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Foreword to the 2011 Edition



This is the sixth edition of Clickers to see print (seventh if you count the recent, and brief, eBook appearance from Mundania Press … more on that in a moment). It is my first published novel, and has been in print consistently since its original publication as an eBook in 1999.

Editions prior to the Delirium reissues in 2006-2008 were riddled with varying degrees of typos and bad copy-editing. Some of the fault is mine. I was still green, more concerned with being published and making sure the story was king than with proper grammar and punctuation. Don’t get me wrong—grammar and punctuation was important to me, and I took it seriously. But back then, my method of correcting and proofing my own work was radically different than it is today. Back then I had no copyeditors, proofreaders, or pre-readers. It was all me. I would write it, revise, edit, do the best I could with proofing, then send my work out with fingers crossed. Most of the time it was rejected, but sometimes I was able to place my work.

The original eBook edition by Hard Shell Word Factory wasn’t proofed or copy-edited very well. My editor there made some good suggestions for revisions to the story (including the ending … the original ending Mark and I wrote was included in the limited-edition Delirium published). But when it came to a detailed line-edit, the ball was dropped. I did my best on my end when I received the galleys, but I had read the book so many times that I was not the best judge. My old friend Richard Laymon helped me through the first third, but there were a lot of errors. I corrected as many as I could find and sent them off.

About half of those errors were corrected in the final version. When Hard Shell issued the book as a trade paperback six years later, I sent along a more polished copy but they never used it. Instead, they relied on that original error-ridden file.

The first trade paperback edition (from now defunct but much-missed DarkTales publications) was much cleaner. My editor there, Butch Miller, prided himself on being a grammar-Nazi and we were able to clean up much of the text. Still, a few things were missed, but for the most part, the DarkTales edition was pretty clean and typo free.

Ditto the Delirium editions. Enough time had passed by this time that I was a stronger copy-editor of my own stuff. Plus, I had a network of pre-readers and proofreaders to fall back on. Shane Ryan Staley had a great copy-editor too, so between all of us we got the job done right, for once. The Delirium trade paperback (and the preceding limited-edition hardcover) consisted of what I felt to be the corrected and preferred text of Clickers. I wish those few readers who had the misfortune to pick up the Hard Shell trade paperback had gone for this one instead.

The Mundania Press eBook is the more recent edition, and it was this edition that was the primary cause for rushing these new editions to print. Long story short—Mundania Press bought Hard Shell Word Factory and an employee at MobiPocket—a company that basically pushes out the various eBook formats to all the distributors and vendors—inadvertently put the entire Hard Shell catalog back into print, including titles in which the rights had reverted to the authors (of which Clickers was one).

Oops. You can imagine all the angry letters and emails the folks at Mundania got from authors angry that their work was available (in clear violation of copyright). I was one of them.

Because Clickers had enjoyed such a long and fruitful life and readers were still being introduced to it for the first time, many people downloaded the eBook edition when they discovered it available. Unfortunately for them, when MobiPocket transferred the files, they used the old error-ridden version from Hard Shell Word Factory. To make matters worse, somehow the text got even further mangled (probably during file transfers to create the Kindle file). The result was the first time I received feedback from fans telling me “I bought the eBook edition of Clickers but I couldn’t understand it.” The first such email sent me on an Internet search and that’s when I learned of the mishap. As a result, the Mundania Press eBook editions were recalled. If you are among those that bought a copy of this edition, my apologies.

If the Delirium edition was the unofficial corrected and preferred edition, this edition makes it official. Accept no substitutions. Typos be damned! Cheap and pulpy narrative … well, that stays. After all, first and foremost, Clickers is a pulp horror novel. It was not written with the intent to be considered great art or literature. It was written by two huge fans of pulp horror and 1950s SF/Horror B movies. It is an homage. Nothing more, nothing less. So grab the beverage of your choice, rustle up some buttered popcorn, turn on the light, and let’s travel to Phillipsport, Maine, where people are about to meet something rather nasty from the depths of the ocean.

J. F. Gonzalez

July 27, 2010

Altoona, PA

 


Prologue



North Atlantic Sea

October 20th

It was unusually cold that day.

The chilling wind licked at the surface of the water, causing frigid whitecaps on the churning waves. This section of the Atlantic, roughly fifty miles off the coast of Nova Scotia, was always cold, but never like this. Captain Kim Isaac had never seen the ocean behave this way in all his twenty years of experience at sea. It was just too weird.

Kim stood on the upper deck of the Lucky Mariner—a weathered fifty-six-foot Seine Boat that he’d bought ten years ago—as it crested a rising swell. A spray of foam splashed over the railing. The burst of cursing that rose from below told him that a good portion of his crew was drenched with the icy brine.

Kim gripped the metal railing and gazed out at the ocean. He took a long pull off his old walnut pipe, letting the scented smoke warm his lungs. His mood was pensive. This excursion had been plagued with unnatural occurrences from day one. After three days at sea, his crew of seven had hauled in less than seven hundred pounds of fish. Cod and herring were usually plentiful in these waters at this time of year. He had brought in nearly two tons of Cod on one trip alone last season, but now there was almost nothing. The ship’s cook, Danny Walters, told him that it could all be blamed on the overfishing. That was the rational explanation for it.

Directly above the main cabin, Kim heard his first mate, Dave Johnson, curse as he swung the wheel to avoid another swell that was rapidly approaching. The waves had been rising steadily during the past hour and the wind whipped from the north, blowing freezing cold air across the bow. The black mass of clouds from the east indicated that Mother Nature was going to bless them with a mighty storm. There had been nothing about it in the latest weather forecast. Kim shook his head in dismay. Great, just fucking great!

One of the crew sat in a skiff fifty yards out, maneuvering the far end of the gill nets. They had been dragging the nets for the past four hours and had come up with nothing—another oddity. Gill netting was constructed with a lighter gauge weave. It floated in the water, creating a purse-like shape that trapped fish in currents like the scoop of a shovel. The fishes’ gills got hooked in the netting and they couldn’t wiggle free because the rest of them would pile in behind, trapping the whole school. When you thought about it, it was pure torture.

But for some reason the fish were getting out this time. They were tearing themselves from the nets, leaving bloody strips of flesh and scales tangled in the weave. They were swimming madly, as if propelled by some unseen force. It had happened the day before as well. It was the first indication that this trip was in no way normal.

The second indication was when the bottom-dwellers had come up in the nets earlier that morning. Flounder, lamprey and others of their ilk were rarely seen by surface fishers. They preferred to stay on the ocean floor and suck up anything that happened to settle there. Usually they stayed far below the bottom edge of the nets.

Kim had stood on the deck and watched the men haul them up in disgust. Most of the bottom-dwellers were worthless on the open market except for the flounder and a few specialty fish. The creatures just seemed to spew up from the depths in an unending hoard, as if they were being driven up by … something.

Forty minutes after the first wave of bottom dwellers, one of the crew yelled that they’d caught a large lobster in the nets. They tried hauling it up but before they could bring it to the surface, the net was torn apart and the creature scurried away into the deep. A moment later, another was captured. And then another. And another.

Kim had hopped down to the lower deck to catch a glimpse and couldn’t believe what he saw; it was some type of crustacean, roughly three feet long. Its shell was deep red, darkening to black around the edges; its claws were a good foot long and serrated, making sharp little clicking sounds as it snapped at the net. Round, black marble eyes glared from long, wavering stalks. Its tail was segmented, tapering down to a needle protrusion that whispered stinging pain. In all, it resembled a cross between a mutant crab and a giant scorpion.

Kim saw the creature as the net came up in a spray of foam. The men beside him yelped in surprise as the thing clipped and wriggled through the net with a snap of its claws and slipped beneath the ocean’s surface. The cut section of net floated limply in the water.

Some of the crew helped Kim bring the net up and he held it in his weathered hands. The thing had snipped through it as neatly as scissors through string. Quite a feat, considering that this was a wire-based net built to withstand the power of thousands of pounds of thrashing fish. Kim watched the creatures periodically get caught, only to escape before the crew could drag them aboard. He tried getting Ralph Hodgson, the lead crew man, to shoot them with the high-powered rifle kept on board to fend off sharks and barracudas, but all his shots went wild or missed altogether due to the awful thrashing the boat was taking from the stormy sea.

His heart raced furiously. He looked out into the rough sea, turning his head to watch as a couple of his crewmen brought up another of the creatures amid excited yells. It snipped through the weave and scurried away with a splash as Ralph popped off a few more useless shots.

He turned to Dave who was at the helm, fighting the wheel. “What the fuck are these things?” Kim yelled.

“I don’t know,” Dave said through gritted teeth. He gestured out to the water. “It looks like a big school of them heading southwest. Must be what’s driving the fish crazy!”

Dave shrugged and scratched his bushy head. The wind whipped at his heavy coat, rippling it like the waves of the sea. “They must be following this current. Never seen anything like it.”

Kim looked out into the gray ocean. The seagulls were circling in wide, erratic circles, cawing frantically. Kim jerked a thumb toward the excited gulls. “Birds are acting real strange.”

“Everything is!” Dave said. He had both hands on the wheel, his knuckles growing white as he struggled to keep the ship on course. “Everything in this part of the sea seems to be trying to get away from something.”

Kim felt the boat lurch violently. He nearly lost his balance as he grabbed at the wooden railing. He righted himself, his heart still lodged in his throat. Jesus, this storm is getting worse.

Another length of net was brought up with three of the creatures hanging on by their insect-like legs. He studied the animals intently as he gripped the railing. He had never heard or read of any crab or lobster reaching the size of the things in the nets. Logic dictated that they probably dwelled on the bottom of the ocean and rarely came to the surface. If that was so, why were they coming up now?

He shook his head as the cawing of the gulls gnawed at the base of his skull. The sky was darkening rapidly. The wind was blowing stronger, the swells rising higher. The mass of dark storm clouds had grown larger and more sinister, painting the sky a dark black. The Lucky Mariner bounced off a swell, nearly knocking Kim off his feet. Some of the crew members weren’t so lucky; a few of the men were thrown to the deck. Heart racing, Kim gripped the railing and made his way carefully to the ladder that led to the lower deck. He climbed down carefully and joined Ralph Hodgson.

He nudged Ralph’s shoulder. “Get Jeff out of that skiff and get those nets up!”

“We pulling in?” Ralph asked sharply. He had nearly ten years of crew experience on commercial fishing vessels and the motions of the sea were disturbing him too.

“You bet your mother’s ass we are.” Kim leaned over and yelled to the upper deck where Dave was fighting the wheel with all his strength. “Hey, Dave! We’re bringing up the nets and headin’ in!”

Dave acknowledged the order with a wave and steered the boat into the swell to aid in retrieving the large nets. Kim barked the order to those on deck and then turned to steal another glance at the storm before all hell broke loose.

A commotion off toward the skiff caught his attention. The man they’d sent out to drag the net—an experienced seaman named Jeff Bowers—was yelling and slapping at the water with his oars. His screams washed toward them, high pitched, loud and clear.

“What the fuck?” Kim hissed, stepping toward the railing. He took the pipe out of his mouth and put it in his jacket pocket. His heart beat wildly. He could barely make out roiling, undulating movement below the tiny skiff as Jeff beat at the water with the oars.

The tiny skiff was listing to one side pretty badly as the net grew taut. One good wave and the small boat would capsize. Jeff was trying to cut loose the net, but the rough sea made it impossible. The rough thrashing of the boat made it appear that the net was being pulled out of Jeff’s hands.

Suddenly the net attached to the skiff was yanked below and the tiny boat flipped over, spilling Jeff Bowers into the freezing ocean.

The skiff floated in the water half submerged, and finally sunk. Jeff was nowhere in sight.

It all went down so fast that Kim couldn’t believe what he saw. The crew watched in stunned terror, finally gasping exclamations of shock. Kim felt the tension among his crew as Jeff’s dark form broke the surface briefly.

Ralph pointed and yelled. “Man overboard!”

The heavy dark clouds finally split open and spilled their contents on the hapless crew. The rain added to the mounting confusion as the men clamored to save their lost mate.

Jeff Bowers treaded water and gasped for air as he bobbed in the ocean. A moment later he was yanked under. For good.

As the crew scrambled to save Jeff, Ralph looked at Kim. His eyes were wide and scared. It looked like he was about to scream when a heavy shock hit the bottom of the boat.

It threw Kim against the wall of the cabin. The shock tossed most of the men to the deck. They scrambled to their feet, resuming rescue duties. Kim’s heart raced frantically. It was as if they’d hit bottom, but Kim knew that was impossible … not this far out!

Something had taken Jeff Bowers down and the ocean was becoming increasingly dangerous, more alien than he had ever seen it. He pushed the thoughts from his mind. If he didn’t act quickly, his men were going to die out here.

“Let’s get the fuck out of here!” Kim screamed. There was no sense in trying to rescue Jeff Bowers now. He was as good as dead. Kim moved across the deck and the shock wave hit again, louder and stronger, shaking the vessel. Kim stumbled, but managed to remain on his feet. It felt like the bottom of the boat was being torn apart.

Kim grabbed Ralph by the shoulders and spun him around. “You! Come with me!”

They turned and were about to climb up to the wheel when Danny appeared from below deck. His expression was grave. “Somethin’s ripping the hell out of the hull.”

Kim felt his stomach drop into his bowels. “Something … ?”

“I don’t know what,” Danny said. His voice trembled. His eyes looked like white marbles set on his black face. The intensity of Danny’s fear sparked a new tremor of terror in Kim. He had never seen Danny scared of anything before. Seeing him genuinely frightened provided the reality check he needed.

“What’s going on down there?” Kim shouted over the loud thunderclap. Danny motioned for Kim to follow and turned back toward the door.

Suddenly the boat lurched from some unseen impact.

The crewmen fell to the deck, trying to hold on for dear life. Kim fell and hit his face on the deck. The sharp pain of his nose breaking exploded in his mind, fueling his adrenaline. He scrambled to his feet quickly and saw that most of his crew was suffering the same fate; one man had smacked his head against the deck, while another lost his grip on the ladder and fell to the lower deck. Another man had tumbled through a window to the sound of shattering glass and garbled screams of pain. Kim almost laughed at the sight but stopped himself before he launched into a volley of giggles—the scene looked almost too comical, like out of a cartoon.

The sounds of snapping wood amid the yells of his men brought him back to reality yet again. Something was tearing the boat out from under them. He looked through the open cabin doorway and fear gripped his heart like a vice. An entire plank was missing from the side of the ship and the sea was invading the warm interior, flooding the lower deck. Holy Jesus, fucking Christ!

Kim moved forward and another lurch toppled him back onto the deck. His head thunked the wall. Stars blossomed in his field of vision. The deck listed at a forty-five-degree angle. Behind him Danny and Ralph were cursing and scrambling to their feet.

Danny’s scalp had been laid open during one of his falls, bathing his face and the front of his shirt with dark blood. Ralph was heaving with exertion; he hadn’t suffered any physical wounds yet. Kim struggled to his feet and gripped the railing, barely feeling the blood from his broken nose. Ralph hoisted himself up and fell on his face. Danny rose on wobbly legs and helped Ralph up. Ralph appeared visibly dazed. He shook his head and spat out a broken tooth, his first battle wound. Danny and Ralph gripped the railing as they regained their composure. They had to get the fuck out of here, and they had to do it now!

Kim suddenly noticed the tension on the gill nets. There was a sharp tug and the boat lurched again. Kim weathered the sudden movement and remained standing. Danny and Ralph almost went down again but held on, cursing. Something was pulling on the nets. The same thing that had pulled Jeff Bowers to oblivion.

Kim pulled the razor-sharp scaling knife from his belt and lunged toward the nets. “Cut the goddamned nets!” He yelled to the crew members around him. “Cut the nets! Cut the nets!” He scrambled to the railing, which was nearly under water. His head throbbed with pain. He began to hack at the line holding the main net.

Ralph brought out his own knife and hacked at the line. Danny joined them and a moment later a handful of the other crew members were scrambling to sever the lines from various points of the vessel.

Behind them they could hear Dave cursing as he throttled the engine and tried to maneuver the vessel toward shore. A rattled whine was emanating from the engine and Dave yelled “Fuck!” and slammed his fists down on the dash as the boat shuddered with exertion. A cloud of black, oily smoke rose from the engine as the boat moved slowly. It felt and sounded like the engine was dying. Kim cursed himself as he realized what was happening; the engine was flooding. Goddamn!

A moment later the mechanisms locked up and the whole thing shut down. The electrical system died, plunging the ship into darkness.

Kim’s heart raced madly. The crewmen were yelling to abandon ship. Kim turned to Danny. “Get the life raft!”

Danny scrambled to the cabin as another wave crashed over the deck, bringing the sting of icy salt water.

Kim hacked at the nets, severing another line, preserving their lives for one more precious second. He huffed past Ralph and helped him sever his line. The wind picked up, howling in his ears as the ship tilted even more, slipping farther into the ocean. The howling wind and the shouts of the crew obliterated the sounds of the hull being torn open, flooding the ship further. The icy water flooded up to his knees. He was hardly aware of it. He was so involved in getting the nets cut, getting his men on the life raft and off the ship that he didn’t even hear the rising screams of his men. Screams that rose suddenly and were cut off before they had the chance to register in his brain.

Kim’s knife slashed through the last line. He heaved a deep breath and turned to Ralph, who was no longer there. Kim blinked and caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned.

The trident punched through his chest so quickly that he didn’t even see it coming. The force of the blow pushed him back into the water. His consciousness ebbed as he felt himself rise to the surface of the water. Kim tried to get up, but found that he was already in motion. He was moving through the water, being dragged down into the murky depths. He caught just a fleeting glimpse of the Lucky Mariner as it went down in the storm, and then everything went black and Kim Isaac knew no more.
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October 21

Greater Northern Maine was overcast and cold as Rick Sychek maneuvered his rusty ’73 baby-blue Plymouth Satellite through the snake-like twists and curves of Highway 1.

The patchy drizzle that had been dogging his path off and on during the twelve-hour drive suddenly became a steady rain. Rick turned his windshield wipers on again for the forty-seventh time, this time keeping them on. The rubber blades lurched into rhythm, brushing the water off the plate glass much slower than Mother Nature was dropping her load.

The radio was becoming increasingly fuzzy with static as he drove farther into Boonesville. Figures. Rick rummaged around inside a large, green shoebox sitting shotgun. It was crammed with compact discs. Thank God for modern technology when primitive civilization looms.

Keeping one eye half glued to the wet road, he was able to procure the disc that his soul screamed for. He snapped the jewel box open with practiced dexterity, honed by years of navigating through the streets of his hometown of Philadelphia with one hand while performing any number of tasks with the other. Rick was positive that he was the expert of eating, shaving, donning a necktie, and changing CDs while navigating dangerous roadwork at eighty miles per hour. It beat being late for everything.

He slipped the disc into the dash-mounted compact disc system his agent had bought him last Christmas. A moment later the rust began to vibrate with the opening bars of Alice Cooper’s Billion Dollar Babies, one of his ten favorite albums.

He turned up the volume and resumed driving with two hands on the steering wheel. He bobbed his head in time with the music. He loved CDs. The dash mounted sound job, which was presently engaged in blowing out the Plymouth’s tiny door mounted speakers, came courtesy of his agent commemorating the release of his latest horror novel, Baron Semedi.

He passed a sign on his left. Phillipsport … 20 Miles. Still a ways to go.

The tall, dark silhouettes of pine trees whooshed by in a wet myriad of rain and sleet as the car maneuvered down the road. This trip up north was going to give him the added boost he knew he needed. He felt good about it. He’d been through a lot lately since his writing career had taken an unexpected turn toward near instant success.

The unexpected runaway sales of Baron Semedi had put Rick in a weird situation. When he wrote the thing it was just one of the mainstream horror novels he had written as part of a four-book contract with Diamond Books. There was nothing that differentiated this one from the others. It was another cheesy horror novel featuring a voodoo cult that decapitated women and offered children up for sacrificing, after which they would cannibalize the tots’ bodies. Pulp reading designed to be consumed in a single sitting and quickly forgotten by the next day. No biggie. Peter Straub, he wasn’t.

He was simply one of the dozens of writers who had a small yet faithful following mainly consisting of bored housewives who picked up his books at the local supermarket check-out stands, as well as the rabid horror fans that showed up at autograph parties with boxes of books to be signed. Like others of his brethren, he’d been undersold and underrated, providing the backbone of the paperback houses that put out his work. His early novels hadn’t brought in Fort Knox, but they gave him decent royalty checks that enabled him to live semi-comfortably. Beggars can’t be choosers.

As Rick drove he couldn’t help but think about the events over the last few years that led to his current decision. His first novel Shadowbeast had been a simple connect-the-dots demon-on-the-loose story. Its initial sale prompted Diamond to sign him up to a four-book deal. The advance wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t exactly a mid-six figure sum either. He’d been working at Sharp Insurance Company for eight years, five of that spent in the company’s warehouse where he knew he would be doomed to spend the rest of his life if he didn’t do a quick one-eighty and take control of his future. The first novel was written over nine months, during weeknights and weekends. When it sold he was able to quit his job for good. Sayonara nine to five world, hello career move.

Rick settled comfortably into writing for a living. Knowing he’d have to produce a novel once a year to meet the deadlines and the bills, he settled into a comfortable writing schedule. He worked from ten at night till six in the morning. Rose around noon, piddled around the house and did chores. Sometimes he wrote short stories, which he sent off to magazines. Weekends were devoted to the same social life he held before he became self-employed. His sex life improved somewhat and telling women he wrote novels sometimes impressed them. It still wasn’t as impressive as, say, being a rock star, but it did the trick.

Rick grinned at the memory as he rounded a curve in the road. His second published novel, Night of the Devil, was loosely based on the legend of a beastie dubbed the Jersey Devil. The lurid tale had the monster hack its way through three hundred pages and scores of half-naked teenagers. The sales doubled that of his debut and had even garnered a bullshit award from some know-nothing writer’s committee. The third book followed later that year, a vampire novel titled Night.

Then Baron Semedi was released to the collective masses. Why this book racked up over two hundred thousand sold copies in six months was beyond him. While the book was better written than the first few outings, the story was still another booga-booga piece of exploitative masturbation. The cover art was the most retarded muck-up in publishing history; it was a painting featuring the skeletal protagonist choking a chicken while a near-naked girl was shown draped over an altar in the foreground. The cover painting had nothing to do with the story.

Thinking about that horrible cover made Rick laugh aloud. As best as Rick was able to understand, the fire started when a writer close to the popularity and influence of Stephen King had read the galleys one night on the porcelain reading chair. He’d given it a great cover blurb, which Diamond maxed out in all their promotional shticks. The senior editor quickly made it that month’s lead title and ordered an exhaustive marketing campaign behind the book. The month the novel hit an interview appeared in a horror magazine with the writer who blurbed it, essentially saying that he thought Baron Semedi was the greatest thing since canned beer. Everything that happened since then had been a whirlwind. The success of Baron prompted Diamond to reissue his previous three releases, and he was promptly signed to a two-book hardcover deal with a big house with Diamond to reissue in paperback. The Big Time was coming.

And I thought I was just going to be another hack, Rick thought as he rounded a sharp curve in the road. When Cynthia called him with the news that the hardcover deal had gone down and the combined advances, including paperback rights, were in the mid-six-figure range, Rick had danced around in his underwear. Tribal celebration time. “I’ll never be hungry again,” he chanted.

Rick frowned as he drove. The emergence of bigger dollars in his contracts had changed lots of things. Writer’s Block had set in almost immediately after the deal was signed, and he panicked. How was he going to get out of Writer’s Block, and deliver the next two books in his contract? What kind of a book was he going to write as his hardcover debut?

All this inspired his retreat. His friend Shawn Marine, who he’d worked with at Sharp Insurance, had a summer house on the coast of Maine in a little burg that was no more than a speck on the map. There seemed to be a real lack of anything resembling civilization anywhere near the town. The closest city was thirty miles south through a desolate, windy mountain road; most likely the same road he was now commandeering. It would be the perfect place to start anew. New surroundings would bring in fresh ideas.

He made the arrangements, packed his Plymouth and was off to Phillipsport, Maine within the week.

Rick looked out through the blurry passenger’s side window at the Atlantic Ocean. The turbulent, churning surface was a dark shade of gray. The sky looked almost ochre from the horizon to the heavens, expanding north and south, east and west. The clouds had moved inland fast with the blowing wind. Rick popped his headlights on. A shade more and it would be nightfall even though it was only two o’clock in the afternoon.

A sudden rupture in the sky spewed forth a dazzling forked bolt of lightning. Rick had to squint, blinded by the flash. He shook his head. A heavy KA-BOOM! hit, causing the air to vibrate. It felt like the earth had been jolted by a killer quake. The rumblings issued forth, creating an ominous feeling in conjunction with the already pelting rain and dark sky. A sharp green afterimage of the lightning was still etched on his optic nerve.

He took his foot off the gas pedal and let the car slow a bit. He rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger and gently began blinking them back to normal vision. Better. His sight was slowly refocusing back to normal.

When the afterimages from the lightning faded, he slowly eased his foot down on the gas. He wanted to make it to the house before the storm got worse. Traffic was sparse and he was hoping to make it in the next ten minutes.

He rubbed the condensation from the windshield and peered through the small misty hole of dampness to get a better view. It was getting worse outside.

A sign came into view: PHILLIPSPORT … 2 MILES.

Great! He leaned forward over the steering wheel to see better and began keeping his eyes peeled for upcoming onramps.

Nothing.

Nothing but trees.

He grinned and cranked the stereo up a notch. Alice Cooper bellowed that he was No More Mister Nice Guy.

The mood the weather was putting him in was perfect; he’d always been a sucker for this type of climate. It was straight out of a Hammer Horror film. He gripped the steering wheel tightly and grinned. The spark was ignited. His mind coalesced into power mode. Creative energy. His fingers itched for the hard, plastic keys of his computer keyboard. The urge to create had hit him with an ugly stick.

He was so into his anticipation for getting into work, letting the mood of the storm take him, that he failed to notice the large crustacean in the road in front of him.

He caught just a glimpse before the car went over it. His mind snapped back as the tires thudded over something large and hard. His foot hit the brake, the wheels locking into a wet skid. He panicked as the car skidded, his hands fumbling at the wheel. Which way do I turn the wheel? Which way do I—

Another thud as the tire passed over the object again, this time coalescing in a hearty crunch. The rear of the car was buffeted slightly by what felt like a small explosion. It pushed the car into a tighter skid.

Rick gripped the wheel, fighting to gain control of the car. The huge pine trees off the side of the road sped into the windshield.

And everything went black.
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The buzzing inside Rick Sychek’s head slowly brought him out of his stunned shock.

Loud, yet unintelligible, just barely swimming to the surface of his consciousness.

“Eeeeeyyyyybbbbboooodddddyyyyy!”

Swimming farther up. Growing more alert.

“Eey Bbddyy!”

A tug. Then a painful shaking sensation. He snapped out of his daze as he broke the surface of the mental quagmire.

“Hey, buddy!”

Rick blinked. He was dimly aware of a warm wetness coating his forehead. His senses began working toward some coherent pattern that resembled normality. His head swelled with the beat of a throbbing headache. Fuck reality. He’d rather sink into the nothingness of unconsciousness and sleep this nightmare away.

He felt another tug on his shoulder. He slowly turned his stiff neck to see what was causing it.

A large, blurry dark shape came into view. It took Rick a second to put the figure into a recognizable form. The figure boomed another thunderstorm of explosive decibels of noise that caused another wince of agony.

“Hey buddy! You okay?”

Stupid question. People always seemed to pop this one when they come upon someone who has just dismantled himself in some way. Rick blinked and stared at the figure. The man’s face was framed by a dark bundle of cloth. Rick lifted his hand and tried to rub the sticky wetness out of his eyes. His fingers ached and he felt weak.

He opened his eyes again, this time his vision zeroing in on normal 20/20. Comprehension set in.

The man standing over him was large, hawk nosed and lanky. He was wearing a yellow windbreaker with a hood pulled over his head, draping over a frame clothed in a brown shirt and brown slacks. His feet were encased in black, muddy work boots. His light brown hair was frosted with gray. His skin and facial features bore the appearance of a logger. The man looked at him again with concern. “Jesus, mister but you sure took a fall down this here incline. You hurt anywhere else?”

Rick felt a giggle rise to the surface. An explosion of pain in his muscles stopped it. “Hurt? Of course I’m hurt. Jesus …” He tried to rise to a sitting position. His back muscles groaned in agony.

The man reached out a hand to help him and Rick’s mind blossomed in warmth. It felt like a gallon of blood had been pumped into his head. He winced and rubbed his temples. He felt sticky blood in his matted hair.

The booming voice crashed into his ears again. “You gonna need a doctor?”

Rick turned to the man standing over him with a concerned look on his face. He didn’t look as weird now as he did before. His nose stuck out on his face like a potato.

Rick blinked at the man again. He noticed for the first time that his clothing was actually a uniform of a Highway Patrol officer. His windbreaker/raincoat was police-issued. His shirt collar was pulled up, framing angular features accented by an unshaven lantern jaw. His voice was rather high-pitched, almost effeminate for his position of authority. A shiny badge was pasted on his lapel. Officer of the Law.

Suddenly the memory of the accident slammed back into his brain. He blinked and quickly turned his head around to see where he was.

He was still resting in the Plymouth Satellite, securely buckled into his seat. It was still raining outside. He was still alive.

And the entire front end of his car was crushed into shit.

It was curled back like a pretzel, exposing bare, scraped metal and wiring. A headlight and part of the grill were now resting on what was left of the hood. The windshield had fragmented into a dozen wavy spiderwebs of cracked, silver lines. Steam rose from the hood in small curly bends like smoke from a dragon’s nostrils. The raindrops sizzled when they struck the engine. Still hot.

The object of impact loomed in front of the windshield, large and oppressive. The huge pine looked like it had weathered four hundred years of blizzards, loggers, and mankind, and it had absorbed the impact of the crash quite nicely. It had enveloped the entire front end of the Plymouth. Pieces of bark had splintered off, exposing raw pulp beneath. The tree looked like it was at least seven feet in diameter at the base. Pieces of it were lying on the mangled hood of the car.

His heart deflated in his chest at the damage. Looks like I’ll have to get a new car now.

The patrolman spoke again. “If you need medical help, I’ll have to take you into town. Ol’ Doc Jorgensen don’t have a radio or ambulance.”

Rick nodded again and began to take slow inventory of his body. He moved his arms and legs. No bones appeared broken despite the pain he felt; there was a good possibility that he had wrenched his muscles pretty good. He ran a hand over his head and again encountered sticky blood. He looked at his hand and saw that it was streaked. He was cut somewhere. Shit.

The officer leaned his head in and looked at Rick’s head. He nodded with a slight smirk. “Looks a lot worse than it is. Scalp wounds bleed like a bugger, always look fatal. Even so, you might have a concussion. Better take you to town.”

Rick started to get out of the car when his legs were hit with a sudden slam of cramps. He went rigid, grimacing in pain. For a moment he thought he was paralyzed, that one wrong move had broken his back. His arms and legs were still moving but his body wouldn’t obey his commands to lift itself off his ass and skedaddle. Then he remembered the seatbelt. He fumbled at the buckle, snapped it open and slid out, feeling like an idiot.

The patrolman pretended not to notice Rick’s blushing face as he helped him out of his crushed vehicle. The rain drenched Rick instantly as a bolt of lightning flashed down. The low rumble of thunder vibrated the ground and Rick turned back to his car, his precious belongings still stowed away in the back seat. He looked at the patrolman. “My stuff …” The patrolman nodded. “Once we get to the Doc’s, I’ll have someone come back and pick up your stuff. You oughta be happy you’re alive. Lucky you was wearing your seat belt. Most folks who run into Ol’ Little Feet there ain’t so lucky.”

“Little Feet?” Rick was curious.

The patrolman nodded toward the tree. “Nickname the locals christened this here tree. On account of she being so damned big.”

“Ahh.” Rick looked out at his car. He was glad he’d listened to all the public safety advice aimed toward seatbelts. He would have flown through the windshield and splattered against Ol’ Little Feet like a ripe tomato. Not a pretty sight.

The patrolman didn’t seem to notice the rain. He stuck out his hand. “I’m Deputy Russell Hanks of the Phillipsport Sheriff’s Department. Though most folks around here jus’ call me Rusty.” He smiled a wide, goofy smile and held out his hand. Rick shook it limply and tried to smile back.

“Rick Sychek.”

Recognition flitted through Rusty’s eyes. He leaned forward questionably. “Rick Sychek the writer?”

Rick almost jumped in surprise. He was used to the recognition at conventions and book signings, but here in the boonies the recognition was surprisingly refreshing. A real reader of his work. Rick grinned and nodded. “Yeah, Rick Sychek the writer. That’s me.”

Rusty’s hand pumped Rick’s again with heavy abandon. His face suddenly took on the look of a little kid meeting Santa Claus for the first time. His blue eyes glittered under his yellow hood. “Gee, that’s somethin’. Never met a real-life writer before. I’ve read almost all your books. Shelby’s drug store stocks ’em.”

Rick smiled and looked back at his car, trying to reconstruct the accident in his mind. He walked around the car, peering under the chassis and inspecting the tires, trying to find an explanation to the mishap while Rusty tagged along behind him like a friendly puppy.

“You spendin’ time in Phillipsport, or …” Rusty’s voice trailed into mumbo jumbo as Rick tuned it out. Now was not the time to deal with a star-struck fan. He checked under the front of the car as his mind backtracked to the accident, suddenly remembering the large, red crusty thing sitting in the middle of the road that he had swerved to avoid.

Rusty stopped the fandom banter and knelt down next to Rick, who was checking out the front tires. His expression took on a serious, professional look of the law. “You hit something in the road?”

Rick nodded, studying the smashed front end. He ran his hand down the front of the car, searching for fragments of what he’d hit. “Think so.”

“Tree branch brought down by the storm?”

“No, it wasn’t that. It was more like some kinda weird lookin’ animal.”

Rusty’s expression turned to idle confusion. As a deputy, he probably had that look from constantly dealing with the mundane, day-to-day small-town stuff. He helped Rick inspect the front of the car. “Deer, maybe?”

Rick wiped the blood and water from his forehead with the back of his hand and rose. “No. The rain was so heavy that I only caught a glimpse of it. But it wasn’t a deer. It was smaller.” He held his hands out in front of him, forming a small shape. “It was shaped like …” He gestured vaguely, trying to describe the creature he saw. His eyes darted up the road, tracking the skid marks back up along the wet road where he saw Rusty’s patrol car sitting with its red flashers rotating in the rain. The engine was still going and hot exhaust smoke billowed out in gray clouds into the cold mist. The car was sitting on the spot where Rick had begun to spin out.

Rick tried to describe the thing again. “It … it looked like a big crab.”

Rusty looked puzzled. “A crab?”

Rick looked at the deputy. “I think so. It looked like a big red, gargantuan crab.”

Rusty put a gloved hand on Rick’s shoulder and squeezed it softly. His blue eyes reflected concern. “I think we’d better get you out of this rain and off to see Doc Jorgensen.”

Rick wiped his forehead again and nodded. “Okay …” He looked back at the car. “What about my car?”

“I’ll raise Carl’s garage on the radio and have him send a man to tow your car in. You can pick up your stuff there.”

“I should at least get my computer gear,” Rick said. He moved toward the car, now dreading what he was going to find in the back seat. He had completely forgotten about his laptop and portable laser printer until now and the thought of facing smashed equipment was something that he didn’t want to have to deal with. He opened the passenger side door of the Satellite and leaned inside. His luggage, which he had stowed in the trunk, could wait. He’d put the laptop and printer on the back seat to specifically keep it from being bumped and jostled in the trunk with his luggage. The dome light on the car’s ceiling went on as he opened the door and he sighed in relief: the printer, the laptop and the case containing disks and other equipment were fine. They were on the seats where they should be. He picked up the laptop and unzipped the case he had stored it in. He brought it out and opened it up. It was fine. It might have been jostled a little bit, but it didn’t appear broken.

He brought the equipment over to the patrol car. Rusty opened the rear door and helped him store it in the back. His luggage could stay in the trunk; clothes could be easily replaced. Computers couldn’t.

He felt better already; everything was being taken care of. With the exception of the scalp wound that had stopped bleeding, he seemed to have escaped further injury. Doc Jorgensen would make the final verdict on that, though.

Once the equipment was in Rusty’s car he cast one last look at his own smashed vehicle lying at the base of the tree when a flash of red caught his eye. He stopped and retreated back to the front end of his car. Rusty followed him.

“Anything wrong?” Rusty called out.

Rick knelt down beside the deflated front right tire, peering intently at the rubber. Something was sticking out of the shredded black tire. Something with the color of dark rust.

Deputy Rusty joined Rick at the side of the car and peered down. “What is it? See anything?”

Rick ignored him and pulled out his Swiss army knife from his back pocket and flicked it open. He inserted the blade into the tear the dark object protruded from and began digging around it. After a moment the object came free. Rick grabbed it and turned it over in his palms, studying it intently. Rusty peered over his shoulder and drew a sharp intake of breath. “Jesus Christ I’ll be damned!” Rusty breathed.

It was a claw. A very large crab claw.

The deep red pincer had been torn off at the joint. Pale strips of flesh hung from the end. It dripped a milky yellow substance onto the wet ground.

Rick had never seen a claw this big before. It was twice the size of the largest lobster he had even seen. God only knew what the rest of it looked like, much less how big the fucker was. The pincer was tinted various shades of red and magenta. A delicate crisscross pattern of color accenting various shades of red melting beautifully together that ended with the pointed tips blending into a thick shade of black. As an instrument of death, it was quite beautiful.

Rick grabbed the pincer by its claws and gently pried it open. Strong muscle sinew still constricted under the shell, frozen in death. He pried the jaws apart gently. When fully open, the pincer was about eighteen inches from tip to tip. The serrated teeth lining the jaws were razor sharp and inlaid in multiple rows, like a shark’s jaws. The hard, crusty shell of the pincers themselves were tough enamel. And heavy. This thing could probably snap off a man’s head.

He prodded at the soft tissue at the joint as the claw suddenly snapped shut with a loud clack.

He gasped and dropped the claw into the mud.

Jesus!

His heart did a quick pitter-patter in his chest and slowed down. He grinned and leaned forward and retrieved the wet claw from the muddy puddle at his feet. He brushed it off and slipped it into the pocket of his coat. Rusty was already shining his flashlight under the car for more signs of the beast. Rick joined him but the only thing he saw was a large puddle of thick oil pooling under the engine block.

He brushed aside a smattering of mud and grass and lowered his head so he could search for the rest of the crab. Rusty retreated to the car and came loping back unfolding a long, black umbrella.

“Carl said he’d have a tow truck here in about fifteen minutes,” Rusty said. He must have put in a call on the CB in his excursion to retrieve the umbrella. “Had the dispatcher relay to Doc Jorgensen that I was bringing you in. He’s waiting for us at his office.”

Rick nodded and got to his feet. He moved toward the protective sheath of the umbrella and together they headed for the patrol car.

He slid into the passenger side of the vehicle as Deputy Rusty slid behind the wheel. They pulled out with flashing red lights into the rainy downpour.

The driver’s side rear tire thunked over the remainder of the crushed crab. Neither man noticed as the car pulled away.

The smashed body was a pulpy mass of broken shell and pale, yellow meat. One of the legs still twitched in a delayed death spasm. The rain pelted down on the pavement, washing the milky blood off the road where it mixed with the mud and grass of the embankment.

A moment later two dark red shapes crawled out onto the road and up to the smashed body. They were significantly larger than the dead creature that had been crushed by the departing patrol car. The claws of the two new crustaceans clicked furiously as they dug into the wet flesh mound and stuffed huge, moist chunks into their mandibles.

Five minutes later there was hardly a trace of the deceased crustacean left. A few scattered pieces of shell remained that would later be washed into gullies by the rain.

The two crustaceans scurried into the bush and headed back down to the beach as a large, battered tow truck pulled up to the scene.
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Captain Jeremiah Stebble was hating life like a sumbitch.

The old-timer fisherman was doing everything within his power to keep his vessel from capsizing in the choppy gray waters. Never mind that he was the only one on board, or that he was a self-appointed captain. Never mind that his vessel was nothing more than a fifteen-foot, leaky rowboat with no means of propulsion other than the two weathered oars that he now clutched with throbbing hands. The outboard motor had gone out twenty minutes before. He had been cruising steadily inland after checking his lobster pots, and when the massive black clouds of the storm began brewing he gathered the final booty of his catch and started making his way toward shore. The motor gave out three minutes into the journey. He was still another thirty minutes to salvation by motor. With the oars? Probably hours with this storm.

He eyed the distant, dark shoreline and gnashed his tobacco-stained teeth together. Goddamn.

Today’s excursion had been mired in weirdness from the get-go. Ten minutes after he had cast off, a commotion from the shore caused him to look back toward the sandy beach. What he saw was something that all his years as a fisherman had never seen.

The fish were beaching themselves.

They seemed to be swimming up to shore and propelling themselves onto the sand where they continued to flop in a forward motion, as if their little fish brains were still telling them to keep
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