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Prologue


The creature in the tank was looking at Mary Ordonez. It hated her. It knew she was responsible for its imprisonment. Maybe it knew she was to blame for killing it.


The giant squid was dying. Ordonez, a marine biologist, had no doubt of this. She was the one who had engineered its removal from the Pacific Ocean and its rapid transport across the country. She’d created an environment for its survival—without knowing what it needed to survive.


Even by the standards of the world’s great oceanariums and aquariums, the tank was massive. It cost millions of dollars for the water filters, for the chemicals used to treat the water, for the electronic systems that continuously analyzed the water and adjusted the chemical balance to match the waters from which this creature had come.


The squid had survived the change in pressure, the journey from the Pacific and the humiliation of being on display for thousands of gawking human beings. People came in droves to view this unique specimen, and for weeks it had thrived. Now, for some reason, it was dying.


Called the Chicago Giant, it was the only giant or colossal squid that had been captured alive within human memory. Until recently, it was the only giant squid even seen alive since the nineteenth century. Sometime in the late 1800s, a giant squid was reportedly beached on the East Coast and snagged by some fisherman with a boat anchor while it was still writhing. It didn’t live long, and the fisherman eventually chopped it up for dog food.


Until the very recent past, that was the only reliable account of a giant squid being seen alive by man. Then came the time of the turmoil, when the oceans were in flux. At the same time the unexplained water geysers had sprung up around the globe, the global population of cephalopods entered a bizarre behavioral state.


They swarmed to the surface and to the shores and clustered around ships at sea. Not just the tiny hatchlings and microscopic krill, but the cuttlefish, the large-tentacle sea creatures and even the giants. The giants came to the surface in numbers scientists hadn’t even guessed existed. They were powerful enough to battle whales. They were aggressive and seemed to act with a strange instinctive agenda that the experts couldn’t even begin to understand.


There were reports that they had attacked sailing vessels. This was nothing new. Such attacks had been reported since man took to the sea. They inspired the tales of Kraken and the South Seas squid gods and who knew what else. Still, it seemed unlikely that they had attacked in pods and dragged cruise ships to their doom, as some recent reports claimed.


But the strange behavior was a stroke of luck for Mary Ordonez. The marine biologist happened to be on a trip to collect marine mammals for the Chicago Aquarium when the turmoil erupted. She witnessed the behavior of the cephalopods firsthand—and she was there when a colossal squid surfaced. Her team had all the right equipment on hand to snare the thing without killing it. She knew how to raise the emergency funding for the special aircraft needed to get it home to Chicago.


Technically the Chicago Giant was a colossal squid, but the distinction between a giant and a colossal was controversial, and the marketing department deemed that the term “Chicago Giant” could be more effectively imprinted on the minds of advertising victims than the term “Chicago Colossal.” They could call it a giant llama for all Ordonez cared. In the world of the marine biologic sciences, she had made the find of the century.


With almost no promotion prior to the event, the squid was revealed to the world. The world didn’t pay much attention, since it was involved in the agony of its own destruction. When the waterspouts vanished and the threat of imminent global destruction receded with them, the world felt safe again.


The geysers left only minor bruises on the planet. There was a great swath of decaying, steam-cooked jungle in South America. There was a crater filled with fresh ice where a Rocky Mountain ski town once stood. The waterspout that rose from the oceans of the South Pacific had vanished without a trace.


Millions of cubic tons of seawater remained frozen around the remains of the two Antarctic geysers, and would likely remain locked there forever. The continual displacement of seawater could have affected the climate or shifted the global rotation or who knew what. But that danger had now passed, and the ice fields were far away and unseen and already forgotten by most.


The world went on existing and people were ready for new amusements, like the Chicago Giant. The Chicago Aquarium heavily promoted the new attraction, with T-shirts and a Web site and fast-food plastic toy giveaways. The aquarium brought visitors by the thousands into a new exhibit space that included a highly realistic aquarium home for the colossal giant squid. This included coral, plants, fish, all chosen for their small size so they would enhance the gigantic squid even more.


Marine biologists who specialized in studying large cephalopods were eager to get their probes into the Chicago Giant, to take their samples, make their tests and observe its behavior. From the very start the researchers who were not attached to the Chicago Aquarium complained about how the find was handled. Most of the scientific community was unaware of the specimen until the public unveiling. After the squid went on display, access for serious study was severely restricted. Some researchers even accused the Chicago Aquarium of sacrificing scientific advancement in favor of providing a spectacle to the masses.


An alliance of researchers made a public appeal to Chicago citizens, asking them to stay away in protest. One of the scholars made the mistake of saying at the press conference, “We in the scientific community shouldn’t have to buy an admission ticket like regular people. What I mean to say—”


What he meant to say was irrelevant. What he did say alienated the public instead of garnering its support. Nonaquarium researchers were kept away in droves, and the people approved.


The aquarium used special lighting to keep the giant’s tank dimly lit. This was for the benefit of the people, not the squid, and it was just one of the practices targeted by the outside researchers.


“It’s a deep-water dweller,” explained the famous and irate marine biologist Philip Sylvie. “It lives in a lightless environment. The Chicago Aquarium should be keeping its holding tank in darkness, for the good of the animal.”


“But,” asked a reporter, “wouldn’t that mean the people wouldn’t be able to see it, either?”


Professor Sylvie didn’t see the point of the question. “Of course.”


“The public’s not going to pay to see a dark tank.”


“That’s irrelevant. What matters is the welfare of the animal, which means giving it the proper environment. It’s clear the Chicago Aquarium doesn’t have the expertise needed to care for this magnificent specimen. Which isn’t surprising. After all, how can a Midwestern aquarium be expected to have a good understanding of ocean dwellers? No offense intended, but they shouldn’t even be allowed to have the creature.”


“Offense taken,” shot back the eternally rumpled mayor of Chicago in a press conference hours later. “Just try to take it away. That fish is the pride of this city.”


The Alliance of Concerned Marine Biologists kept complaining. They claimed the data that was being shared by the aquarium proved its inability to properly care for the creature.


“They’re feeding the animal fish,” said an exasperated Professor Sylvie, trying to redeem his cause in the eyes of the people. He didn’t like the public, but he knew he needed its support this time. “This is entirely unsatisfactory. In order to keep the animal healthy it must be provided with live food of the same type it would eat in its natural environment.”


“That would be kind of cruel to the poor fish, wouldn’t it?” asked a radio talk-show host He was giving the much-maligned professor the chance to reverse some of the negative publicity his former comments had created.


‘I’m not talking about fish at all,” Professor Sylvie said. “Mesonychoteuthis hamiltoni, or the colossal squid, eats sea mammals. Dolphins. Orcas. Whales.


“Dolphins? You want them to feed live, air-breathing, intelligent dolphins to that slimy beast?”


“And why not? In fact, the aquarium has an overpopulation of Pacific white-sided dolphins and more beluga whales than its tanks can comfortably accommodate.”


The radio host gasped audibly. They heard him all over northern Illinois. “Are you suggesting we let Bayuka the baby beluga be eaten alive by that thing?”


“Or one of its parents.”


“Do you know we had a vigil in this city when baby Bayuka was sick with the flu last year? So you know the aquarium received two thousand get-well cards from local schoolchildren? Drawn with crayons?”


“I’m not following you,” Professor Sylvie said.


“You want us to put that precious little creature into a tank with that monster? Maybe we should take some video of his reaction when the squid fangs sink into his baby-white flesh?”


“Well, actually, the squid doesn’t have teeth at all.” Sylvie really warmed to his subject “Squid have beaks, made of a very tough horny material. The rows of swiveling hooks on the ends of its two tentacles make the colossal unique. The more the prey struggles, the more tightly the hooks sink into its flesh and hold on. The arms have suckers with more chitinous hooks around them. Once the colossal’s got him, the prey is doomed. Then it’s drawn to the beak, which is used to chomp the prey into chunks small enough to swallow. The radula is the squid tongue, covered in sharp scales, and it crams the food into the squid’s throat.”


Commuters, too furious to drive, were pulling onto the shoulder in northern Indiana. Outraged listeners were flooding the radio station’s phone banks from as far away as central Wisconsin and eastern Michigan. Half of Chicagoland was in a fury.


“You’re talking about Bayuka the baby beluga,” the radio host tried to explain. “I still have a T-shirt somewhere. Here it is. See?”


“I see,” the professor was heard to say. “How long ago was that photo taken?”


“It’s from our Name the Baby Beluga promotion. Two years ago, maybe two and a half.”


“Ah. No problem, then,” Sylvie said happily. “Bayuka will be quite mature enough to provide a good meal for the colossal squid.”


“I don’t…know quite…what to say,” the host stammered. “How about if we take some calls?”


‘I’d love to,” Sylvie said. As far as he was concerned, the interview was quite successful so far.


‘You evil, heartless, despicable man,” hissed the first caller, choking with emotion.


It went downhill from there.


Professor Sylvie was removed from the role of spokesperson for the Alliance of Concerned Marine Biologists, but the damage was done. The public wouldn’t listen to the alliance any longer, even after the hiring of a public-relations professional specializing in catastrophic-event management. The PR pro had done an excellent job for a downstate chemical company that was found to have leaking storage tanks in a town where eight out of ten people had been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer.


The PR pro was helpless against the well-known image of a smiling whale. The TV footage showed Bayuka laughing with visiting children, or approaching a viewing window to peer at the open pages of a book being held to the glass by an aquarium patron.


The director of the aquarium went on every radio station, every news program, promising he would never allow any of his intelligent, people-loving marine mammals to be fed alive to the colossal squid.


Attendance went up. Special admission fees were charged. Not just for the squid, but for precious Bayuka, as well. Professor Sylvie and his alliance faded back to California, or wherever it was they came from.


Dr. Ordonez was hardly aware of any of it. She was too busy monitoring her baby, her own precious Mesonychoteuthis hamiltoni.


Professor Sylvie was right about one thing: the aquarium didn’t know much about taking care of a colossal squid. But neither did Professor Sylvie or any human being on this Earth. Dr. Ordonez would simply have to use her own best judgment—and she was as qualified as any other marine biologist to do so.


But her best wasn’t good enough.


The colossal squid became less active, then lethargic. Dr. Ordonez would never know why her colossal squid died.


Dr. Ordonez was keeping her vigil at some point after midnight when she sensed her beautiful squid was dead, although the instruments had not yet recorded it.


She didn’t want to consult the computer display yet. It was too impersonal and clinical. She wanted to just stay there in front of the glass tank, guided by her instincts about what was alive and what was dead, and watch the big beast.


The color was changing in its body, just as it did when it was alive. The skin hue of a squid could keep altering for hours after it died, until it finally became pale gray forever.


Its ten limbs hung limp in the water. Science called eight of them arms. Only the two longest limbs were truly considered tentacles, and these looped through the water in graceful arcs with the tips barely touching the gravel bottom of the massive display tank in what was now called the Squidarium.


Mary Ordonez’s colossal squid didn’t move. The flesh didn’t pulse. The beak was frozen partially open.


She wondered why her instruments weren’t sounding audible alarms—they should have, when the vital signs stopped. The monitoring terminal she used was on a rolling cart, which communicated with the main sensor station in a room above and behind the tank. She leaned over the laptop display and noted strange readings. There was some activity in the body. Nerve activity, maybe causing muscles to contract. Maybe it took a long time for all the extremities of a creature this huge to understand that the mantle, the torso of the squid, was truly dead.


An alarm beeped finally, but the reading wasn’t what she expected. Sensor error. The system thought a sensor was no longer sending its signal, but even when the thing was dead the sensors should continue transmitting some sort of a signal.


Another beep. Another sensor stopped functioning.


Ordonez looked back at the tank, as if that would tell her anything, and was just in time to see a spritz of light flicker across the bottom of the tank. First she cursed—the sensors in the bottom of the tank had to be shorting out for some reason. Then she realized the spark had come from the tip of a long tentacle where it had drifted into a pile of rock. There sparks had disturbed a layer of sediment that blanketed the rocks.


There was something under the little cloud of sediment.


Mary Ordonez walked alongside the front of the tank, where once a thousand attendees had lined up to view the marvelous colossal squid. Then she started running.


“Oh, God.” She didn’t know what else to say.


Another little shower of sparks came off of the tip of the dangling tentacle, stirring up more waste on the floor, and the disturbance revealed a spherical object nestled amid the rocks.


“Oh, God!” Ordonez blurted.


What caused the electric sparks? Were they coming off the squid itself? What was the object in the rocks—an egg? That was not possible for a hundred reasons. Squid produced gelatinous masses containing thousands of eggs. Even the colossal squid was thought to produce tiny eggs, just a few millimeters in diameter. This object was as big and round as an ostrich egg. But what else could it be, if not an egg?


Ordonez pressed her face to the glass and she spotted another object in the tank. And another. If those were eggs they would have had to have been fertilized before the thing was captured, months ago. A female squid could store and mature eggs in an oviducal cavity in the mantle but not for months. And what was the electrical activity? It came from the very tips of the tentacle—there, it was happening again. The tentacle drifted away and now a shimmering shell of yellow energy enveloped the eggs and reached up to the tentacle. What was that?


What kind of electrical discharge came from a dead squid? What was the connection to the eggs—if they were eggs? None of this made any sense.


Then one thing did make sense to Dr. Mary Ordonez—the eggs, if they were eggs, were in danger. The water in the tank would quickly become poisonous as the carcass of the giant squid began to decompose. The body would already be disgorging internal fluids directly into the closed environment of the tank. The filters would be overwhelmed by the concentration of poisons in the water. The eggs—if they were eggs—had no protective gelatinous carrier and thus were likely porous, so they would be fatally injured. The aquarium staff could remove the carcass from the tank with the use of the overhead crane, but it would take hours to assemble everyone to do it. The eggs might be in jeopardy in a matter of minutes.


Dr. Mary Ordonez acted fast. She jogged into her office, tore off her lab coat and clothing, and pulled on her swimsuit. She grabbed her mouthpiece with a small compressed-air tank. In no time she was ready to dive.


She jogged back to the Squidarium exhibit hall. Her bare feet slapped on the floor. The place was so big and so still. She considered calling for help—but the call could wait until after she saved the eggs.


Not eggs, she told herself. They couldn’t be eggs. But if not eggs, then what?


She scaled the stairs alongside the Squidarium tank, in a maintenance section that was usually closed off from the viewing public. There was a maintenance and observation platform at the top of the tank. Mary Ordonez stepped into the water and allowed herself to descend the ladder inside the squid domain, barely holding on to die rails. Her feet landed on the gravel bottom of the Squidarium.


She barely glanced at the squid carcass. It hung above her, huge and still, its underside tickled by the bubbles from her scuba breather. She walked across the gravel bottom to the rocky place and she found the spherical objects.


They were eggs—she could see fully formed paralarva moving inside the translucent shells, like miniature replicas of the parent. She reached for a little snap-on net on her dive belt, but she didn’t unsnap it. Her attention was drawn away from the miracle babies by the movement of the mother squid.


The arms were coming together. The extralong tentacles were closing on Dr. Mary Ordonez, and what truly dismayed her was that the squid was undeniably still dead. How did it move? She tried to get away but the tentacles closed in on her. It wasn’t by chance that the arms caught Dr. Ordonez; something external from the carcass was directing the arms’ action. What and how?


The colossal squid’s tentacle suckers, equipped with tiny barbs to better grip its prey, pierced Dr. Ordonez’s flesh.


She saw the glimmer of yellow charges dancing from the tentacle tips, piercing her body more deeply than the barbs. She gasped from the pain. More arms were holding her in place. Yellow bolts of energy shocked her and sizzled across the water, to the eggs.


Ordonez felt her body give up its strength. Ah, she was being drained of life and the life was being spoon-fed to the eggs. They were nursing on the indefinable forces that gave her life. The pressure in her chest cavity was excruciating. The bubbles from her own-breather were billowing all around her. She felt her ribs yield to the pressure, and Dr. Ordonez burst apart.


She woke up.


It was a dream, right?


She focused her vision and found herself looking at the underside of the squid carcass. She was right where she remembered being, on the bottom of the squid tank. There were no bubbles. She gasped for air, but there wasn’t any air. The scuba breather was empty, which meant she had been down for longer than fifteen minutes.


The squid wasn’t holding her now. Her chest hurt. When she looked at her chest, she tried to scream. Her swimsuit was ripped to shreds. Her stomach was caved in, and half her rib cage looked as if it had collapsed. There was no blood, but her body was mangled under sickly, pale new skin.


The impossibility of all this was enough to be disabling. She had to stop thinking and just get out of the water. Maybe this was all an hallucination caused by bad air. She got to her feet—then the yellow energy danced across the gravel floor and cut her legs out from under her.


The energy came from the eggs. The colossal squid was moving again, closing in on her, but was still dead. She didn’t understand any of this. Her chest filled with pressure even as the energy that kept her alive was channeled out her body and across the rocks, to be absorbed by the nest of eggs.


The pressure was too much. She hoped it would end soon—and end for good this time.




Chapter 1


They called in Oscar Bedders, renowned as the most skillful diver in the Midwest. He declined the assignment, it being his day off, and a Sunday. He had plans to spend his day in a buddy’s media room watching women’s beach volleyball on the plasma screen and sucking down beer.


Various favors were called in at levels of importance far above the head of Oscar Bedders. It started with the Chicago Aquarium director, Horace Vouzu himself, convincing the chief of the Chicago Park District Police to have Bedders summoned for duty on his day off.


Oscar Bedders didn’t have to come in if he didn’t want to. There were other divers on the clock, just sitting on their butts, and they were competent enough for a no-brainer, easy-water recovery job like this one. Still, Bedders knew better than to turn down an assignment veiled as a personal request from the chief—and Bedders really needed to keep this job for a while.


Bedders arrived with a scowl etched in the hard lines of his leathery skin. Aquarium Director Vouzu intercepted him in the rear corridors and tried to make nice.


“We’re very distressed, all of us. We lost our best researcher and our most prized exhibit.”


“Your biggest cash cow, you mean.”


Director Youzu darted his eyes around, searching for a response, and couldn’t find a good one. “It was quite a blow when I got the phone call.”


Bedders just kept walking fast, lugging a duffel bag with his equipment. It didn’t weigh him down much. The man was all muscle and gristle. Vouzu almost skipped to keep up.


“I’m sorry you had to come in on your day off.” Vouzju sounded like he really wanted Bedders’s cooperation.


“You could at least tell me why.”


“Oh, well, the nature of the situation. It’s a salt water tank. You’ve dived in salt water.”


“So’s every diver in the unit. And there’s nothing special about this dive.”


“We’ve always used you in the past, Officer Bedders.”


“It’s a short dive, there’s no dangers in the tank. You could have used anybody. You must have a hundred people on your own staff capable of going in there.”


“Not to retrieve a body. They’re calling this a crime scene.”


Bedders made a wry line out of his lips. “Yeah, right.”


“That’s what they’re saying.”


“The world is full of morons.”


Director Vouzu felt his face get hot, knowing he was one of the morons in Bedders’s view, and he let the diver get ahead of him. The man knew the way to the Special Exhibits Seascape.


When Bedders pushed through the double doors, he was greeted with a new banner that informed him it was now called the Squidarium.


The bang of the doors was like an assault in the somber Squidarium. All eyes turned. Bedders ignored the ugly looks from the people just as he ignored the ugly thing in the tank.


Bedders wanted nothing to do with the smart-ass scientists who did God-knew-what in this place. It didn’t bother him one iota that a researcher was pulled to pieces by one of her cage animals. There was nobody here that he respected enough to act as if he cared.


The cop in charge of the scene didn’t have to introduce himself. Bedders knew and disliked the man. The feeling was quite mutual.


“Good morning, Officer Bedders,” Detective Orson said, not even trying to sound cordial.


“Who’s it good for? Not me. You having a good morning?”


“Not anymore.”


“What’s the problem here?” Bedders demanded as he dropped his duffel at the base of the metal stairs that led to the top of the tank. It was situated in a causeway that was normally sealed off from the public sections of the Squidarium by forty-foot, rolling wall sections.


“I’m supposed to be sitting in front of my buddy’s plasma watching beach volleyball in a couple hours.”


“Keep your voice down,” Orson said.


“You ever see them bikini babes spike a ball in high-def? It’s sweet. And I’m missing it.”


“Show some respect.”


“Why you dicks think this is a murder?”


“There is a body.”


“In a tank with a great big fishy. That ain’t murder. I’d be surprised if she weren’t dead.”


Detective Orson was counting silently to ten before each response. It was one of the tricks they taught in anger-management class. He was doing surprisingly well, he thought, since Bedders was one of the most abrasive individuals he had run into at any time in his career in law enforcement—and that included a few unrepentant serial killers.


But really, not many people lost their cool around Oscar Bedders. There was plenty of grapevine talk about what happened to people who pissed him off.


“The thing is, the squid is dead, too,” Detective Orson explained.


“I heard they were both alive last time anybody checked.”


“Right. The squid was sick and Dr. Ordonez was nursing it.”


Bedders yanked off his boots, then dropped his trousers without warning. There was a gasp from one of the women in the sad group. Bedders gave her a leer as it was revealed he was wearing his swim trunks. The mourners shuffled uncomfortably to the rear of the Squidarium.


“I still don’t see a reason to think she was murdered.” He began dragging on his full, official quarantine dive suit. “Or why you’re making me wear all the extra shit.”


“It might be that the squid was poisoned, since all these good scientists couldn’t find a cause for its malaise.”


Bedders sneered as he pulled on the dry suit. “Its malaise? You mean it was sick?”


“That’s what I mean.”


“Then why don’t you just say it was sick?”


Detective Orson silently counted to five.


“I’ll tell you what happened,” Bedders interrupted, speaking loud enough for his voice to carry from one end of the exhibit space to the other. “These dumb-fucks put the big fishy into a tank without the slightest clue what they were doing, and it died. They’re gonna lose millions and a lot of people are going to know they screwed up, but they want to make it look like they did everything they could do.”


Bedders thrust a thumb over one shoulder at Director Vouzu, who was uneasy and couldn’t seem to figure out where his hands should go. “Because this guy’s trying to keep his job, I got to get up an hour early and I don’t get to see babes with their swimsuits riding up their cracks. All so you can make it look like some mysterious circumstances.”


The detective couldn’t make himself wait before he said, “Look at the body, asshole. Her arms and legs are tom off.”


“Wonder what could have done it?” Bedders hoisted on the suit.


“It is probably true that the squid died of natural causes. And Dr. Ordonez probably went into the tank to look for the cause or administer the creature somehow. Maybe she thought it was already dead. Then it revived enough to mutilate her.”


“That’s what happened, all right.”


“Probably. But there’s a slight suspicion that the water has foreign agents in it. It’ll be a couple of days until the tests tell us for sure. Until then, we treat it as a homicide. You want to go in there without a haz-mat suit, you go right ahead.”


Bedders zipped up the chest seal on the dry suit. “I’m not stupid enough to disobey orders just like I’m not stupid enough to think it ain’t a waste of my time. But at least I get to see a babe in a swimsuit, after all.” He nodded his head at the tank and the remains of Ordonez.


Orson was aghast. Bedders smirked and hoisted his headgear over his shoulder and scaled the ladder alongside the glass corner of the aquarium. At the top was a small dive platform, where he sat and checked his gear. He didn’t need flippers. He wasn’t going far and he could just walk on the tank bottom. He started the flow of breathable gas from the tanks and the pressure gauge told him the suit was sealed.


Below him, the bloodless mass of the giant squid bobbed in the water, tentacles swaying gently. The carcass was anchored against the rear of the tank with long hooks and chains, under the maintenance dive platform. Another small knot of brainy types in long lab coats reached down with metal rods and pinched flesh samples off the creature.


Officer Oscar Bedders of the Chicago Park District Police ignored their wan smiles of encouragement as he stepped off the platform and sank into the aquarium tank.


Surrounding the squidarium were police officers and senior aquarium staff who had been colleagues of Ordonez. Their fascination was greater than their repulsion, and they came forward to view the recording of the crime scene.


“That guy is the biggest asshole I know,” the detective said. “He ought to be kicked off the force.”


“He’s the best diver in the city,” the aquarium director said. “He’s got impressive credentials.”


“Oh, sure, great resume. Ask him why he’s not in Lauderdale anymore. Or D.C. or Boston. He’s been kicked out of every respectable marine police recovery unit on the East Coast. You think he came inland because he likes Chicago?”


Vouzu said nothing. He felt nothing but loathing for Bedders personally, but he knew the man had a reputation as one of the strongest, most fearless police recovery divers in the country. Bedders had performed extraordinary recoveries, including the deep-water retrieval of the body of a Japanese diplomat and the three prostitutes who were with him when his fuel tank exploded and sent their small pleasure craft to the Atlantic floor off New Jersey. It had been a race against time before the networks got their own divers into the water to photograph the body and confirm the scandal, which would have been a major embarrassment for the U.S. Bedders had gotten credit for keeping the scandal from breaking.


He was also renowned for bagging six bodies from a drug boat that went down off Miami and had lain there rotting for three months. Other divers, even those experienced with recovery, were too repulsed by the conditions to function. Only Bedders was able to crawl through a shoulder-wide entrance port into what had been a hidden compartment on the boat. A ton of narcotics and all those swollen cadavers packed into a space the size of a broom closet.


Every police force that hired and eventually fired him gave the same reference: “Oscar Bedders was the most skillful diver we ever employed, and we would never employ him again.”


Bedder’s weight belt pulled him easily to the bottom of the tank. His arm brushed against the trailing end of a tentacle and he ignored it. Dead squid didn’t bother him. Dead people didn’t bother him, either. He didn’t see what the big deal was about dead bodies. They were just junk. He didn’t even see the need of getting them back. Why pull a body put of the ocean just to bury it somewhere else?


Whatever, it was his job. Even if he didn’t see the point half the time, he liked the diving part of his job. The money was good, too—or it used to be. Lots of hazard pay when you were working ocean recovery. Not so much here in Chicago. He hated this Podunk city. Soon as a position opened up on either coast, he was out of here. He just had to wait for the flack to die down from the trouble in San Francisco. He’d slugged a fellow officer, and it wasn’t the first time. Now his reputation as a troublemaker covered both coasts, rivaling his reputation as a fearless diver.


He still couldn’t believe he was rotting away in the middle of nowhere, and doing gofer work for the aquarium suits, no less. All to make them look good. All so they could say they called in the best diver in the state of Illinois, so no mistakes would be made. Maybe he could turn this to his advantage, take a little of the publicity for himself, get noticed by one of the coastal departments in need of a good diver.


Bedders didn’t look at the squid. After all, it was just a squid. He’d seen lots of them. This was just bigger than the others.


He didn’t spend much time examining the body. He just started taking pictures. He snapped twenty shots from a distance, then moved closer to extend the tape measure and lay it beside the body.


The dead doctor had actually been nice-looking. Cute face, if you got rid of the breathing unit and closed the wide, horrified eyes. Nice hair. Really nice body, what was left of it. Lucky for him, when her arms had come off, the straps of her bathing suit had slipped off her shoulders. Bedders took a few close-ups of her upper body, for personal use.


Then he stopped and lowered the camera. He stepped alongside the torso and waved at the woman’s shoulder stump to clear a cloud of swirling water debris.


The arm didn’t look right. It was as if the stump had healed over. It wasn’t a clean, smooth knob like a healed surgical amputation. It was messy, uneven, but covered in flesh. There were a few signs of black scarring. Burns? Were the stumps cauterized after the delimbing? What could have caused that?


Maybe there was more going on than met the eye. Maybe this wasn’t just a simple death-by-squid situation.


He saw something moving.


“Why’s he doing that?” the aquarium director asked Detective Orson.


“He’s got to take pictures of the crime scene. That’s his job.”


“He could show some respect for the poor woman. He doesn’t have to act like this is just another day on the job.”


It also seemed to Vouzu that the diver was taking more pictures than was strictly necessary. He wished the man would hurry it up and get a cover over the corpse.


He couldn’t stand looking at her like that, eyes wide and staring into the heaven. Lying there so exposed was a continuation of her violation. Vouzu wanted this to be over with.


“What is he doing now?” the aquarium head demanded. “Why doesn’t he leave her alone and get out of there?”


“Marking the body for scale,” the detective said. “This isn’t like a regular crime scene, you know. We can’t have all kinds of field technicians to evaluate the victim. Our diver’s got to do it all himself. Measurements, photos, crime-scene samples. This is our one and only chance to preserve all the information we can about the crime. As soon as we move her, it compromises our data.”


“She’s not data. She’s a human being. Give her back her dignity.”


“I’d prefer to give her justice.”


Their diver straightened, then took a step away from the body. It was a careless step, and his foot slid out from under him on a slippery rock. Bedders sat down on the gravel floor.


Director Vouzu cocked his head.


Orson saw it too and pushed his face close to the glass. He had just seen a movement in the rocks a few feet from the remains. If the lady professor still had arms, she would have been able to reach out and touch the place where the thing had moved.


“We were told there were no other display animals in this tank.”


“There’s not,” Vouzu said. “There can’t be.”


“You just saw it and I saw it and my diver saw it. You want to make this even worse?” Detective Orson waved at the glass, at the body of the woman and the carcass of the colossal squid. “If my diver is in danger, this could become a lot worse. Maybe you should try to find out what is in the tank.”


Director Vouzu saw the wisdom in it and shouted at one of the aquarium staffers. “Martin, what the hell is in there?”


Dr. Martin Suut was in a lab coat and his goatee was matted with tears. He was Dr. Ordonez’s assistant and had never had the courage to tell Dr. Ordonez, or anyone, that he was in love with her. Now it was too late and he could scarcely contain his grief; he was slow to understand the question.


“In with the squid! What else is in there? What specimens?”


“Not a one,” Suut said.


“Feed fish?”


“No. The squid was on pudding.”


“Pudding?” Orson snapped.


“Fish meal and rendered fat, cooked in edible casings. Like a sausage or English Christmas pudding,” Suut explained.


“There’s a specimen or something in there, Martin. Get the team on the top deck to search it out with the tank scanners.”


“What I want to know is, should I pull my diver?” the detective demanded. “What are the chances it’s dangerous?”


“I doubt there is a danger,” Director Vouzu said.


“How do you figure, seeing as how you don’t know what it is?”


“It’s small—we know that. And quick, so it’s not a jellyfish specimen. Not many small specimens besides jellyfish are going to be dangerous.”


Bedders was back on his feet, peering into the tumble of rocks beyond the victim but unalarmed. Detective Orson decided he’d let the diver make his own call in this case. Bedders could take care of himself.


Orson found himself focusing on the great, pale mass of gelatinous flesh that hung at the top of the water, its arms and tentacles swaying in the gentle circulation of the tank. Orson had avoided looking at the thing. It was disgusting enough when it was alive, and now it was utterly repulsive, more so than any human remains he had ever lain eyes on.


The squid was moving.


He rubbed his forehead and looked, again, but his eyes still told him that the squid’s ten slimy limbs were stiffening and contracting.


“What are they doing to that thing?” Vouzu asked. He sounded irritated and impatient, which snapped Orson’s irrational horror. The staff on the platform above the tank—that’s what the aquarium head was talking about. Those people were manipulating the carcass for their own esoteric reasons. Maybe using a crane to begin hauling the squid out of the water, against police orders. Maybe the death-hardened limbs were being drawn down as a result. But the effect was terrifying.


“Martin, tell them to leave the carcass alone. Stop whatever it is they’re doing.”


Suut looked up from his cell phone. “They’re not doing anything to it. Oh, my God.”


The others saw it now. The squid’s arms were as stiff as bone, bent at fingerlike joints, and closing deliberately on Oscar Bedders. One of the women shrieked. There was a hubbub of voices.


“It’s still alive,” one of the police officers wailed. “No, no,” Suut said. “Look at the color. It’s dead. The nerves are just acting up.”


“Signal Bedders to get the hell out,” Detective Orson ordered, then turned to Suut. “Like a postmortem galvanic response in a human cadaver?” The explanation was for him and everybody else.


“Yes.” Suut was distracted by the squid. “But I don’t know what that is.”


The electric activity started as tiny shimmering threads of yellow, so faint they were almost tricks of the eye, but then became visible streaks of energy dancing across the flesh of the carcass and along its tentacles. Orson didn’t know where the electrical pulses were coming from, but he knew that they were responsible for the carcass’s movements.


“You people have some sort of an electric current in the water!”


“That can’t be,” Director Vouzu murmured.


“Those are static discharges,” Suut said in wonder, his scientific curiosity overcoming his grief and alarm. ‘It’s not from an applied current but from the animal itself. I’ve never heard of such thing.”


Oscar Bedders wasn’t making his exit. Orson grabbed a radio from the recovery support officer, flipped it on and said, “What are you doing? Get out of there.”


The support officer pulled his gaze away from the tank. “He’s not wearing a radio. We couldn’t see a need for it.”
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