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The immortality of my youth,
Lacked all direction, avoided truth,
Hustling through my middle age,
I burnt through years lost in a haze,
The bells now toll from Father Time,
Fortunes fade, and so do mine . . .

—JONAS TAYLOR,
   excerpt from Memoirs

What a drag it is getting old.

—ROLLING STONES,
   “Mother’s Little Helper”
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PROLOGUE

NORTHWESTERN PACIFIC OCEAN
18,000 YEARS AGO
LATE PLEISTOCENE

And an Ice Age once again dominated the Earth . . .

Officially it had begun some 1.6 million years earlier, ushering in a series of harsh glacial events, each of which lasted tens of thousands of years. Sandwiched between these cold spells were inter-glacial warming periods, the most recent coming to an abrupt end 74,000 years ago when the Toba caldera, a crater formed by a collapsed volcano on Samosir Island, Indonesia, erupted in one of the largest volcanic explosions the planet had ever experienced. This catastrophic detonation released 1,700 cubic miles of debris into the atmosphere, enveloping the globe in a dense blanket of volcanic smog which trapped the Earth’s heat, triggering a runaway greenhouse effect. (In contrast, the Mount St. Helens eruption of 1980 yielded a mere 1.5 cubic miles.)

As global temperatures rose, great sections of polar ice from Greenland and the Arctic Ocean began melting. This deluge of freshwater inundated the Gulf Stream’s North Atlantic Current, the conveyor belt of warm water that transfers heat to Europe and the Northern Hemisphere. The massive influx of freshwater diluted salt redistribution, preventing the process of down-welling, which, in turn, stifled the current’s flow.

The combined effects of the Toba explosion and the cessation of the North Atlantic Current produced cataclysmic results. Temperatures plunged as much as one hundred degrees in a matter of hours, freezing animals in their tracks. Mountains of snow blanketed the Northern Hemisphere, wiping out food supplies. Large segments of human and animal populations starved, the few survivors forced to relocate.

Once more, the ice had reclaimed our planet.

Over the next 50,000 years, glaciers would continue to advance from the poles, with some of these continents of ice towering 13,000 feet. In North America, the Wisconsinian ice sheet would extend as far south as Pennsylvania, Indiana, Ohio, and Illinois, and as far east as Long Island. In Europe, the Eurasian ice sheet covered Scandinavia all the way to the Barents Sea.

With much of the water now locked up as ice, sea levels dropped over four hundred feet, drastically altering migration patterns. A land bridge formed in the Bering Strait, connecting the Eastern Hemisphere with the West, enticing prehistoric man and beast to cross over Asia into North America.

The Pleistocene Ice Age became a period of great transition. While some species evolved, most perished, unable to adapt. Among the primates, Neanderthal man yielded to Cro-Magnon, eventually giving way to the ascension of a new species—Homo sapiens—modern man.

In the oceans, the expansion of the ice-caps around the poles created ideal breeding areas for plankton and krill, which, in turn, lured fish to the colder regions. It wasn’t long before this sudden abundance of food began attracting whales. This shift in the food chain influenced the whales to make dramatic changes in their own migrational patterns, and the polar region became their new summer feeding grounds.

Autumn’s chill and the return of the ice flows signaled the whales’ retreat to the tropics, where an ancient enemy lurked in their breeding grounds, its own kind struggling to adapt to the cooling planet.

Rhincodon typus moves just beneath the surface of the Pacific Ocean, its striking brownish-gray hide strewn with white dots and a grid of stripes. At thirty-two feet and 29,000 pounds, the juvenile male whale shark will grow another fifteen feet and add five tons to its girth by the time it reaches maturity. Despite its prodigious size, the creature is a docile giant and not a predator, its diet consisting of plankton, krill, squid, and sardines.

Gliding beneath the swarm of krill, the whale shark circles back suddenly, charging the surface with its flat, broad head. The wide slit of its lower jaw yawns open, creating a suction that forces large volumes of krill and seawater against the brushlike gill rakers located in the back of the shark’s pharyngeal cavity. As these bristles strain food from the sea, hundreds of file-like teeth gnash the mouthful of planktonic organisms into pulp. The soup-like morsels are then flushed down the whale shark’s tight gullet, the seawater diverted out its five-slitted gills.

Slapping its heavy tail along the surface, the speckled shark turns to feed again, unaware that, like the krill, it too is being stalked by a far larger adversary.

The monster glides east through depths cloaked in perpetual darkness, guided by its primordial senses. The shark, gargantuan predecessor of the modern-day Great White, is the most fearsome creature ever to inhabit the sea. At fifty-seven feet and 64,000 pounds, carcharodon Megalodon easily dwarfs its benign cousin, the whale shark.

Endowed with size, power, and senses that would put a nuclear submarine to shame, Megalodon has ruled the planet’s oceans for tens of millions of years. It has survived the cataclysms that wiped out the dinosaurs and adapted to climate changes that devastated other prehistoric marine species. Intelligent as it is formidable, the brain of the elasmobranch is large and complex, controlling a plethora of organs that can see, feel, taste, and hear its underwater environment. A rogue hunter, the apex predator of all time is challenged only by members of its own kind.

But this latest Ice Age has done far more than simply cool the oceans, it has caused massive eustasis—a process that freezes titanic volumes of water. As a result, sea levels have dropped, creating land bridges that have cut off tropical currents to vital Megalodon nursery sites. Sheer size, combined with a unique internal heat-exchange system powered by the Meg’s swimming muscles, protects the adults against even the most frigid seas, but the smaller anatomies of the Megalodon young have succumbed to the cold.

Mortality rates among the newborns have reached critical levels. Evolution’s most savage creation has begun to die out.

The monster that stalks the whale shark is a female, and she is pregnant, nearly to term. Nestled within her swollen oviduct are live young, each four to seven feet long, weighing upwards of twelve hundred pounds. Undernourished, with their bloated mother struggling to find food, the surviving pups have been forced to turn to cannibalism, the larger infants feeding upon their smaller, less fortunate siblings.

What was once a litter of thirteen has dwindled to eight.

A thin current of ocean sweeps inside the female’s slack-jawed mouth, frozen in its demonic grin. Concealed behind this mask of complacency are scalpel-sharp triangular teeth, the edges all finely serrated, like a steak knife. The upper front rows are largest, six to seven inches in length, four inches wide along the root. Behind each nightmarish fang, folded back along the gum-line, are columns of replacement teeth, each row ready to rotate into place, supplanting a damaged or lost member. Twenty-four rows of teeth span the upper two quadrants of the jaw, twenty-two rows occupying the lower, in a bite so wide and devastating it could engulf, crush, and swallow a small elephant.

The huntress glides with snake-like movements, her artillery-shell-shaped skull perpetually turning. As the Meg swims, water flows through its nostrils and across an olfactory organ designed to detect a multitude of chemical extracts in water. So keen is the predator’s sense of smell that it can locate one speck of blood or urine in a lake-size volume of ocean.

Sensory cells situated along the animal’s lateral line were designed to detect fluctuations in the sea over great distances. Internal ears can hear vibrations of sound originating miles away. Its eyes, black and cold, can focus in even the murkiest surroundings.

Then there is the creature’s “electrical” sense.

Peppered along the underside of the female’s snout are the ampullae of Lorenzini—dark jelly-filled capsules attuned to electrical discharges in saltwater. As if seeing, hearing, smelling, and feeling its prey were not enough, Nature has endowed the Megalodon with the ability to detect the faint electrical discharges generated by the whale shark’s heart and moving muscles as it thrashes along the surface miles away.

To the starving female and her unborn pups, the beating heart is a dinner bell.

Closing quickly, the Megalodon streaks just below the surface, her dorsal fin towering six feet out of the water, cutting the sea like a blade. Her mouth widens, her prominent snout pushing upward, drawing out her cantilevered upper jaw, exposing row upon row of hideous teeth.

And then the female suddenly breaks away, her primordial senses on fire.

Rising directly beneath the whale shark is the male. Nearly a third smaller than the mature female and not nearly as broad, the adolescent is nevertheless a swifter and far more aggressive hunter, and his presence in these waters is a definite threat to the lumbering female and her unborn pups.

Sensing the challenge, the agitated male pumps its tail harder and charges the surface. Its mouth yawns open as it rises, thrusting forward its upper jaw, exposing rows of narrow triangular teeth.

Soulless ebony eyes roll back an instant before—

Wa-boosh!

The sea erupts, the stunned whale shark exploding clear out of the surf, its impaled belly bursting open in a ring of crimson geysers, its broken body entrapped within its killer’s puncturing jowls.

For a heart-stopping moment, the male’s upper torso seems to hang in midair, and then both predator and prey fall sideways into the sea, the whale shark convulsing in spasms as it struggles to free itself.

Refusing to release its prey, the Megalodon whips its conical head to and fro like a rabid dog. The serrations of its upper fangs saw through the whale shark’s thick denticle-covered skin, tearing away a thousand-pound hunk of flesh.

The adolescent male moves off, circling below to swallow as it waits for its prey to die.

The pregnant female keeps her distance. Grapefruit-size nostrils inhale the pungent sea, her hunger gnawing at her insides as she impatiently awaits the scraps.

Sections of the whale shark’s intestines drift by, only to be engulfed by swarms of surgeonfish and mackerel, the scavengers feasting on a blizzard of flesh and tissue, cartilage and gore.

Hours pass. Night falls, but the satiated male refuses to abandon its kill.

The pregnant female leaves just before dawn. For two days and nights she will trek east, devouring nothing larger than a tortoise as she continues to expend masses of energy in search of food.

On the afternoon of the third day, the famished goliath, close to death, arrives at the outer rise of a tropical island atoll . . .


CHAPTER

1

TAMPA BAY, FLORIDA
PRESENT DAY

The engine powered off and I knew I was in trouble. I kicked at the battery . . . nothing. The heavy Lexan nose cone of the Abyss Glider sank, bobbing upside-down along the surface like a cork. Staring into the depths of the Monterey Bay Canyon, I saw the female’s conical head appear from the shadows, her ghostly albino glow paralyzing me in fear as she charged.

Her hideous mouth yawned open, anticipating her next meal—me!

The thought of this enraged me. Reaching forward, I grabbed the emergency lever and turned it counterclockwise, then yanked it back, igniting the mini-sub’s fuel. Instantly, my body was slammed backward within the pod’s safety harness as the mini-sub rocketed downward like a torpedo into the awaiting gullet of my worst nightmare—

The telephone rings, shattering his concentration. Jonas Taylor grabs the cursed instrument off its cradle, strangling the receiver in his grip. “What?”

“Uh . . . Mr. Taylor?”

“Speaking.”

“Sir, this is Ross Colombo.”

“I don’t know any Ross Colombo.”

“With American Express. We spoke last week.”

Christ . . .

“Sir, we still haven’t received the payment, the one you assured me you had mailed.”

Jonas’s blood pressure ticks a few notches higher. “Look, Russ—”

“Ross. Sir, did you send the check?”

“Sure, I sent it. Can’t believe you haven’t gotten it yet. Tell you what, call me next week if it still hasn’t arrived.”

“Could you tell me the check number?”

“My wife handles all that stuff and she’s not home. Why don’t you call her next week.”

Jonas slams the phone on its receiver, causing the taser-like star pattern of his screen saver to evaporate back into text. Damn bill collectors . . .

He takes a deep breath. Stares at his computer monitor.

Writing his memoirs had been Terry’s idea. To Jonas, it seemed like a waste of time, a last desperate attempt to regain lost years of fame. Still, he had to make a living, and his once overflowing well of requests for speaking engagements had run dry long ago.

Face it, Jonas, you’re a has-been—yesterday’s news. You were never a real scientist and you’re way too old to be a submersible pilot. At your age, with your limited background, you’d be lucky to get a job as an assistant manager in a fast-food joint.

“Shut-up!”

He commands himself to reread the last passage on screen, but the text refuses to sink in.

Reviewing his life on paper had forced Jonas to come to grips with the shortcomings of his existence. Almost sixty-four, he was at an age when most men were thinking about retirement, yet here he was, still struggling to make ends meet.

He glances at the stack of bills, becoming more depressed.

Snap out of it, you big baby. So you’re over the hill, at least you’re still near the summit. So what if you’ve grayed a bit, so what if your lower back feels like somebody ran over it with a pickup truck and every joint is wracked with arthritis. And who really cares if you can’t run or keep up with the younger guys on the basketball court or pump as much iron? Hey, at least you’re still active. Most guys my age would—

He stops himself.

You’re not old, Jonas . . . you’re just not young anymore.

The truth was, the more Jonas wrote, the older he felt, and the more he came to realize how much of his life was based on illusions.

The illusion of fame, of being important.

The illusion of being a good provider.

Jonas twists his head from one side to the other, his neck crackling like gravel beneath a tire. Health insurance, car insurance, mortgage payments, phone bills, electric bills . . . every month the mountain of debt gets higher, every waking moment dominated by stress. He has borrowed against the house, maxed out his credit cards, dipped into the kids’ college funds . . . and still the mountain grows, along with his pessimism about the future and his constant fear of poverty.

Jonas Taylor can’t remember the last time he has laughed out loud. Or even smiled.

His eyes focus upon the top statement in the stack, his annual life insurance bill—the irony of his life. Bankrupt in life, rich in death. At least you married a younger woman. Yep, Terry will be well taken care of after you croak.

“Shut-up!”

He tosses the bill aside, then massages his temples, praying the spot in his vision is just the sun’s glare on his monitor and not another migraine.

Stay focused. Finish the book. Terry will sell it, and the rest will take care of itself.

He returns to the keyboard.

Darkness rushed at me, but before I could comprehend the consequences of my actions, I was jolted into unconsciousness. When I awoke, I was startled to be alive. The pod, miraculously, was still intact, but was now rolling in horrible darkness, the nose cone’s exterior light occasionally illuminating refuse from the monster’s last meal. A dolphin. Molten blubber. The upper torso of my former Naval commander—

The heavy bass of gangsta rap pounds through the ceiling above his head.

Jonas stops typing. Looks up.

“Dani?”

No response.

“Crap.”

Jonas gets up from his desk. Walks to the staircase. “Danielle Kaye Taylor!”

No response.

Jonas’s blood pressure creeps up another notch. Cursing beneath his breath, he climbs the worn beige-carpeted steps two at a time, turns right at the landing, then trudges down the hall to his daughter’s room. Tries the handle. Locked, of course. Pounds on the door. Pounds again.

The door opens.

“What?” The blond-haired seventeen-year-old stares back at her father, her indigo-blue eyes furious.

“I’m trying to work.”

“So? I live here, too.”

“Can you just turn it down a bit?”

She lowers the volume, just enough so Jonas can comprehend the lyrics. “Geez, Dani, do you have to listen to that crap?”

“Dad, don’t start—”

“A song about three brothers gang-raping their mother?”

“It’s just a song.”

“Well I don’t like it. Turn it off.”

“Excuse me, but you can’t tell me what to listen to. This happens to be a free country.”

“The only thing free is what you’re paying in rent. As long as you’re living under my roof, you’ll listen. Now turn it off.”

She slaps at the CD player, shutting it off. “Another seven weeks and I’ll turn eighteen, then I am so out of here.”

“Better hope financial aid comes through, or you’ll be commuting.”

“News flash: I’m not going to college.”

His blood pressure tweaks again, his daughter’s expression fueling his rage. “And exactly what’re you going to do to make a living? Waitress? Flip burgers?”

“Maybe I’ll write my memoirs!” She slams the door in her father’s face.

Okay, good comeback. He pauses. Hears her crying. So much for my Father-of-the-Year Award . . .

Seeking absolution, he turns and knocks on his son’s door. Opens it.

The fourteen-year-old with the mop of brownish-red hair poking out from beneath the Philadelphia Phillies baseball cap never looks up, too absorbed in his video game.

“David?”

“I already did my homework.”

He kneels beside his son. Watches the boy’s hands adeptly work the controls—a replica of his old mini-sub.

On screen, the blunt ivory nose of the Megalodon rises, its jaws chomping down upon the fluke of a fleeing Killer Whale. Crimson blood pours from the wound, dispersing across the animation like smoke from a chimney.

ORCA. MORTAL WOUND: 250 POINTS. CONTINUE FEEDING.

“Why do you always control the Meg? Why not the mini-sub?”

“Angel’s more fun.”

The image of a torpedo-shaped mini-sub soars by. David manipulates the controls, sending the Megalodon after it.

“You like stalking your old man, huh?”

“It’s a thousand points.”

“A thousand points. Be sure to engrave that on my tombstone, will you?”

“Shh!”

Jonas ignores the impulse to shut off the cursed video game, a reminder of a life that could have been. Endorsements, merchandising . . . all gone.

Gone with his youth.

He turns and leaves. Pauses again at Dani’s door. Hears her talking on the phone, complaining about her life in some adolescent code.

The illusion of parenthood . . .

The front door opens. “Jonas?”

He heads downstairs. Greets his wife with, “Where have you been? I’ve been trying to get you on your cell phone for hours.”

“I told you, the phone company disconnected me yesterday.” Terry Taylor’s long onyx hair is pulled up in a tight bun, accenting her Asian features. In her mid-forties, she is still quite the beauty. “How come you’re not working?”

“I can’t work in this house, all I get is constant interruptions.”

“Since you’re not working, can you get the groceries out of the car?”

Jonas sighs. Heads outside to the SUV in his stocking feet. Gathers as many plastic bags from the open rear hatch as he can handle, then glances at the car parked next to his wife’s.

Notices the dent in the hood.

Registers the twinge in his left arm.

Jonas drops the groceries and examines the hood, which no longer seals shut.

Just keeps getting better and better.

“Terry!”

She pokes her head out the front door. “What’re you screaming about?”

“Did you see the hood of the Chrysler?”

“I saw it. She said it happened last night while she was parked.”

“Where did she park? A demolition derby? Damn car costs us two-fifty a month, plus another three grand a year for insurance. You’d think she could be a little more careful—”

“Jonas, calm down.”

“A little appreciation, a little respect, that’s all I ask.” Blood boiling, he opens the front door of his daughter’s car. Snarls at the heavy scent of tobacco. Reaches down to pop the hood and spots the bag of marijuana, hidden beneath the seat.

“Terry!”

—as the migraine squeezes tighter behind his eyeball.

TANAKA OCEANOGRAPHIC
INSTITUTE MONTEREY, CALIFORNIA

The deep blue hill of water rolls toward shore, its weight rumbling over the shoals as it crests, its bulk split in two as it kisses the submerged concrete walls of the man-made canal. Half the wave crashes into foam and races to a quick death upon the beach, the other half rushes into the channel, picking up speed as it is redirected into the main tank of the Tanaka Lagoon.

The old man’s almond eyes follow another wave in, his soul soothed by its crushing thunder, his mind as restless as the undulating splashes that echo throughout the deserted arena like crackling paper. From his vantage—a cold aluminum bench in the upper deck of the western bleachers—he can see everything: the incoming Pacific, the ocean-access canal, the lake-size man-made aquarium, the western horizon’s dying afternoon sun.

Eighty-two-year-old Masao Tanaka fixes his collar against the harsh ocean breeze that howls inside his empty concrete fish bowl. Weathered eyes squint against reflections coming off the lagoon’s surface. The once azure waters have stagnated olive-green, algae growth surpassing maintenance. The once-shiny A-frame, perched at the southern end of the arena like a giant steel scarecrow, is caked with layers of rust, as are the bleachers, the rest rooms, food court, and souvenir stands.

Masao shakes his head at the irony of his existence. The lagoon had been more than the marine biologist’s dream, it had been his life, and now he is dying with it. Thirty years have passed since he first designed the facility and risked everything to build it. He had depleted his family’s estate and mortgaged his children’s future, and when those funds ran dry, he had accepted a high-risk contract with the Japanese Marine Science Technology Center, selling JAMSTEC twenty-five of the Institute’s Unmanned Nautical Information Submersibles. The UNIS drones were to be part of Japan’s Early Warning Earthquake Detection System. The catch: Masao’s team would be responsible for deploying the array seven miles down in the Mariana Trench, the deepest, most unexplored realm on the planet.

Masao’s son, D.J., had escorted each UNIS into position, piloting an Abyss Glider-II, the Institute’s one-man deep-sea submersible. For weeks the detection system worked flawlessly, and then one by one, the drones stopped transmitting data. With the Japanese threatening to hold back payment, Masao had been forced to call in a favor from an old friend.

Jonas Taylor had been the best deep-sea submersible pilot ever to wear the Navy uniform—until something happened to him on his last dive in the Mariana Trench. Working in 33,000 feet of water, Jonas had suddenly panicked, launching his vessel into an emergency ascent. The duress of the maneuver had caused a malfunction in the sub’s pressurization system and the two scientists on board had died. Diagnosed with psychosis of the deep, Jonas had been forced to spend three months in a psychiatric ward. His naval career over, his confidence shot, Jonas reinvented himself, going back to school to study paleobiology, intent on convincing the world that he was not crazy, that the unexplored seven-mile-deep gorge was inhabited by sixty-foot prehistoric sharks, long thought extinct.

Masao cared little about Jonas’s theories; what he needed was a second deep-sea pilot to accompany his son on a salvage operation. Jonas accepted the old man’s invitation, more focused on locating an unfossilized Megalodon tooth, proof that the creatures were still alive.

What he found instead was his own personal Hell.

Jonas Taylor was right, members of the Megalodon species had survived extinction in the hydrothermally-warmed bottom layer of the trench.

Upon entering the abyss, the two mini-subs’ engines had attracted a male. D.J. was attacked and devoured, the Meg entwining itself in his sub’s cable. As Masao’s surface ship unwittingly hauled the entrapped beast top-side, a larger female attacked the male, following it to the surface.

Having summoned the devil from its purgatory, it was left to Jonas and his team to stop it.

More death would follow as the Tanaka Institute attempted to capture the female, which birthed three pups in the deep waters off Monterey, California. Jonas was eventually forced to kill the creature, with the lone surviving pup captured and raised in Masao’s whale lagoon.

Come see Angel: the Angel of Death. Two shows daily.

The captive female would attract millions of visitors and even more dollars. But a series of devastating lawsuits would cripple the Institute, forcing Masao to sell the majority of his company to energy mogul Benedict Singer. Losing control of his beloved Institute was bad enough, the undue stress on his family even worse. Terry’s first pregnancy was stillborn, and Jonas was not there for her, too preoccupied with his concerns over keeping Angel secured in the lagoon. Eventually the female did escape, nearly taking the lives of Masao’s daughter and son-in-law in the process.

Benedict Singer’s demise would return the Institute to its rightful owner. Three years after Angel’s escape, the lagoon’s new canal doors were reopened, this time for the advancement of cetacean science, as had always been intended.

Masao had a new lease on life. Each winter day, as tens of thousands of the behemoths migrated south from the Bering Sea, the biologist would wait by the open canal doors, hoping to lure a pregnant cow into his protected cove to birth her young.

“Spooked” by the Megalodon’s lingering presence, the whales refused to enter.

Hoping to remove Angel’s “scent,” Masao accepted a huge loan from his son-in-law to drain and scrub the main tank . . . all to no avail.

Deep in debt, Masao finally agreed to lease the facility to Sea World. A half dozen orcas, all born in captivity, were transported from their cramped tanks to the much larger ocean-accessible lagoon. Immediately upon entering the water, the Killer Whales panicked, circling the tank in a frenzied state. With nowhere to beach, they began bashing their heads against the canal doors, desperate to get out.

Two of the animals died, along with the Sea World contract.

As time passed, so too did the public’s interest in Jonas Taylor. His speaking career over, Jonas was forced to sell his home in California and move his family to Tampa, where he accepted a public relations job at a new marine park. Masao stayed behind, hiring Jonas’s best friend, Mac, to maintain the facility while he attempted to sell it.

The eventual collapse of the stock market wiped out Masao’s pension and the savings of several potential buyers, sealing the old man’s fate. The lagoon was his albatross, and, like it or not, he was stuck with it.

Masao stretches, his arthritic joints creaking with the effort. Across the lagoon, his eyes catch movement.

Atti . . . The old man waves.

Athena Holman waves back, then continues sweeping the empty eastern bleachers. Cerebral palsy has affected the young African-American woman’s right hand and legs, causing her to walk with a heavy gait. Despite her challenges, the nineteen-year-old has been the Institute’s hardest worker, her dark brown eyes and quick wit stealing Masao’s heart years ago, making it impossible for him to let her go with the rest of his maintenance workers.

The arena turns gold, the sun setting at his back. It is the old man’s favorite time of day, yet all he feels is remorse. Once the driving force behind his family’s business, life’s mishaps have reduced him to a shadow of his former self, a burden to his children.

He waits until the horizon bleeds scarlet and magenta, then stands, his back and knees aching. Like his facility, Masao is breaking down, yet his soul is still too restless to move on.

He hobbles down the bleachers to the concrete walkway.

Two men step out of the shadows, both in their late thirties, well-built, wearing lumberjack shirts and worn jeans.

The older of the two flashes a false smile. “Afternoon, Mr. Tanaka. You remember my younger brother, Devin.”

The second man, dark-haired and ponytailed, offers a cold stare.

Masao nods uncomfortably. “I assume you received the reply from my attorney?”

Drew Dietsch gazes at the lagoon. “Received it in triplicate. Can’t say I was happy with it, but I guess you already know that, seeing as how you haven’t returned any of our calls.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?” Devin’s green eyes squint in anger. “Listen, old man, we sank over half a million in site surveys and soil samples, not to mention the money it cost us to grease the zoning commissioner’s office. And that personal loan.”

“Easy, Devin.” Drew steps in between his younger brother and the old man. “Let’s keep everything civil . . . for now. Mr. Tanaka, I’m sure you can understand why my brother and I are a little upset about the way things played out.”

“Hai. The money I borrowed will be paid back with interest, you have my word.”

“We’re not a bank,” Devin spits.

“My brother’s right. We had a deal to turn this entire beachfront area and lagoon into million-dollar condos and a high-end shopping marina.”

“We had a deal in principle only. Your final offer was too low. Not enough cash up front.”

“We had an agreement, Tanaka, which is why we agreed to that personal loan. You’d receive your share of the profits on the back-end with the rest of our investors.”

“Profits based on trust. I don’t trust you. Neither does my attorney. Too many loopholes. Put more money up front and we’ll talk, otherwise I think I’ll wait. Dietsch Brothers is not the only fish in the sea, you know.”

Masao pushes past them and hobbles for the exit.

Devin goes after him.

Drew grabs his brother by the arm. “Okay, Tanaka, hey, if that’s the way you want to play it, fine by us. Our lawyers are on retainer, how about yours? Can you afford to keep paying a mouthpiece to prevent us from getting a judgment? I doubt it. And what about your daughter and her loser husband?”

Masao slows.

“Yeah, I hear Terry and Jonas are hurting for money, just like you. Bad investment them sinking their life savings into this zoo, huh? Face it, old man, pennies on the dollar is the best you’re ever gonna see. So why don’t we settle this like men, before the judge does it for us.”

“A better offer, gentlemen,” Masao grimaces, “preferably before I die.”
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NORTH PACIFIC OCEAN
PRESENT DAY

The Pacific Ocean: Occupying sixty million square miles, it is the largest body of water on Earth and the deepest, possessing an average depth of 14,000 feet. Covering nearly half the globe, it separates the Americas from Asia and Australia and encompasses the titanic Pacific Plate, the most seismically active region in the world.

Descend beneath the chaos of waves, past the upper layer of light until the deep blue sea turns black and you arrive in a vast mid-water habitat, the largest living space on the planet. In this permanent realm of darkness mysteries abound, for despite man’s curiosity and seemingly limitless know-how we have only managed to explore a mere five percent of this alien realm. It is here, where the sun’s rays never reach, that Nature has provided its life-forms with the ability to produce their own light, endowing them with special chemicals—luciferins—or luminous bacteria that inhabit their bodies.

In this unexplored world of gelatinous species, the hundred-foot eel-like body of the siphonophore illuminates in a symphony of color that blinds would-be predators. Anglerfish dangle luminescent bulbs before their open mouths, luring unsuspecting prey. Hatchetfish use light-producing organs as camouflage.

In the silent blackness of liquid space, light has become the preferred form of communication and survival.

As we move deeper still, we enter the abyss, where the enormous weight of the water causes pressures to magnify beyond the range of air-breathers. Pressure is the ultimate barrier to man, the primary challenge to scientific exploration, the reason we know more about distant galaxies than the most populated region on our own planet.

Dominating the sea floor of the mighty Pacific is the Pacific Plate. Constantly colliding with other oceanic plates and continents, the outer rim of the Pacific Plate forms a network of volcanically active island chains and volcanoes, known as the Ring of Fire. This 30,000-mile-long subduction zone snakes north along the Asian coastline to Kamchatka Peninsula, follows the Aleutian Islands east toward Alaska, then moves south along California’s San Andreas Fault through Mexico and clear down to the western tip of South America.

Subduction creates trenches, the deepest locations on the planet. A series of these gorges shadow the Ring of Fire, the deepest being the Mariana Trench, an arcing 1,580 mile long depression, averaging forty-three miles in width.

At 35,827 feet below sea level, the Challenger Deep is the lowest point on Earth, located at the southeastern tip of the Mariana Trench. Follow this canyon north around the volcanic Mariana Island chain and the gorge flows into the Kuril Trench, an immense depression that runs past Japan all the way up to the Kamchatka Peninsula. From here, the Pacific Plate runs east, its subduction activity creating the Aleutian Islands and Aleutian Trench, the latter stretching clear across the Northern Pacific to the coast of Oregon.

Life requires energy. Terrestrial ecosystems and the creatures of the shallows derive their fuel directly from sunlight through the process of photosynthesis.

Occupying a world of perpetual darkness, the inhabitants of the abyss must rely on a different source of energy, one supplied directly by the Earth’s inner heat. As cold sea water flows along the boundaries of separating tectonic plates, it seeps into deep fractures, bringing it in contact with molten rock. Superheated to temperatures exceeding 700 degrees Fahrenheit, the seawater dissolves manganese, iron, silicon, and other minerals before dispersing upward from the ocean floor through hydrothermal vents. Debris spewed from these vents piles high to form mineral chimneys, or black smokers, each volcanic stack in itself an oasis of life.

Microbes feast off these sulfurous compounds and oxidize them, creating nourishment for clusters of Riftia—ghostly-white tube worms, the tips of their seven-foot stalks dipped vermillion. Swarms of shrimp, mollusks, and other deep sea limpets feed off this Riftia forest, which in turn supply nourishment to bizarre species of albino crabs and fish in a chemosynthetic food chain that dates back to the beginning of time.

Miles from the surface, beyond the reach of man, life not only exists, it flourishes.

As in all successful habitats, there are always those exceptional life forms that occupy the very top of the food chain—a perch reserved for Nature’s apex carnivores.

The monster glides in a primal world of silence and perpetual darkness, its movement relentless. Pigment-less ivory skin, as pale as death, seems to radiate against the pitch blackness, while its gray-blue eyes remain soulless and unblinking. The slack jaw quivers against the steady stream of seawater, its gill slits, arranged like six vertical blinds along each flank, ruffling gently as it breathes.

The Megalodon, an adolescent male, is an absolute brute, sixty-one feet from the tip of its snout to the point of its crescent tail, its weight exceeding 67,000 pounds. Birthed almost two decades ago, the Meg and its sibling, a smaller male, have survived the ravages of their dominant mother by inhabiting the Mariana Island Basin, a vast underwater valley located west of the main trench, separated by the Northern Mariana Island rise and trough.

Battle scars blemish the albino’s alabaster hide. A semi-circular scar along the top of its right pectoral fin marks a failed attempt at copulation with an unwilling female. The still-healing gouge behind its left gill slit is more serious, the wound inflicted by the big male’s smaller sibling in a territorial dispute years earlier. In the end, the larger male had triumphed, biting off nearly a third of its rival’s dorsal fin in the process, leaving its crippled adversary to die.

Nature endows its creatures with a simple genetic plan—survive and procreate, extinction being the penalty for failure. Once a flourishing species that preferred the shallows to mid-waters, the Megalodons of the abyss have become a dying breed. Dwindling numbers yield fewer opportunities for procreative encounters. Females that reach sexual maturity require extra nourishment that their unborn young need to grow large, a process that, in the abyss, can take upwards of seven years.

Upon entering an estrus cycle, an ovulating female Megalodon secretes a powerful pheromone trail, the lingering scent designed to entice males from hundreds of miles away. Should a mature male locate a female in heat, the chances of a successful conception are still quite poor. Subduing a larger female can be quite dangerous, and it can take an inexperienced male a dozen or more attempts before copulation is finally achieved.

Driven by its overabundant level of testosterone, the adolescent had become restless. Since its birth, the big male had inhabited the depths surrounding the Mariana Island chain, its languid metabolism subsisting on a diet of squid, bottom feeders, and exotic life forms that date back to the Jurassic Age. With no adult females within range of its senses, the male had abandoned its hard-fought territory, moving north into what had been an unexplored section of the Mariana Trench.

Within days it had detected the powerful scent of an ovulating female. That this female was, in fact, the big male’s biological birth mother had no bearing on its intended course of action.

The quest to copulate had begun.

To the older, ovulating female, the presence of a large, aggressive male within her territory became an immediate threat. Abandoning the primal waters of her ancestors, the female trekked farther north until she reached the Kuroshio current—retracing a route she had journeyed through in her youth.

Distant memories returned . . . memories of surface water teeming with prey.

For unlike the few remaining members of her species, this particular female had been born in the shallows, off the coast of California. Held in captivity for nearly five years, the giantess had eventually escaped her human captors to return to the abyss to breed.

Angel, the “Angel of Death,” once the star attraction of the Tanaka Oceanographic Institute, is now a fully mature adult, and, at seventy-four feet and thirty-eight tons, she is the biggest and most dangerous predatory fish of all time.

Like a giant salmon coming home to spawn, she had instinctively followed the Kuroshio current, a fast-moving river of water that flowed past Japan into the colder Oyashio stream until it eventually bled into the North Pacific Current. For weeks she remained in this easterly conveyor belt of water, guided across the Northern Pacific by her brain’s biomagnetite compass. Arriving in Alaskan waters, she had continued south, stalking Grey whales and their calves off the coast of Oregon until finally arriving in the familiar waters off California.

Eighteen years and three months after fleeing captivity to inhabit the Mariana Trench, Angel had found her way back to the waters of her birth . . .

—leaving a pheromone trail in her wake that spanned half an ocean.

The big male enters the North Pacific Current, its senses searching for any lingering traces of its would-be mate. For the adolescent, this is the farthest it has ever strayed from the abyss. Accustomed to the pressures of the deep, it has never hunted in the mid-water region before, and the higher oxygen content is burning away its bottom-dwelling induced lethargy, increasing its appetite.

The cold does not bother the Meg. Sheer size allows the male to maintain a constant high body temperature, its thirty-four-ton bulk insulating its core from the colder environment. To further elevate body temperature, oxygenated blood from the Meg’s gills is directed through a series of specialized arteries that bring it in contact with the creature’s massive swimming muscles. This unique “internal combustion system” effectively makes the gargantuan prehistoric cousin of the Great White a warm-blooded fish.

While the higher oxygen content of the mid-level waters has increased the Meg’s visceral temperature, it has also accelerated its digestive process.

Hunger is now a constant companion.

The big male slows, suddenly alert. Sensory cells situated along its mid-lateral flanks have detected two distinct vibrations up ahead, one a source of food, the other a direct threat.

The Megalodon alters its course, establishing a deeper, stealthier approach as it homes in on the source of the disturbances.

The squadron of Magnapinnidae, a ten-tentacled species of giant squid, move as one through the mid-water depths of the Northern Pacific. Reaching lengths of twenty-eight feet, the docile giants possess two enormous fins resembling elephant ears, which help propel them through the sea.

Having risen to feed, the giant squid have caught the attention of not one, but two formidable adversaries.

Descending into these deepwater feeding grounds is the bull Sperm whale. At sixty-two feet and 82,000 pounds, the cetacean is the largest predator in these waters. A lone hunter, the male is the only mammal, with the exception of man, capable of descending into these near-freezing depths.

The bull, young for a rogue adult, has been deep diving in darkness for forty minutes. Its heart rate has slowed to one-third, its blood supply diverted to its brain and spermaceti organ. Weighing several tons, the spermaceti is a large fatty deposit, harbored in the whale’s braincase, which focuses short, broad-spectrum burst-pulses, or clicks as a directional beam. As this beam of sound strikes objects in its path, it reflects echoes back to another fatty deposit located in the cetacean’s lower jaw, which passes the information on to the whale’s middle ear and brain for processing.

It is this sense of echolocation that now guides the giant predator toward a feast it cannot see but knows is there.

Thirty-one hundred feet . . . its target a mere three hundred feet away.

Excited, the young bull thrashes its great fluke harder, giving away its presence to the squadron of squid, who instinctively dive deep.

The Sperm whale alters its course accordingly. Accelerating into the fleeing wall of flesh, its narrow lower jaw chomps on the moving wall of fat. Severed tentacles swirl in the inky maelstrom as the whale’s gargantuan rectangular head pushes through the debris, engulfing the cephalopod remains.

Preoccupied with feeding, the cetacean fails to heed its echolocation.

The ghostly white blur impacts the Sperm whale’s flank with the driving force of a freight train striking a tractor-trailer.

Dagger-like lower teeth thrust deep into the mammal’s hide. Serrated upper fangs saw through fat, gristle, and bone, excising a six-hundred-pound hunk of blubber and sinew before the larger whale rolls, shaking the Meg loose.

The Megalodon darts away, leaving its prey in a state of paroxysm.

Wounded and vulnerable, having expended precious air, the Sperm whale pummels the ocean with its muscular fluke, propelling its forty-one-ton bulk topside in a hasty retreat.

The Megalodon remains below. Huge jaws snap open and shut like a bear trap, its teeth gnashing the tough whale hide into digestible balls of fat, its jowl muscles causing ripples of flesh to gyrate down its ghostly belly.

As the predator swallows, its senses become intoxicated. Adrenaline levels soar. Nostrils flare, snorting up gobs of hot blood through its olfactory troughs.

The male has never fed like this before. In a state of frenzy, it relocates its fleeing prey and ascends after it, a dozen rapid sweeps of its two-story-high tail needed to overcome its slightly negative buoyancy.

Sensing the closing Meg, the injured whale thrashes harder, its blunt rectangular head undulating to and fro with the effort.

The Megalodon homes in on the telltale reverberations, its open mouth swallowing a bloody trail of seawater. Moving within striking distance of the whale’s flapping tail, the Meg hyperextends its jaws, preparing to deliver another devastating bite.

And then, suddenly, the male turns away.

Curtains of gray sunlight have filtered into the battlefield, stinging the deepwater shark’s sensitive nocturnal eyes.

Avoiding the painful light, the male circles below and waits.

The wounded whale surfaces, expelling a bloodied burst of compressed air from its blowhole. Struggling to swim, the beast remains close to the surface, attempting to distance itself from the predator lurking fourteen hundred feet in the darkness below.

Painful hours pass. The sun dips beneath the horizon, beckoning the night.

A thousand nocturnal predators have assembled for the feast, all waiting for the young prince to strike the death blow.

Still, the Megalodon waits.

Another hour passes.

Barely moving now, the sperm whale moans its death cry at the dying light. A final thumpa-thumpa-thumpa and the Volkswagen-size heart stops beating.

The dead beast rolls belly-up like an enormous log.

Darkness takes the Pacific.

The albino killer rises majestically through the black sea, its scarred snout lifting, its mouth hyperextending open—

—Whomp!

The Sperm whale’s lifeless carcass heaves with the impact as the 67,000 pound Megalodon tears into the cetacean’s vertebral column.

Smaller predators move in, collecting the scraps. Within minutes the Pacific is frothing with life.

By dawn of the third day the bloated carcass will begin to sink. The downward spiral into the depths will last for hours, feeding the creatures of the mid-waters. Eventually the whale will tumble to its final resting place on the seafloor, providing nourishment to thousands of bottom-feeders.

A full year will pass before the bones are stripped clean.

Nothing goes to waste in the ocean, such is Nature’s way.

The big male descends well before sunrise, returning to the more familiar pressures of the mid-waters. Its hunger momentarily satiated, its senses quickly pick up the ovulating female’s trail.

Hours later, the creature slips inside the North Pacific Current, allowing the warm river of water to carry it east toward the coastal waters of British Columbia.
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VENICE BEACH, FLORIDA

The Venice Beach Shark Tooth Festival, held at Caspersen Beach, Florida, just south of the Venice commuter airport, is an annual weekend gathering featuring live entertainment, arts and crafts activities, seafood vendors, and sand and ice sculptures. Most of all, the event promotes the city’s unofficial title as “Shark Tooth Capital of the World.” On these windswept Gulf Coast beaches are found tens of thousands of prehistoric shark teeth, some as small as dimes, others exceeding six inches in length. Each year, under the main tent, several dozen vendors arrive from all over the world to display their wares, the majority of their fossilized specimens belonging to carcharodon Megalodon.

Jonas Taylor grinds his teeth, his fingers tapping impatiently against the steering wheel. There is only one road leading to the fairgrounds, and, as usual, it is clogged in bumper-to-bumper traffic. “This is ridiculous. What time am I supposed to speak?”

Terry is in the passenger seat, her eyes closed behind tinted sunglasses. As always, she is the eye of the Taylor storm. “Today you speak at one and three, tomorrow noon and two.”

“I knew we should have left earlier, you know I hate being late.”

“They can’t start without you. Try to relax.”

“Did you tell them we want a cashier’s check? Last year it took a week for their funds to clear.”

“It’s handled.”

Jonas glances at the rearview mirror. David has fallen asleep beneath his headphones. In the seat next to him is Danielle, still staring out her window, angry at the world. Terry has grounded the girl for a month, forcing the teen to cancel this weekend’s planned romp at a schoolmate’s beach house.

Jonas grips the steering wheel tighter. What he had really wanted was to sell Dani’s car and use the money to send his daughter to boarding school. Terry had, of course, dismissed his rants. “She’s a teenager, Jonas. Didn’t you ever experiment with pot when you were her age?”

“Hell, no. And if I had, my old man would have beaten the tar out of me.”

“Dani knows the rules, now she’ll pay the price.”

“And how do you expect me to get any writing done while she’s up in her room, grounded for a month? It’s me you’re punishing, not her.”

A horn sounds, snapping Jonas from his thoughts. He creeps forward another fifteen feet.

God . . . here I am again, back in Venice Beach, playing up another illusion . . . the prehistoric shark expert. Where do the years go? Why does time seem to fly by so fast when you get older?

The parking lot attendant waves him ahead. “Eight bucks.”

Jonas flashes his V.I.P. parking card.

“Professor Taylor? Sorry, didn’t recognize you. Few more gray hairs, huh?”

Terry snickers as her husband drives off without a response.

The main tent is a beehive of flesh and perspiration, all nestled beneath a red and white tarpaulin that seals in the heat and dust. The crowd moves along a central corridor created by two rows of vendor’s tables running the length of the open-ended marketplace. A procession of locals in cutoff jeans and sweat-stained tee-shirts mingle with sunburned tourists, all filtering past assortments of cardboard boxes filled with chipped shark teeth, glass cases of prehistoric artifacts, Megalodon tee-shirts, shark-tooth jewelry and posters. Fossilized shark teeth, ranging from $50 to more than $6,000, are propped up on clear plastic holders like tiny lead-gray stalagmites.

“Yo, doc, how’s it goin’?” Vito Bertucci waves at Jonas and his wife from within his ten-foot-high set of polyurethane Megalodon jaws that he has matched with real fossilized teeth.

“Same old same old, Vito.”

“Hey, Jonas, Terry, check this out.” Pat McCarthy, another fossil tooth hunter, holds up a six-and-a-half-inch Meg tooth, stained a deep reddish-brown. “Found this beauty last month in the Cooper River. Nice, huh?”

“Still diving with the alligators? You’re crazy, Pat.”

“Gotta make a living. And you’re one to talk.”

“Not me. I’m just living on a reputation.”

“And he’s late.” Terry leads Jonas to a sign that reads: J & S FOSSILS.

Sue Pendergraft waves them over. “Hey guys, we were getting worried you weren’t going to make it. Big crowd this year.” She greets Terry with a hug.

Jim Pendergraft counts change for a customer. “Knew you’d be here. Got your table set up right next to us. Sorry we missed you at the Phoenix show. Hey, where’re the kids?”

“Carrying the boxes.” Jonas notices a long stretch of people lined up at the far end of the tent. “What’s going on over there?”

Jim wipes perspiration from the gray hairs of his goatee. “Some feller from California bought himself a white Megalodon tooth. Everyone wants to get a photo.”

“One of Angel’s teeth?”

“Nope, this one belonged to a male. Figured he must’a bought it from that collection you sold to the Smithsonian a while back.”

The Meg that killed Terry’s brother . . . Jonas glances at his wife, who is busy setting up their booth. Masao Tanaka had sold the dead male’s remains to the Smithsonian Institution to help pay for the D.J. Tanaka Memorial Lagoon.

That was twenty-two years ago . . . is that possible?

“Doc, there you are!” JoAnne Favre greets Jonas with a quick hug. “We’re running late, are you ready?” Without waiting for a reply, the suntanned events coordinator switches on her microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, gather ‘round, we have a special treat for you. As always, one of the highlights of our annual Shark Tooth Festival is to welcome a man who knows more about carcharodon Megalodon than anyone else alive. In fact, you might say he knows these sharks inside out.”

The brunette pauses for a smattering of applause and laughter.

“Please help me welcome Professor Jonas Taylor.”

Outside, Danielle and David walk around the back of the tent, each one carrying a cardboard box filled with old photos of Angel leaping from her tank.

Dani rolls her eyes. “Listen to them applaud. Bunch of geeks.”

“What’s your problem? Is it like your period or something? You’ve been grouchy all week.”

“My problem is this family. I can’t wait ’til I’m out of here.”

“Where you gonna go?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll move in with a friend.”

“What about college?”

“Fuck college, I need to get on with my life.” She slips inside the tent behind the J & S Fossils booth, then ceremoniously drops the box of photos on top of the folding table. “Later.”

Terry grabs her arm. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“For a walk, maybe to get something to eat. Is that okay?”

“It’d be nice if you stayed and listened to your father.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“I want you back here in an hour to relieve your brother. And don’t make me have to go looking for you.”

“Fine.” Danielle disappears into the crowd.

Jonas scans the group, recognizing a few faces from years past. “Are there any other questions?”

An African-American man raises his hand, his free arm draped around his teenage son’s shoulder. “My wife and I saw Angel a month before she escaped. Greatest show on Earth.”

“Yes she was.”

“My question is, why hasn’t anyone tried to recapture her?”

“Angel returned to the deep eighteen years ago. No one’s seen her since. Even if we could relocate her, I doubt anyone would have the means of capturing her. If you remember, she was seventy-two feet when she escaped. God knows how large she’s grown since.”

A heavyset woman in a wheelchair asks, “Professor, any chance of you going back down into that trench? You know, just to do a little exploring?”

“Not in this lifetime,” mumbles Terry, a bit too loud.

Jonas shrugs. “My wife’s right. It’s way too dangerous. Any other questions? No? Well then, we still have a few limited edition souvenir photos of Angel leaping from the Tanaka Lagoon. Only $12.99. Be happy to sign it for you as well.” He hands the microphone back to JoAnne, then takes his place at the table beside a stack of photos.

Danielle threads her silky blond ponytail through the back of her Yankees baseball cap, then gathers her shirttails around her midriff, tying them high around her taut belly. Adjusts her sunglasses. Searches her purse for the pack of Marlboros. “Damn.”

Leaving the main tent, she heads off into the hot April sun to stalk the fairgrounds, hoping to bum a cigarette. She strolls past the food court booths and gags at the heavy scent of barbecued beef and fried onions. Stops to purchase a bottled water, then follows the music to a small outdoor sound stage. Radio DJs are handing out free CDs. A local film crew is setting up.

A sign reads: MEET THE DAREDEVILS. ALL NEW SEASON COMING SOON.

A small crowd is seeking autographs from an Australian man in his early twenties. Danielle can make out mouse-brown hair with blond highlights. A skintight tank top and shorts reveal hairless bronze skin rippling with muscle—exactly the stereotype she and her friends have programmed themselves to hate.

She moves closer to investigate.

The Daredevil poses for a picture, then turns to Dani. “How ’bout it beautiful?”

“Excuse me?”

“Did ya want a photo or were you just oglin’ the merchandise?”

“Not in this lifetime.”

“What? Not a fan of the show?”

“God, no. Reality TV is so artificial. Just a bunch of wannabe actors playing up for the camera so they can extend their fifteen minutes of fame on Oprah or Letterman.”

“Ouch. You’re as cross as a frog in a sock.”

She struggles not to smile.

“Ah, there’s progress. Like I always say, life’s too short to be cranky. The name’s Ferguson. Wayne John Ferguson. Most of my friends call me Fergie.”

“Dani Taylor.”

“Taylor? As in Professor Jonas?”

“He’s my father. The one who put the frog in my sock.”

“Hey Fergie, it’s time.” A woman in a scarlet skintight bodysuit approaches. Shoulder length brown hair, late twenties, dripping with attitude and nipples.

“Dani Taylor, meet ‘Jedi’ Jennie Arnos, stunt pilot extraordinaire and wannabe teammate. Jennie and I was just about to engage in a little daredeviltry for the mob. Should be a ripper.”

Jennie gives her a female to female once-over. “A little young for you, isn’t she Fergie?”

Dani’s eyes flash anger. “Excuse me?”

“And feisty. Think you can handle a little airplane ride?”

“Excellent idea, Jennie.”

“Sorry, I can’t. I, uh . . . have to help out my folks.”

“Aw, that’s sweet,” Jennie chides. “Do you always do everything Mommy and Daddy tell you?”

“Look, nipples, I’m already grounded, and I don’t need any more shit from my parents, let alone you.”

“She’s scared, I knew it.” Jennie flings her arm across Fergie’s shoulders. “C’mon, we’re running late.”

“Hold on.” Fergie pulls Danielle aside. “Look, it’s just a little ride.” He points to the four-seat Cessna warming up on an adjacent airstrip. “We’ll have you back on terra firma in thirty minutes tops.”

Jonas finishes small talking with an elderly couple, thanks them for coming, then grimaces behind their backs after they decline to purchase a signed photo. “So? How’d we do?”

“Not great,” Terry replies, counting the cash. “Just shy of three hundred dollars.”

“It’s a different crowd this year. I think we should cancel the hotel and—”

“Professor Taylor?”

Jonas and Terry look up.

The man is in his mid-thirties, six feet tall and stocky, with a receding hairline. His animated face is partially obscured behind a dirty-blond goatee.

In his right hand is the white Megalodon tooth.

“So you’re the mysterious collector?”

“Erik Hollander, at your service, though I’m not what you’d call a collector. The tooth was actually a gift from an old college buddy.”

“Nice gift. Authentic white Megalodon teeth sell from sixty to eighty thousand dollars. May I?”

“Please.” Erik hands him the three-pound inverted Y-shaped object. “Measures six and a quarter inches from tip to root. Thing’s hard as titanium, as sharp as any knife I’ve ever owned.”

Jonas examines the tooth. “Yes, Meg teeth are amazing products of evolution. Each tooth is composed of apatite crystals enclosed in a surrounding mass of protein and spongy dentine, rendering it one of the hardest substances ever wrought by Nature. And yes, this one is quite authentic.”

“For a while I wondered. The tooth seems narrower than some of the fossilized teeth I’ve seen on display.”

“That’s because it’s a lower front tooth, from a male.” Jonas eyes Erik suspiciously. “The only modern-day male Megalodon teeth came from the dead shark hauled topside by the Kiku twenty-two years ago.”

Terry’s expression darkens. “The Meg that killed my brother . . .”

Erik pales. “God, I’m so sorry, Mrs. Taylor, I had no idea.”

“There’s no code number engraved into the root. Every tooth was encoded before it was sold off or donated to museums.”

“Really?” Erik takes back the tooth. Looks it over. “Apparently one of its owners must have had it touched up. Again, Mrs. Taylor, I’m so sorry. How embarrassing—”

“It’s okay.” She clears her throat. “So, Mr. Hollander, what brings you to the shark tooth festival?”

“Your husband, actually.” Erik returns the tooth to its padded satchel. “My company, Hollander-Gellet Entertainment, produces the Daredevils reality series.”

“I’ve seen that show,” David says. “They do all sorts of wild stunts. Contestants get hurt all the time. One lady even got killed.”

Erik nods. “Diana Hoag, third episode. Terrible tragedy, but a television first.”

David turns to his father, his eyes animating. “This woman, real pretty, wearing this sexy bikini, drives a motorcycle right out of a cargo plane. Anyway, she’s spinning and doing stunts, then she pulls the parachute, only the bike gets all tangled in the canopy, then the reserve chute deploys into the whole mess and there’s nothing she can do, all you can see is her flailing away, and you’re thinking, nah, she’s gotta make it, I mean, this is television. Took her something like twenty seconds before she hit, then wham—her head busts open like a watermelon and her legs and arms fly off in all directions . . . man, it was so cool.”

“David, enough!” Terry eyeballs the producer. “Is this the kind of influence you had hoped to have on America’s youth?”

“Accidents happen, Mrs. Taylor, and yes, this was a bad one, but that’s what Daredevils is, it’s extreme stunts . . . true reality TV, and death is part of that reality. That’s what makes it so intriguing to our viewers.”

“Intriguing? It sounds disgusting.”

“Maybe, but is it any worse than watching mindless sitcoms loaded with sexual innuendo? Or do you prefer the new wave of mob dramas?”

Jonas cuts off his wife’s retort. “You said you came here to see me?”

“Yes, sir. Our Daredevils, well, they really look up to you. Practically worship the ground you walk on.”

“Is that right? Hear that, honey, I’m a teen idol.”

Terry rolls her eyes.

“More like a living legend. You’re the man who committed the ultimate Daredevil stunt and lived to tell about it. When it comes to spitting in death’s face, you raised the bar.”

“You don’t honestly think I intended to get swallowed by a thirty-ton shark, do you?”

“Maybe you never intended it, but when push came to shove and you were forced to stare death in the face, you didn’t just curl up and die, you tore out its heart—literally! These kids live for that stuff, they eat it for breakfast. To them, you’re Superman.”

“These days, I feel more like Clark Kent.”

“Ah, I don’t believe that. You look great. You must work out.”

“I pump a little iron, still, I’m sixty-three years old.”

“And in the prime of your life.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Hollander, I don’t mean to interrupt my husband’s ass-kissing session, but exactly what is it you want with old Superman here?”

“Erik, call me Erik. And what I want is to hire your husband to join us on our next season of Daredevils. Theme is the seven seas, right up his alley. Filming begins in ten days, the entire cruise should last about six weeks. We leased a replica of a Spanish galleon, the one used on the set of Roman Polanski’s Pirates, an amazing vessel. We’ve got some wild things planned, everything taking place while we’re out to sea and far away from civilization.”

“What sort of wild things?” Terry asks.

“Swimming with sharks, stunts with Sperm whales, diving with schools of Man ’O Wars, that sort of nonsense. If there’s danger attached to it, we’ll be filming it.”

Jonas offers his hand. “Appreciate you thinking of me, but I think I’ll pass.”

Erik ignores the brush-off. “Before you say no—”

“He already did,” Terry interjects.

“At least think about it, Professor? A hundred and fifty gees is a lot of money.”

Jonas smirks. “You want to pay me a hundred and fifty thousand dollars to go swimming with sharks?”

“Hell, no, that’s for the crazies. I want to hire you to play guest host, sort of a color commentator. Mentor these kids on camera, pretend to advise them on a few stunts. When it comes to the real action, you’ll be safe on the boat, while two teams of skimpily-clad thrill-seekers risk their necks for a two-million-dollar payday.”

“A hundred and fifty grand and Jonas does nothing? What’s the catch?”

“The catch, Mrs. Taylor, is ratings. Last season Daredevils battled for the number-one slot on television, and we can’t afford the sophomore jinx. Mention the word ’voyage’ and viewers think cruise. Add the name ‘Jonas Taylor’ to the mix and suddenly you’re thinking blood and death. It’s all hype and illusion, mind you, but illusion sells.”

“That woman’s death was no illusion,” Terry says.

Erik reflects, the pause well-rehearsed. “Adrenaline junkies . . . some of them really push the envelope. Parachute stunts are dangerous; still, people pay good money every year doing it off planes and mountains and bridges. I’m not justifying what happened, mind you, but eliminate our show and they’d still be doing it. The difference with us is, if a Daredevil dies on our set, their contracted heir receives a million-dollar settlement.”

“How wonderful of you,” Terry says, the sarcasm dripping.

“Terry—”

“Fame and fortune, Mrs. Taylor. Everything comes with a price. I know it’s hard to understand, but if you knew how these kids think—”

“My brother was one of those kids,” Terry says, “a pure adrenaline junkie. To a lesser extent, I was too. It wasn’t until years after his death that I realized how foolish we’d been. Your kind of show only glorifies their ignorance, while desensitizing millions of viewers to these sorts of dangerous activities.”

“To us, it’s dangerous; to these kids, it’s a chosen lifestyle.” He pauses as a small plane passes overhead, momentarily drowning them out. “There’s two of our Daredevils now. Come on, I’ll show you what kind of mentality you’re dealing with.”

Jonas follows him outside.

Terry instructs David to stay at the booth, then joins them, wondering what happened to her daughter.

Erik leads them to a sound stage where several thousand onlookers have gathered to view a promotional reel of Daredevils: Season II.

High overhead, a single-engine plane circles.

Danielle Taylor is seated on the floor of the modified Cessna, Jennie buckled up in the lone pilot’s seat in front of her. Fergie is stretched out next to Dani, confined in a tight blue jumpsuit. Canary-yellow wings stretch from each wrist down to his waist. A third wing is situated between his legs, from his inseam down to his ankles.

Dani shouts, “that supposed to make you fly like Superman?”

“Oh yeah, absolutely. It’s called a Birdman suit. Dangerous buggers. First seventy-five blokes using the prototype ended up dead. Design’s changed a bit since, but it’s still unstable as hell. If you’re not perfectly symmetrical on the throw out, you go into a spin. Parachute lines wrap around you as it opens and you die.”

“My God—”

“Heck, that’s nothing. The real bitch is the burble.”

“What’s burble?”

“Burble’s the vacuum of dead air created as you plunge back to earth. The suit’s wings really slow you down, so you have to rely on your forward speed to open the chute.” He points to a ball dangling from a spandex pouch at the bottom of his parachute container. “Ball’s connected to the pilot chute. Wind catches the pilot chute and yanks out the parachute. Problem is, the Birdman suit creates a rather large burble. If the ball gets caught in the dead air, the pilot chute sort of just sticks to your back and stays there. At two hundred miles an hour, well, the impact is like a bug smashing a windshield. Splat.”

From the pilot’s seat, Jennie calls out, “We’re at ten thousand feet. Time to flirt with the big guy.”

“Right.” He stands, then leans over Dani. “You know, technically speaking, this might be the last time I see you. How ’bout a kiss for good luck?”

She hesitates, then reaches up and gives him a quick kiss.

“That’s it? Sweet Jesus, I’m as good as dead.”

Dani blushes. Reaching up, she pulls him toward her and buries her tongue in his mouth. “There. Now you can land safely.”

“No worries, my love.” He turns to the pilot. “Play nice with my friend, Jedi Jennie. No technicolor yawns.”

“Stop givin’ orders and get outta my plane.” She turns the wheel, pitching the cabin sideways.

Dani’s head thumps painfully against the wall. Bitch . . . She scrambles to hold on as they level out.

Jennie activates a switch and the side door unlocks and swings open, revealing white clouds and the azure waters of the Gulf of Mexico.

Dani stares at the sea, her heart beating like a timpani drum.

The Australian Daredevil checks the smoke cannister strapped to his left ankle, pounds his chest with his right, then crosses himself.

“Wait!” Dani waves to get his attention. “How many times have you done this sort of thing?”

“What?”

“The Birdman suit,” she shouts. “You have used it before, right?”

“Nah, this’d be my first time,” he lies. He offers her a condemned man’s wave good-bye, then presses his arms to his side and steps to the edge of the cargo hatch like a baby bird about to leave the nest. Puffs of white clouds race below, adding depth perception to the precarious altitude.

Fergie clicks his heels together, activating the smoke cannister, and jumps.

He falls away from the plane like a plunging flesh missile, wind battering his body, waves of adrenaline stabbing his blood vessels with a million pins and needles, every nerve ending firing, every muscle contracting.

Looking up through a trailing crimson cloud of smoke, he confirms he has cleared the plane, then spreads his arms and legs wide—

—the wind punching his wings, pile-driving him higher with the suddenness of a tornado.

What a bugger! Come and catch me if you can, God, I can taste you in my belly.

Wind screams in his ears as his jump-accelerates forward, soaring through a cloud bank in excess of 160 miles-an-hour. Hunched forward, he de-arches his back, registering the strain in his abdominal and leg muscles as he gradually slows his descent to a mere 18 miles-an-hour.

Oh yes, oh yes, oh yes. Have no fear, Superman is here . . .

The dark blue of the Gulf shallows to teal. The beach appears, followed by the fairground greens and the vehicle-clogged parking lots.

The airport. A golf course . . .

Oops. Too far, lad—

He turns his torso, his muscles straining to remain uniform as his wings circle him back in a semi-controlled plunge. The Gulf reappears, reflecting silver. The sun warms his back.

He checks his altimeter.

Okay, crow-eater, time to release the brakes.

Symmetrically, he brings his arms to his sides, collapsing the webbing, increasing the speed of his descent. His right hand gropes along his back. Feels for the ball of the pilot chute. Grips it.

Ready . . . steady . . . throw!

Simultaneously, he launches both arms out to his sides, releasing the pilot chute,

—its bridle strap hopelessly wrapping around his wrist before he can react.

And suddenly time stands still, each adrenaline-enhanced heartbeat pounding in Fergie’s skull, his entire existence caught in a vacuum, void of all thought other than survival as he struggles to get the pilot chute off him and free his main chute from the ’horseshoe’ malfunction, one of the most dangerous foul-ups in skydiving.

Two attempts, then cutaway!

The first attempt fails at three thousand feet . . . the ground still racing closer to pulverize his existence.

Second attempt . . . twenty-two hundred feet . . . gravity intent on blotting his existence into mother earth.

Come on . . . come on . . . no good! Cut away and pray!

Two thousand feet . . . fifteen hundred—

Reaching across his chest, he pulls the cutaway handle on the left side of his body, disconnecting the risers from his harness, causing him to fall away from the main parachute. He grabs the reserve handle on his right with his opposite hand, pulling the reserve parachute’s ripcord.

An image flashes across his mind’s eye . . . his former fiancée and fellow Daredevil, Diana, the drop-dead gorgeous brunette flailing as she fell from 14,000 feet.

Fergie shudders. No! It’s not my time . . . not my time . . . not my time . . .

A sudden jerk scatters the mantra as the reserve chute blossoms, slowing his descent.

Not my time . . . thanks, Di.

He strikes the ground seconds later, his legs and spinal column taking the brunt of the bone-jarring contact. For several moments he lies on the tarmac, holding his breath against the pain, then he rolls over and sits up, smiling for the onrushing crowd, the bridle pilot chute and tangled main chute still hanging from his wrist.

Danielle presses her face to the window, unable to see anything. “Think he made it?”

“Maybe. Okay, jailbait, ready for some real fun?”

Before she can protest, Jennie Arnos pushes the plane into a near vertical descent, the Cessna wing-over-wing as it plunges back to earth.

Dani tumbles sideways, her existence reduced to forty seconds of unbearable nausea and fright, her screams suffocated by globs of vomit that splatter 360 degrees within the rolling cabin.

Jonas squints against the late afternoon sun, his eyes focused on the stunt plane, now looping downward in a stomach-churning descent before leveling out to buzz the fairgrounds.

“That’s our Jennie,” comments Erik. “Quite the wild woman.”

Jonas feels queasy just watching. “Sort of reminds me of the first time Terry took me up in one of those puddle jumpers.”

She laughs. “Your Superman lost his breakfast all over my cockpit.”

“Daredevils are human, Mrs. Taylor. That’s why the public loves ’em, they know they’re not infallible.”

“Or immortal.”

The producer ignores the comment. “What hotel are you folks staying at?”

“It’s, uh, sort of a small bed and breakfast off Interstate Forty-one. But we haven’t checked in yet.”

“Don’t. I’m at the Sandbar Beach Resort, right on the Gulf. We’re occupying all the suites. There’s a room reserved in your name. Don’t thank me, the network’s paying for everything. Check in, relax, then meet me for dinner in the lobby around nine. We’ll have a few drinks, stuff ourselves like pigs, then I’ll fill you in on all the details of the gig. Sound good?”

“Sounds great.”

“Uh, Jonas, can I speak with you a minute?” Terry drags him aside. “You’re not actually considering this?”

“A hundred and fifty grand? I’m way past considering it.”

“So you’re planning on living on a boat for God knows how many weeks while I stay home with the kids? I don’t think so.”

“Terry, we need the money.”

“Your book will sell.”

“And what if it doesn’t? We can’t just walk away from this one, Tee.”

“Well, I don’t trust him. Something’s just wrong about this whole thing.”

An eavesdropping Erik intervenes. “Mrs. Taylor . . . may I call you Terry? Good. Terry, I know this whole thing is hitting you out of the blue, but that’s the way these things happen. As for the money, when it comes to sustaining a Top Ten hit, a hundred and fifty gees is a drop in the bucket. If your husband’s presence helps us maintain our ratings, or better yet, capture the number-one spot, then he more than pays for himself.”

“It’s not the money,” Jonas interjects. “My wife and I . . . we’ve been through a lot over the last few years and—”

“And you’ve been screwed before, I completely understand. Trust is such a rare commodity these days, hell, it’s virtually extinct in Hollywood.” The producer waits for the stunt plane to touch down in an adjacent field, then opens the satchel draped over his shoulder. He removes the white Megalodon tooth, pauses for effect, then hands it to Jonas. “I want you to have this, Professor. Consider it a gift—no strings attached.”

“I can’t accept this.”

“Sure you can. Keep it or sell it, it’s up to you. All I ask in return is for you and your wife to join me tonight for dinner with an open mind.” He glances at his Patek Phillipe watch. “Oh, there is one other thing. Your friend, Mackreides . . . the two of you still keep in contact?”

“Uh, sure. Mac’s back in California, he works for Terry’s father.”

“Good. The network wants him too. Same deal as you.”

“Why Mac?” Terry asks.

“Jonas and Mac are a team, at least that’s how the public sees them. We want to play up on that. Is there a problem?”

“Only if you like your cohosts shit-faced drunk.”

“Terry—” Jonas shrugs an apology at the producer. “I can’t speak for Mac, but I’ll talk to him.”

“Hope he recognizes your voice.”

Jonas turns to his wife, his expression screaming: Enough!

Erik smiles. “Terry, half our sponsors are beer companies, and believe me, all they care about are ratings and demographics. The network, on the other hand, wants both Jonas and Mackreides, or technically they could rescind the offer.” He checks his watch again. “Oops, gotta fly, but we’ll finish this tonight, okay?” Without waiting for a reply, he flags down his circling stretch limousine and climbs in back.

Jonas watches the car drive away, wondering what just happened.

Terry turns to her husband. “I hate this, I hate this whole damn thing.”

“We need the money.”

“Do I even have a choice here, or am I just supposed to let you go off on some singles cruise with a bunch of ‘wild women’ and that drunk ex-friend of yours?”

“It’s not a singles cruise, and Mac’s still my friend.”

“Well I don’t trust him, not anymore. Dad says his drinking’s gotten worse and—”

“Enough already. Let’s hear what the man has to say and then argue about it later.” Jonas glances over his wife’s shoulder. “Speaking of trust, here comes our daughter, late as usual.”

Danielle staggers toward them from the parking lot. The teen’s complexion is pale, her blouse undone and dripping wet.

“You’re over an hour late,” Jonas barks. “Where’ve you been?”

“Puking my brains out, if you must know.”

“Were you drinking?”

“It’s a female thing, Dad, but hey, thanks for the compassion. Want to ground me for another month?”

“Maybe I ought to get a urine sample—”

“Jonas, stop.” Terry slips a motherly arm around Danielle’s shoulder. “Your father and I were just worried. Come on, we’ll finish up, check into our hotel, and order some room service.”

“Mom, that dump we’re staying at doesn’t even have a kitchen.”

“Change of plans.” She shoots Jonas a look of her own. “Tonight we’re staying at a hotel on the beach.”
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