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Introduction

A lot of people will tell you that “getting in touch with nature” is something everyone should do. What they fail to mention is that every time you leave the comforts of civilization, Mother Nature might just be the one getting in touch with you. And her preferred method of saying “howdy” is usually by way of fang, lightning bolt, or urticating hair.

This book isn’t designed as a justification for staying inside and playing more video games, or to scare everyone who reads it into surrounding their property with a kerosene moat. In fact, the average person may never have to face (or find attached to his or her face) the myriad horrors that dwell within these pages. But the public should be aware that they exist—everywhere, all the time, and hopefully not right behind you.

Through many hours of meticulous research (and the occasional shot to steel my nerves), I have compiled a formidable collection of the living nightmares that call our planet home. From the depths of the ocean, where squid have the most nightmarish sex imaginable, to suburban swimming pools that could be filled with amoebas just waiting to feast on your brain. From the primeval forests, replete with wanton ape orgies, to the deserts, where spiders cartwheel like tiny, ghoulish Mary Lou Rettons across the dunes. The conclusion I’ve reached is that there are few, if any, habitats on Earth that are completely free from disturbing natural behavior. The creatures compiled here range from the massive to the microscopic, and may well be lurking in the very bathroom where you’re sitting right now.

So sit back and . . . well, maybe not relax, but at least calm down a little in order to take in the information that follows with a clear head. Because there’s always the possibility that you are going to encounter one of the organisms mentioned in this book during your lifetime. And it might be nice to know, the next time you’re taking a hike, what exactly that thing is that’s burrowing into your arm to deposit its payload of eggs. Godspeed!





Chapter 1

Denizens of the Deep and Lurkers of the Lakes

The peaceful feeling that comes over you while looking out over a gorgeous sea vista or tranquil lake is a lie—a damn, dirty lie. Danger lurks not just at the ocean’s surface, where deadly jellyfish bob, or solely at the bottom, where Stygian horrors skulk in the depths. From top to bottom, 71 percent of the Earth’s surface is a carnival of brutality, and freshwater provides little respite. And during the rare moments when the life forms that call the water home aren’t engaged in a maelstrom of violence, you can rest assured they’re doing something gross, such as . . .


Sperm whales (Physeter macrocephalus) and their diminutive cousins, pygmy sperm whales (Kogia breviceps), are able to store large quantities of fecal matter in reserve for emergencies. When threatened, they will release it suddenly and disappear behind a massive cloud that divers have described as a “poonado.”

I guess scientists had a tough choice between “jizz whales” and “poop ninjas.”

“Sperm Whale’s Emergency Evacuation . . . of Its Bowels,” New Scientist, newscientist.com

Fishing for sharks, cutting off their fins for soup, and then throwing the rest back into the sea is a hideous practice, but the sharks may be getting the last laugh. Researchers at the University of Miami found out in 2012 that shark fins contain a neurotoxin that scientists have linked to Lou Gehrig’s disease and other degenerative conditions, such as Alzheimer’s.

Which finally explains why Gehrig left no money to his family and instead donated everything to The Society for the Furtherance of Shark Mutilation.

“BMAA Neurotoxin Found in Shark Fins Linked to Alzheimer’s Disease,” Asian Scientist, asianscientist.com

Since female greater hooked squid (Onykia ingens) don’t have much in the way of vaginas, the males require an outside-the-box way of inseminating them. To compensate for the females’ lack of proper lady-parts, the males deploy flesh-dissolving sperm. Once their little squirmers find purchase on a female, the spermatophores proceed to independently burrow their way inside her body, and continue to bore their way through until they find something to fertilize.

Which just goes to show that there’s some truth in that old children’s rhyme, “When squid fellatio’s what you crave, a dental dam your life might save.”

“Bizarre Squid Sex Techniques Revealed,” National Geographic, nationalgeographic.com

In terms of squid sex, the giant squid (genus Architeuthis) must overcome a big problem in regard to the females’ lack of proper lady-parts. Not to be deterred, these squid take a direct route, and just repeatedly stab the females with their hooked tentacles and parrot-like beaks. Once a male has brutalized a female to where there’s a sizeable enough hole in her body, he then inseminates the wound.

And here I thought the furries, Bronies, and Germans already had the market cornered on disturbing coitus.

“When Giant Squids Mate, It’s a Stab in the Dark,” New York Times, nytimes.com; “Sex Trap for Giant Squid,” BBC News, bbc.co.uk

Irukandji jellyfish live in many places, from the coasts of Australia to a recent infiltration of the Florida Keys, and they’re both the smallest and most venomous jellyfish in the world. On a scale of 0–10, experts report the pain from their sting to be a 40. In addition, one of the side effects of the sting, apart from all the abdominal pain, nausea, and vomiting, is “a feeling of impending doom.”

That’s some pretty intense pain, considering that watching Steven Seagal’s entire filmography is only considered to be around a 35.

“Jellyfish Gone Wild!” National Science Foundation, nsf.com; “Apparently There’s a Jellyfish Whose Sting Causes Feelings of Impending Doom,” New York, nymag.com

On the opposite end of the jellyfish size spectrum are Cyanea capillata, or lion’s mane jellyfish. The most outrageously monstrous specimen of this particular species, which washed up on the Massachusetts Bay shore in 1870, measured 7 feet across and had 120-foot tentacles. Pretty impressive for a beast without a heart or a brain. It’s entirely possible that there are bigger lion’s mane jellyfish out there, and we can probably safely assume that they can kill you just as horribly as the smaller ones can.

What’s even more shocking is to see a creature so huge, squishy, and dangerous so far from an Arkansas gun show.

“Giant Jellyfish: Arctic Lion’s Mane (Cyanea capillata),” Extreme Science, extremescience.com

Moray eels of the family Muraenidae have a set of secondary jaws, just like the monsters in the Alien movies, which they use to drag live prey into their throats after biting them. These pharyngeal jaws remove the need to expand their mouths to laboriously gulp down a meal, so it’s actually a much more practical system than the movie version. It allows the eels to devour victims much larger than themselves, while they remain hidden in the dark crevasses in which they dwell.

Which might explain why so many lost divers’ last known words were, “That’s it, man. Game over, man. Game over!"

“Moray Eels Grab Prey with ‘Alien’ Jaws,” National Geographic, nationalgeographic.com

Speaking of the Alien movies, remember how the queen had those freaky, glass-like teeth? Go figure, there’s a type of moray eel that has an even more intimidating mouth full of nightmares. The fangtooth moray (Enchelycore anatina) has two rows of inexplicably semi-transparent teeth, on both the upper and lower jaws, that make the eel’s face look like a meaty cavern full of icicles.

Until they kill something of course, at which point they look like the world’s most hazardous cherry-flavored popsicles.

“Fangtooth Moray Eel,” Fish Laboratory, fishlaboratory.com

When you think of catfish, the first word that comes to mind probably isn’t man-eater. Nonetheless, there have been numerous reports worldwide of gigantic bewhiskered scum suckers gulping down unwary humans—from claims that the South American piraiba loves to swallow fishermen whole, to accusations that India’s giant goonch has developed a taste for man flesh after feasting on the discarded remains of funeral pyre corpses. These stories are anecdotal and should be taken with a grain of salt, but what isn’t under debate is the reality that catfish can sometimes grow as large as grizzly bears—and that a good number of them have spines on their fins that can deliver venom like a goddamn cobra.

Combine all that with how they love pretending to be sexy singles looking for love on Facebook, and you have a potential threat that only a fool would ignore.

“Killer Catfish? Venomous Species Surprisingly Common, Study Finds,” Michigan News, University of Michigan, ns.umich.edu

The giant oarfish (Regalecus glesne), a deep-water monstrosity that can sprawl out to over 36 feet long, looks like a silvery Christmas ribbon crossed with a parrot and can survive being cut in half—more than half actually. These bony fish can “self-amputate” up to 75 percent of their bodies in order to escape predators. And when they’re sick and/or dying, they’ll often float up to the surface and just wait to croak like an underfed goldfish in a bowl. Which is why they’re believed to be the source of many ancient sea serpent legends.

The “oar” in their name comes from how they’re so thin and long like . . . an oar. Nope, no need at all to reference how people used to think they were monsters. Way to be creative, people.

“The 28-Foot Sea Monster That Can Survive Being Cut in Half,” Wired, wired.com

Eating sushi can be hazardous, especially if it’s the “fugu” variety, which is made from the raw flesh of the various species of highly poisonous pufferfish. The smallest mistake in preparation can leave the person who eats it completely paralyzed while still totally aware of what’s happening around him or her. Eventually the paralysis makes its way to the major organs, at which point an expensive meal turns into death by asphyxiation. And if you simply can’t resist the temptation and decide to order this dish despite all the dangers, you might want to tell the chef to “hold the ovaries,” since that’s the part of the fish that is particularly toxic.

That didn’t stop a famous Kabuki performer named Bando Mitsugoro VIII from acting like a tough guy and ordering a plate full of fugu livers. They say his death scene was very realistic.

“Fugu: The Fish More Poisonous Than Cyanide,” BBC News, bbc.com

One might assume that the corpulent manatee (genus Trichechus) isn’t a particularly agile creature, and probably just floats in place all day—at the most perhaps flapping its humongous paddle-tail occasionally to lumber along to the next area where it can loll around like a fatass. But all three species of “sea cows” can actually control their vertical movements with just as much precision as any svelte sea lion. And they don’t even have to move at all to accomplish this feat, because they do it by controlling their farts.

Which is why when experts tell you not to eat an hour before swimming, they’re not accounting for the advantages provided by burritos.

“Florida Manatee, Trichechus manatus latirostrus,” Florida Oceanographic Society, floridaocean.org

If you had to guess, how long would you say “the immortal jellyfish” lives? Did you just say “forever”? Okay, I suppose that was pretty obvious. Maybe I should have started that off with the scientific name. Anyway, it’s true. Turritopsis dohrnii jellyfish get old and/or injured just like everyone else, but before death can come knocking, they can somehow render themselves down to a primordial goop and replicate themselves into a swarm of identical clones. Essentially, they’re impossible to kill.

That sounds like a challenge to me. How about we arm them with little swords, convince them they’re Scottish aliens from the planet Zeist, and tell them, “There can be only one!”

“The Immortal Jellyfish,” American Museum of Natural History, amnh.org

The spectacularly weird mantis shrimp (order Stomatopoda) has a number of disconcerting qualities, but the most alarming may be its ability to punch harder than a Pacific Rim Kaiju (relative to size, of course). This shrimp’s uppercut can devastate anything that so much as looks at it funny with the power of a .22-caliber bullet. Their furious claw-fists shoot out with such velocity that it actually creates a small flash of light from the heat. And if you’re one of those weirdoes who thinks keeping something like that in a home aquarium sounds like a good plan, you’d better be able to afford a bulletproof tank, because it’s more than capable of smashing the glass.

And then presumably come crawling out to deliver some sweet chin music, in payment for the naive and foolish belief that a punk like you would be capable of containing their unbound rage.

“Shrimp Spring into Shattering Action,” USA Today, usatoday.com

Sharks have some of the most disturbing, seemingly H.R. Giger–inspired eggs in the animal kingdom. But it turns out the babies who get to begin their lives inside eggs are the lucky ones, at least compared to the pups of the sand tiger shark (Carcharias taurus). The offspring of this species are born live and start out much larger and stronger than other sharks—and that’s because out of a litter of twelve, only two sharks ever emerge from the womb. The largest one devours every single other fetus, except for one, while still in utero.

Which presumably means you’re going to get one shark that is very well-fed, and another that is very polite.

“Why Shark Embryos Eat Each Other Up in Utero,” Seeker, seeker.com

You’ve surely heard of electric eels (Electrophorus electricus), but something you maybe weren’t aware of is that they’re not eels at all. They’re actually more closely related to catfish. And you also might not have heard about the way they have to regularly come up to the surface (or flop onto land) to take gulps of air, which is just plain creepy for some reason. The majority of the cells in this freshwater fish’s body are dedicated to the whole electricity thing, and they can deliver a shock of up to 600 volts. For reference, that’s 50 times the power in the average car battery. And although electric eel shocks don’t often kill directly, the stun factor has caused several people to drown.

So, if you’re suicidal and have a heart condition, you could always jump on a plane and try for one of the most spectacular epitaphs of all time: “Tased by some asshole fish in the Amazon.”

“Electric Eel,” Eden, eden.uktv.co.uk

Thanks to G-rated movies and an ability to soak onlookers on command, killer whales (Orcinus orca) have enjoyed a rather undeserved reputation for being genial giants. The reality is that these whales were given their homicidally ominous name for a reason, and they are capable of engaging in acts of wanton, heartless cruelty. Seals are frequently the targets of their unrelenting bullying, and killer whales have been known to “play” with them (in the cat-and-mouse sense) for hours before the eventual dismemberment. One favorite game is to play “catch” with the seals, by punting them out of the water and 80 feet into the air.

Seals have a name for terror—and it’s Willy. Also Shamu, probably. And Tilikum from the documentary Blackfish is basically Michael Myers.

“7 Reasons Killer Whales Are Evil Geniuses,” The Atlantic, theatlantic.com

The waters surrounding Florida have been invaded by not one but two species of flamboyant and outrageously poisonous lionfish. It’s gotten so bad that many consider these fish “the most destructive exotic species” in that area of the country (and that’s saying something, considering they’re competing with boa constrictors and foot-long snails for that honor). Both the red lionfish (Pterois volitans) and the common lionfish (Pterois miles) have voracious appetites and are rapidly eating every other local fish to the point of extinction. So, being the adaptable sort of fish that they are, the lionfish are now eating themselves.

Thus creating the perfect snorkeling destination for those who like their scenic grandeur served with a healthy dose of existential horror.

“This Beautiful But Destructive Fish Is Resorting to Cannibalism,” National Geographic, nationalgeographic.com

Somewhere on Earth, right now, there may be a 200-foot worm. They’re hard to accurately measure, being squirmy worms, but the longest species of marine ribbon worm (phylum Nemertea) is believed to stretch longer than a blue whale, making it one of the longest animals on the planet. And thanks to their ability to regenerate, if you cut one in half that just means you have two 100-foot worms.

Now if we could just get one of these things on some sort of giant hook, we can finally start fishing for Cthulhu.

“14 Fun Facts about Marine Ribbon Worms,” Smithsonian, smithsonianmag.com

Just about all crabs have built-in weaponry, and of course I’m talking about their grasping, sometimes ridiculously oversized claws. But while most crabs are quite happy defending themselves via the power of pinch, a couple species decided they needed an upgrade. Oddly enough, they also happen to be arguably the two least intimidatingly named crustaceans in the sea. The pom pom (Lybia edmondsoni) and teddy bear (Polydectus cupulifer) crabs have learned to snatch tiny, stinging sea anemones in their claws, and wave them around like menacing little pieces of flair whenever danger presents itself.

The biggest threat to the pom pom crab may be the “quarterback fish,” a flashy parasite that impregnates young crabs before their prime, causing them to give up their dreams and spend the rest of their lives wondering what could have been.

“Polydectus cupulifer, a member of Round Crabs (Family Xanthidae)” iNaturalist, inaturalist.org

The head of the barreleye (also called the “spook fish”) looks like an aquarium filled with nightmares. It’s completely transparent, allowing anyone in the vicinity to get a clear view of the barreleye’s brain, internal ocular structures, and whatever the hell else is going on in there. Reportedly this setup allows them to better look upwards at prey, which does nothing to explain why the scientific name of the family to which these fish belong is Opisthoproctidae, which is a combination of the Greek words for “behind” and “anus.”

Maybe it refers to how these fish are so alien-looking that the people who discovered them were terrified that they were about to receive a rectal probe?

“Researchers Solve Mystery of Deep-Sea Fish with Tubular Eyes and Transparent Head,” Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute, mbari.org

Urechis unicinctus is a species of marine spoon worm more widely known as the fat innkeeper worm or, less flatteringly, the penis fish or sea penis. The “innkeeper” name came about because they dig tunnels that other animals use for shelter. Those other names refer to how they look like pulsating, uncircumcised schlongs. Which seems to be doing little to prevent people in some parts of the world from eating them raw. And sometimes . . . alive and squirming.

The problem with eating sea penis is that a half hour later you’re hungry again. You know, for more sea penis.

“Penis Fish (Urechis unicinctus),” iNaturalist, inaturalist.org

The ancient and hideous frilled shark (Chlamydoselachus anguineus) is one of the most primitive species of living sharks, and they have row upon row of three-pronged, needle-like teeth that look like little flowers. It’s believed the weird configuration actually lures prey into their mouths, fooling fish into thinking the teeth are something tasty to eat. Long story short: they’re not.

You may never have heard the phrase, “Beware of sharks bearing gifts.” Probably because it’s so goddamn obvious.

“Frilled Shark (Chlamydoselachus anguineus),” Wildscreen Arkive, arkive.org

If you happen to be hungry enough to start eating fish heads, you should stay away from a species of sea bream called Sarpa salpa, because eating their heads can lead to ichthyoallyeinotoxism. Or you could describe the condition in a more fun way: hallucinogenic fish poisoning. The experience isn’t very far off from an LSD high, but one big difference is that instead of an effect that lasts for just hours, a case of ichthyoallyeinotoxism will have you tripping for days.

So what fun is it pelting dirty boardwalk hippies with fish heads if it turns out they actually enjoy it?

“Hallucinogenic Foods,” The Guardian, theguardian.com

Nobody should have to tell you that sharks can be dangerous, but the bull shark (Carcharhinus leucas) is a special breed of treacherous. Regarded by many experts as the most vicious fish on the planet, they also have the strongest bite of all sharks and will occasionally wander into fresh water to sink their teeth into human swimmers. It's a little puzzling as to exactly why bull sharks have such strong jaws, which are stronger than needed to kill and eat most prey. But researchers suspect it’s helpful for cracking open turtles like a walnut.

One emerging theory is as simple as it is obvious: Bull sharks are dicks.

“Bull Sharks Have Strongest Bite of All Shark Species,” BBC, bbc.co.uk; “Bull Shark Threat: They Swim Where We Swim,” National Geographic, nationalgeographic.com

A fish called a stargazer sounds like it must be something beautiful and delicate. The reality is that the family of fish that somehow got this title (Uranoscopidae) is an abominable combination of various childhood nightmares. And not only do stargazers look like angry blobs of toothy hatred, but they’re also venomous and can shock with an electrical charge to boot. Their preferred modus operandi is to lie under the sand and ambush passing fish by chomping on their faces. Oh, and in case you were wondering, the only reason they’re called stargazers is because their eyes are on top of their heads to allow them to peek out from their hiding places.

And not, in fact, because they make those who discover their existence immediately want to become astronauts to get as far away from them as possible.

“The Stargazer Fish Is Seriously Weird,” Azula, Azula.com

Imagine one of those cute, roly-poly pillbugs you’ve seen crawling around in your garden. Now imagine one that’s 21⁄2-feet long, and you’ll get a good idea of what a giant isopod is. Although there are numerous species of them in the genus Bathynomus, you’ll probably never find one in your backyard, thankfully. They lurk in the dark depths of the sea, hundreds of feet down, where they feast mainly on the corpses of whales and just about any other disgusting dead thing that doesn’t have the decency to float.

Up until the late 1980s, it was believed a major part of the giant isopod’s diet included gambling enthusiasts who didn’t pay their debts to the Mafia in a timely manner.

“Shocking Giant Isopod Rises from the Abyss,” Reef Builders, reefbuilders.com

If you’re ever vacationing at a tropical resort and submit to the urge to swim with dolphins, you should be very wary if one of them tries to lead you toward some secluded cove for a little one-on-one interaction. Because that squeaky son of a bitch may be trying to rape you. Male dolphins have absolutely committed sexual assaults on humans, and they’re pretty indiscriminate about which gender they’ll try to penetrate. The mechanics alone might make such an unspeakable act seem impossible, but these chattering perverts have both the equipment and the inclination to get the job done. Female dolphins apparently aren’t averse to this sort of arrangement either, at least if you believe the man who wrote an entire book about a torrid, six-month romantic relationship he enjoyed with a dolphin named Dolly.

The author also admitted to having a similarly conjugal relationship with a dog. But I suppose after they broke up he may have taken his friends’ advice too literally when they told him, “It’s okay, man. There are plenty of fish in the sea.”

“Can Dolphins Rape Humans?” Washington City Paper, washingtoncitypaper.com

A further example of egregious dolphin malfeasance is how they’re the only known marine creatures that kill other species just for kicks. “Baby shark volleyball” is one game they’ll play for mortified onlookers, a pastime which involves the dolphins repeatedly launching the juvenile fish high into the air until it is battered into oblivion. Even their fellow cetaceans aren’t immune to their murderously cruel tomfoolery, as porpoises are also targets for the dolphin’s “games.” Porpoises have been found washed up on shore, clearly pummeled to death for no other reason than some dolphin’s sick pleasure at watching them die.

Do you suppose that all the “talking” Flipper did was merely his concerted attempt to lure those kids into some underwater, windowless van?

“Research: Dolphins Play ‘Shark Volleyball,’” UPI, upi.com; “Dolphin Serial Killers?” New Scientist, newscientist.com

The mating call of the plainfin midshipman fish (Porichthys notatus) is a loud, droning hum that’s clearly audible from shore and has been compared to the sound of chanting monks or a didgeridoo (that weird Australian horn thing that’s popular among Aborigines and burnouts). This exuberantly horny species of toadfish can produce such a racket that the noise has been known to keep entire cities awake, and their incessant moaning has even been blamed for a number of suicides.

If you’ve ever spent any time in a coed college dorm, I’m sure you can relate.

“What Is the Truth Behind Spooky Bristol Hum?” Daily Express, express.co.uk

Sea lice, who cause a rash known as “seabather’s eruption,” thankfully aren’t an oceangoing version of the verminous scourge of grade-schoolers everywhere. It’s a term that instead describes when tiny baby jellyfish gather together en masse and collectively sting anyone foolish enough to enter their domain. Symptoms include rashy bumps, a flu-like fever, headache, nausea, and chills. It’s merely one of the troubling circumstances that can befall you whenever you go swimming in the Caribbean or other tropical locations. Florida waters experienced a troubling outbreak as recently as the summer of 2016.

As a side note, “seabather’s eruption” can also describe the syndrome wherein a snorkeler, minding his own business, suddenly turns around and notices that there’s a shark approaching.

“‘Sea Lice’ Are Actually Not-So-Cute Baby Jellyfish,” CNN, cnn.com

The largest bony fish in the world is the monstrous ocean sunfish (Mola mola). They can weigh more than 21⁄2 tons and look like a massive floating head with wings. Sunfish females also produce more eggs than any other known vertebrate, and can squirt out 3 million in a single session. Both genders are so creepy to look at that one has to wonder how they got such a pleasant name. But in fact, the “sun” part has nothing to do with the way they look but rather refers to their odd habit of lying on their sides at the water’s surface, which makes it appear to onlookers as if they’re sunbathing (or dead).

While they’re floating up there like sick goldfish, seabirds will often land nearby and pick the parasites off their flesh. It has yet to be conclusively determined whether this is an example of a symbiotic relationship between fish and birds or merely some kind of sick perversion.

“Mola Mola: The Weirdest Fish in the Ocean?” The Nature Conservancy, nature.org

If a shark with a chainsaw for a head sounds like something you’d only see in a drawing that a creative but troubled twelve-year-old might produce for his therapist, then you’re obviously not familiar with the sawfish. The family (Pristidae) includes several species of such a fish that live throughout the world, including Florida. These abominations can live in both the ocean and freshwater, have the bodies of sharks (they’re actually rays), and can grow up to 18 feet long. The lumberjack equipment on their faces is used for thrashing through the water to incapacitate (a more appropriate word would probably be mutilate) entire schools of fish at once. They’re generally considered harmless to humans, though, unless provoked.

Which obviously includes drunkenly pulling them out of the water, pretending to pull a starter cord, and going, “Vroom vroom!” That probably won’t end well.

“Sharp Teeth Make Sawfish Dangerous,” Orlando Sentinel, orlandosentinel.com; “Smalltooth Sawfish (Pristis pectinata),” Wildscreen Arkive, arkive.org

Herring (family Clupeidae) communicate with one another through the power of farts. When these diminutive prey fish are gliding around in their massive schools of thousands, they’re able to effectively coordinate their movements by way of “a variety of whistles and thumps.” Researchers were initially confused as to what these sounds were, until they eventually figured out that it was fishy flatulence.

Which is pretty much the same way my grandfather used to signal the end of conversations at family functions.

“Farting Fish Keep in Touch,” Science, sciencemag.org

Finding a crab or a lobster in one’s pants wouldn’t be on many people’s list of favorite beachside happenstances, but at least those crustaceans aren’t venomous. Hell yes they are! Or at least one is. In 2013 experts discovered the first crustacean (a species of remipede that looks like a centipede, in case you’d like to make a children’s rhyme out of it) able to pump you full of a paralyzing agent by way of a spiderish fang. Also like a spider, the venom of the newly named Speleonectes tulumensis liquefies the innards of its prey, making it easier to suck out through the fang holes.

They actually spend most of their time lurking in underwater caves, so watch out when you’re down in the oceanic depths. Then again, if you count “deep-sea cave spelunking” among your list of hobbies, you probably won’t have a very long life anyway.

“First Venomous Crustacean Found,” BBC, bbc.com

The pacu, a South American freshwater fish that’s related to piranhas, has teeth that look disturbingly like they belong in a human mouth. As off-putting as that looks, one at can least take comfort in the fact that these fish aren’t the flesh-decimating carnivores that their cousins are. However, as their teeth are great for cracking open nuts and seeds, rumor has it that the pacu will sometimes chomp a man’s testicles clean off. This claim may be completely unfounded hearsay, but it’s pretty hard to discount something like that out of hand. Especially since they’ve recently been sighted in New Jersey.

It’s a shame that they didn’t show up fifteen years ago, when they could have made a cameo on The Sopranos in an episode called, “Bada Bing, Bada Bish, Holy Crap My Stugots Just Got Chewed Off by a Goddamn Fish.”

“Invasive Pacu Fish with Human-Like Teeth Found in New Jersey,” National Geographic, nationalgeographic.com

Remember that poor neglected hermit crab that spent its mercifully short life trying to scratch its way out of your grade-school class terrarium? Well, there’s a version out there that’s 9 pounds and 3 feet across. The coconut crab (Birgus latro) is so named because its unspeakably huge claws are capable of cracking coconuts, and it’s quite possible that it ate Amelia Earhart.

So if you’re ever shipwrecked on one of the deserted islands in the Pacific or Indian Ocean where these things live, it might be in your best interest to avoid mentioning how you painted little nail polish rainbows and smiley faces on Mr. Pinchy.

“Coconut Crabs Eat Everything from Kittens to, Maybe, Amelia Earhart,” Smithsonian, smithsonianmag.com

The blobfish (Psychrolutes marcidus) became Internet-famous a few years ago when its lumpy, cartoonish visage went viral. However, the story behind its goofy appearance is actually pretty gross. The flesh of a blobfish is very gelatinous, which is helpful for its movement in the high-pressure, deep-water environment in which it lives. In fact it looks pretty normal down there. But when one is brought to the surface, the pressure change basically turns it into a sad, melty glob of snot.

For all we know they’re still perfectly delicious, so next time you’re at a sushi restaurant, try ordering the “loogie roll.”

“Meet the Blobfish,” Discovery, discovery.com

The vaguely pornographic-sounding black swallower (Chiasmodon niger) is a species of deep-sea fish that got its name for a very good reason. First off, they’re black. But aside from that, they can swallow down objects that are twice their length and ten times their mass. To accomplish this feat, they obviously have ridiculously large mouths. And within those mouths are sharp, backward-facing teeth on both the jaws and the palate, which aid in forcing their wriggling prey down into the swallower’s expandable stomach (which hangs below the fish like a garbage bag). However, sometimes even a fish known for swallowing can bite off more than it can chew, and the gases from an especially oversized, decomposing meal can cause its whole digestive system to explode.

Just imagine what a fearsome creature it’ll be once it finally evolves the ability to fart.

“The Black Swallower,” Australian Geographic, australiangeographic.com.au

The legs of the Japanese spider crab (Macrocheira kaempferi) are thought to measure up to 12 feet long. It’s basically a walking case of arachnophobia. A 5-foot long specimen was discovered in 2010 and was dubbed “Crabzilla.” The beast was not in fact destroyed by the Japanese military during a rampage through downtown Tokyo but rather taken on a European tour, much to the horror of children across the continent.

Nonetheless, Crabzilla must have been grateful, seeing as how if the tour had taken place in Japan, the last stop would have been a date with a dash of wasabi.

“Crabzilla! At 5 Feet Tall, Biggest Known Crab Heads to U.K.,” Treehugger, treehugger.com

Even at the bottom of the ocean there is no escape from the scourge of spiders. And while sea spiders aren’t true arachnids, they’re about as close as you can get, evolution-wise, without actually being one. There are well over 1,000 species of them, and they range in size from minuscule to tarantula-sized. One difference between sea spiders and true spiders is the fact that a few varieties possess an even greater abundance of spindly legs (10–12), and those horrid appendages just so happen to be the place they house their genitalia. The way they eat is right in line with the standard spider’s preference for the gruesome, however, as their hunting strategy consists mainly of stabbing their proboscises into soft-fleshed invertebrates and sucking out their insides. After which everything is digested in, again, their legs.

There has to be at least one story of a man who became a pirate due to his severe arachnophobia, lost his life at sea, and then arrived at Davy Jones’s locker only to see a bunch of spiders scuttling around. Upon which his doomed soul would go on to moan for all eternity, “You gotta be shittin’ me.”

“The Giant Sea Spider That Sucks Life Out of Its Prey,” New Scientist, newscientist.com

Sea cucumbers aren’t the most agile or fearsome of creatures, so in order to defend themselves from attack they need to think outside the box. And what could be more outside the box than spewing your internal organs out of your anus? This method apparently works, and is helped by the fact that their innards are not just stringy, sticky, and toxic, but they’re also retrievable after being expelled. Oh, and this disconcerting process is also how sea cucumbers eat.

You have our sincerest apologies if you were eating a salad, enjoying a pickle, or relaxing with a cucumber facial immediately prior to this discussion.

“Sea Cucumber’s Self-Evisceration,” Adam Savage’s Tested, tested.com

The naval shipworm (Teredo navalis) is actually a type of saltwater clam, but they don’t spend their lives cowering in shells, waiting to be bashed into pulp by some jerk of a sea otter. The way these clams earned their nautical nickname was by becoming the bane of sailors everywhere, thanks to their propensity for chewing holes in the hulls of wooden boats and causing millions of dollars worth of damage every year (according to historical records they nearly sank two of Christopher Columbus’s ships). That’s why another term that’s used in reference to these clams is termites of the sea.

And you wouldn’t believe how expensive things get when an exterminator starts charging for things like scuba gear, shark repellant, and barnacle rash ointment.

“Termite of the Sea’s Wood Destruction Strategy Revealed,” Joint Genome Institute, United States Department of Energy, jgi.doe.gov

In most encounters with a shark, it’s the teeth that present the major cause for concern. However, there’s one shark that whips its opponents into submission like a hateful farmer with an extraordinarily disrespectful mule, well before any biting comes into play. All four species of thresher shark (genus Alopias) have “scythe-like” tails that are as long as their bodies, and what they do with them isn’t suitable for family viewing. They can snap the tips through the water at speeds of up to 80 miles per hour, and when it comes in contact with another fish the result is as if it had been in a head-on collision with a whirling Cuisinart.

Excuse me for a moment while I get myself together. I just had a flashback to an unfortunate high school gym locker room towel-snapping incident.

“Thresher Sharks Hunt with Huge Weaponized Tails,” National Geographic, nationalgeographic.com

The mummichog cannot be stopped. Also known as mummies, gudgeons, and mud minnows (and scientifically as Fundulus heteroclitus), this species of killifish can survive in practically any environment, including those that would normally, um . . . kill a fish. They can be transferred from freshwater to the saltiest of saltwater with no ill effects, laugh in the face of many toxic chemicals, and can even withstand being sent up into the vacuum of space. Which scientists did in 1973 for some reason, and which revealed that mummichogs can swim just fine in zero gravity.

Finally, a fish that might actually survive longer than a month in the average child’s home aquarium.

“The Toughest Fish on Earth . . . and in Space,” New Scientist, newscientist.com

However, there’s one place where even the mighty mummichog can’t hack it: underwater volcanoes. But there’s an abhorrent-looking species of tonguefish that can. Symphurus thermophilus love to scamper and frolic (as much as a creature that looks like a wet cow pie with fins is able) across pools of molten sulfur. And they are somehow able to tolerate temperatures as hot as 180 degrees Celsius in the acidic water near hydrothermal vents like it ain’t nothin’ but a thang.

So we have a creature named after a tongue that likes to hang out where it’s stinky and hot. It’s a damn shame when nature feels like it has to emulate Penthouse Forum just to get attention from the scientific community.

“Fish Dance on Sulphur Cauldrons,” BBC, bbc.co.uk

The Bobbit worm (Eunice aphroditois) has been described as “the ocean’s most disturbing predator,” and for numerous reasons. First it’s a 10-foot, carnivorous worm, which should be enough to earn the title right there. But then there’s the fact that they look like something out of a low-budget sci-fi movie that may or may not star Kevin Bacon, have a hunting style that’s essentially “lunge and snap fish in half,” and are incongruously colorful in a way you’d expect only if H.P. Lovecraft had made a living designing snake piñatas. And then there’s this: There’s a very real possibility that the Bobbit worm may have been named after Lorena Bobbitt, the woman who famously chopped off her husband’s penis in a fit of rage.

I sincerely hope that’s true, if for no other reason than so future generations of Bobbitts won’t be doomed forever to be associated solely with that “incident,” along with John Wayne Bobbitt’s subsequent porno career.

“10-Foot Bobbit Worm Is the Ocean’s Most Disturbing Predator,” Wired, wired.com; “Eunice aphroditois Is Rainbow, Terrifying,” Scientific American, scientificamerican.com

You may remember the barracuda as that bastard of a fish that killed Nemo’s mom. And with jaws lined with saw-like teeth that operate like scissors (which effectively slice whatever they chomp down on completely in half), the members of the genus Sphyraena can obviously pose a threat to humans as well. Some divers fear barracudas even more than sharks, due in part to their disconcerting penchant for stalking. Not to mention the fact that the aftermath of an attack is a little different in terms of gruesomeness than what you could expect from an encounter with a great white. Possibly the only reason barracuda-related fatalities are rare is because they prefer one-time hit-and-run attacks over lengthy maulings.

And furthermore, barracudas have an awesome classic Heart song named after them, while great whites only got some crappy hair metal band from the ’80s.

“Great Barracuda,” Florida Museum of Natural History, flmnh.ufl.edu; Dive/First Responder by Richard A. Clinchy

There are only a few select fish that have had the honor of starring in their very own Syfy original movie, and the northern snakehead (Channa argus) has the distinction of having been in several. But after their invasion of America’s waterways, it was probably well deserved. Dubbed the “Frankenfish” by the media, these amply fanged malignancies were found in a pond in Maryland, causing a brief panic on the East Coast of the United States. The public’s fear was only exacerbated when it came to light that snakeheads can breathe for long periods of time outside the water, enabling them to wriggle and flop their way over land to potentially devour every creature in every body of water in the surrounding area.

That never came to pass, luckily, thanks to the crowds of brave citizens with pitchforks, along with the fish’s extreme pyrophobia.

“Invasion of the Snakeheads,” Smithsonian, smithsonianmag.com

When hermit crabs detect the odor of a deceased member of their own kind, they do not become depressed, nor do they become consumed with existential dread. A more accurate description of their reaction would be “giddy.” And that’s because not only does the stench of death emanating from one of their fellows signal the possibility of acquiring a fancier shell than the one they’re currently hauling around, but it also means an easy meal has just become available.

Sure it’s repulsive to think about eating a dead homeowner and callously taking his place, but have you seen the rent nowadays for New York City apartments?

“Cannibalistic Hermit Crabs Salivate at the Smell of Their Dead,” Smithsonian, smithsonianmag.com

Mother Nature seems to have been determined to turn the small North American fish called the pirate perch (Aphredoderus sayanus) into a punch line. While she likely had little to do with the crudely sexual connotations inherent in its common name, or how portions of its scientific name are equally as suggestive, she was directly responsible for something even more embarrassing. As a pirate perch matures, its anus migrates gradually from the place you would assume an anus would belong, to directly underneath its throat.

If you happen to believe in ironic reincarnation, the existence of this fish alone should be enough to stop you from telling dirty jokes in mixed company ever again.

“Pirate Perch—Aphredoderus sayanus,” Ohio Department of Natural Resources, wildlife.ohiodnr.gov

Geographic cone snails (Conus geographus) are so preposterously poisonous that they’re colloquially known as “cigarette snails.” Not because these Indo-Pacific mollusks will slowly give you cancer over the course of several decades, but because when one stings you, you’ll have somewhere in the area of five minutes (the approximate time it takes to smoke a Marlboro loosey) before the venom kills you.

Thus inspiring another nickname: “The amount of time it takes for the average filmgoer to walk out of a Rob Schneider movie” snail.

“Beautiful but Deadly Cone Snails,” Asbury Park Press, app.com

Even if you go as far as the North Pole to take a dip in the ocean, you’re still not totally safe from the threat of a shark attack. Because the ancient and ghastly-looking Greenland shark (Somniosus microcephalus) calls those chilly waters home. And you shouldn’t let the fact that they’re nearly all blind (because of an eyeball-eating parasite, but more on that later) put your mind at ease, considering that these great white–sized leviathans have been witnessed eating polar bears and reindeer. They can also live for more than hundreds of years and are shunned by fishermen due to their having the most toxic flesh of any shark.

But if you do decide to brave the freezing waters, perhaps the extreme shrinkage will either make the sharks think you’re just not worth their time or cause them to take pity on your misfortune.

“Polar Bear Eaten by Shark: Who’s Top Predator?” Reuters, reuters.com; “A 400-Year-Old Shark? Greenland Shark Could Be Earth’s Longest-lived Vertebrate,” Los Angeles Times, latimes.com

The family of reef-dwelling doofuses called boxfish (Ostraciidae) includes members that are among the stupidest-looking creatures in the sea. They can be very colorful, however, and that quality has made them fairly popular in the aquarium trade. But keeping a boxfish can be a rather tricky affair, especially if you expect it to coexist with other species of fish. Because when it feels threatened, it just might release a deadly chemical that kills every fish in the tank, including itself.

They’re a great pet for history buffs, though. After all, since the fall of the Soviet Union, where else nowadays can you see the kind of “mutually assured destruction” scenario that was all the rage back in the 1950s?

“Boxfish Tankmates,” FishChannel.com, fishchannel.com

Anoplogastridae, the family of deep-water fish known as fangtooths (or ogrefish), won’t impress you with their size, since they don’t grow much longer than about 6 inches. But big (or at least disturbingly heinous) things can come in small packages, and these fish prove it with their disproportionately humongous teeth. The fangs on the lower jaws of these minuscule monstrosities are the largest of any fish, proportional to size. They’re so preposterously long that fangtooths need special sockets on either side of their brains just so that they’re able to close their mouths.

That might sound a bit grotesque, but it’s really no different than the large cavity Jay Leno has presumably developed in his upper chest in order to accommodate his chin.

“Fangtooth (Anoplogaster cornuta),” Sea and Sky, seasky.org

We don’t normally associate octopuses with being deadly poisonous, but Hapalochlaena sure as hell are. That’s the genus that includes all three (in addition to plenty more that have yet to be thoroughly described) known species of blue-ringed octopus, which lurks in the shallows from Japan to Australia. And every single one of them packs enough poison to kill a roomful of humans. What makes them so treacherous is the fact that they contain a substance in their saliva known as tetrodotoxin, which causes a paralysis that can make you appear clinically dead but fully aware (right up until the point when you’re all the way dead, just a few minutes later). And the best part? They might not even have to bite you for the poison to enter your bloodstream.

So what does that mean exactly? Are Australians licking them like toads? Judging by some of the actors they’ve sent over here, it’s not all that implausible.

“Blue-Ringed Octopuses, Hapalochlaena maculosa,” Marinebio, marinebio.org; “What Makes Blue-Rings So Deadly? Blue-Ringed Octopuses Have Tetrodotoxin,” The Cephalopod Page, thecephalopodpage.org

For years mankind has marveled at the complexity and haunting qualities of whale “songs.” The sonorous tones of the blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus), the largest of the mighty cetaceans, have long been studied by scientists. But recently researchers were forced to recalibrate their listening equipment after they noticed something strange: Whales’ voices are getting deeper. And while theories abound, so far there’s no solid explanation as to why. All they know for certain is that since as far back as the 1960s, in every area in which they live, blue whale tonal frequencies have been going down incrementally every single year.

The explanation is probably very simple. And by “very simple,” I mean, “Oh shit, the whales are getting seriously pissed.”

“Blue Whales Singing with Deeper Voices,” Phys.org, phys.org

There are a number of water-dwelling fiends that have been given the ominous designation of “tigerfish,” but the worst of the lot is surely Hydrocynus vittatus. This African freshwater menace earned a measure of fame after Jeremy Wade, host of the show River Monsters, implicated the extraordinarily toothy species as the culprit responsible for a number of maulings in Botswana. But the locals knew all about the dangers of Hydrocynus vittatus well before Mr. Wade ever showed up, since tigerfish were already quite infamous for their appalling habit of jumping out of the water to snatch birds right out of the air.

You have to admit, though, sneaking a few of these fish into a flamingo exhibit would be a hell of a lot more entertaining than any dolphin show.

“This African Fish Can Catch and Eat Flying Birds,” Popular Science, popsci.com

You may not have been aware that limpets, those barnacle-looking sea snails that don’t do much of anything besides stick to rocks all day, have teeth. And if that wasn’t enough to furrow your brow, scientists have discovered that the choppers of the common limpet (Patella vulgata) are the strongest biological material known to man. You know how people always marvel at how strong spider silk is? Well, limpet teeth make that stuff look like tissue paper.

This information should in no way suggest or promote the viability of using spiderwebs as toilet paper. This practice is both ineffective and a source of great aggravation for the hatching spiderlings within the webs.

“Extreme Strength Observed in Limpet Teeth,” The Royal Society Publishing, rsif.royalsocietypublishing.org

There are a few undersea creatures that make their way through life in a noble manner, by providing a service to others. One such species is the bluestreak cleaner wrasse (Labroides dimidiatus), which is so named because they have a blue streak. Oh, and also because they’re known for cleaning the gunk off of the skin of much larger fish. They’ll even set up “stations,” where customers looking to get their parasites and dead skin removed can stop by for an exfoliating session. Unfortunately, the wrasse have a sociopathic doppelgänger called Aspidontus taeniatus, or more commonly, the sabre-toothed blenny. While this surreptitious species mimics the wrasse to a tee, it does not share their zeal for philanthropy. The blenny will use its disguise to infiltrate one of the wrasse’s cleaning stations, and approach one of the large fish that’s expecting to get a little work done around the edges. And then the blenny will reward that fish’s misplaced trust by biting a chunk out of its face. At which point the blenny will quickly hurry off and leave the wrasse to take the blame.

The message here is pretty clear: Trust no one, especially not a barber whose name comes anything even remotely close to “sabre-toothed.”

“Aspidontus taeniatus Quoy and Gaimard, 1834,” Fishbase, fishbase.org

Brightly colored male guppies are as elegant in appearance as their scientific name is to the ear: Poecilia reticulata. And they’re also so aggressively horny during mating season that the females (which are much drabber than their counterparts) have to remain constantly on the run from the males to avoid their potentially injurious advances. The females can become so desperate to escape the unwanted attention that they’ll purposely place themselves within reach of their own predators, just to avoid being sexually assaulted.

So that explains why that girl I always talk to at Starbucks suddenly became a foster parent to seventeen Rottweilers.

“Guppy Females Take Risks to Avoid Harassment,” ScienceDaily, sciencedaily.com

The extreme deep-sea fish known as the stoplight loosejaw (Malacosteus niger) has an appearance that’s even more absurd than its name. And “absurd,” in this particular case, means “an abomination before God.” But let’s just focus on its face. In addition to dead eyes with red-and-green-light-emitting organs (hence the “stoplight” portion of its name) underneath to help it see in the dark, there’s also the matter of its mouth, which is multi-hinged and can swing out in such a way that it looks like it’s being decapitated (explaining the origin of the “loosejaw” part). That lower jaw is filled with needle-like teeth and oddly has no bottom floor of skin, so it’s essentially used like one of those spike traps that were all the rage among the Vietcong back in the day.

Adding to that comparison, prolonged viewing of the stoplight loosejaw can also be useful for those wanting to experience the same type of Vietnam-style flashbacks that the homeless mumbling guy behind the bowling alley has.

“Stoplight Loosejaw: Idiacanthus antrostomus,” Oceana, oceana.org

Reproduction among brown trout (Salmo trutta) involves a lot of moving parts, both literally and figuratively. Everything has to fall into place with exact precision in order for the operation to be a success, even though there’s no actual physical interaction between the males and females. The way it works is that the females have to lay their eggs on the ground, at roughly the same moment that the males release their sperm. Unfortunately this method leads to a lot of less-than-desirable suitors showing up to horn in on the action. So the females have learned a gambit straight out of When Harry Met Sally: faking their orgasms. Normally, the signal that trout females use to indicate they’re ready for sex is to “[quiver] violently with their mouths open.” But if the female thinks her partner is a little too lowbrow for her tastes, she’ll violently quiver but neglect to drop any eggs, tricking the male into ejaculating pointlessly into the dirt.

It may seem a little mean, but at least the females aren’t dissuading the males by laughing at the size of their penises. Which is downright cruel, and something for which I may never forgive my old high school girlfriend.

“Something Fishy about Trout Orgasm,” Telegraph, telegraph.co.uk

The ocean isn’t the only place you can be terrified by stingrays. In fact, the biggest one around lives in freshwater in places like Indochina and Australia. And this creature can reportedly grow into a 1,300-pound, 16-foot pancake of terror. One reason to be afraid should a giant freshwater stingray (Himantura polylepis) decide to turn on you, aside from the whole venom thing, is that the 15-inch stilettos on the tips of their tails will surely kill you long before the poison does.

Remarkably, these giant rays weren’t even described by science until 1990. Fishermen in Thailand have been describing them for centuries, however, mostly in the language of shrieks.

“Car-Size Stingray May Be World’s Largest Freshwater Fish,” National Geographic, nationalgeographic.com; “Giant Freshwater Stingray,” Animal Planet, animalplanet.com

The cookiecutter shark (Isistius brasiliensis) sounds like it might be something cute, until the “shark” part sinks in. The reason they have that cutesy name is because of how they attack their prey. These miniature sharks sneak up and attach themselves to much larger animals, grab hold with their serrated teeth, twist out a cookie-shaped chunk of flesh, and then scram. For many years scientists were puzzled by the circular wounds (sometimes in the dozens) left on the carcasses of whales and other sea creatures that washed up on shore. Until they found it was just a total bastard of a shark.

Which must have come as a big relief to the much maligned “melon baller squid,” which was so named simply due to their love of the all-you-can-eat brunch at Golden Corral.

“Cookiecutter Sharks, Isistius brasiliensis,” Marinebio, marinebio.org

Cichlid fish of the genus Nimbochromis make their home in East Africa’s Lake Malawi, and they’re really good at “playing dead.” However, the reason they do it isn’t to trick predators into leaving them alone. The fact is, they’re the predators. These cichlids will frequently flop onto their sides and sink to the bottom in the manner of a fishy corpse, and then when some unsuspecting scavenger (who thinks he might have just found a nice decomposing fish to nom on) shows up to investigate, the cichlid springs to life and eats it.

A technique that may also be useful at the beach, for those who don’t mind the moral qualms involved in simulating a drowning victim in order to get to first base with a lifeguard.

Cichlids: Understanding Angelfish, Oscars, Discus, and Others by David Alderton

Octopuses of all sorts are perfectly capable of exiting the water and slurping along the ground for brief periods. When they’re kept captive in a tank and there’s food available in another part of the room, they’ve been known to open their enclosures and make their way across the floor to reach whatever it is they’d like to sink their beaks into. Then, after they’re finished, they laboriously sucker and slop back whence they came. That is, if they don’t decide to slither out or under the door and down a toilet.

I suppose this might explain the double mystery of my missing Doritos and the tentacle prints on my butt.

“Legging It: Evasive Octopus Who Has Been Allowed to Look for Love,” Independent, independent.co.uk

The echinoderms of the class Asteroidea that we refer to as starfish don’t really have mouths to swallow things. But they have to get food inside their bellies somehow, so they’ve evolved to take the rather direct approach of spewing one of their sticky, acidic stomachs out of their bodies and onto prey (or into prey, should it be a shellfish). Once their victim is sufficiently enveloped, the starfish then digests it alive over the course of hours, and sometimes days. And if a starfish accidentally attacks something with an above-average ability to defend itself, and it results in one or more of its arms getting torn off, that’s no big deal at all. They’ll just grow a new one in no time flat.

These abilities sure would come in handy at one of those Las Vegas buffets after a long day of counting cards at the blackjack table. And when they drag you to the back and start in with the pliers, the joke will be on them when your thumbs grow right back the very next day!

“Sea Star,” Science Learning Hub, sciencelearn.org.nz

The giant hagfish (Eptatretus goliath) is an evolutionarily ancient creature, and is the only one known (not involved in federal-level politics) that has a squishy, cartilaginous skull but no spine. The way they protect themselves from predators is by excreting copious amounts of slime. But it’s no ordinary slime—this stuff is powerful enough to gag a shark and can gum up the gills of an offending fish so much that it can cause the fish to drown. And just in case you were getting any bright ideas about acquiring an exotic new pet, be aware that leaving a hagfish in an aquarium will soon result in a tank that’s completely filled with sticky goop.

You know, pretty much like the average teenager’s sock drawer.

“Scientists Film Hagfish Anti-Shark Slime Weapon,” Phys.org, phys.org

Relative to body size, barnacles have the world’s longest penises and can stretch them out until they’re ten times as long as themselves. This little factoid may not be alarming in and of itself (unless you’re a female barnacle), but there’s more to it than that. They can also control the size and shape of said appendage like a girthy accordion, and scientists have even found that barnacles can grow new penises every year (they tend to snap off in rough seas) in a way that’s specific to the environment they currently occupy. For instance, barnacles that are spaced far apart will grow stretchier penises, those that are exposed to constant waves will be wider for extra durability, and so on.

Something like that would definitely come in handy when you need to use the bathroom but don’t want to leave your seat in the movie theater. And also for defending yourself when the management attempts to have you removed.

“To Find Love, the Barnacle Grows a Stretchy, Accordion-Like Penis,” Discover, discovermagazine.com

The pistol shrimp (family Alpheidae) comes equipped with a modified, oversized claw that isn’t just for show. It can clamp shut with such velocity that the resulting shockwave can raise the surrounding water temperature to 7,000 degrees Fahrenheit and actually kill nearby fish. Thankfully they’re rather small, but that doesn’t stop them from being a major source of underwater noise pollution, to where their incessant snapping interferes with sonar communications.

Now if we can just get these crafty crustaceans to do our bidding, we’d have an ingenious way of sending enemy submarines into the rocks with perfectly plausible deniability. Hey, stop staring. It certainly wouldn’t be the stupidest plan the military has ever come up with.

“Incredible Slo-Mo Footage of the Pistol Shrimp’s Devastating Attack,” Gizmodo, gizmodo.com

“Penis fencing” isn’t just an activity for high school locker rooms and/or federal penitentiaries. Those words also accurately describe the mating behavior of many types of flatworms. Species like . . . I swear to God this is its name . . . Pseudobiceros hancockanus have evolved phalluses that are hard and sharp, and the worms can wield them both offensively and defensively. And since these animals are hermaphrodites, the actual sex basically involves two lower life forms stabbing the crap out of one another.

Which doesn’t sound altogether different from what I imagine at least a few of Billy Bob Thornton’s six marriages were like.

“World’s Weirdest: Flatworm Penis Fencing,” National Geographic, nationalgeographic.com

The fish in the family Triglidae are called “gurnards,” which is supposed to be an approximation of the grunting croaks they make when removed from the water by disappointed fishermen. They’re also referred to as sea robins, by people who apparently have never seen a bird before in their lives. Different species range from looking like mutated frogs with wings to huge armored insects (neither of which keeps seafood enthusiasts from finding them delicious), but the one thing all of them have in common is the pectoral fins on either side of their bodies, which have evolved into six spidery “legs.” These spiny appendages allow them to stir up the dirt for scraps and scuttle along the ocean floor in a very un-fishlike manner, thereby accomplishing the nearly impossible task of making them even more abominable.

Remember that scene in the 1982 remake of The Thing, where the guy’s severed head sprouts legs and somebody says, “You gotta be f***ing kidding”? It’s pretty much like that, but much better when coated with flour and fried in olive oil.

“Aspitrigla cuculus (Linnaeus, 1758),” Habitas, habitas.org.uk

Tangs, a family of fish (Acanthuridae) that includes Dory from Finding Nemo, are also known as surgeonfish because of the scalpel-like blades on either side of their tails. They have the ability (which we can only hope gets some screen time in one of the sequels) to whip these improvised switchblades out at a moment’s notice and shank you like a convict in the prison yard.

So that’s why she’s always so “forgetful.” She’s clearly playing dumb to avoid being implicated in any number of ongoing murder investigations.

All Stings Considered: First Aid and Medical Treatment of Hawaii’s Marine Injuries by Craig Thomas, MD, and Susan Scott

Sport fishing is a lot of fun. At least until the thing at the end of your line skewers you like a cocktail olive. For example, in 2015 there was a man-killed-by-angry-swordfish incident in which a charter boat captain in Hawaii shot a spear gun into a 6-foot specimen. In response, the swordfish launched itself at the captain and successfully lodged its spear into his upper chest.

The fish then presumably exclaimed, “I think he got the point!” and, when nobody laughed, sighed and swam away in a huff.

“Swordfish Kills Fisherman Who Was Trying to Catch It in Hawaii,” CNN, cnn.com

A stingray in Florida launched itself out of the water and onto a boat where it killed a fisherman by stabbing him in the heart. And if you’re grumbling right now about the extra expense of having to buy a bulletproof vest just to go fishing, you needn’t bother with all of that. Because two years later another ray hurled itself onto another boat, and killed a woman purely with the force of the impact.

So far, the best precaution you can take with regard to fishing in Florida is to buy a motorhome and drive to Wisconsin.

“Stingray Leaps into Boat, Stings Florida Man in Heart,” National Geographic, nationalgeographic.com; “Woman Killed as Stingray Leaps into Boat in U.S.,” Telegraph, telegraph.co.uk

Moby-Dick tells the fantastic tale of a one-legged man’s quest for vengeance against a particularly dickish sperm whale. But the story may not be all that fantastic after all, considering the antisocial antagonist was based on a real-life albino whale with an even more potentially offensive-sounding name: Mocha Dick. The nonfiction version gained much renown in the days of yore for being much larger than the average whale, as well as for sinking ships out of pure spite. Also, Mocha Dick is said to have had multiple harpoons sticking out of its back—the result of many failed attempts to bring the grumpy leviathan to heel.

So, if the purchase of a DVD that includes the words Mocha Dick in the title happens to show up on your credit card statement, just tell your wife that you’re a big fan of whaling history.

“Was There a Real Moby Dick?” New Bedford Whaling Museum, whalingmuseum.org

Every year a place called Christmas Island (off the coast of Australia) is overrun with red crabs (Gecarcoidea natalis). They don’t just scuttle onto the beach, drop a few eggs, and call it a day. When mating season rolls around, 40–50 million of these carnally motivated crustaceans will advance steadily inland, shutting down traffic and causing residents to shelter in their homes. Sustaining themselves partially on human trash, they’ll spend the next few weeks having terrifying crab sex and then finally return to shore to spew their eggs into the sea.

So if you’re planning a vacation to Christmas Island and notice the rates are inexplicably cheap during one particular part of the year, now you’ll know what’s up. Don’t be a sucker.

“Red Crab Migration,” Christmas Island Tourism Association, christmas.net.au

Octopus tentacles can act autonomously even after being severed from the main body of the animal. They will wriggle and squirm for a disconcertingly long time, all by their lonesome, and this fun fact is the reason why about a half dozen people who enjoy eating raw octopus die every single year in South Korea, where the dish is served in restaurants.

They say this is because the tentacles are getting caught in people’s throats, but we can’t completely rule out the possibility that some of them are wrapping their suckers around kitchen knives and having protracted knife battles with the customers.

“Octopus Arms Found to Have ‘Minds’ of Their Own,” National Geographic, nationalgeographic.com; “World’s Most Dangerous Foods,” Travel + Leisure, travelandleisure.com
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