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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  Writing a novel is indeed an adventure and a journey of self-discovery. Having written mostly nonfiction, I wasn’t sure what to expect when I embarked upon the project that culminated in the publication of this book. I had an idea for a plot, a few characters, a laptop, and a notion that I could string enough words together to tell an interesting story. As the process unfolded, I expanded my knowledge of fish, fisheries management, marine biology, and the demanding art of writing science fiction. Along the way, I was also blessed to have met some interesting and supportive folks. The process of writing a book, especially a book of fiction, is much like running a marathon: when you hit the dreaded wall of potential physical and emotional defeat, you aren’t quite sure if you can make it to the end. But somehow you rise up and get over the hurdles, the obstacles, and other challenges that seem to all conspire against you. Eventually the writer prevails and ideas somehow become words; words become sentences, paragraphs, and then chapters.


  After much toil, frustration, staring at the ceiling, and long walks on the beach with my dog, a book somehow materialized. Words seemed to find me more than I found them and for that I feel blessed. There is this mysterious place within where words are born. At times, I knew not where the ideas or words came from but they did, in a manner and way that told me this book needed to be finished. In the end, a story had been told and a book had been written. For that, I am most grateful and humbled by the sources of any and all inspirations that motivated me to continue writing.


  As is often the case with any accomplishment in life, there were many family members, friends, and colleagues who me cheered me on to the finish line and through the good, bad, and ugly times that accompany the writing process. I thank them all for their encouragement and support. First and foremost my family: Gabrielle, Jacqueline, and Victoria, who endured the three years of research, writing, and nonstop chatter about the plot and the characters. To my high school English teacher, Mr. Philip Heary, I say thank you. You were the first person in my life to encourage my writing and whose words of support have stayed with me all my life: “You have something there. Keep writing.” Wherever you are, Mr. Heary, you helped light a candle that still burns brightly.


  My sincerest gratitude is also extended to late Jack Samson, venerable editor and author, who totally amazed and motivated a young writer by buying his very first article for publication in Field & Stream. That article was written in 1974 and represented the beginning of my writing journey. And to angler and editor extraordinaire, Fred Golofaro, of the Fisherman Magazine, thank you for your friendship and for supporting my fishing stories for almost four decades. To the memory of Charles H. Ross Jr., a mentor at Merrill Lynch. He helped me grow and gave me many opportunities to see what I was capable of accomplishing in business and in life. At times, he believed in me more than I did in myself. I will forever be indebted. Thank you to the late Herbert M. Allison, a brilliant Merrill Lynch executive and leader who instilled in me a belief that the solutions to all problems in life and in business lie in fully understanding and managing the details. Thank you to Bob Banfelder and Donna Derasmo, whose advice and encouragement helped me push on through some of the down times that accompany the process of writing fiction. A singular thanks to the Lorian Hemingway Short Story Competition that first inspired me to try my hand at fiction. And thanks to “Jannie” and “Rabbit” for being friends when one was needed most.


  To Dr. Mark Di Benedetto, with whom I have had many conversations about fish, fishing, and fisheries during my wellness office visits. You help keep me going. To Dr. Jennifer Iannacone, a remarkable veterinarian who, over the years, has shed light on canine behavior that helped me write one of my favorite chapters in this book, and who shared in my sorrow when I said goodbye to Jenny. To Jay Cassell and Tony Lyons at Skyhorse Publishing, whose confidence in my work has been unwavering and fully supportive, and to Steve Price for his insightful and constructive advice. And a very special thanks to Jay McCullough, for helping me refine and shape the final version of this book.


  A very heartfelt thanks goes out Frank and Tony Amato, Kermit Hummel, Steve Piatt, John Shewey, Ted Venker, Kevin Blinkoff, Jimmy Fee, and Troy Letherman: publishers and editors who’ve supported my writings about fish and fishing and who’ve motivated me to keep plugging away. I’d also like to thank some fishing buddies with whom I have shared great times on the water. You all know who you are but special thanks goes out to Captain Adrian Mason, Captain Rick Gulia, Pete Palmieri, Chuck Moore, and Tim McCloskey. Thank you Gemini, Santee, Jessie, Jenny, Grizzly, Bear, Grizzly Too, Catherine, and Leo . . . you all helped me to better understand our natural world and the bond that exists between animals and humans.


  Lastly, I thank my Labrador retriever, Bailey, who sat with me every step of the way while writing and editing this story. She and I took many walks along the beach as I worked through the elements of this story. Her unwavering friendship, loyalty, and often humorous beach antics helped immensely to clear my head; Chapter 33 is for you.




  CHAPTER 1


  Alessandra stood naked in waist-deep water, her body framed as a silhouette against the moonlight, as Jorge took off his clothes and walked from the beach to join her. She spread her arms playfully and invited him to move closer. The lovers embraced and kissed, slowly at first but then more passionately. Jorge nibbled at Alessandra’s neck and she closed her eyes. The inner warmth of arousal blended in striking contrast with the cool water of the Long Island Sound. It was a nice feeling. Alessandra turned her head and for a moment opened her eyes. As she looked west down the beach, she saw what appeared to be many small yellow orbs moving erratically in the water, all headed in her direction. She thought that odd, but nighttime has a way of playing tricks with the eyes and the mind, and Alessandra had a vivid imagination. She closed her eyes, re-opened them, and the yellow orbs were gone.


  Alessandra then let herself succumb to Jorge’s touch and again closed her eyes. As the two moved in the water, the yellow orbs homed in on the vibrations caused by their love making. The orbs moved closer until they were just a few yards from the couple. An eerie illumination surrounded Jorge and Alessandra. She was the first to feel the presence of something unusual: a welling up of water that pushed her off balance. Jorge felt it too. It was like a wave. Alessandra opened her eyes. Her shriek startled Jorge. And then he saw the ghostly luminescence within which they appeared trapped. Instinctively, he knew they had to exit the water. He took Alessandra’s hand and walked toward the beach. But there was no escape route.


  The attack was astonishingly swift and merciless. The killers tore and ripped flesh from their bodies. Jorge died first. His feet were severed just above the ankle bones and both hands were bitten cleanly off. He bled out in seconds. Alessandra tried screaming for help but a fatal bite to her neck had severed her vocal chords. She was dying and being eaten alive. Her body went into shock. The final blurred memories of her short life were all that comforted her. As the last drops of her blood emptied into the Sound, her killers continued to feed.


  When the attack ended, the only evidence of their existence was clothing strewn about the beach and a small, tattered knapsack. Alessandra and Jorge weren’t missed until the following day when they failed to report for work at the local vineyard. A lifeguard found the clothing and old backpack and put them aside in the lost-and-found locker.




  CHAPTER 2


  Two days later . . .


  A dory drifted quietly along an outer edge of Mount Misery Ledge in the central Long Island Sound. Two fishermen sat inside the rented dory patiently awaiting the next fish to bite. It was just before noon on a calm and sweltering dog day of late August. A slight wind wafted out of the southwest and the tide ran strong west to east, energized by the extra pull of a growing full moon. Building clouds were a sure sign of an impending late afternoon thunderstorm.


  The 17-foot boat was seaworthy, a hull design that had endured for centuries. A 9.9 horsepower Mercury outboard engine sat securely on the dory’s transom. It was more than adequate to move the two anglers efficiently from spot to spot until they found fish. Under average sea conditions, the rig could be trusted to get fishermen to the fishing grounds and then safely back to port. The boat and motor could well handle much of what the Long Island Sound was capable of dishing out and almost anything but the most unusual circumstances.


  Tomas and Salvador rented the dory from The Fishing Shack, located off the main launch ramp in downtown Port Roosevelt. The Shack has been a local institution since 1911. Its fleet of rental boats provided many casual and weekend anglers with the opportunity to get out on the Long Island Sound and enjoy a day of fishing. With the rental arrangement, the proprietors of The Shack did all the work and the renter had all the fun. Some regulars often drove out from New York City to escape the metropolis mayhem and oppressive summer heat to cash in on the bounty of fish species roaming the waters of the central Sound.


  So it was with Tomas and Salvador. They made the trip east from Queens during predawn hours and were first in line when The Shack opened for business at 6:30 a.m. sharp. Once they arrived, others slowly followed; many more than there were dories. Some were in line for bait, some to buy ice or other various fishing essentials like hooks and sinkers. Several small groups were there to rent boats.


  Theo and Cindy, the husband and wife team who owned The Shack, were punctual. The door to the building always opened precisely on time. They had been in the fishing business for all their married years and they loved it. The two especially enjoyed meeting new people. The Shack was, above all else, a democratic place, a true melting pot where fishermen of many ethnic origins would visit and congregate, simply to share in their passion for fishing and tell a few lies about the big ones that couldn’t be conquered. As Theo prepped the dories, Cindy held court as she sold bait and ice to customers. She always dispensed timely and friendly information about where the best fish bite was happening. She told Tomas and Salvador that if they wanted porgies to anchor up on one of the rock piles just outside the harbor. “But if you want big striped bass, head for the northeast corner of Mount Misery Ledge.”


  The two fishermen were thankful for the advice. Cindy never steered them wrong. They paid the dory rental fee, stocked up on bait and ice, and made way to the fishing grounds. After exiting Port Roosevelt Harbor, they cast anchor at a submerged rock pile slightly west of the harbor entrance, paying out rope until the anchor caught and the dory came to rest. Fish of all varieties and sizes like bottom structure, especially rock formations, and porgy are no exception. A large school sat directly above and around the submerged boulders. Porgies are pan-sized fish, prized for flesh that delights the taste buds of both fisherman and large predatory fish. Using small pieces of clam as bait, the fishermen caught one porgy after another until their arms ached. They enjoyed a good day of fishing, one of the best all summer. Such was their success that they couldn’t close the lid on their cooler for all the fish piled inside. The two fishermen would later use some of the porgies as bait, hoping to entice a large bass.


  Tomas sat in the stern of the boat and pulled on the motor’s starter rope; the small engine immediately came to life. He aimed the bow of the dory toward the shoal and twisted the handle throttle full speed ahead. Once upon the shoal, he cut the engine and the dory drifted with the current. The duo talked, joked, and ate cold pork sandwiches. They drank a couple cold beers. Cold beer, stored on ice along with the dead porgies, was just what they needed to crack a nagging thirst from the heat and to wash down the leftover pork. They didn’t mind in the least the taste of fish that rimmed the necks of the beer bottles. Hardcore fishermen get used to the constant scent and taste of aquatic creatures.


  Like many weekend fishermen, Tomas and Salvador didn’t understand the hydrodynamics of the shoal they drifted over, and they really didn’t care to. All that mattered was they were told it held big bass. But others who fished the area regularly and studied it knew exactly why it was a productive fishing hole. Baitfish of all types would congregate on the shallow portions of the shoal only to be swept off as currents accelerated during tidal changes. At times during the season, sand eels, menhaden, butterfish, Atlantic silversides, and anchovies would congregate in mass on Mount Misery Ledge. Larger, more predatory fish, like striped bass and bluefish, recognized this pattern and had become conditioned to wait along the deeper edges of the shoal to intercept and attack the hapless baitfish as they swept into deep water and turbulent rip currents. With the tide now being pulled east in the Sound, bait would flow with the current and get deposited off the northeast edge in ninety feet of water. This was a perpetual process, one repeated for as long as life inhabited the Long Island Sound. On this day, big fish would indeed be waiting.


  The fishermen drifted repeatedly over this precise location and waited for a coveted striped bass to strike their baited hooks. The dory would flow off the shallow part of the shoal until it moved well into deep water. Since the pair didn’t have an electronic depth recorder, they could only guess at the water’s deepness. Cindy told them to drift for about one hundred and fifty to two hundred yards once they passed navigation buoy number eleven. They followed her instructions. She was right on the mark with the porgy fishing advice so catching bass would hopefully follow.


  The dory would be taken with the tide and with the flow of baitfish, a drift repeated for as long as it took to get a bite. As each drift approached the terminal point, Tomas would start the outboard motor and reposition the boat well up onto the shallow part of the shoal. The outgoing tide was running fast, moving the dory rapidly through the fish zone. They made frequent moves.


  Putting fresh-cut pieces of porgy on their hooks and tossing the chum bucket overboard, the hopeful anglers endeavored to excite the feeding senses of any cruising stripers. A keeper bass would make their day. Two big keepers would be a Godsend. They had made more than a dozen drifts without so much as a touch. But their luck was about to change. Approaching the dropoff point between shallow water and the ninety-foot ledge, both fishermen felt something take their baits. They were patient as line slowly moved off from their reels. “Count to ten,” Salvador said, “and then set the hook.” First one and then the other had strikes from powerful fish. They both hooted and hollered and proclaimed victory over their hooked adversaries. Steadily, they reeled in line and brought the bass closer to the boat. And then it happened. Both rods slammed down violently and with alarming force onto the gunnels of the dory. “What is this?” Salvador said.


  “I have one too, mi amigo! A big one.”


  Both were indeed large fish. The fishing rods were doubled over, bent close to the breaking point—straining in wide parabolic arches as both fishermen pulled back against the weight of two seemingly immovable objects. Big, wide smiles set upon their faces until both realized something odd had happened. The big fish swam toward each other and began pulling away in unison, like two Clydesdales. Neither fisherman had ever felt such strength. The fish pulled as if their entire existence depended on it; the fishermen held on not realizing it was their lives that were in peril. Reeling lines in against the pull of the fish’s weight was futile. It was as if the quarry had caught their pursuers. The combined strength and speed of what was now attached to the ends of the super strong braided lines was enough to overcome the weight of the dory, the motor, and the anglers.


  The fishermen were certain two monster bass had taken their baits, even though they had no idea what large bass felt like. Were these the trophies they had anticipated? No, they had to be much more. The fish fought ferociously for their freedom as dogged and powerful headshakes transmitted power up the line, through the fishing rods, and into the hands of the fishermen. Tomas and Salvador didn’t realize they were completely overpowered and overmatched by what had taken their baits. In ignorant bliss, they cheered and howled as the fish gained dangerous advantage. But their expressions of joy quickly turned into grimaces of concern. The fishermen tried, to no avail, to gain control of their catch. These fish were big and meant serious business. The fight was intense and furious, like nothing they had ever before experienced. Neither had ever caught anything larger than a seven-pound tautog, or blackfish by its more common name. These fish were no ‘tog. The two perplexed anglers held tightly to their rods but their captors were in total command. The fishermen again tried reeling in the lines against the pull of the fish but that was not to be. The applied force of what was now secured to their hooks was enough to completely overcome the boat’s inertia.


  The dory began to move. Slowly at first, but then accelerating as if the engine was in gear and the throttle had been pushed forward. The dory left an impressive wake, much to the bewilderment of other boaters, who looked on in astonishment—some foolishly cheered and offered encouragement. None were more bewildered by the events taking place than the two anglers connected to their unknown prizes. Tomas yanked on the motor starter rope while maintaining a death grip on the fishing rod. The motor coughed to life as the fish pulled the small boat up on plane. Putting the engine in reverse did nothing to halt the dory’s forward progress. It was as if they were being drawn through the water on a sleigh. Their joy at hooking two huge fish turned to pure terror. As the dory passed Mount Misery Inlet, more than a mile from where the fish were first hooked, it came to an abrupt halt. The sheer power of the beasts snapped the strong lines that bound them.


  The fishermen spat Spanish curses at losing their keepers, but quietly they were each relieved to be detached from their now-lost trophies. As quickly at the battle had begun, the pulling ceased. The fishermen looked at each other in disbelief and puzzlement.


  “What was that?” Salvador said.


  “I don’t know.” Tomas didn’t know what had happened either. Both fishermen no longer felt resistance against their rods. They reeled in their lines, which gathered easily onto the spools.


  “Shit,” they said in unison. “Go to hell you bastards!” But that’s exactly from where these fish had come.


  The two sat sulking with bowed heads as nervous water moved undetected toward the dory at an alarming rate. Dorsal fins broke through the surface. Salvador was seated in the front of the boat and had begun winding the remainder of slack line when the first fish struck the chum bucket with a force that knocked both men from their seats. The fish ripped the bucket from the cleat that secured it, and then ripped the stainless steel cleat cleanly from its anchor point. The creature rolled, an enormous forked tail emerging from the water. The fishermen did not see it since both were lying flat on their backs. They tried regaining balance and composure by gripping the gunnels and pushing themselves upright—only to be knocked down yet again by a second torpedo-like blast that hit the dory off the port-side bow. Salvador stood fore of the dory’s mid-line when the jolt caused him to fall forward violently. As he stumbled and fell, his head hit the front seat, his right arm snapped as it lodged between the seat and the cooler. The weight of his body was just too much for the aged, brittle ulna and radius bones. The sound was like a rifle shot. The scream was blood curdling. Tomas righted himself and tried starting the motor. In haste, he over-choked the carburetor and the engine coughed as the starter rope was pulled. He tried another pull but froze in disbelief as the largest fish he had ever seen clamped its huge maw on the engine’s entire lower unit, propeller and shaft. It shook its head ferociously as if trying to rip the motor from the dory's transom.


  The entire boat shuddered, on the brink of being torn apart. The fish’s long and muscular body quivered in violent spasms. The fisherman gasped. If this wasn’t bad enough, many other large fish now circled the dory. He had no idea what they were. His body trembled uncontrollably. Salvador pleaded in agony to the heavenly Father as he became aware of the compound fracture to his arm, bone protruding through flesh, blood pouring from the wound. “Please God, help me.”


  His appeal was answered almost instantly. The attack ceased as quickly as it had begun.




  CHAPTER 3


  Just before dusk that same day, Mimi Vandersleet walked with her standard poodle, Pisces, along a beach that lead from Boulder Point to Plover Dunes, two towns located east of Port Roosevelt. It’s a nice stretch of coarse sand and pebbles and, in late summer and early fall, it is usually devoid of large crowds typical of most other Long Island beaches during the high season. North shore beaches are not as popular as south shore areas like Jones Beach, Robert Moses, and the Hamptons. Those beaches are more suitable for comfortable sun bathing, having finer sand and larger waves; beach goers who preferred lying on soft sand always headed south. North shore beaches that face the open Sound are strewn with pebbles, rocks, and even small boulders, remnants of the terminal Hither Hills glacial moraine. That geological formation was the result of the Wisconsin Glacier coming to an abrupt halt more than twenty thousand years ago. The movement of the ice sheet carved out the land that is Long Island and gave the north shore its harbors and beaches, lumpy and bumpy as they are.


  But Pisces had no such bias against rocks. He loved running that beach with his owner and taking an occasional swim. Standard poodles are known for their love of water since their roots extend back as gundogs for German water fowlers. Pisces was no exception. He was a big dog, about seventy pounds, and he loved playing in the surf. Pisces was especially partial to swim and retrieve games. Mimi always carried a rubber training dummy with her on their walks, tossing it out into the Sound and delighting in Pisces’s willingness and ability to retrieve. She’d toss out the dummy as far as she could, signal Pisces to fetch, watch him swim out to retrieve the object and then return it to land. This game went on for a mile as the tide ebbed, receding to toward low water.


  One well-placed throw landed the dummy between a set of large boulders close to shore. A small rip current had formed at the center of this configuration. As was his duty, Pisces eagerly leapt into the water and swam toward his toy. He grabbed the dummy and turned to complete the retrieve. As the big poodle swam back toward the beach, Mimi heard Pisces let out with a terrifying yelp. She saw three huge forms with enormous forked tails emerge from the water and slash viciously at the poodle. Mimi panicked. She screamed! “Come, Pisces! Come!” But her faithful companion was incapable of responding. The dog’s legs had been bitten off. Mimi jumped into the surf and started to swim toward her dog, but as she did, Pisces let out one final death yelp and disappeared. The rubber retrieving dummy was all that remained on the surface of the water, ringed by blood. Mimi returned to the safety of shore to call police.


  Not more than twenty minutes later and farther down the same beach, Mickey Rosen’s Chihuahua named Killer, succumbed to a fate similar to that of Pisces, but with much less drama. The little hound enjoyed water as much as his larger poodle cousin but he wasn’t inclined to venture too far from the safety of land. The tiny pooch preferred to relax in a little ring-tube raft its owner had made so his little dog could float effortlessly on the small waves. Mickey would often tie a long length of light rope to the raft and walk along in the water, Killer in tow. That was the day’s drill, but at one point while Mickey waded along, he heard a humongous splash behind him and felt a strong tug on the line. When he turned back around to investigate the source of the disruption, he felt instant terror. Much to his astonishment, Killer was gone. When asked later by police about the incident, Mickey thought he remembered seeing a very large forked tail where his beloved Killer had been moments before. County police were at a loss to explain the disappearance of either dog. The official incident reports chalked the episodes up to unusual and coincidental drowning.




  CHAPTER 4


  Jimmy McVee clocked out from his job as a line repairman for Island Power and Light as usual at 3 p.m. This had been a good day—his primary work order had him close to home, repairing power lines in downtown Port Roosevelt. A turbulent summer storm the day before had knocked out electricity to the Town Hall and adjoining businesses. This had become a priority repair. Jimmy lived in Port and this day’s commute was a snap: out of the house, into his car, and down the hill straight to Dunkin Donuts for some hot coffee and a bagel. While in town, he could also check out the fishing activity at the local boat launch ramp. Jimmy always had fishing on his mind and he liked keeping tabs on the action. When he worked locally, he’d usually make pit stops at the ramp to drink coffee before work and then again during his lunch break. At this time of year, there’d always be someone either dropping a boat in the water or taking one out. He spotted a captain he knew well and watched as the twenty-foot, center console Aquasport rolled off the trailer. Jimmy waited until the boat was tied off to a dock cleat before approaching.


  “Hey Billy, how’s the fishing?”


  “Not bad. Got a bunch of bass and blues and a few little tunny and bonito yesterday. Released them all. Lots of fish out there. Tons of baitfish too. More than has been around in years. Hoping for the same luck again today.”


  “All four?” Billy nodded, smiling.


  “That’s a nice Long Island Grand Slam. What did you catch ‘em on?”


  “Flies and artificial lures,” Billy said.


  Jimmy especially liked fishing with classic old wooden plugs, carved forms that replicated fleeing baitfish when retrieved.


  “That’s great. Any big fish?” Jimmy asked.


  “I saw some very large fish bust the surface out near the Middle Grounds yesterday, over toward Stratford Shoal. I mean really big. Couldn’t make out what they were. They were so fast I thought they might be some wayward tuna, but they were behaving very odd.”


  “Haven’t seen tuna around here in a long time. That would have made for some nice sashimi.”


  “Yeah, it would.” Billy said. “Last year, some guys fishing with chunks of menhaden saw small bluefin out near the Stratford Shoal Light house. Been some bottlenose dolphin in the Sound too. Great to see them coming back. Lots of sea life out there.”


  “Thanks for the update and good luck out there today. I think I’ll be out on the beach tonight.”


  Jimmy knew about those small bluefin tuna. One of his friends was fishing menhaden chunks as bait for bass out in the middle when he spotted what he thought to be bluefin. Jimmy’s friend then made a few call-outs on his VHF to other captains to see if they had spotted similar activity. Only one other captain, Jack Connors, had seen them. He too was out in the center of the Sound on a charter, chunking bait for bass and big bluefish, and he too thought they were tuna. Jimmy didn’t doubt his buddy for a moment. When he was into boat fishing, he would often encounter unusual species in the less traveled reaches of the Sound, species like oceanic sunfish and bottlenose dolphins, an occasional shark and other non-indigenous fish. The dolphins used to be commonplace, but only recently returned after a decades-long hiatus. Rising ocean temperatures resulting from global warming and a Gulf Stream that moved ever so close to Long Island enabled many varieties of southern species of fish to move northward and near shore. There were even thriving populations of tropical fish inhabiting inshore areas during summer months such as jack and tarpon, so tuna would be no surprise.


  What interested Jimmy most was the fact that so many species of fish were in the area simultaneously. With so much bait around, he’d have great fishing later that night.


  Many of Jimmy’s closest fishing friends preferred night beach fishing during periods of the new moon, but Jimmy preferred the full moon. He knew the current lunar phase would make for some exceptional nighttime striped bass fishing. Stripers preferred feeding during the darkest of hours and, even though the illumination of the full moon would prevent pitch-black darkness, some of his best fishing happened on full moon phases. That predilection had a lot to do with the fact that baitfish frequented the shallows along beaches. The full moon brought with it stronger tides and heavier currents.


  Big bass love turbulent water, and the combination of moon-enhanced tidal flows and tons of local bait was a formula that couldn’t fail. That was precisely what Jimmy had counted on. After eating dinner and getting a few hours shut-eye, he’d go fishing. His girlfriend knew not to call him when the moon was full, especially during the fishing season, so Jimmy felt no pressure to do anything other than eat, sleep, and hit the beach. He especially loved the August moon, known as the Sturgeon Moon. Early Native American fishing tribes believed the August full moon was the optimal time to catch the largest fish. He checked the tides in his favorite weekly fishing magazine, The Island Angler, a publication that kept local fishermen in touch with the most recent on the water happenings. He knew the editor, Ferdie G, very well. They belonged to the same surf-fishing club. Ferdie was plugged in better than anyone around Long Island and was the source for the most reliable fishing information. He was also one of the best surf anglers to ever set foot in the wash. When Jimmy wanted the straight scoop on what was happening in the world of fish, Ferdie was his man. Jimmy would often say that if a fish farted at fifteen fathoms off Montauk Point, Ferdie knew about it.


  Jimmy flipped the magazine to the tide page and took the reading for Bridgeport, Connecticut. From that, he deducted five minutes for his location and calculated high tide at 2:07 a.m. It was perfect. He would get down to the beach at midnight, make the walk to his favorite spot, and be in the action as the tide started its outward flow. Jimmy had a plan he liked and he expected to catch fish.




  CHAPTER 5


  In the world of sport fishing, a surf rat is a unique breed of angler who prowls the beaches and the near surf for striped bass. Some might label them eccentric since nothing is out of bounds in their quest for a trophy fish. They enjoy solitude and freedom and prefer the light of a new or full moon to the rays of the sun. Like all hardcore surf rats, Jimmy loved pursuing fish at night. Jimmy would often say the only hours of the day worth fishing were those of the vampire shift. When operating under the cover of darkness, his senses heightened to a point of acute awareness. It was as if he became one with the predators he pursued.


  Lack of light has a way of raising the most primordial instincts to an intense level, even in someone fishing along the congested North Shore of Long Island. But on this full-moon night, Jimmy was especially attuned to his surroundings. He was fishing alone on an isolated stretch of beach enjoying the simple pleasures of silence and seclusion. Jimmy checked his watch—2:45 a.m. He would have a small window of opportunity once the fish started to feed. The tide was coming off full flood stage as he waded out a few yards from the shoreline and positioned himself on his favorite casting rock. He loved being there in the dark, as the ebbing flow and tidal currents brought renewed life to the shallows along the beach.


  Jimmy was casting a large swimming plug when he heard the first familiar and welcomed slap interrupt the stillness to his left: Big bass. He readied his plug for a quick cast but he didn’t pull the trigger. Something else caught his attention. Many more big fish were directly out in front of the rock, tearing into a school of hapless menhaden, a preferred source of sustenance for big bass. Heavy cloud cover didn’t allow for much of the moon’s light to illuminate the water. Jimmy relied mostly on his sense of hearing to identify the location of the splashes and slaps. Other fish revealed themselves as ghostly ephemeral forms racing along in thin water. Jimmy’s eyes had adjusted earlier in the night, allowing him to faintly see the pods of immature bunker leaping onto the beach to evade their pursuers. Death came to those fish either way they turned. Stay in the water and meet with certain demise or jump onto the temporary safety of the sand and commit preordained mass suicide.


  Jimmy heard a set of titanic splashes ten or twenty yards out. He lobbed the artificial swimming lure toward the loud disruption. The instant strike was swift, solid, and heavy. “Thank you, Lord.” The fish’s substantial bulk and its first sustained run had Jimmy thinking a nice “forty” or maybe even his first ever fifty-pounder. But bass that big were more the exception than the rule on this beach. He knew that all too well—he’d be content with a respectable thirty-pound striper. The big fish took considerable line despite the heavy drag setting on his spinning reel. The striper moved east among the boulders as if it understood how to evade capture. Jimmy was tempted to tighten down on the drag but he knew from past experiences that would be a big mistake. He also knew he had to follow the fish or risk losing it as it would quickly gain an advantage and break free. Jumping from the rock and wading back onto the sand, Jimmy applied pressure with his rod. While holding the rod at a forty-five-degree angle, he pulled hard, attempting to turn the big bass back in his direction, but the fish would have none of that. Jimmy’s pace quickened as he attempted to cut the distance between himself and the fish. It had now taken more than half the line from his reel spool. He thought that quite peculiar. While big bass are true brutes and prefer down-and-dirty, dogged battles, long runs like this were not at all typical.


  Maybe I foul-hooked this sucker? Jimmy thought. Or maybe—just maybe—it was the bass of a lifetime. He was pumped; a rush of adrenaline prepared him for the balance of this heavyweight bout. After what seemed like an endless ordeal of give and take, Jimmy felt that first subtle sign of submission. He pulled back yet again on the rod and this time the fish inched slowly toward him. It appeared to be well hooked, and Jimmy knew if he took his time the prize would be his. Slow and deliberate pulls gained line and brought the fish closer. The beast came to the surface and shook its massive head fiercely, trying to separate itself from the grasp of hooks. Even in low light, Jimmy could make out the shape and form of an extraordinary adversary. It was bigger than anything he had ever hooked. One more long pull on the surf rod, several turns of the reel handle, and the big fish would be but two rod lengths away. Jimmy re-entered the water in an effort to grasp the fish by its lower jaw. He was unsure if he could beach it so he took the end game of the fight directly to the enormous fish.


  Jimmy was in water up to the top of his thighs when he felt the odd sensation of other fish swimming around him—fish that appeared as large as the one attached to his swimming plug. They moved at frenzied pace, bumping his legs as they swam, apparently not at all fearful of his presence. Jimmy tried backing out of the water, but it was too late. The behemoth at the end of his line stopped fighting and rushed in to attack. The first bite to Jimmy’s leg sent an electric jolt through his entire body. He screamed in pain as he instinctively grabbed his left calf. No one heard his cry. The second bite was as ferocious and tore through his waders, ripping his entire calf muscle from the bone. Another fish hit his right thigh, severing the femoral artery. Jimmy stumbled forward, not yet realizing he was a dead man. He felt excruciating pain in his thighs and torso as they slashed and bit mercilessly. He cried out in agony, but still no one heard him. As Jimmy tried to regain footing, he felt the most vicious of all bites and trembled: his left hand had been bitten off above the wrist. Blood spurted from the stump that only seconds ago had been a hand tightly gripping a surf rod. The blood in the water only fueled the fish’s feeding pheromones at peak levels, stimulating them to collectively work to destroy their oversized prey. The last thing Jimmy remembered was the vicious bite to his groin. Jimmy McVee’s life ebbed five yards from the beach he so loved to fish.




  CHAPTER 6


  The remains of Jimmy’s body washed up on a beach in Smith’s Bay several days later. Authorities hadn’t a clue what had happened to him. An elderly gent walking his dog was startled when fido fetched a fibula. He immediately called police. When County PD arrived on scene, they secured the area from curious onlookers. The arriving officers had never seen remains as mangled as the ones they were attempting to preserve as forensic evidence. Most of the flesh had been torn or ripped from what was once Jimmy McVee’s strong body. The waders were completely shredded. Visible bone revealed deep and penetrating bites. What flesh remained clung to a skeleton that showed signs of large but odd tooth marks. The County Crime Scene Unit was as much at a loss as anyone for attributing cause of death. The lead investigator thought it might be the result of a rare shark attack. Another member of the team suggested the body had been dead for days and the mutilation was the work of crabs or some other wildlife. When the coroner arrived, he took one look at the uniformity and number of bites that were still recognizable and suggested they get the remains back to the morgue. Jimmy’s remains were bagged, tagged, and placed on the gurney for transit.


  Jimmy McVee’s mutilated body parts were laid onto a cold stainless steel table at the county morgue. Although a specific cause of death would have to wait until all standard forensic testing was completed, the M.E. was eager to understand the origins of the bites. In all the years of practicing his art, he had never seen a bite pattern this unique. His curiosity peaked and he called for a biologist from the State University’s Division of Marine Sciences to come have a look. Katie DiNardo was assigned the task. She’d also bring along her sidekick, Nick Tanner, an ichthyologist.


  Katie DiNardo and Nick Tanner were two of the best minds in the New York State Marine Sciences Bureau, a division of the Department of Fish and Game. Between them, they had more collective research and field experience than the rest of the fisheries crew combined. When they joined forces to solve a problem, it was a tag-team that couldn’t be beat. Their superiors at division knew that and it was one of the reasons they were paired on this unusual death. If this incident had anything to do with marine life, these two were best equipped to solve the case. They had worked together on several other tough cases in the past and put the marine bureau in a very favorable light with the high mucky-mucks in Albany. Their division had imposed a hiring freeze and good staff like Katie and Nick were doing double, sometimes triple duty, working like switch engines.


  While the medical examiner scrutinized every piece of what was once a vibrant and strapping young man, Katie and Nick looked on. Their attention was riveted on one very prominent bite mark. “What do you think did that? A shark?” the M.E. said.


  “I doubt it. That’s not at all typical of a shark bite. It’s the wrong alignment of teeth and the bite radius is inconsistent with the shape and size of a shark’s jaws.” Katie DiNardo hadn’t a clue what caused these wounds but she was confident it wasn’t a shark.


  “Whatever it was applied a remarkable amount of bite pressure per square inch. We have indications of multiple shattered bones, and both hands and a foot have been bitten off. The foot was severed cleanly, right through the wading boot. Other than a shark, what indigenous fish could possible do something like that?” the M.E. asked.


  Katie just shrugged her shoulders and eyed a number of the other bites. The sequence of the marks and the manner and pattern of torn flesh reminded her of the attack effects of Amazonian piranha, only much larger.


  Nick Tanner remained quiet, intently focused on the shape of one specific bite. It was strangely familiar to him. He asked the M.E. if he could take some measurements and photos of the uniquely intact bite mark. While the competent M.E. had already done so, Nick wanted to take his own set of images so he could examine them in more detail back at his lab.


  “Sure, go ahead,” the M.E. replied. “I can use all the help I can get on this one. Never seen anything like this before.”


  Once Nick Tanner completed his task, and Katie fulfilled her official duties with the medical examiner, she and Nick rushed back to their lab at the Marine Sciences Building on the campus of the State University. Nick was especially eager to further study the images and measurements. One digital photograph intrigued Nick above all others. He viewed an enlarged version of the image on his computer monitor. It was a complete bite impression from a large piece of the waders Jimmy McVee wore the night he was killed. It was from a section of his torso.


  “These bites may have been the work of a fish pack. No way one fish caused all this damage,” Katie said.

OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title Page



		Gateway Introduction



		Contents



		Author’s Note



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5 



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7 



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13 



		Chapter 14 



		Chapter 15 



		Chapter 16 



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18 



		Chapter 19 



		Chapter 20 



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22 



		Chapter 23 



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25 



		Chapter 26 



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31 



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35 



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Website



		Dedication



		About the Author



		Copyright













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





