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One




Corey stretched, yawned, and downed the last swallow of cold coffee. Frowned at the empty paper cup. Fortunately, the coffee pot was less than twenty feet away. The screen of his IBM computer confirmed the usual: space was clear. Safe to make a refill run. 

He also felt the urge. His only vice. Well, the only one that was illegal.

His friend and co-worker Max dozed over his keyboard, an empty paper cup next to his elbow. The caffeine hadn't helped the poor guy. A nasally snore rumbled from his gaping mouth, proof he was down and out. Corey karate-chopped Max’s arm and his friend almost face-planted the keyboard.

“What the hell, man?” Max whined, wiping his soggy chin. “So uncool.”

“Let’s take a walk.” Corey scanned the skeleton crew of two other co-workers to make sure no one was listening. Both wore earphones. Lionel, head bobbing and shoulders swaying, was probably listening to his Michael Jackson Thriller cassette for the four-thousandth time, and Aaron was listening to one of his favorite metal bands: Metallica, Iron Maiden, Megadeth. Or maybe that new group everyone on MTV couldn’t stop talking about, Guns N’ Roses. 

Like the skies, all was clear.

Max knew what this meant. The two slipped out a side door that opened beneath a canopy. This was the smoking area. Simon hated cigarettes—his mother died from lung cancer—and refused to allow smoking in the building. Corey and Max smoked cigarettes, but they preferred the left-handed variety. The rear corner of the one-story nondescript building was the darkest spot on the property. Away from the parking lot lights, and away from the flood lights on the front of the building on opposite sides of the main entry. Corey tugged a plastic baggie out of his back pocket, unrolling the treasure snuggled inside. He torched the tip, smoke catching in the light breeze as he inhaled, and held his breath before passing the joint to Max. Corey slowly exhaled, his head lighter, suddenly relaxed. Three nice hits each and the joint disappeared back inside the baggie. A cigarette, a real one this time, helped mask the marijuana scent. Max returned to his workstation while Corey made a pit stop at the coffee pot.

Corey blew on the steaming liquid as he settled back at his computer. The buzz had him mellow, but it did nothing to dull his awe of the room. He still marveled at the sheer amount of technology, especially the massive wall of TV monitors that stretched from the floor to the fifty-foot ceiling and eighty feet across, like a movie theater screen. The litany of computers and monitors lining rows of desks that ran parallel to one another, six rows in all. The five-thousand-square-foot server room off to the right, packed to capacity, holding powerful computing equipment second only to NASA.

Deep Sky was still in its virgin years, a start-up run by the owner, Simon Eigenbrook. Simon was a brilliant, passionate former astronaut who chose to part ways with NASA after he was quietly and without explanation passed over for the ultimately tragic Space Shuttle Challenger mission in '86. After watching the shuttle explode, he had decided maybe the time to move on was upon him. Simon relaunched a new career by constructing his own state-of-the-art facility named Deep Sky. Simon paired his lifelong dream of space discovery with a relentless pursuit of galactic study and observation. He financed the initial work out of his own pockets, but his hard-work, inside (he called it politicking) ties, and tireless badgering of NASA brass landed him a substantial contract that allowed expansion of the facilities, equipment, and staff. Corey was lucky enough to get a foot in the door at that opportune time of growth.

At 2.a.m., most people in the world were asleep, but Corey was a night owl. Always had been. It was the reason he applied for this job: Celestial Analyst. Third shift hours monitoring and mapping space. His interest had been peaked from the first sentence of the job description: Possess a passion and excitement for space exploration? He’d answered that question with an enthusiastic affirmative, and applied on the spot. When Deep Sky had called him in for an interview, he’d been shocked. He had just graduated with a Master’s in Space Studies from Gulf Coast Tech, and had not been among the top three percent of his class. With no resumé to speak of and a subpar GPA, he’d assumed Deep Sky would toss his application and move on to the next, more qualified candidate. Not only had he been asked to come in for an interview, but he had been called in for three more evaluations before finally meeting with Simon Eigenbrook. He had passed the litany of tests and questions, receiving a personal invite to join the team from Simon himself. It had been a dream come true.

Almost two years later, Corey was still starstruck—no pun intended—with his job. As a kid, he had been mesmerized by space. He used to love climbing out the window to lie on his trampoline, staring at the stars. Wondering why some twinkled like Christmas lights and some remained boringly solid. What held the stars in place? How were planets formed? Was there anything beyond what we could see? Was there life on other planets? The list had gone on and on.

He now knew the answer to some of those questions, but new mysteries arose daily. Space was an ever expanding enigma. The more mankind learned, the less was known.

He took a sip, and quickly ran his tongue over his scorched lip. Needed to cool a little more. As Corey set the cup to the side, a pixelated mass slipped onto the screen. It looked like the rocks in the old Atari game he used to play, Asteroid.

He squinted, confused, thinking maybe the pot was more potent than he realized. Maybe he should’ve limited himself to two hits.

The mass slid along the screen, leaving a faint effervescent trail in its wake. The satellite responsible for sending him this image wasn’t capable of providing data about the exact size of the anomaly. It simply provided the unscaled image, and it was quite large. About the size of an average single-story house.

“Max,” Corey called over his shoulder. Max was asleep again, mouth open, a bubble of drool forming on his lip. “Max!”

Max jumped awake, fingers instantly tapping the keyboard as though he had been hard at work. “Yeah?”

“Check this out.” Corey hit a key and the image on his small computer screen leaped to the massive wall monitor.

Max was quiet for a second, then: “What the hell is that?”

“Go to Sector Eight. See if it shows up there.” Deep Sky were the experts at space mapping. Contracted by NASA almost three years ago, the company’s goal was to have all of the documented space charted by the year 2000. Every star, every planet, every black hole, every supernova. Of course, NASA was constantly pushing their scientists to create more powerful telescopes to see beyond our galaxy, and ambitious plans to build a space station in Earth’s lower orbit sometime in the near future would only accelerate exploration of the furthest regions of the cosmos. Expert opinions on the true depth and width of space varied from trillions of miles to infinity. Corey hoped for infinity. That was the true definition of job security.

“Not in Sector Eight, but it is in Sector Seven, and it’s hauling ass.”

Corey picked up the phone that dialed directly to Simon. Before he could press one to initiate the call, the mass on his screen disappeared.

“What the—?” Corey asked, looking around at Max.

Max punched keys and checked results, punched keys and checked again. “It’s gone.”

Impossible. “Check again. All sectors surrounding seven.”

Corey held the phone to his ear, finger hovering above the call button while Max banged away behind him. No way something that large disappeared. The satellite that captured the image was old but still a technological marvel that could detect a meteor the size of a baseball. A rock that big couldn’t vanish into thin air. It would leave a trail, albeit faint.

When NASA hired Deep Sky to work on mapping the solar system, the purpose was multi-layered and complex. Understanding our galaxy and everything in it was imperative to space exploration. Launching a space shuttle into the unreachable was dangerous enough without doing so blind. Charting every aspect of space was like mapping planet Earth. It provided a sense of direction and purpose.

With the United States government handing NASA blank checks, the word on the street was that space exploration was only part of the agenda. Meteor fragments and space stones had been discovered many times in the past, but when a rock the size of a Ford Mustang crashed on farmland in North Dakota twelve years ago, guys in black suits showed up and took the rock from the farmer “in the interests of national security.” Said rock was analyzed and scientists found extremely valuable minerals with amazing capabilities and uses. Allegedly, the rock was estimated to be worth over ten million dollars.

Finding and tracking meteors and asteroids was now a crucial part of daily work assignments. When a meteor crashed on a distant planet, where was the location? When an asteroid entered our solar system, where was its origin and where was it headed? The brightest minds in astrophysics were working behind the scenes to formulate a plan to harvest space minerals that weren't even registered on the periodic table. It was believed to be a trillion-dollar-a-year endeavor. The U.S. government wanted to ensure they were ahead of Russia, China, and Europe in the race for space mining. They weren’t interested in sharing a single piece of that celestial money-making pie.

Another aspect of Deep Sky’s research was, in Corey’s opinion, the biggest of them all. Life beyond planet Earth. Were alien’s real? Was there life on other, undiscovered planets? Were they like humans or more advanced, intellectually and physically?

“Nothing,” Max called out. “Not a thing. There one minute, gone the next. Like they threw the invisibility cloak button or something.”

Except it wasn’t a spaceship that showed up on radar. It was a rock. As far as Corey knew, rocks weren’t equipped with invisibility cloaks or any other technology.

“Maybe it was a glitch,” Corey said, spinning in his leather chair to face Max. Not really believing it. “A phantom in the system.”

Max shrugged. “I mean, it’s computers and they act herkie-jerkie all the time. So, yeah, it was probably just a ghost in the machine.”

Corey nodded. Sure. That explained it.

A ghost in the machine.








  
  
Two




Dave Evans slowed to a walk. 

Waves crashed against a rocky outcropping while the wind chilled the sweat on his hairless head. He placed his hands on his deeply tanned knees and concentrated on catching his breath. A crab scurried sideways along the water's edge until an anxious wave swept it out to sea. A dozen seagulls squawked from their perch on the slick rocks. They, too, were here for the show.

Dave was an early morning jog kind of guy, a habit formed in his middle school days. Playing soccer required it. At first, he jogged because it was mandatory in order to play the mid-field position. Stamina, toughness, relentlessness, all the soccer slogans. By the time he arrived at the University of Nebraska, it had become a habit. Everyday. Rain, snow, or shine. He wasn’t aware of its calming effect until after college. The sound of his own breathing, thudding heartbeat, rubber soles smacking the pavement—or the muted thump of bare feet in sand. Time alone to center himself. He’d tried jogging with his Sony Walkman but the noise was a distraction rather than the intended adrenaline rush. He needed the silence. Serenity. That was Dave’s adrenaline rush.

Early morning runs also taught him to appreciate the sunrise. It became a speechless thrill. The slow and methodical brightening of the day. The brilliant splash of colors across the sky on clear mornings, or the grey doom that sat claustrophobically low on stormy days. It was all magical to Dave.

He dropped down into the sand, staring out across the Gulf, enjoying the peace and quiet that came with the early pre-dawn hour. By ten a.m. Riptide Island would become a madhouse as park attendees flooded out of their air-conditioned rooms and villas to bask in the sun and enjoy all the thrills offered by the water park.

Florida was out of sight, but there. Beyond the ocean horizon, a blazing golden coin took its first peak across the western hemisphere, its brilliant glare a sign the day had begun. The virgin-yellow rays rippled across the uneasy water as it ebbed and flowed.

Out the corner of his eye, Dave caught movement to the west. He turned to locate the airplane—what else could it be?—but found a fireball instead. Streaking toward the ocean, a smoky tail trailing behind it for miles. It was hard to get an accurate sense of dimensions because of the distance but Dave guessed it was pretty big.

He leaped to his feet, thinking it was a crashing plane. Not a jetliner, but a small aircraft, like a Cessna. If it was, the pilot and passengers were already dead and the plunge into the ocean was nothing more than a formality. He ruled out that idea immediately. This was a falling star, or a meteor. Something falling from space. Scorched by its entrance into the atmosphere.

He had no idea. Cool thing to watch though. It slammed into the ocean and a magnificent geyser bloomed at least one hundred feet in the air. Dave stood and waited, slightly fearful of what was next. He wasn’t a seismologist, but it seemed like the impact should have at least caused a noticeable height increase in the waves.

Nothing changed for fifteen minutes. The waves continued to roll in like they had since he’d arrived at this spot to rest. The meteorite must have been far enough away that the ocean ate the impact and the distance consumed the remaining energy.

Dave wiped the sand from his black Umbro shorts, and jogged back to the Evans Family Villa, so said the personalized placard on the room door. Penny was awake, lying in bed reading Cosmopolitan.

“How was the run?” Her eyes never left the pages.

“Nice. But already an oven out there.” Dave filled a glass with ice and water. “Saw the coolest thing. A meteor crashed into the ocean. Thing was nothing but a fireball. Wish the kids could’ve seen that.”

Penny sat up and stretched. Her messy blonde hair spilled over her delicate, tanned shoulders. The white tank top she wore to bed was twisted and showed an ample amount of flesh, but Jessica and Van would be up anytime now. No time for hanky-panky.

“I see you,” Penny said with a deviant, sleepy smile. “Kids’ll be up soon.”

“I know, just looking.”

She pulled the shoulder strap aside, flashing him.

Dave dove his six-foot, 185-pound frame across the bed, landing on her. Penny’s laugh was as contagious as the flu, and Dave caught it. He tickled her while she beat him with a pillow.

“Stop,” Penny cried. “Stop before I pee myself.”

Before Dave pulled away, Van was on top of him, play fighting. At eight-years-old, the kid was a bolt of electricity. Wide open from first light, all day, every day. At nine p.m., when bedtime arrived, he dropped like a rock. Played hard, slept harder.

Dave twisted to his back, got his hands under the boys arms, and tickled through Van’s ever-present, faded Ghostbusters pajamas. Van screamed with laughter, tried to squirm away. Jessica jumped into the bed and helped dad deliver more fatal fingers to the ribs.

Several years ago, after Molly, this sort of laughter was impossible to find in the family. It took a while to smile again. Took longer to laugh. Each of them had to rediscover joy.

Dave still felt a pang of guilt when he laughed; he imagined he always would. Part of the grieving process. Or so the psychiatrist said.

“Okay, okay,” Penny said, untangling herself from the twisted sheets and bodies. “Kids, get showers. After you put on your swimwear, I’ll lather you down in sunscreen. We have a busy itinerary. Today is going to be epic.”

Since the park was closing at five to prepare for the night’s festivities, they were returning to the villa to rest for a few hours before dressing in costumes for the Riptide Rapids Haunted Halloween Celebration taking place after dark. The travel agent who booked this trip said the entire park transformed into a haunted carnival. Characters like Jason from Friday The 13th, Freddy from A Nightmare On Elm Street, Michael from Halloween, Pinhead from Hellraiser, and many others would roam the park scaring visitors. The park also offered kid-friendly ghosts and goblins and a wide variety of cartoon characters to maintain a mostly PG status. Van was excited to wear his Ghostbusters costume but not so excited about the inclusion of the scarier monsters. Jessica wasn’t convinced it would be scary, but she was ready for it all.

Dave lay stretched across the bed, staring at the ceiling fan. Jessica and Van argued about who would get in the shower first. Jessica, being the oldest, won. Penny sang But You Know I Love You by Dolly Parton in the master bathroom shower. She had been the lead singer in a country band before everything happened with Molly. Damn good at it, too. The band had mostly played covers, but they had started writing originals and one received rush hour airtime. The crowds at the shows had started increasing in size as the band’s popularity grew. The writing had been on the proverbial wall: a record deal was going to happen at some point. Dave had been disappointed that she gave up on her dream, and could only imagine how painful that must’ve been for her. She had downplayed the decision to quit, even to Dr. Willis, citing her family was more important, but Dave knew she missed performing.

There was a time when Dave was not appreciative of his family. Not truly. He had taken so much for granted: his beautiful, talented wife, his children, life stability, a great job, nice house, money in the bank, good health. After Molly, he had  learned that life was as thin as onion skin and just as fragile. It had been an eye-opening, even if painful, lesson.

Now, lying on the bed, he took it all in. Savoring the singing and the arguing. Thankful.

When he heard Penny shut the shower off, he hopped in. Listening to her switch to her favorite singer, Barbara Mandrell, while she blow-dried her hair, Dave smiled. Penny had been right: today was going to be epic.








  
  
Three




Leon pumped gas into the 39’ Sea Ranger while his helper, Scuba, dropped fishing rods into the rod holders. The ice boxes were full, bait was cut, tackle was stored, coolers were full of beer and water, and the first aid kit overflowed with motion sickness medicine. The skies were a clean, polished blue, winds at fifteen knots out of the northeast, seas two to three feet. A perfect day for deep sea fishing. 

“Check that out,” Scuba called, pointing in the distance.

“I’ll be damned,” Leon said, marveling at the flaming ball rocketing towards the ocean. It slammed into the water and disappeared in an eruption of salt water.

“What was it?” Scuba asked, already back to work.

“Prolly just a space rock. Meteor or something. Happens from time to time.”

Leon heard laughter and feet on decking boards and knew today’s appointment had arrived. Six guys who threw money in a pot to book a day of reprieve from screaming children and ill-tempered wives. Leon heard the stories on just about every trip out. Made him glad he wasn’t married. Though Julie was trying hard to change that.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” Leon said, smiling big to show off his not-so-new-but-still-gleaming dentures. He took a quick study of each male walking toward him: tall and lanky carried himself like a clumsy person; average height and chubby appeared to be the gregarious one; athletic and tanned was the alpha; fair-skinned with glasses looked like he was ready to hurl and he hadn’t even set foot on the boat yet; grey haired and bearded was the most experienced at fishing; and last but not least was soft-faced and smooth hands who no doubt worked in a cozy office and received tetanus shots for paper cuts.

This should be fun.

Leon clapped his hands, rubbed the calloused palms together. “Okay, this is my boat Riptide Rebel and that is my crew mate, Scuba. Like the diver, not the dog in those cartoons.” All the guys laughed at this well-worn, scripted joke. Which was a good start. “I’m your captain, Leon Thibodeaux. Used to run shrimp boats off the Louisiana coast six months at a time. Over twenty years I been trolling these gulf waters. You’re in good hands. Now climb in and let’s go catch some fish.”

Leon’s enthusiasm was infectious. The guys high-fived, hollered, and climbed aboard. Once situated, Leon pulled out a sheet of stickers with names written in marker. “Which one of you is Neil?” Neil—short and chubby—raised his hand and Leon handed him a sticker to place on his person for easy identification. Five more names were called out and soon everyone was badged. Leon was pleased to see he went six-for-six in his personal game of Who’s Who.

“Alrighty!” Leon exclaimed. He climbed a short ladder to the helm, and fired up the high-hour-but-still-going Volvo inboard. “Scuba, pull those lines!”

This was always a magical moment for Leon. Cruising out of the marina, a wide-open sea spread so far it met the horizon a million miles away. Scary to most, but like home to Leon. Off to his right, the faint dot of the ferry appeared as it headed for the water park. Loaded with tourists ready to spend a few days enjoying the most thrilling water park adventures ever built.

Leon admired the sheer size and magnificence of Riptide Rapids. Water cascaded down dozens of colorful slides, some of them climbing as high as five stories. Slides inside of tubes, others just a bumpy board. Lazy rivers that cut through scenic island vegetation. On the tracks of Adrenaline Adventure, an empty coaster car performed a safety test run through a fake exploding volcano. Faint smoke billowed from the Riptide Island Jungle Journey train as the conductor tested the engine, even tooted the whistle. Dozens of workers in matching canary yellow shirts and khaki’s bustled around the park performing their job duties to ready for the day.

Once Riptide Rebel was clear of the No Wake Zone, Leon pushed the throttle and the boat surged forward, bow pointed northwest. Leon double-checked the compass but didn’t need to. He knew where he was headed. It was a great fishing spot, guaranteed to keep these boys reeling until their damn arms gave out. Grouper, wahoo, cobia. Leon even caught tuna several weeks before. When they returned later that evening, the beer and bait cooler would be empty and the fish box would be full.

Glen, the tall, lanky fellow clumsily made his way up the ladder, sea legs a trifle dorky, and stood next to Leon, a goofy look on his face.

“Everything okay?” Leon asked, voice elevated to fight through the wind and motor growl.

“Everything is perfect,” Glen answered, fidgeting. “Just wondering, how far out are we going?”

“Around sixty miles. There’s a spot I like to hit this time of year where the fish bite faster than you can bait a hook.”

“My man!” Glen clapped Leon on the shoulder and stumbled back to his friends.

Leon watched him relay the news. Everyone laughed and clapped. Except Philip, the green-faced water virgin. Leon opened the compartment over his head and handed Scuba the first aid kit. “Give a few packs of TumEZ to Philip. I don’t want him spray painting my boat with breakfast.”

Scuba guffawed and did as instructed. Philip downed two pills like his life depended on it. Which it did; Leon would hate to toss him overboard.

The ride out was uneventful, just the way Leon liked it. The sun drew higher in the sky pushing the temperature up with it and the breeze picked up out in the open water. Three-hours later, Leon killed the engine.

‘We’re here fellas,” he called to the guys below, flashing his dentures again.

Leon pulled a Panasonic radio/cassette player out of the overhead compartment, pressed the PLAY button, and eased the volume down on Elvis’ soulful voice. Leon was an Elvis fanatic. Been to Graceland fourteen times. Had all his records. Still had the ticket stubs from the six concerts he attended to see The King. Elvis died the same year Leon’s marriage to Lorraine ended. He still got a lump in his throat thinking about Elvis’ tragic fate. The marriage, not so much.

“Ah shit,” someone cried out from the bow.

Leon’s attention snapped from the radio to the sight of Ray, the jock, holding up his thumb with a hook piercing the flesh. Dribbles of blood splattered on the somewhat clean white fiberglass floor of the boat. “Hold still,” Leon called, one finger in the air. He grabbed the first aid kit Scuba had left abandoned on the console, and a pair of needle nose pliers with a wire cutter built-in. Ray held his arm out while Leon snipped the tip off the hook and slowly worked the rest out. He handed Ray a bandage. “Are you current on tetanus shots? This hook is marinated in fish guts.”

“Haven’t had one since I stepped on a sharp piece of rusted tin as a kid. Split my fucking toe to the bone.”

“When we get back this evening, I would recommend stopping by Urgent Care to see Dr. Lyla. She’ll give you the shot. Not sure what it costs, but it’s better than a hospital stay for tetanus poisoning. That’s a sickness you want no part of.”

“Roger that.”

Scuba finished handing out rods to the rest of the fishermen while Leon tied a new hook on Ray’s line. Mike, the gray-haired and bearded gentleman whom Leon had suspected was experienced at deep sea fishing, was the first one to cast a line. His throw was smooth as silk, and the line flew out thirty feet before plopping into the water like an Olympic diver. He cranked the reel two full rotations, moved to slide the handle into the rod holder on the side of the boat when the tip bowed, jiggled, then bowed further. He jerked the rod, cranked the handle. The rod bowed in half.

“Give ‘em some slack,” Leon called, moving to Mike’s side. Whatever was on the hook was a big bastard.

Mike gave the fish room to run, then pulled on it again. He grunted with effort, fat beads of sweat dotting his forehead. He reared back, cranked the handle, leaned forward, repeated.

The line suddenly went slack. Mike looked at Leon, his brow furrowed. “I think I lost it.”

The ocean erupted around them. Thousands of fish splashed near the surface, the water spraying like grease in a hot griddle. Dolphins leaped out of the water in dizzying displays of fear, squeaking their signature cry of panic.

Something bumped the bottom of the boat.

“What’s going on?” Philip asked, his formerly green face now bleached.

“Not sure,” Leon answered, leaning over the side of the boat to try to catch a glimpse of the source. Whale? Shark? “Something scared the fish.”

Another thump caused the boat to rise a foot as if riding a wave. Except there were no waves at the moment. “Holy shit,” Glen said, dropping to his knees and looping his arm around the railing.

“Everyone be quiet,” Leon instructed. In his twenty years of fishing and trolling ocean waters, he’d never experienced anything like this. He’d seen small pods of frightened fish being attacked by sharks. But never this many. Never this frantic. The fish were bouncing off the surface of the ocean.

A six-foot swordfish sailed into the boat, its spear-tipped nose impaling Mike through his side. The force and size of the fish drove Mike to the floor. The swordfish flopped around, spinning a screaming Mike in circles as blood splattered and streamed toward the floor drain. Leon yelled to Ralph and Wesley to hold the fish still. Ralph dropped on top of the squirming thing, using his body weight to reduce the severity of the flopping while Wesley held the fishes tail to further minimize movement. Scuba handed Leon a hatchet from the tool bin. Leon went to his knees, thankfully found Mike unconscious, and chopped the spear-shaped nose. After three whacks, the appendage severed from the snout. Ralph and Wesley grunted as they dragged the swordfish to the edge of the boat and heaved it overboard.

“I need to disinfect the wound,” Leon said to Scuba, checking and finding a pulse on Mike’s neck. “Get my bottle of Rot Gut.”

Scuba hurried to the console, returned with a full bottle of whiskey.

“You’re not going to try to remove that, are you?” Glen asked, high and panicked.

“No,” Leon answered, pouring the whiskey over the wound. Mike gasped awake, then passed out again. “I don’t have any sterile knives to perform some half-assed ocean surgery. I’m just trying to decrease the chances of major infection until we get back to shore.”

Another thump against the bottom of the boat pushed Leon to his feet. “You guys watch him. Keep him from rolling around on the floor and keep him calm if he wakes up. We’re heading back.”

The engines fired instantly, but when Leon pushed the throttle, nothing happened. The boat refused to move. The engine revved, but the boat bobbed in the light current instead of charging toward the island. “Scuba, check the engines. I have no forward thrust.”

Scuba disappeared below deck. Came back. “I can’t see an issue. Everything looks fine.”

“Something is very much not fine, Scuba. We're not moving.”

“I’ll have to go in the water to check,” Scuba said. “Let me get my suit.”

“Hold on Scuba,” Leon said. “Something is in the water. You can’t go in there.”

Leon had never seen Scuba scared before, but, at that moment, the seasoned pro looked mortified. Yet: “I have no choice, boss. Gotta check or we'll be stuck out here.”

Scuba was right, of course. Leon hated to admit it. Putting his best friend in harm’s way was fucked up at best but he saw no other way.

“Okay, but make it quick. In and out. Got it?”

Scuba nodded, rushed below deck.

Leon leaned over the edge of the boat, and tried looking past the commotion to see what lurked below. What was driving these fish crazy? Too much was happening on the surface. 

Scuba reappeared, tugged his mask on, and dumped backwards into the ocean without hesitation. He cut through the schools of floundering fish and disappeared from sight. The seconds squeezed Leon’s chest like a medieval torture device.

Scuba had been with him for over fifteen years. A boy without home had become a man of the sea, and Leon’s best friend—besides Julie, that was. Scuba the boy had shown up on the dock’s of Louisana's Gulf shores one day hungry and begging for a job. Leon had told him to get lost, even though he needed a helper. He hadn’t known the kid and trust had not been Leon’s strong suit. For three days, Scuba returned and asked for a job. Leon, seeing his desperation and internally surprised by his persistence, had relented. He had given Scuba one shot.

“Fuck up, and you’re done,” Leon had warned him.

Scuba had smiled, teeth caked with years of food. “Yessir.”

Scuba had not fucked it up. In fact, he was the best hire Leon ever made. And here he was, risking his life for Leon and these six strangers.

Scuba popped out of the water like a cork, tugged his mask up. “I don’t see anything,” he yelled over the cacophony caused by the frightened fish. “The propellers are clean. It should—”

Scuba was snatched under mid-sentence. One blink there, next blink gone.

“Scuba!” Leon yelled, catching himself from jumping overboard. Animal instinct of a parent. Protect your child.

Scuba lunged out of the water, top half of his body clearing the surface, arms flailing at the sky, mouth spewing salt water as he tried to scream, before crashing and splashing and vanishing again.

Leon shouted at Philip, who gawked, frozen in place. “Hand me a fucking life jacket!”

Philip never acknowledged Leon. Fear had him its cold, iron-clad grip and he was too weak to escape.

Ray reacted in a flash. He snatched the life ring buoy from its hook near the bow and hurled it into the water where Scuba had gone under, keeping a tight hold on the rope, ready to haul him in if he resurfaced.

One arm shot out of the water like a bullet, hooked the ring. Ray yanked on the rope, but whatever had Scuba was more powerful than the jock from Virginia. The rope was drawn out of Ray’s hand until he let go after his palms flayed open. Scuba and the buoy went down and, this time, failed to come up again.

For the first time in his fishing career, Leon felt genuine fear. Not just from the thousands of fish seizing around the boat or the man lying in a pool of blood with a spear impaling his torso, or Scuba.

Leon wiped the tears streaming down his face. “I’m calling for help.”

Leon cried into the mike of the radio. “Mayday, mayday. This is Leon Thibodeaux. I am the captain of a charter boat for Riptide Rapids Waterpark. I have six others onboard with me, one of which is injured badly, and one man overboard. We are stranded. I say again, we are stranded. We are about seventy miles northwest of Riptide Island which puts us about one hundred fifty miles southwest of Miami, Florida. We need a rescue crew, and tow boat. I repeat, we need a rescue crew and a tow boat. Acknowledge.”

The speaker crackled white noise. Leon pressed the button on the mike and repeated the emergency request. His stomach clenched when the plea for help went without response.

We are in deep shit now.

Leon loaded the flare gun, raised it to shoot, but was knocked off his feet when something collided with the boat. The flare gun flew overboard and disappeared in the churning water. A cry from the bow of the boat preceded a loud splash. Phillip had gone overboard.

Leon scrambled to his feet, hooked an arm over the railing to steady himself in order to locate Phillip. He was swimming back toward the boat, whimpering. Suddenly, he was yanked under the chaotic sea. He resurfaced, eyes terror-wide, spitting water and sucking air. Before he could begin swimming again, he was snatched under. This time he didn’t resurface.

“We’re gonna die,” Glen yelled, arm still locked around the safety railing.

The ocean exploded on the starboard side of the boat, spraying thirty feet in the air. Leon barely had time to register the cause of the eruption. His brain refused to concede the damnation hidden inside the plume of salt water. It had to have been spat from the bowels of Hell.

If he’d had the time, Leon would’ve prayed. Long and slow, with all his heart. As it were, he had just enough time to scream before the world went black.








  
  
Four




The walkie talkie crackled, cleared as a female voice spoke. 

“Sixty-five, this is twenty. What’s your location?”

Sixty-five was park lingo for Jared’s handle. Each maintenance employee had a number. Twenty was Cindy, the glue that held the whole operation together. The walkie was alive with a constant surge of calls and complaints, same as every other day. Overseeing a water park this size with technology that didn’t exist prior to building some of these attractions was taxing on the maintenance department. There wasn’t an Acme Hardware store nearby, and even if there was, it wouldn’t carry parts that were custom-made for this place. From the start of first shift at six a.m. to the park closing at ten p.m., the team of twenty-five workers barely had time to take a break. Most of the guys and girls employed for maintenance on Riptide Island were graduates of some of the most prestigious tech and mechanical schools in the United States. A few others, like Jared for instance, were hired because of their proven track record to simply make shit work. The MacGyver effect. Springs out of ball-point pens, paper clips, and such.

Jared likened it to common sense. Some people had it, some people needed books to close the gap.

Like now. College boy Brandon Peters was ransacking his brain to figure out how to stop the hydraulic leak in a faulty rubber hose. The hose was cracked because someone overtightened the hose clamp, and the maintenance department was currently out of these three-inch hoses. The Order Acknowledgement said fifty hoses were shipping the following week from Industrial Fittings and Fabrication in Michigan, but Jared had no trust in that date. The parts had been backordered on the original Purchase Order and were now four weeks late.

Jared knew the solution to the problem but thought maybe it was best to let the college grad flounder a bit longer while he answered Cindy.

“Sixty-five here,” Jared said into his walkie. “Down at The Ripper with Brandon. What’s up?”

“Got a call from Freddie in the arcade. The Pac-Man machine is eating quarters but not allowing anyone to play. Over.”

“Tell Freddie to put an out-of-order sign on it and I’ll be there later to check it out.” Jared clipped the walkie back to his belt and pushed Brandon out of the way. He could only watch this kind of stupidity for so long.

But Cindy wasn’t done. “Sorry, no-can-do. That machine is the number one money maker in the arcade. People line up waiting their turn. If it’s down, we lose money. So Quinten wants you to double-time over there and fix it ASAP. Over.” Quinten was the maintenance director and a former member of the Army. Everything he said had some sort of military reference. Like he was still a drill sergeant.

Jared sighed, and unclipped the walkie. “Ten-four. I’ll ‘double-time’ it right now. Over.”

Jared crouched, pointed at the hose. “Brandon, this is not rocket science. Once the coaster returns from its current run, tell Sam to hold the next run for ten minutes. Remove the clamp, cut an inch from the cracked end, lube the hose, slide it back on the nipple, tighten the clamp. No more leaks.”

Brandon smiled. “Look at you with the dirty talk.”

Jared rolled his eyes. “You got it?”

“All day everyday, cool breeze. That’s why you get paid the big bucks.”

Jared shook his head. If Brandon only knew how little he made. “Just don’t over tighten the clamp like the last dingbat. Snug it, and stop.”

“Groovy.”

Brandon was from California. A transplant looking for the right soil in which to grow. He was smart but you wouldn’t know it most of the time. He was too busy trying to pass himself off as a surfer bum.

Jared double-timed it to the arcade located on the opposite side of the park via the underground tunnels. Though conditioned, his shirt was soaked with sweat by the time he climbed the two flights of stairs that put him inside a small, inconspicuous shed that stayed locked and hid the stairwell—and subsequent tunnels—from civilian sight. Another hundred yards and Jared stepped inside the rambunctious, but cooler climate of the arcade.

“Took you long enough,” Freddie said. “Already had fifteen kids complain.”

“The arcade is not the only attraction on the island, Freddie.”

Riptide Galleria reminded Jared of the arcade at The Pavilion in his hometown of Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. Blinking lights, electronic voices and game noises, crowded from sunrise to sunset, hands slapping plastic buttons, kids yelling at the machine after losing, the endless tinkle of quarters dropping into the metal bin of the change machine, loud music over the speakers. When Jared first arrived on the island, he had wondered why have an arcade when there were dozens of attractions for kids to enjoy. He soon learned that Riptide Rapids and its wide variety of rides did not appeal to all kids. The ones that frequented the galleria were mostly social rejects. Black t-shirts, earrings, smelling like sweat and cigarettes, awkward, socially inept. Jared understood their plight. He had once been a reject himself.

After his mom split, Jared had lived in a depressed, run-down trailer park in Myrtle Beach with his dad. Half of the trailers had been abandoned. One had been a blackened husk from a fire that claimed the lives of five crackheads before his family moved into the park. Most of the residents had been drug addicts. The park had smelled like marijuana pretty much twenty-four-seven. Police had been regular visitors, hung out in the park more than the donut shops. Very few days had gone by without a domestic disturbance or someone being picked up for murder or someone overdosing.

When he saw those kids, he saw himself.

One such boy, about fourteen years of age, was standing in front of the Pac-Man machine, staring at the OUT-OF-ORDER sign. His unruly hair was greasy black, complexion pale, cheeks alive with puss-filled acne, arms and legs thin and knobby. Jared wasn’t sure if he couldn’t read, or simply couldn’t comprehend.

“You okay?” Jared asked, setting his worn, oil-stained tool bag down beside the machine.

The kid looked at him like he was an alien. Jared noticed the wide pupils and dodgy eyes. High as a kite. “The little yellow guy is hungry. He needs to eat. Why won’t you let him eat?”

Where are his parents? Jared glanced around the arcade, saw only more kids roaming through the machines with a fistful of quarters. “Run along, kid. Little yellow guy will be eating soon.”

The kid looked at the sign, and back to Jared. He smiled, shrugged, and disappeared into the maze of machines.

Jared pulled a screwdriver and removed the fasteners from the front panel. He decided to try a hard reset first before removing parts. Like anything electronic, sometimes it just needed to start over. He waited five minutes for the game to fully come back on, then dropped a quarter in the slot, hit the ONE PLAYER button, and watched the little yellow guy streak across the screen. After the initial start-up video was done, Jared let the hungry guy munch away.

The kid returned as Jared packed up his tools.

“Can the yellow guy eat now?”

“It’s a buffet kid. He can eat all he wants.”

Jared stopped at the front counter where Freddie leaned, picking at his fingernails. At six-six, Freddie could’ve been a basketball player, but he was as athletic as a cinderblock. Gangly was the word that popped into Jared’s head every time he saw the guy. His hair always stood up in the back, and he looked ill-fitted for the canary-yellow shirt and khaki shorts. His ghostly white legs suggested Freddie was allergic to the sun.

“Fixed?” Freddie asked.

“A kid’s already on it.”

“Number one money maker. The only machine in the building I have to empty at least half-a-dozen times a day.”

“So I heard,” Jared said. “Listen, the kid that’s on it right now.”

“What about him?” Freddie continued picking at his nails, uninterested.

“He’s like, fourteen, and looks to be high on something.”

Freddie stopped picking, dark eyes rising to meet Jared’s. “Yeah? And?”

Jared cocked his head to one side, making sure to enunciate each word. “The. Kid. Is. Fourteen. It’s dangerous and a liability to the park. What if he passes out while playing a game? Hits his head on the corner of Frogger. In your arcade.”

“I’m not his babysitter,” Freddie whined.

“You are when they walk into this building,” Jared said, smacking the counter hard enough to make Freddie jump.

Freddie called to Jared but he wasn’t listening. Jared was hypersensitive to kids doing drugs. He had witnessed a girl overdose at a party when he was a teenager. She died three days later. He credited that incident as the single most important moment of his life. The catalyst behind him getting off drugs, becoming more responsible.

He walked into Cindy’s office and sat down in a chair in front of her desk. She was on the phone, one finger wrapped by the coiled telephone cable like a mummy. She nodded at him, shot a quick smile, and finished the conversation.

Jared had never made a move on Cindy, but he secretly had a crush on her. Sandy blonde hair with the perfect poof in her bangs, striking green eyes enhanced just enough with makeup, playful lips, five-foot-eight, and one hundred fifteen pounds. Better yet, she was easy to talk to, funny and vivacious. Perfect.

Cindy dropped the phone in its cradle. Brushed her hair away from her neck, straightened her blouse. “How’s Pac-Man?”

“Little guy’s hungry and eating.” Jared tried to hide the butterflies that were surely fluttering from his lips. Happened every time she looked at him. Like she was reading him, his thoughts, his secret infatuation.

Her forehead wrinkled along with her cute, slightly pug, freckle-sprinkled nose. “Okay. Does that mean it’s fixed?”

“Yes,” Jared said. “Freddie’s happy for the time being.”

“Won’t last long,” Cindy said through a sigh, now fidgeting with her earring. “We’ll take it for now.”

“I’m here out of concern.”

“For who? Freddie?”

“No. There is a kid in the arcade who looks high as the clouds. He can’t be more than fourteen or fifteen.”

Cindy’s fingers drummed the desk. Her way of thinking. “Did you see the kid’s parents?”

“No. I didn’t see any parents.”

“Write down a physical description. I’ll call Moe and have him get one of his guys to keep an eye on the kid. Once we identify where he’s staying, we’ll call the parents in.”

“Good.”

Cindy handed Jared a pad and pen. “The last thing we need is someone dying on the island.”
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