
 

 

 Hexag   n 
ISSUE 7 

Speculative Fiction Magazine 

ADDISON SMITH 

DOM CUNNINGHAM 

JENNIFER LEE ROSSMAN 

UCHECHUKWU NWAKA 

 

BY LIS VILAS BOAS 

CEPHALOPOD 
HEART 



Hexagon SF Magazine 2 

Contents 
 

Letter from the Editor 
 

Fiction 
p. 5 I Grow Â 740 words 

-by Addison Smith 
 

p. 8 Undersea Lightning Â 3350 words 

 -by Uchechukwu Nwaka 
 

p. 17 Akela Â 6110 words 

 -by Dom Cunningham 
 

p. 33 Epicenter Â 4760 words 

 -by Jennifer Lee Rossman 
 

p. 46 Cephalopod Heart Â 7460 words 

 -by Lis Vilas Boas 
 

Contributor Biographies 
 
    

 

 

 

 

  

 

 Hexagon Magazine 
Issue 7 -  Winter 2021  

Follow us on social media 

@hexagonmagazine 

On the cover: Dante Luiz’s art inspired by Lis Vilas 

Boas’ “Cephalopod Heart.” 
 

JW STEBNER, Editor in chief 



Hexagon SF Magazine 3 

Letter from  
the Editor 
 

Winter is brutal in Saskatchewan. 

Temperatures are incredibly cold, travel is 

difficult, and the daylight hours are limited. For 

this reason, it can be a very isolating time for 

Saskatchewanians. 

For me, however, it is a time when I can 

really dig into my reading pile and my to-watch 

list with a cup of tea and a pine-scented candle. 

Winter often feels like my most creative time, as I 

am not distracted by trips, plans, and the desire to 

be outside. 

I wanted to put together a winter issue 

which captured the feeling of isolation, with the 

darkness and the cold. When I read Dom 

Cunningham’s “Akela,” I recognized those 

themes, and I decided to build the issue around it, 

looking for stories of biotechnology, cephalopods, 

and the deep dark depths of the freezing ocean. 

This is certainly a different approach to a winter 

issue, but I find that swapping snow for ocean 

depths allows us the opportunity to explore similar 

themes. 

“I Grow” kicks off this fantastic issue in 

spectacular fashion. Addison Smith’s flash fiction 

follows an underwater creature as it grows to 

extraordinary size and begins to interact with the 

humanity that surrounds it.  

Uchechukwu Nwaka’s climate fiction 

story “Underwater Lightning” explores the 

submerged western coastline of ancient Nigeria, 

and finds a dark malevolence lying in wait. 

“Akela” is Dom Cunningham’s story of 

vengeance and self-discovery. A genetically 

modified creature searches for his creator in a 

secret underwater facility, but finds more than a 

few surprises.  

“Epicenter” by Jennifer Lee Rossman 

introduces readers to the first cryptoseismologist 

as she is called to investigate strange happenings 

at a Mongolian mine. This hilarious story is bound 

to leave you with a smile on your face! 

Lis Vilas Boas’ “Cephalopod Heart” is a 

story of a team of scientists and volunteers 

working to adapt to a foreign world made entirely 

of water through biotechnology and genetic 

modification. 

Dante Luiz’s cover art, inspired by Lis 

Vilas Boas’ “Cephalopod Heart” is a beautiful 



Hexagon SF Magazine 4 

representation of the story’s main character, Ava, 

and the octopus with whom she has bonded. The 

line-work is Dante’s trademark style, effortlessly 

giving us the feeling of submergence while 

intertwining hair and tentacles to create a dynamic 

composition. 

Also coming in December is our first 

guest-edited digital zine, Boundaries. The zine, 

part of our new MYRIAD series, was guest-edited 

by Kevin M. Casin and features work by Ai Jiang, 

Shelly Jones, Anna Madden, Léon Othenin-

Girard, and Joanna Pinto. The zine will be a 

subscriber exclusive, along with all future 

MYRIAD releases. With two releases coming in 

December, there has never been a better time to 

subscribe! 

I am incredibly humbled by the support 

we have received this year, and I am committed to 

growing the magazine to meet even higher pay 

rates in the future. 

 The work that is submitted to Hexagon is 

some of the best in the short speculative fiction 

market today. As authors and magazines publish 

their awards eligibility lists for 2021, I ask that if 

you enjoyed what we published this year, that you 

consider nominating the magazine and any of the 

incredible stories for awards. 

 Our second largest issue yet is waiting for 

your perusal. I hope you enjoy! 

 

 JW Stebner 
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I Grow 
by Addison Smith 
 

I grew roots today. My body clings to the 

reef, latching onto budding polyps and the castoff 

shells of crustaceans by the seaside fish market. 

Their bodies become food, calcifying my flesh 

and preserving my lungs. As I breathe, tiny 

minnows enter my body, feeding off barnacles, 

living and dying inside of me. I curl against the 

pier, clutching to tarred wood, my fingers growing 

into it, through it. It becomes a part of me, and I 

hold it like a lover. I infuse the wood with my 

essence. We become one, and with the pier in my 

arms, I sleep. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The post snaps. My body absorbs it and 

becomes strong. I support the pier, the people 

above oblivious. I could let them fall. I could drop 

them into the sea, and let them swim, or die, or 

become reefs of their own. I hold tight. Creatures 

cluster around me, and my body encapsulates 

them. I feed on coral and mollusk and minnow. 

He is above me, legs dangling over the edge. He 

sits alone, unprotected. I retreat into myself. He 

takes a ring from his pocket and discards it into 

the waters. I catch it. I hold it, and it becomes a 

part of me. He leaves, and I breathe a minnowed 

sigh. I hold tight to the earth as my body grows 

upward, peering out of the water at the pier’s 

edge. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

They watch me. First villagers, then 

scientists. They take samples of my skin, grown 

high above the water. The pier strains beneath my 

weight, but I am precious. They build new 

supports, and buttress me on columns of stone. 

The air dries my body, and it flakes and cracks. 

Where men probe, I grow spikes, defending 

myself from their touch. They break the spikes, 

and probe further. They find nothing. He watches 

from across the road, and I shrink within myself, 

to the wet core of my body. The minnows speak 

to me. I listen. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The pier collapses. Bodies join me in the 

water, impaled upon my spikes. The village 

erupts. They pick at me, trying to retrieve loved 
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ones from cold waves and creeping coral. They 

are already a part of me. I collect their tools, 

digging deep into my body. I feed on iron and 

bone and tears, and my body grows beyond the 

pier, onto concrete and asphalt. I creep onto land, 

ever expanding, ever seeking. He stands across the 

street, manning the porch of the home we once 

shared. Fear fills his eyes and my heart. I retreat to 

the ocean. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

I cry. My tears are lost to salt and sea, and 

to the enormity of my self. I cry for those I hurt, 

now deep within my body. For the lives I changed 

with my passing. In deep valleys, where light will 

never reach, dark creatures console me, blind, 

unknowing. Years pass, and I prod upward, 

toward the light. I fill the depths, and finally, I 

emerge. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

I think of him. My body spans reefs and 

islands, and upward into the sky, where the air 

grows thin. I grow higher, seeking to escape the 

earth and sea and dreams. The air is gone. There is 

no higher to grow. My feet cover miles, growing 

ever outward, resisting the attacks of tanks and 

explosives. I grow a shell, hard as diamond, strong 

as steel. The attacks continue from ground and air, 

and I retreat. In my core, I build a cocoon. I fall 

asleep to the whisper of minnows. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

I rest. The sun passes over me in periods 

of light and dark. They harden me. They soften 

me. I rest for months, years, as the world passes 

around me, changing, evolving, becoming more 

than I could have imagined. In my cocoon, I 

question what was left behind. I grow strong 

enough to consider the impossible. I break 

through. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The tanks are gone. The explosions are 

gone. My ends meet, coming together and sealing 

the land below. My veins branch, spanning 

thousands of miles, creating tunnels and pockets 

where humanity resides. They build cities and 

homes within my body. They thrive on the food 

that I provide, make family and culture and art. 

They paint beautiful portraits of my body, of the 

ocean, of a tiny seaside village where a pier once 

stood. I watch over them, hold them close within 

me. I listen to their prayers. 
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Â Â Â 

 

I am not a god. 

I am trying. 
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Undersea 
Lightning 
by Uchechukwu Nwaka 
 

Femi worked the control yoke over the 

aquasphere’s control panel with fingers that 

clutched too tightly and breaths that escaped her 

lips too quickly for her own good. False Bottom 

had already come into view—a bleak continental 

floor of debris that put the darkness of 4000 feet 

of surrounding ocean to shame. The Science Guild 

claimed it was the submerged western coastline of 

ancient Nigeria. Nobody knew why it formed a 

continent halfway down the Atlantic.  

“Relax your nerves, Crewman.” The 

captain’s voice was shrill as the syllables took 

form against the radio static. “I can hear your 

teeth clattering into the general channel.” 

Laughter filled the channel. The signals 

were not strong enough for Femi to pick the 

voices of each Crewman of her squad apart, but 

even this humor they enjoyed at her expense could 

not conceal the underlying tension behind each 

voice. Not completely. Not when these still waters 

were silent tombs that even fish dared not swim 

“Triangulating the last reported signal of 

the Ijapa,” Cr. Ayo announced. Femi’s eyes 

burned over the dull green screen of the radar as 

two other dots aligned by her aquasphere in a 

horizontal line. They were flying blind, without 

any of the aquaspheres’ halogen lamps. The first 

generation DIVERs had been taken out no deeper 

than 2000 feet for the very reason. Now, low 

frequency sonar technology worked as fine as the 

lamps. There was really nothing much to see this 

deep anyway.  

Ayo’s voice broke the static on a private 

channel. “Femi, you good?” 

Femi licked her chapped lips and forced a 

small chuckle. “This deep, the pressure really gets 

to you huh?” 

Her training officer until only twenty-four 

hours ago laughed. It was crisp and concise, 

devoid of all the cheerful extra notes of mirth. 

“Too bad your first mission got to be something 

so . . . deep. And those treats the orphanage kids 

brought for your party had looked so nice too.” 

Femi didn’t know what to say to that, so 

she didn’t. Instead she cast her gaze on the flower 

loop that hung on the edge of her screen. The kids 
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had looped it around her neck for completing the 

Crewman course. If she was being totally honest, 

she’d never expected them to have received the 

invitation, let alone show up . . . 

But the False Bottom Expedition was all 

the talk on the Lagos Archipelago. When the 

report of the submarine’s disappearance 

interrupted her ‘graduation,’ there was no 

alternative but to send a green Rescue Crewman 

down.  

The low hum of the aquasphere’s engines 

zeroed her mind to the mission at hand. They were 

descending quickly, each submersible equidistant 

to the other. She could imagine the aquaspheres in 

the water; structurally spherical masterpieces of 

steel and carbon fiber. Through her screen, False 

Bottom seemed to grow, its sheer landmass 

swallowing her entire view. This deep, there was a 

certain level of visual acuity required to tell the 

different shades of deep sea darkness apart. The 

training had been a cakewalk for Femi, but now 

faced with the hulking landforms of ancient 

skyscrapers that pierced the surrounding water like 

jagged mountains, her skin crawled. 

“It’s too quiet,” Ayo whispered, now on 

the general channel. 

“This deep, it’s always quiet,” Captain 

replied curtly.  

“What do you think the captain of the 

Ijapa meant when he said they were being 

culled?” Ayo whispered, but Femi imagined her 

superior had forgotten to turn off her mic. 

“Crewman Ayo! Culled bawo?” 

Femi swallowed the lump that had formed 

behind her throat. The sub’s transmission had 

been short and chock-full of underwater 

interference, but the expedition’s captain’s words 

were clear enough.  

“Help . . . undersea lightning inside the 

ship . . . send help . . . there is something out here 

. . . it’s coming for u—” 

“They weren’t hunted or anything like 

that,” the words spilled out of Femi’s mouth 

before she could bite them back. Static greeted her 

outburst and she swallowed again. “The Science 

Guild has scoured False Bottom for years. There 

aren’t any sentient life forms here.” 

The deep crackle of static filled her 

cockpit. Even she didn’t believe the words that 

just flew past her mouth. After all, the Guild 

couldn’t explain the undersea lightning that struck 

down many of the second generation DIVERs. 

The Ijapa, as well as the third generation vessels 

were all coated with anti-shock alloys to withstand 

the sea’s wrath, yet that did not explain how 

lightning got inside the submarine. 
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It was an eternity before Cr. Ayo’s voice 

broke the stillness.  

“We’ve arrived.” 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The aquaspheres hovered over the 

submerged ruins of ancient Nigeria. The Guild 

estimated the Submergence at around six decades, 

but Femi suspected it was longer. The darkness of 

False Bottom churned beneath them, an enigmatic 

undersea continent of unmarked tombs.  

“This is where the Ijapa’s last 

transmission came from?” Captain asked. 

“Affirmative,” Ayo replied.  

Femi gazed out into the darkness. She 

couldn’t see the surface, and the peaks of the 

ruined scrapers were jagged and closely knit like a 

forest of steel. There were no signs of undersea 

lightning, but one could never be sure. 

“Alright,” Captain’s voice was firm. “We 

fan out. The Ijapa is somewhere around here. 

Scheduled check-in every five minutes. Ayo, keep 

our newest Crewman safe.” 

The dots spread out on the radar. Femi 

took a single breath of the recycled air and guided 

the aquasphere toward land. Ayo’s aquasphere 

was visible in the distance. She was taking point. 

Femi let out a burst of sonar. It pinged 

skeletons of decommissioned DIVERs and 

caricatures of forgotten architecture that had 

withstood the pressure of the deep, but no 

submarine.  

Ayo’s voice came crisp into Femi’s body 

piece. “Don’t ping out too often.” Her voice was 

hollow; like the tunes that the Worship Guild sang 

as they floated Femi’s parents’ caskets towards 

the sea’s black embrace. Another expansion 

accident, they’d told her. And just another pair of 

bodies wrapped in sheets nobody would ever use.  

That had been years ago, when she still 

worshipped in the Worship Guild’s islands. 

Islands of white containers-turned-edifices of 

blind faith to a capricious and uninterested sea. 

Their tunes had haunted Femi’s quiet spaces, the 

white walls of the orphanage and the dreary lulls 

of their holy service. 

It was maddening. 

And so, when the Crewman Guild had 

come looking for volunteers to join them on their 

floating rigs, she gladly left religion behind. 

But not the family she’d made within 

those white walls. 

“Stay sharp Femi!” the veteran woman’s 

voice suddenly cut through the static. “I see 

something.”  
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Femi angled the aquasphere and followed 

the trail of Ayo’s vehicle. The yoke was sluggish 

to respond, like it dreaded what it knew was to 

come. As they descended towards False Bottom, 

the water became saturated with floating debris. 

The DIVERs had coined it mist. It spilled an inky 

darkness over the existing gloom, completely 

obscuring her partner’s aquasphere.  

Radar. 

Sudden grating impact knocked Femi 

against the safety belt of her seat, and she noticed 

the embolus of folded rock scratch against her 

screen a second too late. Warning signs flashed 

over numerous screens as she tried to stabilize 

falling pressure. Static was building inside her 

body piece.  

“Cr. Femi!” 

Suddenly, blinding light rent the 

aquasphere in a billion electrifying colors. Femi 

ground her teeth as the water around her boiled in 

fury at the electrical discharge. Three hundred 

thousand volts of wild electricity lit the barren 

continent that now split the bottom of the ocean 

into two. It was hell dumped into the sea. 

“Femi!” The voice was still screaming in 

her ear. Femi blinked back the white suns that had 

formed at the back of her retinas. The blast of 

unnatural lightning had knocked the aquasphere a 

distance off, but now the cleared mist revealed the 

black steel finish of the Ijapa. 

“Femi here,” she rasped, partly breathless 

on the miracle that the sea hadn’t crushed her 

aquasphere yet. Third generation vessels were no 

joke.  

“I just found the Ijapa.” 

 

Â Â Â 

 

Femi was still a trainee when the Science 

Guild broadcasted the news over the speakers that 

wound around the few trees that still existed on 

the Lagos Archipelago. The man-made 

conurbations of shipping containers-turned-

residences, all held atop the waves by gigantic 

platforms running on hydroelectricity and a 

depleting nuclear core, had rumbled with the 

information. The Deep Ilk and Vantage 

Exploration Robots—DIVERs—had discovered a 

deposit of a mineral power the ancient Nigerians 

had supposedly discovered pre-Submergence.  

Arguments over and outside the speakers 

had been common then, especially with the reports 

that the mineral was one of the reasons the 

Atlantic had swallowed most of the country. Back 

then, as Femi crunched sit-ups in her tiny steel-

walled room, she would wonder about the 
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Archipelago too. They were running low on 

energy, and the robots had stopped hauling in new 

deposits of plutonium. Weren’t the ancient 

Nigerians flooded to death because of global 

warming, and not some mythical fuel?  

The mess hall had been full with trainees 

in the customary blue fatigues and life jackets 

when the crew of the Ijapa was announced. Femi 

remembered the thin, domestically reared catfish 

soup on her plate that evening. The next morning, 

the picture of the large submarine had been the 

front-page news. There were still protests about 

sending humans to mine a mineral that had 

questionable side effects; but Femi could not be 

bothered by the hypocrites that blocked the steel 

bridges by day, yet prayed for their ration of 

electricity to last just a few minutes longer to 

purify the blackened waters that ran through their 

canal residences at night.  

Now, as Femi observed the Ijapa—named 

after the ambitious tortoise of Yoruba folklore—

she could only gape in open-mouthed wonder, the 

unease of the unknown temporarily forgotten. It 

was a monolithic beauty. Even in the dim light she 

could make out the finishes on the midnight steel 

that were supposed to shield the sub from the 

undersea lightning, but that was out the window 

now.  

“Crewman, report.” Captain’s voice broke 

over the static. “We witnessed a surge of lightning 

at your position.”  

“I’m fine,” she said. “It must have been 

residual charges on the hull of the vessel.” 

“Look at this,” Ayo’s voice cut over 

Captain’s worried transmission. Femi’s eyes fell 

upon the submarine’s crash site then. She had not 

noticed it at first, but towards the bow, the 

submarine had crashed into what seemed like a 

remnant of the steel scaffolding of a bridge. It 

impaled the large vessel like mackerel caught on a 

fishing hook.  

Captain grunted. 

“We’re going in to get them,” he said, 

tone strained. The crash had gotten to him too. 

Femi slid her helmet over her head. The 

weight resting on her neck felt as if the world had 

been dropped on her shoulders. A silent hiss 

sealed the suit, and a few more adjustments set the 

pressure of the tanks on her back. The suits had 

been designed to combat narcosis, but this deep, 

they were constantly flirting with death on the eye 

of a needle. 

“Docking,” she reported. 

The aquasphere docked upon one of the 

many docking sites on the sub. As the final 

metallic latch resounded across her cockpit, Femi 
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leapt from her seat, her training taking over her 

rational mind. Her fingers worked the hatch, and 

with a gust of pressurised air, the hull opened into 

the Ijapa’s deck. 

Femi slid down the connecting ladder. 

“Femi aboard.” 

A distance off, Cr. Ayo slid down into the 

corridor. Overhead emergency lights flashed over 

her diving suit as the woman flicked the lights on 

her body piece on. She nodded to Femi, who saw 

the woman’s set jaws through the visor and gave a 

thumbs up in response. False Bottom or not, they 

had a job to do. 

Captain’s voice came in next, almost 

completely muddled up by static. “Just docked in 

cabin one. Make it to the central hub. If there are 

any survivors, they’ll be there.” 

“Ayo reporting, we are on the utility dock 

before cabin seven,” she said. They started our 

quick sprint towards the heavy door with ‘7’ 

blazoned on its surface. The crewmen were 

required to have memorized the blueprints of the 

Ijapa. “Rendezvous at cabin five?” 

Heavy static. Femi dragged her weight 

with that of the tank on her back and the toolbox 

in one hand. Her computer readings showed the 

cabin seven pressures were unstable. She 

controlled her bursts of breath as static fought to 

rearrange Captain’s frequency into sound. 

“Cabin five . . .” he sounded distracted. 

“There’s some flooding by my landing point.” 

The two women reached the door to cabin 

seven. There was still electricity, so Ayo smashed 

the panel and Femi heaved the door open. A 

stairwell waited behind, and the door to six stood 

silently under a flickering blue light. 

When the door to cabin six opened, 

Femi’s heart skipped a beat.  

On the floor, sprawled against bunk beds, 

the crew of the Ijapa all lay dead. Their eyes were 

all whites, rolled back in their sockets. Crewmen 

clawed at their throats where some had even bled 

it to death. Femi counted fourteen bodies, and 

made the sign against evil. 

“Radiation poisoning?” It was Ayo who 

asked, that deathly quiet hollowing her words. 

“Body piece isn’t recording increased 

radiation levels,” Femi said, calmer than the 

staccato rhythm her heart was currently 

hammering into her chest. She reached down to 

shut one of the fallen crew’s white eyes when her 

lungs exploded with a sudden gasp.  

“Femi?” 

The second Crewman ran over, then with 

eyes painted over in horror, “Jesus.” 
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The man’s skin had a luminescence to it, 

rippling like that of an earthworm. His digits were 

translucent, and the vessels and nerves under his 

skin were highlighted in eerie iridescence. Streaks 

of static electricity bit at the gloves of Femi’s suit 

as she retracted her hand. 

“We have to report this,” Ayo said, teeth 

gritted behind her visor. Femi tapped the radio on 

her body piece.  

“Captain. We’ve run into a peculiar 

situation.”  

Static greeted her on the other end. 

“Captain!” 

No response. Apprehension crawled down 

Femi’s spine.  

“Try again!” There was an edge to Ayo’s 

voice now. 

Still, deafening static. 

The walls of the submarine suddenly 

shuddered, and Femi was thrown off her feet. She 

landed face first on the ground, inches away from 

the glowing bloodied fingers of a woman in 

uniform.  

Her suit indicated an increase in pressure. 

Had her visor cracked somewhere?  

“Was that undersea lightning?” Ayo 

grabbed her up. “That’s two in a row now. We’re 

running out of time. If there are any survivors, 

then we’ll need to get to cabin five fast.” 

Femi nodded weakly.  

Again, Ayo took point. Behind, Femi 

glanced at her computer. Her oxygen was 

depleting faster than usual. She was getting 

stressed, but she clamped her teeth down and 

strode towards the door to the hub. The lock was 

already broken. 

“Let’s get this open. Quickly.” 

Femi reached for her toolbox and 

brandished a welding torch. It took six minutes of 

oxygen that she could not afford, and when they 

got to cabin five, the entire floor was empty. 

“Where are they?” Femi nearly screamed, 

and she could hear the Worship Guild’s tunes 

whispering inside her head. “There’s nobody 

here!” 

“Stay calm Crewman!” Ayo hissed, but 

her fingers were working the radio desperately. 

“Captain. This is Crewman Ayo. Do you read 

me?” 

Only static greeted back. 

Femi strode across the cabin. It was a 

lounge room, but now she noticed pockmarks that 

snaked over the walls. Furniture had been blown 

to bits and the door to the next cabin stood ajar at 

the far end. 
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“Cr. Femi where are you going?” 

“Cabin four,” she said in one breath. “I 

can’t make heads or tails of shit that’s going on!” 

“Wait—” 

They were all there. The rest of the crew, 

all piled in heaps of tangled limbs and barrelled 

torsos over toppled chairs and blinking consoles. 

Their expressions were all petrified in that 

sickening agony, and some of their bodies had 

begun to take on that luminescent quality.  

Femi’s vision swam as she tried to steady 

her feet. The sounds of her laboured breathing 

pounded against her eardrums as nausea filled her 

mouth with spittle. She grabbed a chair for 

support.  

Somebody moved.  

It was an arm wrapped in the red fabric of 

the body piece. Femi dashed towards it at once. 

“Captain!” 

His eyes were absent behind his visor. 

Water vapour had already misted the surface.  

“Get. Out. Now.” 

“We’ll get help. Cr. Ayo and I can get you 

out!” 

“You don’t understand,” he rasped. “The 

mineral fuel that the crew of the Ijapa has been 

mining is responsible for the undersea lightning . . 

.” 

“Cap—” 

“Listen!” his voice was a wicked croak. 

“The ‘lightning’ is mutated sea algae, biological 

not chemical.” He coughed. “They’ve been 

exposed to the fuel . . . to the algae. It’s alive, and 

it’s hungry.” 

Femi’s heart drummed a beat of terror.  

“The crash damaged the fuel storage 

tanks. The contamination is—” 

Another shudder across the deck. This 

time Femi did not fall.  

“Run Crewman!” Captain groaned. “The 

algae feed on living tissue. That’s why there is no 

aquatic life on False Bottom. That same lightning 

is in here with us—” 

“Captain . . .” 

“Run Femi!” 

Femi fought back the gnawing hole in her 

chest and the wind in her skull as she grabbed the 

Captain’s dog tag from his neck. Captain coughed, 

and for a second she saw the luminescence within 

his visor.  

Femi bolted to her feet. 

Ayo was still in cabin five. Femi managed 

to heave the door to four shut before her legs gave 

out.  

“What happened?” 
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Femi lifted Captain’s tag with trembling 

hands. “We need to get out of here. ASAP.” 

“About that . . .” 

A huge cloud had formed at the exit to 

cabin six. Thin arms of electricity snaked from its 

gaseous body, searing the walls where they 

collided. 

The computer gave Femi a warning that 

her eyes could not focus on. When had her ears 

begun to ring? 

“Cr. Ayo,” Femi said, forcing her voice to 

be as firm as possible. “Listen to me.” 

“No girl,” the woman hissed in response. 

“I’m not leaving you to die here. You have kids 

waiting for you at the rig. Kids that look up to you 

Femi!” 

Femi bit her lip. “Someone has to return 

to the Guild.” She was as high as clouds. “Warn 

them not to return to False Bottom.”  

Femi pulled out her tag from her neck and 

squeezed both tags into her mentor’s fingers. “My 

oxygen is running out. I’ve given you the 

captain’s final orders. You have to make it back to 

the surface!” 

She could see the tears that misted over 

Ayo’s eyes, or hers. Femi could not tell. The 

computer’s warning had become an incessant 

drone at the back of her pounding skull. Femi 

smiled. 

“I guess this deep the pressure really does 

get to you.” 

Femi made a beeline for the cloud. It 

lashed out. The pain stole her vision, replacing it 

with white stars that burned behind her eyelids. 

Her body was struck down to the floor, hard. The 

tune returned to her head, whistling its eerie music 

as her consciousness slipped away from her body 

like a phoenix burning out. 

“I have my own last orders from the 

captain, Femi!” 

Her body was lifted off the ground. Grunts 

of laboured breaths punctuated the reaper’s 

melody. Heavy beats of booted heels on metal 

jolted her heart as the darkness beckoned. The last 

thing she saw before the oblivion took her was Cr. 

Ayo’s dark face, eyebrows scrunched as she 

pumped Femi’s chest in desperate CPR. The dog 

tags hung solemnly by the screen of her 

aquasphere, beside the flower loop. 

And the Ijapa was left to join the tombs on 

False Bottom.  
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Akela 
by Dom Cunningham 

 

Akela watched the flowers shimmer from 

blue to purple as he took a long breath of filtered 

water. The golden glow of this world’s setting sun 

soothed and refreshed him. He was long overdue 

for a break from screens, scanners, consoles, and 

intercoms. The machines could tell him nearly 

everything about this planet’s vegetation, geology, 

and ecosystem, all kept at a safe distance behind a 

glass screen. It was something else entirely, 

however, to stand on its surface, to watch the 

flowers sway in the gentle breeze, and to hear the 

rolling waves of the glistening sea. 

 Yet, for Akela, they were not totally 

different experiences. Even here, surrounded by 

the real thing, when he tried to reach for a flower, 

he could still only touch glass. 

 He took another breath, watching the 

bubbles float past his eyes, and realizing that this 

was as close as he could get to this world. All he 

had was filtered water instead of fresh air, sound 

through speakers, and a wall of reinforced glass 

barricading his tentacles from the waving flowers. 

He imagined turning around, and the machine 

protecting him, the Surveyor III, obeyed, rotating 

on a pair of steel legs. He looked at his ship, 

which had seemed like a great silver dolphin 

among the stars. Here, it was made hideous by the 

naturally colorful environment, like a blot of gray 

paint on an otherwise beautiful portrait.  

Akela supposed that he was no different. 

 He willed his Surveyor back to the 

flowers. Knowing what lurked in the ocean’s 

depths, he was bewildered that such beautiful 

things could exist on the surface. Their violet 

petals curved in swooping, spinning patterns, 

making them seem like a field of tiny vortexes. He 

hated that he had, and would, spend so much time 

on Dr. Zorek and not on this planet’s wonderous 

plant life. Part of him wanted to remain here, 

where he could enjoy the flowers and not bother 

with Zorek at all. 

 But it was only a small part.  

 Even so, the flowers were too fascinating, 

too beautiful, to simply leave behind. Akela had 

his Surveyor reach one of its arms down to pick 

one. Its black tube of a limb and its scalpel-like 

fingers clashed with the plants’ soft purple. Akela 

felt like he was sending a flying beast to attack a 

peaceful village. Yet the flower he chose seemed 

to welcome him. Its long petals reached up 
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towards him, seeming like a firework frozen at the 

peak of its eruption. It nestled comfortably into his 

Surveyor’s hand. 

 Akela already knew where he would make 

the flower’s new home. Until then, his Surveyor 

would keep it safe. Its palm opened, and the 

fingers carefully guided the flower inside. They 

might have been handling a newborn child. 

 It was time to get to work. 

 Computer, Akela thought, lock onto 

nearest hydrokinetic generator. 

A dry voice, like that of an unenthused 

guide, told him, “the nearest hydrokinetic 

generator is positioned 2500 fathoms below sea 

level. Status: running.” 

Take me there, he thought. 

His Surveyor carried him into the sea, 

walking effortlessly down the island’s submerged 

slope. Once the water was above the glass tank 

that protected Akela, an array of jets sprouted 

from his Surveyor’s back, pushing or pulling it as 

needed.  

The only other color shone from the blue 

lights on Akela’s helmet. It was a web of thin 

steel that fit snugly on his head, attached to a 

cable at the rear of his tank, and listening intently 

to his every thought. All Akela had to do was look 

at any murky space in the dim abyss, imagine 

being there, and the jets would make it so. 

 The golden sky seemed blurred from 

beneath the sea. Its soothing brightness was 

reduced to a vague tint, barely illuminating the 

dark void that hid beneath the planet’s surface 

beauty. The searchlights shining from Akela’s 

Surveyor’s shoulders revealed nothing but more 

darkness below. Glancing down, past his 

machine’s unnaturally rigid steel legs, made Akela 

feel as though he were about to be swallowed by 

an impossibly colossal beast. 

 His tentacles quivered beneath him. 

Perhaps they were useless as long as he had his 

Surveyor, but he preferred to keep them. It felt 

better to have something to move when he finally 

did leave his machine, even if only for a brief 

swim before going to sleep. For now, though, they 

had nothing to do but merely exist. Then again, he 

supposed the same could be said of the rest of 

him. 

 His only company was his reflection in his 

glass shield. His tank’s internal lights brought 

some welcome blueness to his pale visage. He was 

already a small creature, barely larger than one of 

his Surveyor’s hands. Within the black undersea 

abyss, however, he felt beyond microscopic. 
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 A pair of black eyes looked back at him, 

blending in with the abyss below. They were 

accompanied by patterns of black spots. A few on 

his forehead, he thought, made the shape of a 

shooting star flying upward, leaving trails of 

stardust behind it. 

 Akela didn’t often see his own reflection. 

He usually had so much else to look at, from data 

on a screen to the faces of his fellow council 

members. But whenever his world took a breather, 

when his day ran empty, that face crept out of its 

hiding place. With it, it dragged out his darkest, 

earliest memories, back when his world was 

nothing but the face in the glass, and he was 

nothing but those black spots. A world lorded over 

by one Dr. Tyr Zorek. 

 His mother said his spots were his 

freckles. 

 A white light suddenly blinded him. 

Blinking his vision back into operation, Akela 

found himself facing a set of teeth as big as his 

face. They were like stalagmites and stalactites in 

an ancient cave. Joining them was a single yellow 

eye and an appendage stretching from the 

creature’s head. At its end was a blindingly white 

luminous bulb. 

 The teeth clicked as the eye regarded 

Akela with starving curiosity. 

 Akela looked straight into the eye as if it 

were a computer screen. 

Go away, he thought. 

The creature’s eye widened as though it 

had suddenly remembered something. It turned 

away with barely another growl, revealing its 

long, snaking, scarlet body. At least ten seconds 

passed before its wide blade of a tail finally 

appeared. 

 Akela carried on, but the yellow eye 

stayed with him. Somehow, behind its hunger, he 

thought he had seen a twinge of recognition. 

Perhaps the creature had mistaken him for a 

species of unevolved Cephalopoda. Akela 

imagined being in this abyss without his Surveyor 

and what he might’ve looked like then to the 

creature, or whatever else lurked down here. 

 Minutes passed by like millennia before 

the searchlights finally revealed an end to Akela’s 

descent. From above, it looked harrowingly 

similar to a leviathan sleeping on the ocean floor. 

The local sea life almost certainly mistook it for 

such. Akela, however, knew it was not a creature 

but a vessel. It was far too square, too 

meticulously straight, to be anything alive. A thick 

ribbon of bubbly mist rose from a round 

protrusion at its top. A primitive fish would see 
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breath from a spiracle, but Akela saw the bubbly 

exhaust of a hydrokinetic generator. 

There were no symbols anywhere on the 

vessel, which only made it more convincing as a 

slumbering sea beast. Akela tried to make out any 

more distinguishing features of the metal, but they 

were obscured by thick layers of barnacles. 

 His Surveyor landed on the seafloor, 

raising a cloud of sandy mist around it. He willed 

it towards the vessel, where he found a sealed 

doorway that could have been an enormous eyelid. 

Above it was a small black bulb, visible only to 

anyone looking for it. 

 Akela asked his Surveyor to reach for the 

bulb. Its arm elongated, revealing layer within 

layer of metal cylinders extending upward until its 

steel palm could press flat against the bulb. 

Initiate security override, he thought. 

Open this door. 

He waited as his automatic hacking 

program got to work. It could detect the vessel’s 

programming language, extract its protocols, and 

alter them to Akela’s instructions, but not as 

quickly as he would like. 

 He crossed his tentacles. 

As he waited, he glanced around, hoping 

to spot more of the local marine life, but there was 

none. Perhaps they all preferred to stay clear of 

the sleeping beast. Or they were camouflaged in 

their natural environment, observing their new 

visitor. 

Akela wondered if they thought he was 

petting the colossal creature. 

“Override successful,” the Surveyor’s 

uninterested voice reported. 

 Akela breathed a bubbly sigh of relief. 

Those all-nighters hadn’t gone unrewarded. 

The bulb glowed red for about four 

seconds, then flashed white three times. The door 

shot upward, as though the beast were darting 

awake, revealing an airlock. 

 Akela entered and had his Surveyor press 

a red button at its right-hand side. A mechanical 

buzz growled from above as the door slammed 

shut, and then the water began to fall. 

 Akela felt as though an electric pulse had 

ripped through his brain. Everything from the 

buzzing to the constricted airlock felt unnervingly 

familiar. He recalled seven years ago when he’d 

spent his reading break visiting the capital city of 

Saturn’s seventh moon. He remembered his 

excitement at leaving the arrivals gate to find a 

place that was so wonderfully new to him. He 

thought he could feel his pulse shaking the water 

in his tank. And he remembered the day he left 

being so crushingly opposite. He ended his 
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holiday in the same steel-gray spaceport where it 

had begun, and his heart sank where it had once 

soared. 

 He felt the same as he waited for the 

airlock to empty. His infancy was a blur; nothing 

stood out except the reflection of his black eyes 

and shooting star freckles. But one memory 

persisted towards the end of that time. As he 

waited for the airlock to drain, he remembered 

waiting for it to fill. He remembered having no 

Surveyor, no filtered water, but a hydrogen mask 

held over his mouth and a pair of arms holding 

him close. And there was the same excitement at 

finally getting to see someplace new. 

 But now his holiday was over. He’d tasted 

the food, seen the sights, met the people, and 

adored it all. Now it was time to go home. 

 The airlock finally finished emptying, and 

a door whirred open in front of Akela, welcoming 

him into a dim corridor of black steel. 

 Even in a different sea on a different 

planet, he could still recognize his childhood 

home. As he guided his Surveyor down the 

corridor, he thought about how much darker the 

black metal made it, and then remembered 

thinking the same thing long ago. However, his 

memory had been of them growing further, not 

closer. 

 To his left, he found a long, rectangular 

screen pretending to be a window. It showed him 

a deep blue version of the outside darkness, with 

everything, living or otherwise, outlined in a 

unique color. At a glance, Akela found rocks in 

black, plants in green, and several swimming 

shapes in red. Some came in clouds of scarlet 

dots, while other, more distant ones seemed like 

warships made out of blood. 

 Akela stopped for a moment to observe 

the shapes. He wondered how many more 

experiments Zorek had completed here. Were the 

creatures outside aware of what had been done 

here to Akela, his fellow escapees, and countless 

others who had been much less fortunate? Or did 

they pay it no mind, seeing it as no more 

abominable than any other aquatic predator 

hunting for food? 

 Thinking about it brought Akela close to 

despising the creatures outside. As he watched the 

clouds of red shrink into the deep blue distance, 

his head throbbed. It only ever throbbed like this 

when he thought of Zorek, who had a way of 

slithering into his brain whenever he least wanted 

it. When he proudly showed his mother a drawing 

of their quaint little house on Neptune, he could 

feel Zorek. When he proposed a toast at his class’ 

graduation party, he could feel Zorek. 
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In his quietest moments, be it studying for 

exams during his youth to developing new policies 

in his adulthood, Zorek could draw him away 

from his work. The throbbing in his head would 

coax him into scouring every database he could 

access for everything on Zorek there was to know.  

 There existed no shortage of documents 

related to Zorek, be they missing persons lists or 

grisly accounts of his monstrosities’ relentless 

attacks. Akela pushed through anything he could 

find. Like horror stories, they beckoned him no 

matter how utterly they disgusted him. One, in 

particular, festered in his mind like an infection. 

He could never bring himself to recall past the 

third line; ‘All but two of the children were taken 

during the raid.’ 

 The words rattled his head. He always 

imagined some beast imprisoned in his brain, 

rattling its fleshy prison, and begging to be set 

loose upon Zorek. Hurry, it would growl, before 

he does it again. 

 After that, Akela’s search for stories 

turned to one for images. If he could put a face to 

the architect of so much barbarism, then it might 

at least make all the fire in his head easier to 

handle. But there was nothing. Not so much as a 

description. There was only the hidden laboratory, 

the sickening articles, the experiments, the 

monsters, and the name, Dr. Tyr Zorek. 

That was assuming that his doctorate was 

official, which Akela doubted. He had loved 

school, but he knew it was only a mediator of 

knowledge, not an owner of it. Someone like 

Zorek would only need to look in the right places, 

and they could learn anything they wanted. 

 There was a faint thud from further down 

the corridor. For a moment, Akela was a child 

again, settling down to sleep in his slumber tank, 

his mother’s bedtime story still echoing in his 

mind’s ear. In those final moments of 

consciousness, before the nothingness of reality 

made room for the vivid possibilities of dreaming, 

the faintest sounds would become both deafening 

and ambiguous. A branch hitting the ground 

outside might be the step of a clawed foot. The 

whirr of a machine in the next room might be a 

snarling set of jaws. They had stolen hundreds of 

heartbeats from Akela over the years. Had he been 

home, he would’ve thought nothing different of 

the sound he heard now. 

 But the monsters weren’t in his home. He 

was in theirs. 

 Akela listened closer. He heard something 

clanging against metal once every other second. 
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Footsteps. He also found breathing, soft yet heavy, 

like a frigid breeze.  

Akela shut his eyes and listened not with 

his ears but with his mind. It didn’t matter how 

quiet anything sneaking up on him tried to be; 

they could never silence their thoughts. 

Protect . . . Master . . . Protect . . .   Master 

. . . Protect . . . Something . . . Here . . . 

Something . . . 

The words slithered through Akela’s 

brain. They popped out of existence the moment 

he opened his eyes.  

 Akela preferred not to trouble himself 

with one of Zorek’s monstrosities; it was the 

creator himself he was here for. With any luck, 

this one shouldn’t be much harder to influence 

than the toothy serpent outside had been. 

 He commanded his Surveyor to proceed 

slowly. As he drew nearer a fork in the corridor, a 

shadow stretched from the right-hand passage. 

Something extended from it; it might’ve been an 

arm, or a claw, or a tail tipped with a poisonous 

barb. 

 Akela didn’t want to find out. 

 He spoke with his thoughts. 

Put yourself away, he said. Find a room, 

go inside, shut the door behind you, and don’t 

come out. 

The shadow stopped. Its extended limb 

wavered for a few moments, as if it were an 

ancient computer processing some complex 

program.  

 Akela repeated his order once more. 

 The limb shrank back into the shadow’s 

core. The shadow itself then seemed to slither 

along the floor, back down the corridor, and out of 

sight.  

 Akela waited, leaving his Surveyor as 

practically a statue. He counted thirty-eight 

seconds before he heard a mechanical wheeze 

followed by a heavy metallic thud. He waited for 

twenty seconds more before proceeding around 

the corner. He spotted a steel door and a glowing 

red button on his left-hand side.  

 Just to be sure, he shut his eyes and 

listened again. 

Don’t come out . . . Don’t come out . . . 

Out of sight, out of mind. Akela urged his 

Surveyor onward. 

 The dimness throughout the base throttled 

his eyes. It was as if the vessel were embarrassed 

by the equipment it held and desperate to hide it. 

 Akela, however, was just as interested in 

how the mechanical maze made him feel. Every 

turn brought him out of his water tank and into a 

pair of arms. He could feel the sleek steel gauntlet 
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of one and the coarse bare scales of the other. His 

tentacles seemed to still be clinging to them. He 

remembered a voice, the softest voice he’d ever 

heard despite its shortness of breath. 

“That’s it, little guy. Breathe in, breathe 

out. There’s plenty of water in there for you . . . 

Oh, shit, they’re coming . . . Don’t worry. I won’t 

let them take you back. You’re safe with me . . .” 

Akela blinked. He had no tear ducts, but 

there were times, like now, when his eyes felt hot. 

Despite knowing it was impossible, he thought the 

heat might be from tears trapped in his eyes with 

no escape. 

 He wondered what his tears would look 

like. 

 Blinking, Akela found himself passing 

through an expansive room with a wall made of 

rows upon rows of metal drawers. He ordered his 

Surveyor to stop. 

As he observed the wall, he felt a biting 

chill ensnare him. He felt as though he were in a 

morgue. 

 Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a 

plaque by the corridor he’d just left. He read it, 

certain that nobody could think of a worse name 

for this room than a morgue. 

The plaque instantly proved him wrong. 

DNA Bank. 

Akela wanted to move on, and yet he 

couldn’t issue the command to his Surveyor. His 

eyes were drawn more to a computer console at 

the room’s center than to the next corridor. He 

was desperate to remain forever ignorant of what 

was in those drawers, but he knew that he had to 

know. 

 After all, his mother had to see all of this. 

 His Surveyor approached the console. 

Despite the moderate size of its screen, the keypad 

contained only numbers zero through nine. Akela 

had his machine’s scalpel fingers press the nine 

key. 

 A drawer near the ceiling extended 

outward, revealing it to be as long as a coffin. It 

was carried to the floor by rails hidden between its 

many neighbors. They made the faintest whirring 

sound. 

 Akela looked to the screen, finding a wall 

of green text waiting for him. 

Subject 009. Mercurian. Cold-blooded. 

Omnivore. 2476 Strands Available. 

 Useful attributes include resistance to 

extreme heat and powerful jaws. Most valuable as 

a front-liner, particularly on planets in close 

proximity to a sun. Equally promising combat and 

sabotage potential in volcanic environments. 
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Recommended for splicing with DNA of 

predatory animals. 

Previously used in . . . 

Akela stopped reading; the words had 

become gibberish to him. He was continually 

drawn to the box, coffin . . . Whatever its proper 

name was.  

 He ordered his Surveyor to bring him 

closer. It approached swiftly, unafraid and 

unaware of what its inventor was about to see. 

 Akela peered down at the box, finding that 

its lid was transparent. He discovered a body of 

golden-brown scales, tinged in a pale, frosty blue. 

It had four long, jagged pincers for a mouth and 

eyes that would’ve been wide had they been open. 

Akela had known many of them from school. He 

remembered one, K’Mara, with whom he had 

done an art project in his senior year. They’d 

made a model space station out of recycled bottles 

and containers. 

 Akela shut his eyes and listened, 

desperately, for something, anything. But there 

was only silence. 

 His eyes felt hot again. 

 He wondered what Subject 009’s real 

name was. He wondered what his favorite food or 

books were. He wondered if he still lived on 

Mercury, and if so, whereabouts, and if not, then 

where? He wondered who his parents were, or if 

he had children, and how long they cried after 

he’d been taken away. 

 He wondered what color his eyes were. 

 Akela didn’t think he’d ever know. All he 

knew was that Subject 009, whoever he was, was 

Mercurian, omnivorous, and resistant to extreme 

heat. What more legacy could anyone hope for? 

 Akela looked up at the wall of coffins and 

tried not to count them. It didn’t matter how many 

there were; there were far too many. 

 He would take them back to their home 

planets. He would let their people give them 

proper send-offs. It would take him a while, but it 

would be infinitely harder to leave them here. It 

was the absolute least he could do. 

 But there was still the task at hand. 

 There would be no more coffins, no more 

monsters, no more sickening articles or horrifying 

stories. Zorek was already dead. Akela was only 

making it official. 

 He ordered his Surveyor to move on. It 

obeyed, paying the wall of coffins no mind. 

 The corridors came to an end at a steel 

door beneath a bulb like the one outside. Akela 

reactivated his hacking program. The wait was 

grueling as his brain was split between two 

images. 
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 The first was of Subject 009. Despite his 

best efforts, his brain kept imagining what color 

his eyes might’ve been. It was torn between 

magenta and jade. 

 The second was another of his oldest 

memories. It warmed him as though he’d suddenly 

found something he never noticed was lost. It was 

the second face he ever saw. After an eternity of 

his own reflection, he was finally given something 

else to look at. Initially, it was a screaming face of 

ceramic; it terrified him. Then it opened, revealing 

a soft smile against blue scales. They were the 

same blue as the water up above. He remembered 

her green eyes; they brought out his first smile. 

 And her voice . . . 

“Hey there . . .” 

“Override successful.” 

The door rose like a curtain, but the faces 

remained in Akela’s mind’s eye. He kept them 

there. What he was about to do was for them both, 

as well as so many—too many others. 

 His Surveyor took him into a circular 

office. Little else in it interested Akela save for a 

desk that seemed more like a workbench. He was 

more concerned with what waited behind it. 

Zorek, Akela addressed the glass tank. It 

was affixed to a hovering disk-shaped machine 

connected to the wall by a thin wire.  

Akela was about to say more, but then he 

looked closer at the tank as his Surveyor drew 

nearer. Zorek appeared to be one of his kind. He’d 

never even considered such a possibility. It almost 

made him feel ashamed. 

 Almost. 

 He looked even closer and nearly vomited. 

What little gray flesh remained was crumpled in a 

shape more resembling a lump of coal than a 

cephalopod. And yet, the water in Zorek’s 

hovering machine, which still drew power from 

the wire in the wall, was as pristine as that in 

Akela’s Surveyor. The automatic cleaning 

protocols had persisted, blissfully unaware that its 

efforts were wasted on a corpse. It ensured a 

crystalline view of Zorek’s contorted, empty face. 

 Akela’s eyes were hotter than ever. He 

could almost make out a condescending smirk on 

the decayed face. After all of Zorek’s cruelty, he 

didn’t even have the honor to stay alive until he 

was finally found. Akela wanted his Surveyor to 

rip the corpse to pieces. The brittle remains 

seemed to beckon the scalpel fingers. 

He remembered the green eyes. 

 No. This wasn’t over yet. There were 

more answers here; all he had to do was look. 
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 He gave the desk a proper look, finding a 

computer screen and keyboard embedded into it. 

He had his Surveyor press the power key. 

“Initiating retinal scan.” 

A thin red light targeted Akela’s eyes. He 

summoned his Surveyor’s arm up, hoping he was 

fast enough to block the scan. He was so close. 

Any traps left by Zorek were the absolute last 

thing he needed.  

“Retinal scan complete.” 

His eyes darted around the room, 

searching frantically for the oncoming turret, 

flamethrower, laser field, or— 

 “Welcome, Dr. Zorek.” 

The screen lit up with a list of files and 

projects. Akela looked right at it but saw nothing. 

He was boiling and empty as the computer’s cold 

voice looped in his brain. He thought he might be 

insane. 

 He remembered the green eyes. He forced 

himself to. 

He read through the list of projects. The 

most recent one was Project: Dionysus. He 

selected it and was taken to a list of journal 

entries. He read the most recent one. 

At the time of this entry, the corporeal 

form of Dionysus II is nearing the end of its 

growing process. 

 Even in my weakened state, I feel a 

mixture of exhilaration and fury. Despite my 

immense efforts, the Federation can replace their 

forces far more quickly than I can replenish mine. 

They may draft and train the youth of their worlds 

as easily as plucking fruit from a tree. The troops 

I’d constructed alone took years to perfect, with 

most of the work being done before I had to worry 

about maintaining, defending, and hiding a base. 

To say nothing of the setbacks caused by the loss 

of Dionysus I. General Ersand shall hear from me 

again soon enough. 

 Re-establishing everything simultaneously 

has been a grueling effort. I have sacrificed 

numbers in favor of a more heavily obscured base, 

creating only one specimen for basic defense and 

general assistance. This was to ensure that Project: 

Dionysus could not be interrupted by anything 

except my old age. 

 I can feel it coming, like a bomb counting 

down in my brain. 

 I cannot afford to “slow-cook” Dionysus 

II as I did its predecessor, which had not even 

reached mental maturity at the time of its capture. 

I have significantly less time to wait for this new 

model’s brain to develop. I must work faster. To 

this end, I shall complete the procedure while 

Dionysus II’s brain grows. A simultaneous boot-
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up and transfer. It must be ready should I expire at 

any moment. 

 But I am optimistic. I have a newer, 

healthier body to look forward to, armed with the 

energy of youth and the experience of old age. 

And then I can focus entirely on replenishing my 

forces. I anticipate being able to double, perhaps 

even triple my previous output. 

 I will have my army. I will have my 

empire. All that is left now is the waiting. 

Akela sank to the bottom of his tank. He 

no longer thought he was insane, but he wished 

that he was. Darting awake in a padded cell 

seemed almost heavenly compared to Zorek’s 

journal being in any way accurate. 

 He caught a glimpse of something out of 

the corner of his eye. Another bulb on the wall, 

but much larger than the ones he’d found before. 

 Akela rose, taking a careful breath. He 

watched the bubbles float past his eyes to the 

ceiling of his tank. He slowed his brain down, just 

as his professors had taught him to. 

 If Dionysus II had been successful, then 

why was the base so defunct? Why had Zorek’s 

original body been left where it was? 

 The answer, Akela thought, was that this 

wasn’t a base. It was a tomb, and he still hadn’t 

reached its heart. 

 His Surveyor approached the bulb. He 

thought of all the time he’d wasted perfecting his 

hacking program and chuckled. He opened his 

eyes wide, and the bulb scanned them. 

“Identified: Dr. Tyr Zorek. Accessing 

Project: Dionysus.” 

A tall, rectangular portion of the wall sank 

inward, then rose into the ceiling, revealing 

another water tank. It was connected to the walls 

by a web of thick cables. The water inside was as 

clean as that which the late Dr. Zorek floated in. 

 Akela regarded the creature therein, 

looking into its black eyes. Just above them were 

some black spots resembling a shooting star flying 

upward. 

Zorek, he said, touching one tentacle 

against the glass of his tank. 

He stared into the creature’s black eyes, 

hoping he might see something in them. He 

looked for the longing gaze of a brother and found 

nothing. He looked for the scathing glare of a 

doomed madman and found nothing.  

 The eyes didn’t even blink. 

 Akela listened again with his mind. He 

heard the letter E. It seemed to have been there 

forever. He stopped listening, opened his eyes. 

and watched bubbles float from the creature’s 

mouth to the ceiling of its tank. 
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 Akela’s head throbbed worse than it ever 

had. This whole vessel now belonged to him; it 

was technically his birthright. And Zorek had 

practically handed himself over on a silver platter. 

He lacked the humility to die properly as well as 

the intelligence to truly resurrect himself. If he 

wanted this perversion of life so badly, then he 

was more than welcome to it. Akela would seize 

control of the base, return all the people Zorek had 

stolen, and repurpose all of his equipment for 

nobler purposes. Zorek’s life’s work would be 

dismantled piece-by-piece, and he would watch 

every moment, trapped in his cerebral prison. 

 After everything he’d done, it was the 

absolute least that he deserved. 

Hey there . . . 

Akela looked at the desk. He imagined 

himself there, standing where Zorek’s old body 

floated. He wondered how long Zorek had sat 

there before he died. How long had he been left 

there afterward? 

 How much longer would he stay there? 

 Akela turned back to the creature in the 

tank. Its eyes were blank, unmoving, yet somehow 

alive, like lights in an empty house. 

I think you’ve had enough, Akela thought. 

He got straight to work. The tank’s life 

support systems were easily shut down from 

Zorek’s desk. He watched the creature’s eyes 

darken. Its face never changed. 

 Akela suspected that Zorek would have a 

reserve of chemicals somewhere. A brief search 

through the computer’s commands yielded just 

what he needed; a shelf of vials hidden in another 

secret compartment in the wall. At a glance, it 

looked closer to a wine cabinet. 

 Akela thought he would have to spend 

some time brewing the appropriate corrosive, only 

to find that Zorek already had several vials of it 

prepared. Had he been unable to guess why Zorek 

had so much on hand, he would’ve felt grateful. 

 He stopped at the computer one last time, 

finding a command to drain the tank in the hidden 

room. He then had his Surveyor move the decayed 

corpse to join the fresh one, with the corrosive 

following thereafter. Inch-by-inch, both Zoreks 

seemed to vanish as if under an invisible curtain. 

 As Akela watched the bodies dissolve into 

nothingness, he wondered if Zorek attended 

school. He wondered if he ever made a model 

space station out of recycled containers. Had he 

ever visited any of Saturn’s moons? Did he draw 

any pictures or propose any toasts? How many 

bedtime stories had he heard? Had he ever stopped 

to pick a flower? 
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 Akela thought of those green eyes again. 

The first time she saw him, she’d seen the face of 

a madman. He remembered every time she smiled 

at him, welcomed him home, or said that she 

loved him. 

 She always meant it. Even knowing what 

he almost was, she meant it. 

 The thought set his eyes on fire. 

 He stared at the empty tank for a while. 

He had done what he’d come to do, but now so 

much more lay ahead of him. Where would he 

begin?  

He recalled everything he’d seen here, and 

then it dawned on him. 

 Of course. There was no better place to 

start. 

Passing the wall of coffins again was hell. 

It was even more sickening knowing exactly who 

was responsible for it. However, Akela derived a 

shred of comfort in knowing that it would be gone 

soon. 

 Finally, he was back in the corridor where 

he began, facing a steel door. He shut his eyes and 

listened. 

Don’t come out . . . Don’t come out . . . 

Akela felt something like a knife in his 

heart. He began to imagine how long the creature 

would’ve stayed in that room and then stopped 

himself. 

Hello, he said, speaking again with his 

thoughts. 

Don’t . . . Don’t come out . . . 

May I come in? Akela kept the voice in 

his head as soft as possible. 

Don’t . . . Come . . . 

It’s okay. You can answer yes or no. 

Don’t . . . Don’t . . . Yes . . . 

Akela ordered his Surveyor to press the 

glowing button beside the door, which then 

retreated slowly into the wall, as if in shame. 

 The room beyond was some kind of 

storage area populated by a neat assortment of 

barrels and crates. From behind one, a bright 

white light called out to Akela. Squinting, he 

found that it was connected to some sort of fin-

like appendage. 

 He listened again. 

Master? 

Akela felt the knife twist. 

I am not your master, he said. Although I 

realize I must . . . Seem very much like him. But 

he’s gone now. 

Protect . . . Master . . . 
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The light moved along the tops of the 

crates. Akela told his Surveyor to follow it as 

slowly as possible. 

You did, he said. You protected him until 

his last breath, and now you’re free.  

The light stopped. 

Master . . . 

You no longer have a master, Akela said. I 

know that may frighten you, but it’s a gift. 

The light flickered. 

You don’t have to stay here anymore. I 

can take you away from this place, not as a 

master, but as . . . I hope, a friend. There’s so 

much out there waiting for you. So much you 

deserve to see, to enjoy. 

Akela’s Surveyor neared a gap between 

the crates. At the edge of the light’s glow, he 

spotted a single trembling yellow eye peeking out 

from behind the cargo. 

Out . . . There? 

Yes, Akela said. We can see all of it 

together. There’s . . . 

He felt his head throbbing. He couldn’t 

tell if it was from himself or the creature.  

Perhaps if he showed the creature 

something from beyond the base; something from 

the universe as Akela knew it. A memory, a 

photograph, or . . . 

 He remembered the flower. He 

commanded his Surveyor to retrieve it from its 

storage chambers. Its palm opened, returning the 

flower to its scalpel fingers. The purple petals 

glistened in the creature’s light. 

 Akela felt a twinge of disappointment. 

He’d wanted to save the flower for his mother. 

 But he’d already left her so many flowers. 

He told his Surveyor to kneel down and 

extend the flower to the creature. He floated 

towards the glass of his tank, resting his tentacles 

against it as he watched the creature emerge.  

 The creature’s teeth were as immense as 

those of the serpentine fish from a few fathoms 

up. His scarlet-scaled body bent down to Akela’s 

machine’s level, crawling on long, webbed fingers 

like a spider down a web. The glowing appendage 

atop his head hovered over the flower, allowing 

his one yellow eye to study it. 

 He reached a hand towards the flower. 

Akela smiled at him.  

Hey there . . . 

At that, the creature’s eye shifted to 

Akela. His hand passed the flower and came to lie 

against the glass, where Akela’s tentacle rested. 

His cumbersome teeth curved into a smile. 

 Akela’s eyes felt warm. He looked into 

the creature’s and saw a hint of green. 
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Come with me, he said. We have so much 

to do. 
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Epicenter 
by Jennifer Lee Rossman 
 

Val didn’t know exactly what a crypto-

seismologist was supposed to look like, mostly 

because she’d invented the term herself, so she’d 

had to design her own outfit. 

Cute tank top that showed off her tattoo of 

the Earthbender symbol from Avatar. Cargo shorts 

(not Lara-Croft-short, though she would be lying 

if she said Angelina Jolie’s version of the 

character wasn’t on the Pinterest board she’d 

made for the expedition). Hiking boots tall enough 

to hide her favorite rainbow socks. Binoculars 

slung around her neck and, to really sell the 

adventurousness, a battered fedora pulled low over 

her eyes. 

And a pair of thick nerd glasses, of course. 

Not for fashion, but because she was a thick nerd. 

And because she didn’t think she should risk the 

possibility of getting sand under a contact lens 

while hunting for the death worms. 

She thought she looked good stepping off 

the helicopter. Real “slo-mo action movie, hair 

blowing like a model while a classic rock song 

played in the background” good. The rest of the 

team, dressed in button-down polos and khakis . . . 

did not seem to agree. 

She just smiled and held her hat on tight 

as the helicopter’s rotors whipped up mini 

sandstorms as it lifted off. When it was quiet 

enough to hold a conversation without shouting, 

she extended her hand in greeting. “Hello. 

Valentina Chapman. Crypto-seismologist.” 

The others exchanged uncertain glances, 

and shook her hand one by one. 

The first, an incredibly pale man who 

looked uncomfortable in clothes without cufflinks, 

introduced himself as Carlton Louis. “Liaison for 

Tio Corporation,” he added, “here to supervise 

and report on your progress.” 

Which meant he was there to make sure 

their official findings didn’t put the blame on Tio 

Corp, Val suspected, but she refrained from 

commenting. 

“Giovanni Santos,” the second man said 

with a polite smile, shaking the sand out of his 

shaggy pink hair. “Ecologist.” He nodded at 

Carlton. “Basically, I’m here to prove it’s his 

company’s fault.” 

“Oh, I like you,” Val said. 

“Dr. Narantsetseg Tseveen,” said the third 

member of the party, a middle-aged Mongolian 
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woman with glasses. Not thick nerd glasses, just 

simple silver frames that suited her face. “Naree, 

if you prefer. Actual seismologist.” She crossed 

her arms, frowning. “I must confess, Ms. 

Chapman, I don’t quite understand what a crypto-

seismologist is.” 

Val had expected this. She got the same 

question from her family every Christmas and 

Hanukkah. “It’s a combination of cryptozoology 

and seismology. That is to say, I study animals 

that mainstream science doesn’t acknowledge, 

and—” 

She paused, dropping to her knees to press 

her palm against the sandy ground. Was that a 

tremor? 

“—and how they contribute to 

earthquakes around the world,” she finished 

quietly, closing her eyes and waiting. 

“Did she just say she thinks bigfoot is 

causing these quakes?” Carlton asked. 

“According to her blog,” Giovanni said, 

“it’s a giant worm that electrocutes people and 

shoots poison.” 

“Doesn’t shoot poison,” Val corrected. 

“Those were exaggerations and misidentified 

snakes. Probably.” 

A tremble passed through her fingers. Yes. 

Slight, but definitely there. 

She sprang to her feet, wiping the dust off 

her hands. “So, who’s in charge of weapons?” 

Naree laughed. Not out of cruelty, but 

more genuine amusement. “Weapons? Aside from 

the very rare snow leopard or bear wandering in 

from the steppes, the wildlife here is—” 

“Black-tailed gazelles, marbled polecats, 

and Bactrian camels,” Val rattled off. She’d read 

the Wikipedia article on the Gobi Desert during 

the flight from Ulaanbaatar. “And the giant worm 

which is very specifically not called the 

Mongolian life worm.” 

She could have given them a detailed 

explanation of how sightings of the worms had 

recently started to coincide with the area’s sudden 

uptick in earthquakes, but her spreadsheets were 

buried somewhere in her luggage and she didn’t 

know how much time they had. Quakes were 

tricky things in the best of circumstances, when 

they were simply the result of tectonic plates 

getting together and making bad decisions, but 

adding giant monster worms made everything 

worse. 

Except Kevin Bacon movies. Val firmly 

believed that Footloose would have been a much 

better movie if it was set in the Tremors cinematic 

universe. 
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So, she just gathered up her bags, ignoring 

their questions for the moment, and headed for a 

formation of red-brown rock that jutted up from 

the endless sand. She didn’t know for sure that 

they would be safer there, as her data was limited 

by the sparse population in the area, but it seemed 

like a good idea. “Come on,” she said, “allons-y!” 

The rest of the group followed, more out 

of curiosity than anything else, Val suspected, and 

scrambled onto the rocks after her. The gentle 

slopes of sand dunes undulated out in all 

directions, only occasionally broken by rocks and 

scrubland. There was a small nomadic village in 

the distance, with a herd of sheep or goats or 

something. Val didn’t really know the difference, 

and hadn’t thought to research it on Wikipedia 

beforehand. 

“I don’t understand,” Carlton said, 

panting. “You think there’s a what causing the 

earthquakes?” 

Val scanned the area, watching for any 

disturbance in the sand. Her heart thudded wildly; 

this was so much more exciting than working 

from home. “Mongolian death worm,” she said. 

“We call it olgoi-khorkhoi,” Naree 

elaborated, though skepticism clouded her voice. 

“But it’s just a legend. A story we get told as 

children to keep us from wandering away. I don’t 

know anyone who actually believes in it.” 

Carlton sniffed. “Well, I’ll believe in 

anything that means our dynamite isn’t 

destabilizing the ground.” 

“Your mining is still ruining the 

environment,” Giovanni pointed out. “Using up 

more water than the desert can afford to lose—” 

“There,” Val interrupted, pointing with all 

the dramatics of Hercule Poirot j’accusing a 

murderer. 

A thin ribbon of sand protruded up from 

the rest, slowly winding its way toward them like 

Bugs Bunny having made a wrong turn at 

Albuquerque. 

“That’s not real,” Giovanni whispered. 

“Is too,” was Val’s extremely scientific 

refutation. 

A slight rumble shook the rock as it 

neared, but dissipated as the thing passed by 

without incident. 

Val wasted no time climbing down from 

the rock. 

“What are you doing?” Giovanni’s alarm 

contradicted his earlier skepticism. 

“Going after it.” Val bent her knees as she 

leapt the last few feet to the ground. 
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“What are your qualifications, again?” 

Naree called after her. 

Val shouldered her bag and adjusted her 

fedora for dramatic effect. “I’m a moderator on 

the Mongolian death worm subreddit,” she said 

proudly, and took off running. 

It hadn’t seemed to be going all that fast, 

but Val just couldn’t catch it and it soon vanished 

into the distance. 

Probably just as well, since she hadn’t 

really planned out phase two of that particular 

plan. As she stooped to catch her breath, she 

resolved to do some serious brainstorming in her 

bullet journal later on. 

But a moment later, the rumbling 

underfoot grew stronger again. Was it coming 

back? Yes. As she tried to remain upright, Val 

saw a ripple moving through the sand, headed 

toward her. 

Curiosity warred with self-preservation. 

Some of the reports had mentioned multiple 

worms, but none had documented whether they 

were actually the same worm going back along its 

earlier path. Almost as if it were an elastic band 

recoiling— 

Self-preservation won out over curiosity 

as the mound of moving earth approached, and 

Val dove to the side at the last second, throwing 

herself onto the ground that violently vibrated like 

the worst and/or best massage chair at Brookstone. 

The sheer power of the rattling, undulating earth . 

. . 

And then it was over, as fast as it had 

begun. Val swore she could still feel the vibrations 

in her chest. She also just swore, because “golly 

gosh, a dingity-dang death worm!” just didn’t 

have the same weight as a string of F-bombs. 

“What was that?” 

Val stood unsteadily to see the others 

coming up behind her, their faces in varying states 

of horror and confusion. 

“Mongolian death worm,” she breathlessly 

answered Carlton, who looked on the verge of 

fainting. “We should get him in the shade.” She 

pointed and started walking in the direction of the 

village. “That where we’re staying?” 
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 “That—that thing looked longer than I 

am tall,” Naree said quietly, sipping the kumis 

provided by the family who was letting the team 

stay in one of their yurts. Having grown up in the 

area, she didn’t balk at the idea of fermented 

mare’s milk, while the others were more reluctant. 
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“The worms are supposedly only two feet 

in length,” Giovanni agreed. He gestured to Val 

with only slight mockery in his voice. “So says 

the expert’s blog, anyway.“ 

“The little ones were probably the babies,” 

Val said simply, though her insides were 

positively afire. Worms! Real death worms! Oh, 

there would be much celebratory twirling once she 

was alone. She sipped the kumis. “Ooh, sweet.” 

“Babies,” Carlton repeated. He lifted his 

glass. “This is alcoholic?” When Naree nodded, 

he knocked back the whole glass. “Not alcoholic 

enough,” he reported. “Not if Indiana Jones 

Barbie is suggesting that we’re in the middle of a 

Tremors movie.” 

Technically, they would have been in the 

beginning of a Tremors movie, since no one had 

gotten eaten yet, but Val didn’t think that 

distinction would help the situation. Indiana Jones 

Barbie, though . . . she quite liked that. 

“I still don’t understand what you are,” 

Naree admitted to Val. “Crypto-seismology? Is 

that a real field of study? How did Tio Corp find 

you?” 

“Well, technically I made it up to sound 

fancy on my blog—” 

Giovanni nearly choked on his mare’s 

milk. 

“—but it’s a real thing. At least, it is 

now.” Val opened her laptop to show them, 

blushing as she minimized her Pinterest page. 

“Was that Angelina Jolie?” Carlton asked. 

“. . . mmmaybe.” Val brought up her blog, 

The Armchair Crypto-Seismologist, and showed 

them the years’ worth of research she’d done on 

the subject. They probably only saw the copious 

reaction gifs as she scrolled, but Val took her 

work seriously. If you removed the looped video 

clips of Justin Timberlake staring at the camera 

and Kristen Bell crying about sloths, the actual 

content could have been taken straight from a 

scientific journal. Proper citations and everything. 

“My gif game is strong,” she said proudly, 

“but look at why Terry Cruz is dancing: because I 

made the connection between death worm 

sightings and earthquakes. And proved that both 

have significantly increased in frequency since the 

mining started.” 

She tried not to cast too much shade at 

Carlton. She failed utterly, but she tried. 

“As for how they found me?” Val scrolled 

to the hit counter at the bottom of her blog. 

“Thousands of people visit me a month. If you 

Google ‘experts in Mongolian earthquakes who 

are willing to come investigate anomalous quakes 
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near my copper mine,’ my name is, like, the third 

result.” 

(The first two were IMDB pages for SyFy 

original movies. She’d checked.) 

But before anyone could compliment her 

on this achievement, the ground began to quiver. 

Naree scrambled for her seismographs, 

while the men watched the ground nervously, no 

doubt making the connection that there was 

absolutely nothing between them and the earth but 

a thin rug. 

Val ran outside, squinting toward the 

setting sun. It would be coming from that 

direction, from the mine; she was almost sure of 

that now, though she would have to plot out the 

sightings on a map to prove the fuzzy hypothesis 

forming in her mind. 

The soil burbled up on the horizon, right 

where she thought it would, and her heart gave an 

excited jolt. 

And still, she had no plan. At least, not in 

the short term. They couldn’t do much until they 

went to the mine. Her gaze darted to the herds of 

goats and horses. Was the worm out hunting? 

Maybe it hadn’t found anything on its first 

excursion. 

Waving her arms, she ran toward the 

shepherds, yelling at them to take the animals and 

flee. Giovanni and Carlton were doing the same 

with the humans. Val didn’t expect most of them 

to understand English, but screaming and wild 

arm-waving seemed to transcend all language 

barriers, and the community fled for the 

mountains, leaving their yurts and campfires 

behind. 

Clearly not the first time they had 

evacuated, Val surmised, noting their speed and 

efficiency. 

Of course, her group should probably have 

left, too. But . . . science. 

So she watched the gopher trail trace its 

way across the sand and tried not to giggle when 

Naree shouted about P-waves because this was no 

time for urine jokes. She remembered her camera 

this time, and dutifully documented the strange 

sight, though time would tell whether any of the 

footage would be usable, what with all the violent 

shaking going on. 

In the back of her mind as it barreled 

toward her were the warnings about poison and 

electrocution, and clips of giant Graboids eating 

terrified movie extras, but it wouldn’t really kill 

her. Those were just exaggerations . . . Right? 

At the last moment—perhaps sensing a 

larger heat signature?—the thing veered off 

course, heading straight for Carlton and Giovanni. 
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The following few seconds were chaos. 

Screaming, shaking, bits of rock and dirt 

spraying up from the ground. 

When Val’s vision steadied enough to see 

clearly, Carlton was gone, replaced by a jagged 

hole in the ground. 

The worm slunk back toward the mine. 
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Val had been through the desert on a horse 

with no name. 

Well, presumably the mare had a name, 

but in the rush to borrow horses and chase after 

the death worm, they hadn’t asked. She rather 

looked like a Rhonda, though. 

But anyway. Desert. Nameless horses. 

Plants and birds and rocks and things. 

Now there they stood—Val, Naree, 

Giovanni, and Rhonda and her two gal pals—on a 

hill overlooking the entrance to Tio Corp‘s copper 

mine. 

Basically just a big hole in the ground, Val 

thought. A few dump trucks, signs and barricades 

warning of danger in several languages, bright 

work lights fighting back the encroaching twilight. 

“Hard to believe this could ruin an entire 

ecosystem,” she said quietly. 

“It uses up water,” Giovanni said, his 

voice also nearly a whisper. “To suppress dust, 

keep employees hydrated, for transporting slurry . 

. . Lakes and rivers are disappearing, the desert is 

spreading at alarming rates, but at the same time, 

it’s dying.” 

Naree gave a humorless laugh. “And now 

so are people.” 

None of them had particularly cared for 

Carlton, and likely would have rooted against his 

survival in a movie, but his death had—

earthquake pun most certainly intended—left 

them all shaken. No longer was this a fun little 

jaunt to study rogue quakes and reports of 

mythical worms. 

Maybe it never had been. Maybe she’d 

just dressed up the danger in cute outfits and 

inspirational quotes on a Pinterest page to disguise 

the fact that she had no idea what she was doing, 

that she was just some blogger literally wearing a 

crypto-seismologist costume while pretending that 

word meant anything. 

She’d been picking out a fedora that best 

framed her face while people were being 

terrorized by an earthquake monster, and now 

someone was dead. It may not have been her fault 

in any direct way, but Val couldn’t shake the 

feeling that they should have picked someone 
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more qualified. But they’d picked her, and 

someone died. 

An official from a corrupt mining 

company, sure, but still. 

Giovanni and Naree looked to her 

expectantly nonetheless. She may not have been 

an expert, but there was no such thing as a crypto-

seismology expert, despite what she claimed in 

her Twitter bio, so she was as close as they were 

going to get. 

Taking a deep breath, Val took off her hat 

and pushed up her glasses as she got out her 

laptop, balancing it on Rhonda’s back. “I have a 

theory,” she said, bringing up a map of the area 

and plotting the recent sightings on it. “See, every 

earthquake’s epicenter is near the mines, right?” 

She looked to Naree for confirmation. 

“Because of the detonations, people 

theorized,” Naree said, though the way she 

stressed “people theorized” suggested that she 

didn’t think that was the true cause any longer. 

“The removal of groundwater,” Giovanni 

put in. “It could destabilize the bedrock, make the 

area more vulnerable to tremors.” 

He didn’t sound terribly certain, either, 

and Val wondered if all experts played pretend 

sometimes, telling themselves that illogical things 

made perfect sense because the alternative—the 

unknown—was simply too terrifying. 

“And if you track all of the death worm 

sightings . . .” she continued, gesturing to the 

vaguely circular area on the map. She paused, 

waiting to see if they would catch on. 

Naree looked as if she had an idea, but 

shook her head slowly. “So they live in the mines? 

And . . . only like to venture out so far?” 

“Or they can only venture so far,” 

Giovanni put in. He paused for a beat, then looked 

at Val. “What are you thinking?” 

Val awkwardly dismounted from Rhonda, 

the better to use the sand to demonstrate. She sat 

down, trying to tell herself that vibration she felt 

beneath her legs and buttocks was only her 

imagination. 

“I’m a creature in the mine. I’ve been 

sleeping for centuries, dreaming my happy little 

creature dreams. But now Tio Corp woke me up, 

and I’m hungry.” She extended an arm forward, 

dragging a groove through the sand, and grabbed a 

rock. “This represents Carlton, because it’s kind 

of dense and not that useful.” 

Naree hid her smirk behind her hand; 

Giovanni made no attempt at hiding his. 

Val enclosed the rock in her fist, 

refraining from making “nom nom nom” noises 
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out of respect for the dead, and drew her hand 

back along the same path. She glanced up at the 

others, and repeated the motion in another 

direction. After doing this several times, with her 

other hand and with her feet, she stood and drew a 

circle around the perimeter with her toe. 

“No,” Naree breathed. 

Giovanni’s mouth hung open. “You’re 

saying . . .” 

“They aren’t death worms,” Val said.” 

They’re tentacles.” 

And that would have been such a badass 

line, Val thought, if only she hadn’t been grinning 

the entire time. In her memoirs, she would have to 

edit out her giddy excitement. Totally unsuited to 

the direness of the situation. 
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The mine wasn’t in operation, partly 

because it was nighttime and partly because the 

recent rash of quakes had made it too dangerous to 

go into the mines. The miners laughed at the 

scientists’ intentions to traverse the tunnels, and 

Naree translated their warnings about the deepest 

shaft. 

“Monster,” she said softly. “They say it’s 

a monster.” 

Val hated to say this was good, but it at 

least confirmed her suspicions. She adjusted her 

grip on the flashlight and led the way deep into 

the earth. 

Everything she knew about mining came 

from old movies where rickety wooden beams 

held up the ceilings and dinky little tracks receded 

into murky darkness. She’d hoped the technology 

would have improved since then. If it had, Tio 

Corp must have been using old tech to cut costs 

because the monster at the end of the tunnel 

suddenly ranked very low on Val’s list of ways 

she expected to die that day. 

“I would like to point out,” Giovanni 

whispered, his words echoing in the roughly 

carved shaft, “that we still have no weapons.” 

Val had thought of that, but this thing had 

likely been there long before humanity. That 

would be like killing a god. And if it attacked? 

Well, she couldn’t imagine a gun would be of 

much use against something like that. “This is 

recon,” she said, sidestepping supplies left behind 

by the miners. Was that explosives? Fabulous; 

super safe to just leave explosives lying around in 

a known earthquake zone. 

“May I ask why you think there’s a giant 

octopus under the Gobi Desert?” Naree asked. 
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“Not necessarily an octopus,” Val said, 

sweeping her flashlight beam across the uneven 

ground. “And not just the Gobi.” She frowned, 

trying to recall bits of folklore she’d read. If only 

they had Wi-Fi; her browser history was full of 

this stuff. 

And a lot of Etsy shops that sold cute little 

cryptozoological amigurumi. But that was beside 

the point. 

“France has a mythical beast called the 

Carcolh. Giant mollusk that lives in caves and 

uses tentacles to hunt for prey. Hawai’i has an 

octopus god of the Underworld named Kanaloa. In 

Japan, there’s the Tsuchigumo, which is a giant 

spider that lives underground—” 

“They’re all the same creature?” Giovanni 

asked. 

“The same, or different subspecies,” Val 

agreed. “I think cultures described them as best as 

they could. Hawai’ians saw octopodes a lot, so 

they look at tentacles and see an octopus. Japan 

had spiders in its myths already, so something 

with multiple legs that lives in caves is a spider. 

The one in Mongolia learned to hunt by tentacle, 

so people here only saw giant worms. And if 

they’re somehow related to something like a 

jellyfish, they might be able to sting, which could 

explain the rumors about poison and electr—” She 

broke off, freezing in place as the ground gave an 

ominous shudder. 

Dirt filtered through their flashlight beams 

as it fell from the ceiling, an unnecessary reminder 

that “the ground” was now surrounding them in 

all directions, the weight of all that rock 

unimaginable in scale. 

Val squeezed her eyes shut, wishing she 

had never responded to that message. 

She could have been home right now, 

happily searching Deep Google for obscure 

Mongolian news sites that she could run through 

an imprecise online translator and excitedly share 

with the other armchair myth hunters on Reddit. 

She could have lived to Pinterest another day. 

But no. She’d had to prove everyone 

wrong. She’d had to go and pretend a crypto-

seismologist was a real thing even though she 

knew it wasn’t. 

And now it was going to get her killed. 

There was a sharp intake of breath beside 

her, and she opened her eyes. 

Something moved up ahead, a long, thin 

shape barely discernible from the rock. 

Val charged forward without regard for 

her safety as the thing—the tentacle?—retreated 

from view. Pausing for a moment to brace herself 

as another quake jarred the area, she followed it 
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around a tight corner, only distantly aware of the 

thick seams of copper gleaming in her wavering 

light. 

The mine shaft opened abruptly into a 

cavern, and Val had to skid to a stop to avoid 

falling off the cliff where she stood. 

The cavern extended far beyond what she 

could see—that much was clear from the echoing 

sounds of falling debris—and a faint blue glow 

radiated from the floor, more than fifty feet down. 

The creature. 

At first glance, Val would have called it 

an octopus, but it possessed some sort of shell-like 

carapace and a wicked set of fangs. And far too 

many limbs, a dozen of which snaked outward 

from the Volkswagen-sized body like faintly 

bioluminescing ribbons and embedded themselves 

in the rock walls. 

No one dared breathe as they took in the 

sight before them, a primordial creature as old as 

time itself. 

This, Val decided, made it all worthwhile. 

She would lie and invent all sorts of new sciences, 

put herself in life-threatening danger all over 

again, just for the chance to glimpse this 

magnificent creature. 

Was it truly a god? A being with 

dominion over the earth, able to destroy and create 

landmasses on a whim? Or maybe it was just an 

animal like any other, one of the last of a species 

that escaped the last extinction event by going into 

something like suspended animation. 

Whatever it was, deity or mere giant cave 

. . . thing, it was awake now. 

It writhed, covering its head like a 

teenager dreading the prospect of getting out of 

bed, and each movement sent a new tremor 

through the cavern. It was only a matter of time 

until it brought the mines down on its own head. 

But would that kill it, or only release it onto the 

world? And who were they to decide which was 

the preferable option? 

“You don’t like the miners,” Val said. She 

thought she’d kept her voice steady, but the 

echoes betrayed just how shaky she sounded. 

“They woke you up, and your desert isn’t like you 

remember because they’re stealing all the water.” 

The thing—the olgoi-khorkhoi, Val 

remembered Naree calling it—made no indication 

of understanding her, but she liked to think it did. 

“We can’t kill it,” Naree said, her tone 

eliminating any room for discussion. “It isn’t 

acting maliciously, and it didn’t ask to be woken 

up.” 
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“We have to stop the mining,” Giovanni 

agreed. “If not for the creature, then for the good 

of the environment.” 

The olgoi-khorkhoi seemed to like this 

idea; its movements stilled, reducing the quakes to 

a gentle vibration, the falling debris lessening to a 

fine dusting like that of powdered sugar falling 

from a sifter. 

But the mining wouldn’t stop. If Val had 

learned one thing from Googling mining 

corporations, it was that they cared more about 

income than environmental impact. If there was 

still copper in the tunnels, they wouldn’t let an 

endangered primordial octopus god stop them. 

Hell, they’d probably try to sell tickets to come 

and see the creature. 

So they’d have to shut down the mines, 

stall for time while they went after Tio Corp from 

another angle. Surely a multinational mining 

company had other scandals they could use to shut 

them down? It might not have been the adventure 

Val had had in mind, but a legal battle could be 

fun, too. 

(Which begged the question, what did a 

crypto-seismologist wear to court? Val sensed an 

Erin Brokovich-themed Pinterest board in her 

future.) 

“Olgoi-khorkhoi?” Val asked. “I don’t 

know if you’ll ever go back to sleep, but if we 

stop the miners from bothering you and taking any 

more water from the ground, will you promise me 

something?” 

Naree and Giovanni raised their eyebrows, 

but the creature uncovered its giant eyes as if 

listening. 

“No more terrorizing people,” Val said. 

“You eat just enough animals to stay alive, and 

only wild ones, not ones people need for food and 

hair and weirdly sweet horse-milk liquor. And no 

more earthquakes. But we’ll need your help. 

When you hear a loud noise, I need you to help 

shake the tunnels like you’ve never shaken them 

before.” 

She didn’t expect an answer. Even if the 

olgoi-khorkhoi could understand human speech, it 

probably didn’t know English. But she liked to 

pretend it knew what she was saying the same 

way she liked to pretend there was such thing as a 

crypto-seismologist. 

With a short bow to the olgoi-khorkhoi, 

Val turned and walked back through the tight 

mine shaft, leaving the others to follow in 

bewilderment. 

“What’s going on?” 
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“How are we supposed to stop them from 

mining?” 

Val’s flashlight beam found the explosives 

they had passed earlier. “Step one,” she said with 

a grin, “cause a cave-in.” 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The quake could be felt for miles around. 

Even the mainstream news outlets back home 

reported on it, making a point to note that Tio 

Corp’s copper mine stood precisely at the 

epicenter. 

Had the mining caused the earthquake? 

Seismologist Narantsetseg Tseveen’s reports, co-

written by ecologist Giovanni Santos, suggested 

so. A combination of detonations and earth that 

had been destabilized by a lack of groundwater. 

Explosives had been used the night of the 

quake, they said, adding credence to this claim as 

well as prompting questions about Tio’s safety 

regulations. What kind of company would send its 

workers into the mines right after a rash of 

earthquakes? 

These questions and more were answered 

by the media’s newest darling, a quirky expert 

with thick nerd glasses and a penchant for fedoras. 

She explained the complicated science in an 

accessible and fun way, making pop culture 

references every chance she got. 

And yes, her gif game was strong. 

No one quite understood what a “crypto-

seismologist” was, but everyone agreed, she 

definitely looked like one. 
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Cephalopod 
Heart 
by Lis Vilas Boas 
 

At the beginning of her last day as fully 

human, the morning light arrived filtered through 

many layers of water, adjusted by the dark tint of 

the diving suit’s helmet. Of course, all days 

underwater were like that, never fully day, not like 

she saw in the archive about ancient Earth. Down 

there, the bioluminescence from the cephalopods 

around her was more real than any other form of 

natural illumination she knew of. Maybe she had 

never been a true human, after all, if pure sunlight 

had never touched her skin. 

“Volunteer Ava, please report your 

status.” 

It was Dr. Gauls’ voice resonating within 

the helmet. Ava preferred when he was the one 

conducting the observations, he was polite, acted 

like they would still matter after the experiment 

was done—the first step of it, at least. No one 

knew what would happen afterwards. 

“Blood pressure, normal. Sight, hearing, 

tact, all normal. Oxygen, normal.” She reveled in 

her own voice for a moment, she was not sure she 

would still have one the next day. 

“Please proceed with the data sampling.” 

Around her, the other volunteers swam 

across the vivarium, performing their duties with 

efficiency. If the transformation was worrying 

them, they didn’t show it. Not that Ava was 

worried, she was a little anxious, and curious, 

wondering which things she would lose in name 

of the greater good. And not that Ava particularly 

cared for colonizing the planet. No. She had things 

in mind that were for her pure pleasure. 

Swimming without the suit, meeting the surface, 

feeling warm waters, being free. 

Stopping by the artificial reef at the center 

of the vivarium, she started collecting the egg 

samples. The suit’s fingers were clumsy, she hated 

it, but persevered because it was the last day, one 

way or the other. It was not long before her little 

friend showed up. 

First, the tiny tentacles appeared, gingerly 

exploring the rock openings, making sure there 

was no predator around. Ava did not blame it, 

since the vivarium had been built for maximum 

replication of Marea Infinitus’ oceanic 

environment, and many of the native species 
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discovered a delicious meal in the Earth 

specimens brought for the colonization. Octopuses 

had been great survivors so far exactly because 

they were so careful, not so much because of the 

camouflage skills—or so Dr. Gauls said. 

Slowly, gently, almost reverently, she 

approached. The octopus watched, more patient 

than most of the bipeds in the submarine station. 

That moment had been sort of rehearsed by tens of 

attempts before, both of them trying the contact at 

the same time they feared it. When it happened 

Ava was filled with joy. Her friend leapt from the 

rock, its propulsion taking it directly to the suits’ 

chest. It landed there, as if it knew about the 

following day, as if it knew they were going to be 

one. 

“Volunteer Ava, what is the interference 

in your sensors?” asked Dr. Gauls. 

“Nothing, just an encounter with a 

friendly octopus.” 

The radio silence lasted just a second. 

“Have you found a subject of your 

preference?” 

The octopus spread its arms above the 

suit, became a bioluminescent heart for a moment. 

Ava wondered if it understood what was being 

said, if it would hate her. By then she thought she 

knew well enough what the shifting colors on its 

skin meant, and the pale pink pulsing with slow 

shots of blue usually signaled the animal was 

feeling safe. 

“Yes.” It was a whisper, fearful that the 

octopus might hear, but the colors remained the 

same. 

Dr. Gauls didn’t answer immediately, but 

she heard his breathing. One deep sigh. 

“This is good to know.” 

“I don’t want it to suffer.” 

“I’ll make sure of it.” 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The station was always cold, but it felt 

colder after a dive. Although the suit had thermal 

regulation, it was still better than the frigid air that 

circulated within their submarine habitation, 

primed for economizing energy. Ava longed for 

feeling true warmth on her skin, she was sick of 

imagining it. 

At the volunteers’ common living quarters 

they played live images from the surface. Footage 

of the violent planetary tides were meant to 

remind them that they were not in a friendly 

territory, the gigantic waves that never stopped 

their cycle above the planet that had no continents 

were supposed to tell them there was no other 
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choice. If they did not conquer Marea Infinitus, 

they would perish. Even if there had been an Earth 

to go back to, there were no more spaceships that 

could survive those waves and cross the 

atmosphere, no more fuel for space travel. 

The message was usually lost on Ava. She 

watched the videos and longed, not feared. She 

felt in awe, not intimidated. Maybe because she 

was part of the first generation borne on the 

planet, the impulse for war against their home was 

lost on her. Maybe she was just weak, like some 

of the other volunteers said. 

“You just got out of there. Stop looking at 

the critters and join us, Ava,” Rai called. He was 

sitting above the main table, typing something in a 

tablet. 

Julia and Mario watched what he was 

doing over his shoulder, but looked up when she 

turned from the glass, speaking at the same time. 

“Are you nervous?” 

“Is it true you chose that squiggly squid?” 

“It’s an octopus. A specimen of Octoponi 

stenoidea, if I am not mistaken,” Julia said. 

She was not mistaken. Ava had not 

bothered to check the species herself, but after 

many months of training she knew Julia enough to 

be sure the girl was never wrong. 

“It doesn’t matter the species, it was 

grown out of the gene bank for experimental 

purposes, it is already as good as dead.” Rai’s 

words were harsh, made the room go quiet. 

All three stared at her, waiting for an 

answer. 

“Why do you care?” she asked them. 

“Why do you?” Rai snorted, looking up 

from the tablet, a curious glint to his dark eyes. 

“What’s the difference to you? A fish, a dolphin, a 

squid. It’s all just tissue for our improvement.” 

A quick glance around her confirmed they 

all thought the same as Rai. Ava struggled with an 

answer. Truth was she had volunteered thinking 

the same thing, the advertisement for the mission 

said nothing about knowing the creatures, it had 

been all about the selflessness of the human 

beings who would forward the planet’s 

exploration. 

“I don’t know. I guess . . . I just wanted to 

choose. One last choice, for my last day as 

human.” 

The answer resonated in the room. The 

others looked at each other, some surprised, some 

wondering if they should have done the same. 

Rai frowned briefly, then went back to 

typing. “Be weird if you want. None of it will 

matter tomorrow.” 
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“Why do you say that?” Julia looked at 

him. 

“Exploration matters, winning matters. 

The biotech that’s going to transform us has a 

single purpose, which is defeating UMI. If we are 

going to be half urchins or half squid . . .” He 

rolled his eyes as a way of finishing the sentence. 

The mention of UMI was enough to 

harden expressions, to make them remember the 

sole goal of that scientific station: to improve 

humans for marine exploration in order to find and 

defeat the Unknown Marine Intelligence. 

Ava turned back to the glass, tried to find 

her eight-armed friend in the vivarium. It was hard 

being the only person not so full of hate in a 

room. The others wanted to her to hate alongside 

them, she wanted them to marvel alongside her. 

They were invaders there, couldn’t they see? If 

ships came down from the sky on Earth and tried 

to explore it, wouldn’t they have also fought 

back? 

“I feel stupid now for not choosing.” Julia 

whispered, joining her. 

“What would you choose?” 

“I don’t know, I also feel stupid for 

thinking about it now when we should be focused 

on our mission against UMI.” The girl glanced 

back at the other volunteers. “This is why we have 

all volunteered, right?” 

Ava disagreed, she thought each one had 

volunteered for a different reason but they all hid 

behind the honorable duty of fighting against 

whatever was trying to starve them. UMI didn’t 

even have a face, no one had a guess about what 

kind of being it was or even if it had a body to 

begin with—the hardest kind of enemy for 

humans. It had been many years before the 

colonizers even realized they were actually 

fighting against something, that it was not just 

Marea Infinitus being a particularly harsh 

environment. Some people doubted it even 

existed, thought it was the colony government 

trying to unite everyone in a single purpose. How 

could they truly hate something that was 

unknown? 

“I think it doesn’t matter why they, or me, 

volunteered, as long as you are comfortable with 

your own motivation” Ava said after a while, 

because Julia was looking at her waiting for an 

answer. 

“Then, why did you volunteer?” 

There were, she realized, many answers 

that were true, but they all could be simplified to 

one thing. 

“I think I just wanted a different life.” 
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The volunteers were surprised with a 

fancy dinner. Or as fancy as it could get with the 

meager portions of seaweeds and shellfish, the 

only things they managed to cultivate on Marea 

Infinitus at a scale large enough to feed the 

colony. Ava was relieved to see there were no 

cephalopods or fish on the menu. The specimens 

that resisted the vivarium experiment were often 

used as food, an understandable zero waste policy 

in the station, but the longer she thought about 

becoming like one of those animals, the less 

eating them seemed desirable. 

It was sort of a goodbye party, or a ‘thank 

you for your sacrifice’ party. Ava decided to think 

of it as ‘the last time she had to endure such 

events’ party. This was confirmed when she saw 

that their closest relatives had been invited to the 

occasion. 

Her sister came to her the instant she 

entered the mess hall, her ever-serious face 

looking even more somber than usual. Ava braced 

for impact. 

“There is still time to go back” Anna said 

as a way of greeting. 

“Hello to you too, Anna. Thank you for 

asking how I’m doing.” 

“I don’t need to ask because I know you’d 

be doing better if you came home with me.” She 

crossed her arms, the movement making the Fleet 

insignia catch the blue light, a reminder even if 

Anna didn’t mean it to be. “Father is ready to 

reconsider his position, you know. You don’t have 

to join the Fleet if you don’t want to, you can be 

whatever you want.” 

“Except a volunteer for a biotechnology 

experiment?” 

“Except as good as dead!” Anna 

whispered through her teeth. “You know the risks, 

you know no one has ever survived these things.” 

“Yes, I am aware.” 

“Then why? Ava . . . As soon as this fails 

this station is going to be shut down and resources 

are going to be allocated to more critical sectors of 

the colony. If you want so bad to fight against 

UMI, join the Fleet. And if you don’t want to 

fight, there are other ways to be useful.” 

Despite the harshness in her voice, Ava 

saw the fear of loss in Anna’s eyes. Her sister 

loved her, in the way that life in a dying colony 

allowed love, which didn’t mean she understood 

her. 
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Their family was one of warriors and 

explorers, great pilots from among the stars filled 

the stories that fed Anna and Ava with ideas of 

greatness as Marea Infinitus became more and 

more difficult to inhabit. Part of the first 

generation born on the planet, the weight of that 

meaningless past was heavy on their shoulders 

throughout the years, as humans realized the sea 

was all that there was for them. Anna became a 

navigator, Ava a disappointment. 

Not good enough at the things that 

mattered, always focused on impossibilities, 

useless to the colony. 

She thought of her octopus friend, the 

only one who seemed happy with her in a long 

time, and decided that it would be better company 

than these humans. 

“Tell him goodbye for me” she told Anna. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The aquarium room was not empty like 

she had expected, but the scientists didn’t seem to 

mind her presence. The group was around the 

meeting table, a dish of seaweed crackers in the 

middle, a heated debate in the air: what is UMI? 

“I’m telling you, a microscopic form of 

life is our best bet.” 

“We are not in a position to bet, we have 

to be sure, and right now there is no way to be 

sure. It could be sentient microbes, it could be 

plant based, mineral life . . . we are in an alien 

world, it could be anything.” 

“Or everything.” 

“What, like all the beings on Marea 

Infinitus turned against us in an organized way?” 

“Why not? Technically speaking, we are 

the aliens here.” 

The proposition made voices louder, some 

in agreement and others trying to provide other 

points of view. Ava listened for a moment before 

deciding to ignore the conversation, she had heard 

enough different versions to last a lifetime. 

Everyone in the colony had similar discussions, 

even if not with the same level of scientific 

accuracy. 

When the war began most people 

considered bad luck, hazards of colonization, 

minor difficulties. It had been a while before the 

malfunctions of sensitive equipment looked like 

an attack. Guerrilla, some of the elders called it, 

like it used to happen on Ancient Earth. Severe 

incrustation at oxygen farms, submarine engines 

that calcified overnight, depletion of the tiny 

creatures that could represent nutrient-rich food . . 

. the further humans explored, the worse the 
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conditions became. And no sign of who or what 

could be doing it, only that it was too well made 

to not be done by something intelligent. 

Ava walked towards the tanks, trying to 

leave the discussion behind. The nature of the 

Unknown Marine Intelligence was not at the top 

of the list of things she would like to think about, 

not when she was bound to find out sooner or later 

if the transformation was successful. 

The octopus was resting in a corner of a 

square tank, its skin in a dark brown tone, all 

spiked as if it was trying to look dangerous. As 

she leaned over the tank, Ava knew the animal 

watched her, even if the eyes were not moving. 

“Can’t you recognize me without the suit 

on? I know, all this hair is weird . . .” she 

whispered. 

Her fingers danced above the water 

surface, playing with the idea of trying to touch it. 

“Come on. You don’t want to be alone on 

your last day, do you? The others made fun of me 

for choosing, they should see you looking so 

menacing now.” 

First, the animal changed colors, the 

brown became something between orange and red, 

still a warning but more promising. Ava dipped 

her arm, let her hand remain still in the middle, 

not wanting to seem invading. 

“It’s me. For the last time, anyway, it’s 

me.” 

A tentative arm stretched up, then another 

and another. Her friend moved a little, changed 

corners as it observed. Ava waved her fingers 

slowly, expectation growing. She had no idea why 

it was so important that they managed to breach 

that distance, but felt that the octopus also wanted 

it. 

“I promise, it won’t be in vain.” 

It was not in her place to make such a 

vow, but she was being honest. Whatever 

happened, Ava somehow knew deep within that 

they were going to do something good. Not just 

her, they, she and the octopus. When there was no 

need for constraining diving suits, when the 

planetary ocean was theirs to roam. 

“I’m Ava, by the way. I never had the 

opportunity to say.” 

The octopus extended one arm, reaching 

out until it touched one of her fingers. It was such 

a delicate touch, that Ava barely felt it before the 

sudden rush of images hit her. 

The infinity of Marea Infinitus’ deep sea, 

the plunge of the abyss that surrounded the 

station, then the black reefs where amorphous 

calcareous creatures grew, then the surge of a 

giant wave and the dance of tiny spiny living 
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beings swimming after its crash above the 

turbulent surface. In a heartbeat, Ava saw their 

blue green home in a way their cameras never 

could. In the next heartbeat, medusas. 

An underwater field, so extensive it 

seemed to have no end, filled with those creatures. 

Medusas, the scientists called them, although they 

were not the anemones developed in the biotech 

lab. Each one was fixed on a rock, had a bulbous 

shape, with circular wrinkles surrounded by red 

tentacles — the only true red found on the planet. 

Ava blinked and she was in the lab again, 

the octopus now surrounding her entire hand, its 

eyes focused as if daring her to move. 

“Everything all right?” 

Dr. Gauls was also by her side, watching 

the scene with a knowing smile that made no 

sense. 

“Hm, yes? Making friends with my new . 

. . body part?” 

She moved the hand but was careful not to 

take the octopus out of the tank. The grip it had 

was not painful, the longer she felt the suckers the 

less she was conscious of their hold on her skin. 

“Not just any body part, a heart. I am 

going to give you a new heart.” He said, coming 

closer. “The two of you match.” 

“Will it suffer when you . . .” 

She was unable to say out loud. Kill it. 

The octopus was going to die for the implant to 

happen. 

“No, there will be no pain, only sleep, 

until you are fully merged.” 

“And then?” 

“Then . . . It will be up to you.” 

“The pain?” 

“That too, but I have better hopes for 

you.” 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The first thing she heard were screams. 

Julia, some part of her brain provided. 

The lab room was dark, cold everywhere 

except for where something metallic connected to 

her chest. Rushed steps and barked orders joined 

the screams but it was hard to understand, 

something like a shiver ran through her arm and 

she felt better, protected. 

Somewhere outside, a red light was turned 

on. It was nice, but the world immediately around 

her was more interesting. Better wait and see. 

Ava slept. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The medusa field had no boundaries. 
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As far as the eye could see, red tentacles 

danced with the current, their holes expelled 

translucent spores. Here and there small creatures 

swam just outside their reach, capturing whatever 

spore they could; some Ava knew their names 

while others she was sure scientists had not 

catalogued yet. There was some expectation in 

them she could not quite describe. 

It was day, judging by the bright shade of 

blue, too bright. It would have been a peaceful 

scene if not for the distant roaring of waves, 

which should not have been possible to hear in the 

depths. Their thunderous break was approaching, 

Medusa’s spores were being slowly pushed up by 

the invisible force of the water current, and that’s 

when Ava realized. 

That place was close to the surface. 

She looked up in time to see the light 

shifting, the sight of pink clouds being distorted as 

the column of water rose in the wake of the rolling 

wave. It was so beautiful and terrifying, something 

so inevitable that waiting for it to happen was all 

that mattered. 

The hit of the turbulence was loud, it 

came with sea foam and impact and swirls of 

water that surrounded her soft body. Ava rolled 

through the field, somehow not losing track of 

what she saw. The spores were captured by the 

passing of the current and dragged through the 

breaking wave, being taken farther than they 

would if they simply floated. 

When it passed, the silence was eerie. 

Relieved. Content. The other living beings 

returned to their swimming, as if nothing had 

happened. Ava swam among them, the suckers on 

her arms picking the path through the rocks, 

avoiding the red tentacles. 

A big medusa by her side expelled a late 

spore, and a spiny triangular creature was quick to 

absorb it. She focused on the darkness of the hole 

from where the sphere had come. There was 

another one coming. One by one, the other 

medusas followed, a new batch of spores. 

She caught one within her arms, 

surrounded it with care not to shred it and used the 

dormant bioluminescence of her skin to light it up. 

The spherical shape was an illusion, a mucous 

membrane surrounding a wrinkled tiny version of 

medusa with no holes or tentacles. Somehow, it 

seemed . . . delicious. 

Ava opened her beak and swallowed in a 

single movement, suddenly not caring that it was 

not usually the kind of things she ate. 

A distant thunder served as a warning. 

Another wave was coming, and this time she was 

ready for it. 
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“Volunteer Ava, how are you feeling?” 

Opening her eyes was painful. She wanted 

to say the room was too bright, that the light hurt, 

but she discovered she didn’t remember how to 

use her voice. On instinct, she brought an arm to 

cover her face, the feel of fingers instead of 

suckers was strange and familiar at the same time. 

Someone took the hint, and the light was 

dimmed. 

“Better now?” 

Relieved, Ava let herself relax a little, but 

remained with eyes closed. The sound of water 

falling on the floor told her something she was not 

quite grasping about where she was. 

“All indicators normal. Keep talking to 

her.” 

“Volunteer Ava, do you think you can 

speak?” 

Lips, she had lips, not a beak. She could 

speak now. Beaks, she remembered, were not the 

best for forming words. 

“Y—yessss?” 

The feeling of the word was weird for a 

moment, a déja vu within that mouth, so full of 

strange things such as teeth and a tongue. The 

memory of how it was done came from 

somewhere up in her body, not from everywhere 

as it used to. 

“Yes.” 

“Please open your eyes so we can proceed 

with the exams.” 

The voice was not unkind, yet there was 

no familiarity in it. She didn’t recognize the 

people who were speaking. There were more of 

them talking in the background, she realized as the 

muscle memory of how to use all those weird 

human senses kicked in. 

“Where is Dr. Gauls?” 

“We don’t know, we were hoping you 

could tell us.” 

This, at last, was alarming enough to 

inject a sudden urge of movement in her. Ava sat, 

sending a wave of water out of the tank. She was 

in a tank, in the water, why had she not known she 

was half submerged? Because that’s how she 

should be, of course. Except not. The feeling of 

the frigid station air burned her skin, and she dove 

again until only her head was out. 

The sound of someone typing made her 

look to the side. 

It was a team of five, one by her side and 

the others in the corner watching the monitors. All 
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of them wore safety suits and masks. One carried 

a gun. 

“Where are the others from Dr. Gauls’ 

team?” 

The people exchanged looks, until the one 

holding the gun made a positive sign with the 

head. 

“They are dead. Don’t you remember?” 

said the one closest. 

“I was sleeping . . .” 

“Yes, that seemed to be the case.” 

“Seemed?” 

“Your cerebral impulses indicated a 

dream. What were you dreaming of?” 

“The waves . . .” The taste of a medusa 

spore came back to her tongue, almost as if she 

was still rolling it around her tongue. It had to be 

a secret, something told her from somewhere 

inside her chest. “Waves breaking above me.” 

More typing and no explanation. Two 

others approached with medical instruments. 

“We are going to proceed with the exams, 

to make sure your vitals are normal.” 

“How are the others?” 

“We can talk about that after the exams 

are complete. Your sister is here, she would like to 

see you afterwards, is that ok?” 

“My sister left.” 

“She had to come back. Now, can we 

proceed, Volunteer Ava? Please, sit.” 

“The air is too cold.” 

“We will try to do something about that.” 

Her sister didn’t come after the exams, 

which was a small relief amidst the strangeness. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

When they tried to lock Ava in the room, 

they had been expecting her to lash out at them. 

She could tell by the way the gun was aimed at 

the new biotech heart she was given, by the 

strangled breaths escaping through the hazard 

masks. But all Ava did was to sink a little deeper 

in the tank, seeking the comfort of the water on 

her skin. 

Water was better than air, even if that 

water was not as fine as something she could 

recall from before. A foggy image, a timeless 

sensation, something that was new and familiar at 

the same time. She could remain completely still 

in the tank, trying to navigate through those 

memories, the strange dream popping back every 

once in a while. 

It was a while before she noticed the 

thumping sound, although she could not tell how 

long was a while. Time had become hard to 
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measure and she didn’t like staring at the flashy 

screens in the room, not because they hurt her 

eyes but because they were not as informative as 

the light filtered by waves or the coming of a 

nutrient rich current. 

With an effort, Ava remembered that the 

room she was in was part of a series of 

containment labs, designed to board the volunteers 

after the transformation. 

“Someone next door is not happy.” Her 

voice was scratchy from disuse, and from 

something else that felt squishy in her throat. 

Someone survived other than you. 

The information came from somewhere 

around her belly. These kinds of diffused thoughts 

had been happening a lot, as if other parts of her 

body were now allowed to think instead of just the 

head. Which was fine, it was less lonely, but it 

was also hard to identify if the growing anxiety in 

the chest was truly hers. 

Remembering how to shine was nice. 

Shining was not a good word for it, Ava was 

struggling with that too, putting in words things 

that had never needed all those letters and sounds 

put together before. Glowing. Sparkling. All felt 

wrong. Communicating was better, although it had 

nothing to do with the iridescent light that 

appeared on her skin when she contracted the 

muscles right beneath it. 

Tiny strings of blue composing a labyrinth 

around the pores were the best way to convey 

what she was thinking, feeling, going through. No 

complicated concepts, just finding herself as she 

moved along that new world inside her own body. 

By the time the tank and the lab room 

started to become constricting, Ava had mastered 

hundreds of patterns in bioluminescence and 

pigments of different colors. Something located 

halfway through her shoulder and her neck warned 

that the humans would not understand that form of 

speaking, so she started practicing the words too. 

The thumping sound continued, 

sometimes regularly and other times in a burst. 

The other survivor was angry, and not getting 

tired. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

They came in hazard suits again, pointing 

guns, giving short orders to leave the tank. 

Ava let her skin go bright red, a warning 

common enough for all species, and the guns were 

aimed a little higher. 

“Where is Dr. Gauls?” she asked, content 

that the voice sounded human enough. 
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“He is still missing. Please, come with 

us.” 

“Where are you taking me?” 

“To swim in the vivarium.” 

The idea evoked images of a place that 

was not home, but much better than a tank. The 

vivarium was surrounded by a net, but the water 

was truly ocean water, the rocks were made from 

the planet core and delicious spores arrived from 

time to time. She went with no further questions. 

As they passed by the door to the next 

room, the thumping was louder than ever. 

“Who is here?” 

“Volunteer Rai. He is not taking the 

transformation well,” answered the same person 

who used to speak with her. 

“Quiet,” ordered someone in the back. 

“And how is Julia?” 

No one answered with words, but she 

caught the stiffening of shoulders, the tightening 

of grips on the guns. Julia was screaming, she 

remembered. Dr. Gauls’ team was dead. 

The relief of the vivarium made 

everything inside the station lose importance. 

They were experimenting if Ava could swim 

without a suit now, which she was glad to prove 

she could. There was no fear when she prepared to 

jump through the moon pool, the tens of layers of 

water column would do nothing but welcome her 

back, and so it happened. 

Come home, something called. 

Ava wanted to, desperately. 

Their skin changed from red to pink to 

blue to green, a rush of feelings. Marea Infinitus 

embraced her body with more caring than a 

human being ever had. Ava swam towards the 

middle, trying to give back all that love, trying to 

learn the planet’s name in that ocean language. 

Swimming with just two arms and two 

legs was weird to that part of herself that 

remembered things she didn’t live, but easy to that 

side that had swam with the suit on and had been 

anxious to get rid of it. Slowly, they merged 

together, learned how to move inside that body 

they shared. 

Someone was watching. All of the 

station’s eyes were turned to her—to them?—

Some silhouettes at the other side from the 

observation glass looked familiar, but it was not 

the mechanical recording of cameras and sensors 

she perceived. It was something more primal, 

more at ease in that environment, not desperate for 

something it expected from that experiment. It had 

no eyes and still saw better than all the human 

instruments. 

Come home, it called. 
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A human in a suit came towards her, it 

was the moment to go back to the station, to the 

frigid recycled air that told her body nothing other 

than that she didn’t belong in rare atmospheres. 

The denseness of water, that is where she—

they—belonged. 

The instinct to escape hit their body like a 

planetary wave spreading medusas’ spores. The 

sight of the aquatic weapon the diver carried was 

all they needed to recover from Ava’s side of their 

memory that they were supposed to be at war, that 

humans wanted to use whatever they had become 

to defeat UMI. 

They might have laughed at the sight of 

the gun, at the thought of the militarized acronym.  

Unknown Marine Intelligence, it was very human 

to give names to things that were too big to be 

contained in words. Defeating the planet itself was 

not possible, which was probably why humans 

had lost their own home in the first place. 

Earthlings had been fighting wars that were not 

meant to be fought all throughout the galaxy, and 

in that watery world those bipeds would perish. 

Ava’s side of the mind convinced that 

new double identity that it was not time to do 

anything, yet. They followed the diver back, 

remained silent and obedient all through the new 

batch of exams, answered questions with words 

instead of skin patterns. From outside, the sea 

sang to them, called them back, the ghost memory 

of the eight arms she used to have rolled around 

themselves in anxiety. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

Anna was the first human face they saw 

without the hazard mask on, which was also the 

first disgusted look they received. Ava felt that 

new strange heart constrict with sadness at the 

confirmation that they were no longer sisters. Still, 

she was not lonely, some other part of them 

reassured. 

“So . . . how are you feeling?” 

It would be impossible to put it in words. 

The octopus inside didn’t understand the concept, 

it would be like asking how they were living. The 

human understood, and she was feeling too many 

things she knew Anna didn’t want to hear. 

“Fine. A bit cold.” 

“Are they treating you well?” 

“Guns are always pointed at us, but they 

have not shot so far so I guess yes.” 

The guards in hazard suits didn’t move, 

their masks hid any reaction they might have had. 

Anna, however, blinked. Suspicion leaked out of 

her eyes. 
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“Us?” 

A mistake. Alarm and an instinct to run 

made the skin tinge with red and strips of green. 

Referring to themselves in the plural could not 

happen again, the humans would find it 

troublesome. It had to be secret, at least until they 

were free. 

“Me and the other volunteers.” 

“You were the only one that survived, 

Ava.” 

“No . . . that’s not right. Volunteer Rai is 

in the room next to mine, I hear him.” 

Anna’s expression morphed into a mixture 

of hate and exhaustion. 

“Bloody scientists! Hiding everything” 

she took a tablet out of her pocket and started to 

type. 

“What do you mean?” 

Something was changing. Air was not as 

good as water, but they felt on their skin, and the 

red gained brown dots, a bit more and the texture 

of their skin would change as well. 

“The station is exhibiting you as a case of 

. . . success. But they said all the others died, 

rejected the tissue. I had thought it was a lie, and I 

am sick of this. We could be using this 

biotechnology for thousands of things more useful 

than turning our people into monsters.” 

The words hurt Ava, sliced through the 

softness of the flesh inside her chest. The octopus 

had never imagined those sounds humans made 

could do such things. It surrounded their heart 

with its arms and at least inside they were fine. 

Anna stood and turned to the guards, 

showing the tablet screen. 

“This station is now, effective 

immediately, under the Fleet’s command. I’ll take 

control until the other commanders arrive. Take 

me to whatever is left of the other volunteers, 

dead or alive.” 

No goodbye or encouragements or relief 

for seeing that she had survived. Ava watched her 

go, followed by most of the guards, who didn’t 

argue. No one would go against an officer of the 

Fleet. 

Only two were left, watching, pointing 

guns, increasing the certainty that there was no 

place for them within those metal walls. The 

octopus had only met walls because of humans, its 

memory of being raised within the vivarium was 

full of longing for a vast ocean, its feelings 

seeping through to their joint body. 

They had to go. 

They didn’t hear the click at first, sound 

had lost importance in face of light and touch. 

Ava had been watching the shades of blue across 
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the glass, trying to learn the things the octopus 

had always known, missing the feel of water 

sustaining their body. The shadow grew slowly, 

by the time the guards realized there was someone 

else in the room it was too late for them. 

Two quiet shots, an almost immediate 

pool of red around the bodies. Ava and the 

octopus stared at the scene, trying to recover the 

meager security training she had deep inside her 

human mind. The shooter also wore a hazard suit, 

had taken the care to shoot in an angle that the 

bullets would not hit vital machinery or glass, it 

was someone who knew the station. 

Whatever fear had gathered within their 

belly, disappeared. 

“How are you feeling?” Dr. Gauls’ voice 

reached them before he removed the mask. He 

smiled gently, as if he had not just killed two 

people. 

“Strange. But good.” They answered, 

finding they felt safe around the man. 

“This is good to know. Come with me.” 

“Where?” 

“Home. Nowhere. Everywhere. Whatever 

the two of you decide.” 

A shrill ran through them, human and 

octopus. 

“Don’t you mean . . . me?” Never a word 

had sounded so strange, the concept of it seemed 

impossible. Ava counted their heartbeats, the arms 

of the octopus were everywhere, the suckers 

gently probing that shared muscle to pump the 

blood. 

Dr. Gauls’ smile grew, he pulled the mask 

down again and motioned them to follow. They 

walked in front, so he could pretend to be pointing 

the gun as a guard would. 

The station was becoming a strange place, 

but Ava found no sadness for it. Home. That 

thought evoked the image of a hole among the 

rocks, or the touch of soft sand beneath the arms 

as the suckers sought interesting things to 

investigate. 

The scientist took them to a lab room she 

had never been before, a place that used to be 

referred to through whispers as the failure room. 

As soon as they entered, Ava understood why. It 

was the closest thing to a morgue the station had, 

with all the dead volunteers preserved by 

chemicals. Dozens of necropsy tables, dozens of 

people with all sorts of biotechnological implants. 

The chemical smell made their nose—a still 

strange concept for the octopus—itch, their skin 

adopted a light shade of green. 

“What happened to them?” 
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“Don’t you mean what happened to you?” 

he asked back as he got rid of the hazard suit and 

left the gun above a table where someone Ava had 

not met laid. The body’s skin was cracked as if it 

had been rigid like a crab exoskeleton. “Why do 

you think you survived, and they died?” 

The understanding was somewhere there 

on the tip of their tongue. Ava thought that the 

octopus had already realized a number of things 

she was still grasping to understand, to fit in that 

world where she was not alone in her head. 

“Because . . . I chose it?” 

Ava walked between the rows of corpses, 

the octopus stroked her insides, trying to give 

consolation to them both. 

“In a manner of speaking.” 

Beneath the suit, Dr. Gauls was wearing 

the standard uniform of submarine pilots. He went 

to a screen panel and started typing until the 

corpse rejection door was activated. Ava had no 

idea what moved them to grab the weapon he had 

left, but they did. Fingers were weird, even 

weirder was the gun’s weight between them, the 

octopus was bothered by it, but they didn’t let go. 

“All of you were offered a choice, an 

opportunity. Not of enhancing your bodies, but of 

living in peace, of finally being accepted by this 

planet. Out there, we could be welcome, if we 

were not so prone to dominating and taking over 

every tiny process. But it knows, it learned how 

humans fight” Dr. Gauls went on. 

“UMI?” 

“There is a name for it, in a way of 

communicating that only the other senses can 

learn. You will learn too, soon. When you were 

out there, you received the call, didn’t you?” 

The ocean language, the feeling of being 

at peace. They didn’t need to speak, Dr. Gauls 

nodded. 

“These beings are going to defeat us 

unless we understand that we don’t have to fight. 

We need only to change, to learn a new way to be 

human. If we want to survive here, we have to let 

go of this false sense of superiority, to live free 

instead of conquering.” 

“But these people . . .” 

Sadness slowly seeped through Ava and 

the octopus, their feelings balanced. They found 

Julia’s body a few tables down the row, her chest 

was cut open with two tentacles falling out of it. 

“They fought against the heart implant. 

Living free is not something most humans are 

used to, it scares them. Some died right at the 

surgery table, others . . . were taken over by the 

animal, serving only as fuel to them.” 

“Rai.” 
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“Yes. He is struggling, but the implant 

already won, it is just a matter of time.” Dr. Gauls 

stopped a moment to watch the lined up bodies. “I 

had always suspected that we would need 

volunteers like you for this to succeed, and you 

being alive confirms my theory, but it doesn’t 

matter now. The Fleet will not allow this to go 

further, the station will have to be reactivated and 

we will start again, somehow.” 

It was not until that moment that they 

questioned the man’s participation in it all. Ava’s 

side of their mind sought for clues in past 

interactions, and discovered them everywhere. 

“You are on the ocean’s side. How? And 

why?” 

“Same way you were. I was young, being 

pressed for weapons against the planet, until I 

couldn’t take it anymore. I looked through the 

glass and all I saw was beauty. The sea always 

gets the message through, and in my case . . . I 

was contaminated once, during an experiment. A 

cut, and the medusas’ spores were in me.” 

“Are there . . . others? Like you? Like 

us?” 

Before he could answer, the door to the 

hallway exploded. Dr. Gauls pushed them close to 

the ejection door and activated it, as soon as he 

pushed Ava through it a shot hit his arm. 

Struggling, he closed the door again, blood 

staining the metal. 

“Go, quick. Follow this corridor and 

activate the inundation mode when you reach the 

end.” 

“What about you?” 

“My days were counted. Go, and don’t 

look back. This is how you get free.” 

“I . . . dreamt, of a place . . . a medusa 

field . . .” 

“That’s where it all began, the waves will 

take you there if that is where you wish to go.” 

A series of clicks and shots were heard 

through the door. Ava distinguished Anna’s voice 

barking orders. 

“If you stay, they will use you. And Ava, 

don’t be afraid to use that gun if you have to.” 

Nothing else needed to be said. Running 

was not as easy as swimming, but they found 

control over their legs to move fast enough 

through the corridor. It was not long, although 

more explosion sounds made it seem that they still 

had a long way to go. Dark ink started to leak 

through their eyes, the octopus’ instinct of running 

and hiding taking over for a moment. 

They threw themselves against the button 

at the end, the alarm of the inundation warning 

sending through them a momentary feeling of 



Hexagon SF Magazine 64 

relief. The corridor’s lights went from white to 

red, casting the place in a reddish shade right 

before they heard the steps approaching. Water 

began to fill the corridor, but not fast enough. 

Anna was there, pointing a gun at her, two 

other soldiers behind doing the same. 

“Stop the inundation, Ava.” 

“No.” The water was barely at their 

ankles, but they gained confidence from it. The 

humans would not be at ease with the possibility 

of drowning. They held the gun tighter. 

“Stop this and come home with me. You 

can still help us win.” 

The only good thing left of their 

relationship, was that Ava still could tell the lies 

in her sister’s eyes. The humans would kill them. 

The octopus was agitated, squeezing their heart 

with anxiety and a moment of hate. 

Home had never been inside a metal cage, 

now that was truer than ever. The decision had 

been there for a long time, and it was easy to 

accept it. 

“I am sorry, but I have a cephalopod heart 

now. Your war means nothing to us.” 

“Don’t force me to kill you, Ava.” 

They could have laughed, because the 

Ava she had known was already dead anyway. 

Ava was a name to refer to a piece of them. Ava 

had no feelings left towards that human. And few 

things were stronger than a trapped animal 

desperate to escape. 

The water was now to the knee, it would 

be tight, but it was enough. They shot blindly, 

then jumped and dove, swimming for the humans’ 

legs. They were in their element. The leaked ink 

became a full jet stream, covering their 

movements. The adrenaline gave rise to new skills 

they had not discovered yet, like the capacity of 

stretching more than Ava’s previous body ever 

could. 

By the time the corridor was fully 

inundated and the door finally opened, there was 

ink and blood everywhere. They swam for 

freedom, leaving the stained water behind. 
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