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    For my parents.


    Who made me take swimming lessons, instilling in me a lifelong love and fear of the sea, and other deep waters.


    


    


    


    


     


    Don’t look back. Something may be gaining on you


    Satchel Paige


     


    May those who curse days curse that day, those who are ready to rouse Leviathan


    Book of Job 3:8


     


    Just keep swimming. Just keep swimming. Just keep swimming, swimming, swimming. What do we do? We swim, swim.


    Dory- Finding Nemo


     


     


    


    


    


    


    Midway


     


    With a perfect dive, I, Sam Berlitz, left the safety of my floating home and plunged beneath the warm equatorial waters of the briny Atlantic, barely leaving a splash in my wake. I am an arrow, and I shall follow my desire line straight and true.


    Kicking away from my support boat, The Lord Burringham, I started to glide, pulling myself through the rising and dipping waters, with my powerful front crawl. I opened my eyes after the initial impact, letting my vision and imagination be swallowed whole by the cavernous, and almost impossible to comprehend, cerulean expanse beneath me.


    And then, breathe.


    Brilliant lighter hues of the clear sky above briefly replaced the oceanic blue, then I dipped my head back under—for about the millionth time in less than a month. Not that I was counting.


    The team consisted of five Brits and me, we were just over the halfway point of our Atlantic crossing, and now we were in third place out of ten countries competing. Only the Australians and the French lay in front. Dogs and Frogs.


    Yesterday, Tom Hewitt, the eldest of our team at sixty-one, was sure he had seen the Tricolour bobbing on the western horizon, though no one had seen it since. I wondered if Tom had presented us with a mind fuck in order to get us charging ahead. It’s the sort of thing he’d do. A bolt up the bum to get our legs going. 


    At twenty-one, I was the youngest of  the Great Britain team swimming the Atlantic, and having won one gold and a silver medal in the games last year, I felt in the prime of my life. Though physically exhausting, the trial of swimming the Atlantic along the equator was exhilarating enough to warrant the amount of time it would take out of my life. I knew by the end when we reached that Brazilian beach on the far side of the world, the experience would all be worth it. Plus, the prize money acted as enough incentive; $100,000 for each team member, as well as more lucrative sponsorship and advertising deals on top as pure financial icing. Not to mention the numerous interviews with magazines and television. We’d be sought out as media whores, eager to tell our trials and tribulations of our ocean crossing.


    My shoulders would look awesome by time we all waded up the shore, dripping wet in the Brazilian sunshine. And that deal with Gillette would be in the bag.


    My fellow teammates and I would be seen as national heroes forever in the hearts of the good people of my hometown. We’d all trained and worked hard to get to the peaks of our physical and mental fitness, so only the best would cross the line first.


    The losers however reap nothing but the shadow of the spotlight. They’d be remembered as competitors, nothing more. I didn’t want history to leave me behind. I wanted to be remembered for something. Something great and true that mind fucked people to think about; some went into space, others climbed mountains. We were crossing an ocean with our wits and strength, and not much more.


    Push on, I reminded myself. To glory that waits beyond the thick bands of the blue/blue horizon.


    Each swimmer had to consume on average four thousand calories a day, so the boat was stocked well with pasta and energy bars to fill our bellies. Our sponsor, under the guise of Green Voodoo Tiger energy drinks, had provided us with 400 radioactive lime coloured bottles of their brand to consume along the journey. They’d encouraged us to drink as many as possible, ideally in front of the on-board cameras as we posed and pondered heroically on deck, gazing into the middle distance in-between swimming stints, as we philosophised about what crossing the Atlantic meant for us in the grand scheme of things. Personally, after one gulp, I was of the mind that it was what I’d imagine sugared rats’ piss to taste like, and refused to drink any more, fearing that it could quite possibly dissolve the marrow from my very bones. Tom Hewitt, on the other hand, loved the stuff, downing two tins before his hour a stint, saying it was akin to athletic Viagra. However, Celeste Marts, a year older than me, was of the same opinion. We carried on the joke that a pint of rat piss probably tasted better and was probably healthier; even though she was a model and spokesperson for the aspartame infused, electric green rat urine. That beautiful and shameless sell-out, Celeste. She was only in it for the money and held no love for the product. I still wasn’t sure whether or not that was an honourable attitude to have.


     At twenty-two, Celeste had been the highlight of the trip so far, becoming my new obsession. Beautiful, blonde, and a former gymnast to boot, you could say that I had dived head over heels for her. Judging from the sex, I was sure she felt the same way about me. What can I say? We hit it off, and we were magnetic. The chemistry couldn’t be avoided. We were petrol and fire, and we burned together beneath the sheets whenever we could. I’ve never met anyone like her. I couldn’t wait to reach that hotel on the other side of this ocean and just fall into her. So far all we’d managed were tangled, cramped fumbles and nervous quickies in our bunks. I longed to get her into a soft king size bed, with cool, white cotton sheets and have my way with her.


    But between now and then, we had half an ocean to cross. I had to concentrate on that.


    Luck, to aid us in the pursuit of our adventure came in the shape of Klear K plc, the company behind Green Voodoo Tiger, offered us full funding for the trip provided they were allowed full and sole advertising of Team GB. We agreed, though reluctantly. But we had no other choice; our original sponsor, a sportswear company, had dropped out at the last minute after a change in shareholders altered interests, so Klear K had forced our hand. We would have preferred a sponsor involved with sports nutrition or athletic equipment instead of tooth rot merchants. But the money came through, and the stipulations in the contract weren’t too ridiculous. When we weren’t taking part we were supposed to use a handheld camera to document the action. The footage of which would be used in an ongoing online series on Green Voodoo Tiger’s website. Celeste Marts had been that spokesperson, the only part of the deal I found sweet enough to warrant the sponsorship.


    The remainder of our team consisted of Russell Fryer, a former Olympic swimmer. Tamara Oaks, the other female on the team, and another former British Olympian gold winner. Charles Myers, although not an Olympian, was deemed fit enough for the race as he had taken part in various Iron Man competitions throughout the world, often coming third or better. The team was super fit and more than capable of working together in order to succeed the race to Brazil.


    All I had to concentrate on was what lay ahead, though a niggling worry at the back of my mind had wormed its way into my confidence. Two nights back, during my ration of sleep, a spasm of treacherous cramps had worked its way up my left leg with all the charm of scurrying crabs. The phantom pinch had woken Celeste and me up with an obvious start, terrifying us both in the process. This nocturnal niggle soon disappeared with a thoughtful and thorough massage from Celeste’s deft fingers. But now I was back in the water, I felt that familiar tickle back from the dead, creeping up the back of my leg like a spider under the skin, pinching tighter with each stroke.


    Tense and stretch.


    Tense and stretch.


    Tense and stretch.


    Every few minutes or so, I’d kick my leg out to its full extent, and try to stretch out the tightness. I didn’t want to stop. But I didn’t want to not be able to carry on either.


    Another worry had manifested over us in the form of Hurricane Wendy; an inconvenient shit-storm that started as a simple North Atlantic depression, which was currently gearing up to full force, and was set to cut across our path in the next day or two. Even though the skies ahead promised nothing but forever blue, the Met office suggested otherwise. Secondly, a minor undersea earthquake had shattered the ocean floor ahead of us, but seeing as we were in deep water, it shouldn’t have any affect. All that had been reported so far was a two foot high tsunami sweeping down the west coast of Africa. As it had been detected early, few casualties had been reported. Lastly, they suggested that we start to bear slightly Northwest, hoping the storm would pass before we reached the cross point. We all dutifully agreed, upset at the fact we would lose time at the hands of this detour, but happy we were still headed in the right direction. Roughly. Apparently, the Australians didn’t see fit to agree to this suggestion, and continued towards the storm regardless of whatever may lay ahead. The French, however, did detour. Not to be too sentimental, I didn’t hold any worry for the teams that lagged behind, they could spin in circles for all I cared. As far as I was concerned, unless they were in front of us, they didn’t exist.


    Hurricanes, earthquakes and the shag of my life, so far this had turned out to be the adventure of my entire existence.


    Cramps and hurricanes aside, another worry we all faced on a daily basis was to be weary of the invisible residents of the ocean beyond and below us. Turtles proved no hazard, as did whales, dolphins and seals. Though caustic, a full body Fast Skin LRZ Racer swimming suit protected us from jellyfish stings. The swimwear also enabled each swimmer a personal top speed of six miles per hour. The Fast Skin took a swimmer beyond the capability of any ordinary human. Some athletic authorities saw the new suits as technological doping, but I saw it as advancement in sports that should be embraced and pushed forward. Didn’t runners get to wear trainers? Surely that was a similar kind of technological doping.  Nevertheless, I wore my personally fitted suit with duty and pride; despite the fact the colour neared nuclear lime, with dark green tiger stripes to fit in with the Green Voodoo remit.


    Tom Hewitt saw this differently and gave himself unto the elements, often enjoying the freedom of swimming nude when it was his turn, much to the amusement of his fellow team-mates as he had shaved off all his body fuzz beforehand, becoming a hairless wonder. Tom’s segments in our crew documentary were often relegated to shots of his head bobbing up and down as he traversed the Atlantic Ocean. Celeste often had to convince him to at least wear the Fast Skin for the sake of a few shots for the camera. The rest of the time Tom braved the elements in his shorts, only removing them before his stints in the blue.


    ‘Little Tom Thumb has gone swimming again,’ Celeste would sing, a ‘seen it all’ before expression on her face. We only allowed Tom one stint of ‘Tom Time’ each day, any more and we would fall behind, as every other competitor wore similar slim line suits, and would soon catch up. We couldn’t allow that gap to get any closer.


    Sharks were another easily solved matter.


    An electromagnetic device called a Shark Shield located in the hull of the boat emitted a pulse every five seconds, which in tests, had proved to be distasteful to sharks. As long as the swimmer remained within fifty feet of The Lord Burringham, this sonic repellent ensured that we could swim freely without fear. Although in the last few days, damp had worked its way into the terminal connections, so unless we went down every hour or so and wiped them down with a dry cloth, the on-board Shark Shield would short itself out. Luckily, in addition to the larger device on the boat, each swimmer had a smaller Shark Shield unit built into the base of the spine of their suits. Unless Tom was naked, in which we’d edge the boat as close to him as possible.


    This rechargeable device, no larger than a mobile phone, created a pulsating spherical aura of 25 feet around the swimmer, deterring any type of shark, or stingray for that matter, from even approaching the wearer. The predators Ampullae of Lorenzini, a gel filled sac on the tip of their snout that they use as a sensor to zone in on prey when hunting, is bombarded with electrical pulses. This attack on the senses overwhelms them and they soon turn tail and never come back. As soon as the predator is out of range of the shield, the effects wear off, and no lasting damage is inflicted upon the creature. Before the invention of this device, any truly ambitious extreme swimmers traversing great oceans would swim within the confines of a shark cage, towed behind a boat. I had discussed this method with the others, despite the obvious benefits of swimming in an anti-shark cage, wearing the Shark Shield offered the user a great measure of unlimited freedom. We all agreed that the method we utilised was the safer of the two, as we had no metal bars to smash our teeth into should the cage come to a sudden and violent stop.


    In-between roaring splashes around my ears, I was sure I heard a nanosecond measure of a female scream, though too throaty to be Cellie, I assumed it must have been Tamara, a burly girl more butch than I ever could be. When we first set off on this trip I was sure that she had eyes on Celeste just as I had. Thankfully Cellie hadn’t been that way inclined, and thus I had become her object of lust instead of the short haired, round faced Tam-Tam. Once, in her youth, she’d been accused of being a man by a judge during a training session. He even went as far to demand a gender test and that she should be fully inspected by an independent doctor. Furious at this remark, Tamara stripped down to her underwear in front of the judge, then marched over and punched him square in the face. How could you not find her adorable?


    “C’mon! ‘it a wuman, I derhs yuh!” she taunted him with her thick, Lincolnshire brogue, slapping her own face repeatedly until her cheeks flared as red as her anger. This was the rugby player in her coming out. The judge, shamefaced, bloody nosed and corrected, retracted his statement, and the competition went on with Tamara being disqualified for improper behaviour. Although later a rumour circulated that in further revenge, Tamara had seduced and slept with the wife of the accusing judge. Whenever she was asked about this, she always winked and replied knowingly, ‘Revenge never tasted so sweet.’


    No more shrieks or screams came from the boat, so I assumed it was my fellow team-mates larking about. Besides, if I stopped to turn and investigate, I would lose my lumbering rhythm. Despite the horseplay that went on between us all, mere seconds were precious in a race where so much was at stake. I emptied my mind and ploughed on through the endless brine. 


    Slice, push.


    Slice, push.


    Slice, push.


    Slice . . .


    A flurry of movement tensed me up, and sent a primal fearful shiver from my head to my toes, like I’d been skewered by a lightning bolt. The image of a Great White surged through my brain, rising from the darkness, and swiping me from below as if I was a wayward seal. My eyes adjusted to the gloom. Once acclimatised, they caught sight of what triggered my fear.


    Please God, let it be quick.


    Beneath me, a shoal of silver fish with a flash of frantic motion balled up and overtook my lead, fleeing to the west with a dire urgency only they could explain. Behind me, more shapes of shadows danced about, something glittered and then was gone, swallowed by the deepening, dreamy blue. A groan resonated in my ears; making me wonder whether a pod of whales were nearby, maybe that’s what had disturbed the fish. Wasting no more thought on the matter I ploughed on, slicing neat and firm through the Atlantic swells as if I were born from the ocean. Fear was natural. I should let it in, show it around and tell it that there was nothing of interest, then let it be snatched from me like a balloon into a hurricane. I had nothing to be afraid of. The Shark Shield would deter most predators. That I knew of. I’d seen the videos and had great faith in the technology.


    An eerie caution sprouted inside me, an all too casual uneasiness I couldn’t quite place a finger on, something was wrong. Not so much in myself but the environment. Ten minutes passed; then twenty, before it dawned on me, chilling me as a winter morning breeze over wet skin. The fish had gone.


    Usually I would see at least the odd one every minute or so, a silver glint or flash of tropical yellow or green as an individual braved the open water; but nearly half an hour had streamed by and nothing had appeared. Determined this anomaly wouldn’t put me off, I continued, hopefully gaining on our competitors that thrashed about not so far in front. More minutes passed. My body clock told me to stop, whispering that I had done my second hours worth for today, but a psychological block stopped me from doing so.


    A mountain climber I knew once gave me the advice, “Never plateau. There is no peak. Keep going.” I took this advice on board and it worked in theory, but I had to stop at some point. I had to plateau. There was no sky to grab.


    Ordinarily someone would sound the air horn to let the swimmer know that a change was due. It was now mandatory to give one another a high five as we swapped places in the race, to relay the team spirit.


    I decided to wait another minute, because I knew Sods Law would dictate that soon as I stopped to turn around, the air horn would blare, possibly a practical joke at the hands of Tom. Let’s wear little Sambo out so he hasn’t got any energy left for his little love Celeste. Muhahaha…


    Oh how we’d all laugh.


    Now came the dilemma, did I stop and turn, risking the laughter and jibes of my team mates, and the possible fact I still might only be fifty or so minutes into my jaunt? Or did I carry on regardless, and maybe end up exhausting myself?


    I continued, the worry slowing me down. I meandered, my stroke fading to a slap against the water as exhaustion pulled me back from my sprint. I needed this like an anchor around my feet.


    Enough was enough, I knew in my brain clock that I had done my share; I’d risk a quick peek around to check their position. Stopping my flow I slowed, yet my arms and legs felt like they still ploughed through the salty H2O.


    Lifting the goggles from my face as I dipped into the bottom of a swell, I kicked up to raise myself a few inches from the water. I looked back east, I looked north and south and even full circle westward, the way I had been heading. Usually the boat would be churning slowly just twenty or so feet behind my right shoulder, the solar powered propeller pushing her along at maybe four or five miles per hour. But today it was gone. Either one of Tom’s jokes had gone way too far, or the rising fact bubbled away like acid in the pit of my stomach was that I, Sam Berlitz, was all alone in the Atlantic Ocean.


    “Shit,” was my solitary reply.


    ***


    Nothing but empty blue saline lay beneath me, until the silt floor of the Atlantic four thousand or so metres down. Subtracting the seven odd miles I had covered this afternoon. The beach at Belém on the coast of Brazil was still some fifteen hundred miles west from where I floated, while Gabon on the West African coast was about over two and a half thousand miles back the way I had already come. I scanned the horizon again, spinning on the spot, soon losing my bearings as I had nothing to fix on in this plain of open water. 


    The Lord Burringham should have been matching my speed about thirty feet behind me. Maybe it was, but in another direction. Pirates. Maybe pirates had chased them and fearing for their lives they’d fled, abandoning me as saving five lives and losing one was deemed morally better than losing six.


    Whatever the cause, they’d left me.


    Keep breathing, don’t hyperventilate. Keep swimming. Just keep swimming.


    I cursed again to make myself feel better, anything to stop the rise of emotion rising up through my cheeks. I felt flushed, thirsty, and longed to step on something solid as my feet flailed beneath me. I’d become a fledging tossed out over the abyss.


    Learn to fly, little birdie.


    And breathe. They’ll be here somewhere. How could they lose me?


    Treading water, I hung undecided above the gaping blue abyss. Circling and circling whilst I fought the sink or swim.


    Whatatodo? Whatatodo?


    I thought I saw a boat on the horizon, and I propelled myself up from the ocean with a kick push from my legs. Nothing, nada. Probably the crash of a breaking wave miles away, tearing up a patch of white surf along this infinite sheet of blue.


    Maybe they had boat trouble? Maybe they had blown the horn, but I was too engrossed in what I was doing that I hadn’t heard the call. Something had happened to the boat, something had collided with them, or someone hit their head and fallen overboard. Maybe.


    They wouldn’t have gone ahead, they wouldn’t leave me. Besides, I’d notice the churn of the waves as they passed me. They were behind me, back east, maybe a mile, maybe a little bit more. They must be. I should have stopped and turned when I heard the scream, I chided myself. My pride had done me in. All I had left to do was wait for the fall and eventual sink to the bottom feeders. I took little comfort in knowing that I wouldn’t go to waste out here. I morbidly wondered whether my Fast Skin would preserve and deter the mouths. Would sharks taste and spit me out? Would fish burrow their way into the succulent sack of flesh through the bite marks? Would my empty skull provide a sanctuary for crustaceans in the months to come? How many mouths would I feed? This is nature, and it happens every day between predator, prey, and scavenger. We humans took it upon ourselves to document our cause, then act surprised when death happens to us.


    “You can’t eat me! I pay my taxes and wear shoes! I’m above you! Above you I say!”


    These banal, clawing questions plagued the back of my mind, clouding what I should really be doing. I was alive. I should be dwelling about that, not my death, which would be of no consequence to me at all. I didn’t want it to be painful. What kind of sadist would wish for a painful death? I tried to will the universe into granting me a painless death. All I wanted was to fall into unconsciousness and slip away. Anyone would sign up for a quick divorce from life, as opposed to cancer, starvation, or the frantic gnashing of teeth on ones flesh and bone.


    No death. Not yet. As obvious as it was, I shouldn’t dwell on the inevitable. I had to try and wiggle out of this situation.


    Somehow.


    The frustrating thing was, what did I do next? I needed a rope ladder, not anvils.


    Do I wait? Do I head back?


    I scanned the horizon again. Nothing. Neither a sail or seabird, only sky and forever blue skirting around my own lonely little circle of the world. A few sparse clouds decorated the space between me and the stratosphere. Everything that I could see and touch (or could touch or see me) was about one percent of my world. The rest of my immediate universe expanded out beneath my neck, beyond the waterline, and into nothing. I was fifty percent blind to any danger with no one to help my cause of keeping afloat. Numbers didn’t matter. I was one thing in a seemingly infinite expanse. The only variables were my how long my stamina would last and whatever would end up eating me. This wouldn’t be my choice if I could help it. The weather didn’t really matter, nor did the direction I headed in. Without knowledge, maps, or radar I might as well have been in the Pacific Ocean, or even the Sea of Tranquillity.


    Alone; the odd peace of the ocean’s calming susurration passing around me and only me; the only sound in my water logged ears. Louder than the beating of my hysterical heart. A storm compared to the breath through my chattering teeth and the rush of red water in my veins. I screamed to be heard. I demanded to be recognised that I existed, even if it was for my own benefit. I wanted to look into a mirror and scream at my reflection; to see my spittle fly against my other self and for the breath to fog between us both. I needed to know that it was everybody else that had disappeared and not me. I wasn’t sure what scenario I preferred.


    What if all the continents had been pulled beneath the surface and all the birds had dropped from the sky? What if my lonely little head and shoulders were all that lie between the sea level and sky above?


    I thought back to the competition report this morning, the French were the next in front of us, roughly seven miles west, and then the Australians in front of them. The Americans and the Germans were behind Team GB, ten miles back fighting neck and neck for fourth place. I didn’t pay much attention to the rest. Someone would turn up soon enough. If, and it was a big IF, they hadn’t all changed course like they had been told to in order avoid Hurricane Wendy. If not, well I was screwed, wasn’t I?


    Instead of bobbing in loneliness, I decided to close the distance between me and my following rivals. If something had happened to the boat, then I needed to increase my chances of being scooped out the water, even if it was a rival team that found me.


    No time to pray, get moving. Close that distance.


    I thought I saw another ship in the distance over to my left, relief bloomed, sending a burst of adrenaline flooding through my pulsing, hard done veins. I spun, jarring my neck, a crippling jolt stabbing at the top of shoulders. The ship vanished. Yet another spider of my wishful mind, traipsing the harsh line of reality that blended the great churning blue and the figment of what I really hoped to see passing the corner of my eye. You’ll keep seeing spiders until you catch one.


    I didn’t have time to dwell on ideal scenarios. I checked for the sun, making sure it was few degrees behind me, as it began its inverted parabolic descent through the afternoon sky. I then pulled my goggles back down over my eyes and pushed on, scooping my hands through the water, though not at full speed, every minute or so bobbing my head up out of the water to check for any passing vessels.


    The stress of the situation brought on my cramp in crippling waves; soon I was favouring my right leg to kick with, leaving my left leg to dangle uselessly over the expanse of the void like a vestigial tail. My body was committing treason. But soon the agony became too much, so I stopped, took a breath, and dipped my head below the water to rub the back of my left leg, trying to knead the badness out.


    I wish I hadn’t.


    Beneath me, before the gloom swallowed up all vision, something moved. A shapeless, malformed silhouette spread out like an oil spill, its size undeterminable as it had no fixed points to focus on, the silvery shape simply spread out longer and more snake like, and then as soon as it decided on its length, the sides bulged out—becoming flatter. I thought I saw a tail, but the protrusion retracted like the eye of a snail. It didn’t emerge again.


    Oscillate. That’s the word I was after. It seemed to shimmer and quiver, a pool of oil vibrating during a tremor with its million curved angles. I couldn’t work out whether it was the filtered light tricking my eyes, or the actual locomotion of the vast, weird gelatinous thing.


     I forgot about the cramp as I viewed the spectacle unfolding beneath me, and hovered; treading water slowly and carefully as if any sudden movement might alert this great being to my presence. The pain was crippling, but the awesomeness of what was before me overtook it. Like when you don’t notice a cut until you see the wet blood trickling from your fingers; this was the reverse of this. It didn’t swim, nor did it glide through the ocean below. It folded over itself like a wet black omelette as each new shape was born, circling below, as would a shark. 


    I tensed, ready for the attack. Surely a beast of that size could easily swallow me whole over and over.


    A shape unnatural to this otherworldly beast emerged from the side of the otherworldly phantasmagoria, a spike or spear of some sort? It gave the folding thing a sense of scale, portraying it as at least bus sized. A proboscis? No, something familiar resonated with me as I felt the pressure build up in my lungs. I gave in and burst to the surface, now knowing what it was emerging from the side of shapeless shape. It was the mast of The Lord Burringham. 


    Recognizing the ragged British flag that floated unhurriedly through the darkened gloom, what else could it have been? Drawing a deep breath once more, I dived under and rushed my head back and forth in a futile attempt to once again see the last trace of my vessel, like a fleeting mirage in the desert, the shapeless thing that gripped the only piece of civilisation I had seen in over an hour had sunk into the depths. Again, I was alone in the vast blue emptiness. I wanted to curse, shout out and scream, but that thing was below me, waiting. The abject fear that if I so much as farted it would return heeded by a call to hunger. I wanted to fart. I wanted to see it again, this time through the safety of eight-inch thick aquarium glass.


    I forgot to breathe, the burning in my lungs told me I needed to take breath, so I clawed my way back to the surface, each breath a hyperventilated wheeze, each gasp probably drawing that thing closer.


    Celeste was gone.


    Tom was missing.


    Russell couldn’t be found.


    Charles was nowhere to be seen.


    Tamara had vanished off the face of the Earth.


    The boat had sunk.


    They were all dead.


    That had to be the answer.


    Had to be. . .


    This was getting serious.


    Breathe.


    Calm, I warned myself. Save your energy. Think logically. How could I pull myself up and out from this situation I had found myself in, what did I need to do next?


    Breathe.


    Easy. Get out of the water before the battery pack on the Shark Shield ran out. With about eleven hours of battery charge left, sharks weren’t my main concern just yet. That strange, alien sea creature that pulsated beneath me was the surest reason for emptying my bowels inside the tight confines of my Fast Skin. It had to be a figment of my imagination brought on by the stress of been abandoned in the middle of the Atlantic. My mind had conjured a monster to blame. So, The Lord Burringham had sunk, maybe the dark shape I had seen was simply fuel leaking as the vessel descended to the bottom of the ocean floor. Fuel doesn’t circle; it spreads. Besides it looked too thick and viscous to be fuel. Anything oil based would have floated on the surface; besides, I would have tasted it in the water. I tasted the water to be sure then spat it out. Sharp and salty; nothing else there but plankton and fish piss.


    Water unites. Water divides.


    And yet if the Burringham had sunk, which I was sure it had, surely I’d see some evidence of the survivors. Somebody else must have made it off alive.


    I shouted the names of my crew, favouring Celeste over the others in a three to one ratio. Nothing but the sloshing of the waves lapping against my face answered back. 


    I didn’t really suffer from autophobia. I enjoyed the freedom and space away from humanity, but this time I’d gone too far. I like to be alone…for a while. For those that choose to be alone still have the option to return. I’d had that taken from me. The ocean had become an endless prison. Bordering this line of potential life/death, I felt a strange elation and a realisation of what true freedom was; whatever came next would be me going to the edge of the world. I had to hang onto whatever I could, because dying from loneliness scared me more than anything else.


    Maybe an explosion had sunk it. But anything of the magnitude to sink the vessel I would have heard, the resulting sound wave from the explosion would have easily carried through the water, I was sure of it. Unless it had been a gas leak, from below, intoxicating the crew, causing them to veer off course before the explosion. But I had seen the mast below. So, why was there no other wreckage floating upon the surface?


    The mast had been blown off in the explosion. Simple as.


    Curiouser and curiouser, I thought Alice-like, trying to make sense of what lay before me. Which way should I swim? Should I stay here or keep heading back east? Becoming fed up with my own indecisiveness, I continued the way I had been heading with a lazy breast stroke before the cramp had set in. All this pondering had made me forget about the spasms down the back of my leg. I could but hope that it was gone for good, though I knew that a wish coming true would be too good for a piece of breathing flotsam like me. Another spasm would strike me at any second; this was the one thing I could be sure of. It waited behind the curtain, ready to jump out, and surprise me.


    I looked north and saw a plane seven miles high heading over me, its contrail scarring the western blue behind it. I doubted that it was looking for me, but it was the only humanity I’d seen since I’d kissed Celeste goodbye. I removed my mask and aimed it towards the sun, praying that someone onboard happened to look down and see that strange glint amongst the enormity of the Atlantic. I wanted them, whoever they were, to land at whatever airport in Africa or Europe or wherever, and see our plight on the news. BOAT MISSING IN ATLANTIC. NO SIGN OF CREW. I wanted them to remember that strange glint that meant nothing at the time, and call somebody, or post it on Facebook, anything that starts a series of events that leads to my rescue. Later, when I’d been saved, I’d buy them a drink, and we’d lunch and have a photo together. And that person, whoever they are, would become part of my unique story, whether they like it or not.


    The plane continued overhead to wherever. I watched, patiently hoping that my signal, my little act had contributed to my ongoing existence, creating a chain of events that would end all of this. The plane vanished behind the clouds in the east, but the contrail remained. I treaded water, watching in daydream as the sky path dissipated, and faded before my eyes.


    I sighed and turned my face to the sun, basking in its unique warmth. I wondered how long it would take for the equatorial sun to bake my head. Each passing second exposed to the distant, celestial torch brought me closing to being cooked. Another fate to think of. Sunburn. I’d lathered my face with waterproof sunscreen that morning, so I had some protection, but for how long?


    Heading east, I stroked at the water with a lazy slap, keeping my head well above the surface to keep an eye out for any other vessels, floating or airborne, it didn’t matter. Though another reason was that I didn’t want to look beneath in case I saw whatever was stalking me. If I was going to eaten by a giant squid, or a Megladon, or Godzilla or whatever the hell it was that floated below me, then I didn’t want to see it coming, please just swallow me whole like Jonah or Pinocchio. Not like Quint in Jaws. Loneliness was painful enough without been bitten in two. I can’t say I ever thought about being some other creatures shit until now. I suppose we all end up that way. Somehow.


    Loneliness was a pain of hell that shed no blood. The torture of losing a loved one was bad enough, but for everyone in the world to lose you, and be aware of the fact, squeezed my heart hard as water from a sponge. The thought was apparent that if I managed to get back safely to dry land, would I ever see Celeste again, dead or alive? If the boat was gone, and everybody with it for whatever reason, she had probably gone down with the ship. Inside I was crying and tormented, but no tears prickled my eyes, a mental block stopped me from doing so. I felt them bubbling up behind my cheeks, but nothing sprang forth. Maybe it was my survival instinct kicking in. Forget the dead. Weep later. Plenty of time for tears if I managed to get out of this wet mess. I had ten ever-shrinking odd hours at the most until the lithium battery had depleted itself bone dry. I completed a little calculation in my head. My Shark Shield would be dead by 3 a.m., giving that Great White’s usually feed around dawn; I’d be a goner not much later.


     This was a place that man wasn’t supposed to be. Nature had warned us. The land was ours. Fire was ours, we borrowed the sun, but the light was ours. We had a mutual, unspoken harmony. The night belonged to things with long teeth and short minds. The depths belonged to base creatures with little culture aside from mating routines and feeding patterns. If we happened to slip into their realm, then we were fair game. And here I was dangling like a worm off the hook; free from being the burden of bait, but now toiling against a different doom.


    “Crap,” I cursed.


    Reaching round to my back I found the little zip in the base of my spine, unzipped it, and slid the Shark Shield out and flicked the little switch left. The green LED died. Battery life had been preserved, for now anyway. I’d turn it back on when the sun went down. I’d maybe bought myself a few more hours into tomorrow. Great Whites, more often than not, took the opportunity to hunt in the dark before dawn, as they have just enough light to see their prey. Any later and the seal, turtle, or unfortunate surfer are usually able to see them coming.


    Or me. But I was defenceless, and sharks didn’t take risks. They went in fast for a quick chomp, and then backed off while their victim panicked, thrashed and bled out.  Brutal, but genius. You couldn’t fault them for their attitude. It had kept them at the top of the food chain for millions of years. Humans had been using modern shops for less than a hundred years for their ultimate foraging needs, and look at all the devastation and chaos that produced. At least nothing went to waste in the great width and depth of the oceans. I imagined a bird or handsome gull astride my shoulders—pecking at the bloated meat of my face, and tugging at the dead elastic of my ears. My senses now nothing more than a floating buffet. I thought about all the other things that would start to doom me, aside from sharks or strange creatures. Exposure to the elements was one, either the sun would cook me, or the ocean of night would chill me into hypothermia. Electrolyte depletion as I slowly shrugged into exhaustion, tiredness, unconsciousness then eventual drowning. I shouldn’t dwell on what hasn’t happened yet. I had to be careful, I needed to be alert.


    I slipped the Shark Shield back beneath the gap in the Fast Skin for safekeeping, wondering if I’d made a terrible mistake, or perhaps the smartest decision of my life. Either way, I’d find out the outcome later tonight.


    After checking the vast horizon for signs of life, I lay back in the water, and commenced a steady backstroke towards the west coast of Africa and whatever waited in-between. I’d try anything to help break the monotony my muscles had endured.


     As the next hour floated by, my thoughts soon drifted back to Celeste and what happy memories I had left of her. On our first meeting of each other, we both flirted outrageously from the get go, the seduction lay in both of our hands, the relationship both of our faults, but I—


    Something small and firm bopped against my head and slid past my ear with the abrupt, cool smoothness of a metal pipe. I started thrashing about in sheer fear, punching and kicking at the ocean around me. My violence punished empty water. Nothing received a beating. There was no immediate danger of gaping, monstrous jaws for me to fall into.


     I kept turning trying to find my attacker, realising that shark skin wouldn’t have been that smooth.


    Then I noticed the familiar green logo on the bottle floating in front of my eyes; reaching out I grabbed it and pulled it closer, holding it before me.


    I laughed. And felt bad for doing so. My stupidity was a relief.


    It was an unopened plastic bottle of Green Voodoo Tiger. Whatever deity patrolled this vicinity, they sure were mocking me.


    In my hand it didn’t seem real, a dream, a mirage, a trick played on me and only me by some conniving, hidden conjurer. I looked at my fingers, and how old and shrivelled they looked. If this was a dream, the details were impeccable. Well played daemon, good game. It looks real.


    Was somebody playing a joke? If it was, the humour was sick. Of all the flotsam that lay on the surfaces of all the oceans in the world, I had to bump into this rats piss.


    Nevertheless, I’d hold on to it for the time being as it was the only source of nutrition to hand and it may be a while until my next meal. Or I may be a meal, whichever came first.


    The craving thought of food got my stomach growling, tickling against the wall of water that pressed against my gut. I considered trying to snatch out at the passing fish when they returned, maybe get lucky and grab one for my tea. Good thing I don’t mind sushi. Perhaps I could eat some seaweed? My eyes scanned the surface. No such luck in these crystal waters. I’d be lucky to come across a stray turd this far out in the Atlantic.


     There was nothing but life and death this far away from civilisation. Life was pure out here. I don’t think I’d ever felt as spiritual as I did right now, despite the ridiculousness of the Green Voodoo Tiger.


    Nature was my god; the water was my mistress (after Celeste of course). I’m here with nature and she is here with me. 


    Can she help me? 


    No. 


    Is she testing me? 


    I’ll know when all this is all over. I’ve decided this fate for myself. It’s no one’s fault but my own. I’m here because of my own twisted desire to achieve, to be recognised as someone different. We’re designed to fight for survival, and I was here to prove that.


    With the green bottle gripped tight in my left hand and a draining gurgle emptying in my stomach, I swam until I found my second tangible item floating out here with me. Blocking my path and emerging up about two feet from out of the waterline, it was long, sleek, and black. My first thought was that it was a dead shark or whale, bloated with noxious gas, and moments from exploding because of the burgeoning build up inside its dead sac of skin. The last thing I wanted to be hanging around was a corpse. If a feast was to occur, I didn’t want an invite. But given my situation, I decided to check out my visitor as I had little else to do. I adjusted my goggles and dipped my head below the water line, into the brine. A black skeleton hovered before me, the bones of no sea creature I’d ever seen. I was startled for a moment as my mind tried to categorise the (hopefully) dead beast. It was roughly fifty feet long with three spiky tentacles emerging from the underside. The far end had a close cluster of more tentacles, shorter but greater in number. As my eyes took the monstrosity in, I figured it immediately for a giant squid, with extremities nibbled and chewed back to their nubs by lesser beasts. But it didn’t move right, it was the wrong kind of dead, too stiff for something born in the ocean. What remained of the tentacles didn’t sway as freely as they should against the currents, they appeared fixed, as if the squid was frozen or had escaped the studio of some bold though macabre taxidermist. The body was all wrong as well. Too long and bloated along the full length, not even a hint of the spade-like head.  I turned my head sideward; my pondering brow ceased its furrowing. I was looking at a tree.


    I guessed it was Baobab judging from the thick shape and stubby branches. But the surface looked soft instead of the usual firm, concrete smoothness I expected. I swam closer to my unexpected island. A drowning man would take a rope from anybody. I wondered for a moment that maybe the Lord Burringham had perhaps struck this flotsam, disabling the boat, and sinking it in seconds as the underside was sheared away. It only made sense that I make it my own, if indeed it had sealed the fates of my crewmates. 


    My fingers reached out and touched cool black jelly. The trunk of the Baobab was earthy, pliable mulch that my fingers sank into with ease. The fibres parted and split as if I’d made an incision, and was extracting a troublesome organ. I pulled my hand back and lay it on top, gripped, and pulled myself up and onto the tree. It hissed as water and trapped air escaped from the heart of the trunk, as if protesting my saddling. I righted myself and hugged on halfway along the Baobab, sighing as the water drained with a tickling suck from my suit. With my back turned towards to the sky I rested, taking breath that wasn’t hampered by the press of the ocean against my chest. I lifted my goggles from cutting into my cheeks and rested them on my forehead, blinking without the fear of getting any more of the assaulting seawater into my eyes.


    I’d found an island. It wasn’t much, but I was grateful for the shift it gave me in increasing my chances of surviving this ordeal.


    I loved that tree. I wanted to clone it and plant a million of them.


    I thanked whatever storm or landslip had unsettled this tree from its home roots and carried it this far out to me. I wanted to find my way back to the wherever this had grown and thank its people simply for being.


    I thanked the tree, nuzzled it. Embraced it for being a tree.


    I wondered how old the tree must have been to have deteriorated to this condition. Years for definite. I wondered if it was older than me. I considered the possibility that this tree fell from its place in the tight, packed earth and into some tributary the day I was born and had wandered the waters of this world, waiting for me. I tapped the soft blackness and considered kissing it. I didn’t. I rested for maybe ten minutes before I noticed that the tree had sagged in the middle and I was sinking back into my rightful place in the water. I sat up and sank my fingers into the Baobab flesh to right myself. Compared to the waterlogged trunk I couldn’t have weighed much, but my fingers easily burrowed into the black bark as I shifted my weight. I dropped the bottle of Green Voodoo Tiger and gasped, yelping high in shock as my hands disappeared beneath the surface, and into the very heart of the tree. Elbows deep, my face smacked into the trunk with a comical splat. I chewed bitter tasting flakes, spluttering and coughing as I tried to breathe in and spit out at the same time. A wet crunch of a giant’s limb snapping exploded between my legs, and I fell forward through the trunk of the tree as it divided. I turned and grasped as I slid into the dark blue, through a galaxy of soft black splinters that flooded into my nose and my unprotected eyes. Twin behemoths bore down on me as their balance shifted and turned in the water. The root end upended and knocked me in the back with a thump that jolted my shoulder. I pushed away, deeper then left, then up to the surface in time to see what remained of the roots reaching for the sky, a rotting hand of some long dead sea god in a last ditch grip of the sun. It failed, and sunk back under the waves, lowering as a piston of nature. The two halves broke into pieces as a result of my touch. After an age of rot, the Baobab had retained structure against the pull and slam of the ocean, though this had paled against my presence within a few minutes of contact. I had destroyed this monument to survival. The only hope that I’d seen was nothing but a mirage made real that broke apart as soon as I laid my hand upon it. I’d had another taste of fate being cruel. I washed my face in the water, removing any black remnants of the dead Baobab. I blew out through my nose to clear the sinuses. I was hurt; my spirit a little more broken than before, if that was possible.


    Laugh it off, it wasn’t personal.


    I readjusted my goggles, placed them back over my eyes, and ducked under. Shreds of bark and fibre danced about in the current. Some sank immediately, other swirled with the tide, carried beyond my sight. The tree had split and broken up into pieces no larger than myself. It was compost for the ocean now. I half sighed, half marvelled at how something once so great and powerful had met such a fate at my hands. Trees should be mighty, felled only by axe, or destroyed by nature. Not the brief touch of a long distance swimmer.


    I looked around and found the familiar lime green bottle that I’d let go of during my unpredicted return to the water. I swam for it and begrudgingly plucked it from the tide. Reunited with my annoying, day-glow sidekick in this jolly fucking adventure that I’d found myself in.


    I considered taking a sip, only to console myself for my second loss of craft, but an inner warning told me not. I could survive for three days without water, close to a month without actual chunky sustenance. But unless I figured a way out of the water and onto dry land I was one hundred and ten percent sure that I’d become food long before I succumbed to starvation.


    My stomach growled at the mere thought of food, warning off or alerting any potential predators. I hungered for a protein bar. I wanted to feel the plastic foil on my tongue as I tore into it with my teeth. 


    Bananas with black spots emerging, a definite indicator that the sugar content was at its prime.


     Beans on toast with a sprinkling of cayenne pepper and cheddar cheese.


    A tall glass of fresh milk with ice, accompanied by a cheese and onion omelette.


    Yum. Or Mega Nom-Noms, as the kids say nowadays.


    With my mind reeling with thoughts of steaming, sugary goodness, I wasn’t doing myself any favours. I endeavoured to carry on my cut of the ocean. If I didn’t push on, fine dining would remain a dream, and nothing more. I’d have to fight for my next calorie, or face becoming one myself.


    With the sun behind me, I swam. Grey clouds rolled in from the North to combat the light, one of my remaining allies. I saw another passenger plane high above and out of touch, crossing my diagonal from north-east to south-west. I tried again with my goggles, but it was useless. The light was fading. I couldn’t signal.


    I missed Celeste and her minty, constant zephyr on my neck as we drifted off in our shared bunk. I missed Tom’s ha ha haah pirate laugh, biting proud and gregarious into the morning air, and even the humour surrounding his penchant for nude swimming. My stomach contracted with the thought of Russell’s cooking. He was a master of sauces, and we were due to have Carbonara for our evening meal. Charles would have told us a story, no doubt, something about his travels, or maybe a fight he’d gotten into back in his navy days. Tamara was good for banter, you could always chat nothing with Tamara. She was good at nonsense. She was good at impressions as well. I recalled past laughter, recounting to myself memorable moments that would stick with me until my last gasp. It had all been pretty fun up until the moment I found out I was alone.


    I carried on this pining for nostalgia for a few uneventful hours, until I thought my eyes were failing me, then I realised it was the light going down to die for the night, not my eyesight. The charcoal grey billows were winning, robbing me of my last sunset. I shivered, more from loneliness than the cold. As pitiful as it sounded, I really wanted a cuddle. I didn’t think the tree hug would tide me over.


    I had no floatation aid, no food, and a scant amount of liquid to see me through this ordeal. All I had was hope, and that was fading fast. If any rescue were to arrive soon, I’d guess it would be via helicopter, though the distance between terra firma and me was vast. A ship would need to be sent where The Lord Burringham was last known, before a helicopter searched the immediate area. Any chance of that scenario unfolding would at least be a day or two. The other option would be planes, flying high up, to cover a greater area. I was a needle to the Atlantic’s haystack.


    This is my war story, I tell myself. I imagined me surrounded by grandchildren—nieces, and nephews—in a positive think forward. I’m telling this story, how I navigated my way home with little more than my wits, and a bottle of pop.


    I smiled, grinning madly as I wondered who I would end up settling down with. An old school friend, or would I meet someone new because of my new found fame?


    The questions I asked turned darker than the skies above as I considered the other side of the coin, and the flipped fate of, what if I don’t make it? What sort of man would I become staring death straight between the eyes? What would it be like? Would I get to see its face? Would I embrace it, or would I cry?


    The realisation was settling in that at some point, during the night ahead, I was going to die in the darkness of this enormous ocean. Then during, or not soon after my last breath, I would be eaten, by one creature, or perhaps many.


    Approaching the cusp of this twilight world, I was reminded to turn back on my Shark Shield, for the true black of night was on its way, bringing further unseen terrors. The light blinked on, a single green eye that signified that the Shark Shield now emitted its soundless defence with protective, invisible waves.


    What if I dropped it? That would pretty much sum my day up. I slipped it back into its pocket, and zipped it up safe.


    I’ve never been afraid of the water, not even at night. Any aquaphobic or nyctophobic tendencies would have shown up on the psychological test before I entered this competition, I assured myself. But this was different. We had all spent a fair few hours in sensory deprivation chambers to help us adjust to swimming at night. This was a non-stop mission, twenty-four/seven, and a few of us had never swum at night before. We had lamps onboard to light the way, but it still didn’t detract from the fact that at night, the ocean was a rolling black slab of terrifying, shifting points for the uninitiated. If the water got too choppy, we had a special harness with an aerial pointing up from the shoulders. A line was attached to this, to anchor us to the boat, and to stop the line hindering our progress. Bait on a hook. Fishing, no matter the weather. 


     I wasn’t afraid of sharks per se, I’ve swam with them a few times (little ones), but the fear of potential gigantic movement below was very real. It could happen. I believe the fear of large creatures is known as Megalophobia. Is it a fear if you’re pretty damn sure it’s going to happen? I’m starting accept the fact I’m going to die (and not panic about it. Panic solves nothing in situation like mine. You have to switch on survival mode and turn it up to twelve and a half). Either I’ll be saved, or I won’t. I’ve accepted this (as much as I can in my imagination) and controlled my fear to the best of my ability. I wasn’t looking forward to the pain, but it was the loneliness that scared me the most, because I had no idea what that would entail. The worst pains aren’t physical.


    I had no lamp and no line. It was darkening, and I floated adrift. I might as well have been on the moon. It was an excruciating pain not knowing where my crew was. I waited for a bus that would never come. The agony fought with my hunger to twist my bowels into tight, careful knots of anxiety. I hadn’t even been hungry half a day yet. I imagined the residents of certain starving African countries would laugh at my European problem of being a little bit hungry. But then again, I’d been burning calories for half a day trying to stay afloat, without replenishing solids, or liquids in any form.


    Before the voyage, my only fear in life was that I’d die alone, or slowly, and burning with pain. Aside from this I was pretty fearless. I reckon it must’ve come from one of my brothers locking me in the cellar when the light bulb had blown. I was only down there about fifteen minutes before my parents heard my banging, but it felt longer. The darkness seemed to possess the ability to slow time, treacle for the mind. I’d soon feel that old fear of not knowing yet again.


     Heights; fine (irony; I was floating in suspension about three odd miles or so above the planet’s nearest solid surface). I’d jumped out of planes before to parachute down to Earth in the name of charity. I’ve walked on hot coals for the same cause. But it seemed my worst fears could easily be realised tonight, between the approaching night sky, and whatever monstrosities lurked below me, I was alone. And that thought terrified me. But I couldn’t curl up into a ball or hide under a blanket. I couldn’t call the police, my parents, or Iron Man. I was in this by myself and would have to deal with anything that revealed itself with nothing but my own shit scared wits. I wasn’t looking forward to it. In all honesty, I wasn’t the seafaring type. But here I was, conscripted by the hungry chase of fame and glory. I had set any fears aside to defeat a beast I knew little of. I was used to pools scoured of life by a diet of chlorine and monitored temperatures. Aside from beach resorts whilst on holiday, I’d been true wild swimming once before all of this. Compared to the adventures of the others, I was a chicken.


    Something blinked on the northern horizon, a single light that dipped behind the waves, and far too low for a star that I knew of. The sun swooned its last rays across a wide and dying crescent, bleeding out through the bruised western sky, and the twinkling plain of water before me that breathed up and down, up and down with a million salty lungs. I had my own parallaxed backdrop, and a moving object that gave me a perspective on distance. Pay attention, I told myself. This might be important. 


    I shifted my concentration and straightened up, pushing myself up over the crest of the next wave. A stack of black boxes sat on the horizon with a single light on top. Tower block sized, it was too large to be one of ours. With the lack of illumination decorating the vessel, I squinted and guessed it was a cargo ship, filled to the brim with shipping containers, or cars, or whatever. Staffed by a minimal crew, this lack of eyes looking outward would mean they probably weren’t even aware of my existence. This chilled me. Humans were close, my kin, my kind; souls that could pluck me from this situation and deliver me home like a snivelling, pathetic little puppy after escaping from his new home. The fantasy bloomed of making it aboard and finding the ship completely autonomous. The bridge would be filled with wires, panels, and blinking lights; but no controls. With no crew they’d be no food, and I’d wander the blank corridors and starve until I figured out how to fish off the side, or knock a gull from the sky.


    I paused and tried to gauge their direction. A few seconds passed, and I figured it was passing from the north west to south east, maybe towards South Africa.


    I shouted, I made a noise and waved my arms like a roadside lunatic to let them know I wasn’t a blur in part of the scenery, or a piece of lifeless flotsam. I was human being with a beating, bragging heart who still gave a fuck about breathing fresh air, sharing sunsets, and sleeping close to someone I adored. I demanded to be acknowledged whilst that fire to survive blazed within me. I was a survivor and would continue to be.


    “Hey!”


    I kicked out and tried to close the distance between them and me; cut them off at the pass as they say in the old timey westerns. I hoped to end up where they’d be in a few minutes. The cargo ship got larger, the light got brighter, and my hopes of being plucked from oblivion did likewise. I didn’t care if the only brain on board was electronically minded. I powered on as the ship lay directly east in front of me, wondering what if I’d closed that distance earlier. Would I be where they were now?


    I shook the futile possibility from my head and ploughed on through the darkening brine, angry at the clinging friction that held me back, and the lethargy in my muscles that slowed me down.


    Even with the death of dusk, I got so close I could see the barnacles clinging to rust, and the fading white markings on the side.


    9UNDN15-ODETTA-BLUE


    It meant nothing to me, but it meant everything. That might have been the last thing I ever read. The sound of her engine bubbling away was music to my ears, momentarily lifting my spirits above the grip of the waves. I fantasised about grabbing a stray rope dangling from the side and me being pulled up from the simmering brine, as the jaws of death’s bear trap shut, shearing atoms from my toenails.


    Odetta Blue carried on her churning plough into the southern Atlantic without me, shrinking as suddenly as she’d grown into my life.


    About minute after she passed my line of latitude, a swell passed through me and lifted my body up from the trough, giving me a peek at the horizon and a better vantage point of Odetta Blue as she bobbed her way away from me. 


    I sunk back into the trough, receiving a slap in the face from my mistress, the unforgiving sea.


    I watched her go and shed a precious tear, savouring every rising wave that altered my position on this world. For soon it would be full dark, and I would be truly invisible to eyes unaccustomed to the night. I was a Lego behind the sofa. That photo in the attic of an old love you saved and had forgotten about. The penny wedged between the floorboards.


    Gone, forgotten, but still existing. A metaphysical quandary; I was the falling tree in the forest (baobab?), the screaming man in the ocean. If I go mad alone, am I truly mad if no one is around to judge me as mad? The loss of a man’s mind is judged by others, not by the man himself.


    I floated for a while, treading water while I let my drained arms rest. Taken over by darkening purple clouds from the north and west, the fading light finally disappeared, replaced by a fat eyed moon that peeked out every so often from behind grey billows blanketing a starless night. I shivered and mourned the sun. My Fast Skin only kept out so much of the cold. I was naked beneath aside from a pair of Speedos to cover my modesty between suit changes. Helpless and weary, I was soon lost in the rise and fall motions of the silk black ocean, throwing around the hungry acid in my stomach. I sought no course nor was I sure what direction the gentle turbulence of the Atlantic pulled me. I wasn’t giving up. I was fighting off the urge to sleep and dream of another life.


    I thought about the numerous medals, trophies, and accolades I’d gathered during my sporting life, and what good they do me now. They’d doom me, chains around a drowning man’s neck. I’d give them all up for a half a glass of cool, fresh spring water. Hell, I’d give them up to let a tramp spit in my mouth. Maybe not. I wasn’t that desperate. Yet.


    I considered all the other professions I could have ventured. I loved Maths and English at school, if maybe I followed my brain instead of my physical prowess I might be in a different situation right now. A safer and less soul destroying workplace, free of toothed hazards and unknowing; somewhere with good company, hot food and free coffee.


    I could have been a scientist, I pondered, before the dark part of me remembered that scientists built the nuclear bomb and blow smoke into beagles’ eyes. Death follows every profession.


    I licked my lips, surprised at how chapped they felt. The skin had flaked off and curled like a pie crust. I nibbled at them, chewing what I could, telling myself it was all cosmetic, and not the anxious gnaw of hunger.


    I considered taking a tiny sip from the green bottle in my hand and even placed my quaking fingers on the bottle top in a moment of weakness. I resisted. What if I made it through the night? I’d need a drink tomorrow when the midday sun scorched any floating heads like an egg in a pan. 


    Not yet. Despite my hatred, this treasure was too precious to waste too quickly. I’d have to savour every hellish, sugary drop.


    ***


    In the darkening of the night I pulled my goggles up and off from my face, rejoicing in the feeling of relief as the cutting pressure was released from my skin. With removal of the polarised goggles, my eyes let in a little more light, giving a measure of more details of the surrounding sinister gloam. I stretched my eyes and mouth, cracked my tight jaw, and faced skyward. Then I cried. I’d lost count of how many times I’d wasted precious grief. I told myself it was cathartic, a form of self-help therapy to mourn the loss of my crew, and own impending demise. I soldiered on. Have a little cry, have a little swim. Have a little cry, have a little swim. I even tried to drink my tears by picking them off with the tips of my fingers. I needed a routine to fix my mind in place on this whirling Earth.


    But right now I felt pitiful and useless, adrift in a dark and lonely ocean, waiting for sleep to pull me in, and the water to take me under. I even considered the possibility that I may have died and all this was my own private kind of hell. Maybe dawn would never arrive, and I’d simply exist in this 5/6ths-wet-purgatory-forever-nightfall-universe.


    Below and behind, something touched me, a brief, sliding nudge that clung to my left calf for a moment, then a tug that filled my mind with spinning teeth and sucking tentacles. I shrieked and recoiled, drawing my knees up like an old maid frightened by a scurrying mouse, the cold touch of fear shocking its way up my spine.


    Nothing came of it, and I breathed out a breath that seemed to empty me of everything, barring my bones. Maybe I’d only imagined whatever had brushed past the back of my legs. I hoped and prayed to whatever God that oversaw this realm of reality that my cramp was on its way back and not some curious beast wanting to quench its hunger for lonesome Englishmen. Maybe a shoal of fish or a wandering turtle I reasoned, drawing breath again. Seaweed, it must have been seaweed. 


    A few weeks before my trip I’d watched a YouTube video of a bobbit worm. Found at the bottom of an aquarium after the fish started to suffer mysterious bites, the three foot long monstrosity had been living and feeding off the fish for a number of years. Upon its capture, the alien looking creature segmented off into three separate entities to tri-fold its aggressive nature, squirming and folding itself up against the sides of the tank as it brainlessly pondered its escape. With my imagination adrift in darkness my mind reeled back to this image, conjuring a mutant cousin of the bobbit worm (named for its scissor action mouth that cut into its prey, we have a jealous woman to thank for that, and a humorous scientist no doubt). This beyond skyscraper tall beast, with a multitude of layered stomachs each a different pitch of hell, could no doubt excrete me out into the black sandy depths along with the remains of my crewmates, and the anchors of galleons past. Its scissor jaw had just scraped me by, and our next meeting would involve a deadly fastening of a bear trap closing at lightning speed, impaling my legs as easy as a mutilating staple through a leaf. This hooking would be followed by a rapid descent to his ocean floor toilet, my breath abandoning me as my screams burst for the surface.


    Any second now…


    Whatever had tasted the back of my leg didn’t like it much as I felt no more frottage from the sea beast.  Hungry, curious, or otherwise.


    Just a fish.


    I drifted in and out of consciousness a few times. I splashed the cool Atlantic on my face as if it were cologne, in effort to refresh myself and instil some vigilance. But soon enough I was impervious to its refreshing touch. 


    Night continued its congealing, as it does on this side of the blinded Earth. All evidence of the sun had vanished. I was alone in darkness, that was the only fact I knew. I grew tired of floating there like a lost buoy, my eyelids dipped, and the terrifying dozing pull began its drain on me. Suspended above nothing I was lulled into the comfort of sleep, rocked like a heavy-lidded baby, soon my head dipped into the dark brine. I swallowed as I breathed in. My ears glugged; I coughed, spluttered, and cursed in surprise as I was dragged back from behind the veil of sleep to terrifying, hard choking consciousness, with a puppy yelp. From the expanse of my own dreamland, where I saw a brief oh-so-real image of Celeste, to being plopped straight back into the darkness of the mid-Atlantic night, waking me up. Now my brain buzzed with electric synapses as I became super-aware of my surroundings. The shot of adrenalin did the trick. I was awake. But the sensory deprivation I was forced to endure meant I didn’t have any surroundings, only the pressure of the salt water of which I no longer felt upon my body. I floated not in water, but nothing; 5/6ths limbo at most. I didn’t even feel the pressing wet anymore. I felt numb and dislocated from my body, as if my mind had been removed, and put away into storage. I was in third space. Not in body, not in mind, but somewhere in between. I scrunched my eyelids tightly and opened them, trying to adjust to the night, but it was useless, the moon wouldn’t play with me anymore. I was cast amongst the sinister stygian plunge of night, discarded by the cosmos; neither dead nor alive. I could make out a vague billowing in the sky above, as the moonlight tried to press through the clouds, and the faint rise and fall of the ocean before me. But as for the horizon, it was like two pieces of black fabric held beside each. There was no join, no seam to differentiate the distances. I was lost in an endless black curve.


    I pressed the balls of my hands into my sockets, pushing tight against my eyes, the pressure a slight relief, a weird pleasure. Pulling them away, I blinked, and revelled in the phosphenes that glittered midnight blue against my lonesome vision.


    Time lost meaning, lost speed. I was losing it, whatever it was. Had I had it to begin with? Had my entire life been a figment of my imagination? What if this was all there was? A black nothing from horizon to horizon.


    My mind, devoid of stimulation, started to form its own shapes. The Atlantic shimmered with a bright reddish purple, mimicking the glimmer from some alien sunset. Green dragons soared overhead. Shapeless, though mesmerising, they ploughed into each other, exchanging tones and direction, their colours mixing as clashing palettes. Severed wings carried on, beating as they left their owners bodies. Squirming tails snaked down from the sky, fracturing as they fell into multicoloured stardust that fizzed to nothing. The kaleidoscopic hallucination resembled a deleted scene from Fantasia, having me to wonder whether the creators had suffered similar circumstances as me to conjure such delusions.


    As beautiful as it was, I had the creeping feeling that my mind was shutting down and giving up. I was losing my mind and watching it go. The beautiful spectacle before me was a distraction to ease me into coping with my inevitable death. My mind was cushioning me with something I’d never expected to stop me feeling so vulnerable. Sweet brain, how you’ve cared for me all these years, keeping me from trouble, and providing me with endorphins and my future fantasies, all because you can’t cope with death and figure out a solution to this conundrum. Even in the face of death you’re making it all much better. 


    Ohhmmmmmmm…


    I wondered if this calm approach by the human mind was the same for everyone. I expected a white light next, piercing through the lonely black like a spire of hope.


    I slapped my cheek hard and sudden enough to sting and bring my own stars to my eyes.


    Not yet, Death. Fuck you, not today, thank you kindly. I’m still with it.


    The dragons fractured like time lapse clouds burnt away by the dawning sun, the bright oil shimmers on the water dissipated. The water calmed black. The liquid graveyard vibrated in its usual sways, and again, I was alone.


    I scrunched my eyelids tightly and pressed the balls of my hands into the sockets. When I took them away and blinked out the stars, I saw the boat, clear as day, despite the dark. It was maybe a mile away, and motionless. Waiting for me.


    I started to swim. I didn’t even pull my goggles down. I did maybe a hundred strokes before I raised my head. I looked up and focused on the green and red painted boat. It was still there, clearer. But not much closer.


    I dipped under and ploughed on again. One hundred strokes again, blind through the dark. A suicide missile.


    I looked up, and the boat was in the same position. It must be drifting away from me. I could see it clearer now. It was a canal boat, painted green, the window frames painted red. What kind of idiot takes a canal boat on the open ocean?


    A beautiful idiot, that’s who.


    I swam towards the familiar boat. One hundred and twenty strokes this time. I looked up and see my father waving from the back of the boat. My mother pops up from the hatch and starts to wave me over. My brothers are at the windows inside, waving insanely. My family had come to save me.


    I take a few lacklustre strokes towards the boat and notice it gets farther away the closer I get to it.


    I dipped beneath the surface and snort thick plumes of Atlantic into my nasal cavity. It jars me. I lift my head and cough out the shocking saline foulness.


    The boat is gone. I remember it, though. My family holidayed on it when I was thirteen. It was a figment, but real to me. I’m back in the black, alone, and thoroughly awake and devoid of dreams. I’ve wasted precious energy. I cry out a plume of frustrated swear words into the cold night air, expecting them to echo back at me from the thick treacle black that pushed against me. I became accustomed to it, until my ears crackled with the emptiness of silence. Darkness stroked my face, a mysterious, illicit unrequited love reaching from beyond, touching me when I didn’t want to be touched. I jerked, flailed, shrieked, and shivered at nothing. It was a drip of water, an itch, or simply my imagination dealing possibilities and playing tricks.


    All the time I was thinking teeth, tongues, and tentacles. A mass grab, a frenzy, a bite, and a swallow. I wanted my mind to lie to me, tell me everything was okay and this endless black was simply a dreamscape that had caught me in its webbing. I was losing sense of time, that’s why we have clocks and watches. It’s nice to be anchored to a point in the world that we can think back and relate to. I had no fixed point on which to base my observations. I was suffering from temporal dislocation. 


    The sea sloshed back at my tiring anxiety, this sound the only evidence that anything else existed beyond my fraught mind, a soundtrack of my doom.


    Pounding, pounding, pounding me. Already it was breaking me down an atom at a time, as well as mocking my fragile mind. My decomposition had already begun without my passing. I was rotting. Each licking wave took a part of me away. I’d seen it happen. I knew the risks. First, by osmosis, the body starts to take on salt water, gathering beneath the skin in the cavity between the epidermis and muscle, bloating the body in a process known as third space fluids. Fingernails start to drop off next. Even now, I could feel it happen, my skin becoming looser as I gave myself unto the ocean.


    I’d feed a million tiny mouths.


    Or one giant one.


    Slosh, slosh, slosh…


    Crunch…


    I took this sound to be mocking laughter and punched out at the surface of water. My efforts amounted to a wasted flail, as I did nothing to bruise this insurmountable giant that had swallowed most of my world already. It wasn’t even a battle. Goliath had David pinned down with one hand and flicked his pitiful stones away with the other, his giant, hungry mouth gaping ever closer to create an alternative ending. The ocean was a lapping tongue before the dark throat of the guttural below.


    Lick, lick, lick…


    From the breadth of darkness, a horn blew in answer to my frustrations. The Odetta Blue had come back for me. Someone had reported us missing, and the cargo ship, being the closest vessel, had turned round and now searched for me. This was the end. I was saved. Maybe they’d already found the others. Maybe…


    Think of the reunion! High fives and smiles, what a story this will be, eh?


    I braced myself for a searchlight to blaze through the darkness and bring blinding illumination to my isolation.


    I froze, squinting in the pitch in effort to focus on even the dim glow of a distant firefly. It was useless. There was nothing. I started kicking again in gentle, swooping arcs, as I tried to dull any motion made by me. The sound of the horn continued, prickling the wet hairs on my neck. Metallic and mournful. My first hope of it being the foghorn of a passing ship was dashed when it oscillated down in pitch. The warning blare of a foghorn is a constant parp of annoyance that demanded everything from the ears. This was animalistic and mechanical at the same time. It sounded like the vocalisation of a whale, but more industrial, as if Captain Nemo had constructed a steam powered brass beast and now it circled me, goading me, and inciting fear at the command of its master.


    The sound increased in volume, the layers building until a thousand concrete pipe organs chimed, shot blast rocketed through rusted tubas and screamed against red hot wires. Dying robots screamed their last binary banshee wails as the stomach of a volcano gurgled in a wanton anticipation of circuits and steel.


    Turbines at full revs, the blades white hot, ready to spin from their fixings.


    Aeons of pressure escaping from melting rocks, hissing forth moisture older than some stars.


    Shrieking feedback from the megaphone of an angry God; an unholy, trembling murmur from a deity that could paralyse a city dumb at the first utterance as the sound pierced eardrums and bled the brain.


    It whirred, it grinded, it hollered, it howled like a sleeping mountain waking up from an age of slumber. This visage assembled to form a gigantic beast, with manhole sized, milky eyes, scales slashed through with oozing battle scars, and a trembling maw emitting a seeping dead fish stink. Its teeth the colour of a dead tree devoid of bark, chipped from a millennia of meals and fights to the death for skin and bone, smiled at me from below the waterline, they parted in a godless old god smile. Retractable talons awaken from fleshy cuticles and smoothly push out like curved splinters. A reptilian claw reaches out for me, a scaly palm, massive and capable of crushing a car in its grasp, cups me beneath the water. The digits close in, and are always poised to sink into me, in the tick of the next heart booming second.


    It was all there, hidden by the darkness. That was what I could hear. I was sure of it. In my mind, if the sky was lit in the next instant, that was what I would see. All this happening at once as if I’d snuck a look behind the curtain of reality and what really went on behind the scenes of our world. Monsters cobbled from our Hollywood nightmares, and childhood fears made real by some dream factory in caves dark and impossibly deep, hidden from curious cameras and probing science of humankind.


    This is how people disappear. On land, strange men would take the blame. Maybe monsters whisper to those on the edge to own up and suffer the fall.


     Dinosaurs were once real, and the legend of dragons had to come from somewhere. Maybe braver ancestors had brought upon the demise of the old monsters, turning them into stone and myth. Maybe gods are monsters that have yet to be destroyed. I shuddered internally at the thought of tribes worshipping the thing that stalked me. My mind went momentarily wild with mud smeared tribesmen tossing appeasing virgins off a windswept cliff top, or strapping them to worn post by the shoreline as the hungry lips of the tides tickled their toes, fighting back with nothing but protesting howls at their uneasy fate.


    The charm of chaos brought a nervous giddiness over me, as if I’d been let in on a secret that would kill me if ever I uttered it out loud. I was in the know, but I wasn’t to tell.


    Shush, said the Gods, and the world will be yours forever.


    I didn’t believe them. The gods lie.


    The noise increased again, pushing thick knuckles of dire fucking pain into my ear canals. I covered them with my palms, pressing airtight to protect what delicacies trembled inside. The noise continued inside my head, whistling a siren song that pierced my ears like the boiled call from an infernal kettle. The pain was dampened, but the containment did nothing to dull the intensity of the aural assault. It was coming from all around me. I could feel the vibrations hollow me out. My guts actually quaked like a bowl of jelly atop a spin dryer. The urge to go to the toilet unfurled my knotted insides, making me feeling like I was seven again, and in the back of my parents’ car on that sweltering summer afternoon. They knew I needed to go.


    Just a few more miles son… hold on to it.


    I didn’t have miles. I had seconds. I’ll always remember the laughter from my brothers after I made an uh oh sound and filled the car with a fetid stink. My parents grimaced and wound down their windows before pulling over; parental guilt spoiling their summer smiles as they cleaned me up on the hard shoulder of the A1.


     I clenched and swallowed it back inside with a stab to my gut. It felt as if something was trying to crawl out.


    The noise dulled in the night air, seeming to move under water momentarily, the vibrations massaging me as it made its descent. Then it stopped, and I hollowed out as I let myself relax an iota.


    Despite all my bracing, it was then, as it’s known in the industry of fear, that I shat myself. Soiling myself at that precise moment was the icing on the cake after all I’d endured.


    All-too pleasing warmth spread down my thighs and into the small of my back, seeping like an oil massage around the front. Despite the revolted moan from my mouth, I didn’t feel in the slightest bit disgusted. It was more a gasp of relief. I felt fear more than anything else. It wasn’t something I could run and hide from. I couldn’t lock myself in a deep bunker or stand behind an appropriately armed military force. The fear repeated again and again and again, endless waves that both paralysed me, and made me want to swim eastward. Anything to get closer to the sun and reveal whatever plagued me. 


    I wanted to see what stalked me.


    I didn’t want to see what stalked me.


    To reveal itself would destroy me.


    Curiosity killed the Sam. Then chewed and chewed until there was nothing left but a bottle of Green Fucking Voodoo Tiger Fucking Piss floating in the middle of fucking nowhere.


    It was now that I realised my hands were empty, now I could grasp them shut in a naked and numb fist. No plastic bottle got in the way, no goggles hung from my fingers. Panicking, I felt out blindly into the water. I found my goggles straight away, I discovered them still hanging from my flailing wrist, but my bottle of Green Voodoo Tiger Sugar Piss was no longer in reach. I had taken it to be my life raft and only source of calorific value. With that bottle it gave me evidence that the world really existed out there, and I wasn’t truly alone on this planet. Other people had done other things, and I hadn’t imagined my previous life. It was more than a trinket; it was a mascot that stopped me from sinking into complete madness. It was my anchor back to the world I’d left behind. Though we had over three hundred bottles left on board before the Burringham sank, I doubted I’d ever see another nuclear leak lime green coloured bottle of that sulphuric poison. I couldn’t remember when I’d let go, but it had saved me from ever letting the fluid touch my lips. Health wise it was probably a good thing, who knows what that evil stuff does to your insides after each accumulated mouthful. Perhaps secretly I was glad, as death would visit me sooner. With the tiger piss, I was offered the chance of at least a few more hours, maybe half a day of life. Better to have complete realisation of your fate than a bottle of false hope.


    Being encased in darkness and having nothing else to do, I decided to free the mess I’d made following my sudden evacuation. I knew it wasn’t wise to release faecal matter into the ocean. Sharks being sharks would most likely sniff it back to me, and their interest would be heightened to say the least. But I’d shit myself whilst adrift alone in the Atlantic Ocean. Anything worse would seem like an improvement at this point. Besides, I had the Shark Shield to keep them at bay. If there was any point on my timeline to cleanse myself without the fear of being bitten in the arse by a Great White, now was opportune.


    With the horrific wailing still plaguing my thoughts, I shook myself from my reverie and undid my zip, pulling my right arm through the Fast Skin and up into the naked night air. Reaching around I pushed my hand into the back of my Speedos and scooped the hot mess free, flicking the sticky remnants of my last meal (porridge with raisins my best guess judging from the grain between my fingers) into the cool brine of the Atlantic. I did this death defying act whilst imitating a floating squat in the pitch dark and kicking my legs with a fitful, sporadic scurry, the real fear of inhaling my own shit plaguing my thoughts. But it needed to be done. I felt no shame in the slightest, only a need to be cleansed, and make myself feel as human as possible. I spread my hand flat and wiped in between my cheeks to remove as much as I could, every so often smearing my hand on the outside of my leg.


    Once satisfied, I pushed my arm back through my Fast Skin, and zipped myself back up. At least I wouldn’t die with my pants full of shit. I had that much to be thankful for.


    ***


    Alone in this morbid shade of the turning Earth, as far as anyone from the glowing warmth of the nutritious vitamin D feeding sun, I contemplated my life after I’d gone. What beating butterfly effects in far ponds would I ripple? The newspapers would assume we all went down together as a result of mechanical failure or even as a consequence of Hurricane Wendy. My parents would outlive me; my older, druggie brother would become the favourite living son and probably insist on first dibs of my London flat (though it was doubtful he could afford the rent). My dolt of a younger brother would go after my T-shirt and trainer collection, and probably my music collection and guitars (he wasn’t that thick then). After a memorial and a few weeks of exposure in the media, we’d all become part of conspiracy theories involving mysterious disappearances like we’d cruised into an equatorial Bermuda triangle, swallowed whole by a Time Warp/Sea Monster/UFO never to be seen again. Whatever they settled on, they’d never know the real truth. Whatever the hell that was.


    They’d write books about us and by the end an unrevealing Forteanesque Channel Five documentary. The Lord Burringham Mystery; What Really Happened?


    Maybe they’d do a drama about all of our lives before we set off on our voyage? Who would play me? Some washed up soap actor probably. Sorry, Channing Tatum can’t do a Yorkshire accent very well, so you’ll have settle for this guy who played a second cousin to the Dingles on Emmerdale.


    Unless I found my way back to shore, the truth would never be out, and the world would remain in pondering for the rest of time. I imagined a dishevelled detective in a future world, pawing over files and printouts late into the night as he revisited our disappearance. He’d beat himself up as he consulted old charts and weather reports with a tumbler brimming with cheap bourbon. We’d be the bane of his night time thoughts as he fought with theories that would make sense only if he had a shred of evidence. He’d die not knowing. Only the dead know the truth.


    Hell, I was the only known survivor of The Lord Burringham, and I still didn’t know what was going on. I was Lord Lucan. I was Amelia Earhart. I was Ambrose Bierce. Only the missing truly knows where they are.


    My dad once told me about a local family near me whose young son vanished from their back garden. A manhunt proved fruitless as there wasn’t a shred of evidence to go on. Local sex offenders were interviewed, but he still wasn’t found. Years passed and the boy or his body were never found. That wasn’t the kicker for me, though. The part of the story that got me was that his family kept the living room light on every night, in case he should come home unannounced.


    The tragedy came to a head on the night of what should have been his eighteenth birthday. Presents were laid out on the table. The candles on the cake remained unlit as they’d done years before, with and without tears. Heading to bed, his parents turned off the living room light. Giving up was easy, when all hope is gone. It’s important to keep that spark alive, be it a candle, a light bulb, or a flame in your heart.


    I guessed the others were dead. Celeste was gone. I figured it would be healthy to accept that she was dead. I wasn’t about to start searching for her until I myself was saved. Whatever remained of her physically was more than likely in the depths below. I had no proof of this, but I took it to be an unverifiable fact. As soon as I was back on dry land, I’d drum up efforts to search for what remained of my boat and crew. I, more than anybody, wanted this mystery solved. As if the fates had been different, it might have been me on the Lord Burringham and one of the others out here.


    I wondered what the others would have done, knowing in the first instant that Tamara would’ve gotten angry. Celeste might have cried. Tom might have cried as well, not through fear, but because deep down he was a big softie and as soon as the realisation that his friends were gone, he would have mourned us. Charles would have carried on swimming; he had that bull-headedness about him that makes me think that he would have struggled to accept that the boat had sunk at all. His first thought would’ve been that he’d been overtaken and he’d have to catch up. Russell would have taken it to be a joke for far too long, before the crushing realisation came down on him that he was utterly alone in the ocean. If I could have picked any of us to have died first after been left behind, I would have picked Russell. Not because of any weak-mindedness or suicidal tendencies, but because of the fact he wouldn’t enjoy being alone. I would’ve given him a few hours before he stopped kicking and slipped beneath the waves as a scared child would beneath the bulletproof comfort of a blanket. I reckoned it wouldn’t take long to drive a man to complete and utter despair. The self could do that. Being stuck in a situation like this made you realise how easy giving up really was.


    My parents were probably still oblivious to my fate. I dreaded the look on their faces when some official (probably some executive from Klear K plc) breaks the news that their son is lost at sea. I can see my father’s face crumbling and turning that shade of beetroot red when he gets emotional. My mother would turn pale, almost grey with fright. Children shouldn’t go before their parents. It wasn’t natural, as it reversed over the expected order of life creating life, creating life, and forever onwards. There wasn’t even a word to describe the breadth of how truly devastating it could be. Not that it was likely I’d ever have to suffer such mental trauma. This would be a burden for my parents to bear.


    What are you doing to find him? Where’s the boat? Where’s his team? One of them would ask, probably my father after the first bout of tears had drained him, before vain hope filled him right back up again.


    What about Lindsey Harris?


    What the fuck about Lindsey Harris?


    She’d miss me. I knew that much. Despite the terms we left on, I’m sure she’d grieve and attend my fake funeral and empty box filled with flowers and trinkets and photos and letters I’d never read. What would Lindsey have put in that box? I could have guessed a thousand things, but my mind settled on one thing. At what temperature would silver turn to smoke? It would be the engagement ring. I wouldn’t blame her. Not now. I’d proposed a week before I was offered a place with team GB on the Lord Burringham. We‘d agreed to start planning the wedding as soon as I was back on dry land. Now looking at the dry land from this distance from the shore, I’d want her to move on. She was still young and didn’t owe me a dammed thing.


    Besides, she never knew about Celeste and me. Maybe it was for the best that it ended like this, for poor, innocent Lindsey’s sake at least. I’d been let off the hook at having to face breaking her heart in the most brutal way possible.


    With that, as the thought became lost with the rest, the wind picked up, chilling my salt burned face. Strong gusts bursting from behind me pushed me back the way I came. No doubt it was the tail end of Hurricane Wendy whipping out at anyone stupid enough to be caught in her influence; such as moi.


     At least it let me know I was still alive. This outside influence, this touch from the beyond, lit my soul. It proved I wasn’t dead, or at least I had the capacity to imagine I wasn’t dead yet.


    With the wind came precipitation. I smiled in surprise as a light rain peppered my face. I opened my lips wide, cracking the corners, and wagged my tongue towards the sky, willing the minute droplets towards my mouth. I held my hands out, shook off the seawater, and cupped my hands skywards. I brought my hands to my face and licked my palms, recoiling at the bitterness that remained. I didn’t care. I needed moisture. I lapped up what I could; spending ten minutes blindly licking what the sky offered me and cursing all the wasted droplets that drizzled into the great undrinkable.


    Checking my goggles were still wrapped around my wrist, I decided to swim for a while, just to do anything to take my mind off floundering off to nowhere, these fits and starts continued through the night. I’d swim for a while, maybe ten minutes, maybe half an hour, until I stopped. I’d cry helplessly at the fact that I’d never see the sunrise, kiss a beautiful woman, or even eat a bacon butty smothered with ketchup ever again. I realised the only way I’d get myself out of this dank, dark mess and experience any kind of joy again, would be of my own accord and determination. I started swimming again. I really wanted a hot and crispy bacon butty; any effort on my part would be worth the chance of tasty one again.


    Rinse and repeat.


    I tongued the side of my mouth in an attempted to drum up some moisture. The sensation was akin to licking a boot in the desert. I felt my lips crack. I ran my tongue over to soften the dryness and tasted the bright tang of blood. With a greedy guilt I lapped at the miniscule wound. I’d take anything I could get.


    I felt an odd bravery at my persistent blind carve of the ocean that filled my hollow heart. Hopes rose and hopes dipped. I felt giddy at my blindness and the terrifying freedom oblivion presented me. I was heading into nothing, possibly death, definitely a version of hell. But still I continued towards where I thought dawn to be. I couldn’t give up. Only sheer exhaustion would take me. But still my heart yearned for Celeste as a vain, invisible hope remained of her still being alive, despite what I’d seen. As much as I tried to push her from my thoughts, she always came surging back to the front, pushing out much needed moisture from my person. Every tear brought me closer to death. My grief was killing me with each drop lost. I tried to catch the tears with my tongue. You know things are bad when you’re trying to drink your own fluids and forced to lick shit from your fingers.


    It was upon one of my cry breaks that I felt a scratching on the back of my legs. I kicked out at the touch of this ghost but impacted with nothing. I felt the fabric down along the back of thighs down to my calves. My hand stopped as it felt rough along the back crus of my Fast Skin. The polyurethane felt hard and rough, melted even, as if it were the surface of a lava field cooled by time. It had bubbled and burst through in places so I could feel my cold, bare skin beneath. Thankfully, I felt no wound on the other side. With shrivelled fingers, I checked the other leg, finding much of the same damage. A deeper coldness drained through me as I considered what effect it would’ve had on my bare skin. I cast my mind back to whatever gruesome, corrosive thing brushed past me after night had fallen. I had felt its physical presence, and figured it was more than likely that whatever I had seen beneath me twirling the mast of the Burringham like a baton, and whatever had touched me, were the same thing. It was becoming more brazen.


    Now I knew the truth. I had been tasted.


    The shape-shifting leviathan had sampled me with a tongue or tentacle, maybe a combination of the two. After pulling the boat down to a watery grave, the thing had been following me all this time. Waiting, biding, and maybe even watching with a thousand unblinking eyes. Was it the beast that had been calling out mournfully for me? Was its undersea bellows a warning howl or was it merely hungry? I hope it wasn’t horny. Its curiosity had grown too strong, and so it had reached out and tasted me. Well, my Fast Skin, to be precise, which was probably why it didn’t just suck me under, tasting polyurethane and not succulent flesh, it had deduced I was merely an interesting piece of flotsam that would probably give him indigestion if consumed. I hoped.


    Although, it might have easily been the smear of shit down my legs that had attracted IT.


    There were a thousand reasons for everything, and it boggled my mind to consider them all.


    I still had the impending doom feeling I was still being followed, possibly toyed with by a predator much more deadly than anything a single human being had come across before, somehow still primal, still bound by a basic hungry curiosity. Something else had maybe kept it at bay.


    My Shark Shield?


    The main device on the boat had been failing intermittently these past few days due to damp in the engine room, so the swimmers had to completely rely on their own personal devices for safety. It wasn’t a problem at the time, though now it was clear why my fellow teammates had suffered a mysterious fate, and I had survived unscathed. The Lord Burringham had essentially been a floating lunchbox; I had been an unnoticed, annoying crumb on the tabletop, invisible to hungry, gnashing mouths. Now it knew I was here, I had the feeling it wouldn’t leave until the battery in my Shark Shield had faded, and I was safely tucked away in the dark, pulsating confines of one of its many stomachs. Maybe it was saving me for a night time snack.


    Soon curiosity would cave and give in to blind hunger. I wished it would get it over and done with, yet some greedy and desperate part of me still longed for dawn. The hopeful human part of me wanted to live and run and drink and fuck, but another darker part was bored already. Give up and sink, it said. 


    I AM EMPTY OF FUCKS!


    Yet I still kept on kicking, tentatively treading water, and fighting whatever fate I thought was bound to me. I once read that shipwrecked sailors often wouldn’t bother learning to swim, as they knew that death from drowning was a luxurious way to go compared to the drawn out death from dehydration, or the terror afflicted shark attack (decisions, decisions). Once in the water they had barely a minute of gurgling and struggling before they gave up and slid beneath the cover of the waves as a sinking dead weight. I’m sure that if a lifeboat or any island was nearby, they’d struggle and splutter towards it rather than give up on life altogether. Being a strong swimmer is my only real skill, as I’m a professional at it. But here, in nautical terms, it seems my talent is my curse. I couldn’t drown if I tried. 


    I would stay awake, treading water until I-


    A) Passed out from exhaustion. Then slip beneath the waves into the dreamy depths.


    B)Become so dehydrated I dry up and die, before slipping beneath the waves completing my ironic death of dying of thirst in the ocean.


    C) Get eaten by something, anything to disperse the monotony.


    Either way, it all ended the same, with me and my burning lungs full of seawater, plummeting down through the murky fathoms.


    If I had to choose, I’d pick option A, like anyone would. Passing out would be akin to giving in to the sweet surrender of an exhausting, well-deserved sleep. I could live with that. Or die as the case may be.


    Please be painless and without blood loss. I didn’t want to suffer or fight. I didn’t want any panic or to bear any more fear than I had to. I giggled to myself. Here I was, an atheist, praying for a quick and merciless death. Did I deserve it more than anyone else? Probably not, but death would come when it was ready, not me.


    But I couldn’t will that to happen enough. It’s that jump off a cliff dilemma that stops us from leaping off the edge, our safety switch engages before the last step is taken. Only outright clumsiness, murder or natural misfortune can carry us off the edge when suicide isn’t our motivation to end our stories.


    Not that I’d given up hope. I was lost and alone in the dark, endless ocean, but I was still alive. There’s always hope if you’re still breathing, you just can’t see it for the cloud of fear. It was like being in a maze without corners as I endlessly turned and turned. I might have only moved metres since the sun had left me, or perhaps carried miles by the current.


    As I pondered for hope around the corner (as I had since I discovered my loneliness), fate smiled at me. From far above, a grim smile cracked through the sky. Blood red with jagged teeth. A sky dragon my deluded mind told me. Coming to get me. Not from below. But from above.


    My mind was entertaining me again as the dreams beasts were back. It had a bigger mouth than any creature on record. I couldn’t see the body yet, that was obscured. It yawned bigger, wider, brighter.


    More teeth. An audience of jagged canines.


    More ravenous mouths opened alongside the first. More burning blood red light poured through, the shimmering sea reproducing the glory of the mirrored sky.


    I cried. Joyful this time. It was so far away, but so clear.


    More light, twinkling echoes of radiance danced towards me like the aura illusion that surrounds fairies and creatures of make-believe. Something oh-so beautiful was happening before me, something that only a few hours ago I couldn’t comprehend happening to me, not ever again.


    More tears. Bubbles of snot and pathetic, grateful whimpers followed.


    I held my hand out in front of me to where I could see it.


    I had made it to dawn.


    Weeping, I started swimming towards the crepuscular shafts of light that formed an angelic scaffold across the sky, then stopping as soon as the thought whirred through my tired mind.


    Towards the light?


    Was I dead?


    Was this heaven? 


    Had I, Sam Berlitz, been meandering in solitary, testing purgatory these past few hours?


    If I was dead, then how for fucks sake? As much as I didn’t want to experience death, it would have been nice to know how it all played out. I’d like to have a recap of events, so all the blanks were filled in. What had I missed?


    I soon cancelled the thought as my barren stomach grumbled for breakfast, morning coffee, and last night’s tea. I ran my tongue around the inside of my mouth and over my lips to try and drum up an interest of moisture. I pushed with my tongue against the inside of my cheeks and swallowed dry. I coughed, hoarse and broken. I nibble some stray, dead flesh from my lip, then greedily, a little more. My appetite was killing me. That was a conscious human thought. No ascending angel would ever feel pangs of hunger like cannon fire raging inside. An angel would be forever satisfied, never having to dip to the lowly human trait of a constant want for sustenance and satisfaction.


    Do angels have nipples? Arseholes even?


    I was no angel. Wings denied. I didn’t sense in the slightest that this was a test.


    The coming light was merely a delusion caused by the Earth spinning around. I, being of unsound mind, had assumed that after my trials and tribulations of the last twelve hours or so, that the supposed creator of the sky, rocks, and animals, he/she/it/them almighty was coming down to pluck one member of the Earthly flock from his obscure abandonment in the Atlantic Ocean. How wrong I was.


    This beautiful breaking dawn that only I knew, was but a tiny glimmer of a lonely star in the black gulf of dread of what I knew was to come. Unease settled over me. I shivered. Call it premonition, call it foresight, call it what you want. But despite this beauty before me, this ray of hope, I wanted so much to die and be saved at the same time. So much. I hungered for a definite answer to end all this. All this meant that the chances were increased that I would see it coming. The darkness was torture; this coming light was another form.


    This purgatory was hell. Or a level in close proximity. I was filled with constant dread at what would come next. Death was eventual of course, but it was what would come in between that chilled my bones colder than any night time water ever could.


     The glowing horizon brought a new day of anxiety that I couldn’t get away from, couldn’t beat my arms into the water, and plough my way through to the other side. The tide or cosmic currents that operated this universe of colliding fates pulled me towards whatever was waiting for me. Death was inevitable, and being an Englishman, it seemed tradition and politeness dictated that it was to be the last thing I’d ever queue for.


    I feared that whatever lurked on the far side of this fateful dawn would bring with it more death, more anguish and more sorrow. 


    Yet I didn’t know how.


    Whatever had taken my crew was hungry, after me it would hunger again. Maybe it would head to shore and roll up on to land eating anything vaguely edible that happened to be nearby. The humans of Earth would have to wait. I was next in line on the buffet table.


    ***


    This want to end my life was overtaken, as something surfaced before the dawn, gliding; brazen and smooth into my tired eye line. I never saw it rise, only appear as if it were a sudden jump cut in a movie.


    A fin.


    Two foot out from the water, it circled around me and I followed, from three o’clock to six, then vanishing back under at eight o’clock. I carried on my turn, tracking where it should be as I pulled my goggles on.  I dipped under.


    An all-consuming blackness surrounded me, dark as death, and as perplexing to the eye. Something grey moved for the briefest flash, a ghost caught between planes, a beautiful monster that was the only truly natural thing in this scenario. I was the alien. I was the invader here, the unwelcome one.


    I lifted my head from the water and drew breath, deep and tasty as I realised that it might be my last lungful before saltwater and blood flooded my mouth. 


    “Okay. Oh shit. Come on, let’s do this, let’s get it over and done with,” I muttered, my voice a dehydrated whisper, proving about as much impact as dry leaves rustled by the breeze.


    Another fin rose up maybe thirty feet away, circling in the opposite direction. Had it turned? No. A third shark joined the group, then a fourth. They were having a good look, maybe keeping their distance because of the Shark Shield. Was it still working? I couldn’t tell without taking it out to check. And I daren’t do that for fear of letting it tumble from my trembling fingers and into the deep.


    I turned my back to dawn to see a fin pass from south to north. With the new born light I could make the finer details of the shark’s fin; the sandpaper grain, the scars and chunks missing. That’s how they identify sharks, the experts, from the scars on their dorsal fin. To be known by your battles was probably an honour.


    I had to be ready. I had to accept. This was death. I was facing death in the eye. This. Was. It.


    I knew what to do. When a shark came close enough to bite, I’d try to climb into its mouth head first, I didn’t have any other choice. Was suicide by shark a world first, I wondered? I couldn’t fight four sharks with my wits alone, hence making my demise as much my choice as theirs. The last thing I wanted was for Bruce to take a chunk out of my leg, and then wait for me to die in terror. At least be quick you hungry bastards. Bleeding to death would be a horrible way for all of this to end. Be swift in my end.


    A commotion frothed north. I turned as I watched the water jump. A caudal fin waved at me before diving beneath.


    Were they fighting over me? I’m flattered you think me that precious, mister shark. 


    Three fins came up proud from the water, circling closer to me in erratic little spurts. I dipped and bowed in the churning waters, helpless in chaos they created, waiting for the bite, bite, bite.


    A tail whipped out and clipped the back of my leg. Despite how you think the thick water slows motion, it came so hard and fast, I yelped.


    I could feel them beside me as their movements pushed and grabbed at me, in a frantic dance.


    Panic. Rising above everything else.


    Something had these beasts on the run. They weren’t stalking me, I’d figured that much out by myself. Maybe they’d come to me for protection, even though the Shark Shield would have sent them crazy. I’d never know the truth.


    The water exploded beside me, and the thrashing started. I watched as a fifteen foot Great White rolled over twice in a bid to free itself from something dark wrapped around its tail, coiled tight like wire, pulling, pulling, pulling under as the shark fought with all its tremendous might.


    It rolled again, and I saw how the thing thickened on the other side, each time the shark committed a roll, the dark thing got a tighter grip as it pulled itself over the shark, a hot blanket of death.


    It wasn’t black. It was filled with blood, boiling it up into acid.


    The shark went under with an almighty tug, and the others (whether they were dead, dying or alive) didn’t bother me further. The ocean returned to its tranquil, morning calm, and I treaded water like an idiot lost, wondering if that was how it took down the Lord Burringham.


    I watched the dawn bleed over me, caught between the tremendous beauty revealing itself just for me, and the primal bedlam going on beneath. I closed my eyes and concentrated, trying to detect the tiniest susurration in the waters, as a preying shark would.


    Nothing.


    Minutes passed, and I tried my best to enjoy the emerging art of nature as the light played on the dimples of the waves, focusing on the heavenly glow of the sun as it warmed my face. Let this be the last thing I see.


    Something darker, betraying the way the ocean reflected the sun, emerged in front of me. There it was. The creature. Now was the time. It was unmistakable because of it size, bigger than any animal I had ever seen, easily the size of a house roof. Flat and clear like melted plastic, with a bubbled texture like that of a boiling oil spill, but solid. It seemed to take on the red ochre colour of the sea. If you scooped your hand through the mass of it, it wouldn’t drain around the shape of your hand like syrupy treacle or oil, but cling tight to you like a skin of melted rubber. The outer edge of the thing was less than twenty feet in front of me, shifting up and down with the rise and fall of the ocean, undulating towards me, ghosting the motion of the swell in a slick, creeping itch. Unsatisfied with this situation, the tide pulled us closer.


    The awful smell hit me. I gagged as the stench of rotting fish invaded my nostrils, pillaging fresh tears from my eyes. Other odious vapours of which I had no name for, mingled with the gross indecency of decayed aquatic matter; seaweed, death, and faecal matter all churned up in one nauseating melting pot to construct the eye watering stench that signalled the arrival of this predatory bottom feeder. 


    The Young Man and Sea Monster, as a horror bent Hemmingway would have written in a more twisted universe. No man is ever truly alone in the sea, and I’d come a long way to die. All for my own glory, my only witness would be that what desired to chomp and chew me into sustenance.


    Slowly but surely, I started to lethargically kick back against the rising beast, always keeping an eye on it, even if it hadn’t acknowledged my presence, I still distrusted the dirty, great thing. How could I win? It had eaten a Great White Shark for breakfast.


    After about a minute of frantic kicking, I’d propelled myself barely ten feet. I couldn’t fight this tide. I was exhausted and beaten by nature after a day alone in the water. No man could keep this up for long with giving himself a coronary. My hips and buttocks ached from the constant propulsion, and my arms had stiffened so much, they felt as if I’d had the arms of a mannequin stitched on instead.


    The tide pulled me back to where I had started. Player one had rolled a six and slid down a snake right back to the beginning. It wouldn’t have surprised me if thousands of feet beneath me, the compacted and crushed hull of the Lord Burringham lay calm in the dark silt. A husk, a skeleton, a thing sucked of life, and cast aside as would a spider to a fly. The same fate was being offered to me. What did it leave behind? A sack of skin or did it cough up the broken dust of our bones? I’d never know the answer. I shouldn’t really care, but right now, to dwell on living and dying seemed my only options.


    The oily pancake didn’t turn or change direction, but seemed to breathe in, and gain about a foot in height and roll over itself, surging towards me like an opaque avalanche. The thing didn’t even make a splash. It appeared sluggish, perhaps after feeding its reactions slowed down. I hope. Having been given yet another chance of life after the shark fight, I felt both elated that I’d been granted a few more moments, and drained at the fact my ending was getting dragged out.


    I pulled the goggles over my eyes. After a deep breath, panic took over, and I dived down towards the cool embrace of the deep, not wanting to face this monstrosity or become a conscious victim of one of its many probable stomachs.


    I couldn’t clamber over the top, nor did I have the time to circle around the creature as it spread its width. The tide was carrying me towards it whether I liked it or not. I could either go under it or straight into its ravenous clutches.


    I didn’t need to look back again, for I could see the ominous darkened shadow the thing cast upon the world, where it blocked out the shimmer of the dawn. I thought it’d seemed big on the surface, that was simply the top of its head, the thing had a shapeless body as well, a towering, inverted mountain that I had to swim diagonally away from, away from the surface, away from the ridiculous giant mushroom pancake that had stalked me this past day. 


    I pulled my arms through treacle, dragged my carcass through a needle eye with a ten tonne weight hanging off my ankles. Defeating death was a slog, but I refused to roll over and be eaten. I wanted to be chased and put this last blast of adrenaline to good use. Death or glory. I wasn’t going to be a sit down and shut up Happy Meal. I’d rather drown before being consumed by that thing. I couldn’t imagine the agony it would cause me. I didn’t want to find out what it did. I only wanted it out of my reality. If I had to go through death to get there, then so be it. I was heading that way anyways, might as well help the process along on my own terms. Though I guessed that if I survived all of this, my nightmares would be filled with this creature until my last sleep.


    Something in me said no. Keep fighting, you ballsy idiot.


    I don’t know how far I’d dived down, twenty maybe thirty feet. I felt the sides of my skull bulging in every direction; my brains were ready to explode outwards through my ears like boiled worms. With my lungs burning to gasp the fresh sea air that I so selfishly denied from them, I swam beneath, and looked up as the riptide carried me through the thick, deep black. The insidious tower unfurled towards me in a creeping, though deliberate motion, spreading its flanks like a bird of doom as it fell upon its prey. Me.


    A bubbling tentacle speared through the water like a burst blood vessel opening up. It slowed and fingered the space around me, wriggling snake-like, dragon-like, tasting the water with short, sharp ticks. I pushed back—kicking out at the nothing that held me fixed above the abyss. I had no grasp, no edge against the pushing nothingness. I had no hand to play but the depleted breath in my lungs, and the roaring ache that burned fiercely through my knackered muscles. I watched as it wound around itself, coiling as if poising to strike. I got a glimpse of the nature of the beast, breezing through the oceans of world, travelling as a house sized jellyfish would; until it hit something solid, where it would coil around, and suck up any sustenance it found.


    I gave up on giving up, and kicked diagonal towards the surface, screaming my last breath out in salty flurries of bubbles, breaking through with such force I felt like I’d carry on into the upper atmosphere. Even after a few seconds, not even a minute under water the dawn light felt brighter, stronger. I relished it. 


    I’d made it to the other side of the beast. The tide carried me away at a gentle pace. I still kicked, powering away in a frantic kick push, kick push to anywhere.


    Then I heard the scream. It was human, it wasn’t me, and so it was poetry to my conversation-deprived ears. Then something soft hit me hard and square across the side of my face, exploding stars in my eyes.


    As soon as the beseeching shriek rebounded along the surface of my eardrum, I grabbed out at the orange thing that had hit me. Not to pound it or scratch it away from me, but to hold onto it. It wasn’t drooling evil so I assumed it wasn’t the creature, and thus safe to touch. It was something other than the dull limbo of the cold ocean or floating, sentient cancer. Then, before my eyes, the most beautiful vision filled my innermost vision. 


    A boat.


    Long and white, gliding past me and ripping through the waves, penetrating the weird scene like the space shuttle landing during the Jurassic. This shouldn’t be. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I was supposed to die out here. I was sure of it. I wasn’t meant to be saved.


    Slowing down, I made out the name on the smooth hull of the Southern Pride. I looped the life preserver around me, pushing my head through like a malnourished gurner. I felt a jarring tug as they pulled me through the water and aboard. I let my legs go limp and gave way to gravity for the first time in a day. It was a struggle. The fear remained that they’d let go and this was all some horrible trick of my own dehydrated mind. I heard voices, high with concern. A happy sigh left my salt chapped lips. I glanced skyward, red clouds bled into each other high above me, mingling with the orange hues of differing altitudes. A tormented sky that promised foul weather eyed us all up hungrily. I closed my eyes waiting for the figment to melt back into the treacherous waves, reality, however, continued.


    Hard fingers searched and pinched under my pit for a holding. The water left me in fat, rushing drips as they hoisted me aboard, with a clinging slosh.


    I gave in and collapsed to the deck. The firmness of it felt bizarre, as if the structure would lose the bonding of its atoms, and I would be dropped back into the drink. Closing my eyes, I waited for the mirage to end and the Atlantic to flood back over. This was a dream, the most realistic yet. Inwardly, I clapped.


    I coughed in their faces. They patted my back.


    Congratulations. You’re alive. Here’s a fucking medal.


    ***


    Onboard, I tried to talk, but my vocal cords had withered to jerky. What was left of a man after you’ve taken everything? Just the man.


     Someone handed me an open bottle of water. I almost punched them for that sarcastic gesture, then realised I needed it before I could talk. I sank half the bottle before I realised I was gulping it. I’d never known anything so real and pure. I understood how a mythical elixir would feel as the noble knight seeks power before his final battle. So life giving and spirit rousing. The alien sensation of drinking some fresh, cool water grounded me. I knew it was over, I was safe.


    “Just sip it,” a caring female American’s voice offered.


    I finished the rest, knocking it back with a quick tilt of my head. 


    “More,” I rasped. I heard footfalls on deck, leaving me.


    “Hey, what happened out there, buddy?” an American man asked, his brisk, direct accent told me New York.


    My breath refused to come back. I felt as if the joy of being saved wasn’t even real, that I was imagining the whole thing. I fought for a syllable of air at a time through my speechlessness. I smiled, delirious at having been saved.


    “I… need… I guess…that we sank … all gone, I ... was ... in ... water.” I tried to explain with denied breath, a definite struggle to get my words out. “I never… knew that… they’d… gone.”


    “You’re safe now,” the woman had returned with another bottle of water she pushed into my white, puffy fingers, whilst hers unscrewed the cap for me. Her friendly, hospitable lilt took her farther south in the states, Texas maybe. After opening my eyes, I recognized her face from somewhere. She was beautiful even without makeup. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and I detected a few crumbs of sleep in the corner of her bright green eyes. She’d just woken up.


    “You’re … the ... Americans?” I asked, still dumbfounded by the sudden turn of fate.


    The man and woman nodded in square-jawed unison. I noticed the rest of the crew hanging back behind them, transfixed by my appearance. They looked like models, the lot of them. A tall black man, roughly the same size and shape of a telephone box, stood proud at the helm, the engine chugged along beneath him with a happy putt-putt-putt, his muscles pressing out from his tight black t-shirt as if he were a monument carved from wood. 


    I looked back at the couple, and I knew in that instant that they were fucking. I could smell it on them. They were Celeste and I from a luckier, less death filled reality. I hated them and the fact they were still living. I wanted to push this grinning dolt off the side and leave him here be eaten, shat out and rot in the depths. I wanted to take his place as king and claim this boat to be own. I was meant to live, to survive, and to win.


    I was weak. I couldn’t do a thing. My jealousy of their lives couldn’t be solved by shedding any more blood.


    “You’re with Team Britain I take it?”


    I nodded, and then squinted at the rising sun in front of us. We headed for its eastern opening eye.


    “I was.” I paused for breath, both reviling and bewildered by being on something solid. I looked back west, then back at the dawn glow. “You’re going… the wrong way.”


    “We know,” the man answered, his face grave and sullen, “the race has been called off. Adverse weather conditions they tell us. I’m Jerry Everett, captain of the Team USA, this is Tanya Smart. You’re on the Southern Pride .We were lucky to pick you up, there’s nobody else behind us.” He beamed with a whiter than white smile. He looked like a young Tony Stark. Successful, chiselled, with Creatine shoulders and a life done right for a man of adventure.


    “The French, the Aussies?” I enquired.


    “We can’t reach them on the radio, nobody can,” Tanya revealed, the brightness faded from her face into a grey frown. “The same goes for your guys. I’m sorry. We’ve heard nothing.”


    “I thought that we were being tracked by satellite as well? I’m sure that the organisers paid for it from Google Earth. They were going to use the sky shots as a link between segments when the TV show went out. Celeste told me. I remember.”


    “They’ve tried, but the signals died on all four boats. They can’t trace them.”


    “Four boats?”


    Tanya and Jerry looked at each other despairingly. Jerry answered.


    “We’ve lost the Italian’s as well. The organisers decided to call it off after they lost them. They said the loss of life was becoming too great at twenty-four missing bodies, well twenty-three now with you safe.”


    “No wreckage?”


    “None, apart from you,” Tanya responded with a trying smile.


    Her humour was lost, though I got where she was coming from. I didn’t smile back. Not from a lack of mirth, but sheer exhaustion.


    “We offered to check out the last known positions before they sent the planes out just in case. So here we are.”


    “We know the cause, for certain, I mean?” I asked.


    Jerry took a deep breath. “They say it was the storm, those ahead got caught in the swells, probably got tipped over…” he broke off and shrugged, not knowing what else to say.


    “They’d be wreckage, they’d see it from the air,” I reasoned, glancing out to the rising, falling, and suspicious swells. “They’ve barely been gone a day, is anyone searching for them? I survived, there must be others…”


    “They said they’ve checked the last known locations by satellite and found nothing.”


    “It’s bullshit!” I spat back with a sudden spurt of energy. The water was doing me good. “We changed course as advised, and the weather was perfectly fine. Hell, we had blue-sky fever above us. It was really nice out. No bad weather to report apart from the storms in the far west. I was swimming. For over an hour! An hour passes and I finally realise something is wrong. I stop. I turn round. The Lord Burringham was gone. I was alone. The weather was still good.”


    “I… have no answer for that…” Jerry was clearly unsure of what to say, he hadn’t been in the water; he didn’t know what was going on.


    “So, what’s next?” I asked.


    Tanya sighed. “You should get some sleep. I bet’cha you didn’t get much in the water?”


    “The water may look soft, but it holds many a waiting nightmare. I drifted off once or twice,” I replied sullen and knowing.


    She smiled back. “You’re more than welcome to take my bed,” she offered. “You look exhausted.”


    Jerry gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder, and then squeezed with his American death grip.


    I imagine he crushed fingers when he shook hands with folk.


    “I’ll call the mainland, and let them know we’ve found you.”


    I smiled at him and looked around the deck. A flat black box set in the centre of the deck about twenty feet long and raising up about a foot. The old boat had been decked out with solar. A different design to ours, but it cut down on the fuel bill, and the batteries lasted a good while during the grey days. You couldn’t go fast as you could with a traditional motor engine, but you didn’t need it when you’re plodding behind a swimmer. But now, the man mountain behind the wheel had it turned up all the way to cruising speed, at a comfortable eight knots.


    The rest of the crew; a pretty, wide eyed young black woman no older than twenty, an old man with a worldly beard, and an Asian man with thick, bare arms hulking out from his vest looked on at me as if I’d dropped from the sky. They were letting Tanya and Jerry do all the talking. Maybe they didn’t want to crowd me. I didn’t really care. I wasn’t in the mood to make friends. I was sure I’d get to know my saviours later.


    I quietly thanked them both, nodded to the rest, and then got to my feet, following Tanya below deck. 


    Below deck was in three sections; a store room, a tiny bathroom, and the living quarters. They each had their own bunk. The kitchen was a foldout table with all the mod cons in miniature form. I noticed an I-Pad set on the table.


    “Your internet on?” I asked.


    “Of course, always!” Tanya cheerfully responded.


    “Mind if I email my parents? I’d rather my mum to hear from me than some official.”


    “Sure, does she Skype?”


    I smiled. “She does, actually.”


    “You know her username?” Tanya asked, booting up the machine.


    “Yeah.”


    “Sit down,” she said, as the home screen glowed alive, and then tapped on the Skype icon. “I’ll make you some food. We were just about to have breakfast when we found you.”


    “Ha. Lucky me.”


    Tanya passed me the tablet, and then started to busy herself in the kitchen. I tapped in my username, and then called my parents from my contacts. A pleasant electronic purr vibrated from the device for about thirty seconds before the blue screen slid to the side and my mother’s sleep creased face appeared. Her hair was awry, and her eyes squinted from behind her glasses.


    She yelped when she saw it was me.


    “Oh darling, you’re okay!” her voice awakened into an explosion of happiness.


    “Hey Mum, you okay?” I couldn’t contain my Cheshire cat grin.


    “I’m fine, but how are you? They called me yesterday and said your radio was broken.”


    “That’s kinda true.”


    “What happened, Sam? They said they couldn’t find you.”


    “I’m okay. I’m safe now. I’m good, just a bit tired.”


    “Is everyone else okay?”


    “I’ll tell you everything when I get home, but I think they’re gone.”


    “What do you mean gone?”


    “Is Dad there?”


    “He’s taken Milly for a walk.” I imagined my parents Maltese Terrier bouncing around the back field, the dew soaking her raggy fur. I missed my walks with her. I didn’t do it enough. I should have spent more time with my family instead of training. Look where it had got me. I pressed my nail into the end of thumb. Anything to generate sensation and feel alive, I needed confirmation that I was still here, and that this wasn’t all some wicked dream.


    “I’m the only one, I think.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I was in the water doing my stint, and when I turned, the boat was gone.” I caught Tanya’s gaze catching mine as she listened in. I saw pity as she bit her lip.


    She carried on; stirring a pan of rations over the electric stove, the smell of which was starting it hit me. My stomach gurgled in expectation of food.


    “Gone? They left you?”


    “I don’t think so. They can’t find the boat.”


    “It sank?” My mother’s eyes went to the side in that way when something truly surprised her. Her mouth dropped, gaping like a fish. I was sick of fish.


    “Yeah, we can’t find them.”


    “So where are you now?”


    “Another boat picked me up. The Americans. I thought I’d call you first before anyone gave you any bad news.”


    “Oh thank you, dear, but no one had told us anything. I suppose no news is good news.”


    “Yeah, I suppose.”


    “Lindsey’s being round. We’ve been looking at cakes.”


    “That doesn’t surprise me. She does love her cakes.”


    “Not just any cakes,”’ she smiled coyly, “wedding cakes.”


    “Figures. Is she okay?”


    “Oh yes, she came for tea last week. She misses you. We all do. Are you going to ring her next?”


    “I think I’m going to rest. I’ll call her later. I just wanted you to know I was okay.”


    “Okay, sweetie. Your dad will be back soon if you want to talk to him.”


    “No, I think I’ll save it for later. I’m tired, and I’ve not eaten for a day.”


    “Okay, sweetie.”


    “How’s everyone else?”


    “They’re fine, though Ollie came off his bike, and Danny broke up with Melissa.”


    “Is the bike all right?”


    “Are you being serious or are you talking about Melissa?” my mother joked, often taking the opinion that no woman was good enough for her darling boys.


    “You’re evil.”


    “You get your humour from me.”


    “And Dad’s looks.”


    “Good thing.”


    “Listen, I’ll call you in a few hours. I need food and a few hours’ kip. I’ll be right as rain then. It’ll sort me out. I’m a little spaced out to be honest. I’ll call you back then, if that’s okay?”


    “Of course it is. You get some sleep. You look like shit son.”


    I couldn’t smirk enough, my mum only swore when it was absolutely appropriate.


    “I love you, Mum.”


    “Love you too. Speak soon and get some sleep.”


    “I will. Don’t worry. I’m safe now.”


    “Bye, sweetie.”


    “Bye, Mum.”


    I swiped the screen, and my mother’s face vanished. I looked over at Tanya, the tears welling up behind my eyes.


    “Breakfast is ready.” Tanya poured the steaming red contents from the pan into a bowl.


    A tear trickled from the corner of my eye, it was over. Everything was going to be okay. Thank fuck.


    “Hey, it’s okay.”


    “I know. I’m just happy and sad at the same time. I can’t describe it. They’re gone, and I’m still here. It could have been any of us, but it was me.”


    “It was you. Now eat. You’ll feel better.”


    I wiped the tears away with the sleeve of my suit. “What we having?”


    “You’re having breakfast in a tin, well, a bag. I can make you more, if you like?” she said, placing the bowl in front of me and passing me a spoon. Then, she passed me a bottle of water.


    I wolfed the beans, egg, and sausage concoction down with barely a chew. Tanya brought two coffees over, handed me one, and sipped the other. I gulped the hot sweet brew down in two steaming gulps.


    “Another?”


    “Please. It’s nice coffee.”


    Tanya brought the pot over and filled my cup up. I sipped this one.


    “Do you think they’re gone?” she asked after a minute’s silence. She’d been thinking about that. So was I.


    I nodded. “I think so.”


    “What do you think happened?”


    “I don’t want to think about it. I know the boat is gone. And I’d rather they be dead than lost at sea like I was. I wouldn’t wish what I’ve been through upon anyone.”


    “If you don’t want to talk, that’s fine.”


    “I don’t. I just want to sleep.”


    “No worries. Let’s get you down.”


    She led me to her bunk, helping me peel off my Fast Skin, shedding its tight bonds as if it was a chrysalis, and I were an emerging insect. The tang of faeces had penetrated the inside of the suit, filling the cabin with a fetid aroma. Tanya didn’t seem bothered, and I couldn’t have given a shit if I tried. I’d be happy if I never wore the damned thing again. The contours of every seam had pushed deep into my flesh, scarring me temporarily with thick red lines, making me look like a cross between a victim of a jellyfish attack and a road map. 


    Tanya thumbed the burn marks on the back crus of my Fast Skin. “What’s this from?” she asked, with an arch of her eyebrow as she touched it with a tentative stroke, as if it still might be caustic, but she had to satisfy her curiosity, even if it involved getting burned.


    “I don’t know. Something in the water, I guess,” I answered cagily. I wasn’t sure what I’d seen. Saying anything would probably contradict myself anyway.


    “Jesus! It looks like a burn. What happened out there?” Tanya hung the Fast Skin off the back of a chair.


    “I don’t know. I’m as lost and as confused as you guys. I just want to get back home now. I need to get my feet onto dry land to recuperate.”


    She looked upon me in pity. There wasn’t anything she could say, and there wasn’t anything I could tell her without sounding crazy. I’d started to doubt what I’d seen this past day. I felt as if I mentioned what I thought was really out there, then I’d wake and it would all become real again. I didn’t want that. I wanted it to remain as a possible hallucination. I was happy in this sweet, safe bubble I’d found myself in. Words couldn’t bring any of them back. All words would do was doom me more.


    She passed me a towel, and I dried off. I wrapped the towel around my waist, pulled off my soiled Speedos, and slung them on top of the Fast Skin. In the confines of the cabin, the awkwardness of my stinking nakedness before a stranger should have been magnified tenfold.


    I really didn’t care.


     I climbed into her bed; she placed a fresh bottle of water and a bottle of Green Voodoo Tiger on the floor beside me, a kind smile beaming across her cheeks. I looked at her as if she’d asked if I wanted a tramp to piss in my mouth.


    “It’s an isotonic,” she explained, unaware of my past relationship with that particular fluid. “I suggest drinking that and the water before you head to sleep, you might awake with a migraine in you’re still dehydrated.”


    “Thanks. I’m familiar with it.”


    “You’re not in too bad shape. A little dehydrated, but you’ll live. I’ll check on you in a few hours, and then we’ll talk again. I’ll scavenge you some clothes from the guys. Please, get some sleep, and then we’ll get some more hot food in you.”


    She placed two small white tablets in my hand. I looked at them, still hungry for sustenance despite my stomach being full after shrinking.


    “They’re mild sedatives. You’ve eaten, so they’ll help you drift off. Nothing major.”


    “I don’t think I’ll need them. I’m really fucking tired.”


    “It’s more to turn your brain off, my dear. You’ve been through a lot. Sleep well.”


    I managed a tired nod before Tanya left, closing the cabin door behind her. I took a breath and allowed my tensing muscles to relax. They wanted to kick out at gravity. I put the tablets on my tongue and had a sip of water. I swallowed and waited for whatever oblivion they would bring.


    Lindsey Harris bloomed to being, and I toyed with the notion of getting back with her (Getting back? We never broke up!). She wasn’t a Celeste, but she was something soft and familiar and safe. I needed that right now. I’d had enough adventure. I’d stick to swimming pools in the future. I should have called her, the regret lingered, but sleep beckoned


    I’d settle with Lindsey. I’m sure the fire could be rekindled as we were good together. If we ever had children, the name Odetta sprang to mind. Celeste would’ve have been too weird.


    Back on dry land and back into Lindsey’s arms I’d fall, all the while she’d wonder why I was mourning the passing of a woman who wasn’t her. How could I tell her? How could I move on without grieving? Lindsey was fine, plain, and predictable, but she wasn’t Celeste. But I knew she’d take me, and I hungered for something solid and familiar. My mind continued this push and tug between the now dead and vibrant Celeste, and the still beating, comfortable, reliable, and thoroughly predictable Lindsey. Life had decided. Celeste was gone. I’d settle back down on dry land with an average wife and a story to tell. I’d probably make my living by writing a book and doing the after dinner speaker circuit like that fella that cut off his arm with a penknife. My only decision had been whether or not to scoop the salty shit from my trunks. Would I tell people this part? I’m sure a bit of self-deprecation would be welcome. Folk find that funny.


    I wondered about the creature and if it was real, how had it come to being. Was it natural, undiscovered, and unknown to science? A deep sea dweller somehow roused from the depths and to the surface where it continued its primeval hunt for prey? I had a what if moment, the idea blooming of me finding a satellite out in the middle of the Atlantic, the Russian lettering burnt off in places from re-entry. The hatch is open, and I climb towards it. I look inside. It’s empty, aside from a broken glass jar. Whatever weaponised experiment was inside has escaped. I’d solved its origins.


    I detoured my thoughts from fantastic speculation and closed my eyes, trying to empty my mind, preparing for the sedative to massage my nerves.


    I struggled for comfort as my body still jerked with the ghost motion of keeping afloat. I’d been wound up that much, it was an effort to put an end to the routine I’d endured.


    My legs felt as stiff as tree trunks, and my shoulders throbbed as if I had been tossing boulders at the sun. My aches and pains didn’t matter. I closed my eyes and concentrated on keeping still. I listened to the chatter of the crew above, the sound of the waves sluicing against the hull in a calming, whispering constant. I should have called Lindsey. I should have waited for my dad.


    Give in, I willed. Everything will be okay. I thought about a wave of anaesthesia washing over me, numbing me to everything and everyone, as I tumbled inward.


    Time passed, and I fell headlong into a peaceful though strangely dreamless sleep, that despite my muscles distrusting protests, my body devoured. . .


    ***


    Until the screams. 


    They came through that hazy borderland that sits between slumber and waking, shocking my eyes open and alert. I sat up on my elbows with the sheen of sweat rushing over me, wondering how I brought the screams back from my dreamland. 


    Another noise as well, that infernal night orchestra came back to my ears. It seemed to come from beneath me, humming through the fibreglass of the hull.


    I pushed myself up from Tanya’s bed, still naked aside from my towel, and hazy from the hours that had passed. My Fast Skin and Speedos were missing from the back of the chair, replaced by boxer shorts, jogging bottoms, and a t-shirt. I assumed Tanya had taken them, maybe to show the others the burns on the back of the legs and dob me in to the conspiracy I was keeping hidden. I grabbed the clothes and tossed the towel. Sensing that at least some pride came before urgency, I quickly pulled on the boxers, ran through the cabin and up onto the deck, stuffing my legs into the joggers and wrapping the t-shirt up and over my still aching arms, as the cool wind and drizzle touched my bare skin that prickled in an instant to gooseflesh. It wasn’t the cold alone that chilled me.


    The boat lurched into a dangerous list as I broke through into the late afternoon light. I blinked. The sun was a sinking eye that was dying beneath purple clouds on the western horizon. How long had I slept? Not enough, judging from my grogginess. Night was coming.


    On deck, Tanya roared tears. She had a flare gun in her hand and had it pointed just above my head. I turned to see, to discover what caused the horror on her face. It was the big black telephone box that had been piloting the Southern Pride when I’d first been hoisted aboard.


    He screamed, more girlish than I expected. High and terrified. He was raised in mid-air; a near translucent, jelly like arm had him by the ankles, waving him as a child would wave a flag. His whole body whipped back and forth with sheer violence, bending limbs at unnatural angles as the very life was shook out of him. His screams continued until the trunk sized jellied arm slammed him hard against the deck, with a sick, blunt thud that must have cracked more than bones. A wet smack of blood splattered against the deck, blooming like a flower from his flattened face. His thick arms went limp, his bloodied head bowed, and then an insidious slurping sound as the clear viscous liquid rolled up his body. A brilliant pink light exploded above me in the same instant as a shockingly close whoosh blazed past my ears. The red hot flare hit the pilot of the Southern Pride on his left shoulder, burning bright, and then exploding. I blinked and turned in time to avoid being blinded. I felt heat rush up the side of my face as the flare burnt out.


    Wincing, I turned back to see that the flare had charred his skin darker and leaving a barbeque pink open wound on his sizzling neck.


    The thing screamed its blast of Hell’s Trumpet. It shivered in unison with the noise.


    Shocked at the sudden temperature change, the jelly arm didn’t drop the surely dead pilot; instead, it retracted back into the ocean, taking him with it over the transom, with a gruesome slurp as it pulled him beneath the waves. The horrific shriek stopped, the creature apparently sated so much that silence was granted.


    I guessed it wasn’t too bothered about the Shark Shield any more.


    Turning back to Tanya, I saw her face was a portrait of pure fear. Her teeth were clenched, tightening her jaw line so much that tiny veins popped up on her temples. Her bottom lip trembled. Her eyes were wide, ticking back and forth, the survivor lizard brain in her ready to instigate any flight or fight decisions. She reloaded the flare gun with a shell from her top pocket, and fired it into the air, clearly a distress call to any eyes unlucky enough to be close to us.


    I looked over into the water. The pilot was gone. This is how people disappear, I reminded myself. I looked up; the flare painted a pink flower in the bruising sky. What if nobody saw it? I’d soon find out.


    Jerry Everett barged past me from behind and stood on my bare toes with his Converse All Stars. The bones crunched, and I cursed as he hot stepped it to the back of the boat, passing the remainder of the American crew who cowered in fear beneath the main sail. I hadn’t been introduced to any of them yet, nor did I reckon that this was the right time, or place, to shake hands and have a beer.


     I don’t know what made him believe it was a good idea, but Jerry geared himself into a dive and flung himself off the back of the boat, in a bid to escape. My eyes and brain told me from experience that he should have disappeared under, cutting effortless through the waves like any professional swimmer should. Instead, he belly flopped onto the surface with a wet splat, straight onto the jellied creature that now occupied the surface of the ocean that surrounded the boat.


    The creature vibrated, the Atlantic quaked. That familiar shake of sound rose and ground against our ears as the monstrous thing made its anticipation vocal. It had been served, no effort required. It was pleased with the offering, though aware of its unbridled hunger, I doubted it was sated.


    I knew I should have warned them, but I didn’t even believe what I’d seen. In my abandonment, I’d imagined things, blurring the line between starved imagination and reality. I still had a jarring feeling that this wasn’t happening right now.


    Wake up you fool!


    With the rise and fall of the waves, I could make out the edge of the sea beast about twenty feet from the boat. It was beneath us in every direction. We were the eye in its storm, the yolk to its egg white.


    Jerry managed a half turn and tried in vain to fight off the strangeness that now clung to him. He was stuck down the middle by the beast, if it even was a beast. The viscous substance that made up its main body stuck to his face like hot glue. He screamed, pulling and tugging his body away harder, as the monster invaded every orifice of his face, with minute tentacles that emerged like bean sprouts, splitting away from the main body. Jerry kept tugging and rattling his body, pulling the skin on his face so hard it peeled off, and his left eye popped out its socket, the soft ball of flesh had stuck to the beast. The eye fizzed, then popped, as if being cooked, then deliquesced to a pink puddle of gore as salt water and blood flooded over it. With his head free from the clinging tongue, Jerry gave a faceless, gurgling scream as his throat was soaked with blood filled brine, his bare, lipless mouth snatching at the air. He kicked out in a last protest at death, struggling against the blanket of doom. Then he twitched a little, his raw, muscular maw gasping for breath through hot red, grinning teeth.


    I watched as Tanya, screaming like a woman possessed, reloaded the flare gun and marched to the back of the boat, firing the single shot at the back of Jerry’s head, exploding into a bright ball of pink flame. I yelled something at her about saving it, but the flare had already left the barrel and was fizzing away inside Jerry’s skull.


    His body ceased movement. His pain, that I could see (he might’ve still being screaming inside his mind; we’d never know), was over. The monster continued its grim, sucking feast of wet, cindered flesh. Inch by inch, Jerry was sucked into the body of the beast, the tiny tendrils wormed over his still flesh, his skin singeing as he was blanketed and lost to the ocean. I was the last to see him.


    I heard another scream, but I daren’t turn. It was attacking us on all sides. I looked over at Tanya. Her lantern jaw jutted out proud as she gritted her teeth to the point of them crumbling beneath the conflicting pressures. She’d ended the brief misery his life had become with a quick and cool realisation of his sudden torments of agony.


    “What the hell is it?” Tanya half screamed at me accusingly, slipping another thick red cartridge into the flare gun. Her eyes stretched wider with fear; she raised her eyebrows hatefully and glared at me. “Is that what sank your boat? What burnt your wet suit?” she demanded. She was armed; I daren’t lie to her. It would solve nothing.


    “I think so. It kept away while my Shark Shield was on. Somehow it kept it away.”


    Tanya’s expression soured and flushed white. The wind picked up and ruffled her hair across her face, she brushed it back behind her ears, looked left, and then right, as she computed a deadly predicament. “Our Shark Shield failed this afternoon. Looks like condensation formed on the inside of the cover, dripped back down onto the terminals, causing it to short out.” She shook her head. Disbelief reigned. Her more than me. But at least she was doing something about it.


    “Fucking product recall.”


    “Shit. That isn’t good,” I said, feeling the boat tilt aft.


    “Jesus! We know that now!” Bright panic flared across the American’s face, flushing out the blaming stare she bored into me. How could she think this was my fault? I hadn’t conjured the monster! I couldn’t see what I could’ve done to avoid this happening anyway. The beast eats what the beast eats. Soon we’d all be shit.


    She stood, patting her pockets for more flares. Rain started to spit down from the dark clouds above. We were on the edge of the storm and a carnivorous jelly wanted to come aboard. Doom with a high chance of death.


    Getting to my feet, I steadied myself as the invading creature shook the boat. The engine shrieked to stop as the tangling mass engulfed the prop. The boat started to turn in the water. It had a good hold of us now. This was it. It had to be.


    Another scream as a clear arm of shimmering fluid dragged another crew member of the Southern Pride over board, the only evidence that remained to prove they ever existed was eight lines of fresh nail scratches, carved in desperation as the poor unfortunate was dragged kicking and very briefly screaming to their doom. I didn’t even know their name. The shriek was so high and garbled that I couldn’t tell whether it was male or female.


    More deadly and inquisitive tendrils raised themselves over the side of the boat, searching for further sustenance, in a terrifying silence, worming their way towards us.


    “It’s my last flare. What do I do?” Tanya asked, her voice tinged with high terror, diluted down to a point where it sounded like breaking glass to my ears. Tears flowed free and unashamed down her face from the horror of seeing her crew eaten alive. I thought her confident and strong willed when we first met, now I saw scared child in fear for her life.


    “Do you have any fuel? Something we can burn it with?” I suggested, warily edging away from the sides of the boat as the creeping clear fingers made themselves known over the edge of the transom.


    Without further word, Tanya vanished below deck, leaving me alone with the thing, whatever the hell it was. Was it alien? Government made? Some undiscovered ancient creature released from the depths by the seaquake I’d heard about the day before? Or was it new, a mutant jellyfish caused by all the pollution we humans have collectively dumped into the great oceans. Sooner or later something like this had to happen. Mother Nature had to rebel against us for all the wrongs we’ve brought against her planet. I’ve heard about Chernobyl, about the crazy mutant babies born inside out with three eyes of different colours, and six toes on each hand. Something like this had to happen sooner or later. It wasn’t just in the movies. It was nature; a creature more deadly than the human race had raised its mighty head. I think humanity either dreads or relishes the moment when reality catches up with science fiction. This was reality imploding.


    The being, whatever it was, seeped over the edge of the deck from the back of the boat, spilling across the weather worn wood, with frightening speed. Within its viscous splurge I could see rips of seaweed, tufts of clothing, half a dissolved shoe, a belt buckle, and even what looked like small white pebbles.


    Teeth. But whose?


    The rain pelted a little harder, stinging like an attack of lost wasps. Part of me wanted to drink it in, just stand there and lap up the gift from the sky in a bizarre form of Zen acceptance, as I didn’t know when my next drink would be, or my last.


     The blue paint from the hull of the Southern Pride hissed and bubbled as the corrosive nature of the beast glided over the top. It was a thing without teeth, but just as deadly and as carnivorous as a toothy apex predator. Water began to eddy across the top of it as its weight pulled the boat lower into the water. Some touched my bare toes, nudging me into action. I shouted for Tanya, but I couldn’t wait for her, there was no time; she’d chosen her own fate. Grasping hold of the mast with both hands, I began shimmying my way up, grasping hold of the thin spurs that served as a ladder, making rapid but careful progress.


    I checked the horizon, the purpling sky darkening all around us. The boat was going down, so I considered what would be lucky. Would it be more fortunate if I fell headfirst into the beast and my brains dissolved in a few painful seconds, or would I be considered luckier if I jumped back into the drink and given a few more seconds of precious life?


    Above me, above the chaos, thunder rumbled deep and slowly booming like the catacombs of a giant’s gut. The rain slicked my grip upon the mast spurs aiding gravity’s quest to pull me back into the fray. The universe was conspiring against me. I wondered why. Was it Celeste, because I cheated on Lindsey with her? Could the universe be that fickle?


    A scream bellowed; Tanya this time. I looked down to catch her fearful gaze through the hatch that led below deck. Her eyes went wide, exposing the whites and looking up to me with hateful envy. The strange undersea jellified predator flowed freely below deck, pouring its thick presence around Tanya’s feet. 


    Lava with a stomach.


    She had no escape; she and I both knew in that moment as soon as she laid a single finger on this corrosive being she’d be doomed. Before I could utter any protest, she raised the petrol can she held in her hand, and began pouring the fluid over her head. She clenched her eyes and gasped as the vapours assaulted her senses.


    With her other hand, she positioned the flare gun square on her temple, closing her eyes as her lips soundlessly uttered something before the pain began. Prayers possibly, maybe even a goodbye to loved ones. She looked up at me, her last grimacing wild eyed smile becoming lost to sudden insanity as her finger squeezed the trigger, and the creature begin to climb up her legs. The decision for one person to shift from sanity to committing suicide had taken minutes, and startled me more than the gore I’d witnessed. Maybe Tanya had tendencies; maybe this was how she was always going to die. It didn’t matter. It was too late to consider her true mental state.


     The horribly brilliant blinding pink light ignited the fuel that Tanya had showered over herself. A blinding flash, then she became a black figure lost in the flames, trapped beneath the blazing tower, her brief scream singing with the roar of the inferno as the flames ate hair and skin with a hunger to rival that of the creature. A black, red, and pink shape that used to be Tanya collapsed backwards into the cabin. Dead I hoped. I wondered what would burn more, fire or the beast? Within a matter of seconds the fire had been reduced to a steaming annoyance, as the interrupting influx of seawater cooled and extinguished the onset of flames. The creature advanced, unperturbed by the fire as it now covered the entirety of the main deck like a quivering, prolapsed stomach.


    I had begun to consider that it wanted me alone, and anything else that got in the way was a mere amuse-bouche to tide it over. Was the creature as mindless as a mushroom, or did it fold towards me with hunger in its jelly fish heart? I shouldn’t care. I only wanted this to be over.


    I carried on climbing, slipping my fingers onto the top rung as the boat began to lurch. I wrapped a leg around the mast to steady myself. Slowly, the Southern Pride began to list forty-five degrees to starboard as the creature’s pull overwhelmed the vessel, and the cabins below filled with the blood diluted Atlantic. It had reached the base of the mast; somehow it knew I was up here, as its shapeless, spewing tentacles followed my scent trail, clawing up the mast like a time-lapse of knotweed. It had tasted, and now it wanted to finish off the buffet. Its hunger was unrelenting, which should have made it a base, brainless animal, but somehow it had the capacity for caution as it had steered clear of me when I had the Shark Shield on. I don’t think anyone would ever discover how smart or simple it was. How could you cage and observe such a beast? It would eat the scientists that studied it.


    I looked into the surrounding waters; a bloodied, half shredded body floated a few metres from the boat. I couldn’t tell who it had been. A single, jellified tentacle started wrapping around the fresh corpse, squeezing and cinching as a spider would bind a fly. The proboscis pulled the wayward carcass back into the main body, folding and absorbing the flesh, with a quiet, unrelenting boil. I watched as the monstrous skin formed a sack around the body, sealing off the outside environment, to cook the flesh in its own juices. 


    What a horrible way to go. I really hoped that the mind was long gone before they reached the boil in the bag stage.


    Instinct told me to turn on my own Shark Shield, and I even reached around to my back to grab it. Alas, it was muscle memory sending me down that dead end. The device was still zipped into my suit somewhere aboard the Southern Pride, the batteries probably run dead by now. Like everybody. 


    I fantasised about what would happen if I threw a Shark Shield down onto the boat, what would happen to the squirming creature that wanted to slide over me and gobble me up. Would it explode in a flame to fuel reaction? Or would it shriek, recoil and glide back into the depths to bide its time? It didn’t matter. Not anymore. It was far too late to warn anyone else.


    Clinging on to the 45-degree angle of the mast as it descended lower, I dipped closer to the water, until my still swim tired arms couldn’t cling on any longer. I was jettisoned back into the beautiful, cruel sea where I belonged, beyond the reach of whatever the fuck it was. Psycho Jellyfish was an apt description.


    The salt water that engulfed me was odd and refreshing, like meeting an old friend for a drink. It wasn’t as shocking as I’d expected after the relative warmth of the boat and the lack of a Fast Skin. Despite the circumstances, it did nothing to wake me from this nightmare that I continued to find myself in.


    If this is it, my entire life has been a waste up until this point. I’m food. We’re all food.


    What about Lindsey Harris?


    She didn’t matter. Not to me anyway. And I to her? Maybe something, a fond memory perhaps? She’d move on. I hope so.


    I didn’t swim. I didn’t try to get away. There was no point. I knew it would get me eventually. I imagined making it back to shore and the jellied beast continuing its onslaught against me, curling up on the sand and rocks, following me inland, no matter how many miles I covered. Across desert or up mountain, it would find me. I’d lived a privileged life, and it was all pretty much handed to me on a plate. I had no regrets. Children would have been nice, but hey. Going out this way was an honour. Not many people get to die this way. Well not yet anyway.


    It beat cancer I suppose. It would be relatively quick.


    The Southern Pride was gone now. No trace. Nothing resided on the surface aside from a few scraps of paper and a meaningless white plastic cup that meant nothing to anyone living. The Atlantic churned as it always had, hiding the evidence of any seafaring misdemeanours they had suffered. I didn’t look too hard for it.


     No, wait. A familiar green bottle floated maybe ten feet from my head, the only message it gave was desolation. The water trembled and vibrated, as the creature bubbled up from beneath and touched the bottle. The plastic hissed and melted as if under a high heat. The bottle popped, then sank beneath the waves, what little nutrition it held no doubt absorbed by the sea creature.


     I treaded water, waiting for it to come and get me.


    The Drowned God. 


    The Thing from beneath Hell itself.


    The Unnameable, because no one had lived long enough to name the damned thing.


    There was nothing else to do. Except die this strange death.


    To be eaten was honourable. I was part of the food chain. Nature would be proud.


    Then hope bloomed, life teasing me one last time, and filling me up with a horrible optimism that I couldn’t believe. Third time lucky?


    I saw the flag of an approaching ship, drawing closer, maybe called to our rescue or perhaps simply passing, and now inquisitive of the strange and dire situation unfolding upon the skin of the ocean. My dumb brain was too tired to put a country to the colours of the flag, but it searched anyway, taking my thoughts away from the awaiting danger. Stupid. Countries didn’t matter anymore.


    I saw colours. A red, a white, and another my brain was too tired to detect.


    Colours, taste, love, sunshine and whatever lights our days. Nothing mattered in the grand scheme of things. There was life and there was death, it’s best to fill your life with the good things, that’s why we do it; the laughs, the joy.


    The boat was heading straight towards me, over the where the Southern Pride (and the Lord Burringham most probably) had sunk. This place was fast becoming a graveyard.


    I see people on the deck. One has binoculars, another holds a life buoy. They’re so close.


    I wonder about if I’d ended my plight earlier. If I’d given up my cutting through the skin of the ocean, would the death have all ended with me? It wouldn’t have mattered, as I would never have known what came next. It was a stupid thought.


    A tug. 


    It tickles.


    The pain is orgasmic as it warms its way up my leg. Such warmth. A caress from the devil himself. Bobbing up and down with the oscillation of the Atlantic waves, my voice tried to raise a warning from my throat. Warn them, as there’s little I can do before they…


     


    The End
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    Author’s Note.


     


    A few years back, before I even had “Starers” published with Severed Press, I read an anthology from them called “Dead Bait”, a fantastic collection of maritime horror filled with various different creatures from beneath the waves. I loved it, and discovered that they were producing “Dead Bait 2”; I set to work on my own story to be submitted. The original 10,000 word version of “Midway” wasn’t ready in time and I failed to make the cut. I missed the boat, as it were. I subbed it at few places, but 10,000 words is a long short story and it was knocked back again and again. I let it fester away on the depths of my hard drive, where I mostly forgot about it.


    Then last year, in conversation with my publisher whilst trying to procure some convention copies of “Starers”, I was asked if I had any sea monster stories in my head. Or dinosaur ones for that matter.


    I did have a sea monster story, but it was a little bit short. But I could try fleshing it out, as after a few years of being dormant, I had ideas.


    I tripled the word count by three, passed it around my beta readers, who all agreed that it was an enjoyable read. Job done.


    When you write a story, it’s not finished when you’ve finished it. I think a story is only truly finished when I reader is done with it. I never imagined that “Midway” would be a full book, but I’ve proven to myself that patience has paid off. If you’ve made it this far, I’m guessing you enjoyed the ride (or swim).


    I have a few thanks to go out to a couple of people who helped shaped “Midway” into its final form. My beta’s, Andy “EBook Wyrm” Angel, Paul Blanchfield, Kayleigh Marie Edwards (sorry for the nightmares), Gemma Bryan (you’re in my next book), and Paul Rhodes; you all confirmed my suspicions that I had a great story. I want to hug you all for loving it outright.


    Thanks to Dane Hatchell for the edit and Romana Baotic for the tonne of ideas for fleshing it out. I spent a full day on YouTube watching videos and reading articles at her suggestion and I’m certainly glad I did.


     


    Nathan Robinson 5th March 2015
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    Chapter 1


     


    “Number one is missing.”  


    Mike blinked and looked at the phone, “Where?”


    “Japan, it is three days late for China.  Get to the port.”


    “Alright, I’ll be right there.”  The woman lying next to him opened her eyes and looked at him sleepily as he stood up.  “You have to leave,” he said in his best, broken Russian, “I have to go.”  She watched him without moving as he packed a suitcase.  “I’m not joking.  You need to get your things.”


    “I can wait for you.”


    “No, you can’t.  I don’t know when I’ll be back and I do not want them to find you.”  He stood up, grabbed a handful of bills, and shoved them into her purse.  “Go back home, it will not be safe here.  There is enough here to get you, what is the word, set up without having to go back to what you were doing.”  


    Kubilai looked at the bills in her purse.  “You will come back for me?”


    “Yes, if it is safe, I will come back.”


    She grew more pensive as they packed.  Her dark mood turned angry so that she was throwing things in the suitcase by the time she finished.  When the taxi pulled up, she looked at him with disgust.  “You will not come.”


    “Keep your phone,” Mike said as he lifted her bag into the trunk.  “You have enough to get a good start.  Keep yourself safe.”  She said nothing as he shut the door to the cab.  


     


    Number One was the submarine that travelled the Asian coast down to Australia.  Number Two cruised the Americas.  A fishing vessel would meet one of the subs and load it with either heroin from Asia, or cocaine from South America.  The process was simple.  Using a small submersible, they would drop bundles from the submarines along the coastline.  A cell phone would be put inside a balloon that would float to the surface and email the coordinates to the mainland.  Then a common local recreational, fishing or commercial vessel would retrieve it.  The Subs would unload the remainder of their payload to a ship in the north pacific where it would be exchanged, then heroin would go to the Americas and cocaine would make its way to Asia.  Mike was the person who designed them.  


    After graduating with a degree in Marine Engineering, Michael Joossens designed underwater vehicles and tools for a company that contracted with numerous private and public organizations.  These were small, usually unmanned, vessels that were outfitted with robotics and cameras for recovery and research.  Shelikhov Nautical, a Russian shipping firm, offered him a large contract to design larger submarines for their salvage contracts.  The brutish figures and constant stream of young women that paraded through the facility let him know this wasn’t an average shipping company, and it wasn’t long before he realized who he was working for.  


    At first, he was happy enough to play along, enjoying not only the huge salary, but also the many fringe benefits of women and nightlife.  However, he soon realized he was only a little more than tolerated by the businessmen of the organization for his knowledge and skills.  He was lucky.  Some of the others that were involved with the development and construction were extorted and terrorized by some of the lower level players of the organization.  He had to hold his own a couple of times and took his licks, but, in the end, he gained their respect and learned his lessons: keep to yourself, divulge nothing, mind your own business, join the party only when invited, and don’t overstay your welcome.  He thought about the pseudo-tough guys he went to school with who thought they were “gangsta.”  They needed to hang with his crowd.  Joossens had hardened over the years he had been with them.  He could hold his own and there wasn’t much that intimidated him anymore.  He had very few friends here and trusted none of them.  That’s why he sent Kubilai away.  If they found her, they would capture and either use her to get what they wanted or torture her as punishment.  


    The ships were built in record speed do to the resources, lack of bureaucracy, and a forced, loyal labor force.  So when they were completed, Mike was forced to be part of the crew for their maiden voyages.  Mike hated being on submarines.  The small shallow ones weren’t bad, but being trapped in the deeper crafts was awful.  These ships easily reached a depth of three hundred and fifty meters.  Number two was tested to four hundred and twenty.  They were small, thirty-five meters, but the thick double hull construction made them feel even more cramped and stifling.  Then there was the perpetual dim light and complete loss of any sense of time.  That in and of itself was awful enough, but being imprisoned in the perpetual locker room atmosphere was worse.  


    The only thing worse than a sadistic gangster, was a bored sadistic gangster.  Tests of strength and toughness were incessant, whether it was wrestling, arm wrestling, strength competitions or all out fighting, everything was subject to a competition of power and manhood. He did learn how to fight though.  At night, the subs would surface to charge the batteries by running the diesel engines and refuel from another of the company’s ships.  The hatches opened to clear the foul, stale air, and the matches on the deck would ensue with the loser being tossed overboard.  He tasted his share of salt water more than his opponents, but he eventually earned respect from even the most archaic of thugs for not giving up.  The crewmembers who didn’t participate were harassed mercilessly and sank to the lowest standing.  He’d never been to prison, but imagined the social structure wasn’t too far off, since most of the men making the rules had done their share of time.  


    The only guys who didn’t get bothered were the Spetsnaz guys.  No one messed with them.  A few of them fought and they kicked everyone’s ass.   Mike fought them too.  He never submitted early like some of the other guys and got hurt for his diligence.  Although he never beat them, he never gave up, and by the end of the second submarine’s maiden voyage he was winning more than half his fights with the gangsters.  As a sign of respect, they labelled him an “Official American Badass just like Clint Eastwood”, and presented him with a Smith and Wesson Model 29 with a six inch barrel.


    After the ships were built, Mike worked with some of the other ships, went on salvage missions and waited for something that needed fixing.  He added recreational features to the luxury yachts that were operated by the company, and made a few submersibles and to be sold to research facilities and universities.  The company was thinking of making it another aspect of the business.  It was a good arrangement, he was making about 250k on the books that he could report to the IRS, and the other 1.75 million went to a Swiss bank account.  He was free after another year, to be called back only for consulting work if there was a problem or modification.  It had only been four months since both of the ships had sailed.  Unlike the name suggested, the main port and offices were in Vladivostok.  That’s where the pieces of the submarines were gathered and put together.  When a section was finished, it was trucked up the coast to the sea of Okhotsk where final assembly and launching took place.  


    Mike passed through the gates of the shipyard, parked his car, grabbed the suitcase, and headed up to the offices.  Gavril Alkaev, the man who recruited him and oversaw the operation as a whole was there.  He was the person everyone answered to.  Next to him was Dmitri Markovic, an ex-Spetsnaz commander who was in charge of personnel and kept the goons under control.  No one tangled with Dmitri out of either respect or fear.  Stepan Polzin, a former naval submarine captain sat across from Markovic.  Mike was relieved when seeing the three of them.  Not only did he have their respect, he was able to speak above the lowest common denominator of women, sports, and other feats of masculinity.  “Where is Valeri?”  Mike asked in Russian.


    “He is coming.”  Alkaev said.


    “What do we know?”  


    “The ship was on schedule for Iwaki. It usually makes the next delivery three to four days later near Yangjiang.” 


    Mike looked at the map, “That is almost thirty-five hundred kilometers,” he said.  “Are we sure it was not just a lost transmission?  It takes over a week to get to Australia.  They may make contact then.”


    “Yes, we considered that,” Dmitri answered. “However, if they are late, then we are two weeks behind. You understand that these vessels must not be found.”


    “Yes, I understand.” Joossens said, “What do we have?”


    “We have The Dafna,” Alkaev answered.  The Dafna was the salvage vessel the company used to recover ships and cargo.  “You and Valeri will be on that with the normal crew.  Captain Polzin will be in charge. Commander Markovic and I will be on the Ivonne.”  The Ivonne was one of the yachts that were used for entertainment and recreation.  “As far as the authorities are concerned, we will be looking Alena.”  The Alena was a ship that went down several months ago carrying classic automobiles from the United States for Asian buyers.  


    Mike looked at the map again, “They follow a similar route every time?”


    “Yes, I know the routes.” Polzin answered.


    “We start at the last location and follow the course through the shallows?” Mike looked up and contemplated what was ahead of him when the door opened. Valeri Savin came into the room with two low level thugs.  He was shaken, but didn’t look hurt.  


    “Those engines cannot be found,” Alkaev reiterated.  The diesel engines, batteries, and charging units were Russian navy.  


    Savin was the other engineer who was responsible for the propulsion system and procured them.  Valeri was eager to join the team, live the life, and act like a big shot.  Like Joossens, he was never accepted as a real member, but Savin was infuriated about it.  On top of that, he didn’t have the nerves or composure to handle the risk and deal with the thugs.  He was in way over his head and was always a heartbeat away from fleeing.  Weekly photographs of his sister and mother going about their daily lives kept him close to the company.  A phone call like the one that woke up Mike would have had him scurrying to the countryside.  That’s why they sent for him. 


    “Mr. Joossens, you will take the place of the robot operator and Captain Polzin will take the place of the standing captain,” Alkaev continued.  “The rest of the salvage crew will remain onboard.  Mr. Domashevich will keep an eye on things.  Mr. Savin, you will provide technical assistance for the recovery.  If the vessel is found in shallow water, recover any cargo.  If the engines can be recovered quickly, do so.  After it is dismantled or if nothing can be recovered, you need to find a way to tow the ship to deep water where it will not be found.  This is a very sensitive matter and we cannot spend a great deal of time carrying this out.”


    Mike nodded and headed for the salvage ship with his suitcase.  Valeri trudged onboard looking as if he was going to boot camp.  Savin was one of those guys who didn’t fight and he was getting on the ship with Fyodor Domashevich.  A huge, barrel-chested figure that was incapable of feeling pain and whose favorite pastime was picking on everyone smaller than himself.  Mike had nicknamed him Fido and had run-ins with him even before the sub voyages.  On the submarines, he seemed to have to fight him daily.  Domashevich seemed to fight everyone daily.  Mike was destroyed in the beginning, but he never gave up.  He took it personally for a while and did everything he could to beat him.  When that failed, he took him head on, knowing he was going to lose, and did the best he could.  After learning a few things from the Spetsnaz guys, he eventually won a couple of rounds.  Domashevich was teased mercilessly.  Fido was the one who gave him the gun.  Having him on the ship was a mistake in Mike’s eyes.  These were legitimate sailors, working people, not gangsters bucking for position and power, and Domashevich was going to exhaust them with harassment.  When all was said and done, they would probably lose a few good crewmembers, but Mike was not in power and he wasn’t going to question Alkaev’s judgment.  “Shut up, do your job, and mind your own business,” he thought.


    After he unpacked, Mike went to help load and secure the remotely operated submersibles (ROS’s).  Then he went to the control center to make sure all of the video and scanning equipment was loaded and functioning properly.  When everything was to his satisfaction, he gave word, the ship was released from its moorings and headed into the Sea of Japan.  He went to the galley and ate alone, and then headed up to the bridge. Fido punched him in the shoulder when he came through the door. “Good to see you,” he laughed, “just like old times.”


    “Ow, good to see you too,” Mike answered. “Where are we headed?” 


    “South,” Polzin answered. “We will intercept its path and go backwards. Once we round the island, we head one hundred kilometers southeast of Katsuura and travel south along the ridge to the ships last known location.  The yacht will head west through the Luzon Strait.  The robot operator from this ship is over there.  Their capabilities are limited, but it will give us a head start.”     


    “So we are going to see the Karakatitsa,” Domashevich said.


    “What?” Mike asked.


    “The Karakatitsa, the morskoye chudovishche.”


    “A Devilfish, a sea monster,” Polzin translated in English.


    “Yes, it is eating all of the fishing boats. It was found floating in the sea yesterday.  Maybe it ate our boat too,” Fido laughed.


    “What are you talking about?” Mike asked again.


    Domashevich grabbed a tablet and gave it to Mike. A blurry aerial photograph of a ship was floating ahead of a light, multicolored oblong shape. From the photographs, he guessed it was about 150 meters long. “You see, the Karakatitsa.  Here, look.”


    “It’s a bigfoot picture.”  Joossens said handing it back to him.  Polzin laughed.


    “No, it is real.”  Fido thumbed through several news sights from different countries showing the same photographs, and then read through one of the Russian pages. “The creature was spotted floating four hundred kilometers off the coast of Japan and is being towed to Tokyo for study.  At least sixteen fishing boats from Sapporo to Kochi have vanished or have been found destroyed over the last ten weeks.  Other vessels report having nets torn from their riggings.  Many villagers of the fishing communities believe the giant beast is responsible.  Right where we are going. Ha, ha!  I know you are looking forward to it Valeri,” he said, pounding Savin on the back at the same time.


    “More people,” Mike speculated. 


    Polzin nodded. 


    “I sure hope this is not real.”


    “We can use it to our advantage. It gives us an excuse for being there. We have lost a ship of our own.  If this thing gets to Tokyo, we will be ignored.  The attention will be there. ”


    “I suppose. Do you need me up here?”  Joossens looked at the men who shook their heads. “I’m going below.”  Joossens said before going to his cabin and sprawling out on the small bed.  It wasn’t long before the motion of the sea rocked him off to sleep.


     


    *****


     


    Hiroshi Kojima was standing at the railing of the coast guard ship, staring at the creature just below the surface.  Someone had spotted the light colored mass from the air and a coast guard helicopter was deployed for a closer look.  When it was determined that it was some sort of animal, Kojima’s vessel was the first to arrive.  When he first saw it, he thought it was a huge chunk of a coral reef.  It was an enormous mass of flesh, light pink with splotches of grey, yellow, and black.  Odd horns and growths covered the thing. It had tentacles that were webbed and huge, heavily browed eyes that made it look permanently angry.  Someone said it looked like some sort of devil or demon and the name stuck.  Another coast guard ship joined them and a large trawler was commissioned to tow the “Devil Fish” to shore.  


    Hiroshi couldn’t take his eyes off it.  He, like many of the sailors on board, had to be reminded to do his duties, but everyone gathered to stare at the creature on their breaks or after their shifts.  Luckily, the captain was understanding.  He travelled the length of the ship, staring at the monster when his shift was over until darkness made it impossible to see any detail.  He was about to go to his bunk when it disappeared into the depths.


    There was no sound, it just vanished. He was looking for it over the side when he heard a loud bang from the towing vessel and saw its stern sit heavily in the water.  He ran along the port side of his own ship when it listed heavily starboard.  Kojima grabbed the rail and prevented himself from being catapulted into the sea.  A large tentacle grasped the ship less than a meter away from him and pulled the ship upside down. He took a deep breath as he headed toward the surface of the ocean, but the railing caught him along the midsection and knocked the wind out of him.  A deep empty hollow pain seemed to collapse his chest inward as he swam in the black water.  Straining metal, pops and cracking mixed with the roar of churning water and filled his ears as he attempted to get out from under the ship.  He swam in the lightless ocean, struggling against his airless lungs through the cacophony that was all around him.  Something hit him and red lights flashed in his head.  The pain in his ears was increasing from pressure, it was the only orientation he had, so he changed direction to lessen it.  His strokes became more frantic as the desire to breathe intensified as red lights flashed in his eyes.  Finally, he broke the surface, opened his mouth, and tried to draw air, but his diaphragm was still locked in spasm.  He paddled wildly to keep his head above water and tried again, but no breath would come.  A wave hit him in the face, filling his mouth and nose with salted water as the contraction was released, initiating a coughing fit hard enough to make him vomit. 


    The noise was tremendous.  Hiroshi looked over to see the capsized ship bob up and down, being pulled from the bow.  Screams now mixed with the sounds of twisting metal.  After a few breaths, he began swimming to the opposite cutter when something floated up underneath him.  Kojima grabbed onto it and tilted his head back to catch his breath then looked down into a large, angry looking eye.


     


    *****


     


    Mike slept soundly so he didn’t hear Savin enter the room.  He awoke before dawn and went to the galley for some coffee.  Then he wandered onto the deck to smell the cold salt air.  He looked at the lights in the distance, watching them blink and flicker, looked at the stars, and tried to remember the constellations.  They would be at the ridge around daybreak, so after finishing his coffee, he went below decks and readied the computer equipment.  The crew was roused as the ship began to slow and get into position. When the ROS was in position, a final check was made, and it was pushed overboard to lead the ship. The small submersible descended into the dark waters driven by small propellers.  A rough three dimensional image of the ocean floor came into a kind of focus that would identify very large objects and contours. Joossens played with the size of the area and resolution and started the craft north, hovering about a hundred and fifty meters above the floor. The speed and direction of the ROS was relayed to the bridge where the Dafna followed its course.


    The sea floor showed on the screens in various blurred and colored images. The going was slow and monotonous, so he was grateful when Domashevich came in.  “Mikey, look, there is another sea monster.” Fido showed him a picture of several ships along the still blurry mass making its way to Tokyo.  “It says that something grabbed the creature last night breaking the rigging of the ship that was towing it.  Another ship was capsized and sank.  Crewmembers believed that the Karakatitsa had come back to life and attacked the ship, but it was there floating, dead in the water.  They think it’s another monster that attacked them.  What do you think of that?”


    “I am glad it is nowhere near us.”


    “I can’t wait to tell Valeri. He looks like he’s about to shit himself as it is.”  Domashevich laughed. “Think we’ll see it?”


    “The monster?  I don’t think so.” Mike didn’t believe it existed, but he wasn’t so sure about his compatriot.


    “What about the submarine?”


    “There is a lot of sea to cover.  I think if we make a thorough look over the shallow waters and don’t find it, we can assume it won’t be found.” 


    “Have you seen this?” Fido showed him a picture of a squid like creature.


    “It is a cuttlefish, I think.”


    “They are calling it a Karakatitsa, a Devilfish.”


    “Some people call them Devilfish.”


    “Oh, the translation is different. Maybe it looks like one.”


    “Maybe. Do you see anything?”


    “No, no metal.”


    “If you see a sea monster, you let me know.”


    Mike laughed, “So you can terrorize Valeri? I will let you tell him.”


    “You are much more fun to work with,” Fido laughed. “Do they cut the balls off scientists in college?”


    “Not in America.”


    “Ah, good one, I think they do here.  You let me know before anyone else,” he said as he walked out of the room.


    “Can you bring me some coffee?”


    “Valeri is the devka , I will send him.”


    After a while, Savin brought him the coffee and sat next to him and looked around.  “Do you think you could help me get to America?”


    “No,” Mike answered.  “Don’t ask anyone to help you.  You put them and yourself in danger.  Trust no one.”


    Savin sighed and looked down, “They know where my family lives.  I swear, I’m going to kill every one of them when I get the chance.”


    “Finish the contract you have and leave.”


    “If they want to replace this submarine, I’m telling them to fuck themselves?”


    “You do anything and they will kill you and your family.  If they want another one, we will build another one.  The ships are sturdy.  There is no problem with them.  You did a good job.   Doing a bad job or, trying something to get out will get you killed.  If they ask you to do something, you do it.  If you plan to disappear, do not tell me or anyone.”  He was going to ask what a devka was, but thought he should probably consult someone else.


    They scanned the surface of the ridge throughout the day finding nothing.  Food was brought to him in the control room so the progress wouldn’t be uninterrupted.  He stood, stretched, walked around, and sat, all the while watching the screens for some sign of the vessel.  After fourteen hours, the robot was pulled to the surface so the crew could look it over before beginning again in the morning.  Joossens wondered how long he was going to be able to do this before going absolutely insane.  


    He was wandering around the deck when he heard Domashevich taunting the crew.  Not wanting to witness it, he reversed his direction and made his way to the front of the ship trying to get the stiffness from immobility out his legs when he was called back.  “I thought sailors were tough.  You all have pizdy .  You couldn’t even beat an American scientist.”  Mike was in no mood to fight.  He was exhausted and stiff, but there was no way out of it.  “Who wants to kick the shit out of the American?”  Pyotr, a big crew member who was part of the robotics team stood up.  His face was already bruised and swollen.  “Oh, get to beat up your boss.  Don’t get to many opportunities like this do you?”  Mike took his holster off and handed his gun to Domashevich, and stepped in the circle of cheering men.  Pyotr stood across from him in a left handed boxing stance with his arms held high.   He came forward wearing a wry smile. Joossens kicked him in the liver with his right foot and dropped him immediately.  The crowd fell silent.  Fyodor helped the man to his feet.  “Who’s next?”  He shouted.  The men looked at each other and stepped back.  “No one?  You are afraid of a scientist?”  


    Mike went to get the holster when Domashevich stopped him.  “That was too easy Mikey, you know better.”  Both men stood facing each other and the crowd started to cheer again.  Fido egged him on, drawing him forward.  Mike jabbed a couple of times and missed.  The large Russian tried to grab his hand but Joossens was too quick.  Mike knew he was being set up, so he threw a quick jab and came across with a right hook as the gangster rushed in.  It caught him off-guard but he was still able to get Joossens in his grasp.  Mike hit him in the back and kneed him in the gut, but Fyodor was too strong and worked his arm up and around the American’s head.  Mike knew he’d pass out in a few seconds, so he hit him in the crotch and clawed at his face.  The Russian let go for a second then came across Joossens’ jaw with a cross of his own, dazing him.  Mike kicked the Russian in the stomach but got his foot caught. Mike bent his knee, bringing him closer and landed a couple of weak blows to the face before Domashevich twisted his leg, spinning him to the floor, and then stomped on his crotch.  The fight was over.  Mike coughed and rolled on the ground for a couple of minutes before standing.  Fido handed him his holster, “Here, it looks like you still need this.”  Then he looked around the small crowd, “Who’s next?” 


    Mike limped out of the group, went to the galley to get some food and made his way up to the bridge.  “Is there a particular reason you participate in the fights?”  Polzin asked.


    “I do not know the Russian word.  In America, I would say, ‘I don’t want to be his bitch.’  I am not sure if that translates.”


    “Suka would be the closest thing.  It’s a good strategy.  He likes you.”


    “Yeah, he’s stepping on my balls much softer now.”


    Polzin laughed.  “Tomorrow we start where we left off.”


    “How far are we going?”  Mike asked.


    “We are about where it crosses the ridge.  Its last shipment was off of Iwaki, and then it goes to deeper water and heads west.  We’ll search to about seven hundred and fifty kilometers south of the island.  It shouldn’t have gone farther than that.  Then we’ll search the shelf off the east coast.  Too bad we aren’t on the Ivonne.”


    “It makes no difference to me.  I would still be stuck in a room with cameras.”


    “This is true.  Are you going back to America when your obligation is finished?”


    “Yeah, if they want to build another ship, they have the plans.  They don’t need me.”


    “You won’t stay?”


    “This isn’t my home.  I miss it.”


    The captain considered this and nodded.  “What do you think of the Karakatitsa?”


    “Is it real.  It seems like an obman.  Is that the right word?  Like a joke?”


    “Domashevich is very excited about it.  He thinks it’s real.  Or at least wants to.  It is being covered by many countries, there may be something to it.”


    “What do you think about it?”  Mike asked.


    “If they are excited about sea monsters, they will leave us alone.  I think it’s good.  We can spend as much time as we need without drawing suspicion.  Japan has excellent anti-sub capabilities, so the more they are distracted, the better off we are.”


    “Do you think the Japanese sank it?”


    “It’s possible.  If they did, it’s in deep water and was never confirmed or reported.  A shallow water sinking would have been investigated and we would have heard about it through our contacts in the intelligence community.”


    “I guess that’s good news,” Mike said finishing his dinner.  He sat for another hour or so before turning in for the night.


     


     Karakatitsa is available from Amazon here
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