
[image: ]

The Ocean Within

Leviathan Dawn Book Four

––––––––
[image: ]


J.A. Johnson & K.G. McAbee

THE OCEAN WITHIN: Leviathan Dawn Book Four by J.A. Johnson & K.G. McAbee

This is a work of fiction. While reference may be made to actual historical events or existing locations, the characters, incidents, and dialogs are products of the author’s vivid and, admittedly, quite often disturbing imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. If you notice any resemblance, please do let us know. We’d like to meet them.

Book copyright © 2025 by J.A. Johnson & K.G. McAbee

Cover created by ChatGPT and copyright 2025 by J.A. Johnson

This book was previously published

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the publisher except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. 

Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Deep Sea Interlude

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Epilogue

About the writers

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Ocean Within

[image: ]


Leviathan Dawn Book Four

––––––––
[image: ]


Chapter 1

––––––––
[image: ]


Gwen and the others stood in front of the wide doors to the major Nereus III sub bay as they waited for the heavy panels to slide open. She and her team were all wet and bedraggled and, if Gwen was honest, they stank; not surprising, after their slide through flesh and viscera down what little Pania called the ‘food dropper’. 

Food for what, Gwen wasn’t sure she wanted to know. 

Still, it had all been worth it, she thought: the years of pain and worry after her daughter had been stolen from her. The constant searching, only to come up short time after time. Until at last, they’d found the threads to lead them to their ultimate goal: the tiny girl now nestled in Gwen’s arms—complete with an even tinier octopus, nestled in a two-liter drink bottle. 

Gwen took a quick glance around, making sure they were all there, then smiled at herself. She never would have thought, before she’d gotten mixed up in this incredible adventure, that she’d find such friends, friends willing to go through so much for her sake. And Carter—her eyes lingered longest on him. Her handsome Māori, with his cheerful, loving nature. Now that their daughter had been found, they could be a family at long last. She was truly blessed.

Spider, muttering under his breath as his scrawny fingers danced over the keyboard of his ever-present laptop, gave a soft cry of triumph.

The doors slid open.

Gwen hitched her daughter higher on her hip and took a step forward.

“No!” Carter said as he grabbed her arm.

There, in the sub bay where they had expected to find Del and the crew of the Orion awaiting them, ready to take them all away from this nightmare called Nereus III, stood another, even greater, even more unexpected nightmare. 

“Hello, Lando, my darling boy. I sense you are surprised to see me, da?” asked a thin woman in black coveralls. She was leaning against a crate, one side of her face lifted in a sardonic grin. 

“Impossible!” Lando hissed. “You are dead! I saw your sub explode.”

“So did I,” Gwen said through her disbelief.

“Likewise,” added Carter. 

Dr. Stasya Gorodina smile coldly. “And yet, here I am.” She was flanked by a dozen brutish looking and heavily armed toughs, all in black. Yet as unnerving as her henchmen might be, nothing could ever be as frightful as Gorodina herself—even the travesty that had been Demere paled in comparison. The Russian geneticist had clearly survived the explosion of her mini-sub when she’d been escaping from the implosion of the Nereus I, but the woman had not managed to cheat death unscathed.

Her left eye was a lifeless white orb nestled in a bed of thick scars. Above her ruined eye, a piece of metal, possibly shrapnel from the sub explosion, jutted out from her forehead like some uncanny fin. 

“Demere has escaped me, no? It is no matter. I will find him. I will find him, you can be sure,” Gorodina said, almost as though speaking to herself. But then she laid eyes upon Gwen and her precious burden.

A chill crackled up Gwen’s spine as she realized that Gorodina wasn’t looking at her; her icy gaze was locked like a laser onto Pania. 

Gorodina’s lips twisted in a predatory smile. “I know who you are, rypka, my little fish. I have heard all about you and I have such plans for you as you cannot imagine.” Then the wicked smile vanished. “Sasha!” She snapped at the man to her right. “Kill them all. But bring the little fish to me unharmed!”

The man called Sasha barked something to his companions and their weapons were all brought to bear as one.

Suddenly, a thick, transparent barrier dropped from the ceiling, shutting the sub bay off from the station. From the other side could be heard the muffled reports of gunfire. A round of bullets flew, creating impact craters in the heavy polymer divide. The ricocheting bullets sent the Russian scientist’s men ducking for cover, though Gorodina herself stood glaring at Gwen and the others like a statue possessed. 

“Crikey!” Spider cursed. “My bad. That was supposed to be the regular door. I accidentally lowered the flood barrier.” 

“Let me guess,” Gwen said. “We should probably get out of here before they blast their way through it.”

“I got us a place to hide!” Steve yelped. “Follow me!”
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“Hey, cap’n, we need to get closer to...whatever that is.” Manda Adams waved a hand at the scene displayed on the Orion’s forward viewscreen. “I mean, we knew the Nereus III wasn’t going to look like any of our own habitats, or even the original one, but whoa. That thing is seriously odd. Are those weird looking tubes issuing out the port side? Cause to me, they look more like...tentacles? Del, please tell me they’re not tentacles.” She took a deep breath. “Still, we do have to get closer; we can’t evacuate Lando and the others from all the way out here.”

Del Andrede nodded at his co-pilot. “I know. But you heard that last message from Spider. They won’t be down to the sub bay for a while yet. And...”

The advanced submarine shifted to one side, seized and shaken like a puppy by a sudden current. Manda grabbed hold of her seat, her eyes wide in shock, as a sinuous creature rose from the murky depths below, far enough away not to notice them immediately but definitely near enough to be terrifying.

“Okay, Del, you told me there was a kraken and I told you you were crazy, even after I saw the videos. Remind me to never take a sleeping pill and lock myself into my cabin again. You get into way too much trouble without me.”

Del eyed his co-pilot as he wrestled with the controls. She’d been confined to her cabin with a raging fever some time before they had indeed run into—quite literally—a huge octopus. What a time for her to be out of commission. Even now, after her fever finally broke and she at last seemed to be on the mend, he was worried. She was on her feet—shaky, though she seemed to be her usual competent self—but he knew she should be resting for at least another week—in fact, when it came down to it, she shouldn’t be here. But he had no choice. He needed her. They all needed her.

“You had to get some rest. And I wish you still could. But hey, somebody has to help me rescue our people and, aside from the fact that we’re almost the only command crew left onboard, we’re the only two capable of piloting the Orion. And, as I believe you noticed: kraken?”

Manda still had a dazed look on her thin, pale face. They both eyed the huge octopus that was still languidly drifting up from the murky depths below. It ignored the Orion completely, if it even noticed the big sub at all—which was lucky, since the last time Del had seen it, the tentacled monster was trapped under a toppled volcanic vent in the deep ocean—a vent the Orion was directly responsible for toppling. Now, though, instead of looking for payback, the octopus appeared to be ignoring them and approaching the massive bulk of Nereus III instead.

“I think we need to try out that zoom program Spider installed in our outer camera array,” Manda said as she hit a battery of switches. At once, it looked like the giant cephalopod jumped closer—and they involuntarily pressed back in their seats. They both watched, entranced, as the huge creature grew nearer to the bulk of the Nereus III undersea station. And at this magnification, Del could indeed see on the station what looked uneasily like tentacles wrapping the station itself. Tubes, they must be, he told himself. 

But himself wasn’t having any of it. 

“Wait, what’s that?” Del asked, leaning forward in the captain’s chair. 

“It looks like...” Manda hit more switches and the display grew even clearer, “...and it is. Del, that’s a...those are...are you seeing two people out there, or am I delirious again?”

Del nodded. “Uh, yes, Manda. I’m seeing two people. With no dry suits. Hell, they don’t even appear to have basic scuba gear. At these temperatures, they should be...”

“They’re swimming towards the giant octopus,” Manda breathed. 

“And it’s swimming towards them,” Del added. 

Manda leaned back in the copilot’s seat and turned to face Del. “You’d tell me if I was seeing things, right?”

“If you’re seeing things, then so am I.” 

They watched, entranced, as two tiny figures—one easily twice the size of the other, but both dwarfed by the gigantic cephalopod—swam easily under the ice, through the frigid waters of the Arctic Ocean, almost as if they didn’t feel the cold. Almost as if they were sporting about in shallow, warm Caribbean waters. 

Del shook his head as he tried to throw off the paralysis that seemed to have struck him. “Okay, Manda, we need to do one thing, right now.”

“Yes, we do. Uh, what is that exactly?”

“We need to tag that thing so we can track it.”

“You’re right. Of course we do,” Manda babbled. “We need to track the big octopod that appears to be very well acquainted with those two impossible people swimming RIGHT. UP. TO. IT! OH MY GOD IT’S GRABBING THEM!”

Del ignored her as he rose from his seat and went to another bank of controls. He punched buttons and watched as a tiny torpedo shot out from their forward battery, streaking through the icy waters towards the giant octopus. He counted silently one, two, three, four, and gave a soft, unconscious gasp as the minute projectile hit dead center of the huge creature’s head. The octopus didn’t even seem to notice; not surprising, since it probably made less of an impact than a gnat hitting a human. To be safe, Del sent out another; this one also hit the creature.

The display in front of him beeped once, twice, before settling into a quiet, steady series of beeps as the tags immediately began transmitting information to the Orion’s computer.

While he’d been tagging the beast, he’d watched with half his attention as the two tiny figures disappeared inside the folds of the cephalopod’s huge body, which it seemed to wrap around them as tenderly as a mother wrapping her infant in a thick blanket. With a shiver of what looked like satisfaction, the octopus pirouetted along its axis and headed into the depths.

“Well, that’s something you don’t see every day,” Manda breathed. She rose shakily to her feet. “I’ll be right back, Del. Suddenly, I have a strong desire to visit the head.”

Del was afraid she might have had a relapse, but she returned in a few minutes, paler and shakier than before. 

“Okay?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said. “Something must have...disagreed with me is all. So, what’d I miss? And please don’t tell me it was something else I won’t believe it, whatever it was, okay?”

“Oh, this is entirely believable,” he said, pointing to a display on the main panel in front of them. “I’m glad we kept the cameras trained on the Nereus III. Look.”

Manda collapsed into her seat, then sat back up in excitement. “Hey, that’s a mini-sub! Finally, something normal at last. I assume it just left the Nereus? Think it might be some of our guys?”

“It launched just a few moments ago, and it’s nowhere near big enough to hold all our people; looks like a two-seater to me, three in a pinch. Let’s see what we can find out.” Del opened hailing frequencies. “Ahoy the mini-sub. Identify yourself.”

<N 94-7, out of the Nereus III Subsea Station.> came the reply. <We had no idea anyone was near. We are low on fuel and in distress. Request immediate assistance.> Then a brief pause and: <May...may I ask for your identification?>

“Do you want assistance or do you want our name?” Del asked with a grin at Manda.

Silence. Then: <Apologies. Please disregard. May we have your assistance? Please?>

“Roger that,” Del answered. “Please come in on this heading.” He disconnected the frequency and said, “Manda, you okay here for a bit? I’ll go down to the docking bay and see who this guy is.”

Manda nodded. “I’m good. Get a tech or three for backup.”

“You know I will,” he said as he headed out.

* *   
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The bay cover ratcheted open and the tiny sub rose in its center, bobbing in the icy black waters. Del motioned to the two techs to flank him on either side, both of them armed. The top of the sub opened up and a man stood up, his hands raised. He clambered out and turned to help a woman out behind him. Then they both turned to face Del.

“Captain Elliot Grant,” the man said, his thin, exhausted face held in stony stillness. “My XO, Commander Cassandra Horvac.” 

“And the name of the ship you command, captain?” Del asked. 

The man paused, his mouth in a firm line as he looked hard into Del’s eyes. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Deep Sea Interlude
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Three Days from the Nereus Sub-Sea Station

The huge cephalopod flowed through the icy waters of the Arctic, heading south, ever south. Within its cavernous body, two smaller creatures rested after their exertions.

The bigger creature, a male, long and lean with eyes as dark as death, floated quiescent in the fleshy cavern within the octopus’ mass, as violent changes erupted throughout his body. It morphed, it changed. Tentacles protruded and withdrew. Spikes burst forth, puncturing thickening skin, which closed over and healed at once when the spikes retreated. The head elongated, long teeth protruding from the wide mouth, then snapped back to its original shape. The sound of bones snapping, of flesh tearing, rippled through the octopus’ bulk in waves of agony. 

The smaller creature, female, watched in fascination as she nibbled on a still-living fish, smacking her thin lips in satisfaction. He deserves it, she thought as the wiggling fish, not realizing yet it was past all help, tried to escape. And, oh, I hope it hurts as much as it looks like it does. No. More. Much more.

Doctor Morten Demere, the male had once been, and would be again. Or so Demere hoped as his body went through its constant metamorphosis. He had not chosen this change; it had been forced

on him by a traitor in his ranks. She had paid the price for betrayal with her life. Sadly, not by his hand but by her daughter’s—the girl with him now, watching with such glee as he suffered. 

Yes, Doctor Priscilla Evans had paid. Now Demere was paying as well. 

But in the end, it would be worth it. 

In the end, he would rule.

If he didn’t die first...
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Del repeated his question. “And the name of the ship you command, captain?” 

Elliot Grant examined the man who held him and Horvac at gunpoint, wondering what reply he should make to that question. What if, at last, he told the truth? It had been so long, the desire to do so had become almost overwhelming. This wasn’t Demere or any of his goons. This was a man who wore command easily on his broad shoulders. His dark face looked determined and controlled, but the eyes, a darker brown, looked as if they could still smile.

Grant couldn’t remember the last time he’d even felt like smiling. And he didn’t dare tell the truth, not yet, not until he knew more. So he settled for a partial truth.

“Captain of the Nereus III Sub-Sea Station,” he said. “My executive officer and I have, uh, been forced to abandon our ship.” He glanced at Horvac, her face bleached of all color, one arm holding the other tightly to her chest. “She was hurt. We appreciate...the rescue,” he finished, fighting down the urge to tell this man before him everything. Tell him the whole story. 

“Is the Nereus...is your ship in danger of sinking?” rapped the man with the gun unwaveringly held pointed at Grant’s heart. 

When Grant hesitated, choosing his words, the man continued impatiently:

“I need to know, damn you! I have people on that boat!”

Grant shook his head. “No. No immediate danger.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “Not of sinking, at least.”

“Danger?” came a weird, strained voice, and Grant was astonished to hear it come from Commander Cassandra Horvac’s throat. The woman had been his rock, his right hand.

Yet now, what she had seen, what they had gone through in the last twelve hours, had turned her into a shadow of her former competent self.

“Of sinking?” she said, her voice high-pitched, grating. “Oh, no. Nereus won’t sink. She won’t sink. She’ll just swim away with all her monsters. Nereus is alive. She’s alive!” Horvac crumpled. Grant barely caught her before she hit the deck of the sub bay, still wet from the wash of their tiny mini-sub.

“Captain, I can see your XO needs some medical care,” the man with the gun said calmly, as if hysterical sailors were his specialty. He nodded at the two crewmembers with him. They came forward and, while the woman stayed back with her weapon trained on Grant, the man retrieved Horvac from Grant’s arms, shrugged her easily over one broad shoulder and left the sub-bay at a brisk trot.

At no time would Grant have been able to try anything. These people, whoever they were, were certainly well-trained.

“Now, Captain Grant,” said their leader. “Apologies, but I’m afraid you’re going to have to be restrained.”

Grant held his arms behind his back without a word. The woman snugged wide
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