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Prologue


 Ming Dwyer walked into his modest one-bedroom apartment just after eight o’clock and removed his coat. He shuffled his feet as he walked as if the weight of the world were placed firmly on his shoulders. Another day with long hours and little gratification was behind him. It was the end of another day where he cow-towed to the managers above him, caved in to ideas that were not his own, gave in to others he did not agree with and felt as if a little more of his soul had been snatched away. Not snatched away by anything demonic or satanic but by a faceless corporation that could not possibly have cared a whit for him. He was home now, however, and he could try to put those thoughts behind him.
 He was a small man. He stood in the neighborhood of five foot four. He had dark hair and dark eyes. He was gradually getting a gut, now that he spent his days chained to a cubicle and ate fast food. The days of his youth receded further and further into the past and the thoughts of his future filled his head. So much time had been spent devoted to his career. Now, here he was, just past the threshold of thirty and staring middle-age full in the face, and what did he have to show for it? He had an empty one-bedroom apartment, a few friends and no love-interest to speak of. It made coming home something of a tragedy. This was why his walk had degenerated into a shuffle over the years.
 He walked down the hallway and into the small kitchen. A week’s worth of dishes were piled in the sink but he figured that was what weekends were for. He made himself a quick batch of macaroni and cheese and carried the warm bowl of unnaturally orange-colored noodles to his chair in the living room. He watched the news without really hearing it and mindlessly moved his fork from bowl to mouth. He made certain not to spill the cheese on his shirt or his chair.
 Outside his home the weather was beautiful. The ocean - invisible from the windows at Ming’s apartment but very visible to many in the town - was a sparkling blue as the sun descended on the Gulf of Mexico. The weather was unusually chilly considering it was still summer. To have people wearing coats in this part of the world was a very strange sight. A cold front blanketed most of the country but it was not a normal thing to have to worry about such things in these parts. The wind off the ocean should have warmed all of them but lately it created a kind of chill and made it seem as if these were the streets of Chicago instead of the Gulf. Many talked about how unnaturally cold it was and wondered what it meant.
 Ming didn’t wonder. He worked for a company that managed benefit plans for other companies. He worked in the call center and dealt with people who took calls from those with nothing better to do than call and complain and bitch about the things they didn’t like about their health insurance. His life was wrapped up in reports that detailed every call so minutely that it took micro-managing to unheard of levels. The client he worked for demanded ridiculous levels of perfection and they were the type to be on the phone to him in a few seconds just so they could scream in his ear. The company had fought and negotiated the contract with this company for over a year. Countless hours had been spent securing the client. The entire fate of the company hinged on appeasing this client; one of the largest they had. When the contract with this client had been signed they were given unheard of and unreasonable access to everything with unreasonable promises made should any faults or missteps be found at any time. The pressure caused Ming to walk with a slight hunch in addition to the shuffle.
 The news was all bad and the weatherman was perplexed about the sudden change in temperature. He indicated that he felt it would not last and Ming decided he felt as if he could really care less. He was barely outside anymore these days anyway. He put the empty bowl down and decided to walk into his bedroom He clicked off the television as he walked past.
 The room was small and contained his bed, a small dresser, a small closet and a desk with an ancient computer. There was, next to the computer, a radio with headphones, a microphone and a wire leading from the back across the wall and out the window. The one thing that Ming still seemed to enjoy these days was his time on the shortwave. While he also had a license as a ham radio operator the discussions he’d had while doing it completely numbed him. He really just enjoyed listening and scanning the bands and frequencies until he found something interesting. Sometimes he heard air traffic at the small airport five miles from his apartment. Other times he listened in on the police and fire departments. Sometimes there was communication between ships out in the Gulf and people on shore. Sometimes he picked up calls and communications between other people with radios or cordless phones.
 Ming sat down at the desk and put the headphones on. His head was killing him so he welcomed the relaxing hiss of the radio. He hit the scan button. The digital readout flashed numbers so rapidly he couldn’t follow them. He rested his head on his arms, closed his eyes and listened. The scanner stopped on the fire department. Nothing exciting was happening so Ming let it move on. He listened to the police band for a bit and then continued scanning. He stopped to listen to a cordless phone conversation. It was a young woman apparently not far from Ming’s apartment trying desperately to convince her boyfriend that he should come over for the night. The guy was obviously drunk or incredibly stupid because he was not getting the hint. When that ended he hit scan again.
 “Mayday, mayday… We need help…”
 The scanner jumped back to scanning before Ming could react. He reached out and reversed the direction of the scanner. He was suddenly very awake. He had heard about ham radio operators catching distress calls but had never experienced one.
 “-ig 42. …We hit something… Mayday, mayday, mayday…”
 “Jesus,” Ming whispered to himself. He stopped the scanner and listened while on the edge of his chair.
 The reception was not great. There was a female voice, obviously very scared. Ming played with the fine-tuning control until things came in a bit clearer. Ming felt a mixture of excitement and fear as he listened to the panicked voice.
 “Rig 42…we hit something…mayday, mayday, mayday…oh God…oh please, dear God!….”
 Ming felt the excitement turn into ice-water. He heard the wind rattle the window in the front room. There was a noise coming through the headphones that at first he thought was just interference. With a chill that crept up his spine he realized that the sound was being broadcast along with the terrified voice. The sound was something in the background just behind the voice of the panicked woman. It was a sound like moaning, screaming, crying, all combined into one. It was like hearing a crowd of people standing behind whoever was transmitting or a choir moaning and screaming.
 “Oh please….mayday, mayday…HELP US!!!”
 There was a horrific scream. It pierced Ming’s ears and he held a hand up to his head and grabbed the right earpiece. The sound in the background became louder. The chills reached his feet and he shuddered uncontrollably. The sound was like a million humans all screaming, moaning, crying at once. It was the sound of a crowd of people being tortured at the same time. The lights dimmed in his apartment. The sound grew louder. He reached out for the volume control but his hand felt suddenly heavy.
 A violent shock of pain drove through his head. Ming clenched his teeth. He bit down on his tongue so hard blood sprayed from between his teeth and splattered the controls of the radio. The sound grew louder still. Now it was a billion souls; a billion lives being tortured and burned. His head filled with images. He saw horrible images of skin ripped off of quivering muscle again and again He saw fire and torture of the most unspeakable varieties. The pain in his head was unbearable. He tried to scream but only a soft moan escaped his lips. He could feel something in his head, like a kind of pressure, as though two giant hands were in his skull squeezing his brain. Blood flowed out of his nose, ears, mouth and eyes. He couldn’t see. Blood pooled in the cups of the headphones. He tasted blood in his mouth.  
 The sound grew deafening. Ming’s eyes exploded in their sockets. The pressure was so great jets of blood pulsed for a moment from his eyes sockets. Blood erupted from his mouth. Then the sound stopped as if a switch had been thrown.
 Ming had a moment to realize that he was blind, and then he was gone. His body slumped forward. Blood poured from his eyes, ears, nose, mouth, nipples, penis, anus and seeped from his pores. His internal organs were jelly. It was as if someone had reached into his body crushed him from the inside.
 The radio was nothing but static. The wind blew hard that night; harder than many had seen it when there wasn’t a hurricane offshore. It blew through the bones of those who ventured out. It blew through homes. People curled up to those they loved and clutched them tighter at the sound of that wind.
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Kevin Iler was not having a good day, and he was determined to let anyone who got into his way know all about it. It was the middle of the night and he walked briskly into his office at GemCo Oil. He should have been fast asleep, dreaming his dreams of money and nothing but money, while trying hard to ignore the annoying snoring of his equally annoying wife. In Kevin Iler’s world most everyone was annoying because everyone around him could not understand that all that mattered was money. The important thing about money was how much of it he could earn for the company and, therefore, for himself.
 Fifteen minutes ago he learned that one of his most ambitious projects was no longer making money. Oil Rig number 42 (known by those at GemCo as simply Rig 42) was no longer in contact with anyone. There had been a number of rather distressing calls made by the rig but, just as suddenly, everything had ceased. Satellite views showed no movement of any kind on the rig. A helicopter fly-by revealed nothing. It was as if the crew had simply disappeared. All that was left were some very disturbing and confusing recordings of transmissions from the rig.
 Rig 42 was the biggest one that GemCo had ever built and it was located in the Gulf of Mexico. It was the biggest in the world and one of the most advanced ever created. It was Kevin’s baby and he had spent countless hours pouring over its design and more hours convincing those in charge that it was an expense that would only bring about good things. Once the oil field had been discovered it was Kevin who put forth the idea of the most advanced and largest rigs seen within the oil industry. The idea was that the more advanced equipment would mean a smaller crew could be used and fewer accidents could occur. Now he had an absent crew, creepy radio transmissions and a rig that was not done drilling to get to the pumping that would bring him more money.
 Kevin Iler intended to yell at a lot of people. For the most part yelling was the only thing Kevin Iler was really good at. He had a knack for it. The other thing Kevin Iler had a gift for was dreaming and obsessing over money. The fact that he had an impressive string of failures behind him with other companies in this endeavor did not seem to stop him from getting jobs at new places. He had enough impressive successes that companies held out hope that he would be able to duplicate his successes with them. GemCo was one of those places.
 Kevin walked into his office and threw his briefcase into a chair just inside the door. He muttered to himself and cursed the fact that his assistant had not yet arrived even though he had called her shortly after he had been contacted. He grabbed his Rolodex and flipped through it angrily. He found the phone number he was looking for. He punched the number into the phone and sat down behind the desk. He rubbed his eyes and built up a good head of steam.
 “Hello?” Said a groggy voice on the other end.
 “Phil?” Kevin yelled.
 “Yeah,” the man said, “who’s this?”
 “Fuck you, you fat fuck!” Kevin screamed. “Get your fucking flabby ass out of bed and get into the office in ten minutes or your office will be waiting for you in boxes by the curb before the sun comes up!”
 “Sorry, Mr. Iler,” Phil Stim said on the other end, suddenly not nearly as sleepy as he had been.
 “Save your fucking sorry for someone who fucking believes in them,” Iler screamed, his throat muscles stretching impressively. “Roll over that ugly cunt of a wife you have and get your sorry ass into work now, for Christ’s sake. We’ve lost 42.”
 “Oh shit,” Stim moaned.
 “Why are you still talking to me?” Kevin screamed. “I said to get the fuck up and get the fuck in here!”
 He slammed his finger on the button before Phil had even a prayer of responding. He flipped through his rolodex again and found another number. He repeated this exercise six times before his assistant came in. She looked a bit of a wreck. Her hair was pulled back but whatever she had used to try and hold it there hadn’t worked very well and it was sticking up all over the place.
 “Christ you are a fucking walking disaster,” Kevin screamed at her. “I’ve already made the phone calls because you are so fucking slow and dimwitted it has to be seen to be believed! Don’t even bother sitting your sorry ass down just go get me a cup of coffee. Be glad I don’t throw it in your face when you get here.”
 The young woman nodded, dropped her things and immediately shuffled down the hallway. Kevin watched her go with a satisfied smile on his face. He had been told repeatedly that his method of screaming at people served no purpose except to make everyone resentful of him. His response has been that he had no interest in being anyone’s friend and when he screamed people jumped. When people jumped they did things for him. When people did things for him he not only insulated himself from things but they made him look better. This in turn made him more money, which directly related to his theory that the only thing in life that mattered was money. Kevin often had dreams where he entered a magical world where money rained down upon him. No hard coin money, but beautiful, soft, green money just falling all around him. Whether or not the people who made him richer were happy could not have mattered to him less. At a large company meeting he had famously stated that he felt people should not be happy in their jobs because if they were happy or content then they weren’t trying hard enough.
 Kevin turned back to his phone numbers. He smiled. There was one more phone call to make but it was the only one that he was looking forward to making. Of all of the people in this company there was only one person who came close to sharing Kevin’s view of the world. There was only one person as equally willing to sacrifice his soul on the altar of profit. He dialed that number and was not surprised when Larry Appling answered the phone from in his car.
 “Yes, sir,” Larry said, “I got the call five minutes ago. I should be in the office in just about the same amount of time.”
 “Good man, Larry,” Kevin said. “I’ve got the rest of the crew fumbling around in their bedrooms to get dressed already.”
 “I figured you would, sir,” Larry said.
 “I’m going to make you my point-man on this thing, Larry,” Kevin said. “I need someone I can trust on this one.”
 “You can trust me, sir,” Larry said. “Thank you.”
 “Get your ass in here, fast,” Kevin said and hit the button.
 He sat back in his chair and put his feet up on the desk. He loved being able to yell at people and he knew that by the time most of the people he had just called came in they would have more information for him. If they had more information for him maybe he could make a decision that would save this entire disaster.
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 Larry Appling hung up the phone and smiled to himself. He let loose a loud sigh. He turned his car into the parking garage and shook his head. How he had managed to come as far and as fast as he had always amazed him. There was a time when the ass-kissing would have made him sick to his stomach. There was a time when the thought of getting up in the middle of the night to go into work was unthinkable. This has been before he was married and had a house and discovered all of the wonderful things that making a lot of money could provide for you.
 He was not a particularly tall man and stood about five foot seven if he was wearing tall shoes. He had dark hair and dark eyes with dark hair covering large portions of his body. He had an easy smile and a good sense of humor and most people tended to like Larry, especially in the beginning when they first met him. A few years ago, everyone seemed to like Larry. He was the easy-going boss who let you get away with things and that you could come talk to. Somewhere along the way his realization that being that chummy boss wouldn’t get him further up that tempting ladder made him reconsider things and he changed. Now, people usually liked him in the beginning, but became cautious around him, hushed around him, quiet around him. They knew he was plugged directly into the most powerful people in the company and they were unsure of just how tight-lipped he really was.
 His decision to start climbing the ladder corresponded directly with his decision to marry a woman he worked with but who was further down the ladder. She seemed content with her station which added to the pressure on him that he had to be the one to claw and climb. Out went the silly clothes and on went the shirts and ties. Out went the ideals and standing up for the little guy and in came following the company standards, towing the company line. He willingly shook the hands and made the deals with the various company devils that got you noticed and promoted. It didn’t hurt much to chop away parts of your soul after a while. You could justify everything you cut when you had such ambition for your wife, home and family. You could easily stab anyone who was not in this circle in the back when you justified it as a means to gain more for yourself. It turned out a soul didn’t hurt so much once you just started cutting away.
 Larry Appling nuzzled himself next to Kevin Iler like some breed of snake nuzzling against the sheep before devouring it. He figured he would learn what he could from the man, and then do what he could behind the man’s back to have him removed. It was a technique he had employed before. The trick was acting as if the extra work of the new promotion was some sort of trial inflicted upon him unwillingly by the company It was key to play this off to the people beneath him. This is what made Larry appealing to those upon whose backs he stood while reaching for that next rung.
 Larry pulled into a parking space and walked form his car into the elevator. His head felt heavy and his eyelids felt like he had rubbed them raw. John Levins, one of the men Kevin called to scream at, called Larry at home to inform him what was going on. Larry kept clothing hanging on a closet door for just such emergencies. He also made sure to shower and shave before going to bed so that all that was needed should such an incident occur would be a comb through his hair and a liberal splash of cologne. Then he was on his way. He forwarded the second phone line he had in his home to his cell phone because he knew Kevin would get to him eventually and he wanted Kevin to hear that he was already on his way.
 He entered the darkened offices. His office was two floors beneath Kevin’s and the floor was dark and the cubicles empty. He flipped on lights and made his way through the rat-maze of tiny squares of space that the other workers used during the day and turned on the lights in his office. He was at his desk and checked e-mails and made phone calls after a few scant seconds. He prepared as much information as he could before he made his way up to Kevin’s office. He had a knack for showing up at Kevin’s door minutes before Kevin realized he needed him.
 The rest of the crew had arrived and sat around a table in a conference room adjoining Kevin’s office. There was also a wall with various screens and upon these screens were other officials within the company as well as various maps and presentation slides. Most of the crew around the table were in various states of disheveled-ness. Larry suppressed a smile but allowed himself a brief nod towards Kevin as he entered.
 “The transmissions came last night, just before sundown,” said one of the men on the wall that Larry recognized as David Meking from the operations in Texas. “They were received by the coast guard and apparently some people who have scanners and shortwave radios.”
 “How do we know that?” Kevin asked.
 The man shifted in his seat on the monitor and cleared his throat.
 “Quit your fucking stammering you fucking idiot and tell me!” Kevin screamed, his voice echoed off the bare white walls.
 “Anyone who heard the transmission as it was broadcast is dead, sir,” David said.
 Kevin paused his writing and looked up. “What the fuck do you mean?”
 “No one knows, sir,” David said. “It just seems as if anyone who heard the transmission, well, they, uh, they died. Rather horribly, as a matter of fact.”
 “Coast guard men died?” Kevin asked.
 “Yes, at least five of them,” the man replied. “There were four others we know of just around the Gulf as well; all of them men on shortwave radios. Their internal organs and their brains were, well, they say, it was like they were melted.”
 Kevin threw his pen down and his face turned an interesting shade of crimson. “Does anyone here have any fucking clue what the holy fuck is going on?”
 There was stunned silence around the table.
 “I will start walking around this table plucking out your fucking eyeballs with my pen if someone doesn’t start talking very soon!” Kevin roared.
 “I’ve never heard of anything like this before,” said Harry Winton, a large man with a mustache, near the far end of the table. “I’ve been in the oil business for thirty years and I’ve never heard of this.”
 “What happened to the crew?” Kevin asked.
 “No one knows that either,” said another face on the wall. “Once the transmissions stopped there was nothing else. We did a few fly-bys with helicopters and it looks like the rig is abandoned, but none of the evacuation vehicles have been deployed.”
 “That sounds like some kind of gas attack or something,” Larry said. “Like nerve gas hit the rig and wiped out the crew.”
 Kevin nodded. “What are the odds that this was some kind of terrorist strike?”
 “What kind of gas kills a crew and then melts the internal organs of the people who hear the mayday transmission?” Harry asked.
 Kevin shut him up with a look. “Let’s deal with one mystery at a time right now. Right now, I care a whole fucking lot more about my rig than some saps who couldn’t cut it in the Navy and pathetic souls with nothing better to do than listen to shortwave radios.”
 “The possibility does exist,” said a face on the wall. “Perhaps there is some kind of new technology employed here. Wipe out the crew with nerve gas and use something to try and jam the radio transmissions. Maybe an unintended side affect was the deaths.”
 “I don’t even want to think about a terrorist group with the ability to melt my internal organs over the airwaves,” Larry said.
 “So what do we need to do to get the rig up and running again?” Kevin said.
 “We have to make sure the rig is safe,” Phil Stim said. “How do we know that if we send another crew they aren’t going to drop dead the minute they get off the helicopter?”
 “I can get more workers,” Kevin said. “I got workers coming out of my ass. I want to get the rig running again and fast. If we send a crew and they drop once they get out of the chopper, I guess we have our answer.”
 There was a shocked silence around the table.
 “Need I remind all of you how much money this company has invested in this?” Kevin said. “This rig is the most advanced thing that anyone has built anywhere in the world. The technology we developed for this is unheard of. It’s going to make us billions, folks, not millions. If we don’t get it working again and get it working again fast, I personally will kill all of you and your families before I let this company go down. Do I make myself clear?”
 “I have an idea,” Larry said.
 “I was wondering when you were going to say something,” Kevin said.
 “I can get together a small crew,” Larry said. “I have some contacts with some certain personality types that I think could get onto the rig, make sure that it’s safe and even clear out anyone who might still be there, if this was some kind of terrorist thing.”
 “Mercenaries?” Harry said incredulously.
 “I could send you instead,” Kevin snapped back.
 “There’s one man in particular I have in mind for this,” Larry said. “He’s handled this type of situation before. Well, that is to say, he’s gone into a potentially dangerous situation before to sweep and clear.”
 “How long?” Kevin said.
 “Well, that is going to be the problem,” Larry said. “The last I heard he was in Thailand. I’ll probably have to go get him myself. Once I get him, though, he’ll be fast. I think we could have the thing swept up in three weeks.”
 “See,” Kevin said and looked around the table, “that’s the kind of thinking I expect from you and never get. He thinks about the company first and worries about the rest afterwards. All the rest of you get out of my sight. Go find something to do, but if any of you go home, I wouldn’t turn on the car yourself tomorrow morning, if you get my meaning.”
 The men around the table, many with their hair sticking out in various places and their eyes still glazed over with sleep, gathered their things and filed out of the board room. The faces on the screens on the wall disappeared. Eventually only Kevin and Larry were left in the room.
 “Larry, I want you to listen to something,” Kevin said. “I don’t believe for a minute that there are any terrorists or nerve gas. I can’t say that for sure, so, whoever you send will still have to be careful, but I need you to know what we’re up against.”
 Larry nodded. Kevin stood up and walked into his office for a moment and then returned via the door that connected the two rooms. He had a tape recorder in his hand and he set it down on the table. Then he sat down in the chair again and looked at Larry.
 “If this gets to you,” he said, “I want you to tell me right away so I can shut it off. I don’t want your fucking brains all over my conference room table.”
 Larry nodded again and felt the first pang of fear on his gut. He swallowed and it felt like there was a large lump in his throat. Kevin pushed play and for several seconds there was only the soft hiss of the tape player and static.
 “Mayday, mayday, mayday…”
 The cries of the woman began and her voice filled with a kind of terror Larry had never heard before. Her voice rose in pitch and quivered repeatedly. Then, as the recording went on and the mayday repeated, the sound in the background began to grow. The room suddenly seemed filled with the echoing sound of a billion voices screaming. They weren’t just screaming in pain or terror, but in a kind of despair that no human could ever truly fathom, at least not in this world. It was as if a billion people were literally piled upon each other with a great weight slowly pressed down upon them. There was screaming, moaning, laughing of a mad hysterical type, then more screaming. Sounds overlapped other sounds and bounced off the walls of the white room. Larry felt the sounds pierce into his head and he wasn’t sure how such a thing could be possible, but it was true and he could feel it. It was as if the sounds were alive. It was as if each screaming, despairing voice tried to reach out and either destroy or grasp at something. It was the most bone-chilling, terrifying thing that Larry had ever heard. It grew louder, louder still, each voice became almost distinct, and there were so many voices. The table seemed to vibrate from the sounds and Larry felt something grab his heart. It squeezed him. He closed his eyes and reached for the tape recorder. Just then, Kevin slammed his hand down on the machine and stopped the sounds.
 “Christ,” Larry said, breathless, breathing hard. “Holy Christ what the fuck was that?”
 “I have no fucking clue,” Kevin said. “That’s the transmission that caused those people’s internal organs to melt. Even on a recording like this it still seems to have some effect.”
 “Didn’t seem to affect you,” Larry said.
 “Maybe I’m immune,” Kevin said. “I don’t why it doesn’t bother me, but it doesn’t. What did you hear?”
 “Screaming,” Larry said. “I could hear screaming, moaning. God, it was like listening to an entire city being slowly tortured to death.”
 Kevin nodded. “I have no idea what the hell happened on that rig, Larry. I have no idea what those sounds are or what happened to the crew. I just know that something happened, those sounds happened, and that crew has been unreachable since. Do you think your man can handle this?”
 Larry nodded. “I’m sure.”
 Kevin studied Larry for a moment and then nodded. He seemed satisfied. “I want you to go with him.”
 Larry’s eyes went wide. “You what?”
 “I trust you, Larry,” Kevin said. “I trust you to keep things in line and to keep the company first and foremost in your mind. I can’t have this guy, even the guy you recommend, out there running things without you there to make sure he puts the rig and the company first.”
 “I’m not really trained for this kind of thing,” Larry said.
 “I’m not asking you to run the fucking thing,” Kevin said. “I’m just asking you to be there to supervise things. We have to get this rig up and running again at all costs.”
 Kevin leaned forward to make sure his eyes looked directly into Larry’s.
 “At all costs, Larry,” he said. “Do you understand me?”
 Larry nodded. He understood all too well.
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 J. D. Kartos lay in a kind of half-dreaming/half-awake state and found he quite enjoyed the sensation. He could feel the softness of the sheet covering him and the smoothness of the bare skin lying next to him, but his thoughts had a strange dreamy quality about them. He was quite certain that were someone to hit him upside the head with a two-by-four, he would have only smiled and rolled over.
 His body was long and hard, significantly over six feet tall and close enough to his Greek roots to still have the traditional Greek nose and mop of curly dark hair, but far enough away from them to have pale white flesh instead of olive. His eyes were dark, but currently closed. His body was a mass of muscles, hardened over the years through training and hard work, and criss-crossed with scars.  
 The opium pipe was forgotten and lay next to the mat on which he was laying. His head was lost in a fog of opium haze. Others moved about him as attendants attended to others lying about on similar mats. Bare feet wandered past his eyes connected to bare, smooth legs from the whores who worked at the den and provided whatever services they could to those not too far gone. One of them lay next to J.D. with her dark hair covering her face as she rested on her side. He had paid handsomely for her for the entire night so she had taken advantage of the situation and to catch some sleep. He barely recalled her face but vaguely remembered the small breasts and large, dark nipples. She had called him names in her own language, but he hadn’t really cared.
 There was sound, suddenly, somewhere near the front door of the place. J.D. had time to wonder if the police were coming or if there was some sort of trouble and then decided he really didn’t care one way or the other. That was the great thing about opium; you really didn’t care much about anything when you were lost in it. It wasn’t until he heard his name that the fog lifted enough for him to lift his head and seek the source of the commotion.
 “J.D.?” Said the voice, loudly.
 He lifted his head and turned slowly towards the sound of that voice. Light streamed in from the open doorway. Given how dark the place was with the door closed this caused everything to have a strange lighted outline and become little more than a silhouette. He could make out the short figure weaving its way towards him, moving clumsily over bodies either sleeping or engaged in various carnal activities, but mostly oblivious to his passage. As J.D.’s eyes adjusted to the light he could make out the face, the long nose, the dark hair, the bright white teeth and he moaned.
 “Appling?” J.D. asked.
 Larry paused, looked around the bodies and then broke loose with the toothy smile and waved in a completely inappropriate way towards J.D. He moved with purpose but still plenty of clumsiness towards where J.D. lay.  
 “Christ,” J.D. said, “you make quite a scene.”
”Sorry,” Larry said. “It was hell trying to find you.”
 “That’s kind of the point,” J.D. said and laid his head back down and hoped this was all just a bad dream.
 “We need to talk,” Larry said.
 J.D. opened his eyes and saw the khaki-clad legs of Larry Appling stood directly over him. Larry didn’t seem to be the least bit moved by the sight of the naked woman sleeping next to J.D. and he certainly didn’t seem to care that J.D. was not paying any attention to him.
 “We don’t have to go anywhere,” J.D. said. “I’ve paid for my time here tonight and I intend to get my money’s worth.”
 “I’ve got a proposal that could make you a lot more money,” Larry said. “So much so, maybe they’ll just let you move in here.”
 J.D. opened his eyes and looked up at Larry’s face. There was no longer a hint of a smile there. J.D. sighed and sat up.
 “Let me get my clothes,” he said.
* * *
 Twenty minutes later they were in Larry’s hotel room. Outside the windows the entire spectacle that was Bangkok stretched out before them. The sky above was a dazzling blue spotted with white clouds. Down below the city was darker and bustled with people of all shapes, sizes and colors. Inside the room there was the usual hotel smell, clean sheets, and the cool breeze of an air conditioner.
 “Nice room,” J.D. said.
 “I paid enough for it, it should be,” Larry said. “Would you like a drink?”
 “If you’ve got Jim Beam over there, I’ll take one straight up,” J.D. said, settling into a large leather chair across from the bed.
 Larry took a moment to pour a drink from the bar located along one wall. He handed the glass to J.D. who took a long drink. He enjoyed the warm burning sensation as the liquid filtered over his tongue and down his throat. His head felt like it was still floating about six inches above his neck but he was definitely not lost in the fog that he had been. It was one of the things J.D. did well; he could recover rather quickly when he was punishing his body.
 “I need you to get a team together,” Larry said, sitting down in the bed, a glass of bottled water with lemon in his hands. “We’ve got a problem on one of the rigs.”
 “What are you talking about?” J.D. said. “I haven’t seen you since Honduras. I have no idea what you do now.”
 “Sorry,” Larry said, taking the lemon wedge into his mouth and biting down, eating the fruit, dropping the rind back into the glass, “I forgot how long it’s been. I work for GemCo now. That’s an oil company. We just built one of the biggest and most advanced oil rigs in the entire world. It’s in the Gulf of Mexico. A couple days ago we received a few creepy and ominous transmissions from the rig and then nothing. It’s like the crew just disappeared.”
 “Sounds like quite a problem,” J.D. agreed. “Now tell me what really happened that you need a guy like me.”
 “Where’ve you been working the past couple of years, Jay?” Larry asked.
 “Stop avoiding the topic,” J.D. said.
 “I’m getting to it but I’m trying to figure out how,” Larry replied. “Where have you been working?”
 “Still in South America mostly,” J.D. said. “There’s always a rebel group down that way that needs someone like me. I spent a few months in Africa but that was too much even for me. Taking machetes to the heads of babies is just a line I wasn’t willing to cross.”
 “Wouldn’t something a bit more domestic be a bit of a break, then?” Larry asked.
 “Look at things my way,” J.D. said, “I’m here, vacationing in Bangkok, when one of my former CIA contacts comes up to me and tells me he has a job for me on an oil rig. Needless to say, despite the opium haze, all of my needles just went into red.”
 “Fair enough,” Larry said. “We don’t know what happened out there. One of the leading theories is some kind of gas that wiped out the crew. This leads to the idea of a terrorist group. Before we take the time and expense of sending a fully trained crew out there again, we want to make sure the place is safe. For that kind of work, I thought of you.”
 “You’re lying and I can tell,” J.D. said.  
 “There are some extenuating circumstances,” Larry said. “I have some tapes you’ll need to listen to, but not here.”
 J.D. finished his drink in one long swallow, grimaced, and put the glass down. “Why not here?”
 “I’ll make a deal with you,” Larry said, “I’ve got a private plane waiting at the airfield outside of town. You come with me, listen to the rest of the story and the tapes I have to play and then you can decide whether you want the job or not. If you say no, then I’ll personally pay for your flight back here and set you up in a nice room like this one for as long as you need.”
 “I hope you have plenty of space on your credit cards,” J.D. said.
 Larry smiled. “Don’t worry about it.”
* * *
 J.D. sat on the plane, moments after the tape player was shut off, a fresh Jim Beam in his hand, and his entire body shuddered uncontrollably. He felt as if someone had punched him repeatedly all over his entire body. His stomach felt sick. His head pounded. He had never felt this way before and it was not something he relished in the least.
 “What the fuck was that?” He said, surprised at the weak quality to his own voice.
 “That was the last transmission from rig 42,” Larry said, removing earplugs he had placed in his ears just before pushing play. “That also killed some guys with the Coast Guard and a few folks who heard it on their shortwave receivers. Turned their organs and brains into jelly.”
 “I can believe it,” J. D. said and took another long drink. He was weighing the pros an d cons of pouring another glass. “That isn’t terrorists, Larry.”
 Larry sighed and then nodded to himself. He looked back at J.D. and extended his hands palms up. “I know that. My boss knows that, but the official story, if there has to be one, is that there is the possibility of terrorists.”
 “Why the hell do you want to send me into this?”
 “When I was doing work for the government you were the best guy I had. When I had you on my team I always knew the mission would get done and just about everyone would come back alive. You went willingly into situations so dangerous most men would have fainted at the thought of it. Plus, you always did have a flair for the unusual.”
 “You had me in mind for this before you knew there was anything unusual about it,” J.D. said, seeing right through the words Larry fed him.
 “Yeah,” Larry replied, “from the moment my boss started talking, I knew I wanted you to check out the rig and make sure it was safe before we sent anyone else out there.”
 J.D. sat back and finished off his drink. He closed his eyes and rubbed them until he could see strange colors behind his eyelids. Then he stood, walked over to the bar and poured himself another drink. He sipped this one slowly and mulled what he had just heard over in his head.
 He had done a lot of things in his time. He had joined the Navy at a young age after he lied about how old he was. He found himself in Navy SEAL training at a young age as well. He had taken to the discipline, the intensity and the danger like most men took to breathing. When the day came that the government agents showed up at his post he jumped at the chance to do some work off-the record. When things there led to him being discharged from the Navy he had gone freelance and used the contacts he made while working for the government. J.D. figured he had done work of one type or another for nearly every government on the planet by now. Sometimes he was just out on the periphery and other times he was the one pulling all the strings and doing all the dirty work. He was approaching forty fast now and was amazed at how fast things had happened and how much he had done in his time on the planet. He felt much older than his birth certificate said he was even though his body certainly didn’t show his age.  
 Despite all he had done there had always been a curiosity about him. He figured that was what had driven him in the first place. He was curious about life, the world, and what came after this world or what might be beyond this world. The things he had just heard on that tape were definitely not things of this world. Just what had those poor people dug up out in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico?
 “Dammit,” he whispered. “You’ve got me. The fee will be three times my normal fee.”
 “I think I can find a way to swing that,” Larry said. “Do you have an idea of the people you want? I can provide you with some names.”
 “There are some people I already have in mind,” J.D. said, taking another drink. “At least two of them will take a lot of convincing.”
 Larry laughed behind him and J.D. turned to look at his smiling face. “How is Karmen these days, anyway?”
 J.D. smiled. It had always been Larry’s gift to see through the bullshit and see exactly what was on someone’s mind.  
 “I just hope she doesn’t kill me before I get a chance to talk to her,” J.D. said.
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 The woman with the long blond hair tied back in a ponytail rode her Harley-Davidson through the desert which created a rather impressive sandstorm behind her as she drove. Her face showed no emotion. Her thin lips created a tight line across the lower half of her face. Sunglasses hid the dazzling blue eyes and any emotion that might be hidden there. He face was striking, angular, with a perfectly shaped chin, nose, cheeks and ears. When she did allow herself to smile, which was rare, given her line of work, it was a dazzling smile that lit her face up in a way that only improved her looks.
 There was a small scar on her left cheek, maybe an inch long, across the top of the cheekbone. This she had received during one of her extended stays in Russia. It had been after a mission and she was drinking with several of the large Russian men, downing one vodka after another. She had been stone-cold sober but her drinking companion had grown steadily more drunk, and his hands begun to roam freely. When she pushed him away, he got angry. A bottle broke and he lunged. She came away with an inch-long scar on her left cheek. He stumbled away trying to hold his intestines in with both of his hands.
 Karmen Etland was not the type of woman that a man should take lightly, but her blond hair and striking good-looks often made them do exactly that. More than a few of those men had paid for this mistake with their lives. Her years in the Marines had tuned her body into a mass of muscle and her years working for the CIA had made those muscles more dangerous than anyone, man or woman, had a right to be.
 This was all a long time ago. Things had changed for her not that long ago. She decided she wanted to get away from things. She wanted to hide from the world that she had seen too much of the wrong side of. Her small home quite literally in the middle of the desert was as close to peace and as close to paradise as she could imagine.
 Her body was still hard as a rock and her skin was tanned from the motorcycle rides across the sand. She wore a sleeveless shirt that showed off her abdomen, which was also rock hard and tanned. The benefits of living nowhere near anyone was that you could walk around outside with nothing on if you wanted and no one could complain.  
 Her legs were clad in army fatigues the color of the sand. Her feet were clad in thick black boots that climbed up her calf. This was a necessity when out here in the harsh environment. Wearing shorts and sandals while driving through the desert was just a bad idea for the skin and really a bad idea when you were on a motorcycle.
 The cycle itself was Karmen’s baby. She had bought the thing in terrible condition at a steal of a price and painstakingly rebuilt it, reworked it and made it into the growling, snarling beast it was now. She sat back and enjoyed the dry, hot wind in her face and watched the scenery with satisfaction. She could just see the dot that was her home approach on the horizon.
 She reached the modest home in a few minutes and paused while dismounting to remove the earplugs she wore to keep her hearing. As soon as this act was completed she knew that something was wrong. Her instincts were honed to a keen edge and she immediately knew that someone was in her house. She didn’t pause. She kept moving. She didn’t want to show for more than a fraction of a second that she knew anything was wrong. She removed some of the items she had purchased in town from the storage areas in the motorcycle and walked into her home. She kept the sunglasses on so she could continue to look carefully around without her eyes being seen.
 She walked to the kitchen counter and put the items down. She removed her sunglasses. She turned and put the carton of milk in the refrigerator. When she closed the door movement to her left caught her eye.
 She moved with a speed beyond anything outside the animal kingdom. She reached behind her into the sheath on the back of her belt and removed two four-inch knives. She flashed forward with one knife. Two forearms blocked her hand at the wrist and the knife in that hand fell to the floor. She kicked up with her left foot and caught her attacker in the shadows in the mid-section. Her other hand slashed forward, the knife whicked through the air inches from the head, but the head moved back. Karmen whirled, kicked out, caught the figure in the chest, full on, while still spinning. The figure in shadow flew into the air and landed on the rug in the living room.
 Karmen moved fast, tumbled down, grabbed her lost knife, and came to her feet directly over the figure lying prone on the floor. She knelt down and used her knees to pin the arms down and the weight of her body to knock whatever air might be left in the lungs out of her attacker. She was bringing the knives down to drive into the neck of her attacker when suddenly she realized she knew who her attacker was.
 “J.D.?” She yelled, the blades stopping only inches from flesh.
 J.D. attempted to talk, but nothing came out, his mouth simply moved in the shape of the words. “A – a- aaaiiirrrrrr….”
 “What?” Karmen asked, and then understanding flooded her. “Oh, air.”
 She stood up and removed the pressure from his chest. J.D gasped, coughed, rolled over onto his side and curled slightly to nurse his bruised mid-section and chest. He gasped huge lungs full of air and coughed. He spat unconsciously onto the floor.
 “Jesus,” he said, “this is how you welcome visitors?”
 “Visitors are people I expect to be here,” Karmen said, walking into her living room and sitting down on the sofa. “People who come out at me from the shadows that I am not expecting to be here, yes, this is what they can expect.”
 “Christ,” J.D. said, slowly getting to his feet, massaging his chest. “Guess that explains why you don’t have any alarms.”
 “I completely just kicked your ass, Mr. Navy Seal,” she said.
 “Give me a break,” J.D. said, making his way to the sofa and sitting down, “I’m just a tad jet-lagged. I flew directly here from Thailand.”
 “How did you find me?”
 “You know I have sources,” J.D. said. “Besides, I always remembered how you liked the desert. We talked about a place like this.”
 “Did we?” She asked. “I don’t remember anything we talked about. Not anymore.”
 “Well, I do,” he replied.
 “The last time I saw you was almost five years ago,” she said. “As I recall it was Somalia and you were leaving me.”
 “I couldn’t take that place anymore,” J.D. said.
 “You left me there,” she said simply. “I guess that was about that time I started trying hard to forget everything we had talked about.”
 There was a long silence. J.D. put his head back and rubbed his bruised chest. He got his breath back to normal.
 “How did you get here, anyway?” She asked. “I didn’t see any car or any tracks.”
 “I must have gotten here not long after you left,” he replied. “Helicopter.”
 Her eyes got wide. “Helicopter? Doing work for the government again? I’m not interested.”
 He shook his head. “No, business. I wanted to bring you with me. I’m doing a job for GemCo.”
 “Working for the big businesses now, are we?” She asked. “That’s pretty low, even for you.”
 “There are some extenuating circumstances,” he said.
 Her brow creased and she looked at him, unable to see into his eyes because his head was back.
 “What?” She asked finally.
 He pointed instead. “Go over to your stereo and hit play on the tape player. We’ll talk after you listen.”
* * *
 Karmen sat on her sofa and nursed a beer. Her hands shook and nothing she did seemed to stop them. She felt sick and her head hurt. She closed her eyes, but somehow, the darkness she found behind her eyelids just made things worse.
 “What the fuck was that?” She asked.
 “That’s just it, no one knows,” J.D. said. “Once you hear it, you find it’s not so bad.”
 “I wouldn’t want to hear that again,” she said.
 “I’ve been asked to go out to the rig and see what’s going on out there,” J.D. said. “I want you to come with me.”
 “Why me?” She asked.
 “Because you are the cynic,” he said. “I’m already flipping through my supply of supernatural explanations for that. I need someone to balance me out, to make sure I think things through before I act. You were always good for that.”
 She looked up at him, unsure of what to say or what he really meant by that. She had never felt so shaken or afraid in all of her life. She could not imagine what would be a reasonable explanation for what she had just listened to.
 “What do you say?” He asked.
 “You have me curious now,” she said, “but I am also terrified.”
 “Me too,” J.D. said. “It’s kind of a new experience for me.”
 “Who else are you bringing?” She asked.
 “I only requested you and one other,” J.D. said. “I want to bring Mark with us.”
 Her eyes grew wide. “Why him? He’s not trained like you and me.”
 “I’m hoping there’s nothing out there that will actually require the kinds of things we’ve been trained for,” J.D. said, “ and whatever we just heard needs the kind of expertise that Mark could bring. The rest of the crew, I’ll leave up to you and Larry.”
 “I want to bring Joe with,” Karmen said.
 “Why him?” J.D. said, with just a tinge of jealousy.
 “Because he’s good and he only thinks about completing his orders and the mission,” she said. “I think we’ll need someone like that out there.”
 “Fine,” J.D. replied. “You can find him?”
 She nodded and nothing more was said about that. She looked up into his face again. She could see that he was both excited and, yes, afraid, of whatever was out there. J.D. always had a thing for the unknown, the freaky and the supernatural. This was right up his alley.
 “When do we leave?” She asked.
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 The streets of Chicago buzzed with life, in some ways, similar to the way the streets of Bangkok had buzzed. It was a different buzz but when you had been in as many cities in as many parts of the world as J.D. had, at some point they all sort of started to seem the same. Chicago was just another cluster of buildings surrounded by a large cluster of people.
 The area of Chicago known of Lincoln Park was located on the north side of town. There was an actual Lincoln Park which contained a zoo and large open areas near Lake Michigan, however, the part J.D. was in was further inland and was filled with tall, long, but narrow houses piled on top of each other. Exactly why anyone would want to live so close to the person next door to them was beyond his comprehension, but then, much of what Mark West did was beyond comprehension.
 His head throbbed as he stepped from the car and walked the block and half to the house. This was the nearest parking space he could find. All of the flying through all of the timezones was affecting him. It was just another reminder that he was getting older and not able to hop around the globe the way he once had been able to. He had also had to listen to that recording twice now, and would have to do it again, and that had a way of wearing on you as well.
 The house was tall and white with large windows looking out over the relatively small yard which was, in turn, surrounded by a black iron fence. The lawn was trimmed neatly and the shades were currently drawn. The walkways between this house and the ones on either side were very narrow and long. He opened the gate and walked up the sidewalk to the porch. He climbed the stairs and rang the doorbell.
 From inside the house came the sound of small claws scuttling furiously on the hardwood floors followed by furious barking. J.D. could hear the animal jump against the door and the barks indicated that however vicious the animal imagined itself to be, it was not very big. J.D. heard Mark’s voice from inside, yelling at the dog, telling it to be quiet and from the way the dog doubled its efforts to try and kill J.D. directly through the door the animal evidently thought Mark was encouraging it to try harder.
 The door opened and Mark West stood before him and he attempted to block the way of the white-furred animal with the black nose that tried hard to push Mark out of the way to attack whoever had dared disturb the evening. Mark was about six feet tall with a mop of thick brown hair on his head. He had a thin beard that traced the outline of his face and curled underneath his chin. The hair on his face was trimmed short and kept relatively neat if unbalanced from one side to the other. He had wide shoulders, and more than his share of a gut, but his legs looked curiously strong although right now they were hidden by the dark blue jeans he was wearing. The black T-shirt did make some effort to hide his paunch. The glasses perched atop his nose were narrow, like small windows set in front of his eyes. He smiled widely when he saw J.D. and his teeth showed large spaces and broken teeth.
 “Good Lord,” he said, “J.D., is that really you on my front porch?”
 “Hey Bear,” J.D. said, returning the smile and extending a hand. “I was in the neighborhood.”
 “You suck as a liar,” Mark replied, standing aside and letting J.D. into the living room.
 As soon as J.D. stepped inside, the small white dog immediately lunged forward barked furiously, its entire body convulsed with rage and fury. The fact that the dog barely made it to J.D.’s knees and he could easily kick it the length of the house did not seem to matter to the animal. It was a mass of shaggy, clumpy white fur and teeth with huge brown eyes and dark black nose.
 “Shelby, shut up!” Mark roared and clapped his hands. The dog stopped for a moment and let loose a series of growls and chuffing noises. Then Mark did a curious thing, he grabbed an empty plastic water bottle and blew across the top of it. The sound was a deep bass sound like that of a ship or foghorn. The dog looked up at him with sudden terror, turned and ran away, tail between its legs.  
 “I have no idea why she is so scared of that sound, but whenever I do that she runs and hides. That should give us some time to actually make it into the living room.”
 J.D. smiled and walked into the living room. Mark had not decorated the place and that was a certainty. Mark was a celebrated, if reclusive, writer specializing in stories that dealt with the occult, hell and general tales of horror. J.D. knew that he had an office and bedroom just filled with memorabilia from various conventions, from fans and from things he had just shopped for himself that dealt with these topics. The living room was white with very severe and contemporary-looking furniture; the kind with a lot of black metal around the edges and glass. There was an area rug on the floor and leather sofas. J.D. had a seat in one of those.
 “So, what really brings you here?” Mark asked.
 “You know where my interests lie,” J.D. said. “I can still remember when I first wrote you that letter.”
 “Still the most earnest letter I have ever received,” Mark said. “I am already intrigued by your tone.”
 “Mark, you know what kind of work I do, right?” J.D. asked.
 Mark nodded. “I don’t know any details, of course, but I know enough.”
 “I want you to come along on something I’ve been hired to do,” J.D. said.
 Mark’s eyes went wide. “Me?”
 J.D. sighed and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a white cassette tape.
 “What I have on here is something I cannot possibly explain,” he said. “I think maybe you, with the kind of things you write about, maybe you can.”
 “Well, you have all of my attention now,” Mark replied. “What do you need to show me?”
 “Let’s go to your office for a few minutes,” J.D. said.
* * *
 What surprised J.D. was not that Mark reacted violently or got ill upon listening to the horrible sounds but the fact that he had almost no reaction at all. They walked upstairs into the parts of the home that it was obvious Mark West had not paid someone to decorate. Strange animals lined the walls and it seemed every available space was filled with a bookshelf, which, in turn, was filled to bursting with books of all sizes and shapes and colors. Most of the authors were ones J.D. had never heard of but then he had never been much for reading anything past the sports page.
 Mark’s office was a stunning example of his dual nature. Mark had a clean-freak tucked away inside him but the laziness of a slob as well. There were attempts to straighten out the clutter, perhaps stacking the assorted papers instead of leaving them scattered, but it was at best half-hearted. Beneath a pile of papers, books and other odds and ends, was a stereo and a tape player that J.D. used to play him the transmissions from Rig 42.
 The sounds filled the room and J.D. felt that sickening feeling in his stomach. The sounds still amazed him. They were like the sounds of billion people screaming, being horribly tortured, and behind that, a strange guttural, growling noise that was anything but human. J.D. expected Mark to react as he had, and as Karmen had and as Larry had told him he had. Instead, the writer sat in his chair; his chin on his chest, eyes fixed on the floor, one hand up to his chin, and stroked his beard. When the tape ended he merely nodded.
 “I’ve heard that before,” Mark said simply.
 J.D was almost knocked back as hard as he had been when Karmen had kicked him in the chest. “You’ve what?” 
 Mark nodded. “The sounds of Hell. Come over here.”
 Mark gestured towards the computer that fought hard for space on the cluttered and battered office desk that Mark used for his workspace. The desk was the kind of thing that looked as if it had been plucked from the garbage of an office building going through some remodeling. Mark had had this thing for so many years he couldn’t imagine using any other desk for his work and the shabbiness of it was in stark contrast to the expense that appeared to have gone into the computer itself.
 “Remember, “Mark said, “I am a freak for the urban legend. Those sounds have been recorded before. Recorded in other places and by other people but recorded nonetheless.”
 With a rapidity that J.D. did not posses with a computer and a deftness that was too fast to follow, Mark called up a web site dedicated to urban legends. He typed the word “Hell” into the search engine and a number of entries popped up. He clicked on one link in particular and then paged down to the bottom where there was another link. He clicked on that and found himself on another page, this one obviously run by some Christian organization and with the headline across the top, “Has Hell Been Recorded?”
 “The tale goes that a number of geologists were digging a well in Siberia,” Mark began, “and they were maybe nine miles down when the drill bit began moving wildly, as if they had dug into a huge hollow space. They pulled the drill up and several of the workers felt an intense heat coming from the hole. They lowered a thermometer into the hole and began getting readings of 2,000 degrees or more and several workers felt heat coming up from the hole. Then, some of the workers thought they heard a voice, as if someone were deep in the hole. Legend says that they had super-sensitive microphones, used to detect plate movement within the earth, and they lowered those down. They heard what sounded like a single voice screaming. Someone decided to record the screams and when they played them back later they discovered it wasn’t just one voice, but thousands, perhaps millions of voices screaming.”
 Mark looked up at J.D.’s now wide eyes. Mark clicked on something on the website and, sure enough, the sounds they had just listened to on the tape emanated from his computer. J.D. sat down again with his eyes wide in surprise.
 “Lots of Christian sites have used this recording to try to explain that, well, if there is a Hell, then there must, by contrast, be a Heaven,” he said. “Most have stated it’s just a hoax. If you do listen closely the recordings sound faked. There is even one site that claims Jacques Cousteau, the legendary undersea scientist, stopped going underwater because he was in a cave under there and heard screams. Another legend says an assistant of his was in a diving bell in one of the deep ocean trenches and heard the sounds and went insane. None of that is true, either.”
 “So what are you saying?” J.D. asked. “Are you telling me this is just another hoax.”
 Mark shook his head. “No, that was obviously a mayday signal from that particular rig. Something definitely happened out there.”
 “No one’s heard from anyone on the rig since this,” J.D. said, “and there have been satellite pictures and helicopter fly-overs and it’s like the whole rig was abandoned. Plus, well, there’s something else – “
 He paused, leaned forward, his elbows on his knees.
 “Several people died when they heard the transmissions I just played for you,” J.D. said.
 Mark’s eyes went wide this time. “That’s a new one.”
 “Several Coast Guar men and some folks who heard it on their shortwave,” J.D. said. “Their brains and internal organs were liquefied.”
 “Jesus,” Mark said, “sounds like something I might write about.”
 “The story is being hushed up by the company,” J.D continued, “and if there has to be an official story it will be that there was some kind of gas leak or gas attack. The story about terrorists is why they want me to go in and why I am bringing some folks who have a background like me along. I want you to come along too, though.”
 Mark laughed. “Me? What possible use could I be out there?’ 
 “You already have been,” J.D. said. “You knew about this kind of thing. You have knowledge about this kind of thing. Lord knows, you’ve written enough about this kind of thing. I need someone who might have some notion of what we’re dealing with.”
 Mark paused, stroked his beard again, and looked back at the floor, as if the spot between his feet held some answers that his brain did not. After what seemed like a very long time to J.D., who was starting to get just a tad creeped-out by the things on the walls in this office and the covers of the books that hung in frames on the wall, he looked back at J.D.
 “You have an oil rig that transmitted those sounds,” he said, “and you have missing crew members. You have deceased people who heard the transmissions. You have one of the world’s largest oil companies willing to send mercenaries to their brand new, multi-million dollar oil rig, just to find out what happened. Have I summed things up pretty well, there?”
 J.D. merely nodded.
 “I would suggest you not take this job,” Mark replied. “As you say, I have spent much of my adult life dealing with the strange, the occult and things of the supernatural. Most of it exists only in fiction and only in the mind. What you are describing is something very different and if what you are describing has any merit, then it is a very dangerous thing and should be avoided at all costs.”
 He paused and stared J.D. directly in the eyes.  
 “However,” he said, “if you are as you say you are, and I believe that is the case, then I know you have already accepted the job because of your own curiosity and because of your dedication to duty. As such, although the idea terrifies me more than I can express, I will agree to go with you.”
 J.D. smiled. “I’m very relieved you said that.”
 “Don’t be,” Mark said, “because if you are relieved you might feel at ease. If there is any truth to what you’ve said or what you played for me then you definitely cannot afford to treat this lightly.”
 J.D. nodded and then he stood up. He walked over to Mark and shook his hand.
 “I’m glad you’re aboard,” he said. “I’ll have more information for you in a few days. I wish I could stay longer, but –“
 “Yes, I figured,” Mark said, taking his hand. “I’m truly hoping this turns out to be another hoax.”
 “I guess we’ll find out,” J.D. said.
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 J.D. sat in his hotel room overlooking the Chicago River and rubbed his eyes. He hadn’t really had a home in a very long time so he had retired to this room after his meeting with Mark had ended. He was tired and not just from the jet lag. He was just tired in general and something about this job both excited and terrified him. It was something he felt that Mark had been able to see as well.  
 J.D. had been doing what he did for so long it was hard for him to imagine another life. He envied Karmen, who had dreams of things beyond the life they had both been in, even if it was a dream only of isolation and removal from the rest of the world. This was also something J.D. could relate to but he was a strange paradox when it came to this idea. He often felt the need to be left alone by everyone and everything but he also craved being around people. He needed human contact.  
 Karmen and J.D. had burned hot for each other a few years back. It was the kind of intense romance that springs from being in intense situations and surrounded by people who did not speak your language. They had tumbled into bed with one another because she was female, he was male, they both had needs and they were both of the same color and spoke the same language. When you got past the surface, to what lurked beneath both of them, they didn’t really have much in common.
 J.D. had left her when the things in Somalia had turned so awful. J.D. had never liked the desert much. He preferred the jungles and brush in South America or Asia. However, Karmen had convinced him that they could maybe actually do some good there. When he got there and saw how the land was torn apart by warlords and apparently not looking to change that any time soon, despair set in. Once too often he watched children, women, and entire families killed outright or slowly starved to death. J.D. had no ideals that he could save the world but when he failed to save even a child or family, he gave up. He begged her to come with but she stayed and something had happened to her there and he knew better than to push to find out what that was.
 He walked back to the bed where he had maps, schematics and pictures of the oil rig spread out from headboard to the foot and onto the floor. The oil rig was enormous. Much of what he read and reviewed made no sense to him. He only needed to have some idea of the layout of the place. What he thought was that the place was very much like a kind of floating prison. The workers lived in small quarters surrounded by nothing but water, exposed to the elements, and doing work that could be very dangerous. Evidently, it had turned out to be more dangerous than any of them could possibly know.
 Mark’s words echoed in his head and he reviewed the pictures again. J.D. had a fascination with the supernatural and the unknown and wanted very much to believe that something more than the sorry world he had experienced actually existed. He feared, very much, that this was not the case. However, the thought that maybe something unnatural had occurred on that oil rig made him all the more desperate to get out there and see what had happened. He was also afraid that if there was a hell then it was a place he might experience firsthand at some point. He figured why not get a preview now.
 J.D. stood and shook his head, trying to clear it. He dropped to the floor and did a number of push-ups and then a large number of sit-ups. He felt as if he had gotten soft. He actually did worry about the fact that Karmen had been able to send him flying across the room so easily at her place. He worried that the years were catching up to him too fast.
 He spent many more hours reviewing the material before it all began to mash together into a giant mess in his head. In the end, he felt nothing could prepare him for whatever might be out there. If Mark was right, nothing on earth could prepare anyone for what was out there. He cleared the papers off the bed and let them tumble down around it and climbed into it. His dreams were troubled but he managed to sleep.
* * *
 Forty-eight hours later, J.D., Karmen and Mark were seated in the offices of GemCo Oil. They were seated in one of the conference rooms that gave a spectacular view of the city below and, undoubtedly, impressed the clients and visitors who came to the office. J.D. was nervous and he looked around the table at the additional people who had been brought in. Karmen had brought one of the unfamiliar people and the rest were hand-picked by Larry Appling.
 Joe Nealom sat next to Karmen, his eyes narrow and his hand up to his chin. He was dressed well in a suit and tie. This wardrobe completely hid his natural instincts. J.D. and Joe had worked before and he was good friends with Karmen. He was a man J.D. found an enigma. Joe had a beard and a bit of a paunch that masqueraded the fact he was as fast and could kill a man with his bare hands. He was a voracious reader and science fiction fan. He could talk to you about an episode of Star Trek one moment and then gut you with a foot-long knife the next second. He was well trained, but J.D. didn’t know too much beyond that. Given their line of work, it was usually better not to know too much. Only Karmen and himself had crossed that line.
 Larry, when the meeting started, introduced the rest of the team. There was a Latino gentleman with dark hair, dark eyes and brown skin named Lazlo Tropez and he was, evidently, an expert on oilrigs. He was part of the team that designed Rig 42 and knew the systems inside and out. He asked a lot of very strange and, to J.D.’s mind, stupid questions during their introductions and J.D. was very unsure about him. Next to Lazlo were two other women, which also made J.D. nervous. A black woman with long brown hair and ample bosom named Monica Green was also, evidently, an expert on running oilrigs. Finally, there was a tall woman with blond hair, black-rimmed glasses and a face that all-too-easily broke out into a wide toothy grin named Rhonnie Monticue. When she spoke, her voice had a syrupy feel to it that made J.D. think of marshmallows dipped in honey and he immediately felt an intense dislike towards her. Anyone who was so deliberately happy while smiling so coldly and without feeling was someone J.D. did not want to be around or have on his team. Larry stated that Rhonnie was medically trained and might be valuable for the team. This was Larry’s call and he had to go with it.
 “Finally,” Larry said, “I have been asked to go along with the team as well.”
 “Why is that?” J.D. asked.
 “Mr. Iler says that he wants me to go with to look out for company interests,” Larry said. “That’s about all I can say about it for right now.”
 “I’m not entirely comfortable with that,” J.D. said. “I just want that known right here and now. I’ll take these people with, but I hope they understand the potential risks.”
 “I chose these people because they were the type who understood this kind of risk,” Larry said. “I am not looking to jeopardize anything here, J.D., I just want people who can fulfill a function.”
 Larry turned his attention to a large screen on the wall behind him. He held a remote control in his hand. The screen showed slides of the oilrig. The structure was enormous. Metal pipes and girders stretched high above the sea level and stood upon four large posts that were connected to one another with very large, cross-wise posts and all of it was cemented to the floor of the ocean itself using enormous cement blocks. There was a large building on the structure itself that contained the control rooms, various offices, mess hall and the crew quarters as well as a recreation room, computer room, and everything else needed to eke out a semblance of life upon the rig. There was a helicopter landing pad that stuck out over the water, and a large boom stretched high into the sky and over the water. This was not a crane, J.D. was informed, but a pipe for venting gas that came up through the structure when oil had been found.
 “The rig is one of the most advanced on the world,” Larry stated. “While we had fifteen people on the structure to get the operations going, due to the computerized tools in place, the rig can be operated by as few as two people. This is why only two of you with any actual rig experience are going with. The rig is also outfitted with the latest in comforts to make the stay on the rig as comfortable as possible. Finally, the rig has state-of the-art safety features, not the least of which is the most unique evacuation system ever devised.”
 The picture switched to a schematic drawing of one of the uppermost crossbars on the legs of the structure. This crossbar would have been well underwater, and the schematic was cutaway so that you could see what was inside. It looked to J.D. like some kind of torpedo tube with a large red-colored torpedo sitting in it. J.D. had the bizarre thought that this was some kind of weapons system for a moment.
 “The legs of this structure are so large and hollow, that we devised a method for evacuating the structure in times of dire emergency when there would either be difficulty or no way of landing a helicopter or of getting a support sea-vessel to the structure,” Larry said. “Basically, you can enter the legs of the structure and enter this support here. There are escape vehicles in there. They are launched underwater through the tubes and immediately head toward the surface. Once they reach the surface, a GPS system begins to transmit a signal to the Coast Guard for rescue. The tops can be retracted once the vehicle has reached the service and there are oars and a small outboard motor if they are needed as well as provisions in case rescue is not imminent.”
 “What do those work off of?” Joe asked.
 “What do you mean?” Larry asked.
 “Well, I am guessing you wouldn’t want explosive devices on a rig dealing with oil and natural gas,” he said. “I am also guessing an explosive device might move it too fast and kill the people inside.”
 “The tubes fill with water,” Larry indicated, “the water pressure builds and then is released, like those rockets you had when you were a kid. This propels the capsule away from the structure, hopefully to the safe distance, and internal mechanisms get it to the surface.”
 “Obviously,” Lazlo piped in, “we would still prefer to evacuate the personnel using a helicopter or a ship, but in case things get too intense too fast, these can be reached very quickly and launched quickly and the two capsules are enough for an entire crew.”
 “This is new technology invented just for this particular rig,” Larry said, “although we are considering selling some of the technology for other purposes. These capsules are able to handle a lot of bad weather and they can be underwater and still keep the occupants safe.”
 “Always looking for the commercial option,” J.D. muttered. “Let’s hope that this job doesn’t require that particular piece of equipment.”
 “I’m going to turn things over to J.D. here,” Larry said.
 J.D. stood and walked to the front of the room in front of the pictures. “I am hoping this will turn out to be a lot of pomp and circumstance for nothing. Since there is the chance of chemical contamination, we are going to have to go in wearing chemical suits. Rhonnie, I understand you have equipment that will be able to tell us rather quickly if the air is contaminated.”
 She nodded.
 “Then we’ll be able to remove the suits,” J.D. said, “and proceed normally. Karmen, Joe and I will go in first and make sure everything is clear. I’ll want you guys staying close behind. Once we clear out the control rooms, Lazlo, you and Monica can start checking the systems.”
 Lazlo nodded.  
 “With any luck, during that time, the rest of us will have figured out what happened to the original crew and whether or not it’s possible that such a thing might happen again,” J. D. continued. “Rhonnie, Karmen, Joe, Mark and myself will be checking out the structure and looking for signs. I need to warn you all, that if there was some kind of gas leak or attack of some sort, there might be bodies lying about. Just prepare yourself for this possibility.
 “With any luck, this will only last about forty-eight hours and then we can all get back to our real lives, ok?”
 Everyone stared at him mutely, many of them still pondering the idea of seeing bodies lying around. It was obvious from the look on Monica and Lazlo’s faces; they hadn’t really considered the option. J.D. studied them all closely, nodded just slightly towards Karmen, and then returned to his seat.
 “I’ll introduce our pilot tomorrow,” Larry said. “I suggest everyone get back to their hotels and get some sleep. I expect everyone back here by five in the morning. We need all the time we can get out there so we can get this operation running again. Time is not on our side in this, folks.”
 There was a slight groan from Lazlo about the time, but everyone else just gathered their things. J.D. held back for a few minutes and waited until everyone else had left. He turned his attention to Larry.
 “You are prepared to lose this whole thing if need be, right?” J.D. asked.
 “Let’s hope that isn’t going to happen,” Larry said.
 “I’m not talking about what we hope for right now,” J.D. replied. “I want to know if you’re going along to make sure no matter what we find out there, we declare the rig safe or if you are really going out there to find out what happened and report back whatever it is. I want to know that if the thing it unsafe, and has to be destroyed, you are willing to say that and do that.”
 “I’m not looking to go out there and get killed,” Larry said. “I also don’t feel having an unsafe oilrig is going to look good for the company. You’re full of conspiracy theories all of the sudden, J.D. Relax.”
 “I don’t get paid to be relaxed,” J.D. said.
 He fixed his stare on Larry and then calmly stood up and walked out of the room.
* * *
 Back at the hotel, J.D. stopped and knocked on Karmen’s door. She answered wearing shorts and a T-shirt - that showed off her stomach again - and not much else. She gave him a hard stare that managed to be both threatening and curious.
 “We broke up, remember?” She said.
 “Knock it off,” J.D. replied. “I need you and Joe to come to my room in five. Be quiet about it and don’t let any of the others know.”
 Karmen nodded, obviously used to the secrecy and the idea of taking orders.
 Five minutes later, Karmen knocked and she and Joe entered J.D.’s room and sat around in the chairs while J.D. sat on the bed.
 “Joe,” J.D. said, “as I recall you have a knack for getting hold of things on short notice.”
 “Yes,” Joe said simply.
 “Can you get enough explosives to bring that thing down?” J.D. asked.
 “Are you going to blow the thing up?” Karmen asked.
 “You both heard that tape,” J.D. said, “and I think we all can agree that whatever it was wasn’t like anything we heard before. I have no idea what we’re going to find out there, but if it’s something half as awful as that tape sounded, I want to level that fucking thing. However, I know Larry’s going to stand in my way.”
 “Didn’t you two used to work together?” Karmen asked.
 “He was a contact I had within the CIA,” J.D. replied. “We worked together a few times, which is why I know I don’t trust him even for a second. He’s a complete company man, whether that company is the CIA or GemCo. So, not only do I need explosives powerful enough to bring down the biggest oilrig on the planet, I need a way to sneak all of that on board. Can you do it?”
 “Let me make a few phone calls,” Joe said and promptly left.
 J.D. looked at Karmen. He felt tired but there was a mixture of excitement and fear bubbling in his stomach. She looked very beautiful sitting there and he felt a lot of the old feelings he had felt for her suddenly rush to the surface. These took him by surprise and it was an act of will not to show those emotions on his face.
 “I can still read your mind like an open book,” she said.  
 “Sorry,” he replied.
 “You’d just better get some sleep,” she said, standing up and moving towards the door. “Everyone is going to be looking to you tomorrow. Even Larry.”
 “You’re not doing my confidence much good by reminding me,” he said.
 “I’m sure you’ll do fine,” she said. “If we find anything out there, I am confident that at least I can kick its ass. I’m pretty sure you can too.”
 “Thanks,” he said, “I think.”
 She smiled and let the door close behind her. He felt a sudden longing like he hadn’t felt when he had left her in the desert in Somalia. For once, he was going into a place where everything felt very alien and nothing about it so far indicated that he would find anything like he had experienced before. The sudden reappearance of fear was sort of refreshing. He climbed into bed and attempted to sleep.
* * *
 The day dawned blue and spectacular. The sun was just barely edging over the horizon by the time they managed to get into the chemical suits. The suit was orange and it covered J.D.’s clothes. Beneath the suit he was wearing a skintight black T-shirt and khakis, along with black gloves and combat boots. Karmen and Joe were dressed similarly. The rest of the crew was wearing mostly denim and work boots. Mark looked particularly nervous.
 The helicopter pilot was an Asian gentleman with the name of Chun, and he was rather short, with very closely-cropped back hair and just the tiniest hint of a goatee beneath his chin. The hair there was so fine it appeared almost as if it had been shaved from a different part of his body and then glued there. He smiled a little too much for J.D.’s taste, but he seemed competent enough and Larry vouched for him and, despite his faults, Larry was pretty good at spotting talent when it came to things like this.
 The door to the helicopter slid open and there was just enough room for everyone to fit. When they got in J.D. decided it was time to issue some final instructions before they lifted off.
 “When we land,” he said, “I want you to let me, Karmen and Joe get out first. We’ll make sure everything is clear up top. Once we give you the sign, I want you all to file out. Make sure you have the masks on securely before you get out. Rhonnie, I’ll need you to start doing your readings as soon as you are clear of the chopper. The sooner we find out if we need to stay in these suits or if we can ditch them, the better. Save the air in your masks, don’t put them on until I tell you to.”
 Everyone nodded. J.D. nodded as well. He paused to wink at Karmen, who smiled a bit, but he could tell she was nervous as well. Joe looked impassive; as if this was the kind of thing he did every morning before dawn. J.D. realized that, for all he knew, this was. Larry sat up front next to the pilot and he fidgeted inside his suit and looked supremely uncomfortable. Having to give up his shirt and tie must have been torture for him, J.D. figured.
 J.D. tapped Chun on the shoulder and then gave a thumbs-up sign. Chun nodded as J.D. closed the door. Above their heads the rotors turned, the engine came to life and the machine began to lift off the ground. J.D. had a moment to hope that no one got airsick, or they would have to put the masks on much sooner than he wanted.
 The helicopter swung south, headed over the city and towards the open ocean. Beneath them the buildings gradually died away, followed closely by a small spit of sand, and then it was just blue. The sky was turning fiery colors towards the east which caused the ocean to burn with the colors of the sun. The water looked relatively calm, but constantly shifting and moving. The sky was clear, with the possibility of a warm day after the cold nights of the last few weeks and maybe some high, white clouds later. All in all, it was the perfect day for a helicopter ride, had the folks on the helicopter been going anywhere or doing anything other than what they were doing.
 J.D. dozed off halfway through the trip. There was nothing for him to do or look at and the regular motion of the helicopter coupled with the steady sound of the rotors lulled him. He snapped awake a few times and noted that Joe and Lazlo had also dozed off. Mark still appeared nervous as he chewed at his fingers and looked anxiously out at the ocean. J.D. had completely lost track of time or how far they were. He turned his head and saw Chun at the controls and watched as his eyes scanned the horizon and then the instruments in front of him. Larry appeared to be dozing as well, and beyond the window it seemed like there was nothing but more ocean. J.D. could not fathom what it would be like to work in such an environment. It must have been close to what it would be like to work on another planet. The workers on the oilrig would normally be surrounded by nothing but angry, deep sea and would not be able to see land. J.D. had been on many ships that were out that far at sea, but at least with a ship there was a sense that you were moving somewhere. When you were on a ship there was the sense that eventually you would find land again and set your foot upon the shore. Out here, on this rig, there must not have been any such sense. There was the inherent danger of the work and the knowledge that help was a long helicopter ride away. J.D. suddenly found respect for the men and women who had volunteered to be a part of this organization and the crew.
 After what seemed like an eternity, Karmen tapped J.D. on his knee and then pointed towards the front window. J.D. turned around and could see the structure on the horizon. The rig stood black against the blue of the ocean and sky. The structure seemed impossibly big. Everything about it was an impossibility. All around them they could see the waves of open ocean, and yet, here was a massive structure, bigger than many buildings J.D. had seen, like some defiant man-made island, in the middle of the ceaseless movement of the ocean. It looked both strong, yet extremely fragile and delicate. As impressive as this man-made structure was, nature was still kicking its ass when it came to the beauty of the ocean around it.
 “When we come in,” J.D. said to Larry and Chun, “let’s go in low and circle around. I want to get an aerial view.”
 Chun and Larry both nodded.
 “Let’s get the masks on,” J.D. said.
 Everyone was nudged awake. Joe seemed to snap from soundly asleep to fully awake in a fraction of a second. The suits were zipped up and covered the heads of his companions and the black gas masks were affixed to their faces. Even Chun put on a gas mask but J.D. noticed that he was not wearing a chemical suit. It was just after this that J.D., Karmen and Joe reached into the large duffel bags they each carried and removed their guns. J.D. noticed the eyes of the others as they watched them check, load, and check their weapons again. J.D. looked at them and then reached into the bag in front of him. He removed several automatic weapons and handed one to Mark.
 “You guys need to have these,” he said, “I’m not expecting you to be great shots or anything, but we don’t know what we might find down there. You need to be able to defend yourself. These are very simple guns to use, just make sure you click off the safety before you try to shoot anything. Aim low at whatever you fire at and use both hands to try to steady the gun. Let’s hope we don’t have to use it because, quite frankly, I don’t like the idea of untrained people firing wildly around a place that could explode, but we might have to deal with hostility.”
 The looks he got back did not really reassure him much, but he figured it was the best he could hope for. He hoped to God no one shot their own foot off, one of the other team members, or blew a hole in something that would blow the entire rig to hell before they had a time to get out. J.D. nodded at Karmen who nodded back. Joe did the same. J.D. checked the submachine gun he was holding one more time.
 The helicopter came in low and circled around the massive structure, tilted in such a way that Karmen, J.D. and Larry were able to look down. The building on the rig was huge and very tall. The oil derrick was also very tall as it loomed over everything. There was a crane on one side used for loading and unloading supplies and equipment, and the hook swung lazily in the wind. The fact that it was not tied down made J.D. nervous because it indicated to him that something had indeed happened very quickly here. The top portion of the oilrig looked deserted. There was no movement save for the shadow the helicopter itself. It was like looking down at a ghost town.
 “Set us down,” J.D. said. Chun nodded.
 The helicopter made one more pass and then slowly descended onto the large helicopter landing pad, which was marked with a large yellow circle and centered with a large red “X.” The helicopter touched the landing pad gently, with a soft bump, and Chun gave a thumbs-up sign to J.D.
 “Let’s grip it and rip it!” J.D. said, and grabbed the handle of the door.
 He swung the helicopter door open and stepped out onto the deck. Karmen jumped out right after him and Joe was right after her. They had their guns ready as their eyes scanned the building, the pipes, the machines, tools, crane and oil derrick. There was nothing. A door into the main building was open and it blew absently in the wind, which made a soft noise as it banged against the doorjamb.  
 They moved forward the way they had been trained. They exchanged hand signals and fanned out a bit. They moved rapidly and searched every conceivable spot where a human being might have hidden. Their guns were ready to burst into fire at the speed of thought. They moved and signaled each other, still wary of shouting in case anyone was inside. They covered the entire surface in minutes. They searched from the crane to the various pipes and every storage closet and shed. All of it was empty. J.D. turned back to the helicopter and gave the all-clear signal he had shown them earlier that morning.
 Mark came out first and looked around nervously at the roiling ocean all around them and then at the structure that dwarfed them. Lazlo was next, utterly unimpressed, it seemed, with the size of the structure he stood on, just anxious to get inside and see what he could find. Then came Monica, Larry and Rhonnie. Rhonnie was already searching through her bag for equipment and when she pulled her hand out it held a small device, which she turned on using her free hand.
 “There’s nothing here that shouldn’t be,” she said when she arrived near J.D. “nothing up here that could be dangerous. I have no clue about inside the building, of course.”
 J.D. nodded and turned towards the group. “We’ll have to keep the masks and suits on until we can check the building. You guys stay out here, and keep low to the ground. I doubt there’s anyone here. They wouldn’t take an oilrig hostage and then not have any guards or lookouts, but we need to be sure.”
 Mark, Lazlo, Monica, Larry and Rhonnie nodded. J.D. turned his attention to Karmen and Joe.
 “Let’s do this quick but thorough,” he said, “I want us back here in five. We need to at least make sure there’s a clear path between here and the control room.”
 Karmen and Joe nodded. The three of them ran across the top of the rig and headed for the open door. They paused near the door and then J.D. nodded and Karmen rolled into the space beyond with her gun ready and pointed. Joe followed but he took the opposite direction from where Karmen was pointed and then J.D. followed suit. His gun was held out before him and it pointed wherever his head turned.  
 The place was dark, as if the power had been shut off. They were in a hallway with doors opened on either side of the hall all the way down. There was a sense of a huge mass on top of you and a large structure beneath you. The entire place seemed to hum even though it appeared as if the power was out. The control room was two floors up. This bottom level was mostly recreational and contained the galley as well. They checked the hallway, the galley, the room with the computers used to e-mail relatives and for recreational purposes. They checked the room with pool and ping pong tables and the main room with the large television. Every room they checked w as eerily empty.
 J.D. indicated it was time to move up. They moved up the stairs and checked the next level until they finally came to the large open space that was the main control room. They studied the banks of computers that appeared dead with their black faces. Displays that had no meaning to any of them were also unlit and dead. The whole place seemed dead, and yet, something gave J.D. knots in his stomach, and it was more than just tension. There was a feeling about this place unlike any he had felt before. During his career as a mercenary and solider he had stumbled across some of the most horrifying kill-scenes the world had ever produced, and had seen scores of bodies piled high, but nothing had given him the feeling he felt right now. He could tell by the sweat that dripped into Karmen’e eyes, she felt something too.
 “Let’s go get Rhonnie,” J.D. said, “I want to get the hell out of these suits.”
 Joe nodded and disappeared back the way they had come.
 “Should we check the rest of this building?” Karmen asked.
 “A little further on, in the next section, are the crews quarters,” J.D. said, indicating the direction with his chin. “We’ll need to check those, but I don’t think there are terrorists on this thing, do you?”
 Karmen shook her head and she looked at J.D. through his mask. J.D. noticed for the first time how wide her eyes were. “No, but there’s something royally fucked up about this place.”
 J.D. nodded. “I’m glad I’m not the only one who feels it.”
 A noise behind him made him turn around with his gun pointed. It was pure instinct combined with his keyed-up muscles. He lowered it quickly when he saw it was Joe and Rhonnie. She had her device out again. She was already shaking her head.
 “There’s aren’t any strange readings in here,” she said, “I don’t think we need to worry about any chemical weapons on this thing.”
 J.D. nodded. He reached up to grab his mask. Karmen’s hand fell on his wrist.
 “Someone has to try it sometime,” J.D. said, “why not me? Rhonnie, you have stuff in your bag there in case I start choking?”
 Rhonnie nodded. “I just hope I have something that can counteract whatever might be in the air here.”
 “That makes two of us,” J.D. said and ripped his gasmask off.
 He held his breath of for a moment and felt the coolness of the air on his sweaty face with his eyes still closed. Then, slowly, he released his breath and took in a huge lungful of air. There was a foul smell, perhaps something rotting in the kitchen or galley, but there was no burning sensation in his nose or lungs. He did gag, choke or spit blood. He took in several more lungs full and then opened his eyes. He let loose a little laugh at the wide, expectant faces of the others.
 “You can breathe, guys,” he said. “You still have your masks on.”
 Karmen smiled and then laughed. Joe didn’t react at all, but Rhonnie also laughed. Rhonnie also looked eager, anxious and ready to pounce on him the moment he started to convulse.
 “Nothing,” he said. “Kind of smells like some food might be going bad in the galley, but with the power off, we might have a whole walk-in cooler of spoiling meat down there. Just be warned. I think you can all take your masks off.”
 They moved slowly as they reached up to their faces and removed the masks. Karmen’s face was slick and shone from sweat. Joe looked remarkably calm as he slid the rubber mask off. Rhonnie looked worried, but she held a bit of that annoying smile on her face and she breathed deeply. After several minutes of standing around breathing, they looked at each other.
 “Unless it’s carbon monoxide,” Rhonnie said, “which is odorless and takes a bit longer to have an effect, I think we’re all right. I doubt carbon monoxide would have caused that kind of panicked call, however. I have detectors separate from the power source that should tell us if there’s any monoxide anyway.”
 J.D. nodded. “Let’s get Lazlo and Monica up here. Maybe they and Larry can start checking out the controls. I want Mark up here as well because I need to talk to him. Tell them they can ditch the masks and, when they get up here, the suits too. Tell Chun to stay by the chopper. I want that thing ready to go at a moment’s notice until we are sure this whole place is absolutely secure.”
 Karmen and Joe both nodded and then ran off the way they had come when he was finished.
 “Rhonnie,” J.D. said, “I want you to find a place right near here to set up a medical station. Nothing fancy, but if anyone gets suddenly sick or hurt, I want you to be able to help fast.”
 Rhonnie nodded and headed off to peer into open doors. She finally found a room that she must have liked because she stepped inside a room about ten yards from the control room. J.D. looked around and took in the scenery. This place had an eerie feel to it that seemed to pervade his bones and muscles. He was nervous, and this was something he had not been for a very long time.
 The others walked up the stairs with their masks held in their hands and at their sides. Larry was already undoing his suit. Lazlo and Monica immediately looked at the control room with eagerness. Mark looked questioningly at J.D. and Karmen and Joe looked eager to check the rest of the place out. Larry just looked anxious to get everything running so he could get the hell out of here. 
 Mark approached J.D., his face red from sweating in the gasmask and his beard looked moist. His glassed were also slightly fogged from being behind the plastic of the gasmask.  
 “Joe said you wanted to talk to me,” Mark said.
 J.D. nodded. “Not here. Give me a minute.”
 He gathered the group around. “Monica, Lazlo and Larry, I want you guys to see if you can get some systems back on-line. Larry, I want you to start looking through whatever data you can recover that might give us some clue about what the hell happened here. I need to talk to Mark about a couple of things, and then Karmen, Joe, and I will start searching the rest of this place.”
 J.D. didn’t wait for a response; he simply put his arm around Mark and led him away. They walked down the hallway, past the conference room where Rhonnie busily unpacked her medical station. They found what appeared to be some kind of office just a little further past that, and J.D. ushered Mark in and closed the door behind them.
 “Do you feel it?” J.D. asked.
 “Yes,” Mark replied, immediately.
 “You didn’t even know what I was going to ask,” J. D. said.
 “I can feel it,” Mark said, “I can feel something is very wrong here and I don’t think it has to do with chemical weapons or gas leaks.”
 “Could it just be that it’s really creepy here with the whole place abandoned?” J.D. asked.
 “Sure,” Mark replied, “that would be part of it. We are on a ghost-rig, as it were. This place is essentially dead, J.D. However, there’s something else and I know you feel it too. There’s some kind of knot in your stomach.”
 J.D. nodded. “I want you to stay here in the control room. If Larry will let you, try to help him. There has to be surveillance footage of this place somewhere. I want to see it. I have to know what happened and I need you to help me, however you can. Can you do that?”
 Mark nodded. “I’ll try. You guys all be careful. Watch things closely. We have no idea what we could be dealing with.”
 J.D. nodded. He clapped Mark on the shoulder and opened the door and went out. He heard Mark walking behind him and head into the control room as he removed his suit. J.D. decided that was a good idea and removed his. Karmen and Joe had already removed theirs and stood ready to move.
 “OK, guys,” he said as he came over to them, “now that we know we don’t have to worry about terrorists and chemicals, let’s check out the place and just see what we find. Keep an eye out, there’s still a slight chance we might find someone alive here, but I doubt it. This place is a ghost-ship.”
 They moved down the hall.
* * *
 Deep below the rig, beneath where the struts that held the rig above water were anchored to the ground, was the hole into which the drill had dug. Once the hole itself is dug, generally, the oilrig fills the hole with a concoction known as “mud.” This is not really mud, but a number of substances that cap off the hole and spewing oil so that the oil can then be pumped, barreled and sold. The incident upon Rig 42 happened so fast, none of this had been dumped into the hole, so the hole was open and exposed to the water around it.
 What no one up on the rig knew was that this hole had raised the temperature of the water around the spot where the hole existed. As the fish swam by the hole in the bottom of the sea they literally flash-fried. Strangely, the fish did not float to the surface but fell to the bottom of the ocean so the surface was not littered with corpses. Instead the seafloor beneath the rig was beginning to look quite a bit like a fish market. The hole itself glowed as though it were a furnace.
 Most of the time this hole glowed a very dull and dim orange which lit the darkness and the water around it like some kind of underwater sun. Every so often, however, the glow increased, grew, slid up the walls of the hole and reached the top of the hole. This is what happened minutes after J.D. informed everyone they could remove their chemical suits and gasmasks. The hole glowed intensely bright, and this time, something came out of the hole.
 It wasn’t much, and most, had they seen it, would assume the small glowing sphere was actually a kind of fish, perhaps glowing because it had adapted to its dark surroundings. This glowing sphere, however, did not flit and float like a fish, but rocketed to the surface, streaking through the water, until it broke through the surface. It did not create a splash and was so small and moving so fast, no one noticed the sphere as it rose into the sky, disappearing into some fluffy white clouds.
 Once it reached the proper altitude, the sphere burst into an array of colors that would have been most impressive to any passing air-traffic. Instead, it went noticed only by the sun and clouds. When this happened, something that had never happened before on the planet occurred. A depression occurred within the Gulf of Mexico, just to the east of where the rig stood. In meteorological terms this meant that the beginnings of what I commonly known as a tropical storm began to form, in the middle of the Gulf for no reason that would become apparent to anyone at any time. It would be something that students and meteorologists would study for decades to come.
 The clouds began to form almost immediately, as the rain began to develop. The clouds began to rotate around each other, gathering steam and moisture from the Gulf and the warm waters, the rotation began to get intense. In a matter of mere minutes, an intense storm began to develop
 As one meteorologist on the Florida coast, watching his radar and spilling coffee in his lap, would say, “It was almost like the hand of God came down and produced a storm out of nowhere.”
 He wasn’t too far from the truth, really.
* * *
 One of those who missed the light show was Chun, the helicopter pilot. He was leaning against the front of the chopper, smoking even though he had been told not to. He was absently watching the ocean undulating around the rig, inhaling smoke and wishing that he was anywhere but standing the deck of this oilrig in the middle of the ocean. His tongue tasted salty to him, from the ocean spray, and his clothes felt damp. He also felt extremely abandoned by the rest of the group.
 He had felt from the beginning like someone coming into the middle of a party. Larry had called him suddenly the previous afternoon and tried to explain what he needed of him. Larry and Chun had worked together on a certain job in Asia once and Chun actually owed Larry a favor. Larry had decided to cash that in yesterday afternoon, evidently.
 He was leaning there, his eyes darting across the strange and alien landscape of the oilrig, scanning the pipes, the metalwork, the various structures. He could not imagine, for the life of him, working let alone living in such an environment for any length of time. It was while he was doing this that something moved near the crane.
 At first Chun was certain he had seen a reflection or a shadow, perhaps from the swinging hook attached to the crane. Still, his eyes narrowed on the spot where he had seen something appear to dart from one of the metalwork structures to behind the body of the crane. He could see nothing now, but his eyes were in very good condition, given his line of work, they had to be and he was certain he had seen something.
 He looked around, wanting anyone to come out so he could give a kind of signal that he had seen something. There was no one, of course, and he cursed under his breath. He stroked the stubble that passed for a beard beneath his chin, the whiskers like mountain climbers clinging to the side of a mountain. He wondered exactly what he should do. He hadn’t been left any weapons, and he was supposed to sit by the helicopter to wait for word to start up the engines. He assumed this would come from someone inside the building, running outside the building and signaling him as none of them had been left with walkie-talkies or anything of that nature.
 He walked back to the cockpit and reached inside. He removed a wrench he had stored under the seat and crushed out his cigarette. He looked around again, hoping that maybe someone was looking out a window. The black windows stared back in mute testament and he began to move towards the crane.
 He walked across the deck, amazed at the length of the structure. He slowly reached the front of the crane, pausing, breathing hard, his heart pounding, the sound of the ocean in his ears. He knelt down, looking beneath the crane, between the treads of the crane, and he saw nothing at the other end. Above him the hook twirled lazily in the sunlight and wind. He began to creep around the side of the machine.
 He worked slowly, creeping along the side, his back pressed against the metal side of the crane. His eyes darted around, looking back and forth and then towards where he was going. He trained his ears, listening hard for any sound. He heard nothing save for the ocean and the pounding of his own heart. He wiped sweat from his face and reached the edge of the crane.
 He heard something. It was faint, but he could definitely hear it over the sounds of the ocean and his heard. It sounded like someone was screaming. It sounded very far away, and he thought for a moment it might have been one of the women in the building, and he turned to look. The screaming continued, but it grew louder as well. It was not coming from the building, but seemed to be coming from the other side of the crane. The sounds chilled him. It sounded like several voices now, screaming, tortured, moaning. It was a sound that made his stomach feel queasy and his heart pound even harder. He gripped the wrench tighter, certain now that thee was something around the back of the crane.
 He jumped around the corner, the wrench held high in his hands, ready to strike. There was nothing but the edge of the crane and the ocean. He paused for a moment, his stomach still rolling from the sounds in his ears. He realized, the horrible sounds were not just in his ears. He was hearing them in his head, pervading his thoughts. His courage left him and he turned, ready to run back to the helicopter.
 The crane moved. The body of the crane swung around, with a speed that caught Chun completely off-guard. He turned his head to look, seeing the body turn and his mouth dropped open. The boom of the crane swung around over his head and he turned back to look in front of him just in time to see the loose-swinging hook slam into his chest with full force. The hook drove through his chest, shattering his ribs, puncturing his sternum and heart, and the end severed his spine and emerged out the back. He vomited blood, violently, all over the hook and the cable it was attached to. Still the boom swung, lifting Chun off the ground, causing more blood to vomit from his mouth, splattering his feet. He was out, over the edge of the platform, his feet swinging and the cable from the crane began to let out. The crane spun, very fast, faster than it should have, swinging the ever-lengthening line and the body attached to it. It spun around again, and slowed. Chun’s body, still barely alive, smashed into the cockpit of the helicopter, the heavy hook burying itself in the controls of the helicopter. His body was shattered, broken apart and the hook drove deep into the guts of the helicopter, into the floor and the boom still spun. The helicopter moved, twisted as the crane pulled it, Chun’s body broken and spilling blood into the cockpit. The helicopter spun on the landing pad, the hook dislodging, swinging back the way it had come, now rapidly reeling back in. The chopper tilted, spitting sparks now, and began to fall off the edge of the landing pad, it hung there for a moment, dangling over the steadily rising waves of the sea, and then it fell, crashing backwards into the ocean.
 The waves, growing in intensity from the storms forming to the east of the rig, drove the helicopter into the massive supports, breaking it to pieces against the huge structure. No one on the rig itself even felt the impact, but the helicopter itself broke into pieces, smashed again and again against the metal structure, until there was nothing but small debris, twisted metal and a spreading oil-slick.
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 Lazlo sat in front of the computer console and began flipping switches. Nothing appeared to be working. He soon disappeared around a corner, while Larry, Monica and Mark stood in the control room waiting. After a few minutes, the lights went back on, several of the computer screens flashed, and the computers began to reboot.
 “Looks like a fuse was blown,” Lazlo said as he returned, “several of them, actually.”
 He sat back down at the console and began typing into the computer. The screens along the wall began coming into life. One screen was a kind of drawing of the oil derrick, with a long line indicating the drill, the depth and location of the drill and the overall health of the drill and the derrick. Other screens showed temperatures in various pipes, pressure, and locations of things that Mark could not decipher or understand, but apparently all of it very important to drilling oil. He watched as one-by-one the screens came back to life, many of them filled with white numbers and letters that were in a language he could never understand. He watched as Lazlo became completely engrossed in his work, moving in a wheeled-chair from one console to the other, muttering to himself. Monica also joined him, talking to him quietly.
 Mark turned to look at Larry, who was staring at data from a computer screen in front of him, his eyes narrowed, concentrating. He moved casually over to where Larry was and peered down at the screen. Again, this was meaningless to Mark.
 “Are there cameras on this rig?” Mark asked.
 Larry appeared not to hear him for a moment, but before he could ask the question again, Larry looked up at M ark. “Yes.”
 “Do you have cameras that record action within this room?” Mark asked.
 “Yes,” Larry said, “in case there is an emergency or disaster, we want to be able to see what was happening within the control room.”
 “Wouldn’t you say that this qualifies as a disaster and an emergency?” Mark said.
 Larry looked up from the computer at him. He stared blankly for a moment, as if unsure how to answer that question. Eventually he nodded.
 “Where can we find the tapes?” Mark asked.
 “Not tapes,” Larry said, “we use disks these days.”
 “Whatever, can you show them to me?” Mark asked. “I’d like to make myself useful while you up here start things up and start reading your data.”
 “Yeah, sure,” Larry said, turning to look at the screen again, then getting up from his seat. “Follow me.”
* * *
 Lazlo sighed and ran his fingers through his sweaty black hair. He moved form one screen to the next, punching buttons on the keyboard, moving the various mousse and still staring, disbelievingly at what he was looking at. He turned to look at Monica, who was behind him, moving through her own bank of computers.
 “What are you finding?” He asked.
 “I’m seeing data that I don’t understand,” she said, “I should be seeing information about how far down the drill is, and I should be seeing temperature readings that make some sense. Right now, I’m showing final temperature readings, before the power went out, that are off the scale and, right now, I’m not getting any readings of any kind.”
 “I’m not seeing anything either,” Lazlo said. “Let’s keep going back. I want to go back to when the drilling first started and then keep moving forward. Maybe we can try to synch things up with Larry and Mark when the look at the recordings. We need to get a sequence of events that makes sense. Start printing things out too, so maybe we can all watch the recordings and read the data.”
 Monica nodded and went back to work, punching the keys in front of her. Lazlo did the same, looking up at the larger screens on the wall in front of him and shaking his head. The temperature readings were in the thousands of degrees before everything blacked out. Now, no data at all was coming from within the hole. He couldn’t really even read the depth of the drill.
 “Let’s bring the drill up,” he said.
 “You know how to do that?” Monica asked.
 “I helped design this thing, remember?” He said.
 Monica just shrugged. Lazlo stood up and walked behind Monica. He sat down at another terminal and called up the controls for the drill. He punches in commands for a few seconds and then sat back. The screen showed him that the drill was slowly retracting out of the hole. They had reached a depth of roughly nine miles and then everything had stopped. It would take a little while for the drill to make it back to the top. He was still not getting any data from the sensors that had been built into the drill bit and the area near the end of the drill.  
 “Here it comes,” he said.
* * *
 Rhonnie Monticue stood looking at the conference room table, her arms crossed, wordlessly mouthing the equipment she had laid out. There were bandages, splints and various medications for dealing with pain and for knocking someone out fast. She had tape, gauze and scissors. There was even equipment for performing minor surgeries, but nothing too serious. She didn’t have any blood to give someone if they were losing it quickly and she would not be able to help anyone if they lost a limb or got themselves shot in a vital place. 
 Rhonnie had blond hair and wore glasses. She had an easy smile, and an attractive figure, but there was something behind her eyes, and most people who knew her for any length of time could sense and see it. There was a coldness there, behind the warm smile and the soft voice that seemed full of concern, that indicated all Rhonnie really cared about was herself, and if she had to slit your throat to get to it, well, she would just have to do that, so sorry.
 She and Larry had worked together before, just like the rest of the team he had assembled. She had been in the army, using her medical training in the hot weather in Iraq when he had approached her to help out on a special mission that he couldn’t give her details about at that moment. She ended up well behind enemy lines, gun in one hand, medical kit in the other, patching up the limbs of the other men Larry had signed up for this mission. The objective, Rhonnie couldn’t have cared less, she simple wanted something different, and figured Larry was the way to get there.
 As she stood in the conference room she decided that what she needed to do was see what the rig had for a medical facility. Certainly a place like this had to have an infirmary, or some kind of hospital. There must be plenty of injuries waiting to happen in a place like this, and they must have some kind of medical facilities. Thinking about it, they must have been somewhere on the first floor because trying to carry an injured person up would have been a colossal pain.
 With that in mind, and not bothering to notify anyone else, she walked out the conference room door and walked down the stairs. She hadn’t even noticed, until she reached the stairs, that the lights had come back on. She descended the stairs.
* * *
 Karmen inched down the hallway, pausing at the first door she came too. Behind her, J.D. and Joe also were approaching doors. She reached out, touching the doorknob, and she twisted, then kicked the door open. She stepped into the open door, the gun pointing around the empty room. Desk, television, bed, closet. The room had a very college dormitory feel to it. There were pictures of a family, children, a wife, slotted into a mirror above the dresser. She stepped into the room, opened the closet door, saw the shirts and the pants hanging there, shoes on the floor. She used the muzzle of the gun to poke around the closet, nothing but a wall back there.
 She turned, walking over to the desk, looking over papers that had no meaning to her. She found a wallet, opened it, and found a driver’s license, credit cards, a library card. She noticed something sitting on the desk and reached for it, picking up the walkie-talkie, turning the knob on the top. Static burst from the speaker. She pushed the button experimentally, the static cutting off and then coming back as she released the button.
 “J.D., “ she said, stepping back into the hall.
 J.D. appeared in the hallway a second later. He was looking at her.
 “Did you find one of these in there?” She asked.
 J.D. nodded and walked back into the room. He came back holding a similar device.
 “Why don’t we have these?” Karmen asked.
 A look of dismay washed over J.D.’s face. “Christ. I hadn’t even thought if it.”
 “I bet everyone on this thing had one,” Karmen said.
 Joe emerged from his room, he too was carrying a walkie-talkie.
 “Let’s gather up enough for our group and distribute them to everyone,” J.D. said, his face set into a tight grimace.
 “Hey,” Karmen said, “no one else thought of it either. This whole situation is a little fucked up. Our minds aren’t thinking the way they should. Let’s just move past it and get on with it.”
 J.D. nodded. The three of them walked further down the hall, each of them taking another door. They entered their rooms. Joe found himself looking at pretty much the same thing he had seen before. The people here hadn’t had much time to really settle in, so the rooms did not have a very “lived-in” feel to them yet. He found the walkie-talkie and stuffed it into another pocket. He nosed around the room, checking the closet and the desk. There was no sign anyone had ever lived here, save for the clothing and the various personal effects on the dresser and desk. Then he looked out the small window set above the bed.
 “Jesus,” he muttered. Then he turned and ran into the hallway. “Hey! Hey!”
 J.D. and Karmen came running, their guns ready. They saw the look of agitation on Joe’s face, and he was pointing at something in the room. J.D. ran to him, Karmen close at his heels, they both pointed their guns into the room, noting the emptiness.
 ‘What the fuck, Joe?” J.D. asked.
 “Look out the window,” Joe said.
 Karmen and J.D. looked. Karmen gasped. J.D. felt something sink hard and fast into his stomach. The ocean outside was rolling, smashing down onto the deck outside. Water rolled over the outside surfaces. The sky was darkening rapidly and rain was spitting against the window.  
 “Where the hell did that storm come from?” Karmen whispered.
 “More importantly,” J.D. said, “where’s the fucking helicopter?”
* * *
 Mark and Larry were just returning to the control room with the DVDs when J.D.., Karmen and Joe cam running back in a panic. Monica and Lazlo stopped in their tracks, jumping out of their seats. Mark and Larry dropped the DVDs onto a desk and whirled around at the sound.
 “Where’s Rhonnie?” J.D. asked.
 “Down the hall, I think,” Larry said.
 J.D. looked at Joe, who nodded and ran down the hall.
 “The chopper’s gone,” J.D. said.
 Everyone started moving at once, talking at once. Lazlo’s face came over with a look of utter panic, and then it was followed by Monica, Mark and then Larry. They looked pleadingly at J.D. and Karmen, telling them they had to do something.
 “Get the radio,” J.D. said, “find a way to get to the mainland, we’re going to need another chopper.”
 “Where the hell’s Chun?” Larry asked.
 “I don’t know,” J.D. responded, “but I’m going to go out there to find out.”
 “She’s not there,” Joe called from down the hall.
 “What?” J.D. said, sure he had misheard.
 “She’s not here,” Joe said, “All of the stuff is laid out here, but she’s not here.”
 J.D. looked into the room. “Did she come in here? Did she say anything?”
 The blank expressions on everyone’s face were his answer.
 “Goddamit!” J.D. screamed. “How am I supposed to keep you people alive when you don’t listen?”
 He turned, running down the hallway, checking the room that Joe had just checked. All of the medical equipment was laid out, but the room was empty of everyone but J.D. and Joe. J.D. motioned for Karmen.
 “Get downstairs and check for her, please,” he said.
 Karmen vanished down the stairs, her legs pumping, carrying her down the stairs rapidly.
 “Let’s get out on deck before the weather gets too bad,” J.D. said to Joe, “I want to see if we can figure out what happened to the helicopter.”
 J.D. and Joe made their way down the stairs and through the short hallway. The door at the end of the hallway was banging against the frame with increasing frequency. Now that they were listening, they could hear the wind rattling against the frame of the building. Beyond that noise, you would never know there was a storm going on out there.
 They opened the door and the wind hit them both in the face like a kind of hand. Both men flattened back inside the door, looking at each other.
 “Christ!” Joe said.
 “He may be the only one that can really help us now,” J.D. said quietly.
 J.D. opened the door again, bracing himself. He stepped outside and the wind just about knocked him over. A wave crashed down on the top of the oilrig, sending water spraying over his legs and chest and face. He closed his eyes and hunched into the wind, walking forward. He looked back, seeing Joe was doing the same, with the same posture.
 They moved forward, the wind slowing them down, making their clothes stick to their bodies. Water cascaded all around them, filling their shoes, soaking their clothes and their skin. They reached the landing pad. There was a slick of oil, running around the surface, but any debris or any sign of the helicopter had been washed away by the waves. J.D. moved towards the edge of the landing pad.  
 The sight below was like looking over the lip into Hell. The waves were constant, undulating, and all topped with whiteheads. The smashed into the supports and scraped along the bottom of the rig. J.D. felt a hand suddenly in his belt, and was about to turn around when a huge wave smashed into the rig, bringing what felt like tones of water down on him and Joe, hard. J.D. felt his legs give out.
 Suddenly the world went topsy-turvy, turning around and around. He saw the rolling clouds of the sky, the landing pad, the rig, water. He felt like he was floating, the hand fell away from his belt, and he was spinning, tossed, carried towards the edge of the landing platform. He reached out his hand and felt only water, beneath that, the smooth surface of the landing pad. He opened his mouth and tasted salt water, it ripped down his throat and into his lungs. He coughed, dropped his gun, flailed with both hands, waving them helplessly as he felt his feet swing out over the edge of the landing pad, more water pouring down on his head. Then, hands grabbed his.
 He looked up, his eyes stinging from salt water. Lazlo had grabbed Joe and was holding onto one of the large metal pipes that criss-crossed the surface of the rig. Joe had grabbed hold of J.D. As J.D. watched, still helpless, he saw Mark and Larry appear, grabbing hold of the doorway and then extending Larry out to grab Lazlo. The string of men pulled as one, and J.D. felt his feet come back over the edge of the landing pad. He managed to scramble to his feet and run, just as another wave smashed into the rig, sending a wall of water that sent them all scattering sideways, into the side of the building.
 “The chopper’s just fucking gone!” He screamed. “We need to get back inside.”
 He looked up at the dark sky. The clouds were black and he heard thunder. He could see lightning in the distance, lighting up the sky. The ocean seemed to be getting higher all around them, more water washing over the face of the rig. He helped Mark get to his feet, and they all held together as they reached for the door. They piled inside, the door shutting behind them, Joe locking the door, and they collapsed in the hallway, soaking wet, breathing hard, exhausted.
 “Where the fuck did that storm come from?” Lazlo asked.
 “Right out of nowhere,” Mark agreed.
 “How much can this thing take of weather like that?” Joe asked.
 “It can handle a hurricane,” Lazlo said, “and it can take a pounding from the most powerful hurricane you’ve got. We should be fine in here as long as the building can stand the pounding and water doesn’t start getting in.”
 “That doesn’t really reassure me” J.D. said. “Where’s Karmen and Rhonnie?”
 “Right here,” Karmen said from behind them.
 They turned as one to look back. Rhonnie was coming with Karmen, standing behind her a few feet, her arms loaded with more medical supplies. She looked supremely surprised that anyone had been looking for her.
 “I went to find more medical supplies,” she said.
 J.D. stood up, his clothes dripping, his face running with seawater. He walked over to her, standing well above her, the look on his face one of supreme anger. Rhonnie took a reflexive step backwards, dropping some of her supplies and she swallowed. J.D. reached out and grabbed her face in his hand.
 “You ever disobey me again,” he said, “and I’m throwing you over board into that ocean. We stick together and we tell each other where we’re going, is that understood?”
 She bared her teeth. “Get your fucking hand off of me!”
 She dropped her supplies and smacked his hand away. Any trace of the passivity that had been there before was gone, and she looked ready to fight.
 “Who the fuck are you to tell me anything?” She screamed
 “I’m in charge here,” J.D. yelled back, “and it would do you all a hell of a lot of good to remember that. It might just prevent you from getting killed!”
 “Oh really?” Rhonnie said. “You have a way to stop a storm, do you? You have a back-up helicopter in your back pocket? How are you going to save anyone? You can’t even save yourself right now.”
 J.D. smiled, lowering his head for a moment. Then he moved, his hand extending outwards, connecting with the side of her face. The movement was so rapid, most didn’t see it, but heard the explosive crack when his hand struck her cheek. She let out a scream, staggered back against the wall, stunned, her hand to her face.
 “You talk to me like that one more time,” J.D. said, “I’ll gut you. This isn’t a fucking democracy. This isn’t a business. This isn’t even the fucking army. This is my show and if you get in my fucking way, I’ll fucking kill you.”
 Rhonnie didn’t say anything else. She whimpered a bit, a small trickle of blood running from the side of her mouth. When Karmen stepped forward to touch her, Rhonnie snarled and slapped her hand away.
 “Now,” J.D. said, “Mark and Larry, did you find the surveillance tapes?”
 “Yes,” Mark said, “although they are DVDs, actually.”
 “Whatever,” J.D. said, “and Lazlo, have you found anything yet?”
 “I have some data printed out that might give us a timeline of events,” he said, getting to his feet. “I am raising the drill right now. None of the sensors on the end of the drill are working. I wanted to see it up close. With that storm out there, I don’t even know how we’ll reach it.”
 “One thing at a time,” J.D. said. “Larry, can we get back in touch with the mainland?”
 “I can try,” Larry said, “but with that wind and that storm, I wouldn’t count on it.”
 “Terrific,” J.D. said. “OK, I want you guys to get the DVDs, and Lazlo, you and Monica bring the data you’ve got so far. The rest of us, let’s get to that recreation room down here. There’s a DVD player in there, maybe we can study the tapes. We can’t do anything about the storm right now, so let’s just take things one step at a time. We’ll figure out something once things calm down.”
 Everyone moved rather slowly, unsure of what to do, then Mark nodded and began walking up the stairs. Monica, Lazlo and Larry followed. Rhonnie continued to rub her face, glaring at J.D., but she eventually knelt down to gather up the supplies she had dropped. Joe headed for the recreation room. Karmen looked up at J.D.
 “What if that storm doesn’t die down anytime soon?” She asked.
 “We either drown, starve to death or die of thirst,” he said, “or we shoot each other. Take your pick.”
 Karmen stared at him for a moment, then turned and walked down the hallway. J.D. looked down at Rhonnie, but she was busy picking up the last of her medical supplies and heading for the stairs. He decided it was best just to head for the recreation room, which is what he did.
* * *
 They gathered in the recreation room minutes later. Even Rhonnie was there, hovering in the background, holding an icepack to her mouth and doing what she could to make a spectacle of herself and her injuries. The rest of them found spots on the couches in front of the television. Larry brought the DVDs with him and Monica and Lazlo had reams of paper in front of them. The building shook slightly from the wind outside, but no one spoke about that at this time. It was one thing at a time for the moment, and everyone had a set jaw, a poker face, looking serious and trying to concentrate on what they had in front of them.
 “These are the security videos of the control room,” Larry said. “They’re in black and white and without sound, but I am hoping we can match up the times with the data Lazlo and Monica have and try to figure out what they are looking at.”
 Larry sat down on the couch and hit play. The screen was blank for a moment, and then leapt to life, showing a slightly-fuzzy black and white picture of the control room. The room was bustling, with maybe six men and women, dressed in cover-alls and walking from one work station to another. Most of them were seated. They appeared calm, even slightly jovial, full of smiles.
 “This is right as the rig was going online,” Larry said. “They’re doing some systems checks before they start drilling.”
 “Everything checked out fine,” Lazlo said. “They had some minor issues, but they were quickly fixed and everything was ready to go.”
 “I’ll fast forward things,” Larry said, pointing the remote at the DVD player.
 The screen’s picture began to jump ahead, the time signature in the lower right-hand corner advancing. The people began moving rapidly, the picture jumping, the scene changing. Larry stopped it.
 “This is when the drilling really started,” Larry said. “It looks normal here, too.”
 “Everything was,” Lazlo said, flipping through his papers, “up until they reached the nine mile point. Things start getting weird right about then.”
 Larry hit the button again, once again the figures on the screen began moving rapidly, jumping ahead. People sat and then disappeared a second later, moving off-camera, then coming back in. The time flipped forward again, moving rapidly, forward, on the right side of the screen. Suddenly there appeared to be something flashing near the top of the screen, on the main display of the control room. 
 “Right here,” Larry said, stopping and then pausing, looking at Lazlo, waiting for him to catch up.
 “Yeah, the drill started moving wildly,” Lazlo said, “ as if it had dropped into a cave or something. However, all of the geological indications were that there were no caves beneath this drilling spot.”
 On the screen, people began running into the room. The light continued to glow, eerily white in the black and white footage. People were shouting, their mouths opening wide, so J.D. figured there was an alarm going off somewhere. People were pointing at the main screen and then at their screens in front of them.
 “The temperature readings had been getting higher for a few minutes,” Lazlo said, still looking through his data, “but nothing that was causing anyone any concern. Then, the drill seemed to break through into a hollow space, oscillating and moving wildly. They stopped the drill, but the temperatures starting spiking. Spiking higher than anyone had ever seen. It’s certainly higher than I’ve ever seen.”
 “Look,” Mark said, pointing, stepping forward to point directly at the screen
 He came forward and pointed directly at what appeared to be a woman on the screen. She was holding her hands up to her ears, her face contorted in pain and discomfort. There were others, looking up, looking around, faces contorted in pain, confusion. 
 “She hears the noises,” J.D. said.
 Mark nodded. Larry swallowed and began playing the footage again. People were running around faster now, seemingly frantic, hitting buttons, pushing keys on keyboards. The light continued, flashing, steadily, seemed to grow brighter, filling the screen, making it turn white. A man turned to face the camera, there was blood trickling from his nose, his eyes were filled with fear.
 “It was about this time that the mayday calls started, “ Larry said.
 “The temperature spiked into the thousands of degree,” Lazlo said, “then everything just cut off from the sensors.”
 The footage continued, the people on the screen appeared to be screaming. Another face turned and was caught by the camera, blood now streaming from the woman’s eyes, nose and mouth, her hands clasped to her head. There was an eruption of blood from the bottom right corner of the screen, splattering the console in front of the man, and he slumped forward, face down.
 “Christ,” Joe whispered.
 “Was there any blood in the control room?” Mark asked
 Lazlo, Monica and Larry shook their heads.
 On the screen, the light seemed to be getting brighter, the screen suddenly in negative, whites and blacks reversed. Then the screen turned completely white and then went blank. After a few moments of just a white and then a black screen, the television screen filled with static and snow. There was nothing more.
 “That’s it,” Larry said quietly.
 “I think I know why there are no readings from the sensors on the drill,” Lazlo said, “but I need to go outside and look at it.”
 “Are you insane?” Joe asked. “Didn’t you see the weather out there?”
 “The way to the drill isn’t quite as exposed, “ Lazlo said, “I don’t have to cross the open deck to get to it. Plus, maybe we can rig a way to tie ourselves on. I’d prefer not to go alone, if that’s OK.”
 J.D. nodded. “Fine, if you think this will help clear anything up. I’ll go.”
 “I’ll go too,” Joe said, reluctantly.
 “Me too,” Karmen said.
 “I think you should stay here,” J.D. said to Karmen.
 “Are you turning sexist on me, Kartos?” Karmen replied.
 “Not at all,” J.D. said, “I’m just thinking if myself, Joe and you all get washed overboard, these remaining folks might be totally fucked.”
 Karmen nodded. “Point taken, but I’ll be standing by the door watching. I’m not going to let you guys wash overboard without a fight.”
 “Fine,” J.D. said, “let’s grip it and rip it.”
 He turned, along with Joe and walked out of the room. Lazlo looked around at everyone else and then he stood up and walked out.
 “What does that mean, anyway?” Mark asked.
 Larry shrugged. “Kind of annoying, though, isn’t it?”
 “Very,” Mark agreed.
 Then the two of them walked out of the room, headed down the hallway. Rhonnie stood up and walked back to her conference room, still holding the icepack to her mouth. Monica shrugged and walked back to the control room, all of them were now carrying walkie-talkies and she held hers at her side.  
* * *
 The wind was howling to the point that they couldn’t hear each other without leaning into the other person and then screaming into their ears. Lazlo, Joe and J.D. had cables with clasps at the end of them wrapped around their waists and then affixed to a metal railing that ran from the building to the derrick and the drill. The door banged open against the building when they opened it and J.D. felt the air ripped from his lungs. He closed his eyes, wishing he had safety glasses or something, tears streamed down his face, the moisture ripped from his eyes and thrust down his chin.
 Lazlo moved forward, leaning forward into the wind, his hand up over his head. Joe followed suit, directly behind, his hand out, ready to grab Lazlo if he started to go over, or get washed away. The waves were still crashing down on the rig, all around it. It was a very strange sight to look slightly up at the tops of waves. The rig itself seemed not to move, and J.D. marveled at the technology that moored the structure to the bottom of the ocean. He too followed, walking slowly, his legs seemed magnetically attached to the surface of the rig. J.D. looked back to see Karmen holding onto the doorway, her own line attached, but staying back.
 The three of them moved forward, and it seemed like J.D. that it took hours. There was only the wind, stinging rain and sea spray, and constant noise. Waves crashed and the ocean moved. As J.D. looked out to see, seeing the waves rolling, he felt sick just watching them.
 They climbed, metal stairs, slick with salt water, their feet dragging against the metal. Finally, after an eternity, they reached a spot beneath the oil derrick. There was some semblance of a wall here, the wind slightly sheltered, but they still had to shout. As soon as they came into view, J.D. could see what had happened to the sensors and the drill.  
 The end of the drill was a lump of melted metal. The long metal shaft ended, turning golden, then brown, then black, the end of the drill bit, where the teeth should have been to grind into the rock, there was nothing, just a lump of unrecognizable metal. The entire shaft seemed slightly misshapen, as if the entire shaft had gotten soft, and some force had pressed against it as it moved past.
 “That’s what I thought,” Lazlo said. “The temperatures were so hot, it melted the goddamn thing.”
 “Have you ever seen anything like this?” Joe asked.
 Lazlo shook his head. “As far as I know no one has. You’d have to punch through into a fucking volcano or the molten center of the earth for something like that to happen.”
 “Could there be some kind of volcano down there?” J.D. asked. “Maybe one that would release some kind of gas that would wipe everyone out?”
 Lazlo looked at J.D. as if he was an idiot. “You tell me what kind of gas would destroy every trace of the crew, including all of that blood that should be all over the consoles in the control room.”
 J.D. nodded, and then looked back towards the building. The rain and spray made it almost impossible to see clearly into the doorway, but he could make out a shape and determined it was Karmen, still standing there. He thought of the others sitting inside.
 “There any chance we could call into shore to get us out of here?” J.D. shouted.
 “The antennae is out,” Lazlo said, “besides, no way in hell they’d send a boat or helicopter in weather like this.”
 “What about those escape pods?” J.D. asked.
 “It would be a rough ride,” Lazlo said, “but they are built to survive weather like this. The difference is, that we would then be tossed around at sea, in a capsule, like being in a clothes dryer, until the storm died. Again, I doubt they would send anyone out in weather like this. Believe it or not, we’re safer on the rig right now.”
 J.D. looked at the melted lump of metal. “I’m having my doubts about that right now.”
* * *
 Rhonnie sat in a chair, holding the icepack to her face and staring at the medical equipment she had laid out on the conference room table. Her lip felt as if it took up half of her face, easily. She pushed against the spot with her tongue and winced. She could feel small pieces of skin where her lip had collided with her teeth and she could still taste blood in her mouth.  
 “Goddamn him,” she whispered under her breath.
 She couldn’t believe he had hit her like that. All she had done was go downstairs to check out the medical facilities. It didn’t make any goddamn sense to her to have their medical center in a conference room when there was a perfectly usable and equipped room downstairs. The fact that he wanted everyone close together made little or no sense to Rhonnie. Then, to hit her like that, and hit her so hard. What kind of animal was he?
 She held her head in her hands, fighting back the tears. She was mad, and she didn’t want to cry. She looked at the table, her eyes lingering on the scalpel at the end. He wanted to take that and jam it hard into J.D.’s neck, twisting it, letting the blood spurt as the jugular severed. She could picture it, taste the blood, feel the warm spray on her face and hands. She pushed the thought away. Reluctantly, she had to admit this group needed him.
 She stood up, pacing, walking over to the window, watching the huge waves as they washed across the rig. She was not afraid. She had no fear that something terrible would happen to them, or that the storm was dangerous. She felt secure. No one was shooting at them, things were just a little strange.
 There was a sound, just for a few seconds, the sound of screaming, of pain and torture. It was the sound of pain, screaming, men and women, and beneath that, a horrible, chilling growling, inhuman noise. It filled the room, burrowed into her head, for just a moment, like standing up too fast and getting momentarily dizzy. Then it was gone. She whirled, expecting someone to be standing at the door, she was sure of it, that there was something behind her, but there was only the room.
 “He’s making me jumpy,” she whispered.
 “He hit you,” said a voice.
 Rhonnie whirled again, turning back to the window. The voice seemed to be coming from behind her. She would have sworn someone had been standing directly over her shoulder, whispering into her ear. There was only the wall and the window, beyond that, the rig and the ocean.
 “Hello?” She said.
 “You let him hit you,” the voice said, quiet, and she couldn’t tell if it were male or female.
 “I did not,” she said, “he just came right over and hit me. Hard.”
 “Your face looks funny,” the voice said and then there was another sound, something growling, animalistic, and Rhonnie figured it was a laugh. There was another blast of screaming, pain, torture, moaning, again as well. “He’ll do it again. Guys like him, they always do that again. You should know that by now, Rhonnie.”
 She gasped. “Who are you? Where are you?”
 “Right here,” said the voice and this time it was definitely behind her.
 Rhonnie turned, and gasped again. It was like gazing into a mirror, but this time, the reflection moved and talked on its own. She was looking at herself, standing near the head of the conference room table. She was younger, prettier, her hair blonde and long, her body firm and trim.  
 “Hi,” she said from the head of the table.
 “What’s happening?” Rhonnie asked herself.
 “Does it really matter?” it said.  
 “Am I going crazy?” She asked herself.
 “Again, does even that really matter?” It said to her, smiling her own smile back to her.
 “I need sleep,” Rhonnie said. “Maybe he hit me harder than I thought.”
 “Sounds reasonable to me,” her reflection said, suddenly walking around the table, moving slowly towards her, “but you should do that after you take care of J.D.”
 “Take care of him?”
 “You aren’t just going to let him get away with hitting you, are you? Like David did? Like Steve did? Like all those guys you were with that liked you use you as their punching bag? I thought you got past that, Rhonnie. I thought we did.”
 “I did – er- we did – “
 “I guess not, because there he was smacking you to the ground like the piece of white trash shit you always though you were. Knocking you to the ground and making you bleed. Why? Because he’s a man and he has muscles and he knows about guns and he knows everything.”
 Her reflection reached her, was only inches from her own face. The eyes weren’t right, didn’t seem to stay focused, or to one color. First they were blue, the hazel, then they were just an endless black. It was her, but it wasn’t her and this close, it was like looking at someone or something wearing a Rhonnie mask and costume. She could see it, whatever it was, just beneath the skin and clothing and hair, shimmering, like scales on a fish.
 “Maybe you should do something about it,” it said to her.
 Rhonnie couldn’t take here eyes off the eyes in front of her. It was like the colors were swirling now, combining, twirling, mixing together.  
 “Yeah, “Rhonnie said, “I should show him.”
 “You could run things,” it said, whispering again, in a voice that was like Rhonnie’s but not quite like Rhonnie’s, “you could show them all.”
 “All of them” she said, not even realizing she was talking, “Steve and David and all of them.”
 Her reflection was reaching out to her now, its arms surrounding her. There was a feeling, like electricity, all up and down her arms, the hair standing up. There was a feeling of warmth, then, slowly, it became heat. She could hear the sounds, the sounds of screaming, but for a moment, it sounded like laughing. Rhonnie closed her eyes, and the reflection embraced, her surrounded her. Then, there was just one Rhonnie, standing at the end of the table, her head down, her head slowly rising, her eyes glowing faintly in the dimness of the room.
 “I can show them all,” she said, and she smiled. It was not a smile that was sweet or innocent. It was an ageless smile, and it was a smile that seemed to have a little too many teeth.
 She walked to the end of the table and reached down, picking up the scalpel. Holding it in her hand, she held it up to the dim light, admiring the reflections.
 “Show them all,” she whispered, and walked out of the room.
* * *
 J.D. walked back into the building, his clothes dripping, his shoes squishing and the taste of salt on his tongue. It was cold inside the building and he noted that he would have to dry his clothes at some point or he could literally get hypothermia just from sitting in the recreation room with the air conditioning on at the level it was now. Joe and Lazlo were also soaked through. J.D. thought he could feel the ocean beneath him as well, the waves against the deck a bit more than he could before.
 “Let’s get everyone back together again,” he said, “in the rec room.”
 Karmen spoke into her walkie-talkie. J.D., Joe and Lazlo headed back towards the recreation room. They all were starting to look just a little bit tired, but J.D. was amazed that no one had panicked just yet. As usual, Larry had chosen wisely, people who had been in crises before and handled them. J.D. had also made a good choice in Mark, because he had a mind that seemed to accept things such as this easily.
 They gathered in the room, huddling around the television. Mark was standing near the doorway, and he gave J.D. a look that indicated that he had something he wanted to say. J.D. nodded back to him. Lazlo took a seat on the floor, dripping onto the carpet. Rhonnie stood behind J.D. and to his right, looking at the floor but the icepack no longer at her lip.
 Good, J.D. thought, maybe she’s learned her lesson.
 “Lazlo,” J.D. said, “go ahead and tell the group what we found.”
 “The drill was melted,” he said, “the damn thing’s a misshapen lump of metal at the end. I can’t even imagine what kind of heat that must have been in order to do that.”
 “How is that possible?” Larry asked. “We did the studies and tests. There shouldn’t be anything under this that could do that, unless the earth’s crust suddenly got a hell of a lot thinner.”
 “It’s not like that drill was just regular metal,” Monica said, “that was meant to put up with heat and stone and pressure like you wouldn’t believe.”
 “That’s exactly why – “ J.D. began.
 The scream was like nothing human, at least no sound J.D. had ever heard a human make. He saw movement, from the corner of his eye, just to the right, where Rhonnie had been standing. Instinct kicked in, he moved, whirling, his right arm swinging out, the scalpel flashing in the dim light, slicing through his shirt, cutting his shoulder, drawing blood. J.D. staggered backwards a bit, repelled by the face, contorted in fury and the sounds coming from the woman. Her teeth were bared and she was making a strange combination of a growl and a scream. She lunged, the scalpel aimed directly for J.D.’s chest.
 Karmen stepped forward, using her hands to knock the arm with the blade away. Rhonnie turned, spittle dripping from her lips and swung her arm back, aimed at Karmen this time. Karmen moved, using two fingers on her right hand, she hit a cluster of nerves on Rhonnie’s arm, and she screamed, her hand actually tightening on the blade, which was entirely against nature, but J.D. saw it happen. Rhonnie twisted, screaming, her face contorted, red, eyes bulging, now foaming at the mouth, and she ran at Karmen, the blade extended. Karmen dropped, rolling on to her back, reaching out, grabbing Rhonnie by her shirt, planting a foot in her mid-section, and rolling back, using Rhonnie’s momentum to send her sailing over the couch. Rhonnie was airborne for a moment, and then came down on the couch, flipping, the blade spinning and then landed on the floor, her hands beneath her.
 Rhonnie looked up then, the scalpel buried in her right eye socket, driven deep, blood pouring out of her ruined eye and down her face. She looked at J.D. with her good eye for several seconds and then fell forward again, pushing the blade even deeper. Blood ran from her face, staining the carpet. Monica screamed. Lazlo said a prayer in Spanish.  
 “What the fuck?” J.D. screamed, clutching his shoulder, noting already that the cut was barely there.
 “Jesus Christ!” Joe screamed.
 “Is Rhonnie dead?” Monica screamed. “Did she really just die?”
 J.D. opened his mouth to answer, but instead, a sound began to emanate from the figure lying on the floor. It was pulsing, staccato, and then J.D. realized it was laughter. Everyone took a step back. Monica’s mouth hung open. Karmen withdrew her gun. J.D. did likewise and he heard Joe as well. Rhonnie moved, her head lifting, her body getting to all fours, then slowly staggering to her feet. The blood was running down her face, into her mouth, down her neck. There was a smile on her face, but the smile was wider than it should have been, too many teeth, the ends of her lips splitting and tearing, bleeding.
 “So very amusing,” it said, “you are always so very amusing. None of you are getting out of here alive and none of you realize what you’re up against.”
 The head turned, one way and then the other, as if there were gears within the neck. The skin seemed to change, falter, showing something beneath that was not even close to human. Obscenely, the scalpel seemed to point at them. The voice was deep, resonating, in their heads as well as their ears. The sounds of screaming began to penetrate their heads, seemed to come from the walls. Screaming and a deep, growling, horrible sound beneath the other horrible sounds.
 “We know what you are,” it said, “what you are afraid of, what you want, what your hopes and dreams are. We know all about you and you know nothing of us. None of you are getting out of here alive.”
 “We heard you the first time,” J.D. said and he started firing.
 Karmen began firing, pulling the trigger again and again. Joe started firing as well, using his machine gun. Rhonnie’s body began jittering, dancing, turning, spinning, skin and bone and blood and muscle flying into the air, splattering the carpet and the room. Her body was blown to pieces, the smile still there, spreading wider, the laugh getting louder along with the screams and the growling and it deafened them. Then, suddenly, it stopped, the body fell, collapsing to the floor as if strings had been cut. What was left was a mass of skin and muscle, leaking blood into the carpeting.
 “What the holy fuck was that?” Monica screamed.
 “What the hell is going on here?” Joe asked.
 “Mary Mother of God,” Lazlo said, crossing himself again.
 Mark stepped forward then, his face spattered with spots of blood. He appeared unnaturally calm, but, as J.D. figured, he was prepared and had expected this.
 “I think it’s time I tell you all what’s going on here,” he said.
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 “That’s fine,” J.D. said, “let’s get rid of this mess first.”
 “I can’t believe you just killed Rhonnie,” Monica said, tears streaming down her face.
 “If you think that thing we shot was really Rhonnie, you weren’t listening,” Joe said, stepping forward and heading towards the remains.
 J.D. and Joe reached the bloody carcass of Rhonnie and both knelt down to pick it up. As soon as their hands touched the corpse, there was a strange noise, like someone releasing gas in the room, and the body crumbled, turning to dust in their hands. The dust blew upwards, making both J.D. and Joe stagger backwards, coughing, sputtering and waving their hands in front of their faces. In seconds, the body crumbled, clothing, skin, bone and muscle, into a gray dust that floated up towards the ceiling and then vanished.
 “This is un-fucking-real,” Joe whispered as he looked up at the ceiling.
 “You have no idea,” Mark whispered.
 “Well,” J.D. said, “I think I’d like to have some fucking idea.”
 “Me too,” Larry said.
 They sat down again, this time with Mark standing at the front of the room. Karmen tended to the wound on J.D.’s shoulder, applying a bandage, really, since he had moved fast enough to receive not much more than a scratch. Mark appeared a shade nervous, his natural tendency was to be in the background, and taking center stage, even in front of a crowd this small, was a little hard for him.
 “Let me start off by telling you a story about some men digging a well in Siberia,” he began.
* * *
 “Look at the comparisons,” Mark said, once he had finished his tale about Siberia, “the same depth, the same temperature readings and the same sounds. J.D. can vouch for the sounds, since I played them for him at my home before I came.”
 Everyone turned to look at J.D. and with more than a little accusation behind their eyes. Karmen looked particularly hurt.
 “You knew?” She said.
 “I wasn’t sure,” J.D. said, “ it could have been anything. It could have been terrorists playing a goddamn tape they got off the same internet site Mark was on. I didn’t want to upset anyone or lose focus.”
 “Fuck you,” Karmen said, “how’s that for focus?”
 “I ain’t buying it,” Lazlo said. “Look, I believe in hell and all that, but it ain’t really in the center of the earth.”
 “I’m not suggesting it is,” Mark said, “I’m merely suggesting that hell might be an entirely separate dimension, not very far removed from our own. Perhaps in certain spots, the walls that separate the two are thinner than in others. If you believe hell to be the concentration of evil, perhaps it deliberately picks the spots to be thin.”
 “What am I supposed to tell the shareholders?” Larry asked. “Am I supposed to go back and say the biggest, most advanced, most technologically superior oilrig ever built has to be abandoned because we punched a hole in Satan?”
 “If there’s a hole there, why isn’t it a million degrees in here right now?” Karmen asked. “Why hasn’t everything in hell just come spilling out?”
 Mark nodded. “I’ve been thinking about that. I’ve been puzzling over it, and when Rhonnie came in and we heard the sounds of screaming again, I began to formulate a theory. I think that all of that concentrated evil, is sort of under pressure, packed into that dimension, all those souls screaming. When we punched through, it was like punching into a soda can, it came bursting up all at once. That released energy, all at once, was like a kind of neutron bomb, destroying the crew, literally any trace of them. After the initial rush, again, like poking a hold in something, things leveled off, but he hole is still there. I think it is really sort of, breathing, opening and closing like the valve of a heart. When it opens, something comes out. What comes out, well, that’s anyone’s guess.”
 “Are we talking demons or something?” Joe asked.
 Mark shrugged. “No one that I know has ever actually been to hell and come back. No one knows.”
 Monica snorted. “I have, I once worked for this benefits consulting company in Chicago that had to be about as close as you can get without burning.”
 “Seriously, though,” J.D. said, “what are we dealing with? What the hell was that thing with Rhonnie?”
 “Possibly a demon,” Mark said, “maybe something praying on her because of her insecurities. It said I knew us. It knew our fears and our desires. Maybe it’s something that can appear as anything to us, our own weaknesses. We also have to take into consideration that the rig itself is affected.”
 “What, like possessed?” Larry said.
 “Something like that, yes,” Mark replied. “This rig has been sitting over this open hole for some time now. That hole has been breathing, releasing that energy for days into this structure. Who knows what kind of affect it may have? I think this storm might be an affect of the hole opening.”
 “It’s affecting the weather too?” Karmen asked.
 “Think about it,” Mark said, “I checked the weather before I left. We should be sitting in sunlight for days. This storm forms out of nowhere and this intensely? It doesn’t happen naturally. Meteorologists all over the world must be apoplectic trying to understand how an localized hurricane could instantly form in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico. Someone doesn’t want us to get off this rig.”
 “Who, the devil?” Lazlo asked.
 “I don’t know,” Mark said, “I’m only guessing.”
 “So what do you suggest we do?” J. D. asked.
 “Well, we are obviously stuck here until the storm dies,” Mark said, “but my concern is that the storm won’t die until the hole is closed. So, I think we need to find a way to plug up the hole. I think we need to do it quickly because my fear is that each time that hole opens, it is staying open longer, and might be getting bigger.”
 “Swell,” J. D. said.
 “We can’t do that,” Larry said,” this operation has to get back online and it has to get back online now. GemCo has spent billions of dollars on this site people and I am not about to tell them to shut down a billion dollar operation with a few spook stories from a spook story writer.”
 “What do you suggest we do, then, Mr. Appling?” Mark asked.
 “Get the systems up and running,” Larry said, “ and we wait for this storm to die out. I ain’t buying the whole ‘hell storm’ idea, West. I think this will blow over in a day or so and then we can call for another helicopter and get out of here. We can tell GemCo the sit is clear and they can get another crew out here to repair the drill and start digging again.”
 “That’s bullshit,” Joe said, “and you know it is. How can you even suggest that after what you just saw with Rhonnie?”
 “I don’t know what I just saw,” Larry said, “but I haven’t seen enough to suggest to my boss that the billions of dollars of shareholder money he spent on this rig should just be left to rot here in the ocean.”
 “Have you completely sold your soul to the company, Larry?” J.D. asked.
 “You’re a fine one to talk about selling souls, J.D.,” Larry said.
 “What does that mean?” J.D. asked.
 “As I recall, anyone with the right price can have a piece of yours,” Larry said.
 J.D. stood up, began rushing towards Larry. Joe stood, grabbing J.D. by the arms, pulling him back. Larry stood up, screaming obscenities at J.D. and Lazlo stood in front of him, pushing him back.
 “Gentlemen!” Mark shouted. “This is getting us nowhere! We need to vote on this and we need to figure out a plan.”
 J.D. finally settled back down. Larry did as well. “We can’t leave because of the storm anyway, so we have to shut the hole down. Lazlo, how do we do that?”
 “Normally the hole is plugged temporarily with a mixture known as mud,” Lazlo said, “but with those heat readings, I’m not sure even that will help. Really, we’d need to collapse the whole hole in on itself.”
 “If we could lower explosives down there,” J.D. asked, “could that cause a kind of cave-in?”
 Lazlo shrugged, “I think so. I’m not sure there’s anything on the rig that would blow up like that, though.”
 J.D. and Joe looked at each other. “Well, I might have a solution for that,” J.D. said.
 Larry stood up again. “You brought explosives with you? After you promised me?”
 “I always keep my options open,” J.D. said, “you should remember that Larry.”
 “Look,” Larry said, “none of you has the right or the authority to do this! “
 “I think we have the right and authority over our own lives,” J.D. said, “and some of us would like to keep ours and a little bit of dignity too. I guess some of us could care less how much the company takes as long as the benefits are right, eh, Larry?”
 “Fuck you, Kartos!” Larry screamed. “Or should I call you Kartopolous like your real name, you fucking asshole! The only mane who ever shortened his name just because he was too fucking lazy to write the whole thing! Are you people really going to listen to this guy? He’s a killer! A mercenary!”
 “Hey!” Karmen shouted. “He isn’t the only one. Now sit the fuck down and shut up, Larry. You’ve been out-voted.”
 “Out-voted?” Larry asked. “I have the authority here!”
 Joe stood up and walked over to Larry. He pulled the clip out of his machine gun to make sure there were still bullets in it. He popped it back in, drew back the slide at the top and pointed the barrel into Larry’s face.
 “I think this says different, asshole,” Joe said.
 Larry looked from one face to the other. He saw no help or support there. His face turned red and his jaw worked.  
 “You can’t do this,” he said, weakly.
 “Joe,” J.D. said, “take Larry to one of those rooms we were in. Lock him in . Stand guard until I call for you. We might need your help with the explosives. Just make sure he doesn’t get out or cause any more problems.”
 Joe smiled and pointed the gun at Larry again. “You heard the man. I need you to start walking. But really, if you want, please give me a reason to shoot you.”
 Larry’s eyes were wide and he was sweating. He looked ready to launch into another tirade, but then he looked into Joe’s eyes and then into the barrel of the gun. He bit down on his tongue and turned to walk out of the room, Joe right behind him, poking the gun into his back.
 “All right,” J.D. said, “let’s figure this out and close that thing off so we can get the fuck out of here.”
 “Amen,” Monica said.
* * *

“You have to understand where I’m coming from on this,” Larry said, the gun still in his back, “I would think you would understand this, Joe.”
 “What gives you that impression, asshole?” Joe said.
 “You look a little more practical and level-headed than your boss there,” Larry said.
 “Who said he’s my boss?” Joe replied. “I like to think of myself as an independent contractor. Of course, he is currently paying my salary, not you, and that means I follow his orders.”
 “But he gets your salary from me,” Larry said, with hope making his voice go a few octaves higher, “so that means, really, you work for me.”
 “Nice try,” Joe said, “but I’m on their side and not yours. I hate big corporations.”
 “You’re not really locking me in a room, are you?” Larry asked.
 They reached an open doorway to one of the rooms and Joe shoved Larry in the back, sending him tripping through the door and stumbling into the bed. He turned back to look at Joe, his eyes pleading and desperate and more than a little wild.
 “Yes,” Joe said, “I am.”
 Joe slammed the door shut. The door swung inwards and locked from the inside. Before Larry could figure that out, Joe reached into his pocket and removed several coins. He removed three pennies and jammed them between the doorframe and the edge of the door, near the hinges. This was on old trick from his days in the dormitory at the university and it prevented the door from swinging inward and was known then as “penny-locking.” It wasn’t exactly high-tech, but it worked.
 Larry pounded on the door, trying the knob, pulling with all his strength. Joe took up a spot next to the door, his gun at his side, laughing at the sounds Larry was making struggling with the door.
 “Save your strength,” Joe said, “you may need it later.”
 There was a pause and then Larry began pounding on the door. When Joe laughed again, this seemed to make the pounding go on longer.
* * *
 J.D. and Karmen carried the large duffel bags they had taken with them off of the helicopter. They set them down in the middle of the recreation room and zipped them open. There was a gasp from Lazlo and Monica when the stash of weapons and ammunition was shown to them. J.D. buried his hands inside one while Karmen did the same in the other, and they came up with what appeared to be rectangles encased in blue plastic.
 “Joe got this for us,” J.D. explained. “Even I’m not entirely sure what it is. I just know it molds and acts a lot like plastic explosives, is a lot more powerful, but also very stable so we could transport it and throw it around if need be. I have timers in here as well. It should also work underwater with no problem.”
 Lazlo whistled. “You guys know some dangerous people.”
 “That’s the truth,” Karmen muttered.  
 “We have more in here, and I want to put as much as we can into that hole to bring all the walls down,” J.D. said. “We need to put the detonators into these before we affix them to the drill. Do you think this will work?”
 Lazlo shrugged. “I’ve never done anything like this. I guess it will.”
 “We’ll just have to make sure the remnants of the drill are deep enough,” Mark said, “so that when the explosion happens, it causes a cave in rather than just blowing the hole bigger.”
 “Will that stuff react to the heat?” Lazlo asked.
 “It shouldn’t,” J.D. said, “but then, it wasn’t made to be dropped into temperatures equivalent to that of a volcano. We’re kind of shooting in the dark here, folks, so we just have to get as close as we can.”
 “If we fuck this up,” Monica said, “there’s no second chance, though and we don’t get to go home.”
 J.D. nodded. “Welcome to my world.”
 Mark stepped over to the window, set high in the wall, and he stood on his toes to peer out. “It’s already getting dark out there and the storm looks worse than before. I can’t tell if it’s dark because of the storm or because it’s getting late.”
 Karmen looked at her watch. “It is getting late. I can’t believe how fast this whole day has flown by.”
 “Time flies when you’re fighting Hell,” Monica muttered.
 “I hate to say this,” J.D. said, “because I want to get the hell out of here as much as you guys do, but I think we need to wait until morning. With that storm and it being dark, we stand a greater risk of losing someone overboard and messing up the whole operation. We can’t have these things dropping off and falling straight into that hole. Lord only knows what will happen then.”
 “You mean we have to spend the night here?” Monica asked. 
 “There are rooms back that way,” J.D. said pointing with his head, “we could all take a room and try to get some sleep.”
 “After what I just saw,” Monica said, “I think you can bet I ain’t sleeping again anytime soon.”
 “We should probably try to stick together,” Mark said.
 J.D. sighed. “You guys can sleep in here and stay up playing video games all night if you want, but I prefer to sleep alone. I’m going to take one of the rooms. If something happens, call me on the walkie and I’ll come running. Karmen can stay here.”
 Karmen gave him a strange look that he decided he didn’t have time to properly decipher. As usual, when he was in a battle situation, his body was ready to get rest however it could. He had a knack for being able to sleep even under the most tense conditions. It was necessary to develop this trait when you worked in the line he did, because you needed strength, and an edge, and sometimes sleep had to come when you were in a bad spot.
 J.D. stood up, stretching, grabbed his gun and walked off down the hall.
 “Anyone feel like playing cards?” Mark asked.
 “Deal them up,” Karmen replied.
* * *
 J.D. walked along the hallway, pausing to talk briefly with Joe. He told Joe to wake him up in two hours so that he could relieve Joe of guard-duty and Joe could try to get some sleep. Joe agreed to this plan and went back to slowly sharpening a very large, very shiny knife that he had strapped to his leg. J.D. continued down the hall and chose an open room on his left. There were pictures of a family, children, and a dog on the wall near a mirror and others in frames on the dresser, but J.D. chose to ignore them, stripped off his wet shirt, hung it over a chair and then did the same with his soaked pants. He lay down on the bed and felt the tension ease just a bit from his muscles.
 J.D. tapped into his ability to find rest no matter the situation. Many would probably consider this an extension of his laziness. He found the idea of a mercenary who had worked as many missions as he had being considered lazy as laughable. To him, it wasn’t laziness, but efficiency. Yes, it took too damn long to write out that ridiculously long last name of his. So, to save time, he had his name legally changed and shortened. This was practical, not lazy, but many saw it differently.
 His breathing slowed, his mouth fell open. He snored softly, his eyes moving back and forth behind his eyelids. A sound, barely audible, but definitely there, near the closet door brought him back to full consciousness in an instant. There was another sound, for just an instant, so fast he wasn’t sure he heard it or imagined it, of screaming or moaning, and then it was gone. He sat straight up in bed, his senses at full alert in a second. He was on his feet, his hands and feet ready to strike out at anything. A shadow moved near the closet, buried beneath other shadows.
 “Who’s there?” He said.
 “It’s me,” said a voice he knew all too well, “I thought maybe you wouldn’t mind a little company.”
 Karmen stepped forward, the shadows lifting from her face. She was in just her bra and panties, her hair down, hanging over her shoulders. J.D.’s body reacted almost instantly, and he felt a twinge of embarrassment given the fact he was barely dressed.  
 “I didn’t hear you come in,” he said.
 “I’m good,” she said and smiled.
 Her eyes were a sparkling blue. J.D. remembered many nights looking into those eyes, marveling that anything so beautiful could hide such ferocity and hardness. Looking at her body now, he could still see that hardness, but there was a vulnerability there, and a softness as well. Karmen was still all woman, even though she had muscles and contours that were often very masculine.
 “What do you want?” J.D. said, slowly relaxing his stance.
 “I thought you wouldn’t mind a little company, like I said,” she repeated.
 “I thought you didn’t want that kind of thing anymore,” he replied.
 “It’s a woman’s prerogative to change her mind,” she said and laughed, “besides, after a day as tense as today, I could use a little relaxation.”
 J.D. stepped forward, moving towards the bed. Karmen moved as well, reaching behind her and undoing the bra, letting it fall to the ground. J.D. let his eyes wander over her bare shoulders, down to her breasts. They were as perfect as he had remembered. He looked back into her eyes, saw there was a smile there too, as well as on her lips. She knelt on the bed and came towards him. He sat up, holding out his hand and letting his fingers get lost in her hair, pulling her face towards him. Just as his lips were about to touch hers, he heard the sound again. Screaming. Moaning. Beneath that, the sound of something inhuman; the torturer beneath the screams of the tortured. His hand grabbed a fistful of hair and pulled her head back.
 Karmen let out a scream, but in the middle of it, the scream became something else. J.D. pulled back, looking into the face. It was like when he looked at Rhonnie and the skin seemed to be made of water, becoming transparent, intangible. Something that wasn’t human lay beneath the mask. The smile grew large on the face he had been about to kiss, and again it was too large, with too many teeth.
 “Almost,” it said, and its feet came up, planted into J.D.’s chest and pushed away.  
 “What the fuck are you?” J.D. said, pressed up against the wall.
 The figure did an amazingly agile flip off the end of the bed, and landed lightly on its feet. The face changed and the body with it. Now he was staring into another face he knew all to well. J.D. was looking at his father. His father as he was when he was a child, thin, dark hair, mustache, dressed in a business suit. The man whom he had loved and feared so much as a child.
 “Does it really matter?” it said.  
 “Looking like people we love and fear,” J.D. said, “isn’t that just a little clichéd? I think I’ve only seen about a thousand horror movies with the same thing. I would have thought better from hell itself.”
 The thing with his father’s face threw its head back and laughed that horrible laugh. “What were you expecting? Red skin and a tail?”
 The body changed again, the legs became like that of a goat, covered with a coarse reddish fur. The skin turned red, the hair on the head disappeared, and horns grew from the forehead. A goatee appeared on the face, and, from thin air, a black pitchfork appeared in the thing’s right hand.
 “How’s that?” it said.
 “Tricks,” J.D. said, “you’ve done nothing but a bunch of third rate parlor tricks. I can see magicians in Vegas do the same fucking thing. Lurking in shadows and sneaking up on sleeping people, really, what kind of pathetic demon are you?”
 The face contorted in anger. The temperature of the room raised several degrees and sweat began to pour out of J.D.’s pores. The sound of screaming started again. A billion souls screaming in lakes of fire, bones eaten by a billion demons, filled his ears, his head, seemed to come from the furniture, the walls and ceiling. J.D. winced but he did not put his hands to his ears.
 “Fine,” it said, “you want clichéd? I’ll give you something a little ‘Hollywood.’”
 The figure turned into a shadow again, become dark, intangible, then vanished. The temperature immediately began to drop. J.D. jumped to his feet, and no sooner had his feet touched the floor than an alarm began blaring in the hallway.
 “Oh shit,” J.D. said, wondering exactly what his big mouth had gotten them into now.  
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 J.D. ran out the door and past the startled face of Joe. He yelled at Joe to follow him and raced through the hall. He pulled his shirt over his chest as he ran, one foot still bare. Red lights set high in the walls rotated in rhythm with the alarm, making the hallway glow an eerie red. The lights began to flicker on and off. The sound of screams and torture filled the air and pounded into their heads.
 The group in the rec-room stood in a panic. Karmen held her weapon trained on the doorway. J.D. and Joe came skittering around the corner and J.D. held up his hands.
 “Don’t shoot!” He screamed.
 “What the fuck’s going on?” Monica screamed, her eyes filled with terror.
 “I just had a little run in with Satan,” J.D. said.
 “What?” Mark asked, walking over, heedless of the danger.
 “Something came into my room,” J.D. said, “something that first looked like Karmen. Then, it turned into my dad. Then, when I told it to leave, it said it would show me something a bit more ‘Hollywood,” whatever the hell that means.”
 “The power’s going,” Lazlo said.  
 “We need to get to the control room,” Monica said.
 “We go as a group,” J.D. ordered. “Joe and I will take the lead. Karmen, you come up the rear. Anything that moves shoot it and I don’t care if it’s Larry. As far as I’m concerned he’s the enemy.”
 They gathered in a group. Joe and J.D. took the lead, their guns drawn and ready. In the pulsing red light everything looked menacing and shadows looked alive. They huddled as a group as they walked up the stairs. Karmen walked backwards, her gun panning left and right along with her eyes.
 They reached the control room and Monica and Lazlo ran to computer consoles. Lazlo immediately began calling up images from cameras located beneath the rig. Monica called up screens showing motion sensors throughout the rig.
 “There’s movement everywhere,” she said.
 “Something’s coming up through the hole,” Lazlo said.
 J.D. came over behind Lazlo and stared at the screen. Things were swimming up through towards the rig. Hundreds of shadowy figures moved, swimming with inhuman ability. They swam for the rig. Lazlo panned the cameras around and they saw more figures clinging to the legs.  
 “What are they?” Lazlo said.
 “Demons,” J.D. replied.
 The figures were definitely not human. Their skin looked like scales. Horns protruded from heads. Eyes glowed an eerie green. Hands and feet ended in claws and teeth looked filed to sharp points. These were the demons right out of medieval paintings and ancient nightmares.
 “There are some already inside!” Monica screamed.
 J.D. walked over and saw the screen indicating movement beneath them, under the room. There was other movement higher up, as if in the hallway.
 “Joe!” J.D. said. “Check the hall. Is there anything in there?”
 Joe walked over to the doorway and carefully leaned out. A flashlight was attached to the bottom of his rifle and it shone through the darkness. The hall was empty.
 “All clear!” Joe said.
 “They’re in the walls,” J.D. said. “Just like a Hollywood movie.”
 The ceiling burst open. The fireproof tiles burst apart like paper and crashed to the floor and dust covered the consoles. Monica screamed. The creature landed on its feet, arms slashing right and left. Karmen let out a yell as talons raked across her shoulder. She went sprawling across the floor. Joe turned and fired. The creature fell backwards and clutched at its stomach. The body lay motionless as greenish blood oozed from the wounds and the things mouth.
 More movement came from above. The sound of screaming grew louder and seemed to be coming from the equipment and the walls. The sound filled their heads. J.D. and Joe crouched and fired up into the hole in the ceiling. Inhuman screeches followed the volley and more figures fell to the floor.
 J.D. turned and tossed a gun to Mark. “Just start shooting!”
 Lazlo grabbed a pistol from Joe and he started shooting as well. Karmen got to her knees and she raked bullets across the ceiling. Green blood seeped from the holes in the tiles. 
 Something crashed in the hallway and the floor bubbled up and then burst apart. More creatures began to storm out of the hole. Joe turned and fired, emptying the magazine into the oncoming horde. Mark joined him, his inexperienced fingers firing desperately. Joe and Mark reloaded and continued to fight, taking up positions on either side of the doorway.
 J.D. moved beneath the hole in the ceiling, sending more rounds into the hole. He reloaded as Karmen continued to fire. The sounds of screaming were drowned in the sound of gunfire. Shell casings clattered to the floor around them. Monica crouched beneath a console with her fingers in her ears. Beneath them the floor vibrated.
 “Where are they?” J.D. screamed.
 Lazlo stopped firing and looked at the motion detectors.
 “They’re still all around us,” he said, “I hope to God you have enough ammunition.”
 “I think only God could save us at this point,” J.D. said.
 The floor burst inside the control room. A fang-filled face burst from the hole and looked at J.D. J.D. continued to fire into the ceiling with one hand and reached into his belt with the other. He grabbed the knife strapped to his left thigh and threw the blade almost casually. The knife buried itself in the creature’s face and the demon fell back into the hole.  
 The ceiling, weak from the bullets, began to sag lower. J.D. heard the supports groan from the weight.
 “We need to get out of this room!” He screamed.
 “That ceiling won’t hold much longer!” Lazlo screamed back.
 “Joe!” J.D. commanded. “Clear us a path!”
 Joe and Mark stepped into the hallway. They fired down the hall and then into the hole in the floor. Bodies began falling on either side, cluttering the floor. The floor became slick with green blood. Joe motioned back to J.D. and he and Mark turned the corner to head back down to the recreation room.
 “Come on!” J.D. screamed, grabbing Monica from under the desk and pushing her forward.
 Lazlo came next, firing his pistol as he moved. Karmen stayed back, holding off the ones who leapt through the hole in the ceiling. Just as she stepped into the hallway and ran for the stairs the ceiling in the control room collapsed. The crash was deafening despite all of the noise of gunfire and alarms. Creatures fell over each other and landed on piles of bodies. The sound of claws echoed down the hall after them.
* * *
 Larry Appling pounded on the door as the alarms went off. His voice didn’t carry far of the din and his throat went raw. He pounded on the door until his hands hurt but it became obvious rather quickly that no one was going to open the door and let him out. He heard J.D. shouting and he heard footsteps running but he never heard the door opening.
 “Goddammit!” He screamed at the door.
 Larry backed away from the door and he looked around the room. There was nothing he could see that would allow him to batter down the door. There were pictures of a family on the desk and dressers. More pictures dotted the wall. He cursed at all of them and sat down on the bed.
 The gunfire made him jump back up and resume his door-pounding. There was no possible way for anyone to hear him over the din of the gunfire combined with the alarm but Larry didn’t take that into consideration as he yelled. His voice became scratchy and his throat hurt.
 “You can’t do this to me!” He screamed. “You can’t do this to me you fuckers!”
 “They don’t respect you,” said a voice from within the room, “that’s you problem, Larry. Always has been.”
 Larry turned and pressed his back against the door. The room seemed much darker than it had been before. Shadows crept from the far corner and draped across the bed. From within this shadow a figure stepped forward into the dim light. Larry found himself starting into the eyes of Kevin Iler. He was dressed in one of his best business suits and he smiled a smile a shark would have been proud of.
 “Kevin?” Larry asked.
 “The one and only,” Kevin replied. “Don’t look so surprised. Did you really think I would let anyone else handle this?”
 “You asked me,” Larry said.
 “And I trust you, Larry,” Kevin said good-naturedly, “but I know that the men don’t respect you. They never have. Not even that J.D. guy you seem to put so much of your trust in. Didn’t his disobey you? Remember? That time in Nicaragua?”
 “I gave him his orders,” Larry said, “there weren’t supposed to be any witnesses left.”
 “Exactly,” Kevin said, “what’s a few dead women and children when you’re trying to protect a nation?”
 “How do you know about Nicaragua?” Larry asked.
 Kevin stepped forward, narrowing the gap between him and Larry. “I know about everything, Larry. I do my research.”
 “Can you get me out of here?” Larry asked.
 Kevin approached Larry and put his arms around his shoulder. He hugged Larry to him like he was his little brother.
 “Of course I can,” Kevin said. “I can make all of your wishes and dreams come true.”
 Larry put his hand to his head. There was something in his head, driving deep into his brain. It was like having fingers rooting through his mind. He heard screams but he wasn’t sure if they came from the control room or inside his head.
 “What’s all that screaming?” Larry asked.
 Kevin laughed. “Don’t you worry about that, Larry. You get used to that.”
 “Why would you want to?” Larry questioned.
 Kevin laughed again. He put a hand on each of Larry’s shoulders and turned to face him. “Just trust me on this one, Larry. Now, as for getting you out of here, I think I know exactly how to do it.”
 Larry was lost in the eyes that hovered before him. They appeared to be swimming with colors. He saw red and black like congealing blood and then he saw blue and green. He was pretty sure Kevin had green eyes. He tried to move his leg and found that his leg would not moved. When he looked down he saw that cables from within the floor had ripped through the floor and entwined his legs.
 “What?” He asked.
 “I’m giving you what you’ve always wanted, Larry,” Kevin said. “I’m making you a part of the company. Literally.”
 Kevin laughed and threw his head back. Metal from beneath the carpeting of the room flowed like water over Larry’s legs. Electrical cables and wires from within the electrical heart of the rig entwined around his legs and slithered up his body. Larry looked up at Kevin’s face and saw the façade fade and the demon beneath. The eyes blazed with fire and the teeth were long and sharp. Metal flowed from its fingertips and wires vomited from its mouth.
 Larry tried to scream but once his mouth opened the wires reached down his throat. He felt them scratch and tear their way into his mouth and his esophagus. Tears ran down Larry’s eyes and his head tilted back as wires formed chords of muscle over his face and eyes. The last coherent thought that Larry Appling had before any independent thought was erased was a prayer for his soul.
* * *
 They reached the recreation room by shooting their way through the horde. The bodies fell on either side of them as they pushed forward in a cluster. J.D. and Joe entered the room and immediately took up positions near the door. The rest of the group filed in quickly, Mark and Lazlo still firing their weapons. Karmen came up the rear, but when she entered the room she immediately dropped to her knees and began rooting through the bag she carried. She removed some kind of twin-holster device that she slung over her shoulders and strapped across her stomach.  
 “How are we doing on ammunition?” J.D asked once he saw her remove the holsters.
 “We’re running through it fast,” she replied.
 Sounds emanated from the ceiling. Monica huddled against the wall, continuing to scream. Lazlo re-loaded his pistol and then fired the entire load into the ceiling. Green blood oozed from the holes. The floor beneath them surged upwards. The tiles beneath Monica burst open. She screamed as clawed hands reached up for her.
 J.D. turned and fired into the upraised arms as hands gripped Monica’s legs. Mark ran forward and grabbed her flailing arms. The claws sunk into the flesh on her legs and her scream increased in pitch and intensity. Her eyes pleaded with them. Drool ran from her mouth. Her legs sank below the floor. Mark pulled with all his might. Lazlo grabbed hold of Mark’s waist and began to pull. Both of them were back on their heels, pulling with their combined strength. Monica’s scream never ended. Blood began running from her mouth. There was the sound of breaking bones, a sickening, awful snapping and crunching noise. J.D. ran over and fired into the hole. He emptied the magazine and the claws gave. Mark, Lazlo and Monica collapsed in a heap.
 “Goddamit!” J.D. screamed.
 Monica had stopped screaming. Mark and Lazlo scampered out from beneath her. Her legs were gone at mid-thigh. Blood pumped in time with her heart from the severed femoral arteries. The jet of blood had already begun to slow. Claw marks had left tears in her clothes and skin all down her body. Her eyes showed only white and were rolled into the back of her skull.
 “Goddammit!” J.D. screamed again.
 He loaded a fresh magazine and began firing into the hole again. His scream changed from words into one continuous howl as Monica’s heart stopped and her life ended beside him.  
 “J.D.!” Karmen yelled.
 They were crowding into the room. The doorway was piled high with bodies, but more creatures swarmed behind the piles. As J.D. watched Karmen’s weapons at last ran out of ammunition. Without a pause, she tossed the weapons aside, reached both hands behind her back, grabbed the handles sticking out of the bottom of the twin-holsters. She removed two long, slender but viciously sharp blades and tore into the mass of hands, heads and claws. 
 J.D had seen Karmen use these blades before. She had invented them herself. They were composed of some kind of metal that J.D. had never been able to identify. Each blade was narrow and curved slightly, made of one long piece of metal, even the handles. The metal was light weight, flexible but unbelievably strong. Karmen kept each honed to such a fine edge that J.D could swear just waving your hand near the blades would cut you.  
 Karmen was something to watch. She tore into them as if she had battled these types of creatures before. She swung her legs, feet, hands and arms, whirling like a dervish among gnashing teeth and tearing claws. It was like watching a human lawn mower as she ripped through them. Intestines, limbs, heads, body parts of all sizes and shapes flew through the air along with long gouts of green blood that spattered the walls and ceiling. The claws cut her legs, arms and across her face, but she never stopped even for an instant. Even with her back to them, her hands knew the way to move to stab one of the blades into a body.  
 Joe ran out of ammunition next. He retreated back into the room and dug through the bag. He came up with a long curved sword in a scabbard. The samurai sword glinted in the dim light as he slid the blade out. He joined Karmen in the doorway and hall beyond. The sword flashed, sliced, shredded the flesh.  
 J.D. fired his gun until the gun clicked uselessly in his hand. He too retreated to the bag. He removed a blade different from either of the others. His had started its life as a ceremonial piece. A friend of his who was a Marine gave him the sword when he discovered he had cancer. J.D. had sharpened the sword to a level it was never meant to have. Then he had modified the grip by welding a heavy piece of metal that curved over his knuckles. The sword resembled a kind of pirate’s cutlass and the finger-guard could be used to punch an opponent if needed. J.D. joined the fray of flashing metal.
 Mark and Lazlo sat against the couch and watched. Mark had never seen Karmen or J.D. in full battle. It was a sight that he could not fully grasp while watching. The enemy surrounded them on all sides. Hands tipped with razors were inches from their flesh, but they never wavered or faltered. They never seemed to tire. They always knew where the next body was. Despite the ferocity and the foreign nature of the enemy, they did not pause for even a second. Beneath it all was a kind of joy that Mark could never full describe. This brutal, bloody, violent activity is what each of them was built for. Their entire purpose was to kill and they had honed these skills to an edge as sharp as the blades they carried.
 The battle went on and on. The blood ran in rivers through the hall. Body parts lay on the ground twitching and clutching at air. Demonic beings made mewling noises and attempted to hold in their intestines. Mark and Lazlo sat next to each other clutching useless weapons and waited for them to fall and for the final onslaught to begin. Then, just as a claw tore through Karmen’s right arm and teeth bit through J.D.’s left leg, the creatures froze as if they were a videotape on pause. In whatever action they had been in moments before, they were frozen stiff now.
 Karmen, Joe and J.D. each hacked to pieces three of for more before fully realizing that the enemy no longer attacked. They stopped. All three backed into the recreation room, eyes darting from one frozen face to another.
 “What the hell happened?” Joe asked.
 “Your guess is as good as mine,” J.D. whispered.
 The sound of clapping came to them at that point. From within the frozen crowd of demonic bodies a figure began to move, weaving through the crowd. Into the light of the recreation room stepped Kevin Iler. His face was beaming and his hands moved in rhythm. He was wearing the suit he had been wearing when they last saw him.
 “Bravo,” he said.  
 “What the fuck?” Karmen said.
 “It’s a lie,” J.D. said, “it’s not really him.”
 “No shit,” the thing with Iler’s face said. “Your knack for stating the obvious is most impressive, J.D. I just wanted to tell you that I admired your work. Too bad about poor Monica though.”
 The thing pointed at the lifeless body. Monica’s arms began to move. Her eyes were still rolled back into her head, but the hands dug into the carpet and the legless body pulled itself around. The head raised and the lips pulled back from the teeth revealing rivers of blood running from the gums and between the enamel. She appeared to be smiling. He hands pulled until it reached the hole in the floor. With an athletic flip, the body swung into the hole and vanished.
 “She’ll make a lovely addition to the team,” the Iler-thing said. “I figured you had enough of the stereotypical demon thing. You’re out of bullets and sufficiently tired for me to bring on the next act.”
 The Iler-think smiled again and turned its head from side to side, letting each of them see the horror that was its eyes. Red and black swirled together. It was like looking directly into the fiery pits themselves. The sounds of screaming filled the air again and this time J.D. would swear he could hear Monica’s scream mixed in with all the others.
 “You see, “ Iler said, “while you’ve been pre-occupied with these ridiculous creatures, I’ve been having a chat with your prisoner.”
 The thing paused as if it enjoyed the drama of it all.
 “He always was a company man,” Iler said, “and now he’s really a part of this entire operation.”
 The creature began to laugh. The form began to shift. J.D. stepped forward, the sword swinging as he moved. He would have had better luck trying to cleave the wind. The creature turned to shadow, faded and disappeared. There was a bright flash of light and the demonic beings in the hall and on the floor vanished as well.  
 “What did that mean?” Karmen asked.
 “We need to check on Larry,” Joe said.
 The entire room shuddered as though something extremely large had just struck the rig. J.D. staggered and nearly fell. There was a moment of silence and then the room shook again. This was followed by a sound that was part roar and part scream. The sound came from over their heads and from the area where Larry had been locked up.
 “Oh fuck,” J.D. moaned.
* * *
 They ran up the stairs and down the hall. J.D., Joe and Karmen were bleeding from numerous cuts. When they reached the spot where Larry had been locked in they found the door smashed to pieces from the inside. Huge gouges had been taken out of the wall across from the door and trailed off down the hall. Inside the room they found gaping holes in the floor and walls which exposed the electronics within the walls and floor.  
 “What the fuck does this mean?” J.D. asked.
 “I have no fucking clue,” Joe said.
 J.D. turned to look at Mark. “You have any clues? What is this thing? Is that Satan or something?”
 Mark shook his head. “I doubt it. I can’t really believe if there was a Satan he would worry about an oil rig. This is some kind of demon or force from within the dimension the drill burst through. It could very well be something from within our own minds.”
 “Are you saying we made him up?” Lazlo asked. “We just saw him.”
 “I’m not saying he is just within our minds,” Mark stated, “I am saying that he could be something pulled from our collective minds and made into something somewhat solid. You said it appeared to you as Karmen and then your own father. It just appeared to all of us as Mr. Iler. That was a person of authority that we would all recognize. Remember, I said the rig itself has become affected by the forces emanating from that hole. It could be the rig itself has grown a kind of consciousness. Maybe it doesn’t want to be blown up.”
 “Why make itself look like other people?” Joe questioned. “Why conjure up Hollywood-style demons?”
 “I think it’s toying with us,” Mark said. “If it’s not just the rig itself, and some other kind of consciousness working in conjunction with the rig, then maybe it just wants to play. Maybe it’s been trapped in that pocket dimension for centuries and exploded out of there in a rush. Now that’s it’s had time to stretch its legs it wants to have a little fun. Regardless, it’s gathering strength. I’m not sure the hole is even closing anymore. It may be completely open right now. The hole might be the size of a pin or a pencil-point, but each time it appears here and each time it succeeds in taking one of us with it, it grows stronger and that hole gets bigger.”
 “Do you think by killing us it could have enough strength to make itself look like one of us?” J.D. asked. “Maybe long enough for a rescue team to show up and take it back to the mainland?”
 Mark shrugged. “J.D. if anything, we need to now acknowledge that anything is possible.”
 “If it’s not really Hell, then what are all those screams?” Lazlo asked.
 “We could be talking about a creature nearly as old as the planet itself,” Mark said, “taking lives and souls and things with it for centuries. We may very well be hearing the sounds of countless souls screaming in torment. Maybe it takes them with him. Maybe it’s the echoes of those it has taken before. I really don’t know. It could also just be a trick to affect our minds and weaken us. If we are frightened, our heads filled with those sounds, we are easier to fool.”
 “A lot of theory but nothing that helps us fight it,” Karmen said.
 “I can’t even begin to suggest how you would find concrete evidence of something that seems to function on a supernatural level,” Mark said. “As for fighting it, I think the theory of closing that hole and shutting down this operations is still the best way to go.”
 “Provided the rig lets us,” J.D. said.
 “Precisely,” Mark confirmed.
 “Where the hell did Larry go?” Joe asked. “What the fuck happened in this room?’
 J.D. sighed. “Whatever it is I am sure it is horrible and will soon reveal itself.”
 As if to answer that the entire structure shook again. They reached out for one another to steady themselves. The lights dimmed for a moment and then came back to full strength.
 “What now?” Lazlo said.
 “Where did that sound like it came from?” J.D. asked.
 “Near the door we took to walk out to the drill,” Joe said.
 “That’s what I thought,” J.D. said.
 Joe, Karmen and J.D. immediately ran off down the hall. Lazlo and Mark stood for a moment looking after them. Lazlo glanced again at the ruins of the room to his left and then he glanced at Mark. Mark shrugged again. Lazlo and Mark ran off after them.
* * *
 The door was smashed off its hinges and the doorway itself was bent out of shape as if something extremely large had muscled its way through the narrow opening. Outside was only blackness punctuated by flashes of lightning which highlighted a nightmarish sea and spray. The sound of the ocean and the wind was unearthly and it pounded against their eardrums.  
 “I can’t see anything out there!” Joe screamed.
 “We need lights!” J.D. screamed back.
 Lazlo nodded and walked back down the hall. Seconds later halogen lamps set high on the rooftops and maintenance buildings shone into the darkness. The winds caused the lights to rock and shake which made the shadows move. They could see only rain in sheets and the spray from the sea washing over the structures. It was amazing to see how well the rig itself was bearing up under this onslaught. Then again, the rig itself might have been influencing the storm to begin with.
 “There!” Karmen screamed suddenly and pointed towards the derrick.
 Lightning flashed and J.D. saw movement among the steel of the derrick. Something moved out there. A sound came to them that was different from the crashing waves and thunder. It was the sound of tearing metal. Lightning flashed again and this time J.D. could make out the shape of a man. Figuring it was a trick of the light and the mixture of shadows, J.D. dismissed the dimensions of the figure he saw out there.
 “It’s huge!” Joe yelled.
 “Shadows!” J.D. said
 “No,” Karmen said so softly they barely heard her over the storm.
 The figure came fully into the light. It stood eight feet tall and appeared made entirely of metal and wires. The metal and wires entwined like muscles around the arms, legs and torso. The face was unmistakably that of Larry. The face was a combination of rage and pain. The mouth opened and a hideous mechanical scream emanated. The eyes were wide and obviously human and they showed a combination of terror, pain and fury. There was other evidence of skin and bone, but all of it had been reinforced by metal and wires from within the rig itself. Larry had become some kind of hellspawn cyborg.  
 “Holy Christ,” Mark whispered.
 It was tearing apart the derrick. Strips of metal and metal beams tore loose as if it were balsa wood and it tossed them into the raging sea. The derrick was beginning to lean and bend from the missing support combined with the incessant winds. It was beginning to tear apart the machines surrounding the derrick that would allow the drill bit to be lowered.
 “It’s destroying the derrick!” Lazlo screamed.
 “Anybody got any bright ideas?” J.D. said.
 “Not really very bright,” Joe said, “but it’s the only one I have.”
 With that, sword clutched in both of his hands, he ran out into the raging storm towards the thing of metal and flesh.
 “Joe!” Karmen screamed but the wind tore the scream from her throat and Joe didn’t stop.
 Karmen started to run after him and J.D. clamped his hand down on her shoulder. She whirled on him with one of the blades.
 “We go together!” J.D. screamed.
 Karmen relaxed and nodded. J.D. stood next to Karmen in the doorway. He turned to look back at Lazlo and Mark.
 “I wish I had the words to tell you what to do,” he said.
 “If you guys buy it,” Mark said, “there’s not much more we can do but wait here for it to come get us. So don’t let that happen.”
 J.D. nodded. He gripped his own blade tightly in his hand. He nodded at Karmen. Without another word or a single look back over their shoulders they ran into the storm.
* * *
 The wind tried to throw them over the side. Seconds after he stepped out Joe’s hair and clothing were soaked to the skin. He felt as if he were running through taffy as the wind tore at his legs and hampered his progress. The rain was like shards of glass tearing at his exposed skin and clawing at his eyes. The thing tearing apart the derrick appeared not to notice him and ripped a huge beam out of the base of the derrick and tossed it aside as through it were paper.
 Joe reached the creature as it turned to attack the machinery to the side of the derrick. Joe lunged at it with the sword swinging sideways towards the mid-section. Sparks flew from the metal meeting metal and the blade glanced off. The creature looked down at Joe with lidless eyes and swung its arm. Joe felt the wind knocked out of him and he was sent flying through the battering air. He landed fifteen feet away only inches from the edge of the rig platform.
 Karmen and J.D. reached the creature seconds after Joe landed. Karmen struck first, sliding under the creatures legs and striking up at the creature. She hit parts that were still compose of flesh and sent blood flying. The creature opened its mouth to scream and bent down to reach between its legs. J.D. struck then and drove the point of his blade into the shoulder of the creature just below the neck. The blade struck mostly wires and cables creating sparks of electricity.
 The creature stood upright and wrenched the sword from J.D.’s hands. The creature swatted at J.D. with its right hand and sharp wires at the end of the fingers tore through J.D.’s flesh and he sailed through the air. He landed in a puddle and felt water wash over him as a monstrous wave crashed onto the platform. The wave washed him to the middle of the rig and he was left on his knees coughing up water and trying to catch his breath.
 Karmen swung her blades at the creature, aiming for the soft wires and spaces of exposed and existing flesh. The creature let loose a kind of scream as she hacked at the knee and hip joints. The creature whirled and swung its arms at her but Karmen jumped backwards and dodged the clumsy attempt to grab her and sliced at the hands. A finger sheered away and skittered across the metal surface of the rig. Wires erupted from the severed finger and the fingertips on both hands and shot towards Karmen like dozens upon dozens of tentacles. The combined metal and rubber wrapped around her torso, crawled up her body and entwined around her neck. This happened so fast Kerman never had a chance to raise the blades in her hands. She fell to her knees as water splashed into her face and the air vacated her lungs. She was choking.
 J.D. attempted to stand but a wave shaped remarkably like a fist rose from the water and bore down on the spot where he knelt. The water hit him like a car and set him skittering across the surface of the rig, smashed him into pipes and tore more of his flesh against metal and exposed bolts. The current carried him towards the horrific amalgamation of Larry and machine but he was knocked on his back and stunned from the force of the impact. J.D. opened his mouth to yell but seawater rushed down his throat and he ended up coughing and sputtering.
 Karmen felt the world spinning beneath her and her vision grew cloudy. The cables and wires slowly tightened around her throat and torso. Her ribs were screaming with agony as they wires bent them. Her head pounded as her lungs screamed for air. There was a flash of reflected light timed perfectly with a flash of lightning and the cables around her throat loosened.
 Joe stood beneath the creature and hacked at the extended tentacles with his sword. The rubberized wires fell to surface of the rig and twitched as though they were alive. When the cables were cut Joe swung his sword at the neck of the creature sending sparks flying as more cables were severed. A gout of blood erupted from the wound as a part of the creature that was still organic was severed. Joe swung again at the other side of the neck which severed more cables and rocked the head to the side with the force of the blow. Sparks rained down on Joe’s head.
 The creature roared its mechanical roar and grabbed Joe around the torso with its left hand. The ends of the fingers sank into the flesh of Joe’s stomach and torso. Joe grimaced, showing his teeth and swung his sword. More sparks flew as he tore away the cables around the neck. The other hand reached up and grabbed the arm holding the sword. With a twist the creature ripped Joe’s arm off at the shoulder and threw both arm and body over its shoulder. Joe landed in the middle of the rig. Another wave caught him as blood sprayed from his shoulder and he was washed towards the helicopter landing pad. Shock was already setting in and he felt no pain. His arm, still holding the sword in its hand, washed over the side of the rig and vanished in the sea. Joe stared up into the angry sky and felt salt water wash into his eyes.
 J.D. finally staggered to his feet just as Joe’s body was tossed over his head. Blood from the shoulder wound splashed down across his face mixed with the seawater. J.D. saw the body land and felt the urge to rush to Joe’s side but he resisted. He had a job to do first and Karmen was still in danger.
 J.D. grabbed a railing and leapt onto the landing where the creature stood and Karmen knelt on the metal surface. The creature had turned its attention back to Karmen. Sparks flew from cuts in the neck of the creature and loose wires dangled from its body in several places, creating showers of sparks and electricity arced across the body. J.D. lunged at the creature and drove his blade into a bundle of electrical wiring. The blade popped out the front of the creature and more sparks emitted along with another shower of blood as more organic material was diced.
 The creature stood erect and spun with amazing speed. J.D. ducked under the swinging arms and drove the blade into the wires surrounding the chest. The blade struck something hard and metal beneath the twisted mass of wiring. The creature brought its arm down in a fist and J.D. was nearly crushed beneath the falling metal and wires. The entire rig vibrated from the impact of the fist.  
 Karmen leapt upon the creature’s back and sawed her blade across the throat. Sparks and blood flew from the wound. The creature let loose a mechanical roar and both hands reached back for Karmen. Karmen held tight to the creature’s head with one hand while the other sawed at the cables and wires holding the head onto the body. J.D. drove his own blade into the soft mid-section of the creature, severing wires and letting loose another jet of blood and sparks. The creature flailed its arms and Karmen lost her grip on the slick metal and wire head. She tumbled over the railing and landed hard below them in roughly the same spot where J.D. had lain moments ago. J.D. slashed across the things stomach, severing more wires and cables, but it seemed there was another layer of cable and metal beneath.
 The creature’s head was held on by a few strands of wire. The head listed to the right but the eyes were still hideously aware and the mouth emitted the hideous mechanical roar. The creature flailed at everything around him and smashed into more equipment and the supports of the derrick. J.D. cowered before the rampage as the thing’s limbs and hands flailed inches from his head.
 A form darted in from the side as little more than a shadow. Prepared for another attach, J.D. nearly chopped the darting figure in half before realizing it was Lazlo. He darted beneath the flailing arms of the creature and shoved his hand into the open wounds in the thing’s mid-section. He removed his hands, turned, grabbed J.D. and sent them both tumbling over the railing onto the deck. A moment later there was a brilliant flash of light followed by a blast of thunder so loud it hurt J.D.’s ears. Debris in the form of metal, wires, cables and, sickeningly, chunks of flesh rained down upon them and the deck. J. D. looked up to see the legs of the creature still moving hideously on their own and then fall and tumble to the ground.  
 “Grab Karmen!” J.D. screamed at Lazlo. “I need to go grab Joe!”
 J.D. stood and hobbled towards the still body of Joe. Water cascaded down upon him and the wind drove the rain into his skin. Every part of him was soaked and sore. He reached the body and thought for a moment that Joe was dead and then he noticed Joe’s chest rising and falling slowly. Joe had managed to get his belt off and tie it around his shoulder. His teeth held the end of the belt. The cyborg had ripped the arm off right at the shoulder so there wasn’t much to tie off and Joe was very white and barely alive. The rain and waves were washing away the blood but J.D. could tell Joe was bleeding out and fast.
 He bent down and managed to rouse Joe enough for Joe to throw his arm around J.D.’s shoulder. J.D. lifted Joe and dragged him toward shelter. J.D. could see Karmen leaning on Lazlo and Mark leaning out of the doorway to help them inside. It seemed like a ridiculously long distance to walk in this weather but he moved one foot in front of the other. Waves hammered at them and seemed to try and knock them down. J.D. held his footing. Joe made soft noises beside him as he was bounced and jostled along the way. Joe’s teeth remained clamped on his belt. J.D finally made it to the shattered doorway and Lazlo and Mark leaned out and grabbed each of them and pulled them inside.
 J.D. collapsed inside the building. His breath was rushing in and out of his lungs in hugging gasping breaths. He closed his eyes and listened to the sounds of Mark asking Joe questions and performing first aid. Lazlo was somewhere talking to Karmen. He had never wanted to sleep so bad in his entire life.
 Finally he opened his eyes and crawled over to Joe. Mark was holding the belt tight and trying to put pressure on the wound. The look in Mark’s eyes told J.D. that Joe was long past saving at this point. If they had a doctor or a surgeon and all the medical capabilities of a hospital he might have a chance with a blood transfusion. They had one of that. Joe’s eyes were closed and his breathing was slow.
 “Joe,” a voice said quietly to J.D.’s right and he turned to see Karmen crawling over. “Joe, come on. Hold on.”
 Her voice was quiet and she cradled his head. It was at this point that J.D. realized Karmen and Joe had been more than just friends. Whether or not they were still lovers or were just like J.D. and Karmen, it was obvious she held strong feelings for him regardless. She was tough and she was strong. No tears flowed from her eyes, but the tone of her voice and the gentle stroking of his face with her hand were enough to show them all that this was a loss she would take harder than the rest.
 Joe’s chest faltered, hitched, filled, emptied, and then fell still. His entire body seemed to relax. Karmen lowered her head to his and planted a very small and very gentle kiss on his forehead. J.D., Lazlo and Mark watched because they were too exhausted to do anything else. After a moment Karmen let Joe’s head fall to the floor, stood up and walked down the hall without saying a word to anyone.
 “Leave his body here,” J.D. said. “If we survive this maybe we can figure out a way to get it back to the mainland. Right now, I think we’re all too exhausted to worry about funerals.”
 Mark helped J.D. to his feet. J.D.’s right ankle hurt when he put his weight on it but he forced himself to walk on it.
 “What did you use, Lazlo?” J.D. asked.
 “Huh?” Lazlo said.
 “To blow up that thing out there?” J.D. asked and looked over his shoulder at the pieces that lay near the derrick. The legs were still intact but they lay on the ground motionless. It looked like the cyborg plus the explosion had wrecked most of the machinery.
 “I looked through those bags you guys have,” Lazlo said, “I found some of that explosive stuff you guys talked about. I rigged up a fuse, lit the thing and stuffed it into its stomach.”
 “You may have blown the drill bit and derrick to hell,” J.D. said.
 Lazlo shrugged. “Would you rather I not have done it?”
 J.D. shook his head. “I wish you had done it sooner.”
* * *
 They reached the recreation room and found Karmen stripping off her wet clothes without any shame or modesty. At this point, battlefield rules now applied. In the jungle you had to get out of wet clothes and get them dried or hypothermia could set in along with a variety of funguses and other nasty surprises. This meant you took the clothes off and it didn’t matter if you were in the company of men or not. Those who had ever attempted anything other than a professional handshake towards Karmen when she was undressing likely found their hand severed. She laid out the clothes to dry and grabbed one of the blankets that had been pulled out earlier to wrap herself in.  
 J.D. did the same with his clothes and sat down near the sofa. The sofa had certainly seen better days. Most of the cushioning lay scattered across the floor and no one dared to sit on the sofa itself for fear of crashing it to the floor. Mark knelt near Karmen and attended her wounds with the first aid kit. Lazlo found a spot in the corner and curled up with his face towards the wall. Eventually Mark made his way over next to J.D. and sat down next to him.
 “I think Karmen will be all right,” he said.
 “I never had any doubt,” J.D. replied.
 “How are you doing?”
 J.D. sighed. “I hurt all over. This lull isn’t good. It’s going to give us time to sit and for the muscles to tighten up. We’ll be slow and stiff when something else happens.”
 “That thing out there,” Mark said, “that was Larry, wasn’t it?”
 “It sure started out that way,” J.D. said, “but it was kind of like Rhonnie when she came in here. It was her but not really her, you know? Somehow whatever this thing is that we’re dealing with used parts of the rig to create some kind of cyborg or something. Part metal and wiring from the floor and the walls of the rig and beneath all of that was flesh and bone from Larry. I have no idea where Larry’s mind was. I’m running on the hope right now that Larry was actually dead and the thing we’re fighting was actually animating it. I have a bad feeling that isn’t really the case, though.”
 “I wish I could figure out just what we’re dealing with,” Mark said. “I thought for sure we really had punched through into Hell. Now, I’m not so sure. I wish I could be of more help.”
 “We went through the looking glass about five minutes after we landed here, Mark,” J.D. said, “we’re all just making this up as we go along.”
 “I’m thinking that maybe we’re dealing with just one entity with vast power,” Mark said. “Maybe trapped in some pocket dimension or something like that. Something that can read our minds and take any shape it wants. It’s growing stronger but I think that last effort wore it out for a while. It could have finished us off right now if it wanted to.”
 “Like you said before, maybe it just likes the sport of it.”
 “True, but I still think if it had the energy it would have sent something else after us once Larry had been dealt with. I think creating that thing drained it. So, what is our next plan?”
 J.D. sighed and shook his head. “I wish I knew. That thing out there took out most of the equipment. The storm isn’t going to let up enough for us to even attempt a repair. Even if the weather was perfect I can’t say we could fix the damn thing. I think we may just need to bring the whole fucking thing down and hope it all covers over the hole that they dug down there.”
 “Are we taking the escape boats?” Mark asked.
 “Unless you really want to hang around while this thing comes down, yeah.”
 J.D. rested his head against the couch. Across the way Karmen had curled up on the floor and dozed. J.D. knew from experience that she could be fully awake and ready to fight in a fraction of a second. More than likely she would detect that something was wrong before he did. Her senses had always been sharper.
 “I never did hear the story about you and Karmen,” Mark said. “I always figured you two met on one of your assignments somewhere.”
 J.D. smiled. “That’s true. She was always able to kick my ass.”
* * *
 He has been tramping through the jungle for five days before he finds the camp. By this time J.D. has established himself as a free agent. A network of informants and informal employees gets the word out to interested parties that he is available. Politics mean nothing to him. The only thing that matters is who has the right price. He is known for leading teams of men into impossible situations and then leading most of them back out again. He is also known for his expertise at training men to kill other men.
 He is in South America. The exact country is irrelevant to him. Everyone speaks Spanish and not Portuguese so he knows he’s not in Brazil but beyond that borders don’t matter much to someone who has no political affiliation. He was given coordinates for a camp of ragtag rebels and he knows they have been patrolling this part of the jungle for months now. The rebels have been a bit of a nuisance to the reigning government but there are those in the world who would like to turn this patchwork army into a full-fledged fighting force. J.D. has been asked to do this and his price has not only been met but exceeded four times over.
 He moves in the darkness afforded by the trees. He has a GPS device that shows him where he needs to go. He is about ten miles from the location of the camp when he hears enough noise to know he is on the right track. Shaking his head at the foolishness of the people he is going to have to train he begins sneaking through the jungle to spy on the rebel army for a while before he makes his descent. He toys with the idea of lobbing grenades down around the camp to scare them a bit so that perhaps they realize the stupidity of celebrating another raid so loudly and obviously.  
 He moves through the brush and his black clothing matches the blackness created by the overgrown vegetation perfectly. He is no more than a shadow. The lights and sounds are like a beacon. If he were a raiding army he could easily now start lobbing mortars on the camp. He rises on a small ridge and looks down at the camp which sits in a small valley below him. Their tents are scattered all over the floor of the valley and there are large lights strung from one tent to another. These lights turn the dark jungle into daylight and light the sky above. Fires burn everywhere, heedless of the potential for setting the vegetation on fire. Loud music is playing. Guns are fired into the air as if the corresponding bullets did not have to eventually come back to earth.
 J.D. finds a nice spot beneath large leaves that provide shadow that will conceal him. He removes binoculars and make sure the night-vision has been shut off since this group has enough light shining on them already to be seen clearly from space. He watches as men and women, most them drunk, many of them in various stages of undress, parade around the camp. It appears as if a recent raid has brought them more food and more ammunition and they are consuming it so rapidly in celebration that another raid will be needed almost immediately. He wonders what he has agreed to and begins to think that things are hopeless. Then a blade is pressed to his throat and all of the blood drains from his face.
 He reacts as he has been trained. His hand comes up and knocks the blade away and his feet spin him away from the attacker. He punches at a shadow behind him and feels his fist sink into the stomach of the knife-wielder. He is surprised when hands clamp down on his fist and pull him forward with the momentum of his punch and he is carried through the air and sent tumbling to the ground. A boot nearly smashes into his face before he has a chance to roll away from the figure. He is on his feet in a second with his knife ready.
 Karmen stands before him in the jungle. She is dressed as darkly as he is plus she wears a black cap in her head. She holds the blade in her hand and as he watches, her other hand disappears behind her back and the blade’s twin appears. They ask no questions of each other. They launch into battle. Blades clash in the night. Feet and hands meet and block and strike again. J.D. is sent to the ground several times. Karmen is tripped by him only once. It is at this moment that J.D. attempts to pin her down and force his knife to her throat to get her to submit. He kneels on her chest and is bringing the blade down to her throat when she somehow manages to lift her feet up and get both of them around his neck. He is thrown forward and then back and suddenly he finds both of her blades at his throat and his arms pinned to his side.
 “Are you Kartos?” She asks. “Blink once for yes and two for no.”
 He blinks once.
 “You’d better be able to prove it,” she hisses.
 She gets off of him and he allowed to breath again. Coughing and sputtering he makes his way to his gear and finds his identification. He shows her the papers.
 “Why are you hiding up here?” She asks.
 “I wanted to scout the place out,” he says, “and see what I’m dealing with. These are the sloppiest bunch I’ve seen in a long time.”
 She nods. “Yeah, that’s what I thought too. I’m Karmen Etland, by the way. The same guys who sent you also sent me. I guess they figure these guys could use all the help they can get.”
 “CIA?”
 “At one time, yeah. I’m freelance now.”
 “You can call me J.D.,” he says and extends his hand. After a moment of considering she takes it.
 Over the next few months they two of them completely turn the group of partiers into a team of fighters. It is a long process and many are not up to the task. It takes the first month to weed out those who are only along for the adventure and not remotely serious about a cause. They train them together in military thought and action. Karmen teaches them how to work hand-to-hand. J.D. teaches them how to make their own knives and how to use them. He teaches them how to use swords. She teaches them how to stalk and hunt silently. He teaches them how to identify weapons by sound and how to disassemble, clean and reassemble nearly every piece of modern firearms he has the information on.  
 Eventually they join the group on a raid not only for food but to capture hostages that could be used for negotiation purposes. The team works like a machine as they descend upon a politician’s compound in the middle of the night. Few shots are fired but the politician is captured, his family slaughtered and the food in his home stolen. The brutality does not bother either J.D. or Karmen. They have long ago learned that in these situations it is the brutality that breeds fear and the fear that makes the larger enemy make mistakes.
 That night J.D. is in his tent undressing and getting ready to sleep when the tent opens. Karmen stands there. Her face is flushed, her hair down and she is breathing fast. The adrenaline from the raid is still pumping through their veins. Their relationship has been strictly professional throughout the past few months. No one that J.D. has seen has looked at Karmen as anything other than a soldier. Right now, though, her features are softened and there is definitely a woman standing in front of him. They stare at each other for what seems like an eternity. Without so much as a word they come together.
 Their clothes are gone in a mass and pile near the door of the tent. Her body is smooth and muscular, but soft and curved in just the right places. She knows how to touch him in just the right ways without being asked or told. His fingers massage the tension out of her and the hardness that she has groomed within her self softens to his touch. Inside, she is very soft and he wants to stay inside her as long as she will let him. The passion is intense and as explosive as any of the munitions they carry. They lie in each others arms for that night and every night thereafter.
 They are a team then. They spend two years in the jungles. J.D. prefers the jungles. He likes the humidity and the animals. He likes the close quarters. Karmen grows tired of the jungle and longs for open spaces. Eventually she takes a job in Africa and J.D. agrees to go with her. It does not go well.
 He last sees her standing beneath the helicopter holding a machine gun. Blood is drying from a wound across her right cheek and her face is covered with dust and sand. She is shielding her eyes from the sun to watch the helicopter leave. He wants to take her with him but she refuses to leave. He watches her until he can no longer make out her form and the helicopter banks to the right and she is gone.
* * *

 “I hadn’t spoken to her since then,” J.D. said, “she was really hard to find too. She was living in the desert. I guess she must like really dry lonely places.”
 “Were her and Joe a thing?” Mark asked.
 “I guess,” J.D. said. “The first I knew was about ten minutes ago.”
 “Just what is the deal with you guys and swords, anyway?”
 J.D. laughed. “Whenever I trained guys, I always trained them on firearms as well as working with blades. Swords were used for centuries and there is a good reason for it. They’re very effective and, used properly, can be pretty devastating. Karmen already knew how to handle her blades. I taught Joe. I taught myself.”
 “Interesting sword you have, too.”
 “Yeah, it was given to me by a friend who was in the Marines. It was the ceremonial one that came with his uniform. He had cancer and gave it to me just before he died. He had grown a little disillusioned with the Marines over the years and decided he didn’t want to be buried in his full uniform. I turned it into a fighting weapon with a few modifications.”
 “You are some very strange dudes,” Mark said and yawned. “I can’t believe I actually feel like I could sleep.”
 “You should try to catch whatever sleep you can,” J.D. said. “I’ll stay awake for a few hours and then wake Karmen up. We’ll keep someone on watch all night.”
 “I should sleep,” Mark said, “but I can’t help feeling like I may not have much time left, so it would be a waste to sleep it away.”
 J.D. nodded. “Try to sleep, Mark. I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure you get out of here alive.”
 Mark smiled. “And that thing is going to do everything in its power to see that I don’t.”
 He clapped J.D. on the shoulder and stood up. He found a spot across the room from J.D. against he wall. He laid down and closed his eyes.  
 J.D. wished he could close his, but he let his senses expand and listened. He sniffed the air. He let the old instincts that allowed him to survive in the jungle come out. The rig rocked ever-so-slightly with the wind and waves but there was no other sound or movement. Lazlo began to snore in the corner. J.D. smiled at the thought that the man could fall that deeply asleep in this situation.
 He shifted beneath the blanket and got himself comfortable. He moved his legs to prevent them from going to sleep. He made sure the sword was near his hand and he let his eyes wander around the room and pierce the darkness of the hall beyond. It was going to be a long night.
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 Sometime about three in the morning Karmen shook J.D. awake. J.D. had managed to fall deeply asleep and went to full awake almost instantly. He shook off the last remnants of a dream he was having that he was back in the jungle. Bullets had been flying all around him and he had just turned to see Karmen’s head explode from the impact of a bullet. He was at first relieved to see Karmen sitting next to him and then immediately on alert.
 “What?” He asked.
 “Listen,” she said.
 He listened. The sounds of the screams were dim but they were everywhere. The horrible sounds of millions of souls being tortured appeared to be coming out of the walls, the furniture, everything and anything in the rig. J.D. stood and gripped his sword. He found his clothes, mostly dry now, and put them on. The sound was not getting louder but it was steady. For a moment you could almost forget it was there, like white noise, and then a moments silence was enough of a reminder that it was still there.
 “Any movement?” J.D. asked.
 “I haven’t seen anything,” she replied.
 Lazlo and Mark still slept. J.D. considered waking them up but since this did not seem like an imminent attack he decided against it. Karmen and J.D. had to find out what was going on but J.D. felt bad about leaving the two of them vulnerable like this.  
 “Which one of us should stay here with these guys?” J.D. asked.
 “I already know what you’re thinking,” she said, “so I’ll stay in the doorway here. You go check things out.”
 J.D. nodded and stepped into the hall. He debated which way to go and decided he wanted to head up to the control room and then down the hall to the living quarters. He climbed the stairs. The sounds did not grow louder as he moved. It was still the steady low sound of screams of agony and pain and beneath that the steady growling of something evil. It was like listening to thousands being tortured and beneath the screaming the sound of the torturers laughing with delight.
 He reached the landing at the top of the stairs and turned to walk to the control room and he froze. The hallway was not empty. It teemed with movement. It teemed with people. People of all shapes and sizes and colors walked slowly from room to room down the hall. Their eyes were blank. Their bodies did not seem solid but appeared to glow a faint blue-green. Their mouths were open and their faces contorted in agony. Despite the contortions of their faces they moved slowly and steadily from room to room. They seemed to have no purpose and just wandered aimlessly. As he watched on form in the shape of a man wearing the GemCo logo on his shirt bumped into the wall and rebounded. There was no sign as to what had snuffed the life of this parade of the damned but their faces showed that whatever had killed them continued to torture them. J.D. saw the workers from the rig that he had watched on the video tape earlier. He watched women in petticoats and men in plumed hats walk by. It was like peering through a window and into the past.  
 J.D. walked down the hall. His heart thudded loudly in his chest and in his ears but he did not feel threatened. He realized he was looking at the manifestations of the countless souls whatever creature they were encountering had taken over the years. Men, women and children from all ages and times floated past him. This display was meant to be awe-inspiring he intuited and not entirely frightening. Their host was trying to show off how old and how powerful it was.
 “They’re beautiful, aren’t they?” A voice said to J.D.’s right.
 J.D. turned his head and was not surprised at all to see the figure wearing Joe’s face and body. His arm was whole and undamaged. His face held a smile of pride.
 “Look at them,” it said. “So many I’ve collected over the years. The beautiful sounds they make.”
 “What are you?” J.D. heard himself ask. He hadn’t even been aware he was forming the question.
 “I was there before your kind decided to flop out of the primordial ooze,” it said. “I’ll be here long after you’ve destroyed yourself as well. I discovered, eons ago, that the fear your kind exuded was the greatest nutrient I could find. Your souls are so sweet and when they are combined with fear, the sweetness increases. The more they scream and the more souls I devour the stronger I become. I’ve been imprisoned for some time now. Thanks to you lovely people at GemCo I am now free.”
 “If you’re so strong why don’t you just kill me now?” J.D. asked.
 The smile faltered. “Do you think I couldn’t? I keep you alive because I wish you to be alive. I keep you alive because the longer I torture and torment you the sweeter your soul will be.”
 “I think you’re just some kind of pathetic bully,” J.D. said, completely unaware where this bravado came from. “Whatever the hell you are or whatever the hell you came from you’re not nearly as powerful as you think you are. If you were you probably would have wiped humanity of the face of the globe a long time ago. You’re a thug. You’ve even been put in prison. You’re not even a good thug. Right now all you can do is a few fancy parlor tricks that get a few people killed. Killing people isn’t all that impressive to me. I’ve been doing it for a long time myself.”
 He leaned in conspiratorially towards the thing wearing Joe’s face. “Now, you may have helped create this storm but as soon as you create the sun or the planet, then you’ll impress me. Until then, you’re just a thug and a coward. You won’t even show your true face.”
 The look of mirth was long gone from the thing’s face. The ghostly forms vanished in a blink. The display was over although the faint sound of screams still rang from the walls.
 “I’m thinking,” J.D. said, “that maybe you don’t even have a real face or shape. That shadow that I see whenever you disappear is what you really are. You don’t even have a form. You’re a lot of power with nothing to contain it and no discipline to use it properly. You’re like a child with a gun. I’ve never met anything more pathetic in all my time trotting around this sad little globe.”
 The thing with Joe’s face moved so quickly that its movement at all would not have been detected by J.D. if not for the fact its hands were around his throat. J.D. was smashed hard into the wall, the collision sent stars across his vision. The face was barely held together. A swarm of faces and countless souls from over the years washed over the head of the creature that held him. The mouth opened to reveal row upon row of sharpened teeth. The voice was no longer Joe’s but a voice that seemed to indicate its longevity and the fact that it had been old back when the world was young.
 “You insignificant insect. I could destroy you so easily now. You pathetic beings with your pathetic shells. However, I am not going to destroy you. No, I am going to let you live. I am going to let you watch the other die. Then, I am going to take special care and delight in killing Karmen before your eyes. If you try to look away, I’ll rip your eyelids off. I’ll take my time and let you hear her scream like you’ve never heard a human being scream. I’ll make her scream until her larynx bursts and she chokes on her own blood. I’ll make you watch because each time she screams it will drive a spike into your soul and it will be that much stronger and that much sweeter for me. Yes, I may now be weak after years trapped in a prison but I am stronger than you can possibly imagine and when I have enough souls I will devour this sad little planet. I will destroy that which the being that created it has lavished with so much love and attention while leaving me in a prison to rot for eternity. Keep these things in mind as I destroy what’s left of you, pathetic human.”
 The hand was gone from his throat and J.D. fell to the floor gasping and holding his neck. The wind tore through his throat which was raw and bruised. He coughed and tasted blood. There were scratches along his throat and he felt blood seeping into the collar of his shirt. His heart pounded like a jackhammer in his chest. He had never been so alternately scared and angry in his entire life.
 “We’ll see about that,” he whispered and he realized how sad that threat must have sounded through his bruised throat.
 J.D. found the strength to stand. Then, after he took a few faltering steps toward the stairs, he found the strength to run.
* * *
 J.D. reached the recreation room at a full run. He nearly ran into Karmen who was still standing guard near the door.
 “What was it?” She asked.
 “Get everyone up,” he said, “we’re blowing this fucking thing up and getting the hell out of here right now.”
 “What did you see?” She asked again.
 “Nothing,” he said, “I was threatened. I think whatever this thing is is tired right now. It’s resting. We need to use that to blow this rig up and bring the whole thing down on its head. If we wait any longer its strength with be back.”
 Karmen nodded without another word and walked back into the room to wake up Lazlo and Mark. J.D. headed for his supplies and began rooting through the hardware until he found the explosives and the detonators. They were so small. J.D. wasn’t even sure what the explosives were comprised of. He had full faith in Joe, however, and Joe had assured him that it was enough to bring even this monstrosity down.
 Lazlo appeared to have the roughest time getting up. Mark stood near the door looking sleepy but awake and ready. Lazlo stood in front of Jason and rubbed his eyes like a sleepy child.
 “What’s up?” He said.
 “You’re going to tell us where we need to place these charges so we can bring down this whole rig,” J.D. replied.
 Lazlo nodded. “Let’s go back up to the control room. I’ll show you what we need to do.”
* * *
 They stood minutes later in front of a screen that laid out the plans for the entire rig. Upon looking at it, J.D. realized again the immense size of the structure. Even he, despite trusting Joe’s abilities, wondered if there were enough explosives to bring the rig down. Lazlo was pointing to places on the schematic.
 “If we were to put the explosives in the legs, at these joints and places where the legs connect,” Lazlo said, “that should kick the legs out from under this thing.”
 “We don’t have a lot of time,” J.D. said. “This thing, demon or devil, is trying to regain its energy right now. I have no idea how long it’s going to be unable to mount any kind of serious attack. It could be hours or it could be minutes. There are four legs to this thing and only four of us. I hate the idea of splitting up but I don’t know what else we can do given the time we have.”
 “Just show me how to set these things up,” Lazlo said, “ and I’ll get it done.”
 Mark nodded.
 “I’ll hold on to the remote device,” J.D. said. “I’ll blow the thing once we launch out of the escape tubes.”
 “Are you sure this is enough to bring this down?” Mark said. “If this thing it big enough for escape tubes…”
 “I know,” J.D. said, “but I trust Joe. This stuff he got is pretty special.”
 “We’ve got radios from the rooms,” Karmen said as she handed them out. “Each of them has an earpiece and microphone so you can use it hands-free. We need to stay in touch. Anything goes wrong or looks weird just send out an S.O.S.”
 J.D. leaned forward and assigned the legs to the various people. He then turned around and began distributing the explosive charges. He gave a quick demonstration on how to set up the explosives and set the receivers for the remote signal. He then handed out printouts with routes marked for each of them to show them how to get to their leg of the structure. Lazlo then took a few moments to illustrate where the best placement for the charges should be to ensure the joints ripped apart.
 “Try to put it out in the open,” J.D. said. “I don’t think we need to hide this. I want to make sure it receives the signal clearly. I don’t want this thing leaning over. If we can do this right, the legs will kick out from underneath and everything up here will fall straight down and bury this fucking thing.”
 He paused to look at them. He saw exhaustion and fear.  
 “Keep your wits about you,” he said. “This thing can read our minds and knows what our desires and fears are. It can appear as anything. If you aren’t sure what it is then open fire. Let’s get this done and go home.”
 All of them nodded. J.D. clapped Mark on the back. He shook Lazlo’s hand. He hugged Karmen. Without another word he grabbed his sword and explosives and walked out of the room.
* * *
 Karmen moved steadily through the bowels of the rig. She was now deep beneath the platform and in foreign territory. It amazed her how much of this place they hadn’t had a chance to explore. She realized that to do a full room-by-room search might have taken days if there really had been any threat of terrorists.  
 The halls were built strictly utilitarian this far below the deck. Pipes and wires ran along the wall. The light was dim and she had to use a small flashlight to light the way before her. The thin shaft of light seemed barely able to cut through the gloom and she felt as if the walls were pressing in on her. She shook her head, her body near the point of exhaustion, trying to clear the thoughts from her mind and concentrate on what she was doing. She had never been claustrophobic and this was certainly not the time to start exhibiting symptoms.
 Still, as she moved, the darkness around her began to weigh upon her tired mind. She saw shapes moving in shadows. She swore she saw Joe’s face behind her, smiling a smile that was not nearly as friendly as his had been, reflected in a window set into a door as she passed. She whirled around with one of her blades already out and ready before she realized she was still alone.
 The pain of Joe’s death gnawed at her heart but she forced herself to stave off the despair that threatened to reduce her to a heap on the floor. Joe had been a long companion since J.D. had stepped out of her life. Joe had saved her life when things really had gone truly south in Africa. At first she had been certain that their romance was merely born out of the mixed feelings she had when he saved her life. She expected those feelings to die out and intended to enjoy things while they lasted. They had lasted longer than she had anticipated and the heavy feeling in her heart and mind affirmed for her that her feelings for him were much deeper than she knew.
 It seemed that she walked forever. Always down she went at each opportunity, following closely the map she had been given. She was certain at any point she had to reach the bottom of the platform and that nothing but turbulent ocean lay beneath her but there always seemed to be another staircase with another chance to go ever deeper. Her mind continued to play tricks with her as it tried to convince her that she had actually gone below the level of the ocean and that the crushing waves were just a short distance outside the walls that surrounded her. She knew this was not possible no matter how much the ocean raged outside but she couldn’t shake the feeling.
 She whirled when a sound of metal clanging against metal echoed from behind her. She shined her flashlight back and forth across the corridor behind her. She saw only pipes and wires and maintenance sheds and equipment. She froze and listened. She shut off the flashlight and let the darkness overtake her. Her eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness and she could pick out the shapes of the pipes and equipment. Something moved to her left.
 Both blades slid out of their sheaths. She remained motionless. Her heart pounded but she regulated her breathing. She had spent years in the jungle learning how to blend into her background and not reveal herself. She put all of those skills to work now.
 “Miss me?” A voice said directly behind her.
 The voice was Joe’s and Karmen would have known it anywhere. The ploy did not fool her. She spun and struck at the presence behind her. There was a sound like a gasp and yelp of surprise followed immediately by the sounds of screaming, torment and that hideous inhuman growl. She felt wind rush past her face so hard she staggered backwards. Curses filled her head; some of them in English and others in languages that had died millennia ago.
 She crouched down near the floor. She closed here eyes and listened. Whatever they were fighting was trying to stop them with fear alone. It was still weak, she guessed, and unable to attack her physically. The thing expected her to crumble into a heap upon hearing Joe’s voice. Obviously, if this thing read minds it didn’t read them very well. Maybe it was out of practice.
 There was no more movement. She stood and continued walking. She didn’t turn on her flashlight again. Her other senses took over and let her read the area around her in sound and smell and shadow. She finally reached the door.
 The metal door was set into a corner where two walls came together. The tube curved out into the space where she stood and the center of the door contained a large metal wheel like she had see on Naval vessels. She turned the wheel and opened the door. Inside was a kind of ladder welded to the wall. She made sure the explosives were secured to her shoulder and she stepped onto the rungs. She also placed an explosive charge in this area where the leg attached to the platform. She had more charges than she knew she would need so, for good measure, she placed another one.
 She descended.
* * *
 Mark reached his leg relatively quickly compared to Karmen. He wore a miner’s hat that Lazlo dug out of a closet so that the path in front of him shone with its pale light. His heart beat hard against his ribs and his breathing was ragged and rapid. Mark had never been a fan of total darkness and the darkness seemed to be winning this particular battle with the light.
 Mark had been cursed throughout his life with an overactive imagination. Whenever the creaky old house he grew up in let loose with one of the metallic clangs from the ancient radiators, his mind filled with images of aliens and monster crawling through the walls. Darkness in a corner, closet or beneath a bed easily hid a snarling monster or a grabbing hand. The darkness on a country road seemed to press in on Mark if he ever had to drive through one.  
 The doorway was like that of a submarine. Mark turned the wheel and shined his light down the shaft. The leg of the rig was so wide that Mark was taken aback for a moment. The immensity of this place was very impressive when you took the time to really think about it. He swung his leg over and found the rungs and began to descend. He placed his charges as he went.
 Eventually he worked into a routine. He moved from one spot indicated on the maps Lazlo had distributed to another. He placed the charge which was a small device not much larger than a pack of cigarettes. He was assured previously that despite the potency of the explosive inside the device the stuff was stable enough for him to shake or drop. Mark didn’t intend on experimenting.
 Eventually he reached the crossbar and the spot where the escape pods were located. A rounded hatch, this one set into the floor, rose up to meet him. There was enough space for him to work around the crossbar and he placed charges around it as well. He knew at this point that he had to be underwater. He wondered how far down this leg actually went and whether or not he had to worry about pressure and the bends. He was sweating and wiping his forehead continuously.
 “Guys,” he said into the microphone, “how far down do we need to go here?”
 “When you reach the second crossbar,” Lazlo said. “That should destabilize this thing enough to bring it right down.”
 “Do we need to worry about pressure and things like that?” Mark asked.
 “Let’s hope not,” Lazlo replied and the silence that followed reassured no one.
 Mark made more of his descent. His hands and feet were aching from movement on the ladder. He was thirsty and felt more than a little dehydrated. He reached the second crossbar and placed the charges.
 “I’ve placed the last of -,” he started to say.
 A piercing scream cut through his earpiece. Mark jumped back several inches when the scream tore though his head. He slipped and fell back against the smooth metallic wall of the rig support. Without a doubt it was Lazlo screaming.
 “Lazlo?” He yelled into his microphone.
 “Lazlo what’s wrong?” Karmen cut in.
 “Where are you?” J.D. added.
 “Oh my God!” Lazlo screamed. “Oh my God it hurts! Oh my God!”
 Mark looked to his right. The crossbar there was a tunnel. The other crossbar was where the escape pods were but the one to his right was a tunnel that would lead to the other leg. In theory this other leg should be the one where Lazlo was right now. He wondered how long it would take for him to run down there.
 “I’m running through the tunnel to see what’s happening,” Mark said.
 “Mark!” J.D. screamed. “Goddamit you stay where you are. I’ll go.”
 “You won’t be able to get to him from your side,” Mark said. “I’m directly across from his leg. I’ll get there way before you.”
 “We can’t lose you too,” J.D. said.  
 “Just don’t take off without me,” Mark said and shut off the walkie-talkie.
 Mark couldn’t hear J.D.’s stream of curses as he stood and ran through the tunnel.
* * *

 J.D. stood in front of the launch tube and placed the last of his charges when the screaming began. He stood bolt upright, instinctively dropping into a defensive posture. So certain was he that something was rushing up the tunnel to devour him that he actual saw a creature of teeth and claws running at him before his senses registered that he was alone.  
 “Where are you?” He screamed.
 Mark came on and offered his foolish idea of going to help Lazlo. Mark didn’t even have a weapon on him. J.D. looked at the maintenance catwalk that ran the length of the crossbar that also served as a launch tube. It would be possible for him to run through this narrow space and reach the far leg where Mark was. The problem was by the time he wiggled his way through the space Mark would be long gone and probably devoured by whatever was attacking Lazlo.
 “Dammit!” He cursed. “Karmen, stay right where you are. I’m coming through the tunnel to you!”
 “I’m going to go after Lazlo!” She called back.
 “Stay there!” He screamed. “I’m coming through. We’ll go through the tunnel together and meet up with the others. Stay on guard but stay where you are!”
 J.D. grabbed what explosives he had left and hiked the bag over his shoulder. He gripped his sword and ran into the maintenance tunnel. The darkness enveloped him and the feeling of claustrophobia came over him powerfully. He became, suddenly, very aware of the water that surrounded them and the immense structure above them. He recalled the terrible boiling seas. He felt very fragile.
 “NO!” He said to himself.
 He would not let this thing make him think that. It was thoughts like that that gave this creature a purchase in your mind. He ran with his light piercing the darkness in a beam. He focused on the beam as he ran. Sweat ran from him in rivers. His breath felt ragged from fear, darkness and the depth they were at. He began to hear the sound of that multitude screaming and this time it came from the walls and inside his head. It was like a drill burrowing into his skull.
 “Hurry, J.D.!” Karmen yelled. “I can’t take much more of this!”
 More screams from Lazlo pierced the air. Something was taking its time with him and enjoying the screams he sent to them. It was letting J.D. know that it could pick them off whenever it wanted and it would make them suffer for what he had said. It drank in the screams it brought forth.  
 J.D. nearly fell over Karmen when he burst through the tunnel into the leg. Karmen’s eyes were wide and full of fear. This was a look J.D. was not familiar with. Her blades were out and she took a few swipes at him before realizing who it was.
 “Where’s Mark?” She asked.
 “I don’t know,” J.D. said. “He’s probably just a bit slower than me. Think we can run through these maintenance catwalks on either side of the launch tube?”
 “Yes,” she said.
 The fear vanished from her eyes now that a mission was presented for her. She took the left side and J.D. took the right. There was just enough room over the top of the launch tube for them to see the tops of their head. J.D. had to walk tilted to one side which reduced his speed but he ran hard. His legs were burning. He could hear Karmen’s footfalls on the catwalk and knew she was running ahead of him. The screams of Lazlo were now mixed with the screams of the souls and the tortured. J.D. felt that his head would burst.
 They came through the other side and for the first time since he had known her, J.D. heard Karmen scream.
* * *

 Lazlo descended in darkness and for the first time felt confident and completely at home. Even without the light on he was able to move through the tunnels and walkways of this rig since he had helped design and build the thing from the start. He moved over obstacles with an ease even the mercenaries would have envied. He positioned the charges perfectly. He figured that, at the very least, this one leg would blow out properly and would bring the house down.
 At first Lazlo had been traumatized by the idea of blowing his baby to pieces. However, as nightmare after nightmare was visited upon them, the realization that this place had to be brought down because it was itself becoming part of the evil that it had released, he realized he had no choice. Once the decision had been made he followed through with his mission. Being a religious person Lazlo figured he was fighting a demon or perhaps all of Hell itself. He was determined to do something right.
 He reached the launch tube and placed his remaining charges. He perspired freely just glad that for once he was able to do something and do it better than the mercenaries. He finished placing the charges and then leaned against the round surface of the launch tube and removed the lighted hat he wore. He wiped sweat from his head and leaned his head against the cool metal.
 Mark’s questions came over the earpiece. He smiled at the writer’s nervousness. He answered his questions and assured him that everything would be fine. The tubes were meant to be used in an emergency. Crew members were expected to descend to this depth rapidly and then resurface rapidly. They were below the water level but not to a degree that you needed to worry about the pressure. Had they needed to descend all the way down to where the legs were anchored in the floor of the ocean that might have been a problem. Lazlo was confident that the charges down to the launch tubes would disrupt the structural integrity of the supports enough to bring the many thousands of tons of oil rig above them on top of what remained of the legs. So much material was above them he was also certain that even if the rig leaned as it fell enough debris would cover the hole beneath them.
 Lazlo closed his eyes and waited for word that they were to meet up and get out. He allowed himself a chance to smile and thought about his wife. They fought just before he left to come on this adventure. At the moment he could think of no one he would rather have been with than his wife even if she were still pissed at him. Just as the image of his wife entered his head a cool breeze rushed past his head. His eyes snapped open into the darkness.
 A shape loomed in the darkness. Lazlo opened his mouth to speak and then stopped. Something about the shape was familiar but the familiarity was all wrong. He sniffed the air and smelled a familiar smell.
 “What are you doing, baby?” the figure said.
 Lazlo heard the voice and felt his entire body shudder. His head felt strange as if rough hands were rooting through this mind. He could hear the sound of the screaming and torture filtering through his brain. He shook his head and wiped sweat from his forehead.
 “You’re not real,” he said.
 The air seemed to lighten. The shape stepped forward and the red hair gave away the fact that it was his wife. The image was perfect. Her smell and the way she held her hands. The color of her eyes was the only thing that wasn’t quite right. Instead of the intense green he was used to there was a blackness that swirled behind the iris. He found himself staring at the eyes and the things that were logical and illogical began to lose meaning and importance.
 “I’m here with you,” she said stepping forward with her arms outstretched. “They send me to take you home.”
 His head buzzed. It was so hard to think. “No, this is impossible. You can’t be here. You’re lying to me like you’ve lied to all the others.”
 “They sent me to get you,” it said, “Once the storm cleared. The company sent me to get you. They’ve got it sorted out. You don’t have to blow up the rig.”
 “No,” he whispered.
 She reached him and put her arms around him. He felt her body against his and it was her body. He smelled her shampoo. He smelled her perfume. He reached out and touched her face and felt her skin.
 “Come with me,” she said. “Come with me now and we can go home.”
 “Home,” he said just above a whisper. “I want to come home so bad.”
 She leaned in and he felt her lips brush against his. He put his hands around her and felt her body against his. His head buzzed and swirled. He was so tired. He wanted to go home so badly and hold her just like he was now. He couldn’t focus past her and her smells. He leaned in and kissed her lips and felt the familiar lips part and her tongue touched his and he closed his eyes. Her hands ran up his back and he moaned despite himself. Then there was pain in his mouth.
 He jerked back and put a hand to his mouth. There was blood on his fingers. She had bitten his lip. The taste of blood mixed with the pain cleared the fog around his head just enough for him to see what was really there. The shape did not hold its form now that he saw it for what it was. It seemed to shift and shimmer like a mirage. Something beneath the image had teeth and fangs. Something beneath the mask couldn’t contain its appetites for human flesh and had taken a bite out of him.
 “You’re not my wife,” he said.
 “Damn,” it said in his wife’s voice and her face broke in a smile, “I just never could contain myself once I had a taste.”
 With its cover blown the façade disappeared. The skin fell away like clothing. His wife’s face split and fell away. Something beneath it began to form and this time it wasn’t hiding. It was a form combines of a thousand other forms. It was like a ball with a mouth and thousands of teeth stacked row upon row. The teeth moved and whirred like saw-blades. Arms extended on either side and numbered in the hundreds. Each tentacle was tipped with something sharp and barbed and serrated. It floated in the air and the eyes swam with black and red. It was a creature that had only one purpose and that was to create pain.
 “Now,” it said, “I need you to scream, please.”
 The teeth and slits on its face that passed for mouths twitched and Lazlo realized he was looking at the thing smiling. One of the arms moved and there was a moment of exquisite pain at the end of Lazlo’s left arm. It happened so fast that he felt nothing at first. He lifted his arm and saw that all of the fingers on his left hand were gone. He looked at the floor and saw them lying scattered across the metal floor. Blood ran freely down his hand, his wrist, his forearm. Lazlo opened his mouth and screamed.
 “That’s the spirit,” it said.
 Another arm moved and then a dozen more. A dozen barbed and sharp ends pierced Lazlo’s shoulders, legs, arms and hands and he was thrown against the escape tube. The barbs pressed through his flesh and out the other side, pinning him off the ground and against the metal. Lazlo screamed again.
 “Now,” it said, “please try your best to stay awake. I’m really hoping this will last.”
 Tears began to flow from Lazlo’s eyes. The spikes in his body twisted. He screamed again. The arms began to move. The blades began to cut.
* * *
 Somewhere along the tunnel Mark lost his hat and his light. His breath wheezed in and out of his lungs and his legs felt as if the muscles had been scooped out and replaced with lead weights. It took all his effort to put one foot in front of the other. There was pain along his side and across his chest. He cursed himself for the thousandth time for choosing a career that allowed him to sit on his ass for such extended lengths of time.  
 Up ahead the end of the tunnel began to glow. Screams echoed down the long and dark tunnel. Mark found it rather amusing that the so-called “light at the end of the tunnel” in this case was infinitely worse than the darkness which currently surrounded him. The sounds of Lazlo’s screaming were mixing with the background screaming of the tortured souls. Beneath that was a growling and rumbling that Mark knew, somehow deep in his mind, was the creature laughing.
 Mark paused for a moment to catch his breath. The glow at the end of the tunnel pulsated and shimmered like moonlight across the surface of a pond. The glow was a faint blue. It would have been beautiful if not for the cries of the damned and the soon-to-be-damned. Mark wished he had a weapon. He reached into his bag and removed one of the explosive devices. He studied the device and soon realized he hadn’t a clue how the things worked. He hoped that the creature was still weak enough not to pick that fact out of his mind.
 He gathered several lungs full of air and then summoned the last of this strength. He ran with all of his might and endurance into the tunnel. He had enough time to register the hideous creature and its multitude of limbs. He noticed the blood running across the floor and the wounds in Lazlo that they ran from. He even had time to notice the barbed ends of each limb before he drove the full force of his weight into the creature.
 The impact was like colliding with a large sponge. The skin and tissue of the creature had an elasticity that was unlike anything found in a sane world. The many limbs flailed. Barbs ripped from Lazlo’s body and he fell to the floor in a heap. Mark and the creature became entangled. Limbs flailed at him and he felt his skin rip open in a dozen places. The creature rebounded against the far wall as Mark fell to the floor.
 “Oh you will pay so dearly for that,” he heard the creature say deep within his mind.
 Mark held up the explosive.
 “I’ll blow this fucking thing down right now,” he said.
 The creature let loose a kind of scream of rage that pierced Mark’s head and he let loose a scream of his own. He put his hand to his ear but it did no good because the scream was in his head.  
 “You’ll blow yourself to pieces,” the creature said, “and your bluff does nothing!”
 “I know I don’t stand a chance of getting out of here alive,” Mark said, “so I’m going to be sure I take this whole rig with me and you too if I can. Even if I can’t, I’ll trap you in this place forever beneath a few thousand tons of steal and concrete you pathetic creature.”
 Mark expected another roar. He expected another scream of rage to pierce his skull. Instead there was a soft rustling followed by an even softer voice.
 “Mark,” the voice said, “put that down.”
 Mark turned in surprise. Mark West had long ago given up on love. He had long ago resigned himself to the fact that love for him did not exist and that his life was meant to be one of solitude with his stories and his characters. Before he had come to this realization he had loved someone very much. He had loved a girl who lived in Canada just like something out of a joke. She had been everything to him. He gave everything he had to her and loved her more than he had ever loved another living soul. He exposed his heart to her the way you were supposed to if you believed all the fairy tales. He arranged his life around hers and planned to move out of the country once she had finished school. Never before and never since had he ever felt emotions so intense and so strong and when she had called him late one winter’s night to tell him she no longer wanted to be with him it was the most painful thing he had ever experienced.  
 She stood before him now. Every detail was exact. She was small with brown hair and intensely beautiful eyes. It was the eyes that he was drawn to. They were blue but they swam with red and black. He couldn’t look away from the eyes.  
 “Amy?” He said.
 “Yes,” she replied. “I’m finally here for you after all this time. Now put that thing down before you hurt yourself.”
 The sounds were in his head and he couldn’t think. All the hours of terror. All the lost hours of sleep. All of it was crashing into his head and once and his head hurt. The cuts across his body hurt and he felt blood soaking his clothes. He was so tired. It was so dark. His head swam with a thousand thoughts that he couldn’t push away.  
 Lazlo jumped from his right. How he could move at all given the loss of blood and the gashes across his body was beyond belief. He flung his body at the figure of the young woman. He swung the miner’s helmet and smashed the hard plastic down on the head of Amy. Mark had a moment of rage at Lazlo and then the feeling in his head cleared.
 “Lazlo!” He screamed.
 “Get out of here!” Lazlo screamed back. “It gets into your head!”
 The creature morphed again. The face of Amy changed and the limbs tipped with barbs and blades erupted from her back. The face became distorted and extended. Limbs shot out at Lazlo and wrapped around his neck and lifted him off the ground. Lazlo kicked, sending droplets of blood onto Amy’s face. More limbs reached for Mark.
 Mark held up the explosive device as the limbs reached him. The tentacles froze. The barbs and serrated edges hovered inches from his face.
 “You went a little too far with that one,” Mark hissed.
 There was another flash from Mark’s right. Karmen screamed in a way that was both fear, anger, fatigue and fright. Her blades came down on the tentacles in front of Mark’s face. The limbs severed and fell twitching to the metal floor. The creature roared and the tentacles ripped through Lazlo, slicing open his stomach. Lazlo tried to scream but the tentacles around his neck prevented him. His intestines spilled onto the floor and the creature tore him in half. The top half of Lazlo’s body flew at Karmen. She was sent spinning by the impact. Lazlo finally let loose the scream as his upper torso skittered across the metal floor. His hands clutched at his leaking body for a moment and then his eyes rolled back into his head.
 J.D. reached Mark and put an arm around his waist and lifted him to his feet. Mark turned to see J.D.’s face. He had to be sure what he saw was real and he reached out a hand and felt J.D.’s face.
 “What the fuck are you doing?” J.D. asked.
 “Just making sure it’s really you,” he said.
 “Stay out of the way for a second,” J.D. said.
 Karmen was on her feet and both blades were out and shinning in the dim blue glow. The tentacles lashed at her. With amazing speed she dodged them. She spun and leapt and danced. The bladed tips and edges sliced through fabric and scratched her skin but did not let loose any torrents of blood or sever a limb. Karmen could cut as well and she moved with a speed even the creature could not fathom. The tentacles began to fall to the floor as she moved. The blades were flying too fast to follow in the dim light. The creature let loose with a scream as Karmen worked her way closer to it. She drew two blades across its face and burst apart one of the red and black eyeballs. Black ichor sprayed from the socket.
 Karmen kicked at the shape and sent it sprawling against the wall. The many tentacles splayed out against the metal structure. Many of the tentacles ended shorter than they had been a few moments ago and spewed more of the black mess from inside.
 “Karmen, down!” J.D. cried.
 Karmen dropped to her knees. J.D. grabbed his sword by the handle and threw the blade. In the pulsating light the blade cast a crazy reflection against the gray walls as it tumbled end over end. The blade impaled into the center of the creature’s body. The blade, honed to an amazing sharpness over the years, pierced through the creature’s flesh and came out the other side. The metal end clanged loudly against the metal wall of the support and the body fell to the floor.
 The body began to spasm. Karmen stood and ran toward Mark and J.D. The creature’s limbs twitched and writhed. The blade bobbed and weaved within the mass of flesh and limbs. The scream filled their heads and then the creature began to change shape rapidly. It was Amy. Then it was Joe. Then it was Iler. Then it was Larry. Then it was Lazlo. Then it was a million faces over a million years. The roar became deafening and still it writhed and beat against the metal floor.
 “Do you really want to stand here and watch this or should we get the fuck out of here?” Karmen screamed.
 J.D. tore his eyes away from the creature and looked at her. He nodded, adjusted his grip around Mark and helped the writer to his feet. Karmen took a spot on the other side of Mark and they ran for the tunnel.
* * *
 They only ran for a few feet before Mark began running on his own without the need for any support. J.D. could feel blood running down Mark’s side and over his shoulders and face but the adrenaline must have been pumping through him so hard he didn’t feel it. Behind them the creature roared and writhed. The entire structure vibrated with the sound. The being they were fighting was not really anymore solid than vapor but it was weak and they had managed to wound it while it was weakened. Their resistance seemed to further weaken the creature. The vibrations seemed to indicate that the creature was getting mad and as it got more mad it gained strength.
 The tunnel was darkness itself but they ran as one down the long tunnel. Their breath was ragged and irregular. Pain stitched across their muscles. Mark fell to his knees and Karmen and J.D. helped him back p and then Karmen stumbled at one point only to have her fall stopped by Mark. The roaring grew more intense and they all darted glances behind them and noted that the blue glow was getting brighter.
 Finally they emerged from the tunnel to the other escape tube. J.D. immediately dropped the bag and removed the detonator. Karmen twisted the metal wheel in the escape tube and flung open the door. Inside was a tubular space lined on either side with chairs that had harnesses like something from a roller coaster. The entire chamber came to a kind of conical or pointed end. It was like sitting inside a bullet.
 “Do you have any idea how to work this?” Mark asked once he peered inside.
 “I think you can use the controls near the door here,” J.D. said indicating a control panel on the wall of the escape chamber. “You guys get in and strap yourselves in. I’m going to keep an eye on this tunnel here until we’re sure everything is secure.”
 Down the tunnel the roar grew louder and there came the sound of rending metal. This was followed by a horrendous shrieking noise that did not end but mixed with the endless scream and pierced their ears. The creature was coming down the tunnel and the blades and barbs on the ends of its arms were scraping along the metal walls of the tunnel. The metal was bursting and bubbling from the size of the thing.
 “It’s coming,” Karmen said.
 “You guys get in,” Mark said. “Let it come for me.”
 “What are you talking about?” J.D. said. “Get inside and strap yourself in.”
 “Mark,” Karmen said, “let’s not fuck around here. Get in.”
 “You first,” Mark said.
 Karmen spared a look at J.D. and then shrugged. She stepped inside and made for one of the chairs. She sat down and dropped the harness around her shoulders and secured a belt around her waist.
 “Get inside, Mark,” J.D. said. “I can try and hold this thing off until you’re in there.”
 “And if you get killed, what happens to us?” Mark asked.
 Mark stepped forward and grabbed the detonator out of J.D.’s hands. With surprising strength and force he bent down and shoved his shoulder into J.D.’s chest. J.D. let out a gasp and a yell and stumbled backwards. His heels hit the small lip around the door into the escape pod and he fell into the capsule on his back.
 “Mark!” Karmen screamed from inside. Mark heard her start to unbuckle her belt.
 Behind him the creature roared again, the scraping and bending and tearing sounds getting closer. Mark reached out and gripped the door as J.D. got to his knees. He swung the door shut and spun the wheel. He heard J.D. pound on the door from the other side. Mark walked over to the wall and pushed the button that filled the escape chamber with water. The sound of water filled his ears, momentarily drowning out the sound of the screaming creature and the scraping metal. He pushed the second button and a red light began to flash and an alarm began to sound. Mark heard J.D. scream something from within the capsule but the words were lost beneath the screaming and the creature and the siren. Mark pushed the final button and a roar twice as loud as that of the creature behind him vibrated the floor beneath and knocked Mark to he ground. Even the scraping and scratching down the tunnel ceased. The roar faded and Mark was left in the pulsating red light and silence.
 Mark stood and felt his knees shaking. He grabbed the bag of explosives and walked over to the edge of the catwalk. He dropped the bag and saw it tumble the rest of the way through the darkness. He hoped it reached the bottom of the leg so that when the bombs went off at least one leg would rip apart from bottom to top.
 The creature roared again. Mark began to climb.
* * *
 J.D. pounded on the door and felt the stinging pain in his wrist and hand when flesh struck metal.  
 “Mark!” He screamed. “Goddamit, Mark!”
 The sound of water flooding the tube caused him to back away from the door. When the sound began to diminish he resumed pounding.
 “Sit down!” Karmen yelled. “He’s not listening! Sit down before he launches us!”
 “He’s going to die!” J.D. screamed back and pounded again.
 The pod lurched forward suddenly. J.D. was thrown off of his feet and he slammed into the far end of the capsule. His head collided with the wall and he saw stars and his vision dimmed. He heard Karmen scream but the roar of the launch filled his ears.
 The capsule rocketed through the tube and emerged underwater beneath the rig and the raging sea. The force of the launch was meant to carry the capsule a long distance from the rig since it was assumed if the capsule was being used then the rig was in such danger being anywhere near it might be a risky venture. They traveled like a torpedo for about a hundred yards and then the momentum slowed and the buoyancy of the capsule took over. The pointed nose of the capsule tipped up and rocketed them to the surface.
 Inside J.D. slowly slid down the wall to the floor. As they neared the surface the pounding waves and raging sea began to rock the capsule. It was now like being inside a huge clothes dryer. The capsule reached the surface and shot out of the water like a submarine with all the ballast tanks blown. J.D. was thrown against the back wall again, then the side wall and then the opposite side wall as the capsule began to bob and rock and undulate in the raging sea. Each wave crashed over the capsule and sent it back underwater only to have it rocket back to the surface again. Karmen was no help as she was forced to hold on to the harness just to stay in her chair. J.D. was battered against the walls.
 Each wave began to move the capsule closer to the rig.
* * *
 Mark moved up the ladder. His arms and legs were screaming. His breath was ragged and he felt faint. Blood ran down his arms and legs and made the rungs of the ladder slippery. Behind him the monster roared and the roar reached the escape capsule chamber.
 Mark looked down and saw the creature. It was three times as big as it had been in the previous chamber. It was amorphous with tentacles flailing everywhere, some of them as thin as fishing line. Metal ripped to pieces at its touch. The face in the middle of the roiling mass of tentacles was a giant mouth rimmed with row upon row of teeth. Behind the teeth a tongue at least four feet long and also lined with spikes flapped and rattled against the sides of the mouth. Atop the horror of a face were two enormous eyes swimming with black and red. From inside the mouth came the sounds of the sound screaming in torture and these sounds were mixed with the creature’s own endless screaming.
 “I see you,” Mark heard the creature say and realized it heard it in his head and not in his ears.
 Mark moved faster, finding a reserve of strength he didn’t think was possible. His foot slipped from the rung slick with blood and he nearly fell. He caught himself with an elbow. He pulled himself back onto the ladder and started to climb. Beneath him the creature began to change.
 The sound was like listening to bones breaking and re-breaking. The skin ripples and twisted and changed. The arms and legs contracted within the form. Legs appeared and then arms. Finally a human shape stepped forward from the shadows and the last of the flailing barbed arms disappeared. Amy stepped forward.
 “You can stop this right now, you know?” She said in a perfect imitation of that voice he had so longed to hear on so many nights.
 Mark froze in his climbing. He clung to the rungs of the ladder. He felt tears spring from his eyes and they were hot and burned against his cheeks.  
 “Goddamn you!” He screamed.
 “Come to me, Mark,” she said, “you know you want to, even if it’s just an illusion. Let your last moments at least be ones of pleasure. I’ll even tell you I love you like I used to. I’ll let you touch me like you used to and I’ll touch you. Remember how I used to touch you?”
 Mark lifted his head and screamed. The scream rebounded off the metal walls in the tight space and slammed back into his eardrums. For a moment the sound of her voice was gone. Then it was back, drilling into his head, confusing his thoughts. He could smell her. He could stick out his tongue and almost taste her in the air. He was so very tired. He stepped down a rung. Then he stepped down another.
 “Just bring me that detonator, Mark,” she said and from the sound of her voice he could tell she was smiling that smile he loved to look at in the picture he always carried. “Just come to me and we can always be together just like you wanted.”
 Mark descended.
* * *
 J.D. managed to regain consciousness but all he became conscious of was pain. He was hurled against the roof of the capsule and noticed the Karmen was upside down with her hair hanging straight up away from her forehead. She was screaming but J.D. couldn’t hear it. His head was ringing.
 J.D. reached out a hand and grabbed hold of one of the harnesses. He hung there for a moment until the capsule righted itself. His legs fell and he tried to stand. The capsule bucked immediately and sank beneath the surface. His legs gave out and he tumbled past Karmen and into the nose of the capsule.
 “Grab my hand!” Karmen screamed as the capsule rocked the opposite direction.
 J.D. reached for her and his fingertips brushed against hers. The capsule rocked and he fell away from her. His head struck one of the empty seats. His hands reached for the harnesses and felt them go past. His fingers were weak and closed upon nothing. He slammed against the smooth far wall.
 Consciousness slipped from J.D. again. He saw the edges of his vision grow gray and then black. He was looking down a narrow tube at the interior of the capsule and that tube was getting narrower. He knew at that moment that he was going to be battered to death inside this space and with that knowledge he drifted back into unconsciousness.
* * *
 Mark reached the bottom of the ladder and turned to face her. She was short like he remembered. Her hair was brown and beautiful the way it always looked in his mind, his dreams and his memory. Her face was beautiful and smooth. Her smile broke his heart into a million pieces. Her eyes were the kind of blue that men dreamed of, but there was still that disturbing red and black that swirled and dipped into the color of the iris. It could never get the eyes right.
 “I love you,” she said through lips that weren’t real.
 “I love you too,” he said and hoped that maybe, somehow, some way the real Amy would hear him and know it was how he felt.
 “Come to me,” she said and opened arms that weren’t his and smiled through lips that weren’t hers.
 He came to her and let those arms encircle him. He gripped the detonator in his right hand and clasped his arms around her. He closed his eyes and smelled her and, for just that moment, he let himself believe he was holding her again.
 “You just never get the eyes right,” he said.
 He felt the body tense beneath his arms. The skin began to change and it was like trying to hold onto a bag of mercury. The screaming grew louder.
 Mark pressed the button.
* * *
 The explosions started immediately around Mark and the creature. Mark’s body was blown to pieces in the concussion. He never opened his eyes. He felt nothing. The creature turned to shadow in his arms and let loose a scream as it flew down the tunnel and the world burst into flames around it.
 The explosions were powerful enough to rip apart the joints and seams that held the crossbar and escape tube in place. The salt water rushed in immediately. The metal tore like paper. The other explosives began to go off in quick succession. The joints around the escape tubes went first followed by the explosives connecting the supports to the rig itself. At the same time the waves from the storm battered at the slowly weakening structure. The entire rig began to tilt to one side. Metal screamed in agony. Tons upon tons upon tons of steel and concrete and equipment suddenly found itself without any means to support itself above the water line. The pounding waves took over where weakened metal left off. The final explosions were in the explosive’s Mark dropped down the leg of the rig. They nestled at the bottom and blew apart horrifically. The bottom of that support leg vanished.
 The rig did not drop straight down. The rig tipped to the side where Mark dropped the explosives. As it began to fall, the structural integrity of the remaining legs gave way and with a crash and squeal of protesting metal collapsed into the sea. The corner with no support hit the raging sea first. The crane on the deck flew off and fell upside down into the waves. The structure on top of the rig fell part as waves crashed into it and the momentum of its fall accelerated the speed into the water.
 As the remaining legs gave way the rig tilted back upright for just a moment. It lasted for the merest fraction of a second as then the rig sank beneath the waves. The waves still raged and the rig broke apart as it fell. Thousands and thousands of tons of oil rig sank into the waves. More explosions from gas lines and equipment within the rig rocked the debris and blew what remained apart.
 As the rig crashed into the ocean the wave it created was enormous. The small escape capsule, having been driven back towards the structure by the relentless waves, was suddenly tossed away from the area. Inside anyone or anything not tied down tumbled end over end as the capsule rolled and rolled and rolled within the waves. Once the rig sank the opposite reaction occurred. A gigantic whirlpool began to form, sucking in debris from all around the site. The capsule reversed course.
 Beneath the waves most of the structure managed to stay intact. It broke apart half way, splitting in half as something inside gave way and something else exploded. Even with this the largest section of the oil rig fell straight down and came to rest with a muffled crash and grown directly on top of the hole that had been drilled only days before. The debris came down on what remained of the supports and the weight was more than the stubs could bear. They crumpled beneath the weight and flattened beneath the heavy structure.  
 Beneath the hole itself the creature screamed. The screams of the souls it had stolen grew in intensity as the hole from which it hoped to escape began to collapse from the impact of the structure and the weight of thousands. The walls of stone that created thee hole crumbled and fell in. Its screams became muffled and subdued. It raged and threw itself against the barrier of stone and steel but it would not budge. Darkness enveloped it again as it had for centuries.
 The structure that comprised the top of the oil derrick began to fall as the rig’s momentum carried to the bottom. The oil derrick and drill structure heeled over and came to rest at the bottom. The building containing the residences, control room, recreation room and kitchen fell apart and collapsed into pieces on top of the platform. Pipes burst. Gas leaked. There were more explosions, which caused a further collapse of the hole itself.
 The capsule was sucked backwards. The waves began to die down to normal levels almost as soon as the rig slammed into the bottom. The capsule stopped rolling over and over but it was still moving backwards. The capsule spun through the whirlpool and submerged. Water leaked through the seams of the covering and sprayed onto J.D.’s face. The capsule groaned as it sank in the powerful suction. The natural buoyancy of the capsule fought with the water and inside the capsule shuddered.
 As the rig settled the suction lessened. With the buoyant nature of the capsule it sank slower than the other debris and it didn’t have nearly as far to travel back to the surface once the whirlpool ended. The capsule began to rise. Fortunately for those inside the capsule did not sink far because when the whirlpool ended it rocketed to the surface yet again like a bar of soap squeezed through a wet fist. It broke the surface on now-calm waters and a brightening sky.
 All was now quiet.
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 Things got a lot worse within the capsule before they got better. The capsule rolled and rolled and rolled. Chaos reigned inside the capsule. Karmen’s body flung hard against the straps and harness. She screamed as the straps cut into her shoulders and stomach. She watched J.D.’s body fall and tumble around the cabin but was unable to do anything. As the explosions from the rig rocked the capsule and the suction from the sinking rig pulled them back and underwater, Karmen’s head struck the restraining bar and she was knocked unconscious. J.D. had lost consciousness a long time ago and his body flopped and fell around the cabin like something broken. Blood ran freely from his nose and his mouth.  
 Neither of them felt the capsule sink or the subsequent surfacing. It was a long time before anyone was able to move and even then, it was only Karmen that opened her eyes and looked around. The cabin appeared coated with blood and J.D.’s face appeared covered with it was well. He lay in the middle of the floor just at the end of Karmen’s feet. Her head pounded and everything seemed to be spinning. At first she thought that the capsule was still being buffeted by the waves and then realized it was the blow to the head that caused the spinning. Water lapped against the side of the capsule but other than that there was no sound.
 Karmen slid the harness over her shoulders and undid the straps around her waist. Her legs gave out almost immediately when she tried to stand. She found herself facing the floor next to J.D. and a wave of nausea ripped through her. She figured at that point she had a concussion. She wondered what J.D. had.
 She moved over to his body. He was still breathing and it was slow and steady. His eyes were shut tight and sealed with dried blood. Cuts along his forehead, cheeks and face had healed but coated his skin with blood that had since dried. There was no blood coming from his ears so Karmen figured that was at least a good start. His nose was broken and looked swollen and slightly twisted against his face. She wiped blood away from his eyes, nose and mouth. She noticed several teeth appeared to be broken behind his lips.  
 “You’re quite a mess,” she said.
 Once she had cleaned J.D. and decided he was still alive for the moment she turned her attention to the capsule. It appeared as if the top of the capsule could be removed or perhaps opened in some way to allow fresh air in and rescuers easier access to those inside. She noticed the control panel near the back of capsule where the door had been. She braced herself for another fall and slowly rose to her feet.
 The rocking of the capsule in the water combined with the concussion nearly sent her back to the floor. She held her balance and rode another wave of nausea. Then she stepped toward the control panel.
 The panel was very simple with easy-to-read diagrams explaining what each button did. She pushed one and there was a hiss that made her jump back. The top of the capsule began to retract into the sides. Sky appeared above her head and fresh air flooded into the cabin. She marveled at the blue sky above her and realized not only had the storm passed but the sun had risen. She must have been unconscious for quite some time. The capsule now resembled a kind of boat albeit one with larger sides than normal and a bit more conical in shape.
 She looked back because instinct told her that this was the direction they had come from and would be the direction she would expect to see the oil rig. She saw only open water. She felt a moment of profound sadness at the thought that Mark was gone and then she clamped down hard upon her emotions. She would have time for all of that later. Right now she needed to bandage J.D. and see if she could figure out how they would be rescued.
 She began searching the capsule. Beneath the back wall and the small row of seats there she found several boxes bolted to the wall. One of those boxes was red with a white cross on it and she determined this was the most likely candidate for a first-aid kit. It took some time to fumble with the latches that held the box to the wall but she eventually removed it and opened the kit. She dragged the box over to J.D. and began cleaning the various wounds on his face and head and wrapping them in bandages.
 J.D.’s face was swollen and bruised. He was still breathing steadily. She did her best to check for other fractures and thought she felt something give in one wrist and one ankle more than it should have. She also figured he probably had broken ribs. What she would not be able to tell is how badly the battering had damaged him internally. One of the pieces of equipment constantly lacking in a first aid kit was an x-ray machine.
 Once she felt that J.D. had been bandaged and tended to as much as would be possible given what she had she set about trying to find a way to either get a motor started or send a signal for rescue. She recalled vaguely that when they were first trained on what they would find on the rig that the capsules were equipped with devices that would summon the Coast Guard when activated.  
 She removed two more boxes from beneath the seats. Inside one appeared to be some kind of transmitter. There was an antennae she could extend, a red light and a switch. She flipped the switch and the red light began to flash. She hoped that meant it was now transmitting a signal somewhere. Unconsciously she began to scan the sky as if she could either detect the radio waves themselves or as if the helicopters and boats would appear immediately. The second box contained a flare gun and provisions such as water and food. It looked like processed food packs like the Army distributed to their troops. Karmen shrugged and opened one. She began to eat an completely unidentifiable substance.
 Karmen sat back against the wall in a small space between the row of seats and the connecting wall. She felt the soft rocking of the capsule. She was very tempted to fall asleep but forced herself to stay awake. Her head still hurt and she was still pretty sure she had a concussion. She remembered reading or hearing somewhere that people with a head injury shouldn’t be allowed to fall asleep.
 The sun rose steadily in the sky. The day turned warm. Boredom set in quickly. J.D. continued to be unconscious. Karmen was eventually forced to find a blanket and cover him to prevent the sun from baking him. She poured water down his throat and made some attempts to wake him. There was no response. Several times she thought she heard helicopters or boats. Always the horizon remained empty. Other times she thought she heard the faint sound of screaming and torture but that turned out to be imagination as well.
 She did not let her mind drift back to the oilrig. A few times she found her mind trying to force her to recall what had happened there. Already the entire episode had taken on an unreal light and feel in her mind. It was like she had spent a few days watching a movie of someone else fighting some demonic force. If not for the fact it was only herself and J.D. with very real injuries, she would allow herself to believe that it had been a dream. Joe was no longer here. Mark was gone. The pain of those losses tugged at her heart and mind but she refused to let them grab hold.
 Sometime before noon and before the sun reached its apex the sound of rotor blades emerged from the sound of lapping waves. At first Karmen assumed she was hearing things again but then the sound came closer and became louder. Karmen stood and scanned the horizon. She spotted the dot in the sky and allowed herself a moment to feel relieved.  
 Later that night, as she lay in a hospital on the mainland with bandages around her own head Karmen stared at the television without really understanding what was being said and wondered what had happened. The pictures were meaningless. Pictures of Kevin Iler danced across the screen and hovered over the shoulders of the news anchors. She felt hatred burn in her for the man who had sent them in there knowing it was a lost cause but not caring because all he care about was the bottom line.  
 As the drugs worked their way into her system and into her brain she let her control over her emotions slip. She remembered Joe’s face and Mark’s smile and she began to weep. Her tears were tempered with anger and they burned her tear ducts and left hot trails down both of her cheeks. She wept for all of them including the workers she had never met and who had died because of one mans insatiable love of making money and total devotion to a company rather than humans with feelings and lives.
 Just before she slipped away into the first deep sleep she’d had in days she vowed she would make Kevin Iler pay for the lives he had cost.


Epilogue

 Kevin Iler was having the worst day of his career. Considering the events of the past few months that was saying something. He had done everything he could to cover things up, destroy evidence and save face over the disaster at Rig 42. He’d spent hours shredding paper and erasing tapes in an effort to distance himself from any decision to hire mercenaries or that might show he cared not a whit for any worker’s life. He spent many more hours screaming and threatening and physically and verbally abusing every employee that came near his orbit. He had screamed so loud that he lost his voice for three days about a month ago.
 All around him those that had once trembled in his presence now laughed behind his back. He knew they were laughing. He could feel them laughing. The more he raged the more they laughed because they knew he was finished. Rig 42 had been his baby. The company had devoted huge amounts of funding to that project based solely on his ideas, projections and assurances. The rig was now at the bottom of the ocean. People had lost their lives. It was only a matter of time before it all fell apart.
 The two mercenaries had been his original scapegoats. Kevin gave press conferences where he denied knowing who they were. He pinned their hiring on Larry Appling who was still missing from the disaster. He then blamed the mercenaries and tried to paint hem as terrorists who had killed all of the original workers using nerve gas and then painted themselves as heroes so the company would send them back to the rig where they promptly showed their true colors and blew it to pieces. He had no evidence of any kind to back up any of the accusations. His efforts were complicated by the fact that Karmen and J.D. simply vanished from the hospital one night and no one had seen them since.  
 Karmen and J.D. remained frustratingly silent during his tirade. They had not spoken a word to anyone about what happened out on the open sea like Kevin hoped they would. Nothing would distract from him like two mercenaries on television spouting tales of demons and portals into hell. Kevin knew what had happened thanks to tracking devices he had planted on Larry before he left. He had video tape of nearly everything until Larry himself confronted the thing.  
 Lawsuits came from the families of the workers and the families of those he sent later. The Board of Directors, Kevin’s true bosses, began to make threatening phone calls to his office and leave ominous messages on his voicemail. Kevin found himself in front of the media answering questions ever-falteringly. He was losing respectability and he knew it. He knew how the play the patsy game and he knew he was being set up.
 For weeks Kevin had shown up at work and walked straight to his office. He slammed the door and locked it behind him and did not emerge until everyone else had gone home. He no longer raged as loudly. He had ceased making threats to blow up cars or destroy entire families. In his mind he planned to do those things but he stopped screaming so much.
 About a month ago GemCo stock began being purchased by one particular buyer in large bundles. The stock had been plummeting like a rock through fresh water for a while now and was an ridiculous bargain. The Board knew that someone was trying to take a controlling interest in the company but they were having difficulty finding out exactly who was doing the buying. They knew it was a company but the company appeared to be new and small. It was a small fish trying to become a much bigger one by taking over one of the largest oil companies in the world. They gained control last week and two new members were added to the Board of Directors. Today had been the day that Kevin was supposed to meet them.
 The paperwork flew over the past few days like planes over a busy airport. GemCo changed hands effortlessly. Kevin had new bosses. Kevin knew that he was marching up the gallows.
 He dressed in his best suit just this morning and drove down to the offices where his new bosses did their business. He was forced to wait eight hours in a sterile lobby of marble and glass doors and an annoying secretary with an annoying voice. After eight hours he was told that the executives had been caught up in meetings and were sorry but they would have to reschedule. Kevin felt his blood boil at the indignity of it all but he kept his mouth shut and saved the tirade for his car.
 Kevin drove back to his office. When he reached the office there was a voicemail waiting for him. He saw the red light on his phone and felt a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. He dialed the number and knew that he was fired. The message was long and rambling and full of business-speak but the end result was the same. Kevin Iler was out of a job and he needed to vacate the office immediately. The new executives would be moving in the next morning.
 Kevin spent the last few hours packing his office. He managed to fit his personal things into one box since he never kept mementos of his family. He never wanted any personal distractions around him when he was at work. He stopped to piss on the desk and the leather chair before he grabbed his box and walked out of the office. He dumped a cold pot of coffee on the secretaries’ desk as he walked past.
 He descended in the elevator and his mind was full of thoughts of revenge. He imagined tracking down these new executives and sneaking into their houses and slitting their throats with knives he found in their own kitchens. He reached the parking garage and allowed himself to smile at the thought. He knew that he would have another job within the week. He had been fired before and bigger scandals than this one had swirled around him. Companies were always willing to forgive past indiscretions when you were avid and devoted to making money.
 The garage was dark and humid as he walked through. His car was halfway down the row just outside the elevator. His feet echoed off the stone walls. He was lost in thought and ideas of revenge and murder and didn’t hear the footsteps that joined his own.  
 “Good evening, Mr. Iler,” said a voice from behind him.
 Kevin jumped and dropped his keys. The box slipped from his hand and he heard a coffee mug break as it hit the floor. He turned to see a man standing in the shadows. The man moved forward into the dim light and Kevin saw J.D. Kartos leaning on a cane.
 “You,” Kevin said, “what do you want? How did you get in here?”
 J.D. smiled. “One question at a time. I got in here because I am now an executive at GemCo, old boy.”
 J.D. let his smile become a toothy grin. His teeth had been fixed and they shown brilliantly white in against the darkness around him.
 “You?” Kevin asked. “How?”
 “I see we’ve gone the monosyllable route tonight,” J.D. said. “Over the years I have saved quite a bit of money. My services don’t come cheap. I have people all over the world who work for me. I called in a lot of favors. I don’t know exactly how it all works. Business was never much my thing, but they set up some kind of company for me and then started buying up stock. I staged a hostile takeover. It was fun. It was even more fun watching you sit in our lobby all day getting angrier and angrier when we knew all along that the decision had been made to fire you. That was the whole point, really.”
 Kevin’s face flushed with anger. He stammered. His hands clenched into fists. He took a step forward. J.D. raised the cane and pointed it at Kevin’s face.
 “Control yourself, asshole,” he said. “It wasn’t enough just to fire you. You really should take some anger management classes. You’ve been such an asshole on a galactic level for so long that people you’ve stepped on have been accumulating information about you for years. I’ve had people working on you since you hired me. A lot of that information is very unflattering. All of it is going to be released to the press tomorrow morning.”
 J.D. smiled again. Kevin screamed a litany of curses. His voice thundered though the garage and echoed of the walls. Threats were hurled. J.D. laughed and his laughter reached such a level that Kevin stopped his blustering.
 “Are you done?” J.D. asked. “Good. I was content with ruining you and sending you out on the street. I was willing to take delight in watching your belongings repossessed. I was looking forward to walking into whatever fast-food joint agreed to hire you eventually and ordering a burger and fries from you. Maybe a burrito. I hadn’t decided which fast-food place would make me more delighted to see you working in. However, I have a business partner now. Well, my partner wasn’t satisfied with that. No, my partner didn’t want to go along with that plan at all.”
 Kevin felt faint. His eyes shifted nervously in their sockets like a wild animal’s. He was sweating. His throat hurt. He looked around but didn’t see anyone else.  
 “Who?” He asked. “What?”
 “Still with the single syllables, I see,” J.D. said. “Well, you took something very special from my partner. I was just pissed that you never bothered to pay us but you took something from my partner much more important than money. Yes, Mr. Iler, just in case you were wondering, there are more important things in this world besides money. She’s really pissed at you.”
 “She?” Kevin asked.
 J.D. stepped to one side. From within the shadows behind him Karmen Etland stepped into the light. She was actually dressed in business suit. Her hair was in a ponytail. Here eyes burned with a hatred Kevin had not seen before. His eyes traveled over her form and saw the black gloves she wore and the shiny silver automatic pistol with the silencer on it.
 “Wait –“ he managed to say.
 Karmen stood in the shooter’s stance. She raised the pistol and fired without saying a word. She fired so quickly that Kevin had no chance to let out a scream. She started low. A bullet went into each knee. Two bullets went into his stomach. One bullet found a home in each elbow. Finally, a bullet shot into his throat. Each shot was designed to cause maximum pain. The throat wound would eventually kill him but it would take a while as he gagged and choked on his own blood. She lowered the pistol.
 “Feel any better?” J.D. asked her.
 She never took her eyes off of the writhing, bleeding body. “Much.”
 “Should we go upstairs and check out our new offices?” J.D. asked and pointed to the elevator.
 She shook her head. “No, let’s get out of here. I don’t want to come back to this place until this garbage has been taken out and disposed of.”
 “Fair enough,” J.D. said. “Let’s go.”
 J.D. hobbled towards the car parked near the elevator. Karmen walked over to Iler who lay there gagging and choking. He tried to move his arms but his elbows wouldn’t let his arms bend. His mouth was open and his face red. His eyes were open wide in terror and pain. Karmen kneeled down and smiled. Then she kicked him hard across the face, breaking his nose.
 “Please,” she said, “take a very long time to die.”
 She turned and walked away from the bleeding man. She climbed into the driver’s seat, started the car and drove out of the garage.
 It took Kevin a long time. Eventually he discovered that there indeed was much more to the world than money. It was quite a shock to him, actually.

THE END
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