wasn’t really a ringing endorsement for Arav’s safety. Maybe she should look for him back at the dock, but he was probably fine. He probably just got caught up in an exciting, delusional lead. The initial surge of energy she’d experienced during the day had worn off. Her body slumped, and the temptation of sleep weighed down her eyelids. Her mother took her arm and led her into the elevator.
Back in the room, Amber drew the room curtains closed and fell onto the bed without pulling back the covers. 

      [image: ]A sunray hit Amber’s eyelids. She shielded her face and turned over just as the hotel room door opened. Happy chatter burst into the room, followed by her parents holding blueberry muffins. Amber groaned and covered her face with a pillow.
“Good morning, Amber,” her dad teased. 
“Go away.” Amber groaned.
“Looks like it’s just us here for the next couple of days.”
“What are you talking about?”
“We saw Frank Markson this morning,” her mom said.
Amber removed the pillow from her face and sat up. “And?”
“It seems they had some kind of home emergency. Right, dear?”
Her dad nodded and handed Amber a muffin. “Yes. Burst water pipe. What an inconvenience.”
“You saw Arav, too?”
“No. But Frank wouldn’t have said ‘we have to take the first flight home’ if he was going alone.”
Amber bit into the muffin to hide her annoyance. Was their argument the previous day so serious that Arav just left without saying goodbye, abandoning her and her supportive parents in this cold and isolated place when the only reason they were
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