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PROLOGUE

July 4



Huntington Beach, California

It had been warm earlier that day, but it was as cold as a witch’s tit by the time Brad Kincaid and Troy Johnson showed up at Steve Baker’s Fourth of July party in Huntington Beach that evening.

Steve told Brad that the party was to be held between Lifeguard stations 51 and 52, between Talbert Avenue and Beach Boulevard in Huntington Beach. Brad and Troy surfed this stretch of beach anyway and knew the area well. Troy pulled into the parking slot while Brad reached into the back of the jeep for the beer.

“Let’s go!” Troy said.

They trudged through the sand toward the party that was well underway around the bonfire that had been set up about fifty yards from the lot. There was a curfew that was strictly enforced between ten p.m. and five a.m. The Huntington Beach pier, which jutted into the ocean about two thousand feet was about a quarter of a mile north. Across the street from the pier was downtown Huntington Beach, a tourist Mecca filled with surf shops, restaurants, bars, clothing and gift shops, and nightclubs. Between the activity on Main Street and the pier—which boasted a 1950s style hamburger joint called Ruby’s—the place was bustling.

The police only allowed gatherings on the beach within a quarter mile radius of the pier after nightfall. Lifeguard presence stopped after six p.m. Alcohol was strictly prohibited. But that never stopped people from bringing it. What were the police going to do? The Huntington Beach Police Department only had two paddy wagons. Troy should know. He’d been hauled off to jail six months ago during a wild party that had gotten a little out of control—in cases like that, the police simply hauled everybody to jail and released them later on their own recognizance. His father, Anthony, had gone through something similar back in the 80s when he was a kid.

As they drew closer to the party and the sound of the music playing on Jim’s boom box, Troy’s grin faltered. He wasn’t into today’s music at all. Sure, it was supposed to be his generation’s music, but as far as he was concerned the only thing enjoyable his generation had produced was Muse and Lamb of God. Everything else—Black Eyed Peas, Ke$ha, Rhianna, Lady Gaga—they all sucked. Katy Perry was okay. So was that chick Pink. Troy preferred the music from his father’s generation, which dad played constantly—The Clash, TSOL, the Adolescents, Circle Jerks, the Buzzcocks. His Dad had been into alternative music when it really had been alternative music, and as a result, Troy also had a wide range of other musical interests: David Bowie, T-Rex, Iggy Pop, goth pioneers like the Cure, Bauhaus, new wave synth bands like Duran Duran and Talk Talk, ska bands like Madness and The Specials. Dad even liked classic metal like Metallica.

But this pop shit was just too much. It had to go.

“We ain’t gonna stay here long, are we?” Troy asked Brad.

“Forty minutes tops,” Brad said.

Some annoying pop tune was playing on the boom box. Steve was sitting between two blonds. He raised a bottle of Bud in their direction, grinning. “Dudes! How goes it?”

“We brought beer,” Brad said. Troy set the case down and gave the party a quick survey. No wonder the music was so fucking boring. The half a dozen people that stood around the bonfire nursing beers looked like typical south Orange County yupsters. Steroid-enhanced muscle guys in ratty t-shirts and baggy shorts and buzzed hair standing with their blond perky sperm receptors. Mixed in with them were a dozen or so hipsters. The moment both groups laid eyes on Troy they averted their gaze. Troy got that a lot. Must be the spiked Mohawk and the denim jacket he wore with the various patches adjourned on it.

Steve stood up and addressed his friends. “Hey everybody, this is my friend Brad. We grew up together. And this is his buddy, Troy.”

Troy already had a beer and he held it up in friendly salute. He smiled. “Cheers.”

The hipster couple closest to him offered fake smiles that dwindled as quickly as they were plastered on.

Brad engaged in conversation with Steve. Troy stood close by, nursing his beer, trying not to look so bored. Why did he bother coming to this thing? This was going to be fucking boring.

“You and Brad been friends a long time?”

Troy turned and saw that one of the yuppie guys had drifted away from his girlfriend. He was nursing a bottle of Bud. The guy seemed cool—Troy was a pretty good judge of character by way of scoping out the way people carried themselves. This guy was short and he was wearing dark baggy shorts, sandals, and a large Hawaiian shirt. His dark hair was shaved close to the skull. His left ear was pierced with some kind of dangling earring and he had a large tribal tattoo that snaked down to his lower right forearm. Troy guessed that he was either of Asian or South Pacific Islander descent.

“Yeah,” Troy said, grinning good-naturedly. “Brad and I go back to the sixth grade.”

“That’s cool, yo.” The guy held out his right hand. “I’m Keoni.”

“Keoni.” Troy shook Keoni’s hand. “You work with Steve?”

“Oh yeah. We’re in the shipping department.” Brad and Steve worked together at Amerimax Building Products. Most of the people at Steve’s party were from work or were friends of friends.

“Cool.”

“And you’ve known Brad since sixth grade, you said?”

“Yeah,” Troy nodded. “Brad and I go way back. He’s my best bud.”

“Can’t go wrong with that, bro,” Keoni said. He took a sip of his beer, his gaze swinging out toward the ocean. “Chilly as shit out here, though.”

Troy took a sip of beer. “Yeah, but that’s typical. It was seventy-five degrees earlier today.”

“You hear about those weird crab things that fisherman found today on the pier?”

“No. What was that about?”

“Guess it happened late in the afternoon. Guy fishing off the pier netted it. It was this hybrid thing. Half scorpion, half lobster or some shit. About this big.” Keoni held his hands out about a yard apart. “Connie was working the afternoon shift at Huntington Memorial.” He gestured toward the woman on his left who was engaged in conversation with two of the other women. “Connie’s my girlfriend. She works at the admission desk in the ER. She was just coming off her shift when they brought the poor sonofabitch in.”

“What happened to him?”

“Thing fucked him up good. Tore his arm off.”

“It melted his arm off,” Connie said. She’d heard her boyfriend relating the story and was turned in their direction. She took a drag on the cigarette she was smoking—menthol by the scent of it. She shook her head, her big pouffy hair dazzling in the light of the bonfire. “I saw it as the paramedics wheeled him in. Guy was screaming and they were trying to keep him covered up but you could see it.” She held up her right arm. “His arm was just…falling apart.” She made a face, indicating disgust. “It was gross!”

“No shit?” Troy asked. He took another quick sip of his beer.

“Yeah,” Keoni said. “Crazy shit, huh?”

“They get the thing that did it?”

“Cops shot it,” Keoni said.

“They shot it?”

All conversation around the fire pit suddenly ceased and became one. Steve stepped closer to Troy and Keoni, his features troubled. “Yeah, crazy, isn’t it? Took a lot of bullets, from what I heard. It’s a wonder they haven’t closed the beach yet.”

“You’d think they would,” Keoni said. He took a sip of beer. “I surf this beach every morning and they always close it down whenever there’s jellyfish or sharks in the area. Something like this…yeah, they should have closed it.”

“So do they know what this thing is that cut his arm off?” Troy asked.

“I don’t know,” Keoni said. “I don’t even think it’s hit the news yet.” He looked out at the other partygoers. “You haven’t seen anything on the news yet, have you?”

Everybody shook their heads. One of the women—she looked exactly like Keoni’s girlfriend; big hair, big tits, long legs, probably had a brain like a toaster oven—tried to offer explanation. “I saw a few people mention it on Twitter and Facebook, but not many. Everyone is talking about the tsunami instead. It’s all the news is covering. “

“They’ll be talking about that shit for the next two weeks,” somebody else said.

That much was true. Last week, an earthquake measuring 9.8 on the Richter scale centered a hundred miles off the northern coast of Australia caused a tsunami of epic proportions. While the earthquake caused no structural damage—geologists were of the opinion that it was centered about fifty miles below the ocean’s surface—the resulting tsunami’s had caused massive destruction all along the Pacific rim from Australia and New Zealand to much of the neighboring Pacific Islands, Japan, Korea, Vietnam and the eastern seaboard of Russia. Tsunamis were also reported along the US and Canadian coasts as well as Peru, Chili, Argentina, and the Mexican coast.

“So you’re saying it was like a sea scorpion?” Troy asked Keoni.

Keoni shrugged. “That’s what I heard. Thing was built like a lobster or a crab in the front but had a scorpion tail.”

Troy frowned. “That’s weird. There’s no living sea scorpions left. There was something called the Eurypterid, but it didn’t have front claws and it’s extinct.”

“A Europe-what?” Keoni asked.

Troy pronounced it for him. He suddenly realized everybody was paying attention to him, much like the jocks used to pay attention to him in class when he had spirited philosophical debates with their American Literature teacher over the merits of Saul Bellow versus Charles Bukowski. Troy successfully won that battle by pointing out all the flaws in Bellow’s work and demonstrating why Bukowski was more deserving to be remembered in the annals of American Literature. The looks he got from the student body elite clearly said, wow, man, you’re not just a weird punk rocker dude…you’re smart too!

Brad quickly jumped in. “Troy’s majoring in archeology at UC Irvine. He’s been accepted into their PhD program.”

Keoni raised his eyebrows. “No shit! Congratulations, dude.”

“Thanks.” Troy took another sip of beer.

“So there’s no such thing as a sea scorpion?” This came from one of the other women. Unlike the others, this one was short, slightly stocky, and had long dark hair.

“No, there isn’t. Like I said, there was the Eurypterid, but they’re extinct, and they were quite big. Eight feet long or so.”

“Ewww!” Scrunched up faces of disgust. Troy grinned.

“Yeah, they were ugly fuckers. Probably had quite a few battles back in the day with baby Megaladons and T-Rexes.”

Conversations started breaking up again, splintering off into individual groups. Keoni and his girlfriend, Connie, talked to Troy about his line of study. They appeared genuinely interested, especially Keoni. Troy indulged them, but not too much. He didn’t want to bore them. He was here to unwind and party, not talk about what he had to fill his head with all day during class.

While they talked the fire crackled, warming the air around them. Other groups stood around their own fire pits, some roasting marshmallows, others simply drinking beer and having a good time. A few people wandered past them, heading toward the shoreline. The sun was going down rapidly and the moon was beginning to rise. It would be dark soon. Troy glanced at his watch. It was almost eight-thirty. The beer was almost gone. He was about to nudge Brad and ask him what they were going to do after the beach was shut down for the night when ear-piercing screams rose from the high tide line.

Startled, everybody turned toward the ocean. The screams rose again, male, in pain, terrified. “Ahhhh, get it off me, get it off me!”

Troy acted on instinct. He ran toward the shore, his adrenalin pumping. Half a dozen other guys from various fire pits joined him. Keoni raced along beside him.

When they reached the shoreline, Troy saw what was happening. A man wearing nothing but swim trunks was on the ground screaming. A giant lobster-scorpion thing was eating his left leg. There was blood everywhere. The man’s friend, also dressed in swim trunks, was darting around him as if unsure of what to do or how to help him. The second man had a wild, panicked look on his face. “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit!” the second man chanted.

Everybody that ran to see what was happening stopped short as if they’d hit an invisible wall. Keoni said, “Holy fuck, that’s it! That’s like what they said got that guy earlier today!”

From behind them, back at the fire pit, the women had trotted a few yards from relative safety and stood well back. They called out. “What’s happening? What’s going on?”

As Troy watched, dumbfounded, not believing what he was seeing, another creature scuttled up from the ocean as if it had surfed in on the tide. It quickly ran up to the man on the ground, who was whipping violently back and forth, trying to shake the first creature off his leg. The second creature darted forward and jabbed the man in the chest with its stinger. The man screamed and arched his back. His friend cried out and jumped back. So did the dozen or so guys who’d run down to the shoreline to offer assistance.

“Fuck this shit!” Keoni said. He was already starting to retreat back.

A guy wearing a sleeveless t-shirt and baggy shorts stepped forward. He was brandishing a large, heavy piece of wood. He took a roundhouse swing at the second creature, as if he were attempting to beat Hank Aaron’s home run record. The sound of the wood hitting the creature’s back was a sharp crack. The man on the ground continued to scream.

More screams of terror arose, fingers pointing toward the ocean by people standing near the high tide line. Troy glanced quickly to his left. Another creature was surfing ashore. It started crawling toward them, its large pincers clicking together in rapid staccato.

Click-click! Click-click!

“Fuck this,” Troy said. He joined Keoni and their loose-knit group from the fire pit and they ran back up the beach.

To Troy’s left, somebody shouted. “We gotta get the fuck out of here!”

The clicking sounds grew louder. To Troy, they sounded like dinner plates being banged together.

CLICK-CLICK! CLICK-CLICK! CLICK-CLICK!

And as everybody abandoned their fire pits and started heading toward the strand and the parking lot beyond, Troy felt a mixture of excitement and terror from the adrenaline rush.

The rest of the evening was utter chaos.
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San Pedro, California

As he did most mornings, Jim Thurmond had to remind himself that this was no longer his home. Yes, it was still the place he had lived in for six years of his life. The address was still South Pacific Avenue. If he wanted to, he could still walk the dog, Samhain, from here down to the earthquake shattered remnants of 46th and 47th streets—an area referred to by locals as Sunken City. He still slept on the couch here and ate dinner or breakfast here on rare occasions. But that didn’t mean it was still his home. It wasn’t, any more than Samhain was still his dog, or Tammy was still his wife.

While Danny ate his breakfast and watched television, and Samhain sat next to the boy, patiently waiting for any stray cereal that might hit the floor, Jim glanced around the room. The place looked great—much better than it ever had when he was still living here. He didn’t like admitting that to himself, and did so begrudgingly, but it was the truth. In the first few months after their divorce, Tammy had thrown herself into a frenzy of remodeling and redecorating. Fresh coats of soft, pastel paints covered every wall. A new plasma screen television was mounted on the living room wall. That wall had once been filled with pictures of their family, and their extended families. Now, it featured a few framed photos of Tammy and Danny, as well as pictures of Tammy’s parents. Jim’s picture was absent. In his place was a Monet print with a nice frame. Everything was new. New carpet lined the floors, and new tiles had been laid in the kitchen, complimenting the new cabinets that Tammy’s new boyfriend had built by hand.

Still smiling, Jim felt acid churn in his stomach.

Silly as it sounded, it was things like the hand-built kitchen cabinets that really hurt. Tammy’s new boyfriend, Anthony, excelled at doing things like that. He could build furniture, put a roof or vinyl siding on a house, hang drywall, wire an electrical socket, replace the transmission in a car, and all the other things men were supposed to know how to do—except that Jim had never been good at any of them, which was why Tammy had divorced him. Oh, she hadn’t said that was the main reason. Not at first. But she’d admitted almost sheepishly soon after she’d started dating Anthony that it had been a factor.

Tammy and Jim had separated nearly two years ago after sixteen years together—eight years of dating followed by eight years of marriage. The relationship, like any relationship, had its share of the goods and the bads. Eventually, the bads had outweighed the goods. Or so they’d felt at the time. So the two of them had separated one rainy January evening. Ultimately, six months of intense counseling had been unable to save their marriage, and they’d elected to divorce. It was amicable, if any divorce could be considered such. Both of them still cared about each other, but they’d just drifted apart. The one thing they still had in common was Danny, and both doted on him and agreed that he came first and they would work together as co-parents to provide a healthy upbringing for the boy. And they had.

Jim had started dating immediately, determined to lose his sorrows in the arms—and between the legs—of another woman. Tammy had followed suit, admittedly more to spite him than any real desire to begin dating so soon. But why not? They were both in their late-thirties, and had spent the last sixteen years together. Why not try something new?

While Jim had met his partners through the bar scene, Tammy had met Anthony via a dating website, and while Jim’s subsequent relationships had crashed and burned pretty quickly, Tammy’s had not. Which left Jim in an unenviable position because now, nearly two years after they’d parted ways, he was faced with the certain knowledge in both his head and his heart that he was still in love with his ex-wife, while she was in love with another man. Oh, she still cared about Jim. They’d discussed it at length one night when Jim had poured his heart out to her after Danny had gone to bed. A part of her still loved him. A part of her always would. But she was with Anthony now, and she deserved the chance to see where that would lead. And Jim couldn’t fault her for that. He still loved her, but more importantly, he wanted to see her happy. If being with Anthony made her happy, then that was ultimately okay with him. Hard to bare, but okay. A happy Tammy meant a happy Danny, and in the end, that was all that mattered. So Jim smiled a lot, and tried not to let on to the pain he harbored inside.

Or the loneliness.

These were the only moments when he was truly happy—the times spent with his son and his ex-wife. Oh, he had peace. He knew contentment. Jim was lucky enough to be self-employed and still earning money during the last dregs of the Great American Economic Collapse. He made his own hours, and his commute was from his bed to the coffee pot to the computer. As a result, he had joint custody with Tammy. They’d been able to work it out without lawyers. He picked Danny up every morning, spent some time with him at Tammy’s house, and then took him to pre-school. In the afternoons, he picked the boy up from pre-school and took him home. After dinner, Tammy picked him up and took him back to her house, except on Wednesdays, when Danny spent the night at Jim’s apartment—three blocks away from Tammy’s house. They split custody every other weekend. When Jim didn’t have Danny, he lost himself in his work, or spent time with his friends, all of whom were also divorced. But although those hours were peaceful after a fashion, it was his time with Danny, and his time here with Tammy, that he’d grown to cherish.

And yes, the house looked great—as long as you ignored the controlled chaos of Danny’s toys scattered about.

“What are you thinking about, Daddy?”

“Hmm?” Jim looked over at his son. The five-year old was staring at him, grinning.

“What are you thinking about?” Danny asked again. “You were smiling.”

“I was just thinking about you and Mommy, and how lucky I am. And how lucky you are to have a Mommy like her.”

“Let’s see if Danny feels that way in a moment.” Tammy walked back into the living room, carrying a refilled coffee mug for Jim and one for herself. She handed Jim his and sat hers down on a coaster. “Okay, Danny. Time to get ready for pre-school.”

Danny stuck out his bottom lip and made no sign of moving. “But I want to stay here and watch TV.”

“You can watch TV tonight. Right now, you need to get dressed and brush your teeth.”

“Awwww.”

“Now, Danny. You’re going to be late for pre-school.”

Jim picked up the remote control and switched the channel to CNN, hoping to encourage the boy to move along. Instead, Danny pouted more.

“Danny,” he said, hating the stern tone of his voice but knowing it was needed. “Listen to your mother.”

Danny stood up. “Will you help me, Daddy?”

Jim’s heart broke. He wanted to help the boy, but Danny needed to learn to do these things for himself. “You can do it. You’re a big boy now.”

“Okay.” Sulking, Danny trundled off to his bedroom.

Jim stifled another smile, and then saw Tammy doing the same thing.

“What?” he asked.

“I wish he’d listen to me the way he listens to you,” she said.

“It’s the age,” Jim replied. “He’s testing his boundaries. Remember, he did this at three, as well.”

“I remember. I just thought it was over.”

“Oh, it will be. When he’s eighteen and moves out of your house.”

Jim watched Tammy laugh. He loved the sound, second only to the sound of his son’s laughter. He watched her eyes sparkle and noticed how the sunlight streaming through the picture window highlighted her chestnut hair. But he also knew that if he pursued that line of thinking, he’d be depressed for the rest of the day. To distract himself, he turned to the news and changed the subject.

“Look there. Something about an attack in Huntington Beach last night.”

“It’s the end of the world again,” Tammy said. “Every week, it’s something different. A hurricane or an earthquake or economic collapse or a terrorist attack or a new virus outbreak. Doomsday cults. That crazy preacher who convinced everybody the Rapture was about to occur. What’s next? Last week it was the tsunami.”

“Well, maybe one of these times they’ll be right.”

“Maybe. If they were, then I wouldn’t have to pay next month’s mortgage payment.”

“Do you need more?” Jim asked. “I can start giving you more every month if you—”

“No, no, not at all. What you give me in child support every month is plenty, Jim. I appreciate it. And it’s not like I really need pocket money. Anthony usually pays for things when we go out.”

“Oh…”

As if sensing she’d said the wrong thing, Tammy switched gears, pointing at the television. “Look there. What in the world is Kiran Chetry wearing this morning?”

“Too many clothes, if you ask me. They ought to just have her read the news in a bikini. I’d tune in every day.”

“Pig.” Tammy smiled again.

“Hey,” Jim said. “I’m single. I’m allowed to drool over newscasters. Hell, maybe I’ll follow her on Twitter and ask her out. Why not?”

“You’d better hurry. Remember, the world may be ending soon.”

“What would you do?” Jim asked.

“What? You mean if the world was really ending?”

“Yeah. Let’s say they came on TV and told us a comet was going to hit the planet in twenty-four hours and there was nothing anybody could do to stop it. What would you do? How would you spend that last day?”

Tammy’s eyebrows knitted together as she thought. It was a feature that Jim had always found endearing. She paused for several moments before answering him.

“Well, I’d want to see my parents, I guess. But mostly, I’d just want to spend time with Danny and you.”

“What about your friends, and… Anthony?”

“Well, if it’s the end of the world, I’m sure they’d have their own people they’d want to say goodbye to. I’d rather spend it with you and Danny.”

“Me, too.” Jim smiled. “You know, Tammy, I’ve been thinking. I—”

“I’m ready, Daddy!”

Danny dashed down the hallway and into the living room and jumped into Jim’s lap. He’d done a good job brushing his teeth and putting on his pants, but his shoes were on the wrong feet and his shirt was on backwards. Laughing, Jim helped him out. Tammy walked over, sat down on the couch next to them, and assisted. Jim caught a whiff of her shampoo, and Danny’s unique little boy smell, and sighed. He closed his eyes, feeling the warmth of them both so close to him. Samhain trotted over, eager for attention as well. Snuffling, he slipped his head under Jim’s hand. Jim scratched his ears obligingly.

If this was how the world ended, he thought, that would be just fine. How about it, Lord? Any chance you could end the world today?

“I know that look,” Tammy said.

“What look?”

“The one on your face right now. The one that says you’re thinking about something.”

Jim smiled. “I was just thinking about prayers.”

“Since when did you become religious?”

“It’s never too late to change.”

“Unless it’s the end of the world,” Tammy teased.

“There will come a time when you believe everything is finished,” Jim said. “That will be the beginning.”

“Who wrote that?”

“Louis L’Amour.” He turned to Danny. “Come on, kiddo. Let’s get going. Don’t want to miss anything.”
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Mission Viejo, California

The first thing Rick Sycheck did every morning before he got dressed for work was turn on the morning news.

With the coffee pot burbling in the kitchen and Robin Meade’s voice relating the latest disaster in the world, Rick showered and shaved. He noted the gray in his beard stubble and his thinning hair. Noted the paunch of his belly, the flab of his legs. He looked like shit. He felt fine physically most of the time. But when he had to do anything strenuous like climbing a flight of steps or doing any physical activity like yard work or taking out the garbage or walking their German Shepard, Princess, he got short-winded. Chalk that up to being eighty pounds overweight. That’s what happens when you spend twenty-five years sitting behind a computer terminal.

Rick was forty-seven years old. He was married to Jeanette and they had two children, Richard Jr. and Melody. Being that it was summer vacation, both kids were out of the house a lot. Richard was going to be a senior in Mission Viejo High school this fall. Melody would be entering the eighth grade. Jeanette worked as a consultant for Deloitte and Touche and was on the road a lot. This week she was headquartered somewhere in central Pennsylvania. Rick didn’t remember the name of the city, but he thought it had something to do with the Amish. York? Lancaster? He wasn’t sure. His father had family back in Philadelphia and he remembered a family visit out there years ago, when he was a kid. He hadn’t been back there in years. Pennsylvania had become Jeanette’s second home as of late. Rick hated it when she was gone.

When Rick was finished with shaving, he fed the dog and then got dressed for work, selecting one of two dozen similar pairs of trousers and button-down shirts from the large walk-in closet he shared with Jeanette. He selected a tie. As he stood at the vanity mirror putting the final touch on his corporate attire, he thought about what he was going to do this evening. Jeanette wasn’t due back home until Friday. Today was Wednesday. The kids were staying with their friends, Paul and Mary Bryant. The Bryant family used to live a few blocks away but had moved to Palos Verdes, which was about an hour’s commute north, during the last week of school. Richard and Melody had spent every weekend with Paul and Mary ever since the move, which Rick could understand. But with his kids gone so much, and his wife on the road so much, the house was lonely, even with Princess’s company. He would call the kids at Paul and Mary Bryant’s home today and tell them he wanted them home by five p.m. Friday afternoon. They would head out to pick Jeanette up from John Wayne Airport in Irvine and take her out to dinner—Houston’s Steak House maybe. Then they would spend the weekend together. Rick loved his family, and spending so much time apart with them was tearing at him. Jeanette wasn’t happy about being on the road so much, but what else could they do? This damn economy was in the shitter. Technically it was getting better, but Rick and Jeanette were still trying to dig themselves out of debt from Jeanette’s layoff from two years ago. That had really hurt them.

As Rick entered the bedroom something on the news caught his ear. “…three people were killed last night in Huntington Beach, California when large crab creatures attacked several beach goers.”

What? Rick stopped, turned toward the TV.

One of the local newscasters was reporting from a video-feed through CNN’s Atlanta headquarters. Rick recognized him. He sat down on the edge of the unmade bed, stunned.

“Robin, last night this beach community was terrorized by something out of a horror movie,” the male newscaster said. He was standing on the strand, the ocean behind him. The sky was blue; perfect Southern California weather. The beach looked deserted. “Shortly before eight-thirty last night, three people lost their lives when a giant crab species currently unknown to modern science washed ashore—and wreaked havoc.”

There was a cut to previously taped footage along with a voice over narration from the local newscaster. Rick watched in stunned silence. According to the report, the three people died from blood loss and massive trauma. The Huntington Beach Police Department had evacuated the beach, the pier, and the three-block downtown area. As footage from last night came into view, Rick felt a sense of nostalgia. He recalled moments from his youth in Huntington Beach. He’d moved to the area with his family shortly after high school from Los Angeles. Dad’s company had been moved to a larger facility in Costa Mesa and they’d moved to cut down on commuting costs. Rick was working at the company by then too, as a clerk. It wasn’t a job he particularly enjoyed, but it paid him money and it made his parents happy. When he wasn’t at work, he spent time at the beach. Huntington Beach was his spot.

The news wasn’t very forthcoming with information. The names and identities of the victims were being withheld until notification of next of kin. As for the creatures themselves, officials were being very tight-lipped about it. “All I can say is that we’re examining the remains now,” a middle-aged male marine biologist was saying; he was being recorded live from Long Beach. “The only thing I can confirm is that, yes, they are a completely unknown species.”

The local newscaster came back on. “It was also reported that there was an incident earlier that day on the pier when a fisherman caught a similar creature. That man is listed in critical condition at Huntington Memorial hospital. Witnesses to that incident reported that the creature—said to be a cross between a lobster and a scorpion—either stung or severed the man’s left arm. Back to you in Atlanta, Robin.”

Robin Meade looked grave. “Thank you for that story, Bill.” The camera angle changed to a frontal view and when Robin began reporting on President Anthony Genova’s new budget, Rick turned the TV off.

He sat on the bed, his mind racing. Princess hopped up on the bed with him, seeking attention. He petted her absentmindedly, his mind still on the news report. Previously unknown species? A cross between a lobster and a scorpion? Something about this story fascinated him and he didn’t have the slightest idea why.

Rick got to his feet. He crossed the bedroom, found a pair of slip-on dress shoes and put them on. He exited the bedroom and was just about to head downstairs when he paused at the spare bedroom that had been converted to his study.

He couldn’t explain why the news story captivated him so much. It almost sounded like something he’d read—but he was confident he’d never read a novel or a short story with a plot that involved lobster-scorpion hybrids that killed people. He’d read a lot of horror novels; had a good memory for what he’d read. And he was confident such a novel didn’t exist.

Rick stepped into the study. The only wall not taken up by bookshelves was the one directly opposite the doorway—a small but comfortable reading chair and end table was positioned by the window.

The other three walls were lined with bookshelves.

Floor to ceiling bookshelves containing a collection of horror, dark fantasy, and science fiction he’d been building since he was sixteen years old. One wall held nothing but rare hardcovers—volumes by Bradbury, Bloch, Lovecraft, Wellman, Long, and Derleth from Arkham House; Etchison, Campbell, Barker, Wagner, Nolan, Matheson (father and son), Shirley, and Blumlein from Scream/Press. Martin, McCammon, Garton, Lansdale, Koontz, and Schow from Dark Harvest Press. And that was just material from classic small press imprints from the so-called horror boom of the 1980’s. He also had key volumes from some of the latest small presses, as well as expensive limited signed editions by Barker, King, Grant, Lee, Ketchum, and Laymon in a special case with glass doors. Another wall of bookshelves held nothing but mass-market paperbacks from the 1940’s through the latest pulpy mid-list titles. The walk-in closet held even more treasures—white cardboard boxes stacked row upon row consisting of files of hundreds of comic books, pulps, and science fiction magazines.

Rick stood in the room, taking in his collection. In another life he could have been a writer of this kind of material. He’d certainly had dreams of it at one point, at a younger age. He’d doodled on a few stories back then, poor imitations of the great stuff he was reading in the leading anthologies of the day. Rather than follow his heart and his muse, he’d done what was expected of him by his parents and society in general—he’d buckled down and concentrated on his job at the company his father had worked at for over twenty-five years himself—insurance giant Free State Insurance.

He’d left the window in the study open a crack last night to let in the evening breeze. He crossed the room to close it, latching it. He paused, surveying the room again. He’d read every book in this room, some of them twice. Knew every story plot and synopsis. And even though the news story he’d heard had a throb of déjà vu in it, he was absolutely certain it did not resemble any fictionalized story he’d ever read. He took a step toward the paperbacks and ran his finger along the spines, searching among the alphabetized authors last names. He had three of Guy N. Smith’s infamous ‘Crab’ novels—slim novels about giant crabs coming ashore in Wales and chowing down on the human population. Fun escapist reading, but nothing like what the news journalists were reporting.

Rick sighed, cast another look around the room. He glanced at his watch. Time to go. A few minutes later Rick left for work, hoping he’d have enough down time during his workday to do some research on the news story.
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Venice Beach, California

Sparky was kicking it along the low brick wall that lined the strand when Doc and Joker showed up. He saw them pull the 1957 Chevrolet Impala in the parking lot behind Stan’s Surf Shop. Sparky grinned. Joker kept that Impala cherry. It was fire-engine red with real chrome rims, white leather interior and fringe along the interior ceiling. The hydraulic system was powered by eight batteries in the trunk. It was a bad ass ride. Joker had gotten it from his old man, Flaco, who was doing twenty to life in San Quentin on a second-degree murder charge. In Flaco’s time he’d cruised the streets blasting the classics—the Platters, Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers, all that good 1950’s shit. Weird that guys from Flaco’s generation, homies who came up in the late 1970s and early 1980s, had been into music from a past generation. The way Joker told it, his old man went from the crooners to the hardcore West Coast rappers like NWA and Ice T without missing a beat.

“How’s it going, little dude!” Joker called out. Sparky raised his right hand and waved as his old friends meandered slowly to the strand, weaving their way between the other characters—the rollerskaters, skateboarders, the chicks strolling along in their low-slung jeans, the gangsta wanna-be’s in their baggy shorts, the jack-offs who thought they were tough shit walking around with pit bulls on thick stud-and-chain collars, the hippies scattered here and there doing their hippie thing, playing guitars, harmonica, painting pictures, selling t-shirts, discreetly selling grass and mushrooms. Venice Beach was a colorful place. The most colorful place in the heart of Dogtown.

Joker held his right hand up for a power shake and Sparky stood up. The two men clasped hands and embraced, slapping each other’s backs. “Long time, homie, long time,” Joker said. “How you been?”

“I been good,” Sparky said.

Doc grinned at him from behind mirrored shades. His weathered face was framed by a long goatee that was more gray than the black from when Sparky had known him back in the day. “How’s it going, Doc?” Sparky asked the grizzled veteran of the streets.

“It’s going,” Doc said, powershake, embrace, back slap. “You look good, homes. What they feed you in Arizona State Penn?”

“The same slop they feed you in Chino and San Quentin,” Sparky said.

“I wouldn’t know that, homes,” Doc said. Unlike Joker, he was dressed down. Joker was dressed out to the max—tan khaki slacks that were pressed so tight the creases practically gleamed with their sharpness, white sleeveless t-shirt, red plaid long-sleeved shirt over it like a billowy jacket, black dress shoes. Even Joker’s walk was low rider all the way. Doc, on the other hand, was dressed like he just came off from a construction job site—blue jeans, ratty white t-shirt, blue work shirt unbuttoned, tan workboats. He wore a blue bandana over his head, tied in the back. The only thing that told you he was from the bad streets of Dogtown was the way he carried himself; it was in the way he walked with a slinking approach mixed with a cool attitude and a wary size-you-up appraisal. If you were a rival you recognized that look even with the casual dress. If you were a normal citizen, you simply thought Doc was a blue-collar veteran.

Sparky cast a casual glance at the action on the beach, noticed the two beat cops two thousand feet down the strand and turned to his friends. He nodded at Joker. “You clean, homes?”

“Clean as the day I was born, homie!” Joker said, spreading his hands out and grinning.

“We clean,” Doc said. He was grinning, his gaze centered on Sparky. “Don’t worry about those two cops. This won’t take long.”

Sparky
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