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Though it was the height of tourist season, the beaches were closed. The canted umbrellas of seasons past with their gay colors and lounging owners were gone, leaving only bottles and cans and a few forgotten sand buckets, which poked up here and there from the smothered shore like broken, scattered tombstones. The billboards along the promenade had long since fallen into disrepair; now they appeared stripped and worn down in the withering sun, their images of soft drinks and gyros peeling. Even "Shady the Sea-monster" seemed to frown, as if the greedy black tide and the oily spray had finally killed what the skeptics couldn't—his ability to feed the imagination.

Before the oil spill the residents had relied on natural means to purge the beaches of waste. After all, for the ambitious scavenger, food could be found there. But since the disaster the number of visiting sea birds had dropped steadily, until, at last, the squawking throngs had all but vanished.

Only the Cathode Ray Cafe, the dingy backside of which extended onto the pier ("As if it were taking a shit in the ocean, someone had once said), and its "Wor1d Famous" clams remained. Though the smoky aromas wafting from its vents now [image: image]were of pig fat and lard, not clams. And those had to compete with the stench of crude oil.

Still, Wen Tsui smiled as he flipped rows of bacon with quick twists of his wrist. The Seattle Mariners were scheduled to play the Boston Red Sox this morning, and his was the only watering-hole in town with a projection TV. Business would be good. Cold beer and cash would flow like white water, and his American Dream would survive another day. Already five orders of hash-browns, crisp bacon, and poached eggs sat in the window, steaming.

"Order up, Sian!" he called.

A barely pubescent girl appeared at the opposite side, gathering up three of the plates. She delivered them to a group in the corner, all men, woolly and rough-looking. Hunters one might have assumed, had it been hunting season. The men were watching The War of the Worlds on Wen's projection TV. They were chuckling as a spindly-necked Martian War Machine fired upon two yokels, reducing them to smoking pork rinds with its Death Ray.

"Holy mother of Christ," muttered one of the men, the youngest. "Martian fuckin' War Machine. That's what time it is."

"Lonny, shut the fuck up."

The girl twisted sideways as she sat the plates down. She wore a Mandarin Red miniskirt—rules of the house—short enough to cause a stir whenever she wiped tables. Her child's face was made-up Geisha-style. As she turned from the booth, one of the men pinched her buttocks.

The man had dark stupid eyes and a handlebar mustache, parts of which drooped into his mouth like Whore's Hair Moss in swamp water. Sian didn't say anything, just kept walking. The man laughed.

Wen watched his daughter. Business will be good, he told himself.

There was an enormous crash out back. Steel against wood, as if a boat had collided with the pier. He went to the back door and swung it open.

He saw the massive, filthy-yellow city dumpster first, sprawled upon its side at the edge of the dock. It lay just within the building's shadow, shitting green-brown garbage into the already polluted water.

A cool breeze blew in from the Pacific, causing the sweat along his forehead to chill. He turned away, peering over the low roof, toward the East. The summer sky was azure, draped in frilly clouds. In it the sun climbed its great bell curve, tracing those clouds in gold. He squinted in the glare.

A breeze, yes. But a wind, a superstorm magnitude gale capable of knocking his dumpster over? Hardly.

He turned back toward the dock, the pilings of which pretty much supported the cafe, and peered into the shadows.

There was something else. Assimilation came grudgingly. He realized the dumpster and the sea were joined as if by a ribbon. It was huge, this ribbon, curving up from the water's surface to vanish into the container. It shifted, lolling, sunlight glittering along its length. It was painted in Alaskan crude. It was big, whatever it was, and alive.

Wen squinted, suppressing a shudder. He inched forward, his corduroy slippers brushing over the planks, and wrinkled his nose. It wasn't the pungent musk of rotted fish or withered greens which assailed him; he was familiar with those. Nor was it the gaseous stench of oil. It was something else, something new. He came to suspect the thing was some sort of eel, albeit a huge one. But after he'd drawn close enough almost to touch it, he knew it was no such thing, and his heart nearly stopped.

Trembling, he peered around the dumpster's rim.

The creature spun upon him, dropping a limp cod from its mouth. It hissed, opening like a black rosebud, showing spiny teeth and a white palate, which flashed toward his face.

He felt its hot breath on his cheeks for an instant and leapt back. The thing's snout collided with the bin's wall. The little man fled flailing and scrambling back into the building.

Crouched inside the entrance, holding the door ajar, Wen peered through the tiny gap. He watched the dumpster scoot this way and that. His heart knocked in his chest, a worn piston in an enduring engine. The thing foraged, ignoring him.

He shut the door.

The man stood, wavering. He reached out a questing, trembling hand and found the dicing table, propped himself against it.

He had never believed in the fabled sea-monster of the Sound—so-called "Shady." Had always thought it a simple ploy to draw tourists—which it had, by the thousands, before the spill. He'd never jumped on the bandwagon, hadn't needed to, because his clams were well-known.

Were. The spill had virtually wiped out his tourist trade. He froze. The serpent's flashing teeth still stung his retinas. Its horrid smell still lingered in his nostrils. But he was beginning to smell something more, as well. Opportunity.

He began shouting—in Chinese, for fear of alarming his customers. His boy, Chin, was first to respond, leaning from the walk-in freezer, empty cardboard box dangling from his hand. His wife, Sui-Ki, and Sian followed, bursting into the room, metal doors flapping behind.

The kitchen became a bilingual bush-blaze, the mania of which could be heard from the dining room.

"These gooks, fucking crazy," said the man with the handlebar mustache. His name was Ben Lewis, but everyone just called him "Handlebar."

Back in the kitchen, Sui-Ki retrieved her husband's camera. He took it from her, returning to the back door. He eased it open as the others crowded behind him.

The dumpster had moved, was moving. It was closer to the building and was being nudged still closer. The Tsuis shuffled back—then forward again. The boy moved to speak, was waved to silence. Sweat beaded along Wen's forehead. He glared at the dumpster. It was crawling at them like a huge, yellow bug.

He fondled the camera, his jittery fingers tracing its surface. That he might botch the shot was too much to bear. He spun the camera in his hands: checking focus, adjusting the aperture, removing the lens cap. Suddenly it was no longer in his grip, he was clutching dead air.

The animal reared its head as the Nikon hit the deck. It lifted it just past the top of the bin, jerking to one side as if looking away.

Nobody moved. For an instant Wen wondered why the creature hadn't seen them. Then he realized it did see them, indeed, was seeing them. It was watching them right now. Like a snake or a whale, it would have little if any binocular vision. He could just make out its little black lens peeking at him over the dumpster's lid, unblinking.

Wen Tsui reached for the camera slowly.

The serpent snapped face-forward, hissing, and reared up. Everyone shuffled back. From this view its head seemed flatter, more menacing, the narrow snout widening into a broad, mighty-jawed skull. It rose, barring shark-like teeth—up and up like a cobra. At the same time the polluted quay convulsed, black brine splashed, and a huge flipper, tall as a man, broke surface; sunlight danced along its crude contour as it rolled like a log in the water, and was gone.

The thing barked at the sky like a loon. The sun dipped behind a cloud.

Sian screamed.

Again, the hunter-types heard it from the dining room.

"Some service," someone said. "My coffee's getting cold."

"Sounds like a fuckin' COPS episode back there," said Handlebar.

"Maybe you shouldn't have pinched his daughter’s ass," said someone else.

Outside, the black serpent hovered. Watching.

Wen watched, too, peering at it from inside the doorway. The blood raced through his veins. Only a few feet away his camera lay ... gleaming at him. He took a deep breath.

Daunted but still obsessed, he inched forward again. Sul-Ki rattled on in worried Chinese, groping at his slender arm. He mumbled something in reply and pulled away from her, continued toward the camera.

Again the sea-beast turned an eye on him, grunted. Wen paused, wavering. He glanced from his camera to the creature.

The thing opened its mouth and a thin hiss escaped. It began swaying from side to side, little head bobbing.

Wen lunged for the camera.

Handlebar said: "He shouldn't dress her like that, and maybe I wouldn't."

There was a hissing and a whistling of wind. The monster's head flashed forward and down—a blurred, black arrow. Wen snatched up the camera, spun on his heels, and dove into the arms of his family. The serpent's jaws snapped shut at his back.

They pulled him into the building, dragging him—as he fought furiously—into the kitchen. "No!" he shouted. He tore away from them.

He scrambled to the door. Stepping outside, he leveled the camera at the beast.

It rocked back as if to strike, hissed. His wife began screaming, "Wen! Wen!"

He snapped the picture.

For a nanosecond the shadows lit up with blue-white light. He saw a dark eye twinkle, the head rear back, and heard the water break as an enormous tail swung up. It impacted against a light pole, breaking the mounts, causing it to sway. The lines attached to it snapped taught. A pole near the cafe toppled, twisting.

The serpent shrieked.

The window beside the hunter-types shattered as the top of the pole fell through it and crashed upon the table in a shower of sparks. The men dove from their chairs. They covered their heads as glass skipped and plinked from the sill, plopping into coffee, landing in egg
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