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PROLOGUE


This time, Marlow knew that he was going to die. It wasn’t the first time he’d jumped out of a doomed aircraft. Indeed, this was his third time, and if it wasn’t for the fact that he was his squadron’s ace pilot, he might consider himself cursed. He accepted that always seeking the heart of the action meant that being the enemy’s main target was inevitable.


But this was the first time he’d abandoned a plane without being in control.


He fell. His descent was no graceful drift towards the ground, nursed through the air by the comforting spread of a parachute. He was plummeting. Punched from the shattered cockpit of his P-51, he’d been forced back into the plane’s holed and tattered tail, his left arm and shoulder bruised and numbed by the impact. Now he could hardly feel them at all. He’d succeeded in opening his chute but he was spinning, lines caught around his flailing limbs, air roaring past his ears, breath sucked from his lungs. At this speed the impact would kill him, if suffocation and fear didn’t finish him beforehand.


His view was disjointed, images flashing past so that his panicked mind took a while to catch up and make any sense of things:


His damaged and smoking aircraft, gliding down and away from him in a large, lazy circle towards the land mass looming far below.


The island, remote and distant whilst he’d been engaged in the dogfight, now rapidly approaching and growing to fill his vision.


And half a mile away, the second parachute.


At least I got the bastard, he thought. I’m going down, but so is he.


Marlow took some small comfort in that news. This was the seventeenth Zero he’d shot down during his time in the Pacific theatre of war. His mother used to joke that number was unlucky for her, because she was that age when she met, fell in love with, and got pregnant by Marlow’s father. Turned out that number really was unlucky for him.


Struggling to take control of the parachute lines, he experienced a brief, almost startling moment of peace and clarity that shocked him into immobility. The scream of air rushing past his ears faded away, as did the spinning view of sky and island, sea and falling aircraft. He closed his eyes and saw his beautiful wife and the baby son he had never met. Saw them, loved them, knew them.


When he opened his eyes again the parachute gave a single hard jolt against his back and shoulders, then he was drifting rather than falling. He looked up at the opened canopy and grabbed the lines, experimentally tugging on the left and right.


Whatever he’d done, it seemed to have worked.


“Today’s not the day!” he shouted. Though the relief was almost overwhelming, he couldn’t spend any time celebrating the fact that his demise no longer seemed imminent.


If he didn’t do everything right over the next few minutes, falling to his death might have been the kindest end.


Looking down, he was shocked at how close he was to the island. He could only make out a portion of it through a heavy tropical haze. The gentle curve of a wide beach might have looked inviting if it weren’t for the dense, intimidating jungle that began close to the shoreline and extended as far as he could see inland. He could discern hints of a dramatic landscape—peaks and ravines, spurs of rock crowned with trees, dark shadows where valleys might hide anything from view.


The sea beneath him was a deep azure, its beauty almost hypnotic as its colours darkened and lightened again with each surging wave. A larger shadow seemed to pass along close to the beach, moving against the flow of water. Cast by a cloud high above, perhaps. A shoal of fish. As he saw what might have been the wave of a huge fin he tried to steady himself, look closer—


Something roared from off to his right, a huge, screaming rumble that seemed to shake the air and ripple his parachute. He twisted to look, and saw the blooming flower of fire rising from the Zero where it had crashed down onto the beach. Ammunition sparked and fired arcing tracers of flame through the air. The crashing aircraft had taken out a few trees, and big palm leaves burned as they feathered down through the flames. Smoke boiled skyward.


There was no sign of the Japanese pilot, nor his parachute.


Marlow prepared for landing. He was going to hit in the surf, just where the sea washed onto the beach, and though chance had carried him that way, he couldn’t have planned it better. He hoped the sand would be softest there, and perhaps an incoming wave would also dampen the impact.


The shadow in the sea had vanished.


He bent his knees slightly, ready to perform a textbook parachute roll. If he did everything that he’d learned in training, he’d be up on his feet again within ten seconds, and ready to fight once more.


As he struck and his right foot sank into the sand, pitching him hard onto his side, and the parachute lines jerked his bruised left arm painfully upward, he heard and felt the massive impact of his own aircraft smashing down somewhere close behind him.


He waited for the surge of flaming fuel to wash over him, the flames searing away flight suit, skin, and flesh. Marlow had always sworn to himself that he’d never go out like that. He’d rather fall to his death or eat a bullet than let fire boil him away. He’d had too many friends die that way.


For a second as the wave struck him, he felt his skin blistering and boiling. Then water rushed into his mouth and he was rolling, up and down, left and right, becoming confused as the parachute lines became even more tangled around him.


The wave receded. Gasping, squinting into sudden glaring sunlight, he looked around to try and make sense of what had happened.


The P-51 had buried its nose into the sea two hundred feet from shore. Waves smashed against the aircraft, and steam billowed from places where fire might have taken hold. At least there was no explosion. Not yet.


To his right and further along the beach, the Zero burned.


Good. Hope the bastard parachuted into his own burning—


Then Marlow saw a shape beyond the burning enemy plane. Distorted by the heat and smoke, the running Japanese pilot quickly passed his downed aircraft and sprinted into view. He was screaming in fury. His katana sword swung on his belt.


Marlow struggled to release himself from the tangled chute lines, paused, changed his mind. There was no time. If he thrashed around he’d only get more tangled, then the bastard would have him pinned down, ready to cut his head off with one swipe of that blade.


He pulled his service revolver instead and knelt up, heaving against the weight of water dragging the parachute down. Aiming, he fired off six shots, certain that at least one would hit his enemy.


The Japanese pilot stopped fifty feet away, both hands pressed to his chest.


Marlow felt a cold sickness crawling in his stomach. He’d killed men before, shooting down planes and watching them spiral, crash, and burn. But he had never killed a man face to face.


The enemy pilot looked up at Marlow… and screamed, louder and more furious than before, as he started running again.


Missed! How the hell did I?


Marlow unclipped and hauled himself out of his harness just as his enemy began to shoot back. Out of bullets and with no time to reload, he ran for the trees. Bullets zipped past him like angry wasps. At any moment he expected to feel the sting.


Nothing.


The sudden change from sun-baked beach to shadowy, still jungle was jarring, but Marlow knew he could not pause for an instant. He recognised the wild beauty of the place, and knew also that it would be a deadly environment if he didn’t keep his wits about him. One clumsy step could send him sprawling. A move in the wrong direction might bring him face to face with a sheer rock wall, or a chasm that could not be crossed.


With his enemy close on his tail, any halt in his headlong advance would be the end of him. He was under no illusion that this was kill or be killed. They might both be marooned here, but they were still at war, and their blood was up. Their aerial combat had taken barely five minutes, but now their ongoing battle might last a lot longer.


He had to reach a place he could use. Somewhere he could hide, perhaps, and let the Jap pass him by. Then he could take time to reload his own weapon. Pursue. Stalk.


Either that, or he had to outrun him.


The ground beneath his feet soon started to climb. That slowed him down, but it would slow his pursuer, too. He shoved palm leaves aside as he ran, dodging hanging vines, pushing through dense ground foliage and hoping he didn’t step on a snake or feel the furry touch of a spider dropping onto the back of his neck. He’d never been anywhere like this, though they’d had basic training on board their aircraft carrier. He knew the dangers such an island could throw at him—dangerous animals, poisonous plants, disease-laden water. One mad Japanese pilot.


Another gunshot, and a bullet smacked into a tree several feet to his left. Marlow ducked right and forged ahead, arms sweeping plants aside as if he were swimming his way inland. That was too close for comfort. There was no time for caution. Whatever dangers might lay ahead were nothing compared to the one chasing him down.


The ground rose steeper and he dropped to his hands and knees, hauling on vines to pull himself upward. He couldn’t see very far ahead through the dense undergrowth, and he hoped that the slope did not become too severe. Crawling across a cliff-face would make him a sitting duck.


From behind him he heard a triumphant shout.


Marlow paused and turned, looking back and down at the Japanese pilot twenty feet below, aiming his gun. His flight suit was torn and scorched across one shoulder, his hair singed on that side of his head. His face was lacerated in a fine web pattern from broken glass. He was a vision from hell, and a demon intent on killing him.


His enemy grinned as he pulled the trigger.


The grin fell as the gun clicked on empty.


Marlow uttered a hard, sharp bark of laughter, then started to climb again. He heard his enemy following, and he knew that he had to get to level ground. There, they could face each other and fight. He looked more wounded than Marlow, and he’d take advantage of that.


The slope continued for some time. Marlow soon became tired, the humidity and still air drawing the energy and strength from him. He cast frequent glances behind at the pursuing man, and could not help but be impressed at his tenacity.


Impressed, and scared.


The slope grew even steeper, and the trees and shrubs seemed more tangled and intertwined than ever. Huge leaves held deeply shadowed areas where anything might be hiding, ready to leap out and bite, sting, or assault him.


As quickly as it had begun, the steep slope ended on a clear ridge. Marlow rolled onto his back and stood, sweating heavily and exhausted. He looked around for something to fling down at his climbing enemy—a rock, a log, anything that might dislodge him or injure him enough to make him vulnerable. But the Japanese pilot was closer than he had believed.


He saw his sword first, the blade rising above the ledge and catching the blazing sun.


Marlow turned to run, sprinted ten paces, then skidded to a halt just in time. The drop on the other side of the ridge fell away into deep, impenetrable shadow. He could have made his way along the ridge, but the going was marred with sharp rocks, and dangerous falls to either side.


Here was where he would have to make his stand.


Hearing footsteps behind him he quickly turned, left arm held up to deflect the swishing sword. The blade never met flesh. He stepped in close and punched with his right fist, connecting with his enemy’s throat. The man croaked and dropped the sword. It struck the rocky ground and bounced.


As the pilot glanced to the left after his fallen blade, Marlow kicked his left knee, hard. He screamed, fell, and Marlow dropped on top of him.


The impact shook the ground.


He punched again, again, and each time his fist connected with the man’s cheek or jaw, the ground seemed to shake.


Weird… Marlow thought, but he had no time to wonder.


The pilot bucked beneath him, and Marlow heard the clean shush of a knife being drawn. He rolled aside and went to stand, but only managed to rise to his knees before the man came at him, blade in his right hand, blood smearing his face red.


Marlow caught his wrist as the knife swung around towards his neck. The men struggled, a match of strength, face to face and close enough to smell each other’s breath. Marlow stared into the man’s eyes and saw something of himself in there.


For the shortest moment, both men felt the force of hate between them diminish.


A huge impact punched up through the ground into Marlow’s knees, knocking him onto his side. Winded, he rose to his hands and knees, gasping as he struggled to draw in breath.


Struggled, too, to make out what had happened. Something had landed on the ridge with them. A huge object. A dark black boulder bristling with a mat of… something. Black cacti, perhaps. Thick, spiked, the stuff seemed to twitch and wave as the heavy thing it grew upon suddenly flexed and spread across the rocky ridge.


Another massive crash knocked Marlow onto his back, as another object landed thirty feet in the other direction.


Something rose from the dark valley beyond the ridge. Earthquake! he thought. Volcano! The steadily growing roaring sound could have been either. But this was no trauma of the earth. It was something else entirely.


The dark shape climbed higher and higher, the things that were its hands crushing rocks and changing the shape of the ridge as they applied pressure to lift the being even higher before them. It blotted out the sun, and in its shadow Marlow and the Japanese man were lessened. Its mere presence made a folly of whatever they were fighting for.


The roar settled into a grumble vibrating through the ground.


It was only when Marlow saw the two huge, impossible eyes regarding him that he began to comprehend. But comprehension did not bring understanding.


Marlow and his enemy waited for whatever would come next.




ONE


“The world’s gone batshit crazy, and it’s drooling on our doorstep.” Bill Randa looked from the car window as Brooks drove, and if he closed his eyes and opened them again quickly, he might imagine that he was somewhere far different from the America he knew and loved. These weren’t the streets he was used to, or the ones he wished to see. These weren’t the times he had dreamed of when he was a kid.


“You should be more positive,” Brooks said from the driver’s seat. “Positivity’s good for your health.”


“Oh yeah?”


“Sure.”


“Stay positive when you’re stuck in that.” He pointed along the road at a gas station ahead. A snaking line of cars was queued by the roadside, parked along the hard shoulder at least four hundred yards from the station. Several police cars were parked beside the line, and the cops were out of their vehicles, each of them confronted by drivers. Some were tired and bored, sitting on their bonnets and shielding their eyes from the sun. A few were angry. Arms waved, the officers remonstrated, and Randa imagined shouting and swearing beneath the steady rumble of traffic.


As they passed the forecourt, he saw just how chaotic it was. Only one pump seemed to be working, but after queuing along the road for so long, it seemed that any concept of waiting ended once entering the gas station proper. Randa was glad he wasn’t involved. His organisation had access to government fuel supplies, and though that sometimes gave him a pang of guilt, he was also relieved.


“People are upset,” he said. “Who can blame them? It’s a sign of the times. And talking of which…” He pointed to the left as they passed a series of apartment buildings. More than one of them had banners slung from balconies, most of them reading PEACE NOW! or similar exhortations. “Vietnam, Watergate, riots in the streets. Cities burning. It’s like the end of times.”


Brooks glanced across at Randa and raised an eyebrow. Randa expected a smartass response, but his companion continued driving. He had quickly become used to Randa waxing philosophical, never more so than occasions like today, when the future balanced on a fine knife edge—rich and revelatory, or shady and unknown. With so much at stake, Randa was well aware that he was diverting his own extreme nervousness onto the unsettled masses around them.


“At least some of them have a sense of humour,” Brooks said. He slowed at a set of traffic signals at a crossroads, and it took Randa a while to see what he was talking about. Across the street, on the crossroads’ far corner, a movie theatre’s announcement board had been vandalised. Alongside the title DELIVERANCE, someone had spray-painted, FROM NIXON!


Randa chuckled, but such public signs of dissatisfaction inspired a sense of deeper unease. The idea that society could not even take care of itself disturbed him greatly. What if it was confronted with some greater, deeper threat? Something cataclysmic? He liked to believe that the human race would step up.


He really tried to believe.


“They can hang banners and march, sure. But when the shit really hits the fan… what happens then?”


Brooks had no response. He drove, Randa sat in the passenger seat hugging his briefcase to his chest, and with every minute that passed he felt the stark future, and his true purpose in life, drawing close.


* * *


The congressional building baked in the scorching afternoon sunlight, and usually Randa would have taken a moment to admire the architecture, the grandness, and take in the atmosphere of this place, the heart of the country he loved. But not this time. Urgency drove him onwards, and an excitement and nervousness that was playing hell with his stomach.


He should have never had those pancakes for breakfast.


Eager to make his meeting, he hurried up the wide steps in front of the building, and Brooks worked hard to keep pace with him. He knew this was the young man’s first visit here, and he’d have liked to give him time to take it all in. But there was no time.


“It’s hard to imagine that there will ever be a more screwed-up time in Washington,” Randa said. “Politicians are at odds. And even if they weren’t, the boys on the Hill have their hands tied. They’re directed to cut budgets, but they have no money for infrastructure and basic needs. With all the noise around them, they can’t see how important our project is.”


“So maybe it’s not the best time to ask?” Brooks suggested.


Randa stopped three steps from the top and glared at the young man.


“I mean… we’re hardly infrastructure or… or basic needs.”


“Survival,” Randa said. “That basic enough for you? Monarch is on the cusp of being shut down, Brooks. We’re broke. Can you think of a better time to ask?” He continued inside the building and Brooks followed, both of them swallowed into the massive structure’s cool embrace. It was a relief to get out of the sun, but Randa was too focused on his reason for being here to take much pleasure from it.


They crossed the large lobby area, Randa picking his route from memory. Passing through a wide corridor then taking a left, they came to a smaller open area and faced a wide, deep reception desk on one side. As they approached the desk, and their meeting loomed, a nervous Brooks started to express doubts that Randa had been struggling to allay for the past few days.


“I’m not confident in our presentation,” the younger man said. “I mean, all our materials are loose leaf.”


Randa was about to give their names to the woman behind the desk when a TV flickering in the corner caught his eye.


“In one day I could have it organised and bound,” Brooks said, but Randa raised a hand to silence him.


Nixon’s face filled the TV screen, and as they watched, one of the admin staff behind the desk also noticed and flicked up the volume.


“—a ceasefire, internationally supervised, will begin at seven p.m. this Saturday…” the president said.


“We don’t have one day,” Randa said. He tapped the desk to attract the woman’s attention. Then he coughed, smiled, and tried to switch on his charm. “Hello there. Bill Randa, here to see Senator Willis.”


The woman seemed to freeze, looking from Randa to Brooks and back again.


“Is there a problem?” Randa asked.


“Oh, well, Mr Randa. I think… Actually, sir, we were trying to reschedule today’s appointment—”


A door opened behind her. She paused and glanced back, and Randa saw her shoulders slump. Perhaps she was seeing her job ending there and then.


Framed in the doorway stood Senator Al Willis. He was a big man, tanned, greying, and some might have called him fat. But beneath that fat was strength, and Randa knew more than most that he was definitely not a man to mess with. He looked agitated and angry, his face red and lips pressed tight. For a moment he didn’t appear to notice Randa and Brooks, his eyes seeing something much further away. But a senator’s preoccupations didn’t concern Randa right then. He coughed, shifted from foot to foot, and then Senator Willis saw him and froze.


“Oh, God,” he said.


“Al!” Randa said, putting on a big smile. “You’re looking well!”


Willis stared at Randa and Brooks for a few seconds, then seemed to dismiss them entirely. It was a trait that had always unsettled Randa in this man’s presence—he held the room, however many people were there, and with one look or word he could make everyone in it feel about three inches tall. He held out his hand to his assistant, and she knew exactly what he was asking for. She pulled open a drawer, dug around, pulled out a packet of Rolaids and handed them over.


“Didn’t you get my message, Randa?” the senator asked. He popped some Rolaids and swallowed them down. “To reschedule?” He continued looking at the Rolaid packet, as if far more interested in that than the two men standing less than fifteen feet from him. If he sought to disarm, he was succeeding.


“Reschedule for the fifth time?” Randa asked. “Sorry, I must have missed it.”


Willis looked up sharply at the sarcasm—probably not used to being talked to like that, not by anyone—but that was just what Randa wanted.


“Senator, I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t pressing,” he said. “I know your plate’s full, and that leaves precious little time for our small but hugely important cause.”


The senator didn’t answer, but his passive-aggressive bullying techniques switched target. He eyed Brooks up and down. “Who’s this?”


“Houston Brooks, my colleague and an expert on Hollow Earth theory.”


Brooks stepped forward and leaned across the reception desk, hand held out and a shit-eating grin on his face. Randa sighed inwardly. True, the guy was young, but he had a whole lot to learn about dealing with people like Senator Willis.


Willis didn’t even look at Brooks’s proffered hand, and he was left standing awkwardly with his hand held out. After a brief pause he stepped back and rolled his eyes at the senator’s assistant. She threw him a quick smile.


“What is he, fifteen?” Willis asked.


“I’m twenty-two, actually,” Brooks said. “I just graduated from Yale. I’m an intern.”


When Brooks glanced back for Randa’s support, Randa just sighed and shook his head. This wasn’t going as he’d planned, and even though he knew the senator would have done anything to avoid meeting with him—last time, he’d seen the man hurrying away along a long corridor while his assistant swore blind that he was out of the country at a conference in Canada—he also knew that persistence would pay off. With Brooks acting like some starry-eyed kid on a movie set, they were giving Willis every excuse he needed to have them escorted from the premises.


Still, his naive air seemed to be hitting a chord with Willis’s assistant. She was very pointedly not looking at Brooks, and the kid didn’t seem to realise that this meant all of her attention was on him.


Yeah, he still had plenty to learn.


“Please, Al,” Randa said. “For old times’ sake.”


The senator sighed heavily. True, they had a history, and its weight seemed to rest on his broad shoulders now, just for a moment. Recent history might have been regarded as rocky, but they’d gone to college together, played football in the same team, drank in the same bars, and mixed with the same crowd. It had only been for a year, before Randa’s family moved away to South America and the exotic lure of the Amazon dragged him with them. But it was a year of shared experiences that neither of them could deny, and Randa knew for sure that in private the senator would hold fond memories of those times, just as he did.


He also held memories that carried a share of guilt and shame. Fear too, perhaps. Randa had never mentioned any of those more edgy moments from their past, not once. He hadn’t even hinted at them. Yet Senator Willis knew that they were there, hanging between them like years-ripened fruits waiting to be picked, should the need arise. As it was, the need would only ever arise for Randa. His reputation was low enough, without revelations about drug-taking and decadent parties driving it any lower.


The senator, on the other hand, had plenty to lose.


Old times’ sake was as close as Randa had ever come to referencing the skeletons in the senator’s closet, and the fact that he held the key.


“Jane?” the senator said.


“You really don’t have long,” his assistant said. She flipped a diary page on her desk and scowled at Randa and Brooks. “Really.”


“We’ll be quick,” Randa said, and he was already skirting around the desk and approaching Willis where he stood in his office doorway. Brooks followed. “You’re putting on weight, Al.”


“You too, Bill.”


“It’s called getting old,” Randa said.


“Speak for yourself. I’m sixty this year, but I feel forty.” Willis turned and led the two men into his office, and Brooks closed the door gently behind them.


Randa had been here before, so he knew what to expect. He smiled as he heard Brooks draw in a sharp breath. This was the first senator’s office he’d ever seen, and although he’d probably harboured some idea of what to expect, the truth was as surprising as it had been for Randa the first time he’d stepped foot in one. That had been sixteen years ago, another senator in a different age. The men changed, but it seemed their love of the finer things did not.


The office was almost forty feet square, with a large oak desk placed before two floor-to-ceiling windows, the chair facing into the room so that natural light bathed the desk. It held two phones, several stacks of bound reports, a writing pad, pots of pens, and a small statuette of a diving mermaid that Randa guessed was worth more than he made in a month. Across the office were two sofas set facing each other across a wide, low table. The glass table was strewn with magazines and newspapers, several used coffee cups, ashtrays and a crystal decanter and glasses, the decanter half-full of a deep bronze liquid that Randa knew would be a good single malt. It paid to know what the senator’s tipple was.


Paintings hung on three walls, several more small sculptures sat on wooden pedestals, a large TV was placed before four chairs in one corner, and there was another well-stocked drinks cabinet beside one of the large windows.


Randa remembered just how much Willis liked a drink.


Behind the desk, the senator grabbed a jacket from the back of his high-backed chair and slipped it on.


“I’m already late for a meeting,” he said. “You’ve got five minutes.”


Randa sat in a chair before the desk and gestured for Brooks to do the same. He was still hot from rushing across town, every part of his journey haunted with the fear that they’d not get in to see Willis, he’d have security primed to turn them away, he might really not be here. Now with five minutes, Randa knew he could make it ten if he had to. Sitting and taking a deep breath helped prepare him for what he had to do.


If it came down to it, he was ready to plead.


Willis shrugged himself comfortable, then placed both hands on his desk and leaned forward.


“So, what imaginary monsters are you hunting this time?”


“I appreciate the humour, Al,” Randa said. “Reduces tension. One sec…” He opened his briefcase on his lap and pulled out a cardboard file. Placing this carefully on the desk before him, he also extracted some loose sheets and a few illustrations, shuffled them together, leafed through them and handed one to Brooks.


While Randa took items from his briefcase, Willis packed his own, ready for his imminent departure. Randa noted the sturdiness of the senator’s case, the metal corners, combination locks, and the reinforced handle able to take a pair of handcuffs if the need arose. Al sure had come a long way. For that, Randa was glad. He hoped that by the end of the day, he’d be happier still.


Randa half stood and held out a large photograph to Willis. The senator took it, glanced at it, then fixed his gaze on Randa. One raised eyebrow said, Well?


“This is a satellite photo of an uncharted island in the South Pacific, east of Kiribati,” Randa said. “It has remained unexplored, and virtually unheard of, until now. Rumours of it persist through history, if you know where to look. Spanish explorers called it Isla de Craneo. Skull Island. There are also writings referring to it as ‘the island where God did not finish creation’. It’s notorious for the number of ships and planes that have gone missing in the area.”


“Like the Bermuda Triangle,” Senator Willis said, chuckling.


Brooks shifted in his chair, ready to retort, but Randa grabbed the sheet from his hand and nudged him in the process. Shut up. He knew how to handle Willis, and confronting his sarcasm with anger wasn’t the way. The senator had to believe he was steering this conversation.


“In a way,” Randa said. “But we think it’s much more than that.” He glanced at the photo he’d taken from Brooks, pausing for an instant, as he did every time he looked at this image. He’d seen it hundreds of times before, and would look at it countless times again. Searching for its secrets. Wishing, somehow, that by staring at those blurred lines, the out-of-focus waves and skin and spines, it would become clear to him.


He slid the photo onto the desk and pushed it across to Willis. The senator stopped it with one finger, turned it slightly, and looked. He smiled. He had also seen this image before, and Randa knew very well that his own take was very different.


“The nineteen fifty-four Castle Bravo nuclear tests weren’t tests,” he said. “They were trying to kill something on Bikini. I firmly believe that, and I think you do too, Al. I think you know it.”


Willis glanced up, still smiling. Giving nothing away.


“To co-exist with these creatures, we need to know where they are. And where they are, we believe…” He glanced at Brooks. “I believe… is this island.”


The room fell silent. Willis looked back and forth between them, as if expecting something more. Then he laughed, slid the photo back across the desk, and clicked his briefcase shut.


“Point one, Bill. That ‘creature’ has never been proven to be anything other than a whale blown up by the blast. It’s a fairytale.”


“Harry Truman didn’t think these creatures were fairytales when he funded Monarch in nineteen forty-six.” Randa held his briefcase up and tapped the Monarch design on its front.


Willis ignored his comment and did not even glance at the design before continuing.


“Point two, even if it was something unknown, we haven’t seen it since. In terms of sheer waste, Monarch ranks right up there with the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence.”


“Yeah, now those guys are nuts,” Randa said.


“The answer is no.” The senator picked up his briefcase and strode from the office, leaving the door wide open and never once looking back.


Brooks raised his eyebrows. “Good try,” he said.


Ignoring him, Randa stood and hurried from the room after Willis. He felt opportunity slipping away, and he couldn’t help remembering those other times he’d been here with the same pictures, the same requests. He was certain that Willis knew more than he let on, and almost certain that he believed some of it, too. But how to get past the senator’s shield of disinterest and scepticism was something he had yet to work out.


With Brooks behind him he paused by the reception desk, looking left and right. A few people were milling in the wide lobby or walking across it, but none of them were Willis. Randa’s heart sank. He really had just shunned them and left them sitting there sucking their thumbs.


Old times’ sake, he thought, and he remembered a couple of those old times that Al Willis would never want brought up again in private, let alone in public.


But Bill Randa wasn’t that man. He’d never do anything to ruin the senator’s career. Thing was, Willis knew that. In believing he was playing the senator at his own game, Randa was being played right back.


“Bill?” Brooks said. He was standing close to the assistant’s desk. She was looking down at a blank sheet of paper in front of her, pen poised, fingers of her other hand drumming on the desk. Brooks nodded once towards a door tucked back in an alcove just a dozen feet from the office door. “Thank you,” he said to the woman, then he headed off and Randa followed.


Through the door, into the wide corridor beyond, and he could see Willis walking ahead. He must have thought he’d shaken them, because he was hardly hurrying. It seemed his meeting wasn’t that urgent after all.


They caught up quickly, and Willis only noticed when they were level with him. He cursed softly and shook his head.


“This is an opportunity that won’t exist in a week,” Randa said.


“You can quit chasing me, Randa. You’re not getting any money for this.”


“Who says I’m asking for money?” Randa said. It was a calculated response, designed to surprise the senator into stopping. It worked. They had his attention. “Well, maybe some, but—”


Willis started walking again.


“I got this,” Brooks said, shoving past Randa and grabbing the big man’s arm.


Willis spun around, glaring down at where Brooks held his jacket. But the young guy wasn’t easily fazed.


“Listen, Senator Willis. NASA is sending a Landsat mission to this island. They’re geo-marking the area for further imaging. We can piggyback on their mission, cutting the cost and sharing some of the burden. With your permission, of course.”


“And just what do you expect to find there?”


“Resources,” Brooks said. He caught Willis’s attention with that one, Randa thought. Every instinct told him to shut Brooks up and take over again, but he stopped himself. His young intern continued. “Who knows? Medicines, the cure for cancer, geological riches, possible alternate fuels, a new, strategically located outpost claimed by the USA…”


Willis was nodding slowly, and when Brooks trailed off he prompted him to continue.


“To be honest, Senator, we don’t know for sure what’s there. What we do know is the Russian NOVSAT is passing over this sector tomorrow night. In three days, they’ll have the same images we have.”


“And why haven’t these images been available to either country before now?”


“Storm front,” Brooks said. “The island’s surrounded and covered by an almost permanent storm system, and as far as we can make out this is the first time it’s cleared and broken. At least, first time since we’ve had satellites up there mapping the Earth’s surface.”


“So the Russians can see it too,” he mused, almost to himself.


“Whatever’s there, I’d prefer that we find it first,” Brooks said.


Willis glanced at his watch, rubbed his chin. He’s thinking about it, Randa thought, trying to withhold his excitement. He knew that once Willis started thinking about it, the cogs would begin turning and the idea would grow in his own mind. All he’d needed was one little nudge. Brooks had given it.


“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” the senator said, “but that almost makes sense.” He looked at Randa. “Next time don’t lead with the monsters, and let Yale here do the talking. I’ll get you the piggyback, but this is it, Randa. Last favour.”


Randa nodded. He was still nodding when the senator turned to leave.


“Oh, Senator, one more thing,” Randa said.


Exasperated, the senator stopped and turned. His face looked like thunder… but Randa knew they had him.


“What is it, Randa?”


“I’m going to need a military escort.”


“In case of monsters, right?” Willis asked, but neither man replied. He laughed. But Randa didn’t think it was quite as heartfelt, or as honest as before. “Yeah, okay,” Senator Willis said. “In case of monsters.”




TWO


Warrant Officer Glenn Mills thought that his buddies might just love him and want to have his children. It wasn’t that they hadn’t already had enough beer. It’s that they hadn’t yet had this beer. Brewed by one of the 3rd Assault Helicopter Company (Sky Devils)’s most talented ground crew, using the finest ingredients and a filtration system ripped from the guts of an old Huey, this stuff might well be used as a substitute for napalm. If the war was still on, that was.


But it wasn’t.


I’m going home! Mills thought again, the idea sitting uncomfortably in his own beer-addled brain. Home had been a calming concept for all three of his combat tours, but the longer he’d spent out here, the more alien a place home became. His last time back he’d spent pacing the neighbourhood and looking forward to his next tour. He knew that was twisted, and he’d never intended to become one of those guys, the sort who became entrenched in war and the camaraderie it entailed. He still didn’t think he was. I’m going home, he thought again, and this time he pictured the good things—his mother’s cooking; Jane Broderick’s soft lips; sunset on the hill above town, where as a teen he’d gone to make out. I’m going home, and I’ll make it home again.


He walked straight through the breaking yard. A dozen Hueys were parked here, most of them already in a state of being dismantled. Wrecking crews worked on the rest. Drills and saws buzzed, metal tore and screamed, and sometimes the sounds took Mills straight back into combat. He paused beside one aircraft and checked out the half-lion, half-eagle griffin that had become the Sky Devils’ mascot. Gotta cut that outta there. He’d thought that before. He wanted to take one of these griffins home, but maybe he’d never get around to it. Could be that the only souvenir of his time out here would be the memories, good and bad.


He carried the heavy barrel into the old operations centre and booted the door closed behind him.


They were still partying. The room was large and now almost empty, apart from the group of Sky Devils over in one corner. They danced, spilled beer, changed records on Slivko’s record player, and generally revelled in these new, post-war times. There was an air of hysteria about them that he’d never seen before. Usually the hysteria was because any one of them might be killed on their next mission. Now, it was because they were safe. Mills thought that fact might take a very long time to sink in.


He paused for a moment and glanced across at one long wall. It was still lined with photographs of friends they’d lost, along with their citations and medals ready to ship home to their families. Sometimes they were whole crews, pictures taken beside the aircraft that had gone down with them inside. Many of them were still missing, hidden out there in the jungle, rotting sculptures of metal and bone. Sometimes there was just one guy, unlucky enough to catch a bullet whilst airborne. Mills couldn’t recall how many times he’d helped clean bodies and blood from a Huey’s interior after an assault.


“Hey, Mills!” Specialist Joe Reles shouted. “You got your girl a present?”


“This is for you, numb-nut,” Mills said.


“Oh, that’s right. You think there’s no point taking a gift home for your sweetheart.” Reles helped him with the barrel and slapped him playfully around the shoulder. Other guys whooped and cheered as they popped the barrel and started filling their beer funnels. The brew even smelled toxic.


“All I’m saying is, we ain’t exactly been angels while we were over here,” Mills said. “So now that the war’s over, don’t go home expecting to find your women right where you left ’em.”


“I left mine in bed, worn out and aching for my loving touch.” Slivko laughed. He laughed at everything, though now Mills thought the young Detroit hipster’s laughter carried a tint of desperation. He was a good soldier, but he’d lost it a couple of times, partaking too frequently of the drugs so easily come by out here. Slivko had believed that they’d numb him to the pain, but he’d learnt the hard way that they only brought another form of hurt. He was okay now, though. Mills hoped he’d take that level-headedness back home with him.


Cole just stared through his aviator glasses. Cole stared a lot and spoke very little.


“All except Cole,” Mills said, staring back. “His woman’s right where he left her, in the crawlspace under his house.”


Cole didn’t even raise an eyebrow.


“Smile, brother,” Slivko said. “Pizza and hamburgers, man, and cold nights with warm girls.”


“At least curl your lip so we know you’re alive,” Mills said, moving closer to Cole. They’d been on countless missions together, and on one memorable mission they had both saved each other’s lives. You couldn’t put a price on that. Yet he still didn’t understand the guy. “You’ll end up being shipped back on the wrong plane, in one of those coffins with the flag over it.”


“Leave him alone,” Reles said. “He’s still in shock.”


“Still in shock from being born?” Mills asked. “I ain’t seen his expression change this whole war.”


The sounds of the Sky Devils’ aircraft being broken down for scrap increased as the hangar’s side door opened. Mills glanced around to see Major Chapman enter, and behind him came Lieutenant Colonel Packard. Mills sighed. Just when things were about to get messy, here came the old man to spoil things.
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