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To Sandy Kay White





ONE


“Are you kidding? What can’t you do with it? Pharmaceuticals, bioweapons, food—hell, there isn’t a country or a company on the planet that doesn’t wanna get their hands on one of these suckers. I mean they’re basically living atomic weapons.”


Dr. Richard Stanton, Monarch scientist, on why anyone would attempt to steal the Mothra Larva


Sea of Okhotsk, Three Years and Two Months Ago


Manchaary Rybekov put his rifle back on safety as he watched the helicopter descending toward the oil platform. He exhaled a puff of white vapor into the freezing air.


“Put away your weapons,” he told his men. “I know who this is.” He gestured at Serj. “Go down and tell the gunners to be easy, too. But everyone stay on alert.”


His second, Proctor, sidled up to him, a bit of his unruly red hair peeking out from beneath his wool cap. “Who is this guy, Manch?” Proctor asked, dropping his pistol into one of his deep coat pockets.


“He is the money,” Manch replied. “Come to see what we’ve been doing with it.”


“Think he’ll be pleased?” Proctor asked.


Manchaary shrugged. The night, as usual, was cold but clear, and the three-quarter moon rippled light on the surface of the sea. In the distance, the mountains on the mainland were a ragged shadow against the starry sky. For the moment, this was all his. Eventually the Russian state would regain the wind it had lost in the Titan attacks and look back to its peripheries, where men like him had taken advantage of the chaos to carve out territory. In a few months, maybe. Not yet.


His little kingdom wasn’t all that large, but it was rich in oil, and he had managed not to kill the bulk of the workers on the rig, and even convinced most of them to join his “profit sharing” plan. Production was up, and he was making a decent return on the black market. But maintaining his territory cost money in bribes and military equipment, which cut into profits. A little discovery—well not little, really—beneath the waves had secured him help with both.


“I think so,” he said.


“And why should we care what pleases some banker?”


“Eventually we’ll have to give this all up,” Manch said. “We need to get everything out of it we can. We have something this man wants, and he’s willing to pay very well for it.”


“And then?” Proctor said.


“The world may settle back down; it may not. If it does, maybe we’ll move into some legitimate enterprise, eh? And this man can help with that, too. He has important connections.”


“And our cause?” Proctor asked. “What of that?”


“Causes need money,” Manch replied. He smiled at Proctor and slapped him on the shoulder, thinking that it might be about time for his second-in-command to have an accident of some sort. Things happened, out here. People fell off oil rigs all the time. Ten minutes in these waters was more than enough to bring about an untimely end.


The helicopter landed, and a man got out, followed by two more.


“Who is it?” Proctor said. “Some mobster from Moscow?”


“No, worse,” Manch replied. “An American businessman. He is to be referred to as Mr. Rosales. Understood?”


“Is that an alias? He some sort of superhero?”


“No,” Manch replied. “He’s just careful of his reputation around trash like you and me.”


They watched the man and his bodyguards draw near.


“You are Rybekov, I assume,” the man said. His smile was a crooked little thing. His heavy parka looked expensive—and brand-new.


“Yes. It’s good to finally meet you, Mr. Rosales.”


“It’s very brisk here, isn’t it?” Rosales said.


“It’s warmer inside,” Manch said. “Come along.”


“That sounds great,” Rosales said. “And as much as I would like to get to know you two and your merry band, I’m afraid time is pressing on me. So if we could get straight to the show.”


“Of course,” Manch said. “I wouldn’t want to waste your time.”


“Don’t take offense,” Rosales said. “I’m sure you’re far too busy to spend your time entertaining me, as well. So let us skip the tea and board games and get right down to it. No one offended, no one insulted.”


“You think like me,” Manch said. “That’s good. Come along. As it happens, you came at a good time. The submarine is down there.”


“Submarine?” Rosales said. “That’s quite impressive. Where did you get one of those?”


“There is—was—a naval port not far from here. We borrowed one from there, along with a sympathetic crew. Your money in action.”


“I see,” Rosales said. “You will send me the invoice?”


“Wait,” Manch said. “You really—”


“Kidding,” Rosales said. “Just kidding. How you distribute my charitable contribution to your orphan’s fund is quite up to you.”


“Ah,” Manch said. “This is what I thought.”


The helipad opened directly into the offices and control room, all of which Manch had deemed a little cramped for company, so he had set up one of the large screens in the rec room to display the feed from the submarine.


Rosales took a seat when invited, but his men remained standing. Manch put on a pair of headphones with a speaker.


“Mizuno,” he said. “Manch here. Can you give our visitor a view?”


“Just a minute,” the sub’s captain replied.


The screen went blank, then came up again, revealing an underwater view of a large, amorphous presence covered in minute glowing points, as if a pile of leaves had been covered in stars.


“It looks like a giant jellyfish,” Rosales said. “Not what I was expecting.”


“That’s the containment field,” Manch said. “We … ah, borrowed one from one of the ruined Monarch facilities. Underneath the field, it’s quite another story.”


Rosales gazed at the image of the monster on the monitor. He stood, walked over to it, seemed on the verge of stroking the screen.


“It’s beautiful,” he said. Then frowned. “He? She?”


“Both,” Proctor replied. “It can change sex as needed and can be both at once.”


“I see,” Rosales said. “Even better, I suppose. Does it have a name?”


“I worked at its containment facility,” Proctor said. “Before it was destroyed. I was on the crew that found it, all curled up on an old Soviet submarine. We called it Kraken, but the official name is Titanus Na Kika.”


“You worked for Monarch?” Rosales said.


“As a contractor,” Proctor replied. “Nearly cost me my life.”


Rosales nodded, studying the monitor. “Na Kika,” he said. “I like it. Where does that name come from?”


“Kiribati,” Proctor said. “It’s an island nation. The people there worshipped it for centuries before European explorers showed up. Some still do.”


“So underneath all of that, it’s more like an octopus?”


“Something like that,” Proctor said. “A cephalopod, anyway.”


Rosales peered more closely at the screen. “What’s this greenish cloud coming up from it?”


“That’s its blood,” Proctor said. “We wounded it in the capture. Nothing serious. It will heal.”


Rosales smiled. “This is wonderful,” he said. “I’ll have a team come in to assess this situation and prepare for extraction. Now that I’ve finally got one of these in hand, I would hate to make a misstep. Congratulations, gentlemen, you have just received funding for the immediate future. And who knows? I might be able to pull some strings in Moscow when things become more—stable.”


“How large a team are you bringing?” Manch asked. “There aren’t many empty beds here.”


“A handful,” Rosales said. “You’ll hardly know they’re here. I—Say, what’s going on?”


The image had suddenly shifted. The microphone was still on, and Manch suddenly heard a lot of shouting from the submarine.


“Mizuno!” Manch demanded. “What’s happening?”


“We’re coming up!” Mizuno said. “He’s cutting him free.”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“Godzilla! He just—he’s there, with the squid.”


Manch paused for a second. “Evgeniy, did you hear that? Drop the depth charges. Drop them now!” He turned to Proctor. “Dump the oil, too.”


“Wait!” Rosales said. “What are you doing? That’s my Titan down there.”


“Depth charges won’t hurt them,” Manch said. “But they might blind Godzilla, dampen his sonar or whatever.”


“Until what?” Rosales demanded.


“We have another net,” Manch replied. “On the sub. How would you like to have two Titans?” He switched on his transmitter. “Mizuno, do you have a shot?”


“We’ve dropped it,” the voice came back. “And now we’re—” The man broke off and began swearing in Japanese. They suddenly had a visual: a glowing net, floating down, and something huge and dark moving into it; flashes like chain lightning. Then, abruptly, a column of blue-white light stabbed up through it; and an instant later in the submarine’s floods, a reptilian face, filling the entire view. Mizuno screamed, but the shriek of metal rending drowned him out. Then the screen went dark.


“Oh, shit,” Proctor said.


Rosales stood up. “If you gentlemen don’t mind,” he said, “I believe I’ll catch the rest of this show streaming.” He gestured to his men and they all exited onto the helipad.


“Go ahead,” Manch muttered after him. “I’ve still got a trick or two up my sleeve. Proctor, are the choppers up?”


“They are.”


“When he surfaces, give him the gas.”


“Okay,” Procter said. He sounded dubious.


The door to the radio room banged open and Serj stuck his head out.


“What is it?” Manch demanded.


“Sir, I’ve got a Monarch jet approaching. They have ordered us to stand down.”


Manch bolted out onto the helipad just in time to see Rosales’s helicopter leave. Ignoring them, he climbed up to where they had installed their heavy weapons battery. His own choppers were all in sight, converging.


From the pipes below, oil was pouring into the water, spreading over the sea, like liquid glass in the moonlight. Everything was ready. He had considered the possibility that Na Kika would somehow call help; he had never imagined Godzilla himself would show up, but he had been prepared for another Titan.


The last bubbles from the depth charges surfaced, and for a moment, everything was quiet and still.


Then the sea broke in half, and hell came up from the rift. The moonlight gleamed on reptilian scales as Godzilla heaved into the air and arched against the moon-bright sky. In a heartbeat, Manch’s gunners responded; tracer rounds from heavy-caliber guns streaked through the night; shells and missiles bloomed on the Titan’s armored hide like anemones as the heavier-than-air gas poured out of the choppers.


It’s going to work, he thought, as it did on Na Kika. But deeper down, he heard another voice. The voice of his grandmother, telling him the stories about the abasy who lived below the world, the spirits of darkness, and their chief, a huge giant with iron skin…


Two fireballs appeared in the sky, where a pair of his helicopters had been. A jet shrieked overhead.


“Take that down,” he told his men, before returning his gaze to Godzilla. The gas was clinging to the Titan, as predicted. Only his back was visible now, and to Manch’s eye, Godzilla appeared to be sinking as the remaining helicopters dumped more of the virulent stuff onto the surface of the water. He grinned in satisfaction as a missile took out the Monarch jet. The first of the two burning helicopters hit the water, igniting the oil, and the sea was suddenly aflame as Godzilla sank from sight.


“We got him,” Manch said. “Deploy the other net.”


“That will take a few minutes,” Procter said.


“Quickly,” Manch said. “Who knows how long it will take him to recover?”


“I’m on it.” Proctor started down the ladder.


Manch stared at the burning sea below. It was beautiful to him, and for the first time since coming here, the wind was warm.


“Screw you, Grandmother,” he muttered. “And your scary stories.”


Then the light of the burning sea was suddenly overshadowed by a blue-white glow. That, too was beautiful, but Manch felt his heart clot inside of him as he turned.


From the center of the rig, a pillar of blue light stabbed into the heavens like a beacon.


“Ah, shit,” Manch said, as the rig exploded, heaving him and everything else skyward. He had a single searing glimpse of the demon from the deep, rising amidst the ruin, and then the past and future closed in on him, and he winked out like a candle flame.


Apex Offices
Pensacola, Florida, Two Years Ago


“I’m impressed,” the man said, once he was in Walter Simmons’s office and the door was closed. “I didn’t think you would meet with me in person.”


The man didn’t look impressed. He looked hard, his dark eyes cold. The wrinkles on his face had not gotten there from smiling or laughing. Not a pleasant fellow, surely. But he was here to do business, and Simmons understood business.


“Why wouldn’t I?” Simmons said. “I have no reason to suspect you mean me harm, and if you do, my security detail is, I assure you, very efficient. May I get you something to drink?”


“No, thank you,” the man said.


Simmons stood and walked over to the window of his Pensacola office, turning his back on his guest.


“The view isn’t as nice as that from my Hong Kong office,” he said. “Yet I find it pleasing. Have you been here before? Seen the local sights?”


“I haven’t much use for local sights,” the man said. “I’ve seen about as much as I want to, over the years.”


“That’s too bad, I—Wait, what the hell is that?”


There was a ship in the docks, drawn up right behind one of his, with a bunch of people, half of them in tie-dye, lined up at the rails. And now that he was looking, there were a bunch of them on land, too, with signs and banners.


“I should say those are environmental crusaders,” the man said. “I passed through them coming in.”


“These guys,” Simmons muttered. “A thorn in my side.” Then he brightened. “Well, not so much a thorn as a little stitch, or maybe a mosquito bite. You didn’t come here with them, did you?”


“God, no. They’re a bit feeble for my taste.”


“So I understand. And speaking of that, you are really the one at risk coming here, aren’t you? Wanted by Interpol and at least twenty governments?”


“I’m not counting anymore,” the man said. “But as you say. I am, let us say, outside of my comfort zone. Can we get down to it?”


“Of course,” Simmons said. “What do you have to offer me? I know something of your history, but I must warn you, I have my own sources for the sort of things you deal in.”


“You don’t have a source for this,” the dangerous man said. He laid what looked like a photograph on the table.


“Seriously?” Simmons said. “Is that an instant camera picture? You contact me on the dark web, and then you show up in person with a cheap photo? Why didn’t you just draw it out on a clay tablet?”


The man didn’t answer.


Simmons reached for the photograph and turned it over. He picked it up and held it closer.


“Is this really what I think it is?” he said.


“Yes,” the man said. “It is.”


Simmons sat down, still staring at the image, and he knew. He could see the circuits in his head, already, or some of them, anyway. It was the missing piece. Or a missing piece.


“Astonishing,” he said. “And yet, what would I do with such a thing?”


“Don’t play games.” The man spoke quietly, without apparent emotion. The hiss of a viper.


“Well,” Simmons said. “It would be better—”


“—if I had two?” the man said.


“Now that you mention it.”


“I have two.”


“What?” Simmons said. “Not all three?”


“Just the two,” the man said.


“And for this you want…?”


“Money. A lot of money.”


“Really? I should think a man like you—”


“You don’t know what a man like me is,” the man said. “You will never know.” He pulled a bit of paper from his shirt pocket.


“The money goes to these three accounts,” he said.


“I have to hear your price first,” Simmons told him.


“You don’t, actually,” the man said. “Send the money. If it is enough, I will deliver. If not, I have other options.”


“No, hang on,” Simmons began, but the man stood up, took the photograph, and left the office. Simmons watched him go, following his progress out on the security cameras. Then he took out his phone and tapped a number.


“Yes,” he said, when he got an answer. “I need you to see how much money we can come up with. Completely off the books, you understand?” He stood and went to the window as he listened to the reply. He looked out at the ship and the protesters.


“No,” he said. “That’s not enough. Yes, I understand you may have to liquidate some offshore accounts. That’s fine. What do I pay you for? That’s right. Just do it.” He paused. “And another thing. I’m going to set up a press conference downstairs in about half an hour. I’ll be cutting a handsome donation to whatever organization is out there protesting. It might not shut them up, but it will make them look bad. Yes, of course we’re reporting that one. Don’t get these two things confused. Right.”


He touched the phone off and looked back out the window.


“Environmentalists,” he muttered under his breath.





TWO


It may be replied, that the idea of a world within a world, is absurd. But, who can assert with confidence, that this idea is, in reality, nothing more than the imagination of a feverish brain? How is it shown that such a form does not exist? Are there not as strong reasons for believing that the earth is constituted of concentric spheres, as the court of Spain, or any man in Europe, had to believe that there was an undiscovered continent? Has not Captain Symmes theoretically proven his assertions of concentric spheres and open poles, and embodied a catalogue of facts, numerous and plausible, in support of his opinions? And who has confuted his assertions? I dare to say, that none can be found, who can fully disprove them, and account for the facts which he adduces as the proofs of his theory. Is there not the same reason to believe, that the earth is hollow, as there is to place implicit confidence in the opinion, that the planets are inhabited? And yet the one has been ridiculed as the wild speculations of a madman, while the other receives credit among the most enlightened.


If it can be shown that Symmes’s Theory is probable, or has the least plausibility attached to it—nay, that it is even possible—why not afford him the means of testing its correctness? The bare possibility of such a discovery, ought to be a sufficient stimulus to call forth the patronage of any government. And should the theory prove correct, and the adventure succeed, would it not immortalize our nation?


From Symmes’s Theory of Concentric Spheres,
James McBride, 1826


A Carrier in the Pacific, One Year Ago


“Mercury,” Nathan Lind told his older brother Dave. “Not Apollo.”


Dave settled his paper cup of single malt Scotch on the metal counter.


“Why not Zeus?” he said. “I mean, if we’re talking Greek gods, why not go for it?”


“I’m not talking about Greek gods, dimwit,” Nathan said. “The space program. Mercury. Gemini. Apollo.”


“Oh,” Dave said. “That makes more sense, I guess.”


“It’s an apt comparison,” Nathan replied. “In 1961 the unknown frontier was space; no human being had ever been there. We had a lot of science, but we didn’t know for sure what to expect. So we took it slow.”


“Right,” Dave agreed. “So slow the Soviets beat us to the punch.”


“This isn’t a race,” Nathan said. “We’re not in competition. We practically had to beg the press to show up. We don’t have anything to prove.”


“Well, that’s not true,” Dave said, wagging his finger at Nathan. “We’ve spent years wrangling funding for this expedition. If we don’t have anything to show for it, we won’t get any more. Half of the scientists at Monarch think it’s bullshit, and almost half of those that do think it’s real believe we ought to leave well enough alone, especially after that … bat thing—”


“Camazotz,” Nathan said. “Yeah. He kind of put a damper on things.”


“Right. Since that mess, they want to shut us down. Fortunately, I still have enough pull to make it happen. As long as it happens soon. If we put on a good show, bring back some goodies, we’ll have plenty of people writing us checks. If not, we’re done. Years of working and planning, down the drain.”


“Monarch was practically founded on the notion of the Hollow Earth,” Nathan said. “Bill Randa, Houston Brooks—”


“Randa was crushed by a Skullcrawler some fifty-odd years ago,” Dave said. “And Brooks, well, everyone likes him, but he isn’t taken all that seriously by most people. Not anymore.”


“I take him seriously,” Nathan said.


“Most sane people,” Dave said.


“Hey, who volunteered to pilot this thing?” Nathan said.


“I never said I was sane,” Dave replied. “We have the same genes, you know.”


“Hah,” Nathan said. “You’d never know it to look at us.”


“Yeah. That’s why we’ve been explaining that we aren’t twins since you were eight and I was ten. Remember that time in Sao Paulo, in that bar?”


That was true, although in the details he knew Dave was better-looking; his eyes deep blue instead of gray, his jaw a little more manly, his locks a shade closer to true blond than Nathan’s sandy hair.


“That’s not what I meant,” Nathan said. “What I meant is, you’re the guy who broke Mach 10 in an experimental Monarch aircraft, while I was looking at grains of basalt under a microscope. You summited Everest while I was tracing shifts in paleomagnetism and writing articles in obscure journals about bioelectrical sensory organs in trilobites.”


Dave put his hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “Nathan,” he said. “Shut up. I might have flown a fast plane, but I didn’t develop it. And at this point climbing Everest is, at best, tourism. What you’ve figured out—what you’ve proven—I never could have.”


“There are people who still think I haven’t proven anything,” Nathan said. “They think I’m as nuts as Darling back in 1926, when his expedition started out to find Hollow Earth—and never returned.”


“Sure,” Dave said. “And together, we’re going to show them they’re wrong. In about, what? Eight hours. So let’s have our one shot of decent whisky, get some rest, and change the world. Together.”


Nathan nodded, and reached for his drink. But he frowned.


“Okay,” Dave said. “What is it?”


“We can always delay this,” Nathan said. “Get a little more data. Let me crunch the numbers again.”


Dave sighed. “Like I said, if we wait too long—poof. The funding goes away. We’ve already lost pilots and aircraft, and we haven’t even tried to get in yet. Important people are trying to pull the plug. Like your friend Andrews.”


“I understand that,” Nathan said. “But … maybe not there. Maybe not Skull Island. There are too many complicating factors now. The storm. And the entrance, it’s too unstable. I don’t trust it. There’s always Antarctica—”


“Which you said we couldn’t enter. Not with the vehicles we have. Right?”


Nathan nodded. “Yes. But we can improve the planes. I have some ideas.”


“That’s more time and more money,” Dave said. “A lot more money. I’m just doing the math here, brother. It’s now or never.” He put his arm around Nathan’s shoulder. “I believe in you, little brother,” he said. “You’ve got this. Anyway, Mercury, not Apollo, right?”


“You understand what I meant by that?” Nathan asked.


“Yeah,” Dave said. “The first Mercury mission just dipped our toes in space. We didn’t try to go all the way to the Moon. Or even orbit the Earth. Just up and down.”


“So tomorrow…?”


“Wet toes,” Dave said. “No Moon landing. I’ll see what I see, we’ll get better readings, I’ll come back. And next time—we’ll go together. All the way. Now.” He lifted his cup. “Unto the breach,” he said.


Nathan raised his own whisky. “Unto the breach,” he said. “And Sláinte mhath.”


“Fancy,” Dave said. “Where did you learn that?”


“A phrasebook,” Nathan said. “I did a book signing in Glasgow—”


“Just drink,” Dave said.


“Fine.” He drank, then made a face as the stuff went down. “Oh, God,” Nathan said. “What the hell is that?”


“The smokiness? The peat?”


“If by that, you mean acid and dirt,” Nathan said. “Wow. That was awful.”


“Maybe an acquired taste,” Dave said. “I guess you didn’t have any Islay whisky in Glasgow.”


“No,” he admitted. “A beer now and then is more my speed.”


Dave nodded and knocked his knuckles on the table. “What are we going to find down there, Nathan? In Hollow Earth.”


“You’ve read the briefing. And my book, I assume.”


“Yes, well, I’ve also been busy training,” Dave said. “The briefing is boiler-plate nothingspeak, and I haven’t had a chance to read your book. So what do you, the expert, think we’re going to find down there?”


Nathan swallowed again, trying to get the taste of the whisky out of his throat.


“Another world,” he said.


“Godzilla?”


Nathan cocked his head. “Brooks thinks so. He believes the Titans originated from there. And since Godzilla has vanished from sight, maybe that’s where he’s hiding out.”


“And you?”


He knew Dave was probably just trying to mollify him. But it was hard not to get going anyway, especially after spending weeks on a tour where hardly anyone was listening.


“Do you know how many times life on Earth nearly became extinct?” Nathan asked.


“Well, there were the dinosaurs, I guess—”


“Many, many times,” Nathan said. “The end of the Permian was a big one. Ninety percent of everything died. But even earlier—there was a period when the entire planet froze over. We call it Snowball Earth, because that’s what it would have looked like from space. Not a regular ice age, mind you, when you still have liquid surface water in the oceans. I mean totally frozen over. And there were other times, right after we think life formed, that the Earth was pounded with asteroids, covered with volcanic lakes. An inferno. And yet, life kept coming back. Every time. After every massive die-off, something poked its head up and started to evolve, diversify, build an ecosystem.”


He paused, let it sink in a moment.


“You think life hid out down there,” Dave said. “In Hollow Earth. And when the worst of it was over, it just came back out of hiding. But how? Without sunlight—”


“The first life on Earth probably didn’t depend on the sun at all,” Nathan said. “Photosynthetic organisms like cyanobacteria and algae were latecomers to the party. In fact they caused an extinction of their own because of all the oxygen they produced, which was pure poison to the world’s earliest life. Even now, there are plenty of organisms that need neither sunlight nor oxygen. What life does need is some sort of energy source; there are living things that subsist on the heat and chemicals in deep-sea volcanic vents, where no sunlight can penetrate. And I think there is plenty of energy in Hollow Earth. More than we can dream of, maybe. It’s just the form of it that I’m not certain of. But if there is energy, life will find a way to use it, unlock its potential.”


He leaned forward, feeling the whisky in his veins.


“I don’t think life began up here at all,” he confided. “I think it may have originated down there. Made its way up here through volcanic vents and so forth. And yes, when times got tough up here, maybe surface life migrated back down there. Cross-pollination. An exchange that’s been happening for billions of years.” He looked seriously at his brother. “And maybe one of those exchanges included some of our own ancestors. Australopithecines, or Homo habilis, but more likely some form of hominin that we’ve never found fossils of—because they’re down there. Do you know how many human cultures, scattered all over the globe, have legends that their ancestors emerged from the ground? I think when we get down there, we won’t just find the origin of the Titans, but possibly of ourselves.”


“Wow,” Dave said.


“I know, right,” Nathan replied.


“I mean, wow, what a lightweight,” Dave said. “One shot and you’re drunk off your ass.”


Nathan smiled. “Yeah. I’m rambling. Who knows what we’ll find down there? That’s what this is all about, right?”


“Absolutely, brother,” Dave said. “Which reminds me.”


He pulled something out of his pocket and held it in his palm.


Nathan stared at it incredulously. “My spaceman,” he said. “How—”


“My spaceman,” Dave replied. “We made a bet, remember?”


“You cheated,” Nathan said. “You still have that?”


“Sure,” Dave said. “I took it to college with me. To remember my little brother and his crazy ideas. It’s been my good luck charm. But now I want you to have it back.”


“But—why?”


“I don’t need it anymore,” Dave said. “I’ve got you now.”


“I can’t—”


“Sure you can,” Dave said. “You were right. I did cheat. It belongs to you.”


“Dave, I don’t know what to say.”


“Say goodnight,” his brother replied. “I’d better get my beauty sleep. I want to be sharp when I get behind the stick.”


“Right,” Nathan said, taking the little plastic doll and looking at it. Remembering. “See you in the morning.”


*   *   *


The next morning, Nathan watched nervously as Dave and his team went through their checklists and their craft were fueled on the deck of the carrier.


The press corps arrived, and it was showtime.


There were more of them than he had imagined, which he supposed was good news.


Once he thought they were ready, he cleared his throat.


He waved at the three aircraft.


“Good morning,” he said. “The, uh, expedition consists, as you can see, of three state-of-the-art Monarch hover jets. They have been modified, reduced from two-seater to single-seater craft to accommodate a variety of scientific instruments. I know they aren’t all that impressive in terms of size, but they are exceptionally maneuverable, capable of supersonic flight, and equipped with the specialized communications equipment they will need for their descent into the Hollow Earth.”


“Dr. Lind,” one of the reporters interrupted. “You speak of the Hollow Earth as if you have evidence for its existence. But surely you know the vast majority of Earth scientists consider your theory as ridiculous as that of a flat Earth.”


“Yes,” Nathan said. “I am aware of that. But I can assure you, we would not have mounted this expedition unless we were quite sure there was a place for these aircraft to explore. I am aware that my claims are unorthodox, but I think that in a very short time you all will see them borne out. This is what science does; it tests predictions.”


“You’re saying there is a hole big enough to fly aircraft through that goes through the crust of the planet,” another reporter said. “How can such a passage resist the intense pressure, the temperatures that most surely melt stone?”


“Both of those objections are based upon false assumptions,” Nathan said. “The data I have collected, and my calculations based on them, demonstrate there is a sort of membrane, an electrostatic-gravitational anomaly that separates the Hollow Earth from the upper parts of the planet. The mathematics predict a sort of acceleration vortex. It will be something like slipping into a jetstream and will carry our explorers very far down in a very short time. When they come out the other end of it, they should be at their destination. Their instruments might get wonky during that time, but communication ought to resume when they reach the other side. Just to be sure, they will release a series of relay devices as they descend.”


“And supposing all of this is true,” another reporter asked. “And there is some vast system of caverns down there. Some have rumored that Godzilla and the other Titans may have their origins down there. What will your team do if they encounter … monsters?”


“Then we come back,” Dave said, from right next to him. Nathan jumped a little. He hadn’t seen his brother walk up.


Dave gestured at their exploration craft.


“We couldn’t make room in these beauties for weapons. Even if we had, we know they wouldn’t be too useful if we run into Titans. So we stay alert, we fly true, we come home. And hopefully, we’ll have some fantastic images for you.”


“So where is this happening?” a reporter asked. “Are they going to dive down into the ocean?”


“No,” Nathan said. “The opening—we call it the Vortex—is on land and nearby, but the climactic conditions are rather extreme, so we’ll be monitoring the expedition from this carrier. The exact location is secret, for obvious reasons, which is why we have been jamming any GPS equipment you might have. You will all be allowed on the bridge to watch things as they develop. If you go above deck you won’t see much, but if you do you might want to dress for wet weather. We have a storm coming in.”


*   *   *


The storm wasn’t coming to them, of course—they were going to it. Nathan watched as the black clouds grew until they blotted out the eastern sky. They came to a stop just outside of the storm’s radius, at Dave’s request.


“We won’t have a problem flying through all that,” he said, waving at the cloud. “But taking off in a full-on thunderstorm—why take the chance.”


“Once you’ve taken off, we’ll ease in closer,” Nathan said. “I want to be as close as possible to the relays.”


“That’s all you,” Dave said. “I’ll feel better knowing you’re watching me.”


*   *   *


Nathan had compared their endeavor to the space program, with some justice, he thought. And yet it started with considerably less fanfare. There was no countdown, no spectacular lift-off. The three aircraft simply rose up on their under-jets and flew off toward the standing storm. As promised, the ship started forward almost immediately, nudging into the tempest. As sheets of rain swept across the deck, the last of the reporters came onto the bridge.


Dave’s plane had forward-mounted cameras, and what they showed now was nothing but clouds. Nathan knew the pilots had radar and other instruments working for them, but he felt claustrophobic just looking at the screen.


Once he’d been driving in a rainstorm when an eighteen-wheeler passed him and doused his windshield with so much water it took his wipers what seemed like an eternity to clear it. He hadn’t been able to see anything—not the taillights of the cars in front of him, not the shapes of the cars, nothing. If he’d slammed on the brakes, he’d known he might be rear-ended, but how could he keep going when he might smash into a car in front of him at any moment? He had barely managed to control his panic, and that was nothing compared to rocketing along through a superstorm, aiming for a freaking hole in the ground…


He closed his eyes. Come on, Dave.


“Little light precipitation,” Dave’s cheerful voice came over the intercom. If you will look off to our port side—that’s to the left, folks—you’ll be able to see—well, nothing. But if you keep your eyes straight ahead, I think I can promise you—there we go.”


The jungle suddenly appeared, the tallest trees jutting into the clouds, the planes so low to the treetops Nathan found himself involuntarily pushing imaginary brakes on the floor. They were going so fast…


In an instant, the cave mouth was there, a gaping wound in the world.


“In we go!” Dave shouted. “Unto the breach.”


There’s gonna be T-shirts with that on it, Nathan thought. This is going to change everything.


The jets turned on floodlights as they whipped down the tunnel. It was harrowing, but somehow not as bad as the storm. This was more like watching a roller-coaster ride, maybe with a Wild West silver-mine theme. There wasn’t anything to see here that was too far out of the ordinary. Everything weird was much further down the tunnel. Monarch had sent drones in, of course, and the data they had provided had added significantly to his calculations, but there was a point beyond which the signals weren’t strong enough to maintain the sort of contact that made remote piloting possible. That was especially true when they hit the Vortex itself, where gravity appeared to do funny things with time, so outside signals were out of synch with the drones’ experience of reality. Human pilots were necessary.


“Looking good, control,” Dave said. “Outside temperature elevated, but nothing crazy. This looks like a cakewalk.”


“You’re coming up on the Vortex,” Nathan said. “Once you enter, you’ll have to switch to your G-pulse signal for us to stay in touch.”


“Acknowledged, control.”


Nathan watched the feed from the forward cameras. The tunnel tilted down now, not vertical but not that far from it. Up ahead, weird colors scintillated, cutting off visibility of anything beyond.


“Switching to G-pulse,” Dave said. “Going in, brother. See you on the other side.”


The screen went black as the transition happened. Then it flared back on, a chaos of rapidly shifting pixels. He knew the data was now coming in discrete bundles every few seconds, but the receiver should be buffering it, piecing it together, synchronizing the disparate flows of time.


“Dave?” he said. “Do you read me?”


“Copy,” Dave said. “Trippy. Really trippy … could probably sell tickets…” his voice stretched out into a long squeal, then a groan, lowering in pitch until it was inaudible. As if the signal was red-shifting, moving away from him at incredible speed. How fast were they going? No telemetry was coming through.


“Shit,” he muttered under his breath. “Shit.”


This was not supposed to happen. He’d missed something. Yes, he had expected acceleration, but not nearly to this order of magnitude. He had told the reporters it would be like going into a jetstream; this seemed more like a railgun.


“Dave,” he said. “If you can hear me, abort. Abort now. Put on every brake you have and come back.”


He listened desperately for an answer, but none came.


No, no, no, no…


It should still be all right. When they came out the other end of this, they should have space to slow down, right? If it was like he thought, there should be dozens of miles of open space in front of them, hundreds maybe. A world-sized cavern.


It was going to be all right. It was…


Abruptly everything was back—telemetry, sound, the forward cameras. He had a glimpse of open space, a curved horizon, a storm or something, in the distance, coming closer with incredible speed.


“Wow,” Dave said. “That was intense. But we’re—”


Then everything went black. Nothing.


“Dave!” he shouted. “Dave!” He switched frequencies, tried again. Nothing from any of the planes. It was as if they had simply ceased to exist.


Trying not to panic, he pulled up the last image, the last set of data. The picture showed nothing but what might be a thunderhead with lightning shining from its core. Mountains in the distance, upside down. He scrolled through the other readings until he got to the readout of speed, velocity—deceleration. He went back over it again, desperate to believe it was wrong. That he had read it wrong.


“Dave,” he said. “Oh, God, Dave.”





THREE


They believe, in all this country, that there is a kind of gorilla—known to the initiated by certain signs, but chiefly by being of extraordinary size… Such gorillas, the natives believe can never be caught or killed; and also, they have much more shrewdness and sense than the common animal. In fact, in these “possessed” beasts it would seem that the intelligence of man is united with the strength and ferocity of the beast.


From Explorations and Adventures in Equatorial
Africa, Paul B. Du Chaillu, 1861


Skull Island Eleven Months Ago


White light scorched across the dark heavens, leaving a jagged streak of red behind Jia’s eyelids as she blinked them shut against the pouring rain. An instant later, she felt the shiver the light made in the earth and air. The water sucked at her ankles, climbing higher toward her calves. She clung to Sister-Mother’s hand, felt the calluses there, the strength that kept her going, the grip that forced down her terror. Everything was wrong, and she knew it. She did not know the wind speech of her people, and they rarely used it anyway. But she knew it by their expressions, by the way they held their hands, the set of their shoulders, tilt of their hips when they paused, struggling through the jungle.


She knew that they expected to leave the world soon, to join the bundles of their generations in the What-Always-Is.


The blue-white light came again and again, incandescent serpents coiling in the sky and striking down toward the earth. She could smell the breath of the rainsnakes—like copper, like blood and yet not quite like either. And she could smell salt in the rising waters of the stream. She liked the scent of the ocean; she remembered long days overlooking the Eternal Waters that surrounded the Land-World, staring across the waves. Back then the black sky and lightning snakes had been out there, surrounding the Land-World. Protecting it, the elders said. Keeping the great enemy at a distance. But now the salt water had come ashore, and the black sky covered the island, and the once-gentle winds had become malevolent spirits, breaking the trees, pushing waves across the lowlands, scouring the highlands. And the things from Below-The-Land, those dark recesses where the bad things came from—they were rising, too. Things were stirring, the elders said, things were mixing that ought to remain separate. The Iwi counted time in bundles of generations, each a bundle of four. And they counted back many thousands of bundles to the start of things, when the Iwi and animals were the same, before they crawled out of the moist earth and became what they were now.


Perhaps because the Iwi tradition was so ancient, they were slow to react. Many of her kin were already gone, buried beneath a mudslide. The village of her birth was now sunken beneath roiling waters. The ancient wall that kept out the predators was filled with debris and became a dam, holding the waters in as they had once kept the enemies out. And now she and a handful of her kin were fleeing toward the high ground of Hanging-Fish-Calls-There, where some said the caves could offer them shelter, shallow as they were, with no deep trails to the Below-The-Land and its dangerous inhabitants.


Now the water was to her knees, and she did not yet see the skyward-yearning earth that led up to the high country. They were still among the ferns and rushes and Make-A-Fist trees that formed intertwined thickets too dense to travel through.


She felt her own heart beating, quick, like a bee. She felt the pulse of Sister-Mother’s fear in her fingers.


And she felt something else, in the water.


She stopped, squeezing Sister-Mother’s hand, then pointing behind them, where a cluster of trees and bushes drifted in the rising waters.


Koru lifted his spear, and Hiu, too, but they might as well have been wielding twigs. The huge jaws opened, filled with teeth: the Sirenjaw clamped down, and now they were four fingers of kin rather than a handful-and-one.


Sister-Mother lifted her bodily and began to run through the water as best she could. Without her feet in the water, Jia could no longer tell what was happening behind her. She tried to look over Sister-Mother’s shoulder, but the rain was now so hard it felt like a shower of stones, and it was cold. Jia began to shiver. She felt Sister-Mother’s breath, so hard it felt like something tearing inside of her, and she squirmed, trying to get down.


Finally Sister-Mother did put her down, and to her surprise, she felt not water, but soil beneath her feet. It was wet with rain, but she smelled moss now, and the rain-bruised leaves of needleleaf, which only grew on high ground.


She looked up at Sister-Mother, who flashed her a smile-that-wasn’t-really-a-smile, but Jia smiled back, a sign of her trust.


There was no one else behind them, Jia saw. Two fingers of kin, now.


They twisted their way through the trees and across rocky meadows. Normally at this time of year, Jia remembered, these open places would be blood red with Ichor Blossoms, and the wind full of their rotting-meat smell, which attracted flies and more noisome insects and even leafwings, supplementing their diets with the liquor of half-digested insects that the funnel-shaped blossoms contained. The Iwi came here to hunt the creatures for their wings. The smell was here, fouler than ever, but the flowers were black and rotten, destroyed by months of rain.


She felt another turning in the earth below her. A trembling, growing stronger, nearer.


Sister-Mother knew it, too. She could probably feel it in the air, with her ears, as Jia could not. Once again, she grabbed her hand, pulling her along, no longer running uphill, but parallel to the gradual slope.


And then, suddenly, in a moment, Sister-Mother grabbed Jia around the waist and lifted her up, pushing her into the closely spaced, sturdy limbs of a Friend Tree. Confused, Jia, looked down at her, saw the smile-that-wasn’t-a-smile, the farewell in Sister-Mother’s eyes.


Then a wave of water swept down from the high ground and took her away. Jia glimpsed her hand reaching for a branch. Then nothing.


The tree shook, despite its thick trunk and deep roots. Panting, her mind bright with fear, Jia climbed up, this branch to the next. But the water was still coming for her. Too soon, she reached the most slender, upper branches of the tree, which bent beneath her weight.
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