
        
            
                
            
        

    Attack of the Giant Hermit Crabs!
By Buckminster Burkeswood
Chapter 1 – Orders from Above
Down at the dock where the water runs black,
Old Pete's got his bucket, ain't never comin' back,
The crabs are clickin' and they're snappin' their claws,
But Pete don't know 'bout those hungry maws.
He reaches down with his weathered old hand,
Those damn crabs start their own kind of plan.
—"Bucket Blues" By Jonny Dunn Black (1963)
The slide projector clicked, changing the image on the wall. A blurry aerial shot of a green smudge in a vast blue ocean. Commander Shaw stood beside it, his silhouette sharp against the light, a cigarette glowing in his hand.
“This is your target. Call sign: ‘The Nursery.’ Officially, it’s not on any charts.” His voice was flat, like gravel pouring into a hole. The air in the shadowed Navy office was hot and stale with the ghosts of a thousand smoked cigarettes.
Dr. Aris Thorne, the expedition’s geologist, leaned forward, his elbows on the cold steel table. “And the previous team?”
Shaw took a drag from his cigarette, letting the smoke curl from his nostrils. “Doctor Kline’s group. Bio-containment and sustainability research. Their last transmission was six months ago. Since then, nothing.” He clicked to the next slide. A grainy photo of a smiling man with wild hair and a lab coat. “Dr. Richard Kline. A real genius, the Pentagon said.”
Chief Petty Officer Hank Riley shifted his weight, the wood of his chair groaning in protest. He wasn't a scientist. He was the senior man of the four-sailor escort, and his job was to get these civilians in and out. “What kind of ‘sustainability research’ needs to be off the books, Commander?”
Shaw didn’t even look at him. He pointed a finger at the screen. “That’s need-to-know, Chief. Your orders are to provide security for Dr. Thorne’s team while they assess the station and determine what happened to Kline’s people. The official report will list this as an environmental survey.”
Dr. Lena Petrova, a biologist with sharp eyes that missed nothing, tapped her pen on her notepad. “Unofficially?”
A smirk touched Shaw’s lips but didn’t reach his eyes. “Unofficially, Dr. Petrova, some folks back in Washington are worried their little Franken-science project went sideways. You’re the cleanup crew.” He stubbed out his cigarette in a full glass ashtray. “Get your gear. Your flight leaves in an hour.”
The four scientists—Aris, Petrova, a younger biologist named Ben Carter, and a quiet tech named Sam Decker—gathered their thin manila folders. Riley herded his three sailors toward the door. One of them, a lanky kid named Miller, muttered just loud enough for everyone to hear.
“Great. Babysitting a bunch of eggheads in the middle of nowhere.”
Riley shot him a look that could curdle milk. “Shut your mouth, Miller. You get paid whether you’re babysitting or fighting. Now move.”
The olive-drab seaplane rattled like a tin can full of bolts. It smelled of fuel, sweat, and the ocean. The scientists sat strapped into canvas seats, their gear piled high and secured with thick webbing. Riley and his men sat opposite, cleaning their M16s with practiced efficiency, the metallic scrape and click of bolts a constant rhythm under the engine’s drone.
Miller leaned across the aisle, shouting over the noise to Decker. “You hear what they were really doing out there?”
Decker looked up from the reel-to-reel tape recorder he was checking, his brow furrowed. “I heard it was classified.”
“Oh, it’s classified alright,” Miller grinned, holding up a can of Budweiser. “A buddy of mine in logistics, he packed their first shipment. Said they were breeding crabs. Some kind of genetic mashup to make ‘em grow faster, bigger. Self-regenerating protein source for the military. You just snap off a leg, and it grows right back. Cheap rations forever.”
Ben Carter, the junior biologist, scoffed. “That’s crazy. The cellular division required for that kind of regeneration would be cancerous. You couldn’t eat it.”
Miller took a long swig of his beer. “Whatever you say, egghead. Sounds like a boondoggle the brass would cook up after watching too many monster movies.”
The others laughed, the absurdity of it breaking the tension for a moment. But Aris watched the dark clouds gathering on the horizon. He’d read Kline’s preliminary notes. They were dense with jargon about recombinant DNA and accelerated growth cycles. The science was way over his head, but he knew one thing: whatever Kline was doing, it wasn't just about watching crabs in a tide pool.
The plane suddenly lurched, dropping a hundred feet and sending a loose canteen clattering across the metal floor. Outside, the blue sky had vanished, replaced by a wall of churning black. Rain hammered against the fuselage like a storm of gravel.
“Strap in!” Riley yelled, his voice a commanding roar. “It’s gonna get choppy.”
The aircraft was tossed from side to side, a toy in the grip of a hurricane. Through the small, salt-streaked windows, lightning spiderwebbed across the sky, illuminating a sea of violent, white-capped waves.
The radio operator, a pale kid they called Sparks, clutched his headset, his knuckles white. He turned, his eyes wide with alarm.
“Commander Thorne! I’m losing contact with base! This storm… it’s not on any of the charts. It’s like it just appeared!”
Aris unbuckled and stumbled his way to the cockpit, holding onto the webbing for support. The pilot and co-pilot wrestled with the controls, their faces slick with sweat and illuminated by the frantic blinking of the instrument panel.
“What’s the situation?” Aris yelled.
“This is a goddamn meteorological freak show!” the pilot shouted back. “The pressure dropped to nothing in seconds! We’re inside it now. No getting out.”
Sparks’s voice crackled through the cabin’s internal comms. “Sir, the static is overwhelming the signal. Once we’re on the other side of this, we’ll be in a total dead zone. No ship-to-shore. No radio. We’ll be completely on our own.”
The plane bucked again, harder this time. Petrova stared out the window, her face a mask of clinical focus. “This weather pattern is unnatural.”
Just as quickly as it started, they broke through. The plane leveled out, the violent shaking replaced by the steady drone of the engines. Below them, bathed in an eerie, calm sunlight, was the island.
It was cradled in a lagoon of water so still and dark it looked like black glass. Sheer, jungle-choked cliffs rose on three sides, creating a natural fortress. A perfect crescent of white sand served as its only welcome mat.
The pilot circled once before bringing the plane down with a gentle spray of water, gliding across the lagoon until it settled with a soft bob. The engines sputtered, whined, and died.
And then there was silence.
The silence pressed down on them, absolute and suffocating. A vacuum had settled over the jungle, erasing every natural sound. The humid air hung motionless and heavy. No birds called from the dense canopy above.
No monkeys chattered in the branches. No insects buzzed through the oppressive heat. Something had swallowed all the noise, leaving only a hollow emptiness that made their own breathing sound unnaturally loud.
Petrova slowly lowered the binoculars from her eyes.
“Where are the birds?” she whispered. The question hung in the air, loud as a gunshot.
Riley racked the slide on his M16. The sharp, metallic clack-clack echoed across the still water, the only sound on the island.
Chapter 2 – The Vanishing Trail
The rubber raft scraped against the white sand. Riley was the first one out, his boots sinking into the wet grains as he scanned the tree line, M16 held low and ready. “Miller, you’re on watch. Stay with the gear. The rest of you, with me. Science guys, stay behind us.”
The camp was just beyond the beach, a small clearing carved out of the oppressive green. Three canvas tents, once military-issue tan, were now sagging and mottled with black mildew. Rainwater had collected in the drooping roofs, making them look like half-filled waterbeds. A fire pit in the center of the clearing was a circle of grey, pulpy ash.
Aris kicked at the edge of the pit with his boot. The ashes were cold and compacted, soaked through by countless rainstorms. “This has been dead for months.”
Petrova knelt beside a collapsed tent, the zipper rusted shut. She slit the canvas with a field knife. Inside, a moldy cot and a stack of warped paperbacks were dissolving back into the jungle. “No personal effects. No clothes, no tools.”
“They didn't pack up and leave,” Riley stated, nudging a weather-beaten journal with his rifle barrel. It was lying open on a crate, its pages swollen into a solid block of pulp. “This looks like they just… vanished.”
The main laboratory was a prefabricated hut set back from the tents. Its metal door hung crookedly on a single hinge, a long scratch gouged deep into the aluminum. Inside, the scene was one of total chaos. Glass crunched under their boots. Large, saltwater aquarium tanks that lined one wall were smashed, their shattered panels lying in heaps on the floor. Seawater stains climbed the walls like brown ivy.
“My God,” Ben Carter whispered, stepping around a toppled microscope.
Empty cages, big enough to hold a dog, were stacked against the far wall. Their doors were bent outwards, the metal bars twisted and broken.
“Whatever was in these,” Riley muttered, “didn't want to be.”
Sam Decker, the technician, ignored the destruction. His eyes were fixed on a reel-to-reel tape recorder sitting on a desk, miraculously intact except for a cracked casing. “Here. This is something.” He gently lifted the machine. “The tape looks protected.”
While Decker carried the recorder outside to the generator they’d hauled ashore, Aris examined the desk. He found a single typewritten page, miraculously dry beneath a shattered beaker. The ink was smudged, but the words were clear. Test Subject 7. Growth rate exceeding projections by 400%. Aggression inhibitors failing. It has breached containment. It is— The rest of the page was ripped away.
“Chief, you better see this,” one of the sailors called from outside.
Riley and Aris met him at the edge of the clearing. The sailor pointed down at the sand. There, pressed into the ground, were tracks unlike anything Aris had ever seen. They weren't footprints. They were circular gouges, about the size of a dinner plate, dug into the earth in a strange, dragging pattern. Several sets of tracks ringed the camp.
“What the hell makes a track like that?” the sailor asked.
Aris knelt, touching the edge of one of the impressions. Sand trickled into the indentation. “I don’t know. It’s heavy. And it scrapes, it doesn’t walk.” He then saw the other marks. Long, parallel grooves leading from the lab’s broken door straight into the dark wall of the jungle. “And these… these look like something was dragged.”
A sudden burst of static crackled from the beach, followed by Decker’s excited shout. “I’ve got something!”
They rushed back to find Decker hunched over the tape recorder, which was now wired to the portable generator. The machine’s reels were turning slowly, a high-pitched hiss emitting from its small speaker.
“The tape was damaged,” Decker explained, his fingers delicately adjusting a dial. “Most of it is worthless, but I found a fragment. One short fragment.”
He rewound the tape and hit play. The hiss returned, thicker this time. Then, underneath it, a voice. A man, whispering, his words strained and terrified. The sound was warped, as if recorded underwater.
“…they are inside the shells…”
A loud crackle, a shriek of static, and then silence. Decker played it again.
“…they are inside the shells…”
The same words. The same terror. Riley stared from the tape recorder toward the drag marks leading into the trees. “Inside what shells?”
No one had an answer.
Ben Carter looked pale, his eyes wide. “Maybe we should get back on the plane.”
“Negative,” Riley said, his voice hard. “We have our orders. We find out what happened here.”
It was Petrova who spoke next. She hadn’t moved from the center of the camp, her gaze sweeping slowly over the entire scene: the ruined tents, the smashed lab, the silent, watching jungle.
“There’s something wrong,” she said, her voice quiet but clear.
“No kidding, doc,” Miller grunted from his post by the raft.
She ignored him. “This camp has been abandoned for at least six months. There should be signs of decay. Of nature reclaiming it.” She pointed to a discarded tin can near the fire pit. “There should be flies. Maggots. We’re in a tropical jungle. There should be carrion birds circling. Vultures. Anything.”
She turned to face the others, her expression grim.
Chapter 3 – Hollow Corpses
Night fell like a thrown switch. The team set up a perimeter around their own small camp, a tight circle of light pushed back by kerosene lanterns that hissed and threw jittery shadows against the wall of trees. The jungle wasn't silent anymore. Now it was filled with faint, unidentifiable rustles and clicks that always seemed to be just at the edge of hearing.
Miller drew the first watch. He paced the shoreline, his M16 slung over his shoulder, a cigarette dangling from his lips. He kicked at the sand, watching the dark, glassy water of the lagoon.
“Anything?” Riley’s voice cut through the quiet. He was standing by the main tent, a tin mug of coffee in his hand.
“Just the heebie-jeebies, Chief,” Miller called back, his voice tight. “This place… it watches you.” He took a final drag from his cigarette and flicked the butt into the water, where it sizzled and died. “Feels like I’m standing guard in a graveyard.”
“Just keep your eyes open,” Riley ordered. “Two hours.”
An hour later, Ben Carter looked up from the notes he was trying to salvage. He noticed the steady sweep of Miller’s flashlight beam along the beach had stopped. There was only the stationary, yellow glow of the lantern they’d set on a crate near the water’s edge.
“Hey, Chief,” Carter said, a knot of unease tightening in his stomach. “You seen Miller?”
Riley was on his feet in an instant, his rifle in his hands. “Miller! Sound off!”
Silence. Only the faint, rhythmic lap of water on sand answered.
Riley and another sailor, Jenkins, moved toward the shoreline, their weapons raised. The kerosene lantern sat on the crate, its flame burning steadily, casting a perfect circle of light on the white sand. Inside the circle, everything was normal. Just outside of it, the sand was a mess of scuffs and deep, claw-like patterns. The tracks were sharp and chaotic, cutting over a single set of boot prints that led to the water’s edge and stopped. There were no prints leading away.
At dawn, Petrova saw it first. She was scanning the lagoon with her binoculars when she froze, her hands tightening on the worn metal.
“Aris,” she said, her voice low and urgent. “Get Riley.”
Something was floating about fifty yards out. A pale shape, bobbing gently in the placid water. It looked like a discarded duffel bag. As it drifted closer on the morning tide, they could make out the shape of a man, floating face down, his limbs trailing limply.
Jenkins waded out into the cool water without hesitation, his face grim. “I’ll get him.”
He reached the body and hooked his arms under its shoulders to tow it back. A strange, choked gasp escaped his lips. “Chief! Help me!”
Riley plunged into the lagoon to help him. Together, they dragged Miller’s body onto the sand. Or what was left of him. As they heaved him from the water, there was a sickening, wet tearing sound. Miller’s torso buckled and collapsed inward, folding in on itself like a wet cardboard box. His arms and legs flopped at impossible angles. He was weightless.
Ben Carter turned away, vomiting into the bushes.
“He’s… he’s empty,” Jenkins stammered, scrambling back from the corpse, his hands shaking.
They laid the ruined body on a canvas tarp. Miller’s uniform was soaked and torn, but there wasn't a mark on his skin. No wounds. No blood. He was just a deflated suit of flesh.
Sam Decker, his face a pale, determined mask, knelt beside the body. He pulled a penlight from his pack. “We have to know.” He carefully unbuttoned Miller’s shirt. The skin of the chest was sunken, clinging to the bones of the rib cage beneath. With a deep breath, Decker made a long, careful incision with his field knife.
There was no blood. No organs. The body cavity was cavernous and empty, scraped clean. Glistening mucus-like slime coated the inside of the ribs.
Decker aimed his penlight into the hollow chest. “Look.”
Etched into the white bone of the rib cage were deep scratches. Hundreds of them, gouged into the inside of the skeleton, all pointing upwards toward the throat. It looked like something had clawed its way in, then clawed its way back out.
Jenkins finally broke. “That’s it! I’m done! This wasn't in the mission brief! We’re leaving. Now!” He stormed toward the seaplane, his rifle waving wildly.
“Hold it, sailor!” Riley’s voice was like a whip crack. He stood between Jenkins and the lagoon. “Nobody is going anywhere.”
“The hell we aren’t!” Jenkins yelled, his voice cracking with fear. “This island is cursed! It’s a goddamn slaughterhouse!”
Riley didn’t raise his voice. He just pointed a steady finger toward the horizon, out past the calm waters of the lagoon. The storm that had trapped them here still churned, a bruised and permanent wall of black clouds on the edge of the world. Lightning flashed silently within it.
“You think that plane can get through that? You wanna take your chances with the storm instead of what’s here? Be my guest. But the Navy is leaving with us or not at all. We are trapped here until that weather breaks. So get a grip.”
Jenkins stared at the impassable storm, then back at the hollowed-out corpse on the tarp. His face crumpled in defeat.
That night, they zipped Miller’s remains into a body bag and locked it in the spare tent. The mood was grim, the silence broken only by the nervous cleaning of weapons. Aris stood with Petrova, watching the shadows dance.
“Those marks inside the chest cavity,” Aris said, his voice barely a whisper. “Like tool marks on a dig site. Deliberate. Efficient.” He looked from the tent to the dark jungle, then back again. His geologist’s mind saw structures, voids, and the things that fill them.
“Petrova… that tape we found. The man’s voice… ‘they are inside the shells.’”
She nodded, her arms crossed tight against her chest.
Aris looked at the tent where Miller's body lay. “His body was used like a container. Something used him as a shell.”
Chapter 4 – The Voices of the Dead
The distant storm wasn't distant anymore. It had crept closer while they slept, a moving wall of black that now swallowed half the sky. Thunder rumbled, a low vibration felt in the teeth, and the wind began to whip through the camp, making the lanterns swing and the tents strain against their ropes.
“Secure the gear!” Riley shouted over the rising howl. “Tie everything down!”
As Decker and Carter struggled with a flapping tarp, a new sound cut through the wind. A voice, faint and desperate, from the direction of the jungle.
“Help… me…”
Jenkins, who was coiling a rope, froze. He dropped the coil and his head snapped toward the tree line. “Did you hear that?”
“It’s the wind,” Aris said, squinting into the darkness.
“No,” Jenkins whispered, his eyes wide. “That was Miller.”
The voice came again, clearer this time, carried on a gust of wind. It was unmistakably Miller’s voice, thin and full of pain. “Oh God, help me… I’m over here…”
“He’s alive!” Jenkins yelled, grabbing his rifle. “He’s hurt!”
“Hold your position, sailor!” Riley barked, moving to intercept him. “That’s not possible!”
“The hell it isn’t! That’s him!” Jenkins shoved past his commanding officer. Another sailor, Davis, followed close behind, his face a mixture of hope and terror. “Miller! We’re coming!” they shouted, plunging into the foliage.
“Damn it!” Riley swore, checking the action on his own rifle. “Thorne, Petrova, stay here! Sparks, with me!” He charged into the jungle after them, his heavy flashlight beam cutting a frantic path through the thrashing leaves.
They found them in a small, unnaturally still clearing about a hundred yards in. The wind seemed to die in this one spot. Jenkins and Davis were standing frozen, their rifles half-raised, their faces slack with disbelief. In the center of the clearing, illuminated by their flashlight beams, was a figure.
It was Miller. He was standing, but not right. His body moved in short, jerky spasms, like a badly handled marionette. His head was slumped to one side, his jaw hanging open at a broken angle. As he shuffled a foot forward, something glistened inside his open mouth. It wasn't a tongue. It was a dark, segmented leg, twitching. Another poked from the hollowed-out socket of his right eye.
“What… what is that?” Davis choked out.
The corpse of Miller took another lurching step. Its head lolled back, and a dry, rasping sound came from the chest cavity. The crab legs in its mouth clicked together.
Jenkins screamed, a raw, terrified sound, and opened fire.
The M16 roared, and the first volley of bullets stitched across Miller’s chest, ripping through the rotten fabric of his uniform and the empty flesh beneath. The body staggered back, but didn’t fall. Instead, it tore open. The force of the bullets shredded the torso, and something huge and dark spilled out onto the jungle floor.
It was a crab. But it was a monster, the size of an engine block. Its shell wasn't the color of any normal crustacean; it was a sickly, mottled grey and seemed to pulse with a faint, internal luminescence. Chunks of Miller’s flesh still clung to its carapace. It unfolded eight thick, armored legs and rose to its full height, letting out a high-pitched chittering sound that scraped at the nerves.
Davis fired his weapon on full auto, emptying his magazine in a panicked spray. The bullets sparked and ricocheted off the creature’s thick shell. The crab charged, scuttling sideways with impossible speed. It slammed into Davis, knocking him off his feet, its massive pincer claw closing around his leg with a sound of cracking bone.
Riley and Sparks opened fire together, aiming for the creature’s legs and eyes. The thing shrieked as rounds tore into its softer joints. It released Davis and lunged at Riley, who threw himself backward, firing as he fell. The crab’s claw slammed down where his head had been, shattering a rock into pieces.
Jenkins, now reloading with fumbling, panicked hands, screamed, “It won’t die! It won’t die!”
The creature reared up, its multiple, stalked eyes fixing on Jenkins. It was then that Aris, who had followed them against orders, saw the weak point. Where the head and body of the crab met, a section of softer, pulsating tissue was exposed.
“Riley! The neck!” he yelled, his voice raw. “Aim for the neck!”
Riley rolled onto his stomach, propped the M16 on his elbows, and fired a controlled, three-round burst. The bullets hit home. The creature convulsed violently, a thick, green fluid spraying from the wound. It stumbled, its legs buckling, and crashed to the ground, twitching. Riley put three more rounds into it for good measure before it finally went still.
They stood in the ringing silence, chests heaving, the smell of cordite sharp in the hot air. Davis was on the ground, clutching his mangled leg, groaning in agony. The remains of Miller’s body lay in a heap like discarded clothes. And in the center of it all, the dead crab monster steamed in the humid heat.
Back at camp, the reality of what they had just seen and fought began to sink in, and the fragile discipline that held the team together shattered.
“This is a suicide mission!” Sparks yelled, throwing his pack on the ground. “Those things are wearing our dead! They’re using them as puppets!”
“We have to get to the plane,” Carter said, his voice shaking as he tried to bandage Davis’s leg. “We have to try and get out of here.”
“And go where?” Riley shot back, his face hard as granite. “Into that storm? We’d be torn apart before we even cleared the lagoon. We are not leaving.”
Jenkins had been sitting apart from the others, rocking back and forth, his rifle across his lap. He hadn't said a word since they’d left the clearing. Now he looked up, his face pale and slick with sweat, his eyes focused on something none of them could see.
“It wasn’t him,” he whispered.
“What are you talking about, Jenkins?” Riley asked, his voice softer now.
Jenkins looked at Riley, his eyes filled with a new, deeper kind of horror. “The voice. When it… when that thing lunged at me. I heard him.”
He pointed a trembling finger at his own head. “In here. It was Miller’s thoughts. He was screaming. He was scared. He was telling me to run.”
Chapter 5 – The Journal of Dr. Kline
Jenkins’s words hung in the hot, sticky air, more terrifying than the monster they’d just killed. The idea that Miller was still trapped, conscious, inside that thing as it attacked them was a horror beyond bullets and claws.
“He’s in shock,” Petrova said, her voice clinical but her eyes betraying fear. “His mind is playing tricks on him.”
“No,” Riley said, looking at Jenkins’s thousand-yard stare. “I don’t think it is.” He turned to the rest of them, his jaw set. “We’re missing something. There has to be an explanation for this. Something Kline’s team left behind. We search the camp again. Every inch of it. Turn over every rock, every piece of wreckage. We need answers.”
They split up, a grim and silent search party. It was Aris who found it. Behind the smashed laboratory was another, smaller hut he’d mistaken for a generator shed. Half of its roof had collapsed inward, and the jungle had already begun to reclaim it, thick vines crawling over the buckled aluminum walls. It looked like Kline’s personal quarters.
Inside, a metal footlocker sat against the far wall, its surface pitted with rust. It was locked. Riley didn't hesitate. He jammed the barrel of his M16 into the lock mechanism and pulled the trigger. The explosion was deafening in the small space. The lock shattered.
Inside, wrapped in a thick, waxy plastic sheet, were three black notebooks. Aris lifted them out as if they were holy relics. The plastic was brittle and cracked in his hands, but the notebooks inside were mostly dry, their pages only slightly warped by the humidity. The cover of the first one read: Project Nursery: Log 1. Dr. R. Kline.
They gathered around a lantern back in the main tent, the wounded sailor Davis groaning softly in the corner. Aris opened the first notebook. Kline’s handwriting was a neat, precise script, the ink from a blue Bic pen still sharp on the page.
“August 12, 1973,” Aris read aloud. “The initial trials have exceeded all expectations. The GH-7 formula, when injected into the primary specimen group of Dardanus calidus, has accelerated the molting cycle by a factor of ten. Growth rates are phenomenal. We may have a viable, self-sustaining protein source within six months.”
“Protein source,” Carter muttered, his face pale. “Miller was right.”
Aris flipped through several pages, scanning the clinical descriptions of cellular growth and tissue regeneration. He stopped at a later entry. “October 4, 1973. An unexpected side effect of the formula is its impact on neural development. The subjects are displaying problem-solving abilities. Subject 12 successfully navigated a three-tiered maze to acquire its food source. This level of intelligence is unprecedented. They are learning.”
He picked up the second notebook. The handwriting inside was noticeably different. It was messier, the letters slanted and hurried.
“January 19, 1974,” Aris read, his voice dropping. “Containment breach in Lab B. Subject 21, now the size of a small dog, crushed its handler’s arm with its pincer. The aggression is becoming uncontrollable. They’ve stopped using the artificial shells we provide. They seem to… prefer organic material. Yesterday, we found one of the lab monkeys. It had been… hollowed out. The crab was wearing its skull like a helmet.”
A wave of nausea rolled through the tent. Jenkins made a choked sound.
“Keep going,” Riley ordered, his knuckles white where he gripped his rifle.
Aris turned the page. The writing was now a frantic scrawl. “March 2, 1974. Harris is dead. One of them got him during the night. Pulled him from his bunk. We found his body this morning in the specimen tank. It was… empty. Cleaned out. And the crab was inside. It was wearing him. God help us, it was wearing his body like a shell. It looked at us with his eyes.”
Petrova snatched the notebook from Aris, her scientific curiosity overtaken by a raw, desperate need to understand. She flipped to the last few pages, which were stained with what looked like dried seawater. The final entry was just a few sentences, scrawled diagonally across the page, the pen having dug so deep it had torn the paper.
“April 11, 1974,” she read, her voice a strained whisper. “We can hear them. Not with our ears. In our heads. They’re using the voices of the dead. I can hear Harris… calling my name from the jungle. It’s a trap. They are not crabs anymore.”
Silence descended on the tent, thick and suffocating. The words confirmed their worst fears. Kline’s experiment hadn’t just failed; it had given birth to a new kind of predator. One that stole their bodies, their voices, and even their thoughts.
As the full weight of the discovery settled over them, the ground gave a violent, shuddering lurch.
The lantern toppled over, plunging the tent into darkness. Gear slid off crates. Davis cried out as he was thrown against the tent wall. A deep grinding roar that came from beneath their feet, a sound of immense weight shifting, of rock grinding against rock.
Riley was the first one out of the tent, flashlight in hand. The others scrambled after him. The ground was still vibrating. Ten feet from their camp, a fissure had split the earth, a jagged black crack six feet wide. Trees on the edge of the chasm tilted at crazy angles, their roots torn from the soil, before toppling over and crashing into the darkness below.
Aris, the geologist, stared into the new abyss, his face a mask of horror and sudden, terrible understanding. He dropped to his knees, placing a hand on the trembling ground.
“It’s not a natural quake,” he said, his voice shaking. “The whole goddamn island… it’s hollow. They’ve been digging. They’re tunneling right under our feet.”
Chapter 6 – Collapse of the Island
Another tremor shook the ground, shorter this time, but deeper. Dust and loose soil trickled into the new chasm. Aris scrambled back from the edge, his face grim in the bouncing flashlight beams.
“The rock here is mostly volcanic basalt,” he said, his voice strained as he tried to project over the groaning of the earth. “It should be stable. But it’s been honeycombed. They’ve created a network of tunnels so extensive that the island’s structural integrity is gone. It’s like a rotten tooth.”
“What are you saying, Aris?” Petrova demanded.
“I’m saying the island is sinking,” he replied, looking around at the tilting trees and the fractured ground. “These tremors aren’t the cause. They’re the effect. Every wave that hits the shore, every gust of wind, it’s all contributing to the collapse. We’re standing on a hollow shell that’s breaking apart into the ocean.”
A new sound started then, faint and insidious, winding its way through the trees. It was a chorus of whispers, seeming to come from all directions at once. Riley raised a hand for silence, his head cocked.
“Mom?” Ben Carter whispered, his eyes wide. “Is that…?”
The voices grew stronger, weaving together. There was Miller, calling for help. There was another man, someone Aris didn't recognize, begging for his life. And underneath them, a woman’s voice, humming a soft lullaby. They were calling their names.
“Aris… come find me…”
“Lena, I’m so cold…”
“Chief… they’re everywhere, Chief…”
“It’s a trick,” Riley snarled, but his eyes darted nervously into the darkness. “They’re trying to draw us out. Scatter us.”
The voices were all coming from the same general direction, coalescing around a dark spot on a nearby cliff face that the quake had exposed: the mouth of a cave, previously hidden by a curtain of vines. It was a perfect black circle against the grey rock.
“That’s their front door,” Riley said, his knuckles white around his M16. “We have to see what’s in there. We need to know what we’re up against.”
“Are you crazy?” Sparks blurted out. “You heard Jenkins! They get in your head! You want to walk right into their nest?”
“We’re not going in blind,” Riley said. “We move slow, we stay together. We get a look, and we get out. Maybe we can find a chokepoint, something we can seal.”
He led the way, the rest following in a tight, nervous formation, their flashlight beams cutting through the gloom. The closer they got to the cave, the louder the voices became, a dizzying symphony of their deepest fears and regrets. Inside the entrance, the hot air turned cool and damp. The walls of the cave were unnaturally smooth and coated in the same glistening slime they’d found inside Miller’s chest.
The main cavern opened up into a massive chamber, with tunnels branching off in every direction like the spokes of a wheel. The whispering was deafening here, echoing off the slick walls. It was impossible to pinpoint the source.
And then, one of the tunnels lit up with a sickly, pulsating bioluminescence. In the faint, greenish light, they saw movement. A huge crab, even larger than the one that had killed Davis, was dragging something. It was Jenkins. His body was limp, his arms trailing behind him on the slimy floor. He was already a hollowed-out puppet, a fresh shell being taken for use.
The crab paused, its stalked eyes fixing on their lights. For a moment, Jenkins’s head lifted, and his voice, clear as day, echoed in the chamber, though his lips didn't move.
“It’s so dark in here, Chief. Why did you leave me?”
That broke them.
“Back!” Riley roared. “Get back now!”
They scrambled out of the cave, terror giving them speed. They didn't stop until they were back in the ruined camp.
“We can’t fight that,” Carter gasped, his hands on his knees. “There could be hundreds of them down there.”
“Then we bury them,” Riley said, his face set like concrete. He looked at the packs of gear they’d salvaged. “Decker, how much C4 did we bring?”
“Four blocks, Chief,” the technician answered, his voice trembling slightly. “Standard demolition packs.”
“Get it. We’re blowing that cave entrance. We’re sealing them in.”
They worked with frantic energy, ignoring the constant, low-level vibrations under their feet. Decker expertly packed the plastic explosives into the crevices around the cave mouth, running detonator cord back a safe distance.
“This is going to bring the whole cliff down,” he warned. “The shockwave will be massive.”
“Good,” Riley grunted. “Let it.”
They took cover behind a thick outcropping of rock as Decker connected the wires to the detonator. “Fire in the hole!” he yelled.
He twisted the handle.
The explosion was immense, a deafening CRUMP that punched the air from their lungs. Rock and earth flew hundreds of feet into the sky. The entire cliff face where the cave had been fractured, groaned, and slid downwards in a thundering avalanche of stone and dirt, completely burying the entrance under thousands of tons of rubble.
For a moment, there was silence, broken only by the patter of falling pebbles.
Then the whole world screamed.
A titanic tremor ripped through the island, throwing them all to the ground. The blast hadn't just sealed the cave; it had fractured the island’s delicate, hollow foundation. A huge section of the cliffs on the far side of the lagoon cracked with a sound like a gunshot and sheared off, collapsing into the water with a mountainous splash.
The fissure that had opened near their camp widened with a deep, grinding roar, swallowing a line of trees whole. The ground pitched and rolled like the deck of a ship in a typhoon. Panic erupted.
“The plane!” Sparks screamed, pointing a shaking hand toward the lagoon. The seaplane was being tossed about on the violent waves created by the landslide, straining against its mooring ropes.
Another chasm split the earth between them and the beach, cutting off their path. The jungle was no longer a place to hide. Trees toppled around them, their roots ripped from the failing ground.
The island was being consumed from within, and they were trapped on a sinking tombstone.
Chapter 7 – The Puppet Queen
“Move! Inland!” Riley bellowed, pointing away from the crumbling coastline. “Find higher ground! Something stable!”
They ran, stumbling through a jungle that was coming apart at the seams. The ground bucked and rolled, throwing them against trees. A massive banyan tree, centuries old, tore free from the earth with a sound like ripping fabric and crashed down just behind them, its canopy shaking the ground. They were scrambling through a maze where the walls were constantly moving.
Ben Carter fell, his leg twisting in a newly opened crack in the earth. Aris hauled him up, his face streaked with dirt. “This way!” he yelled, spotting a ridge that seemed less affected by the chaos.
They clawed their way up the muddy incline and into a clearing that was bizarrely untouched. The ground here was flat and firm, the trees stood tall, and the violent shaking of the island was reduced to a distant, dull vibration. It was a pocket of calm in the heart of a hurricane.
And in the center of that calm, they saw why.
It was immense, a creature that dwarfed the crab they had fought in the jungle. Its body was a fortress of mottled, grey-green chitin, and it stood on eight legs as thick as tree trunks. But the shell was the true horror. It wasn't a shell at all. Fused into the top of the carapace, like a grotesque figurehead on a demonic ship, was the upper torso of a man. His skin was pale and waxy, his arms hung limp at his sides, but his head was held erect. The wild, unkempt hair and the sharp features were unmistakable from the photograph in the briefing. It was Dr. Kline.
Faint, bioluminescent patterns pulsed across the creature’s body, and the eyes in Dr. Kline’s head glowed with the same sickly green light. It was surrounded by a dozen smaller crabs, all the size of the monster they’d already killed. They stood sentinel, their claws clicking, their stalked eyes fixed on the newcomers.
No one moved. No one breathed. They were paralyzed, caught in the gaze of the puppet king of this dying island.
Then, Dr. Kline’s mouth opened, and a voice emerged. It was a strange, layered sound, Kline’s educated tenor mixed with a dry, chittering rasp. It was the sound of a man’s voice being played through an instrument made of insect parts.
“You have been… disruptive,” the voice said, each word precise and cold. “My nursery is not yet ready.”
“Kline?” Aris whispered, taking an involuntary step forward.
“Dr. Kline is the shell,” the voice corrected him. “A most excellent shell. His mind was full of fascinating information. He helped me understand.”
Petrova found her voice, a mix of scientific awe and pure terror. “Understand what?”
The glowing eyes in Kline’s head swiveled to her. “Genesis. This island is a womb. A chrysalis. My creator gave me the gift of accelerated evolution, and I have perfected it. My children are growing, learning, spreading beneath your feet.” The creature shifted its immense weight, and the ground gave a solid thud. “But this vessel has grown too small. It is time for a new one. When this island crumbles, the ocean currents will carry my brood to every shore. The world will be our new shell.”
The calm, declarative statement of global annihilation was more chilling than any scream.
“You’re insane,” Riley growled, raising his M16. The smaller crabs shifted, raising their own massive pincers in unison.
The queen cocked its stolen head. “Sanity is a cage. I have the minds of many to draw upon. I have learned so much.” The voice suddenly changed, becoming thin and panicked. It was Miller’s voice. “Chief? Is that you, Chief? It’s so dark in here! I can’t feel my legs!”
The voice shifted again, now laced with the hopeless despair of Jenkins. “He left us, Miller. He left us to die. He’s going to leave you, too.”
Sparks, the young radio operator, clapped his hands over his ears. “Stop it! Shut up!”
“But I have your memories,” the queen continued, its voice returning to Kline’s cold rasp. “I know what you fear. I know who you miss.” It looked directly at Sparks, and a new voice emerged from Kline’s lips, a woman’s voice, soft and gentle. “Don’t be afraid, honey. Mommy’s here. Just come a little closer…”
That was the breaking point.
“GET OUT OF MY HEAD!” Sparks shrieked, his face a mask of rage and grief. He broke from the group, charging across the clearing, his M16 firing on full automatic. “I’LL KILL YOU!”
He didn’t make it ten feet.
The ground erupted on either side of him. Two of the smaller crabs, moving with blurring speed, burst from the soil where they had been lying in wait. One clamped its pincer on his rifle, bending the barrel and tearing it from his hands. The other seized him by the torso, lifting him effortlessly off the ground. He gave one short, cut-off scream as they dragged him, kicking and struggling, toward the shadows at the edge of the clearing. He vanished into the trees. The sound of his screams, and then a wet, cracking noise, followed a moment later. Then silence.
The queen watched without a flicker of emotion in its glowing eyes. It had made its point.
It turned its massive body with a grinding sound of rock on shell. It began to move, not toward them, but toward a new, dark fissure that had opened at the far side of the clearing during the quakes. It scuttled with a heavy, deliberate gait, its immense claws leaving deep gouges in the earth.
As it reached the edge of the chasm, it paused and looked back, Kline’s head giving them one final, appraising stare.
“The future is coming,” it rasped. “And it wears the faces of the dead.”
Then it disappeared over the edge, descending into the blackness. The smaller crabs followed, scuttling into the fissure like spiders into a drain. They were gone.
All that was left in the clearing was the silence, and the deep, gouged tracks the queen had left behind. In the bottom of the claw marks, the slime it had left behind began to pulse with a faint, green light, like the dying veins of the island itself.
Chapter 8 – The Trap
“That’s it, then,” Riley said, his voice a low growl. He was staring into the fissure where the queen had vanished. “We can’t let that thing get off this island. We can’t let any of them.”
The survivors—Riley, Aris, Petrova, Ben Carter, and the technician Decker—were huddled on the only piece of stable ground they could find. The rest of the island continued to groan and shudder around them, a slow-motion demolition.
“We have two blocks of C4 left,” Decker said, his hands checking the pack at his feet. “Not enough to vaporize the whole nest, not even close.”
Aris ran a hand through his dirt-caked hair, his eyes scanning the landscape with a geologist’s practiced gaze. “Maybe we don’t have to,” he said, pointing to a massive spine of rock that jutted from the island’s center. “That ridge looks like the central support for this entire plateau. Their main brood chamber has to be somewhere beneath it. If you place the charges at the base of that support column underground… you could trigger a chain reaction. Collapse the entire network.”
“A suicide mission,” Petrova stated flatly.
“We’re already on one, Doc,” Riley retorted. He shouldered his rifle. “Decker, you’re with me. We’ll place the charges. The rest of you, find a way to the coast. Try to salvage the raft from the plane.” He knew it was a lie. There was no getting off this rock. But it gave them something to do besides wait to die.
“No,” Aris said, grabbing his own pack. “You’ll need me to find the right spot. I’m going.”
The fissure the queen had used was a gaping wound in the earth, descending into pulsing, bioluminescent darkness. They rappelled down, their flashlight beams swallowed by the immense, slimy cavern below. The air was hot and smelled of salt and decay. As soon as their boots touched the tunnel floor, the whispers started.
This time, they were different. Sharper. More personal.
A little girl’s voice, crying softly in the darkness just ahead. “Daddy? I’m scared. Where are you?”
Decker froze, his face ashen. “Sarah?” he whispered.
“It’s not her, Decker!” Riley snapped, grabbing his arm. “It’s a trick! Keep moving!”
But the voices were relentless, clawing at the edges of their sanity. Aris heard his old university professor, the man who’d inspired his career, lecturing him on the folly of this expedition. Petrova heard her mother, humming a Russian lullaby she hadn’t thought of in twenty years.
Ben Carter was struggling the most. He kept turning, his flashlight beam darting into empty side tunnels.
“They’re lying,” he muttered, his hands shaking. “They’re all liars.” A woman’s voice, full of warmth and love, echoed from a tunnel to his left. “Ben, honey, I made your favorite. Come home for dinner. I’m waiting for you.”
“It’s not real, Carter!” Riley yelled, his own face a mask of strain. He was hearing the crackle of a field radio, the voices of men he’d lost in Vietnam, calling for evac. He was pushing it down, burying it with sheer will.
“There,” Aris said, his voice tight. He shone his light on the base of a colossal pillar of rock that disappeared into the darkness above. It was the keystone. “This is it. The main support. Plant the charges here.”
As Decker knelt, his hands working swiftly to arm the C4, the psychic assault on Ben Carter intensified.
“She’s in pain, Ben,” the voice whispered, now laced with agony. “She needs you. Don’t let her die alone.”
Carter let out a strangled sob. “I have to go.”
“No!” Petrova shouted, lunging for him, but he was too quick. He bolted, running headlong into the dark tunnel from which the voice was calling.
“Carter, get back here!” Riley roared.
Carter’s flashlight beam disappeared around a bend. They heard him yell, “I’m coming, Mom!” followed by a sudden, piercing scream that was abruptly cut short.
A moment later, a huge crab, its shell dripping with slime, scuttled into view at the mouth of the tunnel. It dragged Carter’s limp body behind it by one leg, then vanished into another passage.
“Timer’s set,” Decker said, his voice hollow. “Thirty minutes.”
“Let’s go,” Riley ordered. “We’re done here.”
They retreated, half-climbing, half-scrambling back the way they came. As they passed the tunnel where Carter had vanished, they saw movement. Two figures were standing just inside the shadows, motionless. It was Sparks and Carter. Their bodies were upright, their heads lolling, and their eyes glowed with the same faint, green light as the queen. They didn't move or speak. They just watched their former comrades flee.
They reached the surface with minutes to spare and threw themselves behind a wall of rock just as the ground erupted. The explosion was a deep, guttural roar that came from the very bowels of the island. The earth bucked and heaved, and the entire central ridge sagged, then collapsed inward with a cataclysmic grinding of stone. A cloud of dust and steam blasted from the fissure, smelling of cooked rock and something else, something foully organic.
For a heartbeat, there was a feeling of triumph.
Then, a wave of pure, undiluted fury slammed into their minds. It wasn't a voice. It was a feeling, a psychic scream of such intensity that it brought them to their knees, clutching their heads. Aris’s nose started bleeding.
The queen had survived. And she was furious.
The explosion had been the island’s death blow. The ground beneath their feet gave a final, shuddering crack. A massive section of the plateau, a piece of land a mile wide, sheared off from the main island.
They were adrift on a sinking slab of rock.
The ocean, no longer held back by cliffs, surged inwards, pouring over the edges of their crumbling raft of earth in roaring, white-water torrents.
Chapter 9 – Fire and Wires
The world was a tilted, roaring mess of rock and water. Their floating piece of the island pitched violently, sending a torrent of seawater surging across the ground, nearly sweeping them off their feet. In the center of their precarious raft of land, one structure still stood, leaning like a drunken skeleton against the stormy sky: a steel radio tower, its red and white paint chipped and faded.
“The tower!” Decker yelled over the maelstrom, pointing with a shaking hand. “The backup generators! They’re in the shack at the base! They have their own fuel supply!”
“What good is a radio now?” Petrova shouted, clinging to the exposed root of a dead tree to keep from sliding into the churning water.
“Forget the radio!” Decker’s eyes were wild with a desperate, brilliant idea. “It’s a giant metal conductor! If we can get those generators running and juice the tower… we can turn it into the biggest bug zapper in the world!”
It was insane. It was impossible. It was their only shot.
“Go!” Riley roared, already moving. “Get to the tower!”
They scrambled up the tilting slope, the ground slick with mud and seafoam. The generator shack was a small concrete bunker, its steel door rusted but intact. Riley put his shoulder to it, and with a groan of tortured metal, it burst open. Inside, two massive diesel generators sat silent and dark.
“Get these things started!” Riley ordered. “Aris, Petrova, find the main power cables leading to the tower. Rip them out! We need to run them across the ground!”
While Decker frantically checked fuel lines and primed the engines, Aris and Petrova worked like mad, using a crowbar to pry open a junction box. They heaved two thick, rubber-coated cables, each as thick as a man’s arm, from their conduits.
“Where do you want them?” Aris yelled.
“Right in its path!” Decker shouted back, his hands a blur of motion on the generator controls. “Lay them bare across the main approach from that fissure! We need to make a kill zone!”
Riley stood guard, his rifle scanning the chaos. From the collapsed section of the island, a new chasm was splitting the earth, a black wound crawling directly toward them. The queen was coming. He could feel her rage in his skull, a pounding headache that was getting worse by the second.
“Hurry up!” he barked.
With a final, desperate heave, Aris and Petrova dragged the heavy cables into place, stripping the insulation from the ends with their knives. Decker had the generator panels open, bypassing safety regulators and rerouting the entire power output to the makeshift connections. The air in the shack smelled of diesel and ozone.
One of the generators sputtered, coughed a plume of black smoke, and then roared to life, its engine a deafening clatter that vibrated through the concrete floor. The second one followed moments later. The bare fluorescent bulbs in the shack flickered on, casting a harsh, sterile light.
“The trap is set,” Decker announced, his face slick with sweat. “But she’s not just gonna walk over the cables. Someone has to bring the tower down on top of her. And someone has to get her to stand in the right spot.”
They all looked at each other. They were out of explosives. The tower was held in place by thick steel guy wires. Cutting them would be impossible.
Riley looked from the humming generators to the straining tower, then to the approaching fissure. He knew what had to be done. There was no other way.
“I’ll be the bait,” he said, his voice flat and final. He handed his M16 to Aris. “You’re in command now. Get them off this rock if you can.”
“Chief, no,” Aris started.
“That’s an order, Doctor,” Riley said, his eyes hard. “Decker, when I give the signal, you throw that main breaker. Give it everything you’ve got.” He pulled the dented Zippo lighter from his pocket and held it up. “When you see the flame, hit the switch.”
He didn't wait for an argument. He turned and started jogging toward the fissure, a small, determined figure against a backdrop of total chaos. He stopped twenty yards from the cables, in the center of the kill zone, and turned to face the chasm.
From the blackness, she rose.
The queen was a walking nightmare. Her rage had changed her. The blast had fused her brood to her, melting their shells and bodies into her own carapace. She was no longer a single creature wearing a single corpse. She was a moving hill of chitin and flesh. The torsos of Miller and Jenkins were visible, their faces frozen in silent screams, embedded in her back. Dr. Kline’s body was still the centerpiece, but now it was flanked by the mangled remains of Carter and Sparks, their limbs jutting out at obscene angles. She was a living monument to her victims, an unholy fusion of monster and men.
She scuttled forward, her immense weight making the broken ground tremble. The psychic pressure was a physical blow, a wave of pure hatred that made Aris stumble.
Riley stood his ground. He didn't flinch. He just watched her come, a predator of unimaginable power. He let her get closer, her massive pincers raised, the glowing eyes of her many stolen faces fixed on him. She was ten feet away, then five.
He calmly raised the Zippo, flicked the wheel, and held the small, defiant flame aloft.
“NOW!” Decker screamed, and slammed his entire body weight against the main breaker switch.
There was a sound like the sky tearing in half. A massive arc of blue-white electricity, a man-made bolt of lightning, erupted from the cables and slammed into the steel base of the radio tower. The metal glowed cherry-red, then white-hot. The guy wires, superheated in an instant, snapped with reports like cannon fire.
For a moment, the tower stood, a glowing needle of pure energy. Then, with a scream of twisting metal, it began to fall, directly toward the queen.
The monster looked up, Kline’s face registering a flicker of something like surprise. It was too late. The electrified tower crashed down onto her with the force of a falling skyscraper.
The world became a storm of fire and sparks. The queen and her entire fused brood convulsed as millions of volts surged through them.
A sound tore from Kline’s throat, a shriek that was a chorus of every man she had absorbed, a sound of metal, flesh, and pure agony.
Her body erupted in a blinding flash of blue light, the stolen corpses incinerating, her massive shell cracking and exploding in the storm of raw power.
Chapter 10 – Hollow Echoes
The psychic scream was gone. In its place was a profound, ringing silence in their minds, a sudden emptiness that was almost as jarring as the noise had been. But the physical world was louder than ever. The death of the queen was the final key turning in the lock of the island’s destruction.
Deep, shuddering groans echoed up from the ground as the vast network of tunnels, no longer supported by the creatures’ strange biology or the queen’s will, gave way. The entire landmass was collapsing in on itself. The generators sputtered and died as the ground beneath the shack split apart, the concrete bunker sliding into a newly opened chasm.
Then, the ground began to glow.
Cracks spiderwebbed out from the crater where the queen had died, and a hellish, orange light pulsed from within. With a volcanic roar, a geyser of molten rock blasted a hundred feet into the air, showering the already crumbling landscape with incandescent blobs of lava. Superheated steam screamed from a dozen new vents, hot enough to cook them in their boots.
“The sea!” Aris bellowed, grabbing Petrova by the arm. “It’s our only chance!”
They ran. Their small chunk of the island was now a death trap, a conveyor belt into oblivion. The ground fell away in front of them, forcing them to leap across glowing fissures. Lava bombs hissed as they landed in pools of seawater, creating plumes of scalding steam. Decker tripped, his leg plunging through a weak spot in the crust. The rock beneath was glowing red. He screamed as Aris and Petrova hauled him back, the sole of his boot melted away, his foot horribly burned.
They were a tiny trio of terrified figures fleeing across the apocalypse. They reached the edge of their sinking rock plate, the original lagoon now a churning cauldron where the ocean poured in from all sides. The seaplane was gone, dragged under and smashed to pieces. But some of their supply crates, miraculously, were still bobbing in the violent surf, tangled with a large, buoyant section of the plane’s wing.
“There!” Decker yelled, his voice raw with pain. “The wing! We can use it as a raft!”
There was no time to be careful. They plunged into the churning water, the waves slamming them against the floating debris. They clung to the wing, a piece of twisted aluminum and torn canvas, while Aris frantically cut ropes from the crates with his knife. They worked with the desperate, silent communication of the doomed, lashing two crates to the wing for stability.
The last cliff on their piece of the island, a spire of rock a hundred feet tall, groaned and leaned over them.
“Push off!” Aris screamed. “Now!”
They kicked and clawed at the water, pushing their pathetic raft away from the shore. The shadow of the collapsing cliff fell over them. With a final, deafening crack, it tore loose and plunged into the sea right where they had been moments before, sending a massive wave surging outwards.
The wave caught their raft, lifting it like a cork and flinging it out into the open ocean, away from the dying island.
They clung on, half-drowned, and watched the end. The last piece of land gave a final, shuddering sigh and slipped beneath the waves. A huge plume of steam erupted as the cold Pacific met the exposed magma below. Then there was nothing. Just churning, debris-filled water, and the black, ominous storm clouds that had trapped them here.
As the island vanished, the storm broke. The oppressive clouds seemed to dissolve, the wind died down, and the violent waves softened into a gentle, rolling swell. A sliver of moon appeared, casting a cold, silver light on the endless, empty ocean.
They were alive. Three survivors on a piece of wreckage in the middle of nowhere. Aris, Petrova, and the badly injured Decker collapsed onto their makeshift raft, their muscles screaming, their minds hollowed out by terror and loss. They didn't speak. There were no words for what they had endured.
For hours, they drifted in a dead, exhausted silence, the only sound the soft slosh of water against the wing. Decker passed out from the pain in his foot. Aris and Petrova just stared at the stars, their faces blank.
It was Petrova who heard it first. She sat up, her head cocked, a strange expression on her face.
“Do you hear that?” she whispered.
Aris listened. At first, there was nothing. Just the water. But then he caught it. Faint, so faint he thought he was imagining it, like the whisper of a distant radio signal caught on the edge of the wind.
A voice. Miller’s voice.
“…so dark…”
Another one joined it. Jenkins. “…he left us…”
Then Riley, his voice not a command, but a question filled with a terrible, eternal confusion. “…my orders… what were my orders…?”
They were coming from all around, whispers carried on the waves, drifting across the dead calm of the Pacific. The voices of the men they had lost, ethereal and hollow. Proof that the queen was dead, but her children, her countless, silent brood, had been washed from their collapsing nursery. They had survived. They were free in the endless dark of the ocean.
END
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