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Chapter 1
 
It’s been six months since her death and I still can’t figure out why I get this sense of peace every time I come here.
Here… 
As in this beautiful shoreline along the beach.
Here… 
As in the place my wife drowned.
It all started with a kiss – a sweet kiss that tasted like agave nectar. A kiss which had opened the door to infidelity and ultimately Sirena’s suicide.
It was not long after this betrayal that I drove my wife into the sea.
She launched her coral blue Nissan right into the Atlantic.
I should’ve seen that coming. The signs were there but I was too drunk, too egotistical, and too deep in lust to care.
Lust with a capital ‘C.’
Carmela. 
The moment I let her wrap her lips around mine, I knew I had made a mistake. 
She was hard to resist.
Caramel skin. Big sugary dark Puerto Rican eyes. Chocolate brown hair.
If Godiva made a woman, it would be her.
There was not an inch on her body that wasn’t perfect. Not an inch I didn’t savor. Now the only lingering tastes on my tongue are wine and regret. Usually a combination of both. And no matter how many bottles I’ve killed in the half year since Sirena’s death, I still can’t seem to drown out my disgust with myself.
Nor can I shake this weird sense of calm at the site of her watery grave. I feel it every time I come here. It’s a distinct stillness, an undeserved calm, a warmth within me. Yet this sensation doesn’t make sense since it was my fault she died. 
Sane people don’t find peace after being the cause of someone’s death.
Perhaps Sirena hadn’t been the only one losing their mind. 
If only cheap sex could quell the pain of heartache. There was no love with Carmela. Only sexual opportunity. She came at the exact wrong time in my life. As the district manager for all of the GameGlobes in the Southeast, she was in charge of a territory stretching from Miami to Atlanta. 
She was also my boss.
It was her responsibility to see that each store in her district was performing to corporate standards. When she visited my store, she checked on more than just the store’s performance. 
She’d normally show up late, right about when the mall was closing. We’d go over a few minutes’ worth of paperwork, then we’d drop the front gate, cut the lights, pound a bottle in the back office and tear each other’s clothes off. Trust me when I say she could go all night. 
Carmela had the stamina of a boxer.
The betrayal started last fall. GameGlobe was holding its annual initiatives meeting at the Hard Rock Casino in Fort Lauderdale. Some forty employees were in attendance, comprised of general managers, assistant managers, and a handful of district managers – DMs as we call them in the industry. Carmela being one of them.
Picture a conference room of professionals, gathered to discuss initiatives for the upcoming shopping holiday. The DMs taking turns, going over the usual rhetoric: gift card promotions, the slew of new Xboxes and PlayStations, the latest first-person shooter, blah, blah, blah.
There’s really only so much talking about third-quarter earnings a guy can take before a goddess like Carmela comes in and lights up the room like a solar flare. The way she walks, the way she carries herself, it’s disarming. She exudes lust like a sexual EMP and any man caught within a fifty foot radius surrenders to her charms.
As she stood up there, rattling on about gift cards, warranties and quarterly goals, those penetrating coffee brown eyes of hers locked with mine and I surrendered too. Something deep inside told me that night we would be focused on things other than boosting GameGlobe’s earnings.
Three tequila shots later, we were making out just outside her hotel room. Tongue deep in that sweet agave nectar kiss that started it all. Once we slipped inside her room and raided her minibar, all bets were off.
Along with our clothes.
With just one drunken decision, I let my weaknesses overcome me. I opened Pandora’s box, got a taste of the forbidden fruit, ruined my marriage and inadvertently sent the only woman who ever truly loved me to an aquatic death.
Go me.
As I stand here, looking out into the Atlantic, at the very spot Sirena disappeared, I mentally punch myself for being such a fuck-up.
When I first met her I had been vacationing in Siesta Key. It was late at night. I had just gone through a nasty breakup, so I was drinking – just like I always do when I feel the need to sulk – when I saw something on the shore. With only the moonlight to illuminate the beach, it was hard to tell what that something was. 
Turns out that something was Sirena, soaking wet and very unconscious.
Surprisingly, I was able pull off administering CPR. My breath might have reeked of booze, but it saved her life. She coughed up a ton of saltwater, and then held onto me for dear life repeating you saved me, you saved me over and over. Apparently she and some friends were on a boat that capsized in the middle of the Gulf, and she miraculously swam all the way back to shore.
How she did that is a mystery to this day.
It was the stuff of movies. 
Not long after that we fell in love and got married.
Not long after that I fell more in love with my job.
Not long after that Sirena’s importance took a backseat to my career.
I had put my work ahead of our relationship, distanced myself from her needs, and eventually drove her into a depression so deep, that it affected her physically, manifesting itself in the form of ichthyosis vulgaris and halitosis – she had patches of skin that looked like fish scales and breath that smelt like sun-ripened tuna. Weird, considering she never ate seafood.
Neither of which helped to turn me on. 
And the worse those two conditions became, the less attracted I was to her, and the less she wanted to treat the problem.
It was a spiral of death for our marriage.
What really expedited things was her desire for us to have a kid.
In our second year of marriage, Sirena begged me to get her pregnant, often reminding me that her biological clock was ticking – which I told her was stupid since she was in her twenties. Twenty-eight to be exact. At least that’s what she told me. That’s what her driver’s license said.
But she promised she was older, like way older. 
She seemed convinced that she had to bear a child or her world would end. These particular conversations were overly emotional in my opinion, often ending with her locking herself in the bathroom for one of her marathon bathing sessions.
Like hours in the tub. Like I could’ve watched Titanic twice, and she’d still be in there… bathing… brooding.
Laundromats used less water than we did.
When she’d finally allow me in, we’d spend the next hour talking about my career, rehashing her nagging desire for kids again, and her age issue.
At the time I blew these conversations off as just another chick thing. Probably inspired by too many hours of watching bad daytime talk shows drone on about fertility timelines, aging, and early menopause. I couldn’t help but brush off the whole thing. I didn’t see the rush. I was more worried about her mental state.
Rightly so. 
She did kill herself.
Still, she was plenty convinced that her biological clock was on countdown mode, and one day, when I was finally fed up with the nonsense, I sat her down and told her to relax. I told her that I would give her a child…after my next promotion.
“That’s not good enough,” she cried. “Don’t you understand, Bryan?”
I didn’t because she was talking crazy.
“If won’t you give me a child soon, I’ll have to leave you.”
“Is that a threat?” I asked, but her response was more crying. More muffled you don’t understand, you just don’t understand.
I didn’t.
When she finally came up for air, she told me that she would have to go back home.
“Home?” I asked with a laugh. “As in? What was that place called again–” 
“Pheia.”
Pheia. 
I remember the first time she mentioned Pheia and I told her I’d never heard of it. 
“I know,” she said. “Most people haven’t.”
When we married, her only true form of identification was a weathered birth certificate apparently from this mysterious island off the coast of Greece. The document looked like it had been through the washer several hundred times. Honestly, the Constitution had seen better days than this thing.
Sirena had to go to great lengths to get it, since it was from another country and all. Bastards made her go to Greece to pick it up. She didn’t want me to come. Claimed her family was incredibly introverted and did not take to outsiders well.
She left without me and came back a week later with her birth records and a shiny new Florida Driver’s license (since she lost everything at sea). 
It wasn’t until her increasing irrationality that I decided to do a little research into her mystical homeland, and that’s when I found out why no one’s ever heard of Pheia–
Because it’s been underwater since the 6th century! 
When I confronted her about forging a phony birth certificate and making up a wild story about her heritage, she became irate. Not only had Sirena been slumping into a worsening depression, but it was obvious she really was losing her mind. 
Still, she stuck to her story. Said that’s where she was from and where she was going if I didn’t give her a child.
As time went on, things worsened. She’d wake me up in the middle of the night, sweating and crying. When I asked her what the hell was wrong, she told me she was reverting. 
Reverting?
To this day I still don’t know what the hell that meant, but I do remember her skin rashes had gotten worse and her breath more repulsive – which made Carmela all the more attractive to me.
Not long before her death, Sirena went on about something else.
She told me that me she had now given up all hope and that “the feeding was coming.” That they were coming. That they were going to wipe us all out.
Reverting? The feeding? Pheia?
Sure, I loved her, I was trying to be understanding, be the good husband (aside from my rampant adultery). But between her physical and mental issues, enough was enough. She was getting nutty and the crazy shit-talk was getting old.
I told her that I was getting her professional help.
That’s when she turned to me, stared me down with those stony blue eyes of hers, and said, “Why do you want to fix me, when I’m not broken?”
Then she kissed me and it tasted like sardines. 
“You’re the one who’s broken, Bryan.” She ran a finger across my lips and said, “I hope she can save you the way I wanted to.”
Somehow, Sirena had found out about Carmela.
Maybe it was a classic case of lipstick on my collar. Perfume on my suit. Or maybe she just figured out that working late wasn’t all about working late.
Somehow she found out, and that was the last time I saw Sirena alive.
Her car was found just off the shore a few miles south of Fort Lauderdale. When they pulled her Nissan from the Atlantic, it was empty.
Her body was never found.
That was six months ago and I haven’t stop blaming myself since. My new monthly ritual has been to drive to that spot on the beach and throw flowers into the ocean.
Her saltwater grave.
Today, as I stare out into the ocean, I’m half tempted to join her. Everything that ever mattered before means shit to me now. I let the only woman who ever loved me fall apart and kill herself. 
Today, I’m holding a bouquet of Peruvian lilies. Turns out, they are a symbol of devotion. A symbol of trust in an everlasting bond.
Turns out, they were also her favorite flower.
Tonight I’ve got to work the overnight shift at the mall. Inventory. Then, after we close I’m going to drink – which is not different than any other night. Worst-case scenario I’ll fall asleep in the back office.
I toss the bouquet into the ocean, blow her a kiss and turn back towards my car.
And that’s when I hear Sirena’s voice in my head. 
I hear it every time I come here to pay my respects to her. This voice is usually preceded by a sharp pain to the temples, sometimes behind the eyeball or along the side of my head. 
Episodic migraines.
Her death has manifested itself into vicious, mind-numbing, headaches with a message in the form of Sirena’s voice whispering phrases into my brain such as, I still love you. 
I still want you. 
I’ve reverted, but it’s all ok now.
Reverted as in died. I get it.
One time she even whispered something eerie. Something that made my skin crawl: Join me at the bottom.
And she said it again.
Join me at the bottom.
Being able to hear her tells me that perhaps her insanity was contagious – which, if that’s the case, then I totally deserve it for all the pain I caused her.
As much as I want to wallow and sulk in my own self-disgust, that sense of peace prevails. But this time that voice in my head says something different.
This time Sirena says, tonight is the feeding.
Tonight they come for everyone.
The voice passes through my brain like a ghost, taking with it that sense of peace, and I’m left staring out at the darkening sky above Sirena’s watery home.
The home I sent her to.
There’s a liquor store on the way to the mall. I’ll need it to get me through tonight. 
Just as I do every night.
Maybe it’ll drown out her voice.
Maybe it’ll drown out my remorse.
Maybe… but probably not.
 



Chapter 2
 
There’s the sound of someone knocking on the door.
Is this a dream?
The knocking intensifies to pounding. The doorframe rattles now.
My eyes flutter open. 
“PLEASE! OPEN THE DOOR!”
The first things to come into focus are my pair of beloved Nikes. Keep them hung above my desk. A constant reminder of the one thing I still have left that gives me pleasure in my life – running.
Aside from drinking, running is my other coping mechanism.
Something wet slides down my cheek, and I look down at my desk, where I’ve left a lake of saliva.
“WE KNOW SOMEONE IS IN THERE!”
I wipe away the drool, rub my eyes, try to shake off the grogginess. Feels like I chugged a pint of Nyquil. But it wasn’t Nyquil I drank; it was Merlot. My screensaver bounces around the screen – it’s the cover of a Prodigy album, Fat of the Land – my running soundtrack. My power music.
If only life had a power song that could get you through the little hells of everyday. Get you through those bleak moments when you have about as much self-respect as a bucket of chum.
The incessant knocking continues.
Who the hell is that? 
I stand up, but being somewhat uncoordinated and still a little drunk, I inadvertently knock over a ceramic picture frame Sirena had given me on our first anniversary.
It falls in slow motion –
Then explodes like a ceramic grenade. I brush aside the pieces, sparing the photo inside from getting marred. It’s a picture of her and I. Our trip to Nassau. I had proposed to her on the beach in front of a group of German tourists who, after much applause, took us in as their own. Schooled us on drinking. Oktoberfest in July. We drank pilsners out of coconuts, made love in a sauna, and almost missed our cruise ship home.
That was an awesome week.
How did I get so far off track with her?
What caused her to snap?
Another barrage of knocking. The way they’re knocking, I’m wondering if it’s an ex-employee coming back for an old paycheck or a customer that’s having a mental breakdown over his PlayStation not working.
Wait a minute.
The store has been closed for hours.
Who the hell could be knocking at this hour? 
This is what sucks about retail – the overnight shifts. Pushing around corporate initiatives before the next sales day. The CEO can dictate any little plan he wants at 5 p.m., but it’s lower level management chumps like me that are here until 5 a.m. executing those plans.
I really need to change careers.
Carmela would hate me.
She already does.
Bossing me around is her only salvation, her only form of retribution, especially since I told her it was over following Sirena’s death.
Naturally, Carmela didn’t give two shits about that. She’s a woman who gets what she wants, whether it’s corporately driven or carnally driven. 
When I told her about Sirena’s death, all she told me was that she was sorry to hear that.
Followed by, “What are you doing this Saturday? I’m going to be in town conducting an audit.”
When I told her that she was the worst thing that ever happened to me and our pseudo-relationship was over, she told me I would regret those words.
What was she going to do? Memo me to death? Fire me? 
Like any of that matters–
“Please!” a woman screams. “We see a light on! If someone is in there, please open up!”
The cheap plastic clock on the wall tells me it’s 11 a.m.
Whoops. We were supposed to open an hour ago. 
But whoever is knocking on the door, is doing so as if their life depended on it.
Ok, either a customer or an employee.
But how did they get in? I dropped the gate.
Or did I? 
“PLEAAAASSEE!!!” The way this woman screams tells me she’s probably not shopping for a PlayStation.
And I definitely don’t recognize her voice. She’s not one of my employees.
And she’s not Carmela.
And this voice is not in my head. 
The doorknob shakes and I cautiously peer through the peephole. There’s a young blonde woman, probably nineteen or twenty, chubby, wearing a UCF sweatshirt. She’s glancing over her shoulder, antsy. With her fingers spread wide, she smacks at the door.
“Don’t you have master keys or something?” The woman asks someone standing next to her – someone I can’t see.
“Mija, I don’t have keys to every door in the mall,” a man answers. “We don’t get copies of keys for interior doors like this one. Only the tenants have those.”
She puts her hands over her face like she wants to cry. Chants, “ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod. I can’t believe this is happening.”
“Move. Let me try,” he says.
Now the man comes into view. Fifties. Balding. Hispanic. Thick bronze skin. He’s wearing a black polo with the words SunCrest Mall. Must be one of the new maintenance guys. As he pulls his face close to the peephole, his head elongates. Kind of reminds of me of a grouper.
“Mr. Combs,” he says, “If you’re in there, please open up!” 
The woman looks over her shoulder once more, flinches, and then whispers, “Pedro,” another shifty glance towards the front of the store, “One of those things is here.”
Pedro spots what she’s talking about then, whispers to me through the door, “Mr. Combs please… you have to open the door.”
“We can’t go back out the front.”
“Mr. Combs?” Pedro sounds like he’s about to cry now. “Pleeeeaaaseee.”
Well, they don’t look like they are going to rob me. But I grab a pair of scissors off my desk just in case.
“Alright,” I say though the door. “But I’m still not sure how you guys got into the store.”
“You left the gate open,” Pedro says. “Now please open up. We don’t want your money. I fucking promise.”     
The young woman starts to jump up and down like she’s got to piss. Tears slide down her cheeks. “Pleeaaaase,” she whimpers as she looks over her shoulder yet again. “Pleaassseee. Oh god.”
Something tells me I should let them in, even though I haven’t got the foggiest idea what the hell is going on.
“Ok, but no cute stuff. I know jiu-jitsu,” I say as I tighten my grip around my scissors… the only lousy weapon in my office.
Even though most of our business is done with credit cards, we still have a safe – and this is just another reminder of why I should keep a can of mace stocked back here.
“It disappeared,” the woman tells Pedro.
“Mr. Combs, open the fucking the door, already,” Pedro says. “Please!”
Not sure what’s going on, but I will have a long conversation with mall management about Mr. Pedro’s language. 
They’ll hire anyone these days.
“Fine,” I say as open the door – and the two of them nearly knock me over as they rush inside. 
Pedro slams the door behind him and presses himself against it.
For a second I regret the logic of my wine-soaked brain. I lost a friend in a robbery who did something as equally dumb as I just did. Why the hell did I let–
Pedro spins on his heels, looks through the peephole. Sweat slides down his temples as if he had been in the sun all day.
“Is it still out there?” the young woman asks him.
I suddenly feel like I’m invisible. I tuck the pair of scissors in my pocket.
Pedro shakes his head. “I dunno,” he says with a thick Spanish accent. “Fucking things move too quick.”
“What things?” I ask and they both turn to me now, staring at me as if somehow asked a stupid question.
Pedro’s eyes fall to the wine bottle, then back at me. He makes a weird face, his mouth squaring off as if he smells something really bad. I sniff the air myself wondering if the office stinks. I did forget to empty the trash the other–
“Did you sleep here?” he asks me.
“What?”
He sniffs the air. “Smells like you did.” Sniffs again and gestures with his hands as if trying to distinguish the exact scent. “Smells kinda stuffy.”
Jesus, is this guy a bloodhound?
“Um. Yeah, I did,” I say. “Not the first time.”
“Why?”
“I had to do inventory last night.”
“Is that why the gate was left open?”
I make a face myself as I suddenly remember that I had opened it between 2 a.m. and who knows when. “I sometimes go for walks when no one is here.”
“But the alarms?”
“Yeah, your boss, Arman, gave me the code,” I say and I don’t know why I’m telling him this. 
Oh yeah, it’s because my brain is working as efficiently as a gas engine that was fed diesel. 
“Interesting,” Pedro says with his chin up. 
With that one word, I realize he’s probably going to speak to mall management.
“Well thank god he left it open!” The young woman says as she wipes the drying tears off her face. “Otherwise we’d be fucking prunes like the rest of those people out there!”
“And who are you?” I ask still wondering if this might just be some weird dream brought on my choice in cheap wine and my deep-seated sense of regret.
“Stacy.”
“Well may I ask you both, what exactly is going on?”
But before anyone can answer…
Something else answers for them.
Something piercingly loud.
A shrill, trumpeting sound, reminding me of the rumbling cries that elephants make.
Our heads snap in the direction of the noise – it’s definitely close to the door.
“Um,” I say, “What… the hell… was that?”
“We’ve got to go.” Pedro paces and throws fist in the air. “Of all of the goddamn offices!”
“What?”
“We picked the one that doesn’t have an exit!”
I shrug. “That’s because we get all of our deliveries via UPS. So what?”
“So, we can’t get out of the fucking mall!” Pedro says.
“And why would we need to get out of the mall?”
“Because they are out there, that’s why!”
Not following, I shake my head in frustration. “I might be seriously hung-over,” I laugh, “in fact I know I am, but I am going to get to the bottom of this–”
Pedro grabs me and shoves me against the wall so hard, my teeth rattle. His brown eyes widening now as if he’d stuck his finger into a light socket. “Don’t you open that door, you hear me.”
Now I really regret letting these two nut-jobs inside. 
Although…
I still have the scissors–
“Calm down.” Stacy puts her hand on his shoulder.
Pedro stays locked on me for a moment. His nostrils flaring open wide, so wide I can see his forest of nose hairs. 
“Are you going to rob me?” I ask.
“If I wanted to, I would have. I told you we don’t want your fucking money.”
“How do you know I didn’t press the panic button already?”
“I don’t, but it doesn’t matter if you did.”
“Why?”
“Because no one would’ve answered!” He snorts, then pushes me away, throwing his hands up in the air. “Estamos jodidos!”
“What does that mean?”
“It means we’re fucked.” Stacy wipes fresh tears from her eyes. “Did you hear about that light show?”
“Uh...” I search both of their faces as if they might be able to clue me in. “I don’t know anything about a light show.”
“South Beach?” she asks.
I shake my head.
“Were you under a rock for the last twelve hours? It’s been all over the news.”
More like under the influence. Besides, how many people really watch the news between 11 p.m. and 11 a.m.?
“I was working.”
Pedro snorts as he laughs. “Working? Right. And I’m fucking Chinese.”
“Anyway – the light show. What about the light show?”
Stacy gestures to my computer, “May I?”
I extend a hand.
Stacy pulls up YouTube. Finds an amateur video of South Beach at night. A crowd of people line the shore, staring up at the sky, where several hundred twinkling, star-like objects circle in crazy, random patterns. 
“What are those?” I ask, pointing at screen.
“Just keep watching,” she tells me.
The crowd oohs and ahhs, and then several jets fly over their heads towards the twinkling things.
The jets open fire. White flashes fill the screen. Horizontal lines everywhere. Explosions. The twinkling things… seem to be firing back. 
More explosions. 
The oohs and ahhs become frantic screams. 
Horrifying screams. 
Hysteria ensues. It’s a mob scene, people scrambling in every direction as the battle erupts overhead. 
The footage gets real shaky.
There’s a lot of cursing.
A lot of oh god, oh god–
And then this shrill scream.
And then blackness.
“Look at that,” Pedro says as he touches the view count just under the video window.
300 million.
“The whole fucking country watched this video.”
Stacy turns back to me. “People on the beach thought they were watching some kind of light show, or some sort of celestial anomaly. But they weren’t. They were being drawn towards the lights like moths.”
“Moths to a flame,” Pedro says, “that’s right.” Seems that every time Pedro speaks, he sprays me with spittle.
“What the hell were those things?” I ask. “You sure they weren’t fireworks?”
“Fireworks don’t chase people down and kill them, Mr. Combs.” 
“It’s Bryan.”
He waves his big hand in my face dismissively and paces the room. If he were a baseball player, I’m sure he would’ve made a great catcher.
“What about aliens?” I ask, though I don’t believe in such things.
“I don’t think so,” Stacy says as her eyes hit the floor.
“Those were not aliens.” Pedro peeks through the peephole again.
“Then what were they then?”
“Los pendejos del mar!” Pedro says through gritted teeth. “Assholes of the sea.”
Stacy types away at my computer. Pulls up tons of websites. “They’re calling them Mer-men.” She taps at the screen. 
Pedro and I close in to get a better look of what she’s pointing out – a fuzzy picture of a dark figure, wearing some sort of suit, very reminiscent of early diving suits. Only the helmet is not as obtusely big – the helmet reminds me more of a gas mask–
A sharp, stabbing pain hits me right behind the eye. I get them when I drink too much, which is often.
I cup my eye socket and Pedro takes notice. “What’s wrong with you?”
“Migraine.”
“I wonder why,” he says picking up the wine bottle. “Your boss know?”
“I am the boss.” I let out a little laugh.  
Pedro curls his upper lip, the way a junkyard dog would if it wasn’t sure if it was going to bite you or not. 
“It’s a joke,” I say, but his expression doesn’t change. “Actually my boss is pretty aware of my drinking habits.”
I take out my cell phone and start dialing.
“What are you doing?” Pedro asks.
“What does it look like?” I say holding up my phone. “I’m calling the cops.”
“You think we haven’t tried that yet?” Stacy asks.
I shrug.
“We can’t get service,” Pedro says. “The towers must be down or something.”
“I’ve got AT&T,” I say this as if it should mean something to Pedro, but he simply folds his arms across his man boobs and gives me this paternal look. “I’ve got like the best coverage in the world, guy.”
“Verizon. AT&T. T-Mobile. They’re all down!” Pedro takes out his phone and sticks it in my face. “See for yourself. I’ve got no bars. No 3G. No 4G. Nothing!”
I check my phone. He’s right. There’s no service. 
“Fucking thing is just an expensive flashlight at this point,” Pedro says as he shoves his phone back in his pocket.
I pick up my landline phone and Pedro scowls at me.
“We tried that too,” he says. “No service!”
He’s right. There’s not even a dial tone.
“Ok.” I put my hands up in surrender. “This is a joke, right? My DM put you guys up to this.”
“DM?” Stacy asks. “What the hell is a DM?”
“DM,” I say, “as in District Manager. The big boss lady. Carmela?”
Blank expressions on both their faces.
“She sent you guys to screw with me, right?” My eyes fall to the bottle of wine. “Or to bust me per the will of her higher ups? She has it out for me now.”
Pedro moves like he’s going to knock me out – but instead grabs a hold of my bicep like it’s a squeeze toy – and the way he’s squeezing, I feel like squeaking. 
He leans in close, like personal bubble close, and says, “Look, maricon, this is not a fucking joke”– his blue cheese smelling breath wafts up my nose–“Those things out there want to fucking eat us.” He squeezes harder and the pain in my arm makes my headache jealous. “Are you tracking with me?”
Wincing, I give in with a nod.
“Then drop that smug look of yours and help us.”
He releases me and I let out a gasp. Jesus, the man’s got the grip of a coconut crab.
“Is there another way out of here?” Stacy asks me.
“No,” I say rubbing my arm.
Pedro’s humungous eyes roll up towards the ceiling. “How about up there? Maybe hop the walls?” Judging by the size of Pedro’s gut, I’d guess that rock climbing is not one of his hobbies, so it seems like a silly question. He smacks the back wall as he says, “I know there’s an access hallway that runs behind your store. Leads right to the dumpsters.”
 “I don’t know if you noticed, but I haven’t got a ladder. Besides, even you should know that’s a firewall.”
“HELP!” someone shouts from the other side of the door.
Stacy looks through peephole, “Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod!”
“What now?” I ask. 
This time, I push her out of the way, and take a look for myself. There’s a blonde guy, college age, rushing between the aisles of video games. 
“SOMEBODY HELP!” He’s headed right for us.
I look past him, towards the store entrance – there’s nothing there.
The guy smacks on the door – whump, whump, whump.
“IS THERE ANYBODY THERE?”
Pedro shoves me aside, sees the kid, then looks to me, “We gotta let him in.”
I shrug. “Sure, let’s keep this prank going. I’ll bite.”
Whump, whump, whump.
Pedro stares me down like he wants to eat me, then throws open the door–
The kid plows into me, and we both crash on the floor. I feel my lower back pop. I groan as Pedro pulls him off me. 
“You ok?” Stacy asks.
“Yep,” I say, “But my tailbone – not so much.”
“I was asking him!”
The kid nods. He’s covered in sweat. Looks like he just got out of the gym. He leans forward, propping himself on his hands on his knees – gasping for breath.
“Take a minute, son,” Pedro says. “Relax.”
“Relax?” The kid shakes his head from side to side. “Relax? Are you kidding me?” Tears welling up in his eyes. “How can I relax when my little brother is dead? He was just a kid. They didn’t care. They sucked him dry! Right in front of me!” He slumps to his knees, sobbing. 
“I’m sorry.” Pedro puts a hand on his shoulder. “Son, what’s your name?”
He wipes his nose with his sleeve. “Trevor.”
“Well, Trevor, you are with friends now. And don’t worry. We are going to get out of this mess.”
“Oh really? How?” Trevor laughs sarcastically. “You got a sledgehammer? Cuz it looks like the only way out of here is back through that door. And fuck that–“
Something smashes against the door. It’s as if those ‘things’ heard us. 
Stacy grabs her face, and screams like she’s on fire.
The door makes an ugly noise and dimples inwards, like the lid of Jiffy Pop tray.
“JEE-SUS!” Pedro yells.
The hammering continues. Whatever is smashing into the door is either really big, really pissed, or both.
Pedro looks back at me, “You still think this is a joke, pendejo?”
“No, alright!” I say with a huff. “Now, you got any weapons on you?”
“If you consider a ring of keys a weapon, then yes, I’m fucking Rambo.”
“Forget it.” I move towards the desk. “Just help me push this in front of the door.”
He nods, and does as I ask. 
But there’s not much weight on the desk. Plus, the piece of crap is made out of press wood. It probably weights about thirty pounds. Pedro and I lean against it now, putting both of our bodies into it, but whatever’s on the other side is strong as hell. It rams against the door again, the shockwave travels through the door, through the table, into our bodies– 
And I slip.
“Bryan, get back up!”
Too late.
Can’t get to my feet fast enough.
The door blasts open.
The table rockets backwards.
Pedro is thrown against the back wall.
I stumble backwards and slam into something soft– 
Stacy.
We hear that piercing shrill again.
Then several black ropes shoot into the room, and latch onto the person closest to the door– 
Trevor. 
At the ends of these ropes are steel hooks as big as talons. They’re dug into Trevor’s body pulling his skin forward like it were made of taffy.
“JESUS!” Pedro screams behind us.
Something steps into the room now – it’s that same dark figure we saw in the video – six feet tall, dressed in an all-black wetsuit, wearing that gas mask head gear.  On the mask, a circular mouthpiece, like an old intercom speaker.
The black ropes are anchored to its chest and when they tighten Trevor is yanked to his feet. 
Something emerges from behind the thing’s head – but it’s not black – more a faded green, like kelp. It’s translucent and ribbed like a vacuum hose – and at the end, a ring of ... well… 
Teeth.
It rises up like a scorpion’s tail, and dives down, attaching itself to Trevor’s neck. 
Pedro charges at the thing, but with the reflexes of a cat, it whips one of those ropes free and smacks him across the face.
Meanwhile, the vacuum tube jiggles as fluid slides up from Trevor’s neck and disappears behind the thing’s back. His arms flail about like some marionette trying to escape its master. He seems suspended in animation, twitching erratically…
And shriveling.
It’s as if the hose were sucking the air out of him – or worse – the water.
The thing makes that shrill scream sound again, the ropes go limp, and Trevor’s withered body slumps to the floor. His eyeballs reduced to two black pits. His skin gray and folded. 
The black ropes retract into its chest, the thing takes another step into the room. No one says a word – frozen in place by our own individual levels of fear.
For a moment, the thing studies each one of us, as if deciding which one to dehydrate next– 
A chair goes flying – smacks it in the head. It recoils and shrieks.
“Fuck you, pendejo!”
And Pedro is already charging again, this time pushing the table towards the thing like a battering ram. He nails it, slamming into the thing’s waist. It buckles over top of the table, spreading its arms, bracing the impact. The ropes slide all around. Looks like there’s a pile of black racer snakes gone loose.
Pedro picks up my computer monitor and swats it across its head. 
Another shriek and then the black ropes come to life as if electrified – they shoot out in all directions, swiping mindlessly, slicing inches from Pedro’s body, as he continue to pummel the life out of its head – but the monitor makes for a terrible weapon – it’s disintegrating by the second.
As I watch Pedro beat the shit out of this creature, I’m half frozen in awe. 
Half in terror. 
Then the monitor falls apart. One of the hooks that had been dancing around Pedro like some cobra finally strikes. It connects with the side of his neck. He screams, and grabs the hook, and tries to yank it back out.
“HELP!” he shouts as another hook lodges in his shoulder. “FUCKING HELP ME!”
Jesus, what do I do?
I need a weapon, or something sharp.
Then I remember the scissors.
I pull them from my pocket, lunge forward, raise them above my head, and with one swipe, sink them into the side of the thing’s neck. It shrieks again – but this time in a higher pitch than before. 
The ropes go limp as it brings its hands to its neck in a vain attempt to hold back the fluid that’s now spurting out – and it’s not blood. 
It actually has no color. 
And it smells kind of like–
The creature goes nuts, whipping its body about. It rips the scissors out of its neck and lets out a violent scream. 
While it’s busy freaking out, I help Pedro yank the two hooks out of his skin, and we make for the far wall.
“Ohmygod,” Stacy says, cupping her mouth with her hands, “ohmygod, ohmygod.”
The thing shakes uncontrollably as it steps backwards, hands still pressed against its wound, the fluid spraying out all over the place. It retreats back into the store.
“You ok?” I ask Pedro, who’s cupping his neck as well. Blood slips between his fingers.
He shakes his head yes. “I don’t think he got my jugular.”
Stacy cringes as she asks, “how do you know it’s a ‘he’?”
“He. It. I don’t know what the fuck it is,” he says. “All I know is that I’m lucky he didn’t clip a vein.”
No one says anything for a moment, and we’re rewarded with eerie silence.
“You think it’s dead?” Stacy asks, her voice cracking.
I exchange glances with Pedro, gesturing that we should take a look. 
We creep towards the door and I snatch my scissors up from off the floor, ready in case the ropes come flying at us. But as we peek around the threshold, nothing swipes our faces.
The store is still.
The only noise we hear is not the whistling of the ropes, but the sound of splashing. 
We both look down and find ourselves standing in a puddle. A few feet away, the wet suit lies in a twisted bundle, like a used towel. The web of black ropes are strewn about. Sitting atop it, the creepy gas mask stares back at us. 
“Looks pretty dead to me,” Pedro says.
He’s right.
It isn’t moving, but I’ve got my trusty scissors ready in case it gets cute.
Pedro kicks at the shriveled suit. 
No response.
“Guess you popped the juice out of it,” he says with a chuckle.
I kneel down, touch the fluid, and rub it between my fingers. It’s not sticky, or gooey, or any other weird consistency I would’ve expected it to be.
“It ain’t juice.”
“Then what is it?”
I smell it. “I think it’s seawater,” I say looking up at him.
That snarl forms on Pedro’s face. His eyes get huge again. “Look,” he says, backing up.
I flinch, half expecting to find a rope headed for my face – but I see what Pedro’s looking at – the gas mask is moving, twitching as if something inside were trying to get free.
I glance back at Pedro and all he does is shrug. 
Guess it’s my turn to show some balls. 
Using the scissors I lift up the gas mask. There’s a quivering, translucent glob underneath, shivering like an animated slab of cranberry sauce. 
But it’s not cranberry. 
“What is that shit?” Pedro asks me.
“Well… it kind of looks like a jellyfish.”
“What kind is it?”
“I don’t watch Animal Planet, man. I have no clue.” I kick aside the gas mask and stab the jellyfish with the scissors. The quivering stops. Clear fluid empties out of it and it flattens like a deflated balloon. “And I’m not taking any chances either.” As I slide the jellyfish away a dozen long tentacles emerge from inside the suit. “I tell you what… this thing’s got some reach.”
“Maybe it’s not a jellyfish,” Stacy says under her breath.
“What?” I ask. “Sure looks like one.”
“Are you sure?”
“Um,” I say scratching my chin, “growing up in Florida, I’ve had my share of getting stung by jellyfish.” I point at the glob on the floor. “That’s a jellyfish.”
“Maybe. Maybe not.”
“Well what else would it be then?”
Stacy kneels closer, studies it. “It could be a siphonophore.”
“A what?” Pedro asks as he leans over her shoulder.
“A siphonophore.” She snatches a pen from the counter and inspects the creature. “They resemble jellyfish, but they’re not jellyfish. Related but very different.”
I shake my head. “Looks like a damn jellyfish to me.”
“Right, but a jellyfish is a single animal.” She pokes it with the pen and more fluid oozes out. “Siphonophores are made up of a colony of animals known as zooids. And each zooid has its own specialized function. Which in a way makes sense.”
As I watch her prod the jellyfish with such focus, I realize that she probably spends a lot of time alone at the campus library. 
“What do you mean?”
“Well, think about it,” she says, “it’s a suit full of saltwater and in its head is a collection of zooids that directs the motor movements and carries out cognitive functions.” She then points out the tentacles. “And those zooids that control the tentacles do all of the heavy lifting. Literally. They physically coordinate the creature’s movement.”
“How the hell do you know all this, chica?” Pedro asks in awe. “You studying to be a marine biologist or something?”
“Close. I’m actually a biology major… who just so happens to watch a lot of Animal Planet too.”
“And they’ve had shows on there about jellyfish puppeteers?” I ask.
“No, but they have had shows about siphonophores discovered on the ocean floor… specifically the Gulf of Mexico.”
“And they never mentioned this particular species?”
 “Think about it. The ocean’s pretty big. Like seventy percent of the earth big. There’s bound to be a lot of undiscovered animals floating around down there–”
Deep within the belly of the mall, we hear a woman scream.
Followed by that shrill scream again.
The three of us exchange glances.
Realization hits.
There’s definitely more than one of these things out there. 
“Ok, discovery time is over. We need to get moving,” I say as I step inside my office one last time. I grab my car keys, cell phone, and throw on my Nikes.
“The hell you doing? Changing shoes?” Pedro asks, cocking his head to the side. 
“Yeah. These babies have gotten me through a lot. Besides, something tells me we’re going to be running soon.”
Pedro digs out his necklace. On it is a big gold cross. “In times of need, I pray to a higher power,” he says as he holds it up and kisses it. “I wouldn’t put my faith in a pair of sneakers,” 
“Well they’ve been my only source of salvation,” I say as I tighten the laces. “Besides, I broke number seven on God’s top ten list of no-no’s, so I’m not so sure he’s going to bail me out on this one–” 
Another shrill scream. This time it sounds closer.
“I wonder how many more of these things are out there.” Stacy’s voice is starting to crack again.
“Who knows?” I say. “At least the power is still on, so we don’t have to move around in total darkness.”
As the words escape my lips, the power goes out.
The emergency lights kick on – which in my store, aren’t many.
Pedro looks at the lights, then at me. “Anything else you feel like jinxing?”
I’m about to retort with something smart – but the whirring roar of an engine cuts me off. Sounds like the world’s largest vacuum cleaner.
“What’s that?” Stacy asks.
“Maybe those siphonophores got driving permits,” I say.
As engine draws closer, Stacy’s question is answered.



Chapter 3
 
Out in the mall, something dark and thin – thin as a surfboard and about as long – floats by. On its underside, several blue-green lights cast eerie cones of light. The beams of light cut back and forth the way cop’s spotlights do when searching for a criminal. It’s also dragging something– 
Tentacles.
At least a hundred of them.
Pedro lets out a little groan and I share in his fear.
“W-w-what are we going to do?” Stacy is on the verge of crying, her tone shakier by the second… and getting louder. “With those things out there? What-what-what are we–”
Pedro grabs her, covers her mouth. “Shh… calm down, chica.”
One of the blue-green lights suddenly cuts a path into the store– 
We all duck and press our backs against one of the sales racks.
The beam of light dances just above our heads, tracing a slow and steady line horizontally across the store.
I’m suddenly having a hard time controlling my breathing. Fear is starting to take over. I know I’m not alone in this, because Stacy and Pedro’s breathing is just as shallow, just as rapid as mine.
They sound like they’ve been running marathons themselves.
I’m suddenly struck with blinding sharp pain. It shoots from my eyeball to the back of my head. I bring my fingers to my temples and grit my teeth.
“Another migraine?” Pedro whispers.
I nod.
“Well shake it off and stay focused, man. We’ve got bigger problems than a fucking headache.”
Stay focused? 
Kind of hard to do when you feel like you’ve got a screwdriver being shoved into your eye socket.
Followed by a voice.
Her voice.
Come join me.
I hear it clear as a phone conversation. I look to Pedro wondering if he heard it as well.
He frowns in response. “What?” he says, the corners of his mouth drooping downward.
Nope.
Just me.         
Come join me, Bryan.
Jesus. 
I am going crazy.
Just like Sirena. Her death has become my curse.
Her death should’ve meant I was free to pursue Carmela. Free to climb the corporate ladder. Free to be free.
But I’m far from that.
Instead I’ve become a prisoner of my own regret–
Pedro elbows me in the chest. Scowls. The words stay focused painted all over his face. He points towards the blue-green light as it pauses above the cash register counter, just inches away from where we are hiding.
Thankfully the pain in my head subsides. The impending migraine seems to float away just as quickly as it tried to surface.
Maybe the fear or the impending dread chased it away.
I feel a ripple of goose bumps coming to life as the sound of the engine moves inside the store.
Stacy looks like she wants to scream, but Pedro cups his hand around her mouth. He turns to me and whispers, “now what?”
I look around the room. I wish I had a gun hidden in the backroom. But we’re a video game store for God’s sake. Why would I ever have needed such a thing?
Oh yeah, for when the aliens show up.
Or the jellyfish people.
The blue-green light moves falls onto a fire extinguisher just off to our right. Then slides across the wall stopping at a cardboard figurine, guns drawn, advertising the next edition of a futuristic spy game.
“Well?” Pedro asks again.
The whir of the engine is coming up the left set of shelves. The blue-green lights cut everywhere now. 
I gesture towards the set of shelves on the right, we start to crawl, just as the engine is right on top of us–
Stacy drops her cell phone. It makes a clattering sound and the blue-green lights lock onto it.
“Oh God!” she screams as she breaks herself free from Pedro.
We barely make it around the corner of the shelves. I turn back in time to see the ship looming above. It’s shaped like an almond, but it’s not a nut, or a spaceship.
It’s some sort of flying sand dollar. 
At the center of its belly is a mouthpiece just like the one on the jellyfish man. From it comes that piercing signature scream of theirs, followed by several blue-green lights locking on the three of us.
The ship lowers itself and lets off another piercing shriek, followed by an explosion of tentacles. They encircle us like some blanket of doom. 
Another blinding blast of pain pierces my brain. I wince.
Come find me, Bryan.
The ship lets out another wail.
Then I hear Sirena’s voice again, I miss you.
I’m cold without you.

Several of those nasty vacuum hoses emerge. 
I know you can hear me.
Pedro grabs Stacy, covers her with his hairy arms, shielding her from what’s about to come next.
Bryan, I’m hidden from the world but not from you.
Amidst this chaos, our impending death, I’m hearing her voice crystal clear.
I’ve returned to the place from which I was born…
Maybe I’m having a God moment. 
From the place we were all born.
Maybe this is some spiritual ESP connection between her and I that I was never aware of.
Follow me to the water, and I will show you the truth.
Maybe she’s still alive.
Maybe she didn’t die after all, but faked her death in order to teach me a lesson. To have me realize how much I loved her.
Or maybe she is dead, and this ghostly voice is leading me to the body so I can finally get some closure.
Or maybe between the grief, the stress, and the hangover, I’ve finally cracked.
You know where to find me, Bryan.
There’s only one way to know.
The curtain of tentacles surround us, quivering like a wall of snakes getting ready to strike–
I snatch the fire extinguisher off the wall.
Pop the pin.
Roll onto my back.
Shove the spray nozzle into its mouthpiece, pull the trigger, and pump the entire contents inside. Then I take the extinguisher and hammer at the mouthpiece until it’s flat with rest of its body.
The thing goes ape shit. 
It pulls away, and whips about from side to side, shrieking as it  blasts through the front windows, zig-zags its way back into the mall, slams into the side of the escalator on the far side of the hall, crumples and drops to the ground.
I give Pedro and Stacy a hand and help them to their feet.
“You guys ok?” I ask.
“Yeah,” Pedro looks at her. “You?”
She nods her head.
“I thought we were fucking dead.” Pedro shakes his head in disbelief, then asks me, “How the hell did you know to do that with the extinguisher?”
“I didn’t.”
“Well then maybe God blessed those shoes of yours after all.”
I hold my hands up. “Let’s not get crazy. We’re still not out of the woods – or mall, yet.”
The room is still glowing and it’s not just coming from the emergency lights.
There are tiny blue-green glowing puddles everywhere. I kick one of these globs with my foot.
“I bet that’s algae,” Stacy says.
“What?” I ask.
“Bioluminescent algae. They have tons of it floating off the coasts of Puerto Rico.”
“She’s right,” Pedro says with a nod. “When I was a kid, I used to go diving off the coasts of Vieques. Stuff was everywhere. It’s a big tourist attraction.”
“Neat,” I say flatly. “Remind me to visit if we survive dealing with their well-evolved and pissed off parents.”
Stacy kneels down and touches the glob, marveling at it. Meanwhile I’m marveling at her. The kid wavers between hysterical and fascinated in record time.
“These things… they’re using the algae as their organic flashlights,” she says with a hint of awe. “Talk about an intelligent species,” 
“Yeah. Intelligent and wanting to suck face,” I say. “Let’s get the hell out of here already.”
“I’m with you on that, papa,” Pedro says with a stern nod. “What’s the plan?”
“The plan?”
Out in the mall, we hear several more of those trademark shrill screams. We lean past the safety of the shelving, and catch three more of those floating sand dollars patrolling. Blue-green lights swerving back and forth. Looks like a dance floor out there.
“The plan is… we’re going to run,” I say.
“Run?” Stacy asks.
“Yeah. We’re going to run like our asses are on fire. Like you’re in a marathon and the prize at the end is you get to wake up tomorrow and eat fucking pancakes with your family.”
Stacy’s eyes fall. “If they’re still alive.”
Pedro puts his hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure they’re ok, mija. We just got to get outta here, like the man said.”
Stacy nods, yet still seems unconvinced. Her gaze never leaves the floor. 
“So where are we running to?” Pedro asks me.
“I’m parked close to the Sears exit. That’s the closest exit I can think of, unless you know another way out?”
“That would be the closest exit. I’m parked clear at the other end of the mall.” Pedro looks at Stacy. “What about you?”
“I took the bus here,” she says. 
“Look, the entrance to Sears is a straight shot. I say we sneak out there, make sure those floaties are not nearby, and run,” I say. “Once inside, stick to the left. I’m parked on the south entrance.” 
The shrill screams creep into the store, but they sound further away. We glance outside and the sand dollar ships seemed to have disappeared. This is the main corridor of the mall, so it’s possible their search for people has taken them further away.
Hopefully in the opposite direction from where we are headed.
It’s odd how dim it is considering that it’s daytime. There are several sunroofs along the corridor, yet it’s almost dark as night out there. A few emergency lights provide some illumination but not enough to make a huge difference.
“Why’s it so dark out there? It’s around noon, right?”
“Man, that’s some good wine you got in there,” Pedro says and I’m confused. “Did you forget about the tropical storm that moved in overnight?”
I did.
Well.
More accurately, I didn’t care. Because why would that matter to me?
Storms are to Florida what earthquakes are to California. They just come with the territory.
“Whatever.” I take a deep breath. “You guys ready to do this?”
“Sure, but where exactly is your car?” Pedro asks.
“I always park in the same spot; it’s a straight shot. Just under the big oak tree.”
Under the big oak tree where Carmela and I would meet after work, do shots of whisky and screw in the backseat of my pimped out Chevy Camaro. I always kept a bottle in the glove compartment for our romp sessions. Naturally liquor helped to drown out my conscience. I had tinted windows, so no one could see us, but the possibility that someone could turned her on even more. 
She kept a pack of Marlboro Lights and a lighter in my car for those occasions when she said that I made her come like a waterfall. And if the sex was hot enough for her liking, she’d throw her legs across my lap, and fire up a cigarette.
For someone so concerned about fitness and health, she smoked a shit-ton of cigarettes in my car. 
Thinking about it, maybe that was the scent of my undoing.
The scent that Sirena picked up on, since I don’t smoke.
I glance down at my hand, at my missing wedding ring–
Pedro smacks my arm. “Hey!”
I look at him.
“The fuck’s wrong with you, nene?” Pedro asks with a snarl. “You keep drifting off to another world. Stay focused.”
“Sorry.” I fake a laugh. “Nerves.”
“Alright… but just don’t fall apart on us. I’d still like to get my fat ass to Vieques. ” 
I take another breath. I double-check my laces. Good and tight. “Now look – whatever you guys do, don’t look back.” I’m especially talking to Stacy because I have an unnerving feeling that she’s going to do the opposite. “Move quickly, but keep quiet. If all goes to shit, then I’ll give the word.”
“The word to do what?” Pedro asks.
“To start running. Got it?”
Pedro gives me a thumbs up.
“Got it…” Stacy says in a tone that’s completely unconvincing.
Running is the last resort of course. Might make a lot of noise. If we could just sneak our way into Sears as stealthily as possible, that would be ideal.
“Let’s do this,” I say as we creep towards the entrance to the store. I glance left, then right. No blue-green lights. No sand dollar ships. No jellyfish men. 
Either these things took off, or they’re just screwing with us. Regardless, we’ve got no choice. We’ve got to get outside, to the safety of my car, and this five hundred foot dash to Sears is the shortest route.
I gesture for Pedro and Stacy to stay close. The fact that it’s uber quiet is kind of getting to me. I almost prefer the creatures’ wacked out screams to this empty silence. 
At least then we know where the hell they are. 
At the end of the hall – first base – Sears. The channel letters above the entrance are barely illuminated by an emergency light. 
“Ohmygod,” Stacy whispers. “What’s all that?”
“All what?” I ask, but then I see what she’s pointing out – a river of shriveled bodies littering the hallway. There must be at least two hundred of them, crumpled up like piles of dirty laundry. I’m almost thankful for the dim lighting, sparing me from seeing the screams frozen on these poor peoples’ faces as they were dehydrated like human jerky.
“Let’s not end up like them, ok, mija?”
Stacy wipes at her eyes, shakes her head no.
“What’s wrong?” I ask.
“I can’t – I can’t – I can’t do it,” she says pulling back into the store. “I’d rather just stay here, until help comes.”
“Help’s not coming,” Pedro says.
“How do you know that?”
Pedro says nothing. Just stares at her.
He doesn’t know.
But we do know what happens if we sit around and wait. 
More of them might show.
“All we’ve got to do is make it inside,” I say, pointing towards Sears, “and we’ll be halfway there.”
More head shaking and tears. Stacy is quickly dissolving into a slobbering mess. “I’m sorry, I can’t. I’m scared. I mean, look at me,” she says as she tugs at her extra-large UCF sweatshirt. “I’m not exactly an athlete. I can’t run that fast.”
Something comes over me. I grab her by the collar and her eyes grow as big as moons. “We’re doing this. You stay, you die. Tu
comprende, chica?”
If I do survive this, maybe I’ll join Pedro. Work on my Spanish.
She wipes her face with her sleeve, sniffles, and shakes her head. Lets out a weak, “okaaaay.”
I turn to Pedro, “Let’s go.”
The spotlights provide little to no illumination. We step out cautiously into the main corridor. Thunder roars above us. Rain begins to pelt the sunroof glass. Sounds like there’s an entire marching band drumline above our heads.
We move swiftly, like rabbits hopping over logs – logs being dead people.
It’s weird.
I try not to look at them too closely, only enough that I don’t trip. Pedro and Stacy follow close behind me as we trek across this morbid obstacle course. 
My heart rams at the walls of my chest. We’re making good headway. We keep as close to the storefront entrances as possible so we don’t stick out. Then again, as dark as it is in here, if those things even have eyes, I’m not sure how good their eyesight is.
We keep moving, just a hundred feet away. I can hear Pedro huffing, and we’re not even jogging. Just strutting, speed walking, and then hopping. Little bunny hops over people withered up like dried mushrooms.
The Sears sign may as well be above the gates of heaven. Beyond them, freedom. We’ll jump in my car and get the hell out of here.
“Keep moving,” I whisper back to them, hoping that they don’t give up–
Just a few feet in front of me, one of the bodies comes to life. It gets to its feet and my first thought is – oh God, not zombies too.
No.
Not zombies.
The crappy light from the spotlights hits its face just right. 
It’s one of them.
Gas mask. Mouth piece. Dark goggles.
I’m sure if it could smile, it would be doing that. Guess these jelly-heads are smart too. It was laying there waiting for us.
Fucker.
I stop short in my tracks. Pedro and Stacy bump into me, mid-stride. They see it too. It shrieks, arms bowed, chest puffed. Thing looks like it just got back from the gym – it’s bigger than the other one we encountered.
Screams louder too. 
Screams as if to let his buddies know there’s fresh meat in the food court.
Several ropes fan out from its chest.
Stacy turns and bolts back to GameGlobe.
“Stacy!” Pedro calls after her – but the chick is faster than she let on. She’s bee-lining right for my shop.
Another scream, and the ropes rocket for us – but not before I charge in and stuff the scissors right into its windpipe.
It freaks, same as his buddy. Yanks the scissors out, emptying like a damn water balloon – and within seconds, he shrinks to the ground, reduced to a pile of wet clothes.
Meanwhile, Stacy is almost back at the store. Pedro calls out once more, but she has completely written us off. She’s almost inside when something lands on her – globs of blue-green, like she’s been hit by phosphorescent paintballs.
She stops dead in her tracks. Examines the globs. 
Then we hear the shrill screams. Several dozen black ropes rain down on her. Within seconds she’s completely swallowed up by the tentacles.
The next screams are all hers.
I look up.
Two of those sand dollar ships are floating up close to the ceiling. They must’ve been there this whole time – watching us – hiding under the cover of darkness.
“Stacy!” Pedro moves like he’s going back for her, but there’s not a chance in hell of that.
Stacy has already been airlifted into their possession, and as we watch her being yanked up towards the ceiling, I realize my count was wrong. 
There aren’t two sand dollars up there.
There’s two dozen. Shifting, bumping, and jiggling about, like vultures on a wire waiting to come down and feed.
I grab Pedro’s shoulder, spin him around. “KEEP MOVING!”
Two hundred feet to go.
We’re hauling ass now. 
The blue-green cones of light rain down in all directions as if powered by some great disco ball from hell. We’re jumping over bodies like we’re trying to win a gold fucking medal. Meanwhile, the frenzied screams above our heads grow deafening.
“Almost there!” I yell. “Go! Go! Go!”
I’ve never been as excited to get to Sears as I am right now. 
We’re running as fast as we can, and not only are they raining cones of blue-green light, but the ships are flinging those blobs on us as if to mark us.
One hundred feet to go.
I hear Pedro panting. Sounds like he’s about to have a heart attack.
“KEEP GOING!”
Something zips past my head. Then something whizzes past my cheek, then my shoulder.
Ropes.
They are taking shots at us.
More of them zip down, at all angles, but we keep running.
Sweet Nikes don’t fail me now.
Fifty feet.
“KEEP GOING!”
“I AM!” Pedro yells.
Something cold and wet hits the back of my neck. Feels like someone threw Jell-O at me. I’m sure it’s one of the blue-green blobs. Whatever.
Just gotta keep running.
“MY LEG IS CRAMPING” Pedro howls.
“I DON’T CARE! KEEP GOING!”
Ten feet and something slices the side of my ear. I shout, cup it, and continue running.
The screams intensify. Sounds like they are right behind us. Maybe they are, maybe they aren’t. I don’t care. Just want to get inside...
And we do.



Chapter 4
 
I hear a loud thud behind us. Instinctively we turn around and see a sand dollar ship fall in front of the entrance. Followed by several letters landing on it. Guess the dipshit misjudged and crashed right into the Sears sign.
Good.
But the others are not far behind.
Looking like a flock of ravens, the sand dollar ships fly towards us in one big black cloud of hunger.
“I got an idea,” Pedro says, pointing at the wall. “Let’s shut the security gate.”
Along the wall, I see it. A big round button. Keys left in it. 
And instinctively I smack it.
Nothing happens. 
“Shit!”
I look at Pedro. We exchange glances.
Oh yeah. 
Power’s out.
The ships are closing in.
But these gates also come with a manual closer. Basically a metal rod with a special hook on the end. Shove that baby up into the aperture and home run – gate closes.
We just might luck out. Sometimes it’s left close to the entrance where it can be easily accessed – hidden, but left close by nonetheless.
And sure enough, tucked between a shelving system and the wall - the closing rod. 
“HURRY!” Pedro yells.
I stick the rod into the aperture and wind on that that baby like I’m rowing a boat. The gate is dropping but not fast enough. The ships are almost on us. So while I’m busy cranking away, Pedro jumps up, grabs hold of the bottom of the gate, and with all of his weight, pulls down.
We get the gate closed just as one of the ships slams into it – hitting the gate with such force that tiny shards of the ships exterior explode like seashell shrapnel.
Both Pedro and I get hit. Hot white pain in my arms. Feels like splinters made of fire. The injuries, while not life threatening, hurt like a bitch.
Guess I should speak for myself.
Pedro is on the ground.
“Pedro!” 
He groans, gets to his feet. There’s a large gash in his forehead. Blood rains down his face. He touches his brow, then says, “Maricon, got me.”
Several blue-green lights land on him. Then a dozen ropes shoot through the gate. Almost all of them snagging him.
On the other side of the gate, six more ships hover, blue-green lights trained on me now–
But I jump out of the way as they unleash another wave of ropes. 
I back away from the entrance and watch in horror as they pull Pedro up against the gate. He screams and squirms against the gate like a trapped fly waiting for a spider to eat him. The ship that’s got ahold of him lets out a shrill scream, then unfurls a vacuum hose. It snakes between the webbing of the gate, then hovers right next to Pedro’s face. 
“HELP ME!” Pedro cries.
I pick up the metal rod and just as the vacuum tube is about to strike, I shove the rod through the gate, and stab the ship right in its mouthpiece.
The ship screams in pain, drops Pedro, and flies backwards taking the rod with it. It disappears down the hallway while the other ships crowd closer to the gate, shrill screams and blue-green lights everywhere. 
I hoist Pedro up and pull him away, just as they cast another volley of ropes.
“Come on!” I pull him towards the men’s clothing section nearby. I grab a shirt, tear it in half, and create a makeshift bandana. “Here,” I say as I hand it to him, “wrap this around your forehead. Tight. It’ll help stop the bleeding.”
He wipes his face with it, then does what I said. He leans over for a second, hands on his knees, catching his breath. Then says, “thanks.”
“Don’t thank me yet. We still have to make it outside.” I nod towards the exits up ahead. “Now, let’s go.”
We quickly cut through the perfume counters, the women’s section, then catch the pale gray light spilling in from the southern entrance. Must be one hell of a storm outside. The kind of storm that turns day into night.
We’re running as fast as we can for those doors, but Pedro is limping, and he falls behind me. I hear him collapse on the ground. I spin on my heels, and hoist him back up. The man must weigh almost three hundred pounds but I pick him up so easily I surprise myself. Must be the adrenaline.
“Stay with me, buddy,” I tell him.
He’s wheezing, struggling to breathe. Might be a combination of his weight and the blood loss. He’s lucky that thing released him when it took off – otherwise it would have ripped his skin off.
“My chest…” and he leans over again, “it hurts.”
“We’re almost there.”
Pedro takes another few moments, gasping. Then says, “I’ve got a bad heart,” more deep breaths, “and this ain’t helping.” Swallows one big gulp of air. “I’m probably not going to make it.”
“I’ll take you to a hospital,” if there’s still one open, “just keep moving.”
“I’m just going… to slow… you down.”
“Bullshit. We’re leaving together.”
Pedro holds up a hand. “Ok then… just…” his breathing settles, “just give me a second.”
Seconds are something we just don’t have.
Still… either I give him a moment to recover or he face-plants in the parking lot, which would be worse.
“Alright,” Pedro says with a huff. “I think I’m good.” And as he straightens back up, his eyes get big again – big as hardboiled eggs. “OH SHIT! MOVE!” And suddenly he’s pushing me aside–
I’m face first into a rack of clothing, then on the ground. Pedro must’ve played football as a kid.
I hear screams, then shove the bundle of clothing out of my face to find one of those jelly-heads next to Pedro. He’s tangled up in its ropes, squirming like mouse in a glue trap.
I pull out my scissors. Raise them. Go for the kill– 
Then feel hooks dig into my shoulders. 
Then a shrill scream behind me. 
I whirl around and come face to face with a jelly-head staring me down. Instead of letting it pull me into him – I run towards it, and stab it repeatedly in the neck. Saltwater sprays me in the face as it goes berserk. I yank the hooks out of my shoulders and kick it away as it collapses and melts onto the floor.
Meanwhile, Pedro is still fighting with his jelly-head. 
“Pedro!” I charge – but two more jelly-heads emerge from behind the two of them.
“Go!” Pedro yells, “I’ve got this, papa!”
My gut doesn’t believe him.
“I SAID GO!”
 The last image I have of Pedro is of him hammering his fists into the jelly-head’s mouthpiece. The two of them struggling, predator and prey – then the other two jelly-heads charge me. 
To my left, the southern entrance. Freedom. My car just outside. But now these two jelly-heads stand in the way. I’ll never make it past them–
I turn back and run, cutting between clothing racks and display cases. I hear things crashing and breaking behind me in their wake. 
And I hear their cries.
Those goddamn shrill screams I’ve grown to hate.
They sound like they’re hungry.
Up ahead, the changing room. No time to think. If I turn around, they’ll swarm me. Maybe I can duck in there. Lose them temporarily. So I rush inside where it’s dark as a cave. Using the flashlight of my cell phone to guide me, I count five stalls, some open, some closed. I make for the fifth one, locking the door behind me.
Unfortunately, there’s no roof to these changing rooms, so if the jelly-heads can fly like their counterparts, I’m screwed.
Fear wants to set in, but I do my best to steady my breathing. I’m definitely in better shape than Pedro, but that doesn’t mean I’m not scared out of my mind. This is a dead end after all. 
A stabbing pain rocks my head and I almost stumble. The migraine has resurfaced.
This time with a vengeance.
I almost let out a groan – but catch myself. Instead I place my palms against my temples and press. I’m sure there’s some musculoskeletal trigger point somewhere that I need to hit to keep the pain at bay… at least until I can get out of here–
Baby…?
Where are you?
“Sirena.” Her name escapes my lips.
I need you. It’s cold down here without you.
There’s a faint clicking noise. Then the infamous shrill scream of my aquatic friends – a scream that chills me to the core. I’m cornered and they know it. If I’m going to die today, at least let it not be in a changing room at a Sears at the waterlogged hands of a pair of deep-sea dickheads. 
Bryan – are you listening to me?
I shake my head, shake the voice from my mind. 
This isn’t Sirena’s voice. She died.
This is not happening. 
This is an anxiety-induced psychosis–
Another flash of pain. I squeeze my eyes shut and buckle over. Head throbbing so badly, I feel like my eyeballs are going to pop out.
Are you listening?
“I’m listening,” I whisper a little louder and realize not only that those things might have heard me, but now I’m officially talking to myself.
Or her.
Or whatever.
You tore my heart apart, Bryan. You know that.
“Yeah, I know.” I whisper under my breath this time. “I’ve thought about it every day for the last six months.”
But if you’ll follow me into the water, all will be forgiven.
Yes, sir.
It’s official. I’ve gone crazy.
Maybe this is all a dream, and I’m still drunk at my desk. Six angry voicemails from Carmela, bitching at me for dumping her. Arman banging at my door, letting me know that I just might have left the gate up during one of my walks.
The unnerving sound of metal on wood, followed by a loud thud, tells me that perhaps I’m not dreaming after all…
But I’m stuck in some nightmare.
A nightmare that feels very real.
You want me to forgive you, don’t you, Bryan?
The words come out on their own, “More than anything.”
Then come find me.
“Where are you?”
You know where I am.
“Where’s that exactly?”
Where your flowers float.
The flimsy walls of my stall shake as another door is yanked off its hinges. I peek under the door and my eyes have adjusted just enough to catch the outline of the boots of the two jelly-heads. I hear their squishy footsteps as they draw closer, followed by the clanging of their beloved hooks jangling on their chests.
Come join me at the bottom, Bryan.
I get it now.
She wants me to kill myself. Go out the way she died.
Or at least my own mind wants that. It wants freedom from the loop of regret.
Come join me at the bottom.
I shake off the thought.
My mind own mind has turned against me. Penance for my infidelity.
I traded lust for lunacy.
I hear several ticks as the hooks bite into wood. Another door is ripped away.
My stall might be next.
If you want to understand the peace found at my grave, you will come find me.
The migraine promptly fades away and I press my body as close to the back wall of the booth as possible, keeping a death grip on my scissors.
My breathing picks up. There’s this intense rush of adrenaline that’s pumping through me. I hold my scissors out in front of me, throat height.
Not sure how this is going to go down, but I’m sure it’s going to suck.
Several hooks dig into the top of the door and there’s an explosion of wood and dust as it’s torn away like a page from a book.
For a moment, the jelly-heads and I exchange glances in the darkness. I’m staring down two black silhouettes. Two grim reapers from a deep blue hell. A faint twinkle of light reflects off of their sea goggles.
They arch their backs and shriek as if they’ve just found lunch.
But before they can take a bite out of me, I rush the first jelly-head – stabbing the shit out of its neck, its head, its torso. 
Chaos ensues. I caught them off guard. There’s a flurry of movement. Their arms flailing. Screams. It’s impossible to see. Everything is a blur of shadows and water, but I just keep on stabbing, and stabbing, and stabbing. Saltwater sprays into my mouth and my eyes. It’s like I’m having a knife-fight with a waterbed… and winning. 
Clicking sounds above my head, followed by a rush of air as the ropes zip past my ears. Thankfully they miss.
I dig my fingers into the first jelly-head’s torso. Feels as if I’m squeezing pizza dough – the thing is rapidly deflating. Using it as a shield, I ram it up against the other jelly-head, pushing until I’ve pinned them both against the wall. 
Arms thrashing, number two tries to grab me, but I duck, and as the first jelly-head’s suit slumps to the ground, I jam the scissors into the second jelly-head’s throat repeatedly. It drops and I take a moment to catch my breath–
Crap.
I see movement out in the store. Shadows weaving between shelving and racks.
These shadows are headed my way. They heard the commotion, no doubt. If I try to slip out of the changing rooms, they’ll nab me. I’ll never make it past them. 
Now what?
Think, dammit, think.
As I step back into the stall, the saltwater puddle splashes at my feet. My gaze trails down to the pile of wet suits and masks the jelly-heads left behind. Even in the darkness, I can still feel their empty gaze glaring up at me–
Then it hits me.
A random idea, but it’s worth a shot. 
The screams are almost inside the changing rooms, so I move quickly. I grab one of the masks. Dump out its fish brains. Then cut the suit in half along the waist using the scissors. I throw the top on. It’s bulky and heavy with all those ropes. I’m guessing there is some sort of built-in winch, but have no idea how they activate it.
I hear movement in the changing room now and my heart jumps.
I slip on the wet suit pants, which proves to be about as easy as putting on wet jeans. Then the mask, which reeks of rotting fish. Breathing through the mask is like breathing through a plastic bag with tiny holes punched out. Clearly it was not designed for human use. To make matters worse, fear is filling my lungs faster than air at this point.
Steady your breathing, Bryan. Just like Pedro said, stay focused.
I wonder if Pedro was able to get away.
I rub a finger across the foggy goggles just as three figures come into view.
Three jelly-heads.
Standing there. 
Studying me for what seems like an eternity. 
And in that eternity, I realize I dropped my scissors in my haste. I could reach down, grab them, and shank one of these assholes, but the other two might overwhelm me – a thought does nothing to steady my breathing.
There’s a soft gurgling coming from their mouthpieces, almost like a wet purr. I’m hoping they don’t have fantastic hearing, otherwise they might hear my heart slamming against my chest. Or my shallow breathing – though I’m doing my best to not breathe – at least not too loudly.
But they don’t seem to notice. Instead, they turn away, disinterested. Perhaps even a little disappointed? Their screams, their hunting cries, now reduced to this quivering, faint purr. 
I watch them disappear back into the store, and let out a huge sigh. I may have just bought my ticket out of here with this suit. 
Why didn’t I think of this sooner?
I grab the scissors and slip out of the changing rooms, feeling a bit more confident now given my sodden disguise, though my heart is still thumping like a bass drum. 
There are at least a dozen jelly-heads wandering about, like hungry shoppers scouring for red tag deals, discounts, or more realistically… food. 
The rush of fear inside me is fueling me with more adrenaline than any energy drink could deliver. 
I want to make a run for it, but I know that would only draw attention. Instead I walk at a slow and steady pace, heading for the prized southern entrance, moving with as much confidence as I can fake. 
As far as clarity, the goggles suck. They must be polarized to accommodate their jelly fish brains, because they are hard to see through. It’s like looking through the bottom of a pair of beer bottles. Still, I just need enough of that gray light pouring in from outside to guide me.
Several of those jelly-heads cut in front of me, seemingly still hunting for survivors. Thanks to these shit specs, I nearly bump into them – but they walk by me, aloof. 
I let out another small sigh.
Very small.
Cutting between the clothing racks would be the shortest path to the exit. However, thanks to the goggles, I can’t see crap, and don’t want to risk taking down a rack, so I instead stick to the tiled walkways–
Where I nearly trip over something.
I look down as thunder growls above me, followed by a flash of lightning which splashes over a shriveled body clutching a gold cross.
Pedro.
From what I can make of his face, it looks like a discarded Halloween mask, crumpled and hollow. I wonder if he said a prayer before that jelly-head sucked the life out of him. I doubt he had much time to. 
I free the cross from his wilted hands. Sucker is solid, though I doubt it’s solid gold.  
A cell phone goes off – Pedro’s phone.
“Shit!”
It lies just inches away, tucked under a shelf, buzzing and beeping. Either he’s got signal back, or it’s an alarm. These guys do work odd hour shifts. Regardless, it makes just enough noise to attract–
Three jelly-heads. They’re storming towards me. 
Oh boy.
My cover’s blown.
I peel the mask off my head, throw on the necklace, and start running for the exit ahead – but running proves to be a real bitch when you’re wearing a forty pound backpack. 
Behind me, the eager shrieks are closing in, so I stop short, take out the scissors, cut the suit from the waist up and rip the rope pack off as I feel their hooks dig in– 
The whole assembly slingshots right into one of their ugly faces. 
This gets a loud scream out of that one – I enjoy a millisecond of satisfaction – but no time to celebrate. The others are hauling ass now.
Back to running again, this time without the hindrance of jellyfish gear, and as I make for the exits, I pull down every shelf, every clothing rack in my wake, making a nice toppled mess of shit for those clumsy pricks behind me to deal with.
A brief glance over my shoulder, and I see my two pursuers stumbling, tripping, and tangling themselves in the latest summer fashions.
I’m running at full speed now, faster than I’ve ever run in my life.
I bust through the entrance doors like a kid escaping school for summer break, and I’m greeted with a torrential downpour. The wind is whipping sheets of rain in sideways waves. Up above, a blackened sky roars like it’s the apocalypse.
There’s something else in the sky, hovering above like a canopy of rock – one of those sand dollar ships, only it’s about a hundred times bigger. About as big as football field. It has a mouthpiece too, a mouthpiece that’s the size of a swimming pool.
“Dear… God,” I say between breaths.
Behind me the doors swing open and my pursuers spread their arms wide, lean back, and let out a monstrously loud cry from their ashtray mouths. Several blue-green circles appear on the ground around us. They sweep across the asphalt like prison spotlights and lock onto me.
I glance up, blinded by the light. 
Perfect. 
They’re targeting me.
This level of exhaustion is normally where I would kick on my power song on my iPod. Give me that last push to get me across the finish line – which is straight ahead – a yellow line near the end of the lot dividing the employees from the customers.
And just past that yellow line… my car.
Freedom from this freakish nightmare.
I hear the sound of chains dropping down from above, but I know they are not chains or ropes per se, so let’s just call them what they really are – fishing lines. 
The sea has come back to fish for us. 
We’re their food now.
This is the feeding that Sirena was talking about. 
But how did she know?
Doesn’t matter now. Fuck them. If I’m going to die, it will be on my terms. Not theirs.
As the chains drop, my power song, Breathe plays in my head. My Nike’s come to life. My heels lift off the ground and I’m running.
Not just running.
Charging towards my car like a crazed shopper on Black Friday.
My power song from my power album echoes in my brain and I’m suddenly in my element. Senses are on fire. Adrenaline is pumping. All valves are open. I’m in tune with everything around me.
I hear the shrill screams behind me.
The sound of my own heaving breaths.
The feel of the rain pelting my skin.
It’s hard to see with a million droplets of water shooting into my eyes – but I know where I’m going – straight ahead. 
Just under the oak tree.
The blue-green lights are still trained on me, tracking my movement with the skill of a cameraman.
As the screams draw close, I have to tell myself not to look back. 
Keep running, Bryan. 
Keep running.
But I do look back – can’t help it – and surprisingly those things are not chasing me anymore.
However, the spotlight is still with me. 
So I move in zig-zag patterns, juking like a football player, trying to shake off the blue-green light. I’ve got my scissors ready in case one of those pricks jumps out in front of me. I cut in between a row of cars, and when I’m back out into the lane, the blue-green light has vanished.            
Keep running, Bryan.
Keep running.
When I’m almost to the oak tree, I dig my hand down the wet suit pants, feel for my pocket, then fish out my key fob. I aim it at my car and hit the unlock button continuously until I see her tail lights flash– 
The world goes sideways and my face slams into a puddle.
Something straddles me.
I blink several times, and see a jelly-head on top of me. It screams, grabs my throat, and chokes me with surprising force. My free hand fumbles for my scissors, but I seem to have lost them when he knocked me down.
The thing pins me good. Looks like it didn’t need the ropes this time. 
I try to pull his hands off my neck, but can’t. You would think it would be easy, since they are walking whoopee cushions, but they somehow create enough pressure in their bodies to make the water stiffen the suits.
Guess that’s why they pop when you poke them.
I feel a headache coming on fast. Then I see the vacuum hose rise above his head like a monkey tail.
Oh yes, I know what’s next.
It rises up, curls back, quivers as it takes aim at my neck–
There’s an explosion. The smell of hot saltwater fills my nostrils. The jelly-head slumps over me, and drains out. 
“You think you could just leave me?” I hear a familiar voice ask.
My eyes dart next to a BMW parked next to me. 
Carmela’s BMW.
I get to my feet and see her sitting in the driver’s seat, window open, gun aimed at me. The rain smacking against her flawlessly tanned skin.
“Carmela,” I say. “What are you doing out here?”
“Waiting to meet you… just like old times.”
Several of the blue-green lights swirl onto the roofs of cars near us.
“No one leaves me, Bryan. No one.”
“Ok, got it. Look, I’m sorry. But we’ve gotta go,” I say as move towards her – but she raises the gun. “What are you doing? Have you seen what these things can do?”
“I have.” Her tone is almost robotic. “Been stuck here all night, waiting and watching them eat people.” She cocks the gun. “And that’s why this is the perfect time to end our relationship on my terms.”
“What–”
“No one will ever know.”
“Know what, Carmela–“
Her gun goes off and I feel my stomach explode. Blinding pain shoots through my body. Feels like I just swallowed a grenade. I stumble backwards against a car behind me.
She shot me.
She freaking shot me.
“This is what happens when you play with a woman’s heart, Bryan.”
I put my hand over the bullet hole, but it doesn’t do much to hold in my blood.
Now I know how those jelly-heads feel.
“You get yourself good and fucking shot, that’s what.”
Another jelly-head jumps between us. Goes for Carmela’s gun – but she doesn’t hesitate, firing off several rounds, sending the creature reeling backwards and then shrinking into a puddle at my feet.
“Why...” –the pain is brutal– “why would you do this?”
“Because I actually loved you, you idiot. I’ve loved you since the day I met you,” she says. “And you just threw me away, because you’re pining over her… still?”
“Still? She was…” and it takes me everything I’ve got just to get the words out, “… she was my wife!”
“That stupid, plain ass gringa? Please. If she loved you half as much as I do, you wouldn’t have fucked me in the first place–”
“I fucked you… because I was a coward!”
As the rain pelts my skin, I feel it cooling off the warmth in my hand. The warmth from my blood, seeping between my fingers. I’m not sure how long I’ve got, but if the jelly-heads don’t finish me off, Carmela just might.
Perhaps I deserve this. To die like a dog, in the middle of a parking lot where she and I screwed.
“No, you fucked me because you loved me. Admit it.”
I shake my head no.
“Fine. It doesn’t matter what you believe or don’t want to believe. Just know this...” she cocks the gun again. “True love is always worth dying for. Remember that.”
I close my eyes, preparing mentally for what’s next.
I wish I could outrun a bullet.
But instead of hearing the final deathblow of her gun going off…
I hear Carmela screaming her lungs out. 
And when I open my eyes, her car is being hoisted into the air by a dozen ropes. She leans out the window, aims upwards, fires several shots at the giant sand dollar, but they have no effect on the great creature. She runs out of bullets and screams as the mouthpiece splits in half, opens like a clamshell, and swallows her and her BMW whole.
I get to my feet and start running, running as fast as I possibly can while keeping my hand over my wound. With each step, I feel a sharp, stabbing pain in my gut.
Still, I have to get to my car.
I hear shrill cries all around me now.
Shadowy figures popping above the silhouettes of cars, like gophers emerging from their holes, watching me with their beady little goggles. 
Then they make their move. 
A blitzkrieg in all directions. A pack of hyenas circling the gazelle – but this wounded gazelle is still faster than they are.
The screams close in, but I drown them out with a mental soundtrack of The Prodigy playing once again in my brain.
By keeping my eyes on the prize, powering through the pain and the blood loss worsened by my running, I finally get to my Chevy. I reach out, throw open the door, and jump inside. 



Chapter 5
 
I settle back in my seat. Fatigue is rapidly setting in. My shirt is stained completely red.
Then – like an icepick to my brain – another migraine attacks. I squeeze my eyes and collapse against the steering wheel.
Come to me, baby. Come back to me.
“Sirena!”
Yes, love. I’m still waiting for you.
Everything goes blue-green. I lean over and look up. The giant sand dollar’s spotlights are on top of me.
Come to me.
Shrill screams everywhere. My head spins in all directions – coupled with the incessant rain, my migraine is making my vision shitty, but I’m seeing all that I need to see. 
I’m surrounded by jelly-heads on all sides.
Black lines explode in all directions – followed closely by the sound of metal on metal. It’s their hooks connecting with my car.
If I wait too long, given the number of these freaks, they’ll have me tied down.
Come back to me, baby. Come join me at the bottom.
The passenger side window is hit with a hook – and I jump in my seat. Fortunately it didn’t break, but it will if they take another shot at it.
I glance down at the bloody mess just above my waist. Just looking at it sends more pain shooting through me. 
I’m already dying.
Better to follow in Sirena’s footsteps than at the hands or hooks of these deep-sea motherfuckers!
The migraine passes and I realize what I have to do now. I feel another surge of adrenaline taking over – a surge that is seemingly overriding the agonizing pain in my stomach. 
I let out a groan, smack the wheel and crank up the car.
There’s a symphony of shrieks as I floor it and drag a bunch of the jelly-heads with me. They bounce around behind my car like tether balls, some of them flying away as their ropes snap, some of them flopping up and down, squealing like pigs.
“Aww. You guys don’t like that?” I shout as I gun it down the aisle and cut a hard left. “Not so fun when you’re at the end of the rope, huh?”
Snap, snap, snap.
The last of the hitchhikers is thrown off and disappears between the other cars.
The blue-green light tries to stay on me, but is doing a horrible job. I weave in between parked cars, abandoned cars, and more jelly-heads. They are everywhere.
Sirena was right in her “insanity.”
This is the feeding.
The entire oceanic population is here to feast.
And we’re the buffet.
The storm doesn’t let up, dumping wave after wave of angry rain, but I push through, finally escaping the mall parking lot. The streets prove to be no less of an obstacle course. There are cars littered everywhere. Their doors half-open. Windows smashed. Piles of clothing strewn all over the place. Piles that were once people.
It looks like all of Fort Lauderdale decided to pack up and leave.
Or at least they tried to. Just didn’t get very far.
I navigate my way through the wreckage and make my way onto the highway where there isn’t as much vehicular clutter. Either folks made it where they were going, or the big sand dollars snatched them up before they could. I peek up at the sky for a second and, fortunately for me, I don’t see them hovering above.
Well… not that I can tell. For all I know they could be tucked behind the clouds. Floating in the sky like zeppelins from hell. 
I’d rather not think about that. 
Instead, I’m trying to stay focused as I drive. Trying to ignore the unforgiving pain, the wooziness from the blood loss. Trying to keep my eyes on the prize – the beach where Sirena left me.
The storm is unforgiving, pummeling my car with a meteorological vengeance. It’s as if God himself has a pressure washer aimed at my windshield. My wipers thrash about with such force, I’m afraid they’re going to fly off, but they don’t. Instead they do their job, keeping the glass just clear enough that I can see – beyond the abandoned wrecks and debris and the piles of desiccated individuals – beyond all of that is my exit.
Before long, I’m parked at the very spot where Sirena made her final launch. There’s a short seawall, then about forty feet of sand, and then the Atlantic. This part of the beach is shallow, much like most of the Florida coast. Sirena’s car hadn’t gotten far into the ocean, so I still don’t understand why her body simply disappeared. The water’s just not that deep.
However, today’s a different story. The waves are churning. The beach has been swallowed by seawater. If there is a storm surge or a storm tide or whatever the weathermen call it, if either or both of those are happening now, my Chevy will double as a submarine the minute I drive into the ocean.
That’s if I go through with it. 
Maybe this is one of those moments that Pedro would be praying on. Seeking out some spiritual guidance. Although last I checked, suicide meant instant damnation. Still, I feel compelled to pull out his cross. On it, I notice that both sides are engraved. On the face: Psalm 29:3. On the back, a phrase runs along the cross vertically, inscribed in very small print:  The voice of the Lord is upon the waters. The glory of God thunders.
Been a long time since I prayed. Maybe this is a good time to administer myself my last rites–
A lightning bolt hits me between the eyes. I slump over and rest my head against the wheel, gasping. Migraine pain coupled with the horrendous burning in my stomach is excruciating.
You are so close to me, baby.
“Sirena…” I say through clenched teeth, “Why are you in my head?”
Because you’re in my heart.
I’m rocked by another piercing jolt to the abdomen. I lean back and collect myself. That blanket of peace that normally consumes me when I come here is nowhere to be felt.
Come to me.
I close my eyes and whisper, “I’ve lost that sense of peace, Sirena. The peace you spoke of.”
That’s because I’m withholding it from you. You must come to me to claim it.
“No,” I say as I wince in pain. “I’ve lost my peace because… I’m dying.”
Then come join me at the bottom already. Come back to the water. Come back to where life started. 
Shrill screams bring me back to my current reality. 
Come back to me.
I open my eyes and find jelly-heads, dozens of them approaching from all sides. How did they get here so fast? How did they find me?
Wait.
Maybe it’s not that they’re that fast, or even tracking me specifically. Maybe there’s just that many of them. They’re everywhere. Hunting. It is the feeding after all. This is their invasion.
And they’re closing in from all directions. 
All directions… except one.
Straight ahead. 
The stormy waters of the Sirena’s grave.
Come to me, love. 
The jelly-heads scream in unison and I have to cover my ears. Feels like my head is going to split in two.
Another blast of pain in my stomach. This one worse than before. I let out a scream myself and smack my fist against the dashboard in an attempt to channel that pain somewhere else.
Come be with me forever.
Metal hooks latch onto the hood of my car. Another one clips the passenger side window, cracking it further. A blue-green circle lands on me, meaning death from above. If I just sit here, one of these fuckers is going to have me for lunch.
Screw that. If I’m going to die, better by my own hands then by theirs.
It’s what my mind subconsciously wants anyway – penance for my selfish actions. For inadvertently sending Sirena to her death.
Come to me. 
If I was even able to survive the invasion of body suckers and the gunshot wound, Sirena’s voice would always haunt me because her voice is my voice. And that part of me, that part that knows I was wrong for breaking our vows, will never let me live in peace.
I rev the engine several times, mentally preparing myself for what I’m about to do. 
Three more hooks bite into the car and I catch one of the jelly-heads glaring at me. Head cocked to one side. Its ropes taut against its chest. Almost seems like it’s trying to figure out what I’m up to.
I give him the middle finger and then gun it.
The car roars, skids, and leaps over the sea wall and dives into the roiling waves below. 
There’s an explosion of water. It smacks the windshield with such force, I think the entire pane will give, but it doesn’t. The seatbelt locks around my torso and jams right against the bullet wound. The pain is so brutal I almost pass out.
I’m still conscious, conscious enough to feel the weight of the car as I sink to the ocean floor. The descent isn’t very deep, as far as I can tell, but I’m deep enough that I can’t see the dark gray skies above.
It’s pretty horrifying. I’m sitting in pitch black, underwater, with the gurgling sounds of water making its way into every hole, every fissure, and every crevice of my Chevy.
Oh, and there’s also the sound of glass… splintering.
Most likely the passenger side window slowly giving in.
Even if Sirena were here – which would be miraculous and near impossible given an array of variables and realities – I wouldn’t be able to see her.
The splintering sounds grow louder. It’s only a matter of moments before the window shatters and the cabin fills with water and I drown.
I hear something bump into the car, no, the window. Floating debris kicked up by the storm perhaps? The blood loss has me feeling cold now, groggy. I might actually pass out before I drown.  
Blue-green lights illuminate the immediate water surrounding me. It’s as if something under or near the car suddenly threw on a switch.
This light is followed by a muffled, almost distant, shrill scream.
Great.
Those things found me.
Another thud. This time, right next to me. I turn in my chair, expecting to find a jelly-head at my window, but instead of goggles, I’m met with a pair of stony blue eyes.
“Sirena,” I whisper.
She doesn’t blink. Her eyes seem to look past me. An empty gaze. 
Her hair fans out in all directions, gently swaying to the will of the current. The skin on her face perfectly preserved. Still beautiful. A beauty I could not fully appreciate until now.
Amazing. 
There’s not an inch of decay on her–
“Wait,” I whisper to myself. “How is that possible?”
And suddenly Sirena blinks.
I jump in my seat. 
Because I’m not dead, I hear her voice in my head as she mouths the words.
“But… you drowned.”
Are you sure?
I’m not. My mind is reeling. The blood loss, the stress, the underlying grief have all finally manifested themselves as this – total dementia.
My guilt-fueled imagination is behind all of this.
I told you that if you followed me into the water, I would forgive you.
The passenger window sounds like lake ice cracking under pressure. I’ll be drinking saltwater in a few moments.
And you did, my love. You were willing to die for me. To join me at the bottom. And so… I forgive you.
“You do?”
She nods.
“For everything?”
She nods again.
“Sirena, I just don’t understand. How are you alive? How are you even communicating with me?”
We don’t have much time. But just trust me. It won’t take long.
“What won’t take long?”
Remember. I also told you that if you followed me into the water, that I would show you the truth.
“And what truth is that–”
The window finally explodes. Water rushes into the cabin. Suddenly I can’t see a thing. Nor can I breathe. I bat my arms uselessly, then fumble for the seatbelt buckle but can’t seem to find it. 
And in a matter of seconds, the cabin is completely flooded.
Internally I hear my own lungs, my throat, my diaphragm, all of my respiratory system choking, gasping, pleading for air.
I turn my head back towards Sirena–but she’s not there.
Maybe she was never there.
She may have floated off into the ocean six months ago, but she never floated from my mind.
Insanity lead me here. Here where I belong.
The blue-green lights fade – no doubt some passing nomadic colony of algae had briefly been the source – leaving me alone in my aquatic coffin. 
The cabin goes black as my body twitches. I’m in the throes of death.
This is what it feels like.
And this is how she passed away.
Suddenly the twitching stops. My body quits moving. My lungs give up. I can feel it in my bones… I’m going to die… right now.
But before I do… something brushes up against my face… and I feel something slip into my mouth.



Chapter 6
 
My eyes flutter open and I’m face first in the sand. A gentle wave brings fresh saltwater into my mouth – I cough several times and then push myself up onto my elbows. The storm has passed. There are no jelly-heads in sight and I’m alive – well, I can’t feel my legs, but fuck it. I’m alive!
I let out a laugh and then take a deep breath – and nearly choke. 
The air hurts my lungs. Maybe from the trauma of drowning? 
I take another breath and – holy shit – it really hurts. The bullet wound has healed. Pedro’s gold cross still dangles from my neck. 
Maybe God had something to do with me surviving after all. I give it a kiss, just as he had and shout, “I’m ok… I’M OK!”
But even talking hurts. My breathing feels strained. I put a hand to my chest. My lungs feel like they are on fire. The air is starting to feel very… thin. A sense of dread fills me. 
What’s going on? 
I try to get to my feet, but can’t–
“Easy, there baby.”
That voice – it’s so clear. It’s not in my head. At least, I don’t think it is.
“Go easy on those new lungs,” she says. 
Then I see her, swimming in the water – Sirena. She bobs up and down like a buoy. 
“Transformation was a little rushed. Been centuries since my last one.”
“Sirena?” I say, again with painful effort. My chest feels like it’s caving in on itself. 
“We only last maybe twenty minutes above water, but I think you have been beached a little longer.”
I’m struggling to breathe now.
“That rogue wave smacked us both silly. Sent you further down the shore than I thought.”
She disappears underwater, then comes back up and motions me towards her.
“Now come on,” she says with a laugh. “Get your sexy tail moving before the tide changes its mind and leaves you stranded on the shore.”
“Wait… what…” gasping now, “what are you talking about?”
She grins, her eyes twinkling as she says, “Baby, open your eyes.” She tosses her body backwards and swims on her back, splashing up water in her wake – though not with her legs – but with her fish tail.
A wave of panic hits me. My lungs squeeze like two fists. I try to get to my feet, but can’t. My legs feel tied together.
What the–
I turn my head as a gentle wave swoops over … my tail? From my waist to where my toes used to be, I’m a shimmering mess of sparkling scales. Ichthyosis vulgaris on steroids. Sirena’s disease.
I begin to hyperventilate – or whatever it is that mermen do.
Suffocate, maybe?
Yes. I’m suffocating!
“Baby, relax. Stick your head in the water.”
I do, but it’s shallow. I take in half sand and half water – and I’m able to breathe?
Dear God, what has she done to me?
I push myself up again. Feels like I’m stuck in some kind of funky yoga pose – upward cobra, downward cobra, whatever. As I feel my legs – I mean my tail – wriggling in the warm water, I ask her, “What did you do to me?”
“Saved you, my love,” she says as takes another quick dip underwater. When she resurfaces, she continues, “I made you immortal. Made you just like me.”
I glance back at my tail again, horrified. Then I stick my face in the water, take a… breath… and then resurface. “So let me get this straight… that day you disappeared… you didn’t drown? And the tide didn’t take you? You just… swam away?”
She giggles, and then, “Well, the reversion took a little bit longer than that, love, but essentially yes. Once I hit the water, the transformation sped up, and I swam away.”
My gaze falls to the calm waves caressing the beige sand beneath me. The thought of taking seawater into my lungs is equal parts bizarre and disgusting, but thanks to Sirena, it’s my new normal. 
“I swam back to Pheia, but my heart still longed for you. So I came swimming back, calling out to you.” She takes another dip underwater and then comes back up, her voice giddy now. “Now after so many centuries of searching and waiting, I know that true love extends beyond the grave. You’re the proof. You came back to me. Brought flowers for me. Grieved for me. Bryan… you’ve shown me your true level of sacrifice. You didn’t have to come back to me, but you did!”
As I suck in more water, my adopted ritual for living, a fire brewing inside me gets the wheels turning.
“And now we can continue where we left off. Now we can finally have children, but have them in my world, and in my world, we live forever.” A smile spreads across her face as her tone grows more monomaniacal. “Can you see how wonderful this is? How perfectly our destinies have brought us back together?”
I can’t say I’m really sharing in her fanatical enthusiasm, nor am I sure I’m seeing her vision for our future as my own.
Instead I’ve come to realize that my own guilt, not love, tricked me. 
Brought me right back to her.
But does it matter now? Now that I’m half man, half tuna.
I dip my face in the water and when I come up, I ask, “And what about the feeding?”  
She hesitates. Then, “What about it?”
“How did you know it was going to happen?”
“Because… I did.”
“Because you have some kind of amphibious sixth sense?”
She says nothing, sinks underwater, then comes back up and smooths her hair like she’s in some kind of photo shoot–
“Answer me, Sirena!” My lungs are starting to cramp. The anger isn’t helping. “You made a big fucking deal about it, so how did you know?”
“Bryan,” she says in a voice that’s almost paternal, “please don’t curse at me–”
“HOW DID YOU FUCKING KNOW?”
“Because I initiated it!” As she screams I catch a glimmer of her serrated teeth. “I was pissed at you… and every other man who rejected me on this planet.”
I guess Hell hath no fury like a mermaid scorned.
“After what you did to me,” she says, “I wanted to wipe everyone out, ok?”
“Well you did a fantastic job!”
“I know now that I was wrong. I overreacted.”
Understatement of the century.
“But what does it matter, if in the end we’re back together?” she asks. “Let them have the earth, and we will have the sea.”
This is a side of Sirena I never saw. A dismissive side. A selfish side.
I feel little coals of anger, in the pit of my stomach, burning now. 
I feel betrayed.
“Alright now baby, come on. Enough talk. We need to go.”
All this time, I thought she was dead, but she wasn’t. She was manipulating me. Leveraging my regret and using it to control me. As far as the jelly-heads, they were just the catalyst. Her tools. Her pawns in a final litmus test of love – either they’d kill me or drive me right back into her arms…
Whatever destiny decided. 
And it seems destiny chose the latter.
“Baby, are you listening to me? Why are you just lying there? Let’s go.”
Maybe she showed up on the beach that fateful day – fishing – fishing for a man like me.
Fishing for a man who, even in his flaws, even in his infidelity, would still love her. Love her beyond the grave. 
A man who would show her a love as deep and vast as the ocean. 
“Seriously, what are you waiting for? You’re going to die if you stay there. Crawl towards me, baby. Come back to the water.”
Yes, this is what Sirena wanted all along.
All or nothing.
“BABY!” her voice hits a shrill note right on par with those goddamn jelly-heads. “Drag yourself on down here before the tide rolls out and you dry up!” she says. “We wouldn’t want that.”
Would we?
Guess I’ve got a choice to make. Either I lay here and suffocate in the next few minutes, or I crawl to her and suffocate eternally.
Either way, I’m screwed.
Either way, I earned this.
I hear the Prodigy playing in my head now. My power song kicks in. I think about the thousands, perhaps millions who’ve died. I think about Trevor. Stacy. And Pedro – a man who gave his life to save me when I probably didn’t deserve it; knew me less than a few hours and sacrificed himself. 
I guess I’ve always put myself first. I’ve been just as selfish as Sirena. It took those jelly-heads to help me come to that realization.
So I make my decision…
And start crawling away from the water. 
“What are you doing?” she screams.
I keep crawling.
“Bryan!”
I keep crawling.
“Bryan, come back!”
I keep crawling even though my chest is on fire again.
“You don’t understand. They’ll eat you!” Followed by unnerving cries. “THEY DON’T CARE WHAT YOU ARE, THEY’LL EAT YOU!”
Sirena reverted back into what she is, but I’m progressing into what I’ve always needed to be – a man who takes responsibility for his own actions. 
For his own mistakes. 
“BRYAN, COME BACK TO ME!”
The Sirena I betrayed died on the beach that day. 
The Bryan she betrayed will die on the beach today.
As I crawl back to the seawall, my lungs are steadily tightening up. 
I hear my power song blasting in my brain. Mentally giving me one last push. Drowning out Sirena’s incessant screams.
Elbow over elbow, I drag myself through the sand, farther away from the water–
I feel hooks dig into my back and I’m flipped over like a pancake, coming face to face with one of the jelly-heads.
It wastes no time getting down to business. The vacuum tube unfurls above its head, it lets out a shrill scream, and just as it goes for my neck, I grab the tube with my hand and stuff Pedro’s cross inside. 
The jelly-head is sucking so hard, it breaks the necklace free from my neck, and I watch as the cross shoots up the vacuum tube and down into its chest. It twitches erratically, screaming and swinging its arms about. I yank on the tube like a leash, bring its face close to mine, and whisper, “That was for Pedro, asshole.”
As I take my last breath, fish lungs totally collapsing, I close my eyes and release him. The last sound I hear, beyond Sirena’s distant cries, is the satisfying thud of the jelly-head’s body falling down next to me.
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Chapter 1
 
The moon only gives enough light to outline something in the middle of the road.
Something big. 
Can’t make it out for anything because those assholes back there took out both headlights along with putting about a dozen bullet holes in my windshield.
I’m doing a hundred and sixty.
At this speed, whatever that is in front of me will split my car in half like it’s the Red Sea.
The silhouette grows at exponential speed–
Cow.
It’s a fucking cow!
Brakes – I’m hitting them.
Nothing.
Pump them some more–
Still doing over a hundred!
“Shit!”
Cow.
Pumping brakes.
Cow.
“Shiiitttt!”
COW!
I make a hard right – into darkness.
My world goes topsy-turvy. 
The windows explode. The car frame thunders. Everything inside the cabin goes airborne, pelting me from all directions. I’m screaming but can’t hear myself over the roar of the car hammering against the earth as it rolls over. The seatbelt is my only saving grace.
Splash.
The car comes to an abrupt halt. 
Something explodes in my face– 
Airbag deployed. 
The hot scent of a spent firecracker fills the air.
Ears ringing. I bring my hands up. They’re shaking. 
How did I just survive that? 
No clue.
The airbag has gone limp. I push it away, unbuckle my seat belt and start to move. I let out a groan as I peel myself off the seatback. My ribcage feels like I just took a cannonball to the chest.
I pat myself down. 
Am I bleeding? 
Am I paralyzed from the waist down?
Try to move my leg now. No luck. I wiggle my toes. Ok, so I’m not paralyzed, but it looks like my foot is trapped under the brake pedal. I try to pull it loose, grunting until I’m finally free. This movement wakes my ankle up. It screams at me. Seems it’s either  broken or fractured.
Now for the package?
Did it survive the crash?
I try to open the glove compartment but it’s stuck. I bring my good leg up, kick it open, and the package spills out. I twirl it around for a quick examination. It’s a four by four by four chest. Dark wood. Very plain. On the face, a tiny brass clasp still holds it shut. I’m surprised it never opened during the crash.
What the Hell am I transporting?
Duncan didn’t give me too many details about the chest’s contents other than it contained something that had to do with Jesus. He also warned me that if I opened it, I would be greatly disappointed. 
I normally make it a point to not open packages, even if I’m told what’s in them. 
Screw it. 
I almost died back there for this.
And so I open it.
Wow.
This can’t really be what I’m transporting.
Ok, maybe that’s just the packaging material. An odd choice for packaging material, but whatever. Maybe there’s something buried at the bottom.
I stick my fingers inside and feel them tingle– 
My cell phone rings in my pocket. I’m amazed it didn’t break. Without looking at the caller ID, “Yes?”
“Travis?” Sounds like Duncan.
“Yes?”
“You ok?” It’s Duncan.
“Well let’s see… I’m parked in a ditch, my Mustang’s totaled, and I’m pretty sure I broke my ankle,” I say. “Other than that I am fucking fantastic.”
“Ok, good. You’re cursing, so that means you’re ok.”
“Define ok?”
“Now do you still have the package?”
I huff.
I say nothing as I try the door. It won’t budge. The damage is so severe, it might as well be welded to the frame.
“Travis, did they take it from you? Or do you still have it?”
“Yes, I still have that stupid package... minus one custom 2014 Shelby Mustang!” 
Which is my own fault. I shouldn’t have ever used my own vehicle for this job.
Or any.
I know better. Looks like I’m getting sloppy in my age.
Reading into my frustration, Duncan asks, “You opened it, didn’t you?”
Out the window I go, landing feet first in nasty ditch water.
Asks me, “Didn’t you have a rule about actually opening packages?”
“Yeah, it’s a very loose rule. More like an excuse so that I can remain detached from the fanatical claims of my clients. You know this already, Duncan.”
“Yes, I but I warned you that you’d be disappointed…”
“And I made an exception, and I opened the box. Kinda wanted to know what the hell was inside considering my life flashed before my eyes just a few minutes ago.”
“I would’ve just told you what was inside if you cared, but you said you don’t believe in the supernatural, so I simply warned you that you’d be disap–”
“I know what I said, alright!”
I hear Duncan let out a long sigh.
“And while I don’t believe in fiction and fairy tales,” I say, “I sure as shit believe in near-death experiences! And man, oh man, did those guys want this stupid box. Now, you want to tell me who the hell that was that tried to take my head off?” 
Duncan sighs. Boy he hates cursing – part of that whole perfect Christian thing of his. “Where are you?”
“I told you. In a ditch. In the middle of nowhere!” 
“Look, I know I haven’t exactly been forthcoming with all of the details – for good reasons – and now you’re a little upset–”
“A little upset? A LITTE UPSET?” It takes everything for me not to smash the phone against my car. “I’m livid. You didn’t warn me that anyone would try to fucking end me!”  
I picture Duncan wincing over the phone with each F-bomb. “Ok. I got it. I’m sorry, but you have to trust me, I will explain everything later.”
“How about now? Who were those people?”
A pause.
“Who were they, Duncan?”
Under his breath, “They’re called the Rift.”
“And why the hell didn’t you mention them before?”
“I had my reasons. You must understand.”
“Yeah, I understand. What I understand is that they hit me with everything. Tore up my baby the way the Devil would use a can opener to get at his most beloved can of tuna.” I run a hand over my Mustang, my once mechanical beauty, now a jagged metallic boulder. “Then they came at me with some kind of electrified metal claw. A Taser on steroids–”
“Yeah… we call that the Plunger.”
I’m staring at the Plunger, which is still imbedded on the passenger side door. A charred black circle surrounds it.
“Last I checked, plungers don’t fry paint.”
Duncan says nothing.
“These pricks clearly wanted this package bad, but how could this box have anything to do with Jesus?”
“Look, you need to get going. You can still make the delivery if you tell me where you are–”
“I don’t know where I am!” I pause. Take a deep breath. Center myself into my happy place. Wherever that is. “Hang on.” I pull up the map app on my cell phone. “I’m just west of Orlando. Near Clermont. Thirty minutes from the drop site.”
“Perfect.”
“Yeah, thirty minutes assuming I’m driving!”
Something in the distance catches my attention – the rumble of several car engines fast approaching. 
“Great!” I say.
The loudest of those engines has the distinct guttural purr of a 426 Hemi, the V8 heart of a certain black Plymouth Barracuda – the same Barracuda driven by the same prick that nearly killed me ten minutes earlier. 
“Travis, what’s going on?”
I tuck the phone away and duck as several headlights sweep across the canopy of trees above me. The lights pause at the top of the hill. I drop and start crawling, keeping the box tucked under one arm as my other arm guides my way through the darkness. 
I hear doors slam. 
Then the sounds of heavy boots.
I move as fast as I can with my bum ankle yelling at me the entire way.
“Boys,” a man with a very deep voice says, “check out the tracks.” 
As I crawl, the ditch water splashes softly around me. Some of it gets in my mouth. Tastes like death. 
Along the ditch is a line of trees framed in by a wall of wild shrubs – the nearest hiding spot.
“Ok,” the voice draws closer to the edge of the hill, “looks like he went…”
I keep moving. 
“Right…”
Keep moving.
“Over…”
Keep moving. 
Jesus, my ankle hurts. 
“There–”
I dive into the bushes just as the white beam of an LED flashlight swings across the base of the ditch and lands right on my car. I stay as low to the ground as possible, hoping they don’t do a thorough search of the area – though they’d be fools not to.
I would if I were them.
“He’s gone!” one of the other men shouts.
“Maybe,” the man with the deep voice says. “If he did leave, he won’t get far. There ain’t shit around here for miles.” 
At the top of the hill, I make out three silhouettes. Two men, about the same height, and then a broad shouldered ogre. I’m sure it’s the same asshole who shot at me before – actually they all shot at me – though he did the majority of the shooting. I only got a quick look at him at the time. He’s got an unusually square head, sunken eyes, and a smirk.
Not just a smirk. 
A shit-eating grin. 
Back on the road, framed within my rearview mirror, I caught him smiling as he shot at me. 
Smiling, shooting, and smoking.
There was a limp cigarette hanging from his lips when he fired that last round, the bullet that nearly took off my head.
“Want us to check the car?”
“What do you think?” the big man answers as he lights a cigarette.
The two men race down the hill, nearly stumbling as they do. They dig around, and navigate the wreck for any signs of the package.
It takes everything I can to calm my breathing. 
Three against one. 
These odds suck.
On second thought, I do still have my Beretta on me. I pat myself down, having forgotten which shoulder I had the holster on. Nerves will do that to you.
The big man takes a drag. Shouts down at his men, “See anything?”
“Nothing.”
“Check the trunk.”
One of the men shrugs and shouts back, “If I can get it open!”
“Well… find a way.”
The men do. It takes both of them to pry the trunk open. Then they turn back to the big guy.
“It’s empty.”
“Are you sure you looked everywhere?” he asks as he flicks his cigarette away.
“Yes.”
“If I have to come down there, I’m dusting one of you–”
“Look,” the man pleads, “the car’s fucking empty! The package is gone and he’s gone. We should move before he gets too far.”
“Relax, Buttercup.” He cups his hands in front of his face as if it’s thirty degrees out and lights up another cigarette. The guy gives new meaning to the phrase chain-smoker. “Unless our boy went for a jog, he’s still around. Now look harder.”
The men point their flashlights in all directions as they circle the car. One of them pulls out a gun. As he heads towards me, I feel my heart ram against my chest. Fortunately, the water washed away any hint of my trail into my current hiding spot. 
Unfortunately, I forgot to put my cell phone on vibrate.
And I forgot that I left Duncan hanging. 
And he’s calling me back…
Right…
Fucking…
Now.
The ringtone cuts through the chirping crickets in the surrounding bushes like an air horn.
Flashlights blind me. 
And I hear one of the men yell, “WE FOUND HIM!”
 
 



Chapter 2
 
“Good,” the big man says, “now shoot him!”
I slip backwards as their bullets rip through the foliage. Wood splinters shower me. The explosion of greenery smells like a fresh cut lawn. As the cone of their flashlights trail me, I worm my way behind a tree.
“He’s over there!”
“I see him!”
I dig in behind the cover of the tree – which vibrates as the bullets penetrate the soft bark. What is only five seconds worth of gunfire feels more like five minutes.
Click-click-click. “I’m out!” the guy on the left shouts.
I roll on my side, aim, and land two slugs in his chest. He screams, drops to his knees, and explodes into a cloud of…
Black dust?
His friend pauses, sharing in my moment of shock and confusion, then returns fire, but I’m already back behind the tree. 
Click-click-click. He’s out too. Scrambling to reload, he pats his body down like he’s covered in invisible ants. Seems he suddenly forgot where he hung his spare magazine.
Right on your shoulder, dumbass.
He grabs it, right as I shoot him in the head, and he instantly bursts into that same black dust. 
“What the–” before I can finish, a wave of bullets rains down. Little volcanoes of sand pop all around me. I scramble backwards, like a vampire that’s been exposed to sunlight, and find shelter behind a fallen tree trunk. 
“I want that package, Travis!” the big man shouts.
In the aftermath of the strafing, the dust clears. I look up, only to have the unyielding intensity of his flashlight blinding me. Damn thing has the candle power of a prison spotlight. 
“We both know I’ve got the advantage here.” He speaks in a singsong tone as he continues, “You’re down there. I’m up here. You’ve got a semi-automatic. Mine’s fully automatic. You don’t have grenades.” Then I hear what sounds like keys jangling. “I do.”
His flashlight might be as bright as a supernova, but it’s also giving away his position. 
“Now stop being a pussy, crawl out from your hole, and give me the box!”
“And if I don’t?”
A pause. “Well then I hope you’re a runner.”
“So after all this? You’d risk destroying the box?”
He chuckles, then says, “Still haven’t figured it out yet, have you, Buttercup?”
“Figured out what?”
“The box is only half the mission.”
There’s a long pause. Beyond the light, as my eyes adjust, I make out his silhouette. His head leans to one side. I see the tiny red glow of another cigarette coming to life. This guy must have cojones of steel to smoke around explosives.
“Killing you for a second time,” he says, “is the other half.”     
Well, in that case…
I aim for his flashlight.
Cock my gun.
And fire.
He recoils. A pained grunt escapes him. “YOU LITTLE SHIT!”
Not sure where I hit him, but I did. Too bad it didn’t take him down. 
I squeeze the trigger again.
Click.
Now I’m the one who’s out.
Click-click-click.
Shhhiiiitt! 
Panic sets in. I search my body for my spare clip. Suddenly feels like I have about eighty pockets. Can’t remember which one I shoved it into– 
Unless it fell out during the crash.
The circle of light around me disappears, leaving me in total darkness. My eyes slowly adjust again and I look back to the edge of the hill. I see the big man swing his arm in the air. 
A split-second later I hear a plop-plop sound nearby.
Something landed in the water.
Then another plop-plop.
That one landed closer… which can’t be good.
I push myself as far away from those sounds as possible, but it’s hard to crawl fast with a bad ankle–
The ground around me swells, lifts me up as if I were on some sort of magic carpet. My head rocks backwards. Arms and legs flailing uselessly as I sail through the air.
Everything moves in slow motion again.
And midflight, amidst the dizzying canopy of twinkling stars above me, something catches my eye.
Something moves.
A falling star.
No.
It’s not falling.
It’s… circling?
That’s impossible–
There’s an ugly cracking sound that reverberates throughout my body as I slam against something. 
And things suddenly go–
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A note from the Author
 
 
 
I truly hope you enjoyed reading The Saltwater Marathon. 
Being an independent author is a very challenging and rewarding experience. It’s a constant learning process as well, especially in this age of digital publishing. 
Yet for all of the hard work and struggle that comes with writing, the one true joy I get is knowing that my readers enjoyed what I wrote. 
Self-published authors like myself survive off of your support and feedback. So if you did enjoy my work, please leave me a review on Amazon.  Reviews are the best gift you can give an author. You could also spread the word & share your review on Facebook or Twitter.
I appreciate my readers taking the time to give me their feedback, as it only makes me a better writer. 
If you are able to post a review for me, I thank you in advance. Again, you are the reason I do what I do.
Happy reading,
 
Jonathan
www.jchateau.com
 
 
 





  
 
 
I’d love to connect with you!
 
 
Join my email list at jchateau.com/contact and get access to exclusive content, updates on upcoming works, as well as prizes & giveaways.
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