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To Gwen Campbell


Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand.

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out

When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi

Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert

A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

The darkness drops again; but now I know

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

The Second Coming
William Butler Yeats


PROLOGUE

THE DEPTHS

He woke, and he prowled his territory.

He was in no hurry. He wasn’t hungry, only smelling, seeing – listening.

The depths were not silent.

The deepest sound was time; the steady, slow grind of the earth, the slipping of stone under stone. He heard this not with his ears but through his bones. It was loudest in the hot places where he fed and rested, but it was everywhere, the background against which all other sounds existed. Sometimes it grew sharper when the earth cracked, and the heat came out, bearing sustenance.

Quicker were the songs of the tides, which were nowhere the same. He knew each contour of the continents by the sound of their tides, moving in and out like breath. Even in deep ocean, no two trenches or seamounts sounded the same as the surface swelled and sank above them.

Smaller and swifter still, the clicks, the low and high calls of the great swimmers, the high-pitched pipping of the smaller ones, the grunts, whistles, chirps of life.

The sea was never silent.

But it had been quieter, before strange sounds invaded the ocean; the churning and banging and screeching of unliving things that left the smell of oil behind them. The great swimmers could no longer hear each other well. Sometimes they lost their way, could not find each other. Over the ages, the sounds of the sea had changed, but never so much, and never so quickly.

Now there was a new song. It pulsed through the deeps, faint, but unmistakable. The voice of something in his territory that should not be there.


ONE

As usual, Emma woke before the alarm sounded. Her restless mind rarely allowed her the benefit of a full night’s sleep, and today was shaping up to be an exciting one. She’d put in a long night, but it had been worth it. She stayed in bed a few more minutes, going over her plans for the day.

She rose, showered, brushed her teeth, combed out her long auburn hair, dressed. She turned on the television, flipped through a few channels, but didn’t hear anything she didn’t already know. She paused, however, when she came to the BWN. It showed a senate hearing. Serizawa and Graham were there, looking beleaguered. She remembered a similar inquiry, five years ago, with her in the hot seat. She didn’t envy the two scientists.

“Top brass at the mysterious Monarch organization will face another intense grilling as the government continues to push for extermination of the Titans,” the anchor was saying, “and rumors persist that Monarch may be hiding even more creatures discovered since the attacks of 2014, a historic tragedy that changed the world as we know it forever. The day the world discovered that monsters are real…”

* * *

Some people had known there were monsters in the world for many years. Generations. But mostly the monsters slept or lurked in remote corners of the planet. They kept to themselves. They were watched, and in some cases contained – by Monarch. But five years ago, when a monster broke free from containment in Japan and charted a path of destruction from Japan, through Honolulu and finally San Francisco, the fact that monsters were real became very public knowledge. The world learned of Godzilla.

Thousands died in a few days. Once great cities lay in ruins. When it was over, two MUTOs – Massive Unidentified Terrestrial Organisms – lay dead, killed by Godzilla. And when the fight was over the wounded Godzilla dragged himself into the ocean and vanished.

A few months later he reappeared to fight another MUTO, this time in more remote places with less damage and fewer collateral deaths. Then he once more returned to the deeps.

For five years, humanity had lived in fear of another attack. The housing market crashed as the value of waterfront property plummeted. Schoolchildren drilled to evacuate in case of a monster attack.

As the monsters’ existence came to light, so did Monarch. Scientists from the organization were called before various government bodies and questioned at length about their intentions and methods. In the years since the attacks, intelligence agencies and investigative reporters had come to believe that Godzilla and the MUTOs weren’t the only monsters out there. That there might be more. Many more.

Emma turned her gaze from the screen and down to a hard black plastic case on the floor.

It’s going to work, she thought. I know it will. But if she was sure, why was she so nervous?

She turned the TV off, and heard a piercing noise from the next room.

“Maddie?” she said.

* * *

Madison pushed some of the schoolbooks on the kitchen table aside to make room for her sticker-plastered laptop, put in her earbuds and scrolled through her email as the Pixies’ “Wave of Mutilation” began hammering at her eardrums.

As usual, more than half of the emails were from Dad. That wasn’t all that surprising; she didn’t have many friends and even less family, outside of Mom and Dad. Neither did Dad, at least not anymore, which probably explained why he wrote her at least once a day, and often more, despite the fact that it had been a long time since she’d answered him. She hadn’t even opened the most recent ones.

She wasn’t entirely sure why. There was Mom, of course, and what she would think. And she had her own misgivings. But he was so persistent, and she did miss him, a lot. She had a clear picture of him in her mind, sending the mail, checking for her response and finding nothing. The look of disappointment on his face.

Mom might not understand, but Maddie was sure he was different now. Maybe not all the way back to his old self, but better, way better.

She let out a breath and clicked on the most recent mail.

Hey Madison, it read, haven’t heard from you guys in a few months. Hope you’re having fun. Here are a few pics of the wolves I’ve been studying. Aren’t they cute?

Of course, she loved the wolves. He knew that. Like everything wild and pure, they appealed to her in a way so deep and strong she couldn’t explain it out loud. And the pups were really cute. But she was also a little jealous of them. Dad was always out in the wilderness, in Colorado. With the wolves. And although she knew it was more complicated than that, it still left a hollow in her gut that boiled down to this: why could he be there for the wolves, but not for her?

But of course, when he was around, the tug-of-war always started again, with her as the rope.

Among the pictures was one selfie. Dad had a little more gray in his brown hair than when she had last seen him. He was attempting to look silly and doing a pretty good job of it. It made her think of better times, the games they had played together. He was trying to reconnect with her. So maybe she should try, too.

She hit reply and placed her fingers on the keyboard, trying to think how to start.

Maybe just the basics.

Sorry I haven’t written back, she began. I miss you. But there’s something I want to talk to you about.

Again she paused, glancing nervously at her mother’s room. How much should she tell him? Nothing, if Mom had anything to say about it. Dad wasn’t supposed to be involved in any of this anymore. But it was so big, what was happening, so important. He shouldn’t be completely out of the loop.

I’m getting worried about Mom—she began.

And then the smoke detector started its shrill beeping.

“Oh, shit, shit, shit,” she yelped, bolting up. She had forgotten. Why hadn’t she smelled it?

But she did now, as smoke boiled up from the pan of burning bacon, filling the tiny kitchen with a gray haze and the smell of ruined porky goodness. She yanked it off the stove, but it was way too late. The rashers were now just strips of charcoal.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mom enter the kitchen. Of course.

Shit, again, she thought. This place was way too small to get away with anything.

“Maddie?” Mom said.

Her mother – Dr. Emma Russell – was a paleobiologist. These days, that was one of the coolest jobs around. But paleobiology was a lot like detective work, or forensics – deducing the big picture from the little things.

Which meant it was hard to pull anything over on her.

“Good morning!” she blurted as she scrambled to turn off the smoke alarm. “Mom! Hi! I made us breakfast.”

“Oh, God,” Mom said, and hurried to help her with the mess.

“It’s eggs, toast, and what was once… bacon.”

Her mom smiled. “And which do you recommend?”

“The toast and eggs,” she said, with a chuckle.

“Thank you,” Mom said, turning to the counter and sitting down. She glanced at the open laptop.

Maddie reached over and pushed it closed, trying to look casual.

Okay, she thought, that didn’t look suspicious at all.

“Coffee?” she asked, pouring a cup.

“What were you working on?” her mom asked.

“Nothing,” Madison lied, putting the plates on the table. “Just looking up recipes.”

Before she even finished the sentence, she saw her mother didn’t buy it. Of course she didn’t.

She sat and poked at her eggs, trying to find the right spin on it.

“Dad’s been emailing me,” she admitted, finally.

Alarm and consternation flitted across her mother’s face, quickly replaced by a carefully neutral expression. She was trying not to freak out. And as usual, doing a pretty good job, at least on the outside. And she was still listening, which was good.

“He looks good,” Maddie said. “Healthy.”

“Have you responded?” Mom asked.

“Not yet,” she said. She took a bite of her eggs. Now Mom was trying to find the tactful response. It was strange; they were so tight on most things. They didn’t argue a lot, and it was very seldom things got awkward between them.

But the subject of Dad never failed to make them both uncomfortable.

“Honey,” her mother began, “I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“I know.”

“Especially with everything that’s going on right now.”

But that was just the thing. A lot was going on, and maybe Dad should know. He deserved to know. But she knew she couldn’t say that to Mom.

“Mom, I know,” she said instead. “Really.”

For a moment her mother was silent.

“Listen,” she said finally, in a softer voice. “I know things haven’t been easy for you, but we’re gonna get through this. Together.”

She thought of Dad, in Colorado, with the wolves. And years ago, when everything had seemed fine – and wasn’t. It was hard to trust that kind of promise. No one knew for sure what was going to happen even in the next few minutes, much less a year from now, or more. Not even her mother.

“You’re sure he’s gonna be okay?” she pressed.

“He’s in the safest place he can be right now,” her mother assured her. Then she perked up a little.

“Hey, wanna hear some good news? I finished it.”

For a split second, Madison didn’t know what she meant. But then she saw the metal case. The ORCA.

“Really?”

Her mother nodded, unable to suppress a beam of pride. And why shouldn’t she be proud? She had been working her ass off on it for years. She even remembered her and Dad tinkering with it a little, way back when. But these past few months the ORCA had seen more of Mom than she had. But that was okay. This was exciting. This was everything, really. It was going to change the world.

“You think it’s going to work?” she asked.

Mom stood up and lifted the case.

“It’s going to work,” she said.

A low, grating rumble shivered the room. The lights went out, flickered back on, dimmed, and came back up again. A high-pitched shriek cut through the nearly subsonic growl. It sounded like nothing Maddie had ever heard before – and living with Mom, she had heard some awfully weird things.

Mom went to the window, frowning, eyes wide and lips pulled tight. Maddie joined her.

“It’s going to be okay,” Maddie said.

Mom put her arm around her.

Her two-way radio crackled on.

“Dr. Russell,” a man’s voice said. “We need you in containment.”

Her mother seemed a little disoriented, but then she looked at Madison and her composure returned.

“On my way,” she said. She put on her jacket and picked up her boots.

Maddie grabbed her own muddy boots. She already had her hoodie on. Good to go.

Mom shot her a questioning glance.

“You’re kidding,” Maddie said. “Of course I’m going.”

Mom’s only answer was a proud smile. Then she picked up the ORCA and they went outside.

* * *

Inside, their quarters could have been anywhere. Her mom had tried to make them as “normal” as possible. But once you went outside – or even looked out the window – the illusion was broken. Their apartment was a temporary barracks, a neat little prefab house, L-shaped, with solar panels on the roof. It sat on a forested hill looking down on a compound of similar structures – a sort of fancy trailer court surrounded by a chain-link fence. A couple of watchtowers kept vigil over the compound, and satellite dishes maintained their connection with the rest of the world, at least as much contact as Monarch protocols allowed.

Outside, the cool damp air smelled of decay, freshly turned earth, tropical flowers, bruised leaves, and something faintly metallic. Council trees with thickly buttressed trunks rose up through a lower canopy of tropical evergreens and climbing vines, their little piece of the highland rainforest that filled the valley and spread into the surrounding mountains. Monkeys, gibbons, more birds than she could identify even with the help of the Internet variously flew, climbed or swung through the dense branches. And insects – so many strange, fascinating species. Once she had seen a walking stick half a foot long. She’d thought that was impressive, at the time.

But as amazing as all that was, the “site” was much cooler.

Surrounded by lush, green mountains, from the camp it looked something like a mountain itself, although on second look it was too regular. Beneath an encrustation of climbing vines, lianas, ferns, and creepers, a gigantic four-sided pyramid rose in steps, eight in all. It resembled the Great Pyramid of Cholula in Mexico and the ziggurats of ancient Mesopotamia, but it also shared some features with the hundreds of ancient temples scattered around China and Southeast Asia. But the archaeologists said this one was different. From what they said, it was far older than any of the better-known ruins. Dr. Lille, one of the epigraphers on the team, once told Maddie the glyphs on its carved surfaces no more resembled ancient Chinese than they did Mayan hieroglyphs – yet they reminded her of both, and also of the Indus valley script and undeciphered glyphs of Easter Island.

“Perhaps a prototype of all of them,” Lille had said, in her musical French accent. “When I have deciphered them, perhaps we shall see.”

There had once been more to the site. The rainforest around the pyramid concealed the ruins of an impressive city before whatever catastrophe befell it, thousands of years ago. Now little remained of the other structures; mounds of stone blocks, strange faces of broken statues peering from the underbrush with empty eyes, the occasional low wall that still sketched the foundations of once imposing buildings. The world at large had forgotten the place. The locals knew about it of course, but they rarely admitted it; not because it was taboo, or they were afraid of it, but because they were protective of it, and suspicious of the intentions of outsiders.

Monarch had discovered it through sophisticated satellite imaging rather than through word of mouth.

But the site was more than an archaeological dig. What mattered most was deep within the pyramid.

Which was where they were headed. And where the weird sounds were coming from.

She and Mom climbed into a jeep as the guards opened the gate. A woman – Renata – on one of the watchtowers waved at her, and she waved back. She had a daughter about her age back home.

They drove through the gate, down the bumpy packed-dirt trail to the temple.

Up close you could see the unique features of the pyramid. Comparable structures around the world were usually solid, filled-in bases for temple structures on top. Some might contain relatively small burial or treasure chambers. The Temple of the Moth was different: it was largely hollow, supported by stone columns; it had multiple interior levels and entrances.

Like their living compound, it was surrounded by a fence and watchtowers.

They left the jeep outside of the fence and went on foot. Another set of guards let them through, then closed the gate behind them.

They climbed the broad central stair, through the center doorway.


TWO

From Dr. Chen’s notes:


Who smote Azhi Dahaka, three-jawed and triple-headed, six-eyed, with a thousand perceptions, and of mighty strength, a deception-demon of the Daevas, evil to our settlements, and wicked, whom the evil spirit Angra Mainyu made as the most mighty deception-demon, and for the murder of our settlements, and to slay the homes of Asha!

—The Avesta, Yt. 9.8. Book of Zoroastrian
scripture compiled from oral sources
sometime between ad 300–600.



The stone within the temple was ornately carved in enigmatic glyphs and bas-reliefs of humans and beasts that hinted at ancient, mythic stories lost in time, but struggling to be known again. Statues of women in ornate headdresses held up the roof, their expressions knowing and serene. It seemed to Maddie they shared a mystery, but that each also held a secret all her own.

Dr. Mancini, the entomologist, met them in the corridors. He was a little younger than Mom, around forty. He had dark hair and a receding hairline and kind of a nice, slightly silly smile, if he chose to show it off. When he really got talking about insects, he could be pretty interesting. He had a passion and an appreciation for them. But that had only happened once or twice, mostly when he was talking to another adult in the room. He didn’t have kids, and sometimes she thought he didn’t think much of them.

“What the hell happened?” her mom asked Mancini.

“No idea,” Dr. Mancini said. “She was sleeping like a baby until an hour ago and then boom, her radiation levels went through the roof. Almost like something triggered it.”

Mancini looked over at Maddie.

“Are you sure she safe’s in here?” he asked.

That ticked Maddie off. It always did when somebody looked at her and saw nothing but a helpless twelve-year-old.

“She’s sure,” Madison said.

Mancini looked suitably rebuked, but only for an instant. He had bigger things on his mind. Or at least one bigger thing.

“Thanks, Tim,” her mom told Mancini as they approached some double doors. “You know, I can take it from here. Why don’t you get some rest?

“No way,” Mancini said. “Sleep or no sleep, I’m not missing this.”

Her mom didn’t like that answer, Madison could tell, but after a pause she nodded.

As they went deeper into the temple, Maddie paused to admire a stone carving some guys in hazmat suits were photographing. It was beautiful, and she wondered what ancient artist had carved it. It was stylized, but clearly represented a moth. A very special one.

After the pause, she followed the others through the entry hallway.

The chamber inside was stone, like the rest of the temple, but the stuff filling it up was modern, state of the art. Overhead illumination had been wired to the low ceiling. Desks with computers, diagnostic equipment, and multiple displays butted up against the wall, leaving some of the corridor free for the approach to a much larger central chamber. On the screens, EEG and EKG machines presented their continuous reports, radiation profiles shifted and reconfigured, sonar images and just mounds of data. Scientists and techs in Monarch apparel excitedly scurried about their jobs. When she had last been here, it had been a lot – quieter.

Was it happening? Finally?

“Sedatives?” her mother asked Mancini.

“No effect,” he said. “This thing wants to be born.”

A high-pitched chittering drowned out every other sound. Madison jerked her gaze to the central chamber, which she could see through the decontamination lock at the end of the corridor.

It was a big room, with bigger-than-life statues of women looking down upon a very large altar stone. Their arms were behind their backs, supporting the walls; they leaned forward a little, and their carven expressions were – encouraging, Maddie thought. Like when a preschool teacher was trying to get a five-year-old to pronounce a new word the right way. Sunlight shone down from openings in the pyramid’s apex; climbing vines had invaded the chamber, draping everything in green. Birds fluttered through the shaft of light.

Everything seemed to be waiting for what lay on the altar.

And that was something fantastic.

Some of Maddie’s earliest memories were of the backyard behind their small house in Boston. There, she had discovered a world as complex as any jungle on earth, a community of strange creatures that could hold her fascination for the best part of a lazy summer day. The butterflies and moths that drank from flowers; the dragonflies, veined wings glistening in the sun; the spiders, some stalking their prey, others waiting in their webs for it to blunder along. Rainbow-colored beetles so metallic in appearance they seemed more like robots than living things. Ants, building their colonies, their empires. It was like a world from the distant past, before vertebrates inherited the world – with only the occasional squirrel, bird, or human being to disturb that fancy. Giants stalking through their world.

Insects had fascinated her the most because of the way they transformed throughout their lives. It seemed so mysterious that they could have such completely different forms in the same life. Kittens, puppies, chicks were just littler versions of their parents. But cicadas laid eggs that hatched into worms, worms that burrowed into the earth for seventeen years before transforming into something with legs and a triple-segmented body, until finally that too split from its skin and spread its wings.

What rested on the ancient altar brought all that mystery back to her, amplified – and sort of inverted. In her backyard, insect eggs had been tiny. To them, she was a giant of unfathomable size. Now the situation was reversed.

It looked a lot like the silken egg sacs spiders wove; a roundish thing with a skirt of threads attaching it to the stone, so it appeared dome-shaped. Of course, no egg sac she’d ever seen had been big enough to contain a double-decker bus. Inside, light flickered – bioluminescence, like that of a firefly – revealing the squirming shape within. Something alive. Becoming. Something trying to get out.

The sac was completely surrounded by metal catwalks, giving access to her mom and the other scientists who studied it; a larger platform looked down on it from above. Maddie knew not all of that was about science. Some of the equipment was in case things went wrong. A containment field could be switched on if the hatchling became violent. And her mother had also mentioned a kill switch, if things went very wrong. Added to that was a team of military types in hazmat suits, armed with shock rifles.

But hopefully none of that would be needed. Dr. Chen had once told her the creature’s name meant “giver of life.” Everything would be fine.

Nevertheless, Madison’s heart was racing. She and Mom had been talking about this for so long, now that the moment was actually here it seemed unreal.

The voices of the other people in the room sounded distant to Madison. She was completely focused on the movement within the sac, which was intensifying, as was the oscillating radiance.

“Mom,” she said. “I think it’s happening…”

She wasn’t afraid, she realized. She had thought she might be. After all, a Titan was being born – a thing like Godzilla and the MUTOs, a creature capable of crushing a city into ruins. But instead all she felt was awe at what she was witnessing, like the time she had observed a butterfly emerge from its chrysalis. But this was on such a different scale. How long had this egg been waiting? Centuries, the scientists thought, or even thousands, maybe millions of years. And she was here to see it happen.

“Her time has come…” her mom said.

The guards moved from the edges of the room, surrounding the sac, shock rifles ready. Maddie watched them, puzzled. What did they think they were doing?

With a final terrific jerk from the creature within, the sac split open and the pupa lifted out of it, towering up into the light, high above the protective goddesses who had been looking down on it. The birds scattered. In the control room, there was a collective gasp.

It – no, she looked very grub-like, Maddie thought, as the Titan’s head lifted still higher, revealing the many caterpillar-like prolegs on her underbelly. But that didn’t capture her majesty. Nor was it completely accurate. She was shaped like a grub or a caterpillar, but armor-plated with chiton, or something similar. Light shimmered from the colorful markings on her thick body. She was so magnificent Madison forgot to breathe for a moment.

The Titan screeched triumphantly, celebrating her own birth.

This was no dumb beast, Maddie realized. She could see intelligence in those strange eyes, as this ancient goddess, this Titan, struggled to orient herself, to take in where she was, and why.

Her mother felt it too and pulled Maddie close. They had been waiting for this moment, building it up – yet it didn’t disappoint. The reality was way more amazing than anything Maddie had imagined. The pulsing, moving patterns, a bit like deep-ocean jellyfish she had seen once in the New England Aquarium, but more complex. They didn’t seem random; they seemed to mean something, however weird that might be to say aloud.

“Meet Titanus Mosura,” Dr. Mancini said. “Or as we like to call her—”

“Mothra,” Madison finished.

“Incredible,” her mother said.

Dr. Mancini pushed a switch and the containment field came on, a glowing blue net, but then it sputtered, faded to red, and flickered out.

“What’s happening?” her mother asked Mancini.

“Something’s really wrong here,” Mancini said. “The containment systems are failing – perimeter alarms are going off – the whole network is going insane.”

“What do you mean?” her mother said. “How’s that possible?

“Emma, I think someone else is doing this,” Mancini shot back.

Mothra’s scream shook the building. Not a triumphant sound this time, but a warning cry.

It was terrifying how everything had gone wrong so quickly.

Her mom grabbed the radio.

“Containment teams, stand down,” she said. “I repeat, stand down, you’re scaring—”

Her command came too late. Mothra was in full panic now, smashing equipment and slamming into the walls. One of the guards fired his shock rifle and the rest quickly followed. If the weapons had any effect at all, it was only to focus the Titan’s fear and anger on them. She swung her body, knocking guards from the catwalks, crushing the scaffolding, battering the cage of equipment surrounding her. And something was spraying from her, wrapping around the teal-clad figures, encasing them. Silk, Maddie thought, her mind in a fog of anxiety. She’s like a silkworm…

It wasn’t just Mothra who was losing it. Everyone was now in a panic. She saw Dr. Mancini open a panel and reach toward a button. The kill switch, she thought. Mancini was going to destroy Mothra.

Her mom grabbed Mancini’s wrist.

“No,” she said.

“Dr. Russell,” he said, “I’m sorry but you know the protocols. We have to terminate—”

“No,” she said. “I’ll handle this.” Her tone left no room for argument.

She grabbed her metal briefcase and ran for the door to the containment area.

“Emma, we don’t know if it will work,” Mancini shouted after her.

Oh, shit, she’s going in there, Madison realized. Into the chamber with Mothra. She was going to try to use the ORCA.

“Mom, no!” she said.

“Madison, stay here. It’s going to work.”

She watched with mounting fear as her mother went through the decontamination chamber. Disinfecting mist obscured her for a moment, and then she emerged in Mothra’s temple.

The Titan shrieked as she approached, unwilling to trust anyone now. Her mother looked tiny as she approached the vast larva towering above her. But she moved with purpose. Laying the plastic case on the ground like an offering before an ancient deity. She opened it, never taking her eyes off the immense, raging pupa.

The ORCA unfolded; several screens expanded beyond the case, along with the speakers and amplifier. If it worked like her mom believed it would, it would change the world. This would be the test. But if it didn’t work or didn’t work right – Maddie didn’t want to think about it.

Mothra grew even more agitated as her mom set up the machine. The Titan probably thought the ORCA was some sort of weapon, like the shock rifles. She could hardly be blamed, considering the greeting her birth had been met with.

But that wouldn’t be of any comfort if Mothra attacked her mother, which was exactly what she looked like she was doing, rearing up to her full height, like a cobra about to strike down on her.

The ORCA came to life; a strange throbbing filled the chamber.

Mothra jerked as if stung and then shot webs at Maddie’s mother. She dodged them, but something snapped in Maddie. She’d been trying to stay cool, to at least look calm. But without even thinking about what she was doing, she bolted toward Dr. Mancini, grabbed his keycard, and ran through the decontamination chamber after her mother. She heard Dr. Mancini shout after her, but he was no more going to stop her than he had her mother. She didn’t have a plan, but she did have a conviction. Mothra was not – should not be – their enemy. She sensed that with every fiber of her being. Mothra was on their side. She was just confused.

She ran up to her mother and embraced her as she worked desperately at the controls of the ORCA. Mothra reared up in fury.

Alpha Frequency found, appeared on the display.

Her mother gathered her in her arms as Mothra struck down at them.

The ORCA began to sing. Mothra stopped, just short of crushing them.

Thum, thum, thum. It sounded like a heartbeat.

Mothra appeared to calm, became entranced. Her bioluminescent display became slower, less erratic. She began to sway, very slightly. Once again she resembled a cobra – no longer poised to strike, but mesmerized by a snake charmer.

As the Titan quietened, so did everyone else. Through the glass, Maddie saw Mancini and the other scientists staring, as enthralled as Mothra.

It was working.

Madison felt the thrumming of the ORCA all the way to her bones. As she joined her mother she felt a profound connection to this entrancing creature. She couldn’t say what it was, exactly. It was just an understanding, a feeling that she knew Mothra, that she had somehow been here before. And that this was exactly where she should be now.

The now peaceful behemoth leaned down, examining her and her mom. Maybe wondering what these little things were, the way Maddie had once marveled over a weird green bug with red spots. As if in a dream, Madison reached out her hand toward Mothra’s head. Her eyes were like blue diamonds, each larger than Maddie’s head. What would it be like, when they touched?

Mothra exhaled, and her breath pushed them back like a strong, warm wind. Her breath smelled like hay and rotten eggs. They both laughed softly as the last of the tension dissolved.

An explosion shook the entire chamber, followed by the deadly rattle of gunfire. Mothra jerked back, as startled as Maddie.

At first she thought the containment guards had lost their minds, but when she looked she saw strangers had invaded the temple. They swarmed through the control center, shooting the Monarch personnel. She saw Mancini, one minute alive, the next just a crumpled corpse. She saw Li fall, and Costas…

This isn’t happening, she thought, desperately. They weren’t killing everyone. Why would they?

But the murder continued before her horrified gaze, until the invaders had no one left to shoot – except for her and her mother.

Then one of them – the leader, she thought – turned his gaze on them. His eyes were empty, cold, like the eyes of a shark. Her mother pulled her close.

But then the man was no longer looking at them. His attention shifted to Mothra, and the faintest of smiles touched his lips. As the ORCA continued its rhythmic song, Mothra roared so loudly Madison thought the very stone would crack.


THREE

From Dr. Chen’s notes:


The minokawa-bird is as large as the Island of Negros or Bohol. He has a beak of steel, and his claws too are of steel. His eyes are mirrors, and each single feather is a sharp sword. He lives outside the sky, at the eastern horizon, ready to seize the moon when she reaches there from her journey under the earth.

The moon makes eight holes in the eastern horizon to come out of, and eight holes in the western horizon to go into, because every day the big bird tries to catch her, and she is afraid. The exact moment he tries to swallow her is just when she is about to come in through one of the holes in the east to shine on us again. If the minokawa should swallow the moon, and swallow the sun too, he would then come down to earth and gulp down men also. But when the moon is in the belly of the big bird, and the sky is dark, then all the Bagobo scream and cry, and beat agongs, because they fear they will all “get dead.” Soon this racket makes the minokawa-bird look down and “open his mouth to hear the sound.” Then the moon jumps out of the bird’s mouth and runs away.

All the old men know about the minokawa-bird in the ulit stories.

—A myth of the Bagobo people
of the Southern Philippines.



Senate Hearing Chamber, Washington D.C., United States

Ishiro Serizawa was no stranger to hearings. He’d been involved in a number of them.

Some were more important than others. Today he found himself gazing at the seal of the United States on the wall behind the senators assembled for the meeting on their elevated platform, the barrier of dark wood panels that separated the interrogators from those interrogated. This hearing was one of the important ones. Tensions between Monarch and the government had been growing now for five years. They were close to coming to a head. The committee chair was Claire Godine. She was smart, powerful, assertive. As a senator from Hawai’i, a state both the MUTOs and Godzilla had made very destructive tracks through, she was no fan of Titans. Or Monarch.

Presently, she and the rest of the committee were regarding Monarch’s Head of Tech, Sam Coleman, as he filled the presentation screen with a montage of Titans.

“What we are witnessing here, Senators,” Sam said, “is the return of an ancient and forgotten superspecies. Godzilla, the MUTOs, Kong. We believe that these ‘Titans’ and others like them provide an essential balance to our world. And while some may pose a threat, Monarch is uniquely prepared to determine which of these Titans are here to threaten us, and which of these Titans are here to protect us.”

“Thank you for the fifth-grade history lesson, Mr. Coleman,” Senator Godine said. “But we still haven’t heard one good reason why Monarch shouldn’t fall under military jurisdiction or why these creatures shouldn’t be exterminated.”

Coleman walked back to his seat. Serizawa glanced over at Admiral Stenz, who was also looking sidelong at him. They had worked together five years ago. He thought Stenz respected him. But his military mind was – limited, in some situations. Serizawa knew where a lot of the push to kill the creatures came from.

“Monarch was tasked with finding and destroying these radioactive monsters,” Godine went on. “But you either can’t or won’t tell us how many there are, or why they’re showing up. So, maybe it’s time for the military to put them down.”

“Killing them would be a mistake,” Serizawa said. “They returned because of us. It was our atomic testing that awoke Godzilla. Other creatures like the MUTOs from strip mining and seismic surveys. But these are not monsters, they are animals, rising to reclaim a world that was once theirs.”

“It almost sounds like you’re protecting them, Dr. Serizawa,” the Senator said. “As if you admire them.”

“I admire all forms of life,” Serizawa replied. He stood up. “Senators, if you hope to survive, we must find ways to coexist with Titans. With Godzilla.”

“A sort of symbiotic relationship, if you will,” Dr. Vivienne Graham – his friend and protégé of many years – added, from the seat to his left. “Like the lion and the mouse.”

Serizawa settled back into his seat.

“Or the scorpion and the frog,” Godine said. “So you’d want to make Godzilla our pet?”

“No,” Serizawa said. “We would be his.”

Everyone laughed at that. As if he had been joking.

From the corner of his eye he saw Vivienne pull out her phone. As the laughter died down, she tapped him on the shoulder. When he turned she showed him the message on the little screen. He knew she wouldn’t do that unless it was something urgent.

And it was.

Sam was still desperately tried to salvage the hearing.

“Uh, no, uh, no actually,” he said. “That’s not what Dr. Serizawa meant. No one is implying that we would be Godzilla’s – or anyone’s…”

“Sorry, we need to go,” Vivienne interrupted. Serizawa stood up as she did. They quickly made their way toward the exit.

“Dr. Serizawa, Dr. Graham,” Godine called after them. “This hearing is not adjourned. Dr. Serizawa! I hope you understand the consequences of walking out that door.”

He ignored her.

* * *

Sam watched Serizawa and Graham leave, embarrassed and wondering what the hell was going on. He turned back to the committee. He clicked on an icon in his presentation.

“Uh, you know what, Senators?” he said. “While I confer with my colleagues here, I’m gonna set you up with a very brief and pretty fun documentary on Titan reproduction. I think this is the one where the genitals are blurred out but if not, you can leave a comment with my assistant.”

As images of the MUTOs came up, he hurried after Graham and Serizawa.

* * *

Jebel Barkal, Sudan Monarch Outpost 75

“So, there you go, Sergeant Nez,” Esmail said. “Jebel Barkal. The place where the world began.”

Master Sergeant Margaret Nez tilted her head a little to the side and squinted her eyes against the hot Sudanese sun. The place where the world began didn’t look like much, just a little mountain, maybe a hundred meters high, flat on top. It wouldn’t look that out of place in her New Mexican birthplace. Well, except for the pyramids scattered around it. Smaller and narrower than the pyramids she’d seen in Egypt.

“Is it?” she said.

“So my ancestors said,” Esmail replied, “and the Ancient Egyptians believed so too. In the beginning the world was covered in water, and then this mountain, Jebel Barkal, rose up out of it. Then the god Atum was born, and things got busy after that.”

“Uh-huh,” Nez said.

Esmail was a local, a zoologist, and an employee of Monarch. He’d met her at the dusty little airport in Merowe and driven her here, proudly displaying his knowledge of the various empires that had ruled this place in ancient times. How there were more pyramids in Sudan than in Egypt, and so forth. She judged him to be around the same age as her daughter, early twenties. She was glad he spoke English. Her Arabic was pretty decent, but the Sudanese dialect of Arabic was… challenging.

“Your people have similar legends, yes?” Esmail said.

“My people?” she said.

“Native Americans. You’re Navajo?”

“Diné,” she corrected. “Yeah. Our story is we came out of a hole in the ground. Got chased around by monsters for a while until these two brothers killed them all.” She shrugged. “I grew up on the Checkerboard Rez. My folks didn’t talk about that stuff much.”

“But you believe in monsters, don’t you?” Esmail said.

“After Godzilla flattened San Francisco, who doesn’t?” she said. “I take it there’s one right here, someplace, or we wouldn’t be here.”

“So you were briefed?” Esmail asked.

She nodded. “The army had to clear me before they loaned me out to Monarch. But they were light on details. So what is it? Another big lizard? A bug thing?”

“Mokele-Mbembe,” he said.

“Sir?”

“Mokele-Mbembe,” he repeated. “The name comes from a legendary creature in the tales of the people of Zimbabwe. The name means ‘One who Stops the Flow of Rivers.’”

“Okay,” she said. “So is it a lizard, or a bug, or…”

“Closer to a snake, I guess,” he said. “Or maybe an elephant. You’ll see.”

“Okay.” She shifted her rucksack, so it dug into a different part of her shoulder.

He noticed.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I get excited. You’d like to put your things down and have a cold drink, I’m sure.”

“That’d be nice,” she said.

“Come along.”

A sturdy-looking fence had been set up around the ancient cemetery. The gate guards saluted her after checking her I.D. Inside of the fence, rows of temporary barracks had been set up. Nez didn’t see any place to hide a monster, though. Maybe inside one of the pyramids, although they weren’t all that big. There were other ruins, too – ancient palaces and temples, all mostly leveled by wind and time.

Esmail pulled up to one of the larger prefab buildings. Guards met them at the door, saluted, and let her through.

“Colonel Freer will be back tomorrow,” he explained. “We can really get into your duties and such then. But in the meantime, I’ve been cleared to show you the big boy. I’ll walk you to your quarters, and we’ll meet in the canteen at, let’s say 1100?”

She nodded.

Her quarters were spare, but serviceable. It had a real bed and not a cot, which amused her a little bit. Monarch wasn’t a military organization, and it showed in the details as well as the big picture. Most of the military equipment and personnel came from the government.

She washed her face and took a quick spit-bath, changed her shirt and ran a comb through her short – still mostly black – hair. Then she went to meet Esmail.

He took her across the compound to another building. Inside that was a cylindrical pit, with walls of cut and fitted stone. In the floodlights it looked like a gigantic deep well, but with a stairway spiraling down its walls.

“This was under one of the structures,” he said. “About two meters below and capped with stone. Shall we go down?”

She nodded, and they continued. The harsh light picked out inscriptions on the stone, pictographs, or perhaps hieroglyphs.

“Most of the structures upstairs are anywhere from about twenty-three hundred years old to about three thousand,” Esmail explained. “This stuff down here is… older. The archaeologists think it could be more like fifteen or twenty, which is nuts, because human civilization isn’t supposed to stretch back that far.”

They reached the bottom of the shaft, which opened into a low stone chamber buttressed by columns carved to resemble strange, inhuman figures.

One side of the structure was collapsed, and further in, that rubble had been dug out and shored up with much more modern hardware. The result was an immense cavern.

Lying in it was something equally huge.

It was too big to take in all at once. She strained to pick out details in the dim light, to factor out the containment rigging from the thing it contained.

It was coiled up like a snake. But something big lay in the middle of the coils, suggesting that what she was looking at wasn’t a snake, but something with a massive, snake-like tail. The coils hid most of the details of the central body and head, but the wicked-looking curve of a horn stuck up from it, pulsing with a very faint green light.

She hadn’t exactly told Esmail the truth. Her parents hadn’t talked about the stories of her people, the Diné, very much, but a lot of the older people in her family did. They spoke often of the Naayéé, the ancient alien god-giants who had once plagued their ancestors. Tsé nináhálééh, the Rock Monster Eagle, Yé’iitsoh, the Big Giant, Shash na’alkaahi, the Tracking Bear Monster. Déélgééd the Horned Monster.

She didn’t get the shivers. But her belly felt like it was full of caterpillars.

“Maybe this guy is why we never heard of those earlier civilizations,” she murmured.

“Yeah,” Esmail said. “Maybe.”

* * *

Jonah pushed the dead body of a Monarch tech from his chair, checked to make sure the seat wasn’t bloody. No sense in staining his clothes. It was clean, so he sat down. The dead man was still signed in, so it was no trouble to find the other containment sites. He copied them out. Just in case the data he’d come by five years before was obsolete.

There were more of them than he’d thought. That was good – the more the better.

He was just finishing up when Asher arrived.

“Colonel,” Asher said.

“Are Dr. Russell and her daughter secure?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. We’ve got them in the Osprey. We’re ready any time you are.”

“Good.” He noticed Asher staring at the man he’d pushed out of the chair. “Something bothering you?”

“No, sir,” he said.

“We’re at war,” Jonah said. “There are casualties in war.”

“I don’t question that,” Asher said.

Jonah smiled, a really genuine smile he almost never brought out.

“Yes, you do,” he said, softly. “You’re young, yet. You still care for… these. After all, they are our species. Evolution built us to care for them. But evolution isn’t always right, is it?”

Asher swallowed and tried to smile.

“Well there was the dodo,” he said. “And the platypus – that doesn’t seem quite right.”

“You know what I mean,” Jonah said.

“I do, yeah,” Asher said. “Look, what you did for me – nobody ever did anything like that for me before. I’m with you all the way to the end, no matter what. I’ll kill a thousand more like this if you tell me it’s necessary. I’m just not necessarily going to like it.”

“I know that,” Jonah told him. “But we’ve got it all right here in our hands, now. We can do everything we’ve dreamed of. It’s not the time for hesitation.”

“Yes, sir,” Asher said. “I understand that.”

Jonah nodded. “We’ve got the passcodes and Monarch gear?”

“Waiting on you, sir.”

“Let’s go, then,” Jonah said. “I’m done with this place.”

* * *

The metallic scent of blood mingled with that of pine and juniper. Overhead, a few vultures had already caught on, and were beginning their slow, patient surveillance. The songbirds had fallen silent, except for the crows and jays hacking out warnings to their kin.

The pack was feeding.

Mark had watched them take the elk down, albeit from a good distance. How long they had been running it he didn’t know, but by the time he located them the beast was too tired to put up a fight. A single wolf wouldn’t have had much of a chance against an adult elk like this one, but wolves worked together. They communicated, coordinated, and executed. They followed their Alpha. And now they feasted on their prey while their pups played.

Crouched behind a fallen tree, taking in that primal scene, under the wide blue sky with trees and mountains towering around him, Mark felt as he imagined the first human to behold these splendid creatures had. The admiration for them. The sense of kinship. The affinity between man and wolf had been so strong that some wolves had joined human packs, back in the day, and eventually became dogs.

And some humans had joined wolf packs.

He clicked more pictures, wondering if Maddie would like them, if there was any sense in sending her any more. She hadn’t answered any of his emails in a long time.

He couldn’t blame her. She had been so young, and when she needed him most he’d fallen apart. He had been no good to her, to Emma, to anyone. But it still hurt. She was his Maddie, his daughter.

His only child.

She was almost his only tether to that other world, the world of cities and airplanes and the swarming masses. The connection felt weaker every day. Soon he would have no reason to ever go back there.

He took out his digital recorder and set up a shotgun mike. He was here to work, after all, not just take in the sights. Funding went away if you never produced any results, especially when the people funding you were already a little dubious of your research. But he was sure he was on to something. Pack predators used a variety of sounds to communicate in obvious ways, depending on the species. Some of his earlier work had been with killer whales and dolphins, where much of that communication was outside of the range of human hearing. He was convinced that other pack hunters like wolves also relied on sub-vocal signals to maintain pack cohesion. To help them sense the Alpha and read his intentions.

But to prove that, he needed data.

The magnified sounds of the wolves came in through his headphones—the snarls and sharp barks, the sound of flesh tearing, the whimper of a pup.

But then he started adjusting through all of that, tuning out the extraneous sound, zeroing in on the literal heart of the beast, until all he heard was a rhythmic thub, thub, thub.

For a moment Mark knew true bliss. He was where he belonged, doing what he was supposed to be doing, and any doubts he had were swept away as by a mountain stream.

A faint growl and scuff of leaves brought him out of it. He looked over his shoulder. The Alpha, Okami, was about three meters behind him. His fangs were bared, and the ruff of his neck stood up.

Crap.

Mark slowly pulled out the .45 from its holster and pointed it at the beast.

Their gazes locked; Okami growled and showed all his teeth. The moment hung there. Mark felt the beat of his own heart. And although his microphone wasn’t pointed at the Alpha, he thought he could feel Okami’s pulse matching his own. He’d felt connected to the imposing creature since he’d first seen him, and now, in this moment of life and death, the bond was stronger than ever. Okami led his pack and protected them. He knew what human beings were capable of. He wasn’t the one out of line here.

Mark broke eye contact; wolves saw that as a threat. He bowed lower, holstered the gun, and reached out toward the wolf, submissively.

Okami growled again, but softer. The standing hair on his neck relaxed a little. He took a step toward Mark.

But then his head jerked up, and he bounded away, toward his pack.

Mark watched him go, taking deep, long breaths, feeling the flush of reaction. What had just happened?

But then he heard a distant thut. A familiar sound, not natural but mechanical. Rotors beating in the air above. A helicopter.

He scanned the sky and saw it. No, not a helicopter. An Osprey. It looked almost like a plane with stubby wings, except that at the end of each wing it sported cylindrical engines and rotors like a helicopter.

The wolves darted away. Within seconds they all vanished. That was it for his fieldwork today. Maybe for several days. Because the damned thing wasn’t just passing over. It was landing. The wolves wouldn’t like that at all.

The buzzards, on the other hand, would be pleased. They would get more than their usual share of the leftovers.

The Osprey dropped lower.

What the hell? he thought. What did they think they were doing? Who did they think they were?

Then he saw the marking on the machine’s stabilizer, four lines – a cross with two ends closed off, so it resembled an hourglass on its side. Or a highly stylized butterfly.

Monarch. These were monster hunters. What could they want with him? He didn’t work for Monarch anymore. Hadn’t for years.

But he knew the answer to that even as he asked it. Or was afraid he did. Maybe he was being paranoid; maybe they were just bringing Maddie for a visit. If that was the case, he could forgive them scaring off the wolves.

The craft touched down on a relatively even spot. The motors cut and the rotors began to slow. He watched as three people debarked. None of them were Maddie.

He knew two of them – Dr. Ishiro Serizawa and Dr. Vivienne Graham. They were both important players in Monarch. Serizawa had been obsessed with Godzilla, chasing signs of the reptilian monster for decades. Hoping to get a glimpse of it years ago, he’d gotten his wish, when not just he but everyone else on the planet got a good look at the rampaging beast. A lot of people had gotten such a good look they never saw anything else again.

Graham had been Serizawa’s protégé for a long time, but last he’d heard she had been assigned to some project in Antarctica. He had worked with both of them, along with Emma, prior to the Godzilla thing.

The third guy he didn’t know from Adam.

They didn’t look like they were bringing good news.


FOUR

From Dr. Chen’s notes:


I was among my cubs

on a meadow beside a brook.

This was the way

I continued to live

on and on until

One day downstream

noises were heard

I looked and saw

an evil monster bear

a vile demon bear,

with his lower fangs

jutting out beyond

his upper jaw,

with his upper fangs

jutting out beyond

his lower jaw,

and with his inner gums

exposed.

The evil monster bear

the vile demon bear

came this way.

As soon as

he caught sight of me,

he glared at me

with his eyes wide open.

Then he attacked me.

—Song of Wolf Goddess
Ainu traditional song



Mark had bought the cabin not long after the 2014 attacks. He’d thought the three of them could make a life here. Off the grid. The place had everything they needed. They could homeschool Maddie, and she could grow up without further terror. Far from the coasts. From Godzilla and whatever other monsters might drag their prehistoric asses out of the sea.

Emma had had other ideas. She didn’t want to quit Monarch; in fact, she just threw herself into her work that much more. He’d tried to talk her into at least letting him bring Maddie up here while she was in China.

But that was never going to happen.

He’d thought he was buying for three, so the cabin was a little bigger than he needed, but it gave him room to sprawl out comfortably.

Now it felt… crowded.

He rarely had visitors, and when he did they didn’t stay long, and that was to his liking. Today he had not one, but three. Normally that would be irritating – except that he was far too distracted by what they had come to tell him. As he listened to their story, he realized that an overcrowded house was the very least of his worries.

He focused on the picture as they spoke, the photo of his daughter and him on a fishing trip. Maddie. It had been a good day, all of it, from the long drive out to the campfire that night.

This was not a good day. What his visitors were telling him seemed impossible, a fiction they were selling for some bent reason.

But, of course, they had video.

“The feed cuts out here,” Dr. Graham said in her soft British accent. “The survivors haven’t been able to give us much more than what the footage allows. Only that Emma and Madison were the only ones taken.”

Yeah, he thought. But they killed everyone else in sight.

He couldn’t say anything. He just stared at the picture. Wishing he could go back to that moment, keep her with him out here, where it was safe, far from the coast and the hell away from Monarch.

“I’m sorry, Mark,” Serizawa said.

Mark looked back at the video feed on the laptop. The temple in the Yunnan Province of China. The monster. The gunmen. If his life had gone differently he might have been in Yunnan, too.

“I never should have… I should have been there for her,” he said. “Who did this?”

“We don’t know yet,” Dr. Graham said. “We believe they were after this.” Graham zoomed the image on the laptop in to Emma, facing the… whatever it was. The black case open in front of her. The ORCA.

He hadn’t caught that on the first viewing. He’d thought it was just some random piece of equipment, a radiation sensor or something.

“You didn’t…”

“The ORCA,” the third person said. The one he didn’t know. Nervous-looking fellow with a wispy beard and wide, blue eyes.

“We think it’s why they need Emma,” the guy went on. “She believed if we could somehow replicate the bio-sonar the Titans use to communicate—”

“I know what the hell it is,” Mark broke in, his shock, fear, and guilt now joined by anger. “I helped build the prototype.”

He looked at Graham. “Who is he?”

“Uh, Sam Coleman,” the man said. “Head of Technology. I joined Monarch shortly after you left – I’m a big fan of your wife’s work… and you… the whole… That came out so weird. I’m sorry.”

Mark turned back to Serizawa.

“Emma and I destroyed the prototype,” Mark told him.

“And then Emma decided to rebuild it after San Francisco,” Graham said. “She went home to Boston, spent years developing it. She thought it could help—”

“Help what?” Mark snapped. “Play God?”

“No,” the Englishwoman said. “Help prevent another attack.”

“The ORCA was a grad-school science project,” Mark said. “It was meant to keep whales away from the shoreline, not so you could talk to your little creatures out there. Listen to me – they’ll think it’s one of them. You use the wrong frequency on any one of ’em, and you’re gonna be responsible for a thousand San Franciscos.”

“Which is why we need to get it back,” Serizawa said. “Emma always said no one knew the ORCA better than you.”

“It shouldn’t even exist,” Mark said.

“That may be, Mark,” Coleman replied, “but it’s fallen into the wrong hands. And right now the ORCA is the only thing keeping Emma and Madison alive.”

Mark turned away from them and stared out the window. What was Emma up to? What did she think she was going to do with the ORCA? Have a conversation with monsters? Talk out a peace treaty with Godzilla?

But the question now wasn’t what her plans had been, was it? It was what her captors meant to do.

“Mark, please,” Dr. Graham said. “We know you’re hurting. But if we find the ORCA we’ll find your family. I promise.”

Mark looked around his little cabin. He could think of a dozen reasons why he didn’t want anything to do with Monarch ever again. But there were two reasons why he must, and they were all that mattered now.

* * *

The Osprey was a tiltrotor aircraft, which was a fancy way of saying that it could land, take off, and hover like a helicopter but also fly like a prop plane by switching the propellers from overhead to facing front. Helicopters were pretty lousy at long-distance travel; they got terrible gas mileage. But they were great at coming and going from tight places. The Osprey was a solution to that problem.

They had been in plane mode for a while now. The mountains of Colorado gave way to the checkerboard Kansas farmland and then wetter, greener country as they moved further east. Night came, and he dozed, fitfully. When he woke they were cruising over a whole lot of water, with the occasional scatter of mist-shrouded islands. He’d tried at first to reckon where they were going based on direction and landmarks and sneaking looks at the instruments, but finally decided it didn’t matter. It wasn’t like he was going to try to get back to Colorado anytime soon.

The wolves wouldn’t miss him. He needed them, not the other way around. Which seemed to sum up all of his relationships.

It was not a smooth ride. The craft bumped and bucked through an agitated sky. Up front, he noticed Serizawa checking his phone and flipping the old pocket watch he carried everywhere. Just like old times. Mark remembered Serizawa had gotten the watch from his father, who had also been with Monarch. And he remembered a joke about that watch.

He was in the back, left to himself, which was fine by him. He figured these guys had told him as much as they planned to for the moment; now all he could do was parse out the information he had.

He was pretty sure if the ORCA was turned on, he could track it – if they were in range of the signal. From what he could make out of Emma’s latest version of the machine, its speakers were probably not that much stronger than their first model. If the bad guys amplified the output, the range would increase, making detecting it easier. So there was that – Monarch could start listening, and he could probably help tell them how.

But it all came back to what the terrorists or whatever wanted, didn’t it? What did they intend to use the ORCA for?

He kept replaying the video of Emma and Maddie in his mind. Had she been communicating with that maggot-thing, or had the sound of the ORCA merely calmed it down?

The bad guys had taken Emma so she could work the machine for them, that much was clear. But why take Maddie? Once he detached a father’s wishful thinking from the question, that was just as obvious.

They wanted Maddie in case Emma was brave. What if Emma wouldn’t show them how to work it, even if they threatened her life? Anyone who knew his ex – or anything about her – would know she wouldn’t cooperate with terrorists, even if her own life was at stake.

No. They needed Maddie to motivate Emma. Maybe a threat would be enough. Maybe they would have to hurt her before Emma gave in. Hurt his little girl…

No, scratch that. It was worse. Madison wasn’t a little girl anymore. She was a strong, hard-headed, smart young woman. She would push back against the bad guys. They would punish her until she stopped.

He couldn’t bear the thought, and yet his mind kept coming back to it. It was like a roadblock in his brain that kept him from progressing.

He saw Graham get up and head his way. She settled into the seat next to him.

“How are you holding up?” she asked, softly.

He just stared at her. He didn’t want to make conversation right now. He didn’t want company.

“You could yell at us more if it will make you feel any better,” she said.

He smiled a little. He had liked Vivienne, back in the day. He knew that whatever else was going on, she was worried about Emma and Maddie, too.

“It is good to see you, Vivienne,” he said. He found that he meant it. She was an effortlessly comforting person.

Her lips turned up a generous, sympathetic smile.

“I know you were a good friend to Emma after the divorce.”

“When’s the last time you spoke to Emma?” she asked.

“About three years ago. After San Francisco, we went back home to Boston… tried to put the pieces back together. Emma dealt with it by doubling down on saving the world and I – I started drinking. I can’t tell you how much I hate myself for letting Maddie see me that way.”

Vivienne didn’t remark on that, but her gaze brimmed with sympathy.

Mark noticed Coleman approaching, too. Opening up to Vivienne was one thing but he had no interest in airing out his heart around a stranger. And there came Serizawa, too. Was everyone going to come back?

“Uh… you mind if we cut in here?” Coleman asked. Mark shrugged.

“It’s just… you’re going to want to see this,” Coleman explained.

Coleman plopped down across from him and handed him a tablet.

Emma’s research on the ORCA. Blueprints, 3-D models of what must be monster vocal cords, sonic snapshots, audio graphs, sequence builders… She’d been busy. This thing was a long way from their little science project, but at its most basic it was pretty much what he remembered. Except for some of the audio profiles. Those got pretty weird.

“Emma combined the bioacoustics of different Titans to create the ORCA’s signal,” Coleman said. “A sort of baseline frequency that all the creatures respond to – attracting them, repelling them, even, at times, calming them down. It’s pretty remarkable, actually.”

“The problem,” Vivienne said, “is that we don’t know which Titans she combined. But if you can identify those frequencies, we’ll be able to track the ORCA. And find Emma and Madison.”

So pretty much as he’d thought.

Mark continued through the data, to a set of – X-rays. Of monsters. More than a few. They were all over the place; some had primarily exoskeletons with some interior buttressing. Others were more like Godzilla, vertebrates. To his zoologist’s eye, no two of them looked like the same species.

“Jesus,” he said. “How many of these things are there?”

“Seventeen,” Serizawa said. “And counting, after Godzilla.”

He absorbed that. Seventeen more monsters like Godzilla? Seventeen creatures that could level a city just by taking a stroll through it?

“Seventeen?” he said.

Coleman pulled up a map of the world with various locations marked. Some he recognized – Skull Island, for instance. But most of these were totally new to him. He noticed one off the Gulf Coast of Mexico. Another near Atlanta. Was something under Stone Mountain?

But the one he focused in on was the one in the Yunnan Province in China, where Emma and Maddie had been taken.

“Most of them were discovered in deep hibernation,” Vivienne said, “while others we’ve contained at top secret sites around the globe: Cambodia, Mexico, Skull Island. We even found one in Wyoming. They’re everywhere.”

Wyoming. So even his plan to stay high, dry, and monster-free in Colorado had been wrongheaded. These things were everywhere.

“Why don’t you kill them?” Mark asked.

“The government wants to,” Serizawa said. “But Emma and I believe some are… benevolent.”

Not this again.

“Don’t kid yourself,” Mark told him.

Hadn’t they learned anything? They had kept watch over one latent monster, years before, thinking they could contain it. They hadn’t, and the result had been catastrophic. It had trashed the Monarch base there, cut a swath through Hawai’i and totaled San Francisco. Now they had seventeen they were trying to keep sedated or whatever? It was insane.

Something in the cabin began beeping.

“Uh, hey,” Sam said. “Look at that. We’re here.”

Where was here? Mark got up and went into the cockpit for a better view.

The otherwise open sea was broken ahead by the cloud-shrouded mountains of an island. It seemed like a small one, but he couldn’t see all of it. Just offshore, an oil platform stood out of the water on four thick red pylons. Several cranes stuck out from the deck and the derrick towered up on one side. He wasn’t sure about the rest of it, but he could easily identify a landing pad and spare living quarters.

The props had rotated, and the Osprey was back in helicopter mode. They began to drop toward the landing pad on the rig.

It was funny, he’d been expecting something a little grander from Monarch. They had big plans, and a knack for getting the funds to pull them off. He supposed an oil rig wouldn’t attract a lot of unwanted attention, but it was a little underwhelming.

Were they going down too fast? It seemed like they were going down too fast. The pad was coming up with breathtaking speed, and the pilot seemed to have no interest in slowing down.

Or something had gone very wrong with the Osprey.

He braced for impact.


FIVE

From Dr. Chen’s notes:


When Gilgamesh reached Mount Mashu,

Which each day guards the rise of the sun

Whose two peaks support the heavens,

Whose lower flanks reach to the Netherworld,

There were Scorpion-men guarding its gate.

Fearful dread they stir, their glance is death,

Their terrifying radiance engulfs the mountains.

—The Epic of Gilgamesh
Tablet IX, 1300–1000 BCE



They were still dropping like a rock; Mark flinched, but the impact didn’t come. Instead, the landing pad on the oil rig opened, revealing a hole that went down – way down.

Or rather, a shaft, one comfortably large enough for the Osprey, and which functioned as the central space of a vast underwater building. Every ten or fifteen meters they passed a railed-off floor, many of which were bustling with people going about their workdays. Pipes of various sizes ran up the sides of the shaft. What they carried he didn’t know, but he was now damn certain it wasn’t oil. Scaffolding, ladders, and elevators festooned the surfaces of the tunnel. He figured this whole thing must go down into the rocky core of the island he’d seen.

It was a big, busy place, and they were still going down.

“Well,” Mark said, “this is new.”

“Yeah,” Coleman said. The pride in his voice was unmistakable. “We call it Castle Bravo. Our new flagship facility, built to track and study Godzilla on his own turf.”

Godzilla? That brought Mark up short. Godzilla had popped up since San Francisco. A few months later, he’d taken off on another global romp, chasing another bug-thing, this time starting in Guam. He’d found out later that Emma had been involved in that, although thankfully Maddie hadn’t been along that time, at least not for the worst of it. Godzilla had been beaten up pretty badly, as he understood it. The glowing spines on his back had been completely shattered before he crawled back into the sea. Since then, there hadn’t been a public sighting.

“I thought he was missing,” Mark said.

“Well, only if you don’t know where to look,” Coleman replied.

That landed like a punch. He had hoped Godzilla was dead. He had almost believed it. At least then he would have some smidgen of justice. But no, the damn thing was still alive. And these people are okay with that. Studying him.

* * *

The Osprey continued on, slowing dramatically. Peering down, Mark saw the shaft ended in water, and what looked like a submarine or two. The Osprey came to a hover and then shifted horizontally, entering an impressively large Osprey bay. There the aircraft settled. Her engines went offline.

“This is our stop,” Sam said.

Mark debarked, keeping his head low. The props were slowing but not stopped, their chopping echoing in the hollows of the underwater fortress. He smelled salt water, and the new car smell of metal and plastic.

A group of men and women in camouflage were waiting for them. A greeting party, that was always nice, he thought.

Their leader was unmistakable, a tough-looking woman with a clean-shaven head and the birds of a colonel.

“Dr. Russell,” Sam said. “This is Colonel Foster. She heads up G-Team.”

“A pleasure,” Foster said, offering her hand. They shook.

“I take it you aren’t part of the scientific mission here,” Mark said.

“No,” a man with a black, close-cropped beard said. “We’re more the ass-kicking part of the situation.”

The Colonel nodded at the man. “Now you’ve met Chief Warrant Officer Barnes,” she said. “This is Master Sergeant Hendricks, Staff Sergeant Martinez, and First Lieutenant Griffin.”

He shook hands with each of them; it felt sort of like an audition. And maybe it was. When they found who had Emma and Maddie, it was going to be these people going in after them. He eyed them the way he would wolves, looking for clues to their character.

They tended toward young. Barnes looked the oldest, probably early thirties. Hendricks was a brown-eyed boy that didn’t look old enough to be in the military. Square-jawed Martinez seemed affable enough, but Mark sensed toughness below the surface. Griffin, dark-eyed and broad-cheeked, radiated competence, but maybe a little cockiness as well.

“Dr. Graham and I have some catching up to do with Colonel Foster,” Serizawa said.

“I’ll be okay,” Mark said.

“Sam, why don’t you give Dr. Russell a tour of Castle Bravo. I’d like him to be aware of our capabilities.”

Mark flinched. After all those months with just the wolves, he was having a hard time with so much company. And Coleman – he was hard to take even in little doses.

“I can just show myself around, if that’s okay,” Mark said.

“No, it’s no trouble,” Coleman said. “Give us some get-to-know-you time.”

“Awesome,” Mark said.

Jebel Barkal

Colonel Freer got in the next day. He was short, fit, red-headed, ten years her junior. He had her into the office for a sit-down.

“You’ve got an excellent record, Nez,” he said. “Almost too good. Anything I should know?”

“You should never play poker with me, sir,” she said. “Or horseshoes.”

“Solid information,” he said. “So, you met the troops?”

“Yes, sir. They seem like a good bunch. Although Weems—”

“Yeah,” Freer said. “We’ll talk about Weems later. I just want to make sure you understand our situation here.”

“Yes, sir.”

“As in any normal situation, you answer to me. And I answer to the Monarch chain of command. Until I don’t.”

“Sir?”

“I take orders from Dr. Kearns – we’re here for him. But if the brass says boo, we look for ghosts. Any civilian order is superseded by our upper command.”

“I understand that, sir.”

“Good. Then understand this. You saw that thing downstairs?”

“Yes, sir.”

“If anything goes wrong, anything – if it looks like it’s going to escape or even sneeze too hard – we terminate it. Period. Now, the civilians here aren’t aware of this command. And they will not be.”

“No, they will not, sir.”

“Okay,” he said. “Is there anything you need from me?”

“No, sir.”

“Good,” he said. “Let me know if you do.”

* * *

Nez woke around 0330 to a red alert. She got the Monarch briefing from Kearns about Yunnan, and immediately doubled the patrol, leading a squad herself on an inspection of the perimeter. By that time the sky was starting to gray in the east. Venus stood a little above the horizon.

She could tell the squad was nervous. One of them, Larson, finally spoke up.

“What’s going on, Sarge?”

“The Monarch site in Yunnan Province in China was compromised early this morning,” she said. “We just got word.”

“Compromised, Sarge?”

“Someone invaded the containment unit, kidnapped a Monarch scientist and her kid, killed everyone else and released the Titan,” she clarified.

“Oh, shit, Sarge,” Larson said.

“Yeah,” she said. “Oh, shit. Who are those people?”

She motioned toward an encampment near the mountain itself.

“Pilgrims, Ma’am,” Larson said. “Some big shot is buried over there by the rock. People come in little groups like that to pay their respects, or whatever.”

“Not today,” she said. “I want a new perimeter, half a klick out from the fence. Nobody in here except for us.”

“You think they’ll hit us, too?”

“We don’t who they are, Larson, or what they want, so we have no idea. But we’re going to be prepared.”

Castle Bravo

As Mark suspected, the base was mostly housed in the sunken bedrock of the island, but a good bit of it jutted out into the sea. Some of the corridors were stone on one wall, and reinforced glass on the other, allowing some spectacular views of the surrounding ocean.

But these views, he saw, weren’t always about observation for the sake of observation. As its name suggested, the underwater base was also a fortress, with good visibility of all approaches. There were portals in the stone with raised metal sleeves he was willing to bet contained guns or cannons of some kind.

The first stop on the tour was the submarine bay.

Well, that’s more than one or two submarines, Mark thought.

Coming down the shaft, it hadn’t been possible to see how big the submarine bay was, and even the better view from the Osprey pad hadn’t given a full appreciation. He counted seven submarines, a whole slew of smaller submersibles, and dock space for a lot more.

“You could stage a war from here,” he said.

“Most of these are research vessels,” Coleman said. “We’re still looking for Titans. Emma – I mean Dr. Russell – thinks there could be a dozen more, at least.”

“Yeah,” Mark said. “That’s just great.”

“If they’re out there, shouldn’t we know?” Coleman asked. “I mean, even if you think they’re all really just monsters, better to be prepared.”

“Monarch has been chasing these things since the forties,” Mark said. “As far as I can tell, nothing they learned prepared us in the slightest for what happened in 2014. The opposite, in fact.”

“Maybe. But we’re trying to change that. Emma’s trying to change that.”

“Emma is fooling with something she shouldn’t be.”

Sam looked suddenly more nervous. He coughed, and pointed out one of the subs.

“So that’s the Naglfar,” he said. “Fun fact about her—”

“What?” Mark said.

“Excuse me?”

“That look. When I said Emma doesn’t know what the hell she’s doing.”

“It’s just – I thought you probably knew.”

“Knew what?”

“Five years ago, when Jinshin-Mushi attacked. Emma used your prototype ORCA to beat her.”

“That’s not possible—” Mark began. But then he stopped. She’d told him she’d destroyed it. But he hadn’t actually seen her do it. When she started talking about building a new one, that was when the split between them became a chasm. But the cracks must have begun earlier.

Coleman was watching him, waiting for him to finish.

“No,” he said. “That wasn’t in the news, and she didn’t choose to tell me that.”

It had been right in the middle of their divorce proceedings. There hadn’t been much talk about anything between them at that point except custody issues.

“Anything else you know about my ex-wife that I don’t?” Mark said.

“Ah, no,” Coleman. “That’ll do. You want to see Level Two? That’s this way. Really interesting stuff there. You’re a zoologist, right?”

Coleman was right; Level Two was interesting, in a horrific way.

“What the hell is that?” Mark asked, staring at the nightmarish thing in front of him.

It looked reptilian, like Godzilla, but that’s where the resemblance ended. Instead of a protruding snout, its face was flat, eyes facing forward, like a human being, but the nostrils were set above its eyes, something like a whale, which it was roughly the size of. The skull continued back, forming a bony shield over its neck.

It was also undeniably dead. He couldn’t see the whole body, because all sorts of lifts and scaffolding had been placed around it, but what he could see of it looked – bad. Something had torn through its armored flesh, leaving a long, jagged rift from below its neck to its abdomen. Part of its skull was showing, where the scales looked as if they had been torched off.

“That’s Margygr,” he said. “She was dead when we found her in the Arctic. Some other Titan messed her up pretty good.”

Margygr wasn’t the only Titan in the room. As Sam led him through, he saw plenty of them. In some cases, there were just bones. Few of them were whole. The only ones he recognized were the remains of the MUTOs and Jinshin-Mushi.

“You’re dissecting them,” Mark said.

“That and lots of other things,” Coleman said. “You would really have to ask some of these guys. I’m a techie, not a biologist. But the mission is to understand them, how their ecosystem works, sequence their DNA—”

“Their DNA?” Mark said. “Are you planning on cloning the goddamn things?”

“Well not cloning, exactly. But there are a lot of useful traits that might be inserted into other sequences. I mean that’s in the future…” he trailed off as he saw Mark’s expression.

“Are you talking about genetically modifying animals with monster DNA? People?”

“Um… no?” Sam replied.

“Jesus,” Mark said.

“Okay, but look. What I’m saying is we have tons more information on these things than when you were around. Since Godzilla showed up five years ago, things have become really fascinating—”

“Just – shut up, okay?” Mark said. “Fascinating? Godzilla is not fascinating, he…” He stopped, took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a moment, opened them again.

“I don’t care about this,” he said, waving his hand at the room. “I want my daughter back, that’s it. Once that’s done, I’m washing my hands of all this – again. Forever. I am not and will not be a part of this. You can’t recruit me. Is that clear?”

Sam paused, then nodded.

“It is,” he said. “What do you want to see?”

“Emma’s office,” Mark replied.

“That’s on the same level as command,” Coleman said. “Where we’re headed now. I can show you after the meeting.”

“Meeting?”

“We’ve got ten minutes,” Coleman said. “I guess the tour is over.”

* * *

There was a time when Mark would have felt comfortable in a situation room crammed with strangers, even if it was in an underwater house of horrors. Not happy, maybe, just comfortable.

But now… this was a part of the life he’d left behind. The trap he had escaped. He wanted his cabin, his wolves, the freedom of the forest. Solitude.

But more than that, he wanted Maddie and Emma back, so he would deal. He tried to focus on the unfamiliar faces, to remember the hurried introductions. The members of G-Team he’d met in the hangar were all present, along with a lot more of them.

As Vivienne began the briefing the chatter in the room died away.

“As you know,” she said, “at approximately 0700 hours, our containment site in China’s Yunnan rainforest was raided.”

The master screen displayed a waterfall in a mountain rainforest. The scale fooled him for an instant. He saw what appeared to be a silkworm or some similar larva wrapping itself in otherworldly, iridescent thread. But then it all came into focus. It was the monster from the video he had seen earlier. The one his daughter had been reaching toward. The waterfall was enormous; the silk casing larger than a double-decker bus.

“The specimen, code-named Mothra, escaped, only to cocoon itself later under a nearby waterfall, while Dr. Russell and her daughter Madison were taken hostage.”

Emma’s file photo and personal data flashed across the screen, including her marital status, which was listed as “separated.”

An ache he thought he’d put away was suddenly there again, as bad as ever. Uninvited images flashed through his head – their first kiss, an argument about nothing, fingers lacing together, her in their bed, still asleep in the morning light.

All gone. Lost to him forever. Because the file wasn’t up to date. The separation was now legally permanent.

“This is the man responsible—”

Mark found himself staring at the face of the man who had taken his daughter. Older guy with gray hair and a hawk-nose. Looked like he had been eating nails every day for the last forty years. No one he knew, but his steely gaze was… not encouraging.

“Alan Jonah,” Vivienne said, “a former British army colonel turned ecoterrorist obsessed with restoring the natural order. And to fund his operations he began trafficking in a new and dangerous market – Titan DNA.”

“What the hell’s someone gonna do with a giant worm?” Staff Sergeant Martinez wanted to know.

Young. Cocky. Mark was willing to bet he had never seen a live Titan up close and personal. Maybe none of them had.

“You kidding, Martinez?”

That was Dr. Stanton, another new face for Mark. He was a biophysicist, and he sounded impatient. Mark guessed he thought the meeting was a waste of time he could be spending doing something more productive.

“What can’t you do with it?” Stanton continued. “Pharmaceuticals, bioweapons, food – hell, there isn’t a country or a company on the planet that doesn’t wanna get its hands on one of these suckers. I mean, remember, this one is just a larva. That’s a baby. After it cocoons? Something else is gonna crawl out. Something bigger. Meaner—”

“We don’t know that, Rick.”

Mark didn’t know her, either. She had dark, penetrating eyes and black hair cut in bangs. She wasn’t dressed like military, so probably another scientist.

“Oh yeah?” Stanton said. “Just wait for it, Chen.”

Chen, Mark thought. File that away, too.

Colonel Foster spoke into the following silence.

“Our Intel indicates Jonah wants to capture the specimen alive, which means he and his mercs won’t be far behind. At 0500, we’ll ship out to launch a joint military operation—”

This was idiotic, Mark thought, and it was time for someone to say so. It looked like it would have to be him. Hell, they really did need him.

“I wouldn’t bother,” he said.

That got their attention. Everyone shut up and stared at him.

“Excuse me?” Foster said.

“Sounds like a duck hunt to me,” he said.

“Mark,” Coleman said. “Why don’t we let Colonel Foster finish—”

“A decoy,” Mark said. “A diversion. Look, they’ve already got Emma and the ORCA. Why would they want just this one when they’ve got the keys to your entire magic kingdom of horrors back here? I think that they want you to go after this Mothra, so they can go after a real prize. Something bigger.”

“Mark,” Serizawa said, “this is not the first specimen they’ve captured. They know what they are doing—”

“That’s not just a specimen. I’ve got an ex-wife and a daughter out there. In case you forgot.”

“No, no one has forgotten that, Mark,” Coleman said. “But to remind you, you were brought on here to help track the ORCA and to advise—”

“I advise you to kill these things,” Mark snapped. “All of them.” He pointed at the screen, which now depicted Godzilla. “Especially him. You want to make sure these things don’t fall into the wrong hands? You kill them, and the ORCA is useless.”

“Emma wouldn’t have wanted that,” Dr. Chen said. “Even to save her life.”

So Chen was on a first-name basis with his ex-wife? Okay.

“Well it wouldn’t be the first time Emma put all of this before herself,” he retorted, “or her family. Would it?”

* * *

Barnes watched the guy storm off, wondering exactly who he was other than the husband of a kidnapped scientist. He wasn’t with the Monarch team. He wasn’t government. But when he talked, they listened.

Maybe because he made sense. Why did this Jonah dude need the worm when he had all those other monsters to pick from? Or if he did want Mothra, why hadn’t he just taken it when he broke into the containment facility? Because the worm squirmed away? That was seriously bad planning – or like Mark said, the setup for a duck hunt.

Still, the guy clearly had a big Godzilla-shaped chip on his shoulder.

“Dude hates Titans,” he said.

Sam Coleman overheard.

“Yeah, well,” he said. “You would too if you were him.”


SIX

From Dr. Chen’s notes:


When it is stormy weather the thunderbird flies through the skies. He is of monstrous size. When he opens and shut his eyes, he makes the lightning. The flapping of his wings makes the thunder and the great winds. Thunderbird keeps his meat in a dark hole under the glacier at the foot of the Olympic glacial field. This is his home. When he moves about in there, he makes the noise there under the ice.

—Legend of the Hoh people of the
Pacific Northwest



Even knowing what level Emma’s office was on, it still took Mark a while to find it, but not nearly long enough to cool off. These people held the fate of the world in their hands. They were making decisions that threatened billions of people who didn’t even know they were in danger.

He paused when he saw her name on the door, a little surprised. She was still Emma Russell – still using her married name. His name.

Of course, with Emma, that didn’t necessarily mean anything other than that she had been too preoccupied with her pet monsters to do the paperwork to change it back. There was no point reading anything into it.

Still.

He began searching the place, at first methodically, but as he went on he became more and more agitated, flinging drawers open, pushing through blueprints, more X-rays of monsters. All useless. It was only when he finally admitted to himself he didn’t even know what he was looking for that he stopped, slumping into her chair. He felt exhausted, even though he hadn’t really done anything. For the first time in a long time, he felt like he needed a drink, and hated himself for it.

He’d hoped something would jump out at him, the solution, the key. Something to tell him where this Jonah guy might take her. One of the containment sites, sure, but which one? Maybe he could at least look at the files of the “Titans,” to work out which one might look most valuable to a DNA prospector.

Wait. If Jonah is after DNA, why did he need the ORCA, or Emma? Most of these monsters were contained, in stasis. As long as Jonah was willing to murder Monarch personnel – and clearly, he was – he could easily get samples without waking the donors up. They didn’t need a whole wide-awake monster to get DNA.

Maybe he was overthinking it. Maybe Jonah wanted the ORCA in case one did wake up and got touchy about being sampled. Emma could calm it down.

Or maybe this Jonah guy was changing his game. Foster had said he was an ecoterrorist obsessed with the “natural order,” whatever that was supposed to mean. What would a man like that want to do? Control a Titan to sink whaling ships or destroy offshore oil rigs?

If so, he was going to be disappointed. Control was not a word that applied to Titans, with or without the ORCA.

Wearily, he glanced at Emma’s computer screen, scanning the folders.

Plenty about monsters, a file on Permian Faunal Discrepancies – but the one that caught his attention was a folder simply labeled “Boston.”

He took a breath, torn. What had Emma kept from Boston? At this point, he felt like he was close to a breakdown. Whatever was in that file might push him over the edge.

What the hell. He clicked on the file.

Moving images appeared. He heard a laugh he hadn’t heard in a long time.

It was the time they had dressed as a family of bears. Not for any special occasion, just something the kids had wanted to do. They had put on faux-fur coats and smeared their faces with makeup, made claws from tinfoil. They were finishing him – Mark – up, but he kept moving.

“Dad,” Andrew said, “you gotta sit still.”

“Sorry Andrew, my nose is itching,” the image of himself on the screen said. It didn’t seem real, although he remembered all of this. But it felt like he was watching an entirely different person who just happened to have his face.

Andrew had been, what, eight then? Maddie had been four.

“My name isn’t Andrew!” his son said. “It’s Onikuma. I’ve come to eat your horses!”

Yeah, now he remembered. Andrew had been obsessed with yokai – Japanese spirits, demons, and cryptids. His favorite was Onikuma, the demon-bear. Not surprising, given he and Emma were both monster hunters back then.

Andrew had written a short movie about Onikuma he wanted to film.

The old Mark – the one on the screen – chuckled, and suddenly Emma’s musical laugh was there, too, coming from behind the camera.

“An intruder!” Mark said. “Get her!”

The chase began, as he and the kids ran after Emma, out the door, where they finally caught and tackled her, pulling her down. The camera, no longer in her hand, came to rest so it showed them all there, laughing, tangled, together. Mom, dad, son, daughter. The townhouse they shared in Boston in the background.

Andrew.

Life had been so full then. So complete. But now one of the pieces was missing, and none of them would ever be whole again.

Yunnan Province, China

Houston Brooks rolled out of his cot, suppressing a groan. At seventy-one the everyday of fieldwork was tougher than it had been when he was younger. But he was still happy to be out here again. Looking back on it, it was hard to believe he had ever planned on retiring. What would he have done, play golf? Not really his thing.

He dressed and stepped out of his tent and assessed the camp.

Mothra had relocated far enough from the Yunnan containment center that it required setting up a separate camp; they’d had to do it in a hurry, too, so what they got were tents, and a lot of them. After the slaughter at Outpost 61, Monarch was armed for bear, so in addition to scientists and technicians, there was a good deal of military in their bunch. They had landed late the evening before. He had been so busy setting everything up he hadn’t had a chance to observe the object of their mission closely. He aimed to straighten that out now.

Before he could start off, he saw Dr. Ling approaching. They had never met, but there couldn’t be any mistaking who she was.

“Dr. Brooks,” she said, offering her hand. “So nice to meet you.”

“And you, Dr. Ling.”

“You know me?” she asked.

He smiled. “I knew your mother. You’re her spitting image.”

“Yes,” she said. “So I’m told.”

“Have you been up to the cocoon?” he asked.

“Yes, as soon as I arrived,” she said. “I couldn’t wait. But it was quite dark. I’d like to have a better look.”

“Come on, then,” he said. They began walking up the steep, gravelly trail.

“Have you been to Yunnan before?” Ling asked.

“I have, in fact,” he said. “There are some pretty amazing cave systems around here. Some of them are more than seven hundred thousand years old, but the rock they formed in goes back to the Carboniferous and Permian periods, hundreds of millions of years ago. And they go deep.”

“That’s right,” she said. “Your chief interest is in geology, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” he said. “I started out that way, anyway. But over my years with Monarch I’ve acquired other… let’s say, sets of knowledge.”

“Of course,” she said. “You’re quite famous.”

“In a small circle,” he said.

“And modest.”

“Of course,” he said, smiling. “That goes without saying.”

They were at the waterfall now, an impressive – and quite beautiful – cataract. Mothra was in the hollow behind it, snugged against a wall. Cerulean light rippled within her chrysalis and shimmered through the falling water.

They skirted around, through the fine, cold cloud of spray. The mineral smell of limestone mingled with the various, sweeter scents of the rainforest, and – despite the rush of the water – it felt quiet.

Once beyond the falls, he brushed the water from his eyes.

“So beautiful,” Ling said.

He had to agree. The pulsing of the bioluminescent cocoon, the morning light through the falls. Truly enchanting. But he had learned over the years that some of the most beautiful things in nature could also hide the deadliest. He’d had a real education in that on Skull Island.

“Myth is our compass,” Ling whispered, in Chinese.

“How is that?” he answered, in the same language.

“Oh,” she said. “You speak Mandarin?”

“A little,” he said. “But I think I take your meaning. Before we found any Titans, there were rumors of them in legends and tales. Almost every culture had stories of worlds beneath the ground, netherworlds filled with monsters. We now know some of those weren’t just stories. What does our compass tell us about Mothra?”

“Oh,” she shrugged. “It’s difficult to put it all together. There are tales of giant worms, of course, from many times and places. I ran across a creation story from Nauru Island in Micronesia in which a caterpillar or grub named Rigi pushed up the sky and died from the effort. The creator – who was a spider, by the way – wrapped him in silk and placed him in the sky as a constellation. In a different tale, Rigi is a butterfly, who separated the sea from land by flying over it. Same god, two different forms, you see? There is a small island in Indonesia where they speak of a goddess named Mosura, a protector who transforms, embodies life – a sort of guardian angel. That’s where we got her name. But there are similar tales of destructive beings in the same vein.”

“We thought Kong was a monster at first,” Brooks said. “But he turned out to be the protector of the island. Do you have a feeling one way or another about this species? If you had to guess?”

“I watched the video with Dr. Russell and her daughter,” Ling said. “If I add that to what the legends say – I have a good feeling about her.”

He looked back at the cocoon, trying to work out how big the imago would be. Hopefully by tomorrow they would have the equipment set up to image what was within. But it was going to be big.

“I hope you’re right about that,” he said.

Antartica

Maddie gazed out the window of the Osprey, but there wasn’t much to see in the Antarctic night. It was still better than looking at the men in the aircraft. The thugs who had shot and killed everyone at the Yunnan control center. Now they joked and chuckled and talked about things they had eaten that grossed them out. It wasn’t that they didn’t seem to think they had done anything wrong; it was as if they hadn’t done anything at all.

She was never going to forget the smell of that much blood. The looks of surprise or fear or agony or – nothing, frozen on the faces of the dead. The whimpering of those still alive, before one of these guys finished them off. And they were people she knew. Maybe that shouldn’t make a difference, but it did. Tana had helped her with her calculus and taught her how to count to ten in Chuukese. Dr. Mancini had had coffee at their kitchen table. Ben, one of the techs – one day he’d had the hell scared out of him when a monkey came up behind him and took his earbuds. She must have laughed for ten minutes, and once he got over the embarrassment, he’d laughed too.

He’d had that same look of shock and fright when the bullets struck him, and nothing about any of it seemed funny. The thought of her laughter that day now made her feel like vomiting. But she’d already done that, back in Yunnan, walking through the carnage. There was nothing in her stomach left to come up.

Maddie didn’t know what death was like for the dead, but she knew what it was like for the living. It was a big hole in the heart that could never be filled. Those people, they’d had mothers and fathers, wives, husbands. Brothers. Sisters. Lots of unfillable holes.

Mom had told her to try not to think about it. They had to get through this and freaking out wasn’t going to help anything. Or bring anyone back from the dead. But that was tough, really tough.

She closed her eyes, trying to put those dead faces away. Remembering Mothra, instead. The feeling of connection. How important it all seemed. Maybe if she had actually made contact – if these guys hadn’t come busting in – she might have figured it out.

One thing Mom was right about. Mothra wasn’t a monster. She hoped the big pupa was okay.

She caught motion from the corner of her eye. A man lifting his rifle, checking it out. The rest were doing the same. The engines of the Osprey sounded different; it felt like they were descending.

She forced herself to look at them. They were all now dressed in white Monarch snowsuits. That, along with the Osprey they stole from the Yunnan base, would help them pass as a Monarch team on their next little adventure.

As her glance shifted from face to face, she wondered: if she hadn’t known they were killers, would she guess they were by their expressions, their demeanor?

Probably. Certainly, their leader, Jonah, gave off that vibe.

Her mother was nervous, too, she could tell. Who wouldn’t be? Since Jonah and his men showed up, the two of them hadn’t been able to speak alone. She hoped they got a chance to, soon.

Antarctic winds buffeted the Osprey; it pitched and wobbled as it descended. Outside, under the light of moon and stars, an icy landscape stretched off as far as she could see. Except ahead, where ice and rock rose in a low mound over a concrete and metal façade, more or less the same color as the ice.

The Antarctic base. Under different circumstances she would be excited to be here. Dr. Graham – Vivienne – had talked about it often. The beautiful simplicity of the landscape, the surprising amount of life on the shore – the silence.

And, of course, what was inside. Although she had been less forthcoming about that; Maddie’s mother had a high security clearance, but Maddie didn’t.

“Outpost thirty-two,” one of the pilots said, speaking to the people at the base. “This is Raptor Five on approach with reinforcements and supplies requesting permission to land. Serizawa has all sites on high alert so transmitting emergency codes now.”

“Copy that, Raptor Five,” a voice on the radio said. “Codes are good. Nice to have you back.”

No, it won’t be, Maddie thought. The ruse had worked. The Monarch staff at the base thought the good guys had arrived. They were wrong. She thought that maybe if she could get to the radio, warn them…

But then what?

Weapons clattered as the mercenaries locked and loaded their weapons. All business. Just another day at the office. In the floodlights, Madison saw men and women from the base emerging to greet them.

Go back! she thought. But she couldn’t say it out loud. She was starting to feel even sicker.

The Osprey touched down. The doors opened, and Jonah and his men began to debark.

For a moment, there was silence, except for the wind.

When the gunfire started, she and her mother huddled together.

“I’m scared,” she said.

“I know,” her mother said. “Me too.”

A few moments later, the gunfire stopped. Jonah reappeared.

“Okay,” he told them. “Let’s go.”

* * *

The walk to the facility was a nightmare of wind, hard slanting snow, and more dead bodies. She shivered through the parka Jonah had given her, and not just because it was cold.

“Eyes straight ahead,” her mother told her. “Deep breaths. Just like we talked about.”

She nodded, incrementally. She remembered the talk. It seemed a long time ago, another lifetime.

Inside, they crowded onto an elevator and began to descend. Jonah, wiping blood from his face, flashed her a little smile. Like they were friends, and he was trying to buck her up. It was strange and terrible, and she did her best to stare straight through him, as if he wasn’t there at all. But since she couldn’t quite manage that, she scratched her eye with her middle finger and felt a little satisfaction that he understood her.

After what felt like an epoch or two, the elevator doors opened – revealing a wonderland, a vast cavern of ice. Catwalks and scientific equipment surrounded an ice face hundreds of feet high.

“Mother of God,” one of Jonah’s men said. His name was Asher. He was sort of Jonah’s right-hand man.

“She had nothing to do with this,” Jonah replied.

Maddie saw it too. Inside the ice. Tangles of serpentine coils and gigantic claws, a silhouette that was far larger than Mothra, maybe bigger than Godzilla himself. Or maybe it was several Titans jumbled together. She could make out at least two dragon-like heads.

“Monster Zero,” she whispered. It’s what Vivienne and Mom had called it.

It suddenly struck her that she didn’t know if Vivienne was still running things down here. Was she here now? Had Jonah’s goons killed her, too?

She hoped not. That would be too much. After her folks split up, Vivienne… it had been good to have her around. Almost like an aunt, or something.

Another thing to try not to think about.

Her mother led them into a tunnel that had been cut through the ice and insulated with what she figured was plastic of some kind. It reminded her of a hamster tube, though obviously bigger. Inside it was warmer; she felt air circulating. It wasn’t just a single tube-corridor but a maze of them, a whole hamster city in the ice, allowing access to different parts of Monster Zero. They worked their way up, past offices and workspaces, until they reached the heart of the place – the biolab.

From her position Maddie could see one of the horned heads. The rest of the creature was obscured by layers of ice.

The mercenaries were hard men, but they hung back from the thing in the ice. Her mother walked to it, placed her hand against the frozen surface.

“Any survivors?” Jonah asked Asher.

“No,” Asher said. “They tried to launch an emergency beacon, but we cut them off in time.”

“They’ll figure it out,” Jonah said. “Fire up the drills.”

Jonah looked over at the ORCA, and her mom.

“Do you have everything you need?” he asked.

Her mother barely seemed to hear him. She was too caught up in it all. But she nodded.

“Good,” Jonah said. “Let’s get started.”

Her mother began connecting the ORCA to the biolab’s diagnostic equipment. Jonah’s men started up several massive drills mounted on robotic arms that hung from the ceiling. The hardware descended and began boring into the wall of ice. Maddie stepped over and placed her hand against the frozen surface, just as her mother had.

How had a creature so immense been iced over like this? Mammoths had been found, frozen in the Arctic. But they were usually on their side – they died first and were then covered in ice.

From what she could make out, Monster Zero had been standing, in a very lifelike pose. It seemed impossible that the ice had accumulated on him over time; he must have been frozen really quickly. Maybe he’d fallen into a pool of icy water. A pool hundreds of feet deep that dropped below freezing as he struggled to get out. If that could happen.

How long ago had this happened? Antarctica hadn’t been frozen forever, but it had been that way for a long time, like fifteen million years? Was it even possible that Monster Zero was still living?

She got her answer an instant later, when she heard a sharp beep from the diagnostic signal. It jumped from flat line to active. The waves were brief, shallow, inconsistent – but they were there.

Monster Zero was alive.


SEVEN

From Dr. Chen’s notes:


His face is that of a lion, his body is covered in sharp scales, he has the claws of a vulture and the horns of a wild bull. When he looks at someone, it is the look of death. Humbaba’s roar is a flood, his mouth is death and his breath is fire! He can hear a hundred leagues away any rustling in his forest! Who would go down into his forest!

—The Epic of Gilgamesh
Tablet III



Mark pulled up the security camera footage again, hoping to find some clue, some breadcrumb that might lead him to Maddie and Emma, but if it was there, he wasn’t seeing it.

Despite his horror that Emma had finished the ORCA, he couldn’t help but be impressed that she had made the damn thing work. He played the tape once more, this time focusing on pulling up the sounds, trying to figure out exactly how she had tuned in to the monster. What frequency to look for to help them spot the ORCA when it was used again.

It was all too messy. But maybe if he could isolate the ORCA sounds.

He reviewed the footage again, just listening this time.

When Emma first turned the ORCA on there wasn’t anything, no reaction from Mothra. But she’d done something…

He ran it back and heard it one more time. This time he got it.

“You bypassed the low-end harmonics,” he murmured. “Pretty smart, girl.”

He smiled at the image of her on the screen, remembering their early years together, dreaming about this thing. She could be stubborn when she got hold of something. He realized looking back on it, when they’d agreed to stop work on the project, that it had really been his idea. She’d never wanted to abandon it.

Now she had perfected it. Despite everything, he was proud of her for that.

But it was still a bad idea to use it. She’d been lucky so far. But he felt in his gut that luck wasn’t going to hold.

Then the gunshots rang out, the anarchists appeared, and Mark snapped back to reality. The monitor almost seemed to shake from the explosions it was portraying.

No, the monitor was shaking. The whole facility was.

Colonel Foster’s voice blared from the loudspeakers.

“All personnel report to battle stations,” she said. “Code red. This is not a drill. Code red, I repeat, code red!”

By the time she finished, Mark was on his feet and headed out the door.

* * *

When he reached the command center, he saw the whole station was on lockdown. Their beautiful under-the-sea view was now hidden behind thick, ugly blast doors. Were they expecting torpedoes, or something? Was Jonah attacking Castle Bravo?

Barnes, Martinez, Griffin, and the rest of G-Team were already there, standing in loose ranks but at ease. Stanton was there too, and Dr. Chen. Mark went over to her station.

“What’s happening?” he asked.

“Something’s wrong,” she replied. “He’s never been this close before.”

“Who’s he?” he demanded.

“Who do you think?” she said.

“He’s taking out our observation drones,” Vivienne said.

Mark saw what she meant, as screen after screen was swallowed by static. There was a sudden flurry of motion on one, something large, moving fast – and then it too cut out. Meanwhile, on radar, they were tracking something big.

Right. Of course. Their favorite specimen had turned on them. Huge surprise, there.

“Trajectory?” Serizawa demanded.

“Straight at us,” Stanton informed him. “Twelve hundred meters and closing.”

“G-Team!” Colonel Foster barked. “Barnes, Martinez, Hendricks – I want you on those CROWS now!”

“You heard the boss lady,” Barnes said. “Let’s move!”

As G-Team scrambled into the remote turrets, gigantic guns sprang up all over the base and began adjusting range.

“Dr. Stanton, do you have his bioacoustics?” Serizawa asked.

In response, Stanton fiddled with his equipment, and a deep thudding sound filled the room. It was similar to what Emma had isolated from Mothra.

Godzilla’s deep heartbeat.

“Acoustics coming up,” Stanton said. “Okay, he’s closing! We’re at eight hundred meters.”

“His movements are erratic,” Vivienne said. “Heart and breathing elevated—”

“He’s definitely not happy about something,” Stanton said.

“How are they getting all this?” Mark asked Chen.

“Emma isolated Godzilla’s bioacoustics. It allows us to track him, even to get his vitals.”

Another low rumble shook the base.

“Circling now,” Stanton said. “Closing in. Two hundred meters. ”

One of the few monitors still working began to brighten with a light that Mark knew all too well. The monster’s radioactive aura.

“Colonel?” Serizawa said.

“All teams in position,” Foster commanded. “Weapons hot, ready to engage on my command.”

The unnerving beat of Godzilla’s heart grew in volume.

“Hold your fire,” Serizawa said. “We don’t know he will attack.”

“Well, he will if you keep those guns on him,” Mark said. “I want him dead more than anybody, but unless this is a fight you know you can win, for God’s sake stand down.”

He waited for the blowback. But if this base had been here for a while, why was Godzilla just now bothering to come take it apart? Unless something in the equation had changed. He was an apex predator, and he sensed a threat of some kind. By deploying the guns, they were proving to him he was right. And if they thought those guns were going to stop him – they should know better.

The floor bucked under Mark’s feet. The base, huge as it was, anchored in bedrock, shuddered like a flimsy shack in a hurricane.

“Stand down,” Serizawa said.

Foster looked at him. She took a step forward.

“You can’t be serious,” she said.

Serizawa turned to her. “I am,” he said. “Stand down.”

Foster paused, frowning. Then she reached slowly up and touched her earpiece.

“Stand down,” she said. “I say again, safe your weapons, do not engage.”

“Listen,” Chen said, after a moment. “His heart rate – it’s slowing.”

He heard. Pulling in the guns had helped. Godzilla was calming down a little. But not enough. What if Serizawa was right, or at least partly right? What if Godzilla was more than just a monster? Maybe he didn’t only recognize active threats, but passive ones, too?

“Open the shields,” Mark said. He felt more than saw everyone in the room staring at him.

“Yeah, sure,” Stanton said. “Let’s bring him in for a beer. Are you out of your goddamn mind?”

“Let him know we’re not a threat,” Mark said.

“Open the shields.”

Mark looked to Serizawa. The scientist’s brow creased.

“Do it,” Serizawa said.

Colonel Foster clearly didn’t like that notion any more than the stand-down order, but she grudgingly complied. She pulled a switch, and the blast doors began to rumble up, revealing the deep sea beyond.

And what was in it. A huge shape emerging, still mostly light and shadow in the murk, but Mark could see those glowing dorsal spines that could only belong to Godzilla.

They’d grown back, obviously.

He was about a hundred meters out, waiting, watching in the dark. Facing them, his spines slowly brightening, then going dark, leaving only shadow, then lighting up again.

It was breathtaking, and for a moment everyone was too stunned to say anything, although Mark noticed Martinez crossing himself.

Sergeant Hendricks broke the silence.

“What’s with the light show?” he asked.

“It’s an intimidation display,” Vivienne said. “Like a gorilla pounding its chest.”

“Consider us very intimidated,” Coleman said.

“I don’t think it’s for us,” Dr. Chen said.

Mark didn’t think so, either. After his encounter with the military a few years back, Godzilla might have gotten it into his reptilian brain that the little termites under his feet had weapons that could hurt him, at least a little bit. But if Vivienne was right – and she probably was – he wouldn’t be responding to them like this. This was more how a predator would respond to a rival for his territory.

Was something else out there? Mothra was still in her cocoon. Was yet another monster on the loose?

He took a step closer. All of his hatred for the beast was still there, but oddly muted. He had never understood how Emma had felt about these things, not after what happened. But now – maybe he appreciated a little of her awe for the creature. But it was more than that. He had a bone-deep feeling that this monster, this Titan – this was his link to Maddie and Emma. Somehow, Godzilla was going to help him find them.

He continued forward.

“What are you doing, dude?” Stanton said.

Mark ignored him. He closed his eyes, listening, reaching out to the glass. Because there was something new out there. A low, heavy growl transmitted through the water, along with deep clicks that reminded him of whale sonar.

And there was something else, something he felt rather than heard. But it was so mixed with anger, hatred, regret – he didn’t want to know what it was. He didn’t care.

Then Godzilla’s spines faded to black, and they couldn’t see anything but the murky waters. The odd noises diminished and then stopped altogether.

Mark could almost hear the collective sigh of relief.

Until Godzilla was suddenly there again charging at the window, incredibly fast, filling their view. There was no way the glass would stop him…

And then he blew past again and was gone. According to the tracking monitors, this time for real. They watched the signal recede.

More chest-pounding, Mark thought – or maybe just a straight-up threat.

Stanton peeked up from behind his workstation.

“Can we maybe close the shield now?” he said.

As Mark’s breathing began to even out, he had an idea. Whatever else he was, Godzilla was a predator. Like a wolf, or a killer whale. So he would have some things in common with them.

“Show me his territorial routes,” he told Stanton.

“What – why?” Stanton asked.

“Cause I wanna start a boat tour,” Mark snapped. “Just show me!”

“Okay, coming up!” Stanton said.

He pulled up a map of Earth, with Godzilla’s recorded paths highlighted. It was clear they weren’t random. There was some variation, but in general the big lizard followed the same track within a given cycle of time.

“Care to tell us what you’re looking for?” Colonel Foster asked.

“When an animal leaves its hunting ground it’s usually because it is threatened by something,” Mark said.

The map said it all; Godzilla had recently deviated significantly from his usual walkabout. Something new had entered his territory, and recently. Something Godzilla hadn’t seen yet, maybe. But he knew it was out there.

Maybe it wasn’t another Titan Godzilla was reacting to. Maybe it was something that sounded like one.

“Run a course projection,” Vivienne said.

Stanton went back to work. Potential paths began arcing across the map.

“We gotta go after him,” Mark said. “He’s looking for something out there. It could be the ORCA.”

There was nervous silence as the others absorbed that possibility.

“Dr. Stanton,” Serizawa said. “What’s your projection?”

Stanton finally looked up.

“All paths have him landing in the same place,” Stanton said. “Antarctica.”

The satellite map zoomed in on the frozen continent to where the projected routes converged at a point in East Antarctica, on the coast of the Indian Ocean.

“Good, then!” Mark said. “Let’s go! Let’s go find them! Let’s—”

He looked around at their anxious expressions.

“Wait… What’s in Antarctica?”

“Barnes,” Colonel Foster said, “Contact the Argo.”

* * *

Once he was sure the operation was going well, Jonah chose one of the office spaces around the lab, and lay down on the floor. He had been awake for more than forty-eight hours, and it was beginning to tell. They had a little time now, but soon he would need all of his wits about him.

He dozed. He wasn’t sure for how long. When he woke, Asher was in the room, sitting at the desk.

“I could have found you a cot,” Asher said.

Jonah levered himself up. “I’ve plenty of experience sleeping on the ground,” he said. “How are things proceeding?”

“On schedule,” Asher said, suppressing a smile. “When they get here, we’ll be ready for them.”

“Better if we’re done before they get here,” Jonah said. “But it’s always best to be prepared. Why are you grinning like that?”

Asher brought up something from behind the desk. A twenty-five-year-old Laphroaig.

“Found it in one of the offices,” he said. He placed two tumblers on the table.

“Well,” Jonah said. “Someone had good taste.”

Asher poured a little in each glass and offered him one. He took it, brought it up to his nose, smelled the peat and smoke, the salt of the seaweed of the North Atlantic.

“To Monster Zero,” Asher said.

“To the higher cause,” Jonah replied. They drank.

“Takes me back,” Jonah said. “I was younger than you when I first had this. I had been a few years in Her Majesty’s army. Took a leave to Islay, where they make this stuff. Beautiful place. I actually believed then, you know. All the bullshit. The justifications, the outright lies.” He took another drink.

“What changed your mind?” Asher asked. “Lindy? You’ve never said.”

“Lindy? No. Maybe that was the tipping point, but no. I had already reached my conclusion. I just needed a push to live my purpose.”

“To that,” Asher said. They drank again.

“You remember when I brought you in?” Jonah said. “What we were doing?”

“Yeah. The chemical plant in China was my first. Then the thing in the DRC, the big game hunters. God, did those guys deserve everything they got.”

“Little things,” Jonah said. “Chipping away at the walls to a fortress we were never going to be able to destroy. But all that changed when the Titans appeared. When those bloody MUTOs went careening across the world. We got our hands in it five years ago, but our dear Dr. Russell shut it down. Just as well. I was still thinking too small, even then. But now – now I finally know how to do it.”

“I’m glad to be a part of it,” Asher said. “There is a better world ahead.”

“Yes, there is,” Jonah said. He took another sip.

“People look at that thing in the ice, and they think it’s a monster.” He shook his head. “They’re not the monsters. We are. The whole bloody human race.”

* * *

The USS Argo was a flying wing, a boomerang-shaped vehicle with five powerful jet engines situated behind the “V” where the wings met in the back. The command cabin lay in the front of a ridge in the center of the craft that ran from the cockpit at the nose back to the engines. But there was plenty of space in the wings. Barnes supervised the loading of the gear they’d need in Antarctica, and double-checked the status of their on-board arms.

“So we’re finally going on a monster hunt,” Hendricks said.

“Is that what you heard?” Barnes asked. “Because what I got out of the briefing is that we’re chasing after a suitcase.”

“And a bunch of bad guys,” Hendricks said. “And a monster, right? It’s a containment center.”

“Yeah,” Barnes said. “We’re gonna make sure we keep whatever it is contained.”

“But if it does get out, we’ll torch it, right?”

Barnes caught Hendricks’s gaze.

“Hey,” he said. “I know you lost your dad in Honolulu. I’m sorry about that. But don’t get out ahead of us, understand? You do the job as the Colonel calls it. By the numbers. Or you stay here.”

“You know me,” Hendricks replied. “I’m no loose cannon. I just want to be clear about our options if things go wrong.”

“The Colonel will break all that down before we get there. It’s a long way to Antarctica, even in this thing.”

When Barnes got back to the command cabin, Griffin was settling behind the controls.

“You ready to fly this bad boy?” he asked her.

“The week before you were born,” she said. “Are we all ready to go?”

“As soon as the PhDs are on board,” he said. He nodded at a monitor.

“Looks like that’s them now.”

“Chief?” Griffin said.

“Yeah?”

She pointed out of the cockpit, toward the sky.

“I’m gonna knock a hole in that.”

Ten minutes later, she did, and the Argo was on its way, accompanied by a squadron of F-35s.

“Damn, we’re impressive,” he told Griffin.

* * *

Gathered around a set of digital displays, they got a further briefing.

“The specimen at this site has been kept entirely off-book,” Vivienne said. “And since it’s a more recent discovery our data is limited, but it seems to be another apex predator.”

“Emma called it ‘Monster Zero’,” Serizawa said.

An X-ray of the thing was on screen. It was all horns, claws and teeth, with a good bit of snake thrown in. He tried to imagine what it looked like with skin on. It was not a pretty image.

It also explained the collective gasp when Godzilla’s path converged on this place. Even as Titans went, this looked like a bad one.

“It may have been a rival Alpha to Godzilla,” Vivienne said, “battling for dominance over the other Titans.”

Mark nodded; that made sense. It was also terrifying. A monster that could rival Godzilla? No thanks.

“Dr. Chen?” Serizawa asked.

“I’ve been scouring through thousands of years of myths and legends,” Chen said, “but it’s almost as if people were scared to even write about it.”

“As if it was meant to be forgotten,” Serizawa mused.

Mark looked over as Stanton entered.

“So, I hate to crash the party,” Stanton said, “but I got some bad news.”

“You can just say ‘news’,” Barnes said. “It’s always bad.”

“We lost Godzilla,” Stanton continued. “Dropped off the scan near Venezuela.”

“Dropped off?” Mark asked.

But Stanton seemed excited.

“I’m telling you,” Stanton said. “Dr. Brooks was right – it’s the Hollow Earth. That’s how he moves so fast using these underwater tunnels like wormholes – just, like, zipping around—” He jerked his hand inventively through the air.

Mark remembered Brooks. He’d been with Monarch since the seventies, had been involved in the Skull Island situation. And yeah, he’d had this crackpot theory that the Earth was like Swiss cheese, full of gigantic subterranean chambers, where monsters hid.

Mark hadn’t believed it. Godzilla was big, but so was the ocean. Humans had only explored the tiniest fraction of the deep sea. In the crushing black deeps that marked the boundaries between continental plates, you could hide any number of Godzilla-sized beasts. They were big, but not that big.

But it sounded like Stanton was a believer. Maybe he knew something Mark didn’t.

“Everyone look sharp,” Colonel Foster cut in. “We’re approaching the base.”

* * *

Madison watched Jonah’s men work with mounting anxiety.

The drilling continued, but now the mercenaries were placing explosives in the holes.

They were going to blast Monster Zero free. But then what? What would it do when it woke up with explosions going off everywhere? Mothra had freaked out over a few guys with guns. And Mothra had been a baby compared to this thing. Its standing height was estimated at five hundred and twenty-one feet. Godzilla only stood three hundred and fifty-five feet. If it really was an apex predator, like Mom thought, it would probably react like one. Of course, she imagined Jonah planned to set off the charges remotely, but still…

“They’re here,” Asher said, looking up from the radar screen.

Monarch must have figured out what had happened and sent more troops. But Jonah didn’t seem worried.

“Keep them busy,” he told Asher.

Asher signaled some of the others, and they quickly left the cave.

Another fight coming up, Madison thought. Please let it stop.

But she knew it wasn’t likely to stop anytime soon.


EIGHT

From Dr. Chen’s notes:


Lord of the dwelling, he subdued the demon who roared aloud, six-eyed and triple-headed.

—Rigveda 10.99.6
Sanskrit hymns, 1500–1200 BCE

Suddenly the clouds arose; the sea surged, and from it arose a three-headed dragon.

—Two Ivans, A Russian folk tale



As they neared the frozen continent, Mark, Serizawa, Vivienne, Coleman, Chen, Stanford, and Foster and her G-Team filed into the hangar and onto an Osprey. Once they were aboard, settled, and through the checklist, the hangar door opened below them. The Osprey was suspended by clamps above the void below.

“Hang on,” Griffin said.

Mark heard a clang as the clamps detached.

Then they were falling. Griffin nosed the craft sharply down.

For an awful moment, Mark thought she intended to nose-dive all the way to the surface, but then she pulled up; their airfoil caught the wind with a sharp bump, and the engines kicked in.

The Argo rumbled by above, with its escort of fighters.

She had just been trying to get clear of the bigger ship. If she hadn’t nosed down – if the Osprey had lifted up – they would have slammed into the underside of the Argo or jumped up into the blue-white flame of her jet engines.

Or both.

He turned his attention to what he could see of the Antarctic. It was night, so that wasn’t much. Looking upward he had a glimpse of the bright southern stars, but then they descended through a thin layer of clouds. Snow whirled past the windows in flurries.

He’d always wanted to see Antarctica. He’d even applied for a grant to study the hunting behavior of orcas along the continental shelf, but that had fallen through. Now he was finally here, for all the wrong reasons. It was a nightmare… What was down here? What was Monster Zero? Vivienne had said it might be worse than Godzilla. Mark struggled to imagine anything that could possibly fit that description.

Antarctica hadn’t always been covered in ice. Two hundred and fifty million years ago, in the Permian period, it had been part of Pangea, the supercontinent, cozied up against what would one day be Australia, South America, and Africa.

The working theory about Godzilla was that he’d been around back then – or at least his species had – stomping through the late Permian until the massive extinction at the end of the period. Ninety percent of everything had died, most likely due to an asteroid similar to the one that had wiped out the dinosaurs. It also left the radiation levels on the Earth’s surface too meager to provide the massive reptile with enough sustenance. So he retreated to the depths, where he could subsist on radiation leaking up from the Earth’s core. Other Titans of the period had also gone into hibernation, or what have you.

A few crackpots subscribed to a different theory – that the Titans evolved underground, in huge hollows in the Earth, and return there in times of need.

Either way, when the first A-bombs were unleashed, and nuclear subs started nosing around, Godzilla and the other Titans began to take notice. There was “food” up there again. And so now here we were.

* * *

Eventually continental drift pulled Pangea apart, and what would become Antarctica ended up at the South Pole; but the world was still warm, much warmer than in the present. For millions of years, dinosaurs continued to prowl the forests and swamps of a green Antarctic, adapting to the months-long night and cooler conditions.

The world continued to cool, and Antarctica with it. The forests and the dinosaurs died, and the ice came, blanketing the continent in glaciers.

What else had that ice covered over?

G-Team was gearing up, checking their weapons. They must be getting close.

Hendricks brought up a ground scan for them.

“Shows signs of heavy contact,” Hendricks said. “Appear to be casualties.”

He switched to a map depicting the network of tunnels beneath the ice – and the one huge cavern they all led to.

Vivienne indicated a bit of the central chamber. “If Jonah is looking to extract genetic samples they’ll be here – in the biolabs.”

Right, he thought. But it still nagged him. Why did they need Emma and the ORCA to extract DNA samples from a frozen monster?

Maybe they didn’t need the ORCA for Monster Zero. Maybe it was for the next few monsters on the list, the ones that were more likely to wake up. In which case, would Emma even be with them? Or would they have her and Maddie secure someplace else?

The warren of tunnels was dauntingly vast. It might take days to search the whole thing.

“All right, two minutes,” Chief Warrant Officer Barnes said. “Check your equipment and stand by the door!”

It seemed like much longer than two minutes to Mark, but eventually the Osprey did touch down and G-Team pounded out onto the ice. He had been instructed to stay in the vehicle with the other scientists until they got the all-clear, but he found it hard to stay still. He kept casting about for something – anything – he could do to help. He got it. They were trained for combat and he wasn’t. If there was a fight, he might get in the way more than he could help. But it didn’t feel right, sitting in the Osprey when Maddie and Emma might be out there.

And at least he could watch their movements on-screen. G-Team was equipped with helmet cams and the feed was on display in the Osprey.

Feeling helpless, he watched the jittery images as G-Team moved into the base.

* * *

“Come on Ash,” Jonah said. “Make it snappy.”

The charges were all set; Asher was rigging a remote detonator, but now suddenly the alarms were going off and lights were flashing. Someone else must have arrived, another team from Monarch.

Her mom grabbed Maddie as Jonah pulled them into the tunnels.

* * *

Barnes didn’t like anything about this place. Begin with the coldest, nastiest continent on the planet. Add a mess of tight tunnels – carved through the ice – sprinkle all of that with corpses, drop in a monster that time forgot and a bunch of anarchist terrorists that could be around any one of these curves or bends, and what it added up to was not his idea of a party.

On the other hand, he’d known two of the people they lost in Yunnan, and he didn’t mind the idea of popping open a cold bottle of payback.

“Remember,” Foster cautioned, “eyes wide. We’ve got friendlies in here.”

A few minutes later, the Colonel signaled for them to halt. They had reached a major branch in the tunnels. Foster indicated for him to take Green team down the left one. That was Martinez, Dukes, Kim, Johnson, Li, D’Aguilar, Rahn, and him. Foster took Gold team to the right.

Splitting up made him a little nervous, but it was Foster’s call.

Martinez took point as they entered the tunnel.

* * *

Mark watched anxiously as Foster divided the team. He followed each on their head-cam feeds.

Both teams were soon picking their way through corpses. All of those Mark could make out were in Monarch staff clothing. Jonah and his men must have taken the base completely by surprise. He was having trouble breathing, terrified that at any moment he might see Emma and Maddie among the dead.

“It’s a massacre…” Hendricks said.

“Hendricks, keep your shit together,” Foster snapped. “We’ve got a lot of tunnels to get through.”

Hendricks flinched at a noise. Foster signaled a halt.

Mark heard a muffled explosion, and then all the helmet cams were a blur of confusion, swinging every which way. Foster stabilized first. Her camera showed that the tunnel had collapsed behind them.

Foster swung back, and now they were shooting as mercenaries came swarming from everywhere. But through Foster’s cam – through all of the fighting and confusion – he saw two very familiar faces in the distance.

Emma and Maddie. They were being hustled along by the guy from the video, Jonah, down another tunnel.

Foster and her team were unable to pursue; they were pinned down. By the looks of things, some of them were already dead.

The hell with this, he thought.

In the next heartbeat he was out of the Osprey, sprinting across the ice toward the base.

“Mark!” Serizawa yelled after him.

Inside, Mark stopped long enough to pick up a pistol dropped by one of the dead Monarch guards. He didn’t have a lot of experience with guns, but he knew the basics and was willing to train on the run. He only hoped some of G-Team had survived the ambush, and that there was a fight left to join.

* * *

I should have known better, Serizawa thought. If he had been in Mark’s position – if his own son Ren were the one in there – he would probably have done the same thing. Mark had lost a lot, too much, and he shouldn’t have been put in this position. If Serizawa had had any other choice, he wouldn’t have. But it had been the right decision to bring the zoologist in. It was Mark’s insights that had brought them this far. But if Mark or his family didn’t survive this…

Serizawa found he was playing with his father’s watch again.

Mark had made his decision. There wasn’t anything Serizawa could do about it now. He had to concentrate on the problem at hand.

Monster Zero.

Serizawa turned his attention back to the camera feeds, trying to get some sense of what was going on, but the sheer chaos of combat aside, the signal was starting to break up. Did Jonah and his anarchists have a jamming device? Maybe. But he knew there was a likelier explanation.

“Guys,” Chen said. “I’m getting an EKG reading.”

So. Not a jamming device.

* * *

Mark sprinted through the tunnels, hoping he was going the right way. Gunfire rang out now and then, hollow echoes bouncing around the tunnel.

He came to a branch; the light looked a little different to the left. He went that way.

He emerged into what could only be the big central chamber, but the thing he focused on – what he saw first – was Emma and Maddie. They were above him, moving along a catwalk right up against a wall of ice. Jonah and some other guy were with them.

He scrambled up a ladder and onto the catwalk in front of them, pointing the pistol at the guy in front.

“Let them go!” he said.

Jonah, Emma, and Maddie stared at him with shocked expressions. The other man with Jonah didn’t hesitate; he jerked his own gun up. The moment seemed to hang like a drop of water on the lip of a faucet, but at the same time Mark’s heart felt like it was about to beat itself from his chest—

A shot exploded above him. The man pitched back and crumpled to the floor. Something fell from his left hand onto the catwalk between them.

“Ash!” Jonah yelled, dropping into a crouch.

Mark swung around and saw Colonel Foster on a catwalk above, trying to cover Jonah. But from her position the terrorist was probably now under cover of the catwalk, so Mark pointed his pistol at Jonah, too.

Mark glanced down at the thing on the catwalk. It looked like a remote detonator.

They hadn’t been taking DNA samples. They had been planting charges. But why?

For the first time, his angle widened, and he saw the thing in the ice, towering behind them. Monster Zero – a pure nightmare.

Oh, shit. Were they planning to blast it free? Was it still alive, under all that ice? Why? Did Jonah think he could control it?

“Mark!” Emma yelled.

He had Jonah covered. It was time to get this done, before more terrorists showed up and they were outnumbered again.

“Madison,” Mark shouted. “Let’s go!”

“Dad?” Maddie said. Panic nearly overwhelmed him. His little girl, in the middle of all of this – the gunfire, the murder. He had to get her out. But she was confused; of course she was. She was used to not having him around, and yet here he was in freaking Antarctica. But he had to break through that, make her understand. Quickly.

“Let’s go!” Mark repeated. “Emma, Maddie, come on!”

To his relief, Maddie took a couple of steps toward him. They were getting out of this, the three of them.

“Madison, walk to me! Walk to me now. Come on, honey.”

He glanced past her at Jonah, who was still down, out of reach of Foster’s rifle.

Emma was still back there, too. She hadn’t moved.

“Emma,” he said. “What are you doing? Let’s go. Come on!”

“Maddie,” Emma said.

“Dad,” Maddie said.

Emma looked Mark in the eye, then back to their daughter.

“Madison,” she said, firmly.

Maddie stopped. Something in her expression changed. Her gaze wandered; she couldn’t quite meet his eyes. Then she stepped back, behind her mother. What did they know that he didn’t? What card was Jonah still holding that he couldn’t see?

He glanced at Foster. She looked as confused as he was.

Emma walked forward and picked up the detonator the anarchist had dropped. Then her gaze fastened on his, and he saw that familiar, diamond-hard resolve in her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” Emma told him. “Run!”

She pressed the detonator.

A chain of explosions ran through the massive ice wall. Cracks spread with lightning speed. The bright metallic scent of ozone filled his nasal cavity and he watched with disbelief as Emma grabbed Madison and pulled her toward a cargo elevator. Jonah stepped in, too.

Madison kept her face turned toward him, though.

“No, wait!” Madison shouted. “We can’t leave him! Dad! Dad!”

“Maddie!” he screamed.

He started forward, but Jonah shot at him. He knew logically that he couldn’t dodge a bullet, but his reflexes didn’t, so he threw himself to the side. By the time he recovered, Maddie, Emma, and Jonah were on the elevator, going up.

He looked around wildly, fresh out of ideas. Then he saw the second elevator. He raced toward it, dodging chunks of the ice wall that was now coming down like an avalanche.

He made it to the platform, hit the button, and started up. They only had a few seconds on him. He could make it.

* * *

Barnes squeezed off another round and moved up as Martinez laid down cover fire. Foster was back in touch and was somewhere up ahead, although the connection was iffy and getting worse. But they had a rendezvous point.

The problem was, they were pinned down. They could retreat, but moving forward was difficult. The enemy had used explosives to create a makeshift barrier out of ice and structural junk.

He crouched behind a transformer just as bullets began spanging into it. He caught a movement from the corner of his eye, someone in a snow parka trying to flank him.

Yeah, no. He fired, swinging his weapon in an arc. The figure in white stumbled and fell behind a pile of ice. He wasn’t sure if he’d hit him or not.

A hail of bullets struck all around him.

He’d lost three. That left Martinez, Johnson, D’Aguilar, Li. Not enough to break through here. In fact…

Gunfire stuttered, and another figure whipped by, headed for the same flanking position. This one made it for sure; Barnes didn’t get a shot off.

“I’m coming up, chief,” Martinez said.

“No,” Barnes said. “Stay back.”

“They’re gonna move up on you.”

He knew that. The only smart thing to do was retreat. But there might not be a way out behind them; he’d heard a lot of explosions in that direction, too.

A sudden barrage of gunfire started up ahead of him. He braced himself; this was it, they were coming. Time to take as many of the assholes out as possible.

A head and rifle popped up on his flank. He fired and had the satisfaction of seeing the man’s wind-goggles shatter. Then he turned to face whoever was coming from ahead.

The shots continued, but he realized there weren’t any rounds kicking up near him. Who were they shooting at?

He leaned out and saw someone charging toward him.

He stood and shot him, then swung his weapon wildly, looking for the next.

But there wasn’t a next.

Everything was quiet now. He blinked, wondering what had happened.

“Barnes,” a familiar voice shouted from behind the barricade. “It’s Hendricks. Don’t fire.”

Now he saw a hand waving from behind the rubble, followed by Hendricks’s familiar face.

They’d come in from behind the enemy.

“What took so long?” he asked.

“We were on a coffee break,” Hendricks said.

Just then, everything shook. He thought it was another ambush, but it felt bigger than that.

Way bigger.

“Come on,” Hendricks yelled.

“Yeah, that sounds good,” Barnes replied.

By the time they got to Foster, the whole damn place was coming down. Gigantic chunks of ice were crashing all around them, and the floor beneath their feet was crumbling. He saw two freight elevators ahead; one was already going up, but the other was waiting for them, and Foster led them toward it.

But then it started up, too.

“Well, shit,” he said. “This sucks.”

* * *

Mark looked down from the elevator and saw what was left of G-Team. More ice was falling, and soon the whole billion-ton chamber would collapse, and then they would be buried.

There wasn’t another elevator. There was nothing he could do for them. If he went back down, he would give Jonah too big a lead. And he would probably die, along with the commandos. It was G-Team or his family, wasn’t it?

“Dammit!”

He hit the down button. The elevator reversed course.

It’s probably already too late anyway, he thought. For them and for me.

“Come on!” he shouted as the doors opened.

The soldiers piled in as the cavern came apart.

* * *

Maddie was still in a daze when the elevator brought them above ground, and she was hustled along to board the Osprey. The gunfire, the splintering ice. Her dad…

She glared at Jonah, but he didn’t notice. In fact, he looked – hurt. It had all been a sort of blur, but now she remembered the way he’d held Asher, the look on his face.

So even Jonah could care about someone. Amazing.

She didn’t give a shit. Jonah had tried to kill her father.

But he’d missed, right? She had seen him climb onto the other elevator. But she couldn’t be sure. What if he had a bullet hole in him, like everyone else Jonah met?

And the elevator hadn’t arrived, even though it had only been a few seconds behind them. She kept looking back, even as she was pushed into the Osprey. Jonah’s remaining men were scrambling aboard, and her mother began fiddling with the ORCA. She started strapping in as the craft, in helicopter mode, began to leave the ground.

“Why is Dad here?” she asked.

“I don’t know, honey—” her mom began.

“We can’t leave him!” she said.

But rather than responding to her, her mother looked over at Jonah.

“What are you waiting for?” Jonah demanded. “Wake it up.”

Her mother gave Maddie another glance. Then she stood up and walked toward the back of the plane, holding the ORCA, looking out the open hatch.

What was she doing? Dad was out there. Yes, they were divorced, but didn’t she understand how much he meant to her? Why was it always like this? Why did she have to choose?

The ORCA began throbbing a deep, slow rhythm.


NINE

From the field notes of Dr. Ling:


It is said he came from another place, the sky maybe. A star. That he was a younger son and would not inherit territory, and so he came here to find his own. Long ago. He had three heads, each on a long neck. Each head was like a death adder, with horns you know, but the horns were bigger. But he wasn’t a snake; he had legs, and wings like a bat. His color was like that of the sun near the horizon. He was very, very large. Like a mountain. And he brought storms wherever he went. His breath was lightning, and his eyes were flashes in a storm cloud. He was similar to the Ancestor Gods – but also unlike them. He fought with them, sometimes. We don’t talk about him much. When we do we just call him Mandandare Aqenomba “Three Heads.” But he had a name. We still remember it. Each mother and father whispers it to their children, when they are old enough. Once.

—Told by Basau of the remote Taza people of
Highland New Guinea



When they reached the surface of the ice it had already begun to shiver and fracture. Mark and G-Team sprinted toward the Osprey, leaping and sliding as cracks appeared, until all they could do was make one final leap from a surface that was already falling.

They landed on solid ice and collapsed in a pile, as behind them the din of a glacier’s worth of frozen water collapsed into a sinkhole that took most of the base down with it.

Maddie? But they’d been ahead of him.

Casting about, Mark saw an Osprey lifting off – not the one they’d come in. Maddie was there, he was sure of it. Emma had gotten her out, and even though that meant his daughter was again slipping away from him, the fact that she was still alive and escaping this frozen hell brought the greatest relief he’d ever felt. Whatever this was all about, his daughter was safe, at least for now.

Before he could begin to think what to do about that, a deep, eerie moan rose from the sinkhole, accompanied by a blast of hot air.

Things were about to get worse. Much worse. Monster Zero’s time in the deep freeze was over.

Steam and fog boiled up from the pit, and in that cloud, a massive, serpentine head.

It was all dragon. Bigger than an Osprey, and covered in dull, golden scales. Long, twisting horns swept back and fanned from the skull. Devilish eyes burned in the crevice beneath its bony brow, and sharp fangs gleamed in the jaws of a snout that seemed equal parts snake and demonic horse. A forked tongue flicked in and out, tasting the air.

Then another head snaked up, and a third. As he stared, paralyzed by terror, huge leathery wings unfolded, shaking off millennia of ice, blotting out the sky. The monster’s whole body crackled with golden bio-electricity. Twin tails lashed through the freezing winds.

A three-headed dragon. Something from ancient mythology come to life. A hydra. He remembered Chen saying something about myths…

* * *

“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” Barnes said. He had signed up with Monarch not long after San Francisco. He had wanted to fight monsters – he’d known what he was doing. But this was just piling it on. First the firefight with the anarchy dudes, then half of Antarctica getting sucked into a hole.

Now a freaking dragon. With three heads, no less.

It was clear of the hole now. Its spiked tail swept through one of the few structures still standing. Then all three heads seemed to notice them at once.

“Open fire!” Hendricks yelled.

Their rifles spat; tracers streaked through the frigid air at a monster so big they couldn’t miss, but that barely registered their efforts. Probably felt like they were throwing pebbles at it. Barnes figured they would fall back, but Hendricks looked like he was digging in. That was crazy, but it might buy a little time for Colonel Foster and Mark to get back to the Osprey.

His estimation of Mark had risen considerably. He’d come back for them, knowing the asshole who had his little girl would probably get away. He figured it was time to return the favor.

“Chief,” Hendricks said. “We’ve got this. Get back to the Osprey.”

“Hendricks—”

“Seriously, chief, one more gun’s not gonna help. The Osprey has missiles. We can slow him down, but you have to hurry.”

“Okay,” Barnes said. The monster reared above them. The son-of-a-bitch almost looked like he thought this was funny.

He raced with the others toward the Osprey as Hendricks and his team unloaded their peashooters at the prehistoric nightmare. They were probably toast, but the way he saw it, odds were none of them were getting out of this little situation.

They reached the craft, got Mark in, and then climbed in after him. Barnes looked back out at Hendricks and his squad, still firing at the Titan. Griffin got the Osprey started; her rotors began to turn.

Monster Zero looked more curious than hurt as his heads turned to the squad. Lightning crackled along his scaled hide, more every second, like he was charging up.

“Aw, sh—” he heard Hendricks say, in his earjack.

Beams of golden energy crackled from all three maws, straight onto the commandos. He saw them outlined for a second, shadows dancing, and then they were gone.

But that wasn’t all of it.

The lightning or whatever the hell it was surged through the ice, spreading out as it did so. It reached the Osprey just before her engines came up to speed. Sparks and raw electricity arced all over the ship, and behind his eyes everything went white. A terrible spasm jolted through him, like the worst cramp he’d ever had, but in every muscle of his body. The worst of it only lasted a few seconds, but when it was over, his heart was still doing weird shit in his chest, like it was a three-legged jackrabbit trying to outrun the hounds.

The engines had stopped powering up. The Osprey was dead on the ground.

Colonel Foster recovered first.

“This is Raptor One to Argo,” she said into her transmitter. “Requesting immediate emergency extract. I say again, urgent extract!”

Oh, hell yes, Barnes quietly agreed. They did not have anything like the firepower they needed to deal with this thing.

“Griffin!” Sam yelled. “Get us the hell out of here!”

* * *

Madison watched in awe as Monster Zero rose from the sinkhole. But it wasn’t the same feeling as when she’d first seen Mothra. This was different. Terrifying. This was no mere animal either; she could see the fierce intelligence in each set of eyes. But there was also cruelty there, and more than anything, rage. This was not a Titan they were going to coexist with peacefully, ever.

It was difficult to make out what was going on below. She saw the flashes of someone shooting at Monster Zero, from the edge of the sinkhole. Nearby another Osprey was powering up, and in the light of the floods she saw her father, climbing aboard. Jonah hadn’t killed him. He had escaped the explosion.

But he wasn’t safe.

The dragon heads reared up, and spat golden lightning at them. It spidered and spread through the ice and lit up the Osprey like a sparkler. Then the craft went dark. Its rotors stopped turning.

Monster Zero stooped forward to examine the damaged aircraft.

“No!” she yelled. “Dad!

She’d been watching everything from the sidelines, doing what she was told, trusting her mother’s judgment. Trying to be a good daughter to her, support her. But this was too much. She’d had a choice, back in the base. She could have gone with him; now she thought maybe she’d chosen wrong. She wasn’t just going to watch her father die.

She grabbed the ORCA and yanked it away from her mother, then ran to the open bay of the Osprey, working the controls, changing the frequency to a piercing, head-drilling shriek. Monster Zero heard it, too. All three heads howled in agony, the crippled Osprey forgotten.

Take that, asshole, she thought. It was working!

But of course, her mother was trying to take the machine away from her.

“Honey, let go!” she said. She tried to wrestle it away, but Maddie fought, continuing to broadcast. Monster Zero turned toward them, identifying the sound causing his pain. He started to flash and flicker, as he had before he fried the soldiers.

“Madison,” her mother shouted. “You have to let go—”

Then Jonah was there. His fingers bit into her like steel, and between him and her mom, they forced the ORCA from her. Panting, she watched as her mother began powering the ORCA down.

With the noise gone, Monster Zero lost interest in them and turned away, his charge fading. They were far from him now as the Osprey picked up speed. And from her dad. Her mom tried to put a hand on her, but she jerked away, continuing to watch the downed Osprey until Jonah’s men closed the bay doors.

* * *

Mark knew the source of the monster’s pain, and he saw Maddie in the open bay of the other Osprey, holding the ORCA. He felt a swell of pride for his girl, quickly followed by fear. If she didn’t stop, the beast would electrocute her as it had Hendricks and the rest.

But then the noise stopped, and Monster Zero broke off his attack. The Osprey with his child and ex-wife vanished into the Antarctic sky.

At least Maddie was safe – for now.

The Osprey suddenly rocked half-over.

Monster Zero had renewed his interest in them. One of his heads loomed in the side window. A second head struck them from the front. Then the roof began to buckle in. Windows shattered as the Osprey’s frame bent.

It was taking its time, Mark realized. Monster Zero could have breathed on them again or crushed them in an instant. Godzilla clocked in at ninety thousand tons, and this horror looked bigger than the big G.

No, it was killing them slowly, savoring their terror.

Quick or slow, their fate was sealed. Stanton was praying; Sam was bracing for the inevitable.

The one still point was Chen. She looked completely serene, ready to accept whatever happened. He didn’t understand it, but watching her, his breathing evened out and grew deeper; the drum of his heart lessened in tempo.

The metal stopped protesting; the pressure came off as all three heads rose up on their snaky necks, sniffing, smelling something. It vented a peculiar hiss. Monster Zero sounded almost… afraid.

Mark followed the beast’s six-eyed gaze.

Blue light shimmered below the frozen surface, building in strength as the ice buckled, melted, cracked. The Osprey rattled about like a penny on a drumhead. The ice sheet exploded upward, followed by a tremendous form, dorsal spines crackling with blue energy.

Godzilla.

The huge lizard faced Monster Zero, opened his jaws, and roared.

Monster Zero shrieked back from all three throats, charging up his own bioluminescence. Mark remembered Vivienne’s comment about the Titans being like gorillas, beating their chests. Except these gorillas were millions of years old, hundreds of feet tall and… not gorillas. But there was clearly a grudge there, maybe one that went back two hundred and fifty million years or more. And here they were in their tiny craft, caught between them.

Godzilla charged. So did Monster Zero.

They slammed together, hundreds of thousands of tons colliding at high speed. The shock wave raced over the ice and hammered the Osprey. Mark felt the sting of it in his ears, and even through the metal hull the air itself felt like a slap in the face.

“Everybody hold on!” Colonel Foster shouted.

It wasn’t clear which talon or tail struck them, but it sent their crumpled craft tumbling across the ice until they fetched up against an outcropping. Trying to shake the spots from his eyes, Mark saw the others climbing out of the remains of the Osprey. That seemed like a great idea, one to be emulated, but everything was spinning, and he was having trouble keeping focus. He floundered toward the opening.

Someone grabbed his hand, pulling him forward, guiding him out onto the ice.

Vivienne. He nodded his thanks, breathless.

The ice shook again as Monster Zero landed a tremendous blow on Godzilla that sent him thudding into the permafrost, but the giant saurian quickly regained his footing. The spines in his tail began to glow blue, and the light moved up his spine, blazing ever brighter until it reached his head. Then Godzilla’s mouth gaped and a blue beam of atomic fire jetted out. Monster Zero dodged, yanking his necks so the deadly beam threaded between them. Golden lightning crackled from the three-headed monster, striking Godzilla squarely in the chest. The reptile staggered back – into the sinkhole. Energy was still streaming from his mouth as he fell; he went sideways and hit one of the few remaining buildings, blasting debris all around them. Then Godzilla vanished into the abyss.

That was bad. As much as he hated Godzilla, Mark was sort of rooting for him to win this particular fight, or at least keep the other monster busy long enough to let them get away. But now Monster Zero turned his attention back to them.

He and Vivienne ran like hell toward the others, but he still wasn’t a hundred percent. He saw Coleman running toward them…

A dragon head darted down, fangs gaping. The tiny hairs on his skin pricked up, and a sharp, sulfurous musk stung the back of his throat.

The huge mouth snapped shut.

And Vivienne was gone.

She couldn’t be of course. He must have seen it wrong. She must have been knocked aside or something.

But part of him understood the truth. And he was next.

But he wasn’t. Gasping, stumbling, he made it back to the others. Vivienne was nowhere to be seen.

Oh, God he thought, as the details reasserted themselves. The huge jaws closing on her, the unbelieving look on her face.

Oh, God, she’s gone.

Serizawa was staring at where she had been. He looked like someone who had just been asked a question he should be able to answer, but couldn’t. Then his features began to crumple in on themselves. Mark had never seen him look so beaten or broken.

But Serizawa wouldn’t feel that for long, or anything else, for that matter. Because Monster Zero was coming back for the rest of them.

A plume of flame erupted on the monster, and then another, accompanied by deafening concussions. Monster Zero shrieked and gave ground.

The flying cavalry had arrived – the Argo and its escort of jet fighters. Missiles screamed overhead, peppering Monster Zero with high-yield payloads.

The three-headed dragon screamed again, overwhelmed by the sudden bombardment. It swept the air with its wings, swatting one of the rockets and deflecting it. It spun out of control.

Right toward Mark.

Before he could take more than a step it detonated. The shock wave picked him up like a giant hand and hurled him through space. For an instant he was in free fall, and then he hit something so hard he heard his bones crunch together. Breathless, ears ringing, he lay there, knowing he had to get up, but completely unable to move. Through blurring vision, he saw a huge head rise up from behind the dragon, from the sinkhole, and then Godzilla pulled himself up and launched himself toward Monster Zero, just as another round of missiles struck the gold-scaled Titan.

It was too much for the newly awakened Monster. Attacked from all sides, he broke from the battle, flapped his heaven-spanning wings, and took to the sky.

Then everything blurred away, and Mark didn’t see anything at all.

* * *

For the fourth time, Serizawa turned to say something to Vivienne, who wasn’t there. She would never be there again, but his heart and mind hadn’t accepted it yet. They had been working together for so long, he felt incomplete without her. Half a mind.

He began flipping his father’s pocket watch.

His father had worked for Monarch, too. He had been recruited not long after the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but Serizawa didn’t learn that until many years later. He’d grown up believing his father worked for a cargo company. It was only when he was older that his father had taken him aside and told him the truth.

There were monsters in the world. They had been sleeping for a long time. Now they were waking up.

The detonations in Japan woke the first one – Shinomura, a festering hive-colony of creatures that resembled a nematode with wings. It began preying on remote islands in Oceania.

Then Godzilla appeared and began to fight it – or, rather, them. A torn-off piece of the first one had regenerated into a second creature. Godzilla killed one, but the other escaped. Godzilla went after it, and when they came together, the military dropped a nuclear bomb on both of them.

The bomb destroyed Shinomura. For many years, Monarch believed Godzilla had also perished in that atomic inferno.

But he hadn’t. Godzilla’s role was to keep the balance. With both Shinomuras gone, he simply returned to whatever deeps he inhabited. When new Titans emerged decades later, Godzilla returned as well.

Now he was back, and it was clear – at least to Serizawa – why. He only hoped he could convince the others. Godzilla was not their enemy.

* * *

Sound returned first, the steady roar of jet engines. Light followed more slowly, and recognition came last. Foster and the others talking, somewhere near.

Mark was back on the Argo, lying down.

He pushed himself up slowly. He felt like one big bruise, both inside and out. Emma. Madison. Vivienne. Had all that been real?

As much as everything ached, nothing felt broken. He struggled to his feet and headed toward the voices.

They were on the bridge. Serizawa sat alone, flipping his pocket watch, not participating in the discussion. He looked kind of out of it. Vivienne’s death had hit him hard. They had been colleagues and friends for a long time.

“Anything on the satellites?” Foster asked.

“Subs have Godzilla hauling ass past Argentina,” Stanton said. “We lost Monster Zero in a tropical storm over Brazil. Scanning the entire southern hemisphere. So far, nothing.”

“Then scan the northern!” Foster said.

The Colonel turned on Coleman.

“I know what I saw, Sam,” she said, “and I’m telling you she pulled that trigger.”

“All due respect, Colonel, you saw wrong. Okay?” Coleman insisted. “She wouldn’t have done that. Christ, she recruited pretty much everyone in this room.”

“Maybe Jonah forced her, right?” Stanton suggested. “Maybe he used Madison as leverage.”

Coleman stood firm. “No,” he said. “It had to be someone else.”

Coleman had claimed to be a big fan of Emma’s, hadn’t he? That was obvious now. And he wasn’t going to like this.

“Emma,” Mark told them. “It was Emma.”

It broke his heart to say it. Like Coleman, he wanted a way around it. Some missing bit of information that would acquit his former wife. But he knew her, and he knew what he saw.

Everyone went silent and all turned to stare at him. He was starting to get used to that.

“Foster saw it right,” Mark pushed on. “It was her. No one forced her to.”

It wasn’t just Coleman. None of the scientists wanted to believe it. It was a tribute to Emma, in a sense, the trust they still had in her.

“Are you sure?” Serizawa asked.

Mark nodded.

Foster turned to face the map of the containment sites. All of them were on red alert.

“First she releases Mothra,” the Colonel said. “And now Monster Zero. Anyone else sensing a pattern here?”

“Yes,” Chen said. “And not a good one. It’s as if she’s trying to start a mass awakening.”

“Well,” Mark said. “It’s just too bad that no one tried to warn you that was gonna happen.”

“Hang on, guys,” Coleman said. “Why the hell would she want to release them? And why would she team up with Jonah, of all people, to do it?”

Serizawa’s face set back into familiar lines. His voice grew firmer.

“We will ask her when we find her,” he said. “So let’s keep looking.”

He met Mark’s gaze. He didn’t say a word, but Mark understood him. It was time to set their pain aside, to be dealt with later. Now was the time to do what needed doing.

* * *

Jonah’s men secured their new location and began setting up for the next phase, making sure everything was patched together. Meanwhile, Emma found a room she and Madison could share.

But she found Maddie sitting in an old radio room, settling in.

“I thought we would stay together,” she said.

Her daughter didn’t say anything, but continued to find places for her things.

“Maddie—”

“Leave me alone,” she snapped.

“Look, I know you’re shaken up—”

“I don’t even know if he’s alive,” Maddie said. “He was there. You just left him. We left him. To die.”

“I never meant for that to happen.”

Tears were starting in Maddie’s eyes, but she didn’t look sad. She looked angry.

“I don’t want to talk about this,” Maddie said. “I don’t want to talk about anything.”

Emma paused, and then backed out of the room. She needed to give her some space. There was time for that now.

Of course it had been hard on Maddie, seeing Mark like that. For that matter, it had been hard on her, too. She wished he wasn’t involved – it only made things more difficult and complicated. Monarch must have dragged him in to help find her and Maddie through the ORCA.

She went to set up her command post. She found Jonah already there. He’d been quieter than usual since Antarctica.

“Dr. Russell,” he said, when she came in.

“Jonah,” she said. She sat down with the ORCA and began checking its calibration.

She didn’t like Jonah. She never had, and the tighter their association became, the less she could stand him. He was a fanatic with no conscience and little if no empathy. For him, there was no means too dirty to see him through to his desired ends.

But she needed him. And now he seemed to be – as hard as it was to believe – hurting.

“I’m sorry,” she said, not looking at him.

“About your daughter? She nearly got us all killed.”

“No,” she said, checking back her anger. “She was only trying to save her father. She can’t be blamed for that.”

“She can indeed,” Jonah returned. “Keep her curbed, Dr. Russell.”

She frowned.

“I meant I’m sorry about Asher,” she explained.

“Oh, that,” he said.

“You two seemed close.”

He shrugged. “He knew what he was into, what he was risking. I’ve known many soldiers who died never knowing what they were fighting for. Ash died for something. So.”

Maybe if he hadn’t tried to shoot Mark he would still be alive, she thought. But it wouldn’t serve her cause to say that, or make anything better. They had to move on, finish what they had started.

“You remember how we met?” Jonah asked her.

“Guam. You tried to hijack the plane I was on. And tried to kill me later.”

“And yet when you came around to the one true church, you turned to me,” he said.

“Don’t be too flattered,” she said. “I knew I could never do this alone. You were the only person I knew who was capable of… this.”

“But that is flattering, in a way,” he said. “It makes me so happy that you saw the light.”

He didn’t sound happy, but then he never did. Satisfied was about as close as he ever got. He also wasn’t right, at least not exactly. He and she shared similar goals, but the outcomes they desired were – quite different.

* * *

Mark’s head was still pounding. He took a seat, leaned against the window, and closed his eyes, desperately trying to get just a little sleep. He couldn’t, though. He kept seeing Emma, pressing that button. And Maddie, screaming. And Vivienne, eaten by that – what to even call it?

“Mark.”

He opened his eyes and found Coleman sitting across from him.

“What now?” he asked.

“Mark, we’ve gotta be sure—”

“Are we still on this?” Mark said. “Yes, I’m sure. I was married to her. I—”

He cut himself off.

“I should have known,” he said. “The minute you guys told me she’d started tinkering with the ORCA, I should have known.”

“This must be really hard for you,” Coleman said.

“Hard. Yeah.”

“Why the ORCA?” Coleman asked. “I mean, she wanted to use it to calm Titans. And she did, at least once.”

“Yeah,” Mark said. “When I was in her office, I found some of her notes on that. She tried to use bio-sonar to calm that thing – Jinshin-Mushi – twice. The first time it didn’t work. She just made matters worse and got a bunch of people killed.”

“She learned from that mistake,” Coleman said. “When she used the ORCA prototype—”

“What else do you know about it? The ORCA?”

Coleman paused.

“Well, uh, I know that you guys went to MIT together. That’s where you first started designing the ORCA, and it’s where you, uh, fell in love—”

“Emma tell you all of this?”

“Some of it.”

“You said you were a fan of my ex-wife. Just how big a fan were you?”

His blue eyes went wide. “Look, no. I mean, I should be so lucky—” he stopped, drew a breath, started again.

“She’s a rock star,” he said. “She’s brilliant, wonderful. Monarch’s wonder-worker, what we all aspired to be. And I don’t understand what’s happened. Why she would do this.”

“Do you know what happened when we tested the ORCA?” he asked. “Did she ever tell you that?”

Coleman shook his head.

“Beautiful day on the Puget Sound. We were just going to try to – nudge them a little. Herd them. Make them turn a couple of times. Instead, they freaked out and beached themselves. But they didn’t stop at that. They kept trying to go inland. Cut themselves up on the rocks. There were five of them. Three of them died. Because we thought it was a good idea to fuck around with nature. That’s why we abandoned it. After our son died, she started talking about working on it again. It’s what broke us up. Well, that and my high-ethanol diet.”

“I’m sorry—”

“I’m getting off-point,” Mark said. “I know her. She thinks she knows what she’s doing, just like the two of us were so damn sure of ourselves before we killed those whales. But these aren’t whales, Sam. A screw-up with these – monsters – I don’t want to imagine.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Okay. Thanks for explaining that.”

Mark nodded. “Just out of curiosity,” he said, “where are we headed?”

“Mexico,” Sam replied. “I hope you brought some flip-flops and swim trunks.”


TEN


We cannot command nature except by obeying her.

—Francis Bacon, Novum Organum



Keeping track of Godzilla wasn’t much of a problem. In the past he hadn’t been bothered by submarines and drones in his wake or alongside of him, and he didn’t seem to mind now. Mark wondered how they fit into the monster predator’s world. Did he think of them as part of his pack, since they were following but not displaying aggression? Or did he think of them the way sailors on fishing boats thought of the seabirds that circled their craft hoping for scraps?

Whatever the explanation, it struck him as odd, given his behavior toward the underwater base. If he had any long-term memory, he surely knew submarines had weapons.

Anyway, Godzilla wasn’t their chief priority. Finding Emma was.

Foster pulled up a global map and traced a track depicted on it with her hand.

“Godzilla appears to be following the same path as Emma’s Osprey, heading north over South America to here.” She zoomed in to a small island. “Outpost 56 in Isla de Mara, Mexico. We touch down there in ten minutes.”

* * *

La Isla de Mara, an island in the Gulf of Mexico, not far from the mainland. The satellite map detailed a dormant volcano with what appeared to be a geothermal plant built into its mouth.

La Isla de Mara wasn’t the only outpost Monarch was worried about. At least six others seemed to have been compromised. Outposts in Thailand, Sudan, Brazil, the American Southwest, and Germany. And one more, in the Pacific.

Skull Island.

Was Emma about to release the Titans in those locations, too? What the hell was she up to, and why? Sure, she’d always respected the things. Liked them, even. Hell, she was a paleobiologist whose wildest wish had come true. Rather than study fossils, she got to play with living creatures millions of years old.

But she wasn’t a terrorist, and she wouldn’t work with a terrorist unless she had a really good reason.

The problem was, try as he might, he couldn’t think of a reason that made any sense.

Antarctica was isolated and unpopulated, the Monarch base and a few research stations aside. These other places, though – Cambodia, Mexico, Sudan – they had human populations. Even if the monsters stayed contained, the fight to win back the bases from Jonah’s mercenaries would create a lot of collateral damage. And if Emma managed to release these monsters, it would be much worse.

“What about the people?” Mark asked.

“I’m sorry?” Colonel Foster said.

He pointed to the coastal village near the volcano.

“The people. The people down there in that village who don’t realize they’re gonna be the special of the day.”

“We’ve sent G-Team to begin an evacuation,” Serizawa said.

“Dr. Serizawa,” the bridge officer said, “we have a call on the emergency channel – from Isla de Mara.”

“Answer it,” Serizawa said.

Emma appeared on-screen. She stood in front of a panel of instruments, and she was alone.

He couldn’t take his eyes away. Even now she was beautiful to him. After everything. Because history didn’t restart every second, or even after something awful happened. And his history with Emma was written too deeply in him to be easily erased.

Which made this all the more awful.

“I suppose I should go first,” Emma said.

That snapped him out of it, a little, gave his anger purchase.

“Where’s Madison?” he demanded.

“She’s right here with me.”

Madison stepped into the frame.

“Dad?” she said. “Dad, are you okay?”

The rush of relief was dizzying.

“Madison – you all right, hon?”

“Dad – I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry,” Mark said.

“She’s fine, Mark,” Emma said. “Trust me.”

Trust you? he thought. But he held his tongue. He had to know what she was going to say, and if he went at her the way he wanted to, that might not happen.

Emma nodded. She nudged Maddie. His daughter paused, still looking at him. Then she moved out of sight.

Colonel Foster had no qualms about calling Emma out.

“Trust is a little hard to come by, Dr. Russell,” she said, “especially after what you pulled.”

“I know,” Emma replied. “And I can only imagine what you’re all thinking. But if there were any other way to do this, I would.”

Mark listened to his ex-wife with a growing sense of dread.

“Do what, Emma?” Mark demanded.

He could tell she was making an effort to stay calm. This wasn’t easy for her.

It shouldn’t be. She had blood on her hands. But he knew her too well. Underneath whatever remorse she felt, he sensed absolute conviction.

“I’m saving the world,” she said.

“By releasing those things?” he shot back. “That doesn’t make sense!”

“As impossible as it seems,” she said, “it does. Hear me out, Mark. After we lost Andrew, I swore his death would not be in vain. That I would find an answer. A solution to why the Titans were rising. But as I dug deeper, I realized that they were here for a reason and that despite all the years that we spent trying to stop them, we never dared to confront the truth.”

“What truth?”

“Humans have been the dominant species for thousands of years and look what’s happened…”

Video appeared on the screen. Scenes of warfare, starvation, deforestation, oil spills played out as she spoke.

“…overpopulation, pollution, war. The mass extinction we feared has already begun. And we are the cause. We are the infection. But like all living organisms, the Earth unleashed a fever to fight this infection. Its original and rightful rulers, the Titans.”

The video cut to an insectile MUTO destroying Las Vegas, Godzilla on Bikini Atoll, Kong on Skull Island, a MUTO breaking out of confinement at the Janjira nuclear plant in Japan.

“They are part of the Earth’s natural defense system. A way to protect the planet. To maintain its balance. But if governments are allowed to contain them, destroy them, or use them for war, the human infection will only continue to spread. And within our lifetime, our planet will perish, and so will we. Unless we restore balance.”

“And what’s going to be left if you do this?” Stanton said. “A dead, charred world overrun by monsters?”

“No, Dr. Stanton, the exact opposite.”

More video. A forest, shown growing by time-lapse photography, a volcano, the ruins of San Francisco and Las Vegas overrun by plant life.

“Just like how a forest fire replenishes the soil, or a volcano creates new land, we have seen signs that these creatures will do the same: San Francisco. Las Vegas. Wherever the Titans go, life follows – triggered by their radiation. They are the only thing that can reverse the destruction that we started. They are the only guarantee that life will carry on. But for that to happen, we must set them free.”

“You’re murdering the world,” Chen said.

“No,” Emma said. “Because as difficult as this will be, I promise humanity will not go extinct. Using the ORCA, we will return to a natural order. A forgotten order where we coexisted in balance with the Titans. The first gods.”

Now her presentation showed images of cave paintings. Monsters and people.

“This is a dangerous path,” Serizawa said. “You are meddling with forces beyond our comprehension, gambling with the lives of billions!”

“And what are you gambling with, Serizawa? Monarch is broken. It’s on the verge of being shut down by a government whose only objective is to eradicate the creatures and if that happens, what will our chances be?”

Mark had heard way more than enough.

“You are out of your goddamn mind!” he said. “First you put our daughter’s life in danger, now you get to decide the fate of the world? That’s rich, Emma!”

“I couldn’t be more sane and Madison couldn’t be stronger. After we lost Andrew, I trained her to survive and at least now she will have a fighting chance!”

“A fighting chance? Why don’t you listen to yourself? It’s not all math, Emma. Some things you can’t control.”

“And there are some things that you can’t run from!”

That stung, all the more because it was true. He had run, to the bottle, to the wilderness. Anything rather than face what had happened to his boy.

But there were different kinds of running. He’d run away. Emma was running toward.

“This won’t bring him back to us,” he said.

That got her. He’d known it would. He watched her struggle with it, but that certainty of hers was so strong. It always was, when she made up her mind about something.

As he feared, she shook it off.

“I can only urge you all to take refuge,” she said. “Over the last sixty years Monarch has prepared bunkers around the world to save and restart civilization. I suggest you find them.”

The screen went black.

For a moment no one said anything. Emma could be convincing. As crazy as it all sounded, she made some good points, and he saw a little doubt on some of their faces.

Chen broke the spell.

“That bitch!” she said.

The problem, Mark thought, was that she could do it. She had already released two of them, and many more were vulnerable. She must have been working at this for a long time, using her clearance to get the necessary codes and information. Odds were good that she had managed to place some of Jonah’s people at some of those sites, sleepers awaiting their orders. The level of coordination was astonishing, but it was – from her point of view – necessary. After Antarctica, the government would move quickly to terminate the other monsters. Emma was making certain they wouldn’t get that chance.

But maybe they could stop this one, whatever it was. It wasn’t free yet. If there was a kill switch, they might be able to fight their way to it.

“How long until this thing lands?” Mark asked.

“Three minutes,” Colonel Foster said.

“You might wanna rethink that,” Dr. Stanton said.

“Why?” Foster asked.

“Something’s not right. Check this out.”

Stanton put up security footage from the containment facility. It was littered with bodies wearing Monarch uniforms.

“Emma’s not at Isla de Mara,” Stanton said. “I mean, the signal’s too weak to be local. She’s bouncing it off our satellites. They must be holed up in one of our old bunkers. She could be anywhere.”

Great, Mark thought. Anywhere. And Maddie with her, sheltering, waiting for the apocalypse she had set in motion.

An alarm began blaring.

“What is that?” Mark asked.

“Oh, Jesus,” Coleman said. “She shut down the containment system—”

“How much time do we have?” Serizawa asked.

* * *

“Mateo,” Mariana said. “We have to go. Now.”

“Naana,” her grandson asked, “what’s the matter?”

Mariana had been worried for some years now, but in the last few days her bad feeling had become stronger.

It had to do with the volcano.

She was not a newcomer to the island; her father’s family had fished these waters for many generations; the line of her maternal grandmothers went back before the arrival of the Spanish.

For them, for her, the volcano was known as El Nido del Demonio, the Nest of the Demon. There were many superstitions about the place; her Huasteco great-grandmother scared her when she was little with tales of the great fire demon that slept in the mountain. She had become skeptical of her great-grandmother’s stories after the age of ten or so, and by the time she was grown, and educated, she rarely thought about those tales.

When she was in her twenties, strangers came to the island. Her daughter Marisol was only two years old. They said something about environmental contamination and quarantined much of the volcano. No one ever went to the Demon’s Nest unless they had to, so no one really cared. But it made her and others think of the legends again. Eventually, they built a geothermal power plant in the mouth of the volcano. All was quiet for decades.

But then, five years ago, when she watched on the television as Godzilla and other monsters crushed San Francisco, she began to wonder, and worry. Monsters were no longer merely the tales of a great-grandmother. They existed.

Lately, there had been new activity on the Demon’s Nest. Her cousin Valeria had seen helicopters landing, and also strange men making their way from an unknown ship at the docks.

Gunshots had been heard on the mountain. Two young men who worked at the plant were missing.

And now more strangers came, these from Monarch, the organization that hunted Godzilla and other monsters.

She could think of only one explanation. Others felt the same; she already heard bedlam in the streets. Word was that soldiers were evacuating people from the town square, in helicopters.

She looked down at her grandson and thought once again how beautiful he was. He had the same black, curly hair as his mother, and his father Juan’s soulful eyes. His father had gone beneath the waves fishing and never returned. His mother, her sweet Marisol, had been killed in a car crash in Tampico, where she had been trying to find work.

She was all Mateo had, now. And he was all she had, except for photographs and keepsakes.

“It’s nothing to worry about, Mateo,” she said. “We’re going for a ride in a helicopter, that’s all.”

“Oh,” he said, brightening up. “That sounds fun. Should I get some things?”

“No,” she said. “We’re in a hurry.”

Even as she said it, she spotted the little cross Marisol used to wear, hanging on a peg beneath her larger crucifix.

Quickly, she pulled it down and gave it to the boy.

“Take this,” she said. “It was your mother’s.”

When he’d put it on, she grabbed his hand.

“We need to be quick,” she said. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Naana,” he replied.

* * *

At least Dad is okay, Maddie thought. For now.

But nothing else was. None of this was happening the way Mom had explained it. She had left a lot of things out. Like how many people were going to die. Like what it was like to see someone die, to think your own father was dead. It sounded like a good thing, saving the world. Seven billion people. More people were going to make it than wouldn’t, she’d been told, and then all the peace and harmony would begin. Wouldn’t it?

Necessary losses. But who got to decide who was necessary and who wasn’t? Her dad was right. One person shouldn’t get to decide for everyone, especially when they didn’t even know a decision was being made. It was more than unfair – it was unjust.

It had been weird, hearing her parents arguing again. On the one hand, it had seemed like old times – the worst part of old times, anyway. As always, with her in the middle. She remembered the feeling that she somehow had to please them both, to keep them together. But then Dad left, and she realized she had to focus on Mom.

But now she was right back where she’d been, but worse. Because this time they weren’t fighting about Dad’s drinking or Mom working all the time or the ORCA or whatever. The problems in their family were now literally the problems of everyone on Earth. Sure, it had always sort of felt that way to her. But now it was actually true.

She was tired of thinking. She activated the screen and found a station covering the Isla de Mara evacuation. At least they were trying. Monarch. Dad.

It wouldn’t be enough. She knew who was in the mountain.

“Containment system bypassed. We’re patched in, ready to broadcast the ORCA.”

That was one of Jonah’s guys – she didn’t know his name. Some techie. Normally Asher would be hanging around, too. But Asher was dead.

She thought back to the moment after Asher died, back in Antarctica. She wondered if Jonah had written Asher off as a “necessary loss.” Probably.

Jonah looked at her mom expectantly.

“Doctor?” he said.

Her mother walked past Maddie, over to the ORCA. She opened the case. To Maddie, she seemed a little hesitant. And she should be. There were still tons of people on the island. People who hadn’t done anything to deserve what was about to happen.

“Mom,” Maddie said. “Don’t.”

Her mother wavered. She looked at her, surprised. Maybe she could be talked down. After all, three Titans were already out there.

“I’m sorry,” Jonah sneered. “Did a child just tell you what to do?”

“Maybe Dad’s right,” Maddie pushed on. “Maybe this isn’t the way—”

“By all means, Dr. Russell,” Jonah said. “Let’s reconsider our entire plan now, especially after telling your friends about it.”

“Madison, we talked about this,” her mother said. “No,” Maddie said. “You said we were doing this to help people, that we’d give them a chance to find shel—”

Jonah banged the table with his hand, hard.

“We don’t have time for this,” he snapped. “Did you really think this would be easy? Painless?”

He sent her a malicious look, but he was still talking to Mom.

“Is that what you told her?”

“Leave her out of this,” her mother said.

“Why? You’re the one who pulled her into it. Madison, tell me – exactly what did Mommy sell you on? Some grand utopia? Man and monster living together in blissful harmony?”

He was exactly right, but the level of condescension was more than she could take.

“Bite me, dickhead,” Maddie said.

Jonah’s cold gaze bored into hers. He put his hand on the butt of his gun. The hairs on the back of her neck pricked up, and she felt a chill.

“If I were you,” he said, softly, “I would be very careful what I wished for.”

“And if I were you,” her mother said, fury just barely contained, “I’d learn how to use the ORCA myself before I did something as stupid as threaten my daughter.”

There was absolutely nothing about her mother when she was like this that suggested she could be screwed around with. Jonah was a scary guy, as heartless as they came. But right now, he and Mom were toe to toe.

“Sir,” the other guy said, “they’re attempting to lock us out. It’s now or never.”

“Emma,” Jonah said. “You came to me. This was your plan. We both want to save the planet, but everything is going to die if you don’t see it through.”

Her mom looked over at her.

“Please, at least let them get to safety,” Maddie said.

Her finger still hovered over the activation button. Mom was listening to her. Maybe…

“Ma’am?” the man said. “Our window is closing.”

Maddie saw her mother’s hand tremble. But she activated the ORCA.

“I’m sorry, Madison, but this is bigger than just you and me.”

Once again, the device began pulsing.

Mom, no, she thought. But now it really was too late. Maybe her mother hadn’t lied to her, not exactly. But she felt fundamentally betrayed, in a way she never had before. She’d thought she knew her mother.

She knew now that she did not.

“Signal’s good,” the tech said, studying his instruments. “Specimen’s vitals are spiking. Patching us into the next containment site—”

“No,” her mother said. “Not yet. We do this gradually. One at a time.” She looked at Maddie as if that was supposed to reassure her.

Madison felt tears starting and fled the room. The idea that Jonah would see her cry just now was unbearable.


ELEVEN

From the notes of Dr. Chen:


I saw a Storm Bird in the heavens,

high above us, rising like a cloud.

It was a terror,

its aspect was monstrous,

its mouth was flame

its breath obliteration

—The Epic of Gilgamesh
Tablet IV



Mark watched the evacuation on the monitors, while keeping one eye on the display of the volcano.

G-Team was supervising the airlift in the town square, but there were hundreds left to go, and the crowd was in a full panic. That only grew worse when the ground began to shake, and the volcano rumbled.

* * *

When Barnes and the others first arrived, they found a sleepy little fishing town with a nice town square surrounded by colorful old buildings and not much going on at all.

But now it was freaking chaos. At first it was a rush to the docks, whole families piling into fishing boats, headed for the mainland. But now that all of the boats were gone, and the airlift had been set up in the town square, it was all coming down on them. Too many people, too few aircraft, and not enough time.

“What’s got them so rattled?” he wondered aloud. “Nothing’s happened yet.”

“We’re Monarch,” Martinez replied. “Five years ago, maybe nobody knew what that was. But now they do. You don’t think anyone here believes our bullshit story that the volcano’s about to go boom, do you? They have TV here, too, you know. They know why Monarch shows up. Monsters.”

Barnes nodded. “Yeah, that’s fair,” he said, silently counting the people climbing into the Osprey.

A group still waiting surged forward, trying to get around.

“One at a time!” Barnes yelled. “Back up!”

But they didn’t, or at least not much. What could he do, shoot them? No. But things couldn’t keep going like this, either.

A piercing shriek suddenly split the air. Not a claxon or an alarm – like nothing he’d ever heard.

But it shut everybody up.

Well, that and the earth shaking under their feet.

Weirdly silent, everyone turned to stare at the volcano overlooking the town. Hell, it looked like their fake story was real, after all.

The quaking grew stronger. Dust and small pebbles danced in the town square. Dogs howled off in the distance.

The top of the mountain burst open, belching flame and black ash into the sky. Eerily, there was no sound, just the rapidly expanding cloud and ejecta streaming off like Roman candles.

A few seconds later, the noise arrived, like a thousand bombs going off at once. Barnes felt the shock against his face.

Things were getting more fun by the second.

* * *

A volcanic eruption on an inhabited island was bad enough in and of itself. But if Mark was right, this was just the beginning. He didn’t know what specifically to expect. With the exception of the MUTOs that Godzilla duked it out with in San Francisco, no two known Titans looked alike. To his knowledge, anyway. He’d been out of the loop for a long time. But if he had to, he would bet that whatever was sleeping in The Nest of the Demon was unlike anything he’d ever seen before. But it would be big, and it would be deadly.

Amidst the smoke and flame, a silhouette drew up from the volcano and spread – yeah, wings. Big, burning wings that looked as if they were made from half-cooled lava. But at least this one only had one head…

More than anything, this Titan resembled a flying reptile, but it wasn’t exactly that. It had a crest spearing out from the back of its skull, but its beak was a cruel hooked affair. Its wings looked like the black skin of a cooling lava flow, still molten within. And, of course, it was hundreds of times larger than any flying creature previously known. And it was on fire. Rodan rose from the volcanic furnace like the mythical phoenix, shedding flame and lava, reaching for the sky.

But it did not take to the air. It seemed to be taking the situation in; eying the town, the Ospreys, the jets screaming by.

“Got a catchy name for this one?” Mark asked Chen.

“Local legends call it Rodan, the Fire Demon,” she informed him.

“That’s comforting,” Mark said.

“I’m picking up the ORCA,” Dr. Stanton said. “Looks like she’s piping into the base remotely.”

That could be useful. They hadn’t recorded Emma’s Monster Zero soundtrack, but if he could compare the signal she was sending Rodan to the one she used on Mothra, he might be able to tease out how she was doing this.

“Record it,” Mark said. “I need a sample.”

Stanton nodded.

“Guys,” Coleman said, “remember that tropical storm where we lost Monster Zero? Well, it’s changing direction. Guess where it’s headed now?”

Mark looked at the radar image. It had not only changed direction – it was speeding up. Coming right at them.

“That’s not possible,” Stanton said. “No storm moves that fast.”

“Unless that’s not a storm,” Chen said.

“Oh, man…” Coleman said, as realization dawned. Monster Zero wasn’t hiding in the storm. He was making it.

“We need time to finish the evacuation,” Serizawa said.

“Then you better hurry because it’s closing in fast,” Stanton said.

Mark stared at the prehistoric beast in its nest of lava. If they fought this thing here, now, the people below would not only have to contend with the monster, but with the missiles sent askew, like the one that had nearly punched his ticket back in Antarctica, along with crashing aircraft, stray rounds of ammunition and who knew what else?

But then he realized something. Maybe they didn’t have to fight it at all.

“Serizawa,” Mark said. “Let it go.”

Everyone stared at him in disbelief.

“Seriously,” Stanton said. “What is wrong with you?”

He pointed to the radar image of the approaching storm.

“I think that thing is responding to Big Bird’s cries,” Mark explained. “That means it’s coming here for food, a fight or something more – intimate.”

“What do you suggest?” Serizawa asked.

* * *

“All fighters, weapons free,” Colonel Foster said.

She didn’t have to tell them twice. The jets streaked by, unloading their missiles at Rodan, the Fire Demon. Mark doubted conventional explosives would matter much to an animal that had napped for a few million years in a lake of molten rock, but it might just piss it off.

The white contrails of the rockets converged on the monster. They popped on him like bottle-rockets, and seemed to do about as much damage.

But the winged behemoth had certainly noticed them. His angry gaze searched the skies, dismissing the smaller craft and centering his glare on the Argo.

It didn’t matter whether the missiles had actually caused Rodan pain. What Mark was counting on was the monster interpreting their attack as a challenge to his dominance; an invasion of his territory by another flying top-tier predator. And no self-respecting giant burning monster bird thing could let that slide, could he?

“I think we got his attention,” Mark said.

“Everyone strap in,” Foster said. “All ships follow our lead!”

The Argo banked hard and ran like hell, the jet fighters right behind her. Pissed, Rodan leapt free of the volcano, spreading his wings and taking to the air, dragging flame and lava, smoking like a burning fuel dump.

The chase was on.

* * *

Mariana gripped Mateo’s hand harder as the demon emerged from the volcano and sat enthroned in flame. Her great-grandmother’s tales of Rodan had scared her when she was little, but no words she or anyone else could say could ever live up to the terrifying reality. Satan himself could not be as terrible. Was this the apocalypse? Had the end times come?

“Mateo, we must run faster,” she said.

The boy turned to look at Rodan, his face transfigured by terror.

“Don’t look,” she said. “Just run. And say a prayer.”

As her grandson began mumbling a prayer, she said her own.

God protect my little one, she whispered. Keep my Mateo from harm.

But she knew God heard everything, not just what was spoken aloud. So he knew what was in her heart.

You took my Marisol too young. You owe me.

* * *

They reached the square, but the crowd was thick, and everyone was behaving like they were crazy. Men and women she had known her whole life elbowed her back. They were changed, her people, changed by the wakened demon. He had hardened their hearts.

But at least she and Mateo were in a queue. The soldiers were doing their best to get everyone on a helicopter, she could see that. But there might not be time.

She looked back. The demon was still in his nest. Maybe he would stay there a while longer, maybe they would get to the helicopter…

But then the monster lifted his wings, beat them like a gargantuan bird of prey. He tore free of the mountain and flew toward the village.

Then no one was in line anymore. There was no point; they fled in terror, but Mariana didn’t. She stared at Rodan as he approached, watched as the most distant houses in the village seemed to bow down beneath the wind from those terrible wings. Black smoke followed him as if the sky itself was on fire.

The thunder, she remembered from her great-grandmother’s stories.

And then the thunder came. She recognized it as a sonic boom like those caused by the fighter jets that sometimes did maneuvers over the sea, but this one shook her to her bones. She still held Mateo’s hand, but she knew she had failed him. Down the street the debris-laden wind came, but she could not make herself move.

Then someone grabbed her, dragged her from where she stood rooted, pulling her and Mateo into a lane between buildings.

And then the wind struck, stronger than any hurricane wind she’d ever felt. Roofs tore from the buildings above her; windows became glittering confetti. The blast picked up cars and sent them end over end through houses and streets. Those still in the square were swept from their feet.

The wind caught Matteo and tried to carry him off, but one of the soldiers grabbed him, kept him from being hurled away by the thunder of the demon’s wings.

“Hang on, kid!” the man shouted.

The wind died as quickly as it had come. Mariana gaped at the devastation of her town, at the lava pouring from the volcano.

“Come on, you two,” the man who had saved them said. “Let’s get you out of here.”

“What about our house?” Mateo asked, as they followed the soldiers.

“We have our lives,” she told him. “For that we must thank God, and these men and women. I almost lost you, Mateo. How could I bear that? All of our things, our house – they don’t matter. These people have preserved for us the only thing that matters. Our house can be replaced.”

In the distance, the volcano rumbled. They might die yet, she realized. They probably would.

“Now, be strong,” she told her grandson. “Pay attention to the soldiers. Do what they say, and we will be fine.”

* * *

Rodan caught up with the fleet far quicker than seemed reasonable, hell-bent on destroying the threat to his domain. Gold Squadron – their jet escort – flew interference, trying to slow the monster’s advance, but they were paying an awful price. As Mark watched, Rodan snatched jets from the sky with its clawed feet and sent them flaming toward the ocean below. When it caught the Argo, they wouldn’t fare any better.

But they didn’t have to stay ahead of him forever. Just long enough to get where they were going.

But even that would be a challenge.

Rodan was still burning, Mark noted, like an aircraft going down, trailing black smoke. At first he’d hoped that was a good sign. But now he saw the locals had it right. Rodan was a fire demon, carrying the blaze with him wherever he went, just as Godzilla had his blue radiation and Monster Zero his golden-lightning stuff.

Maybe the Monarch scientists had it wrong. They kept telling him the Titans were part of the natural order, but he didn’t see it. How could that be natural? Maybe the Titans didn’t arise when the rest of life on Earth did. What if they weren’t part of life as we know it at all? What if they came from before, when there was no water or free oxygen, when everything was a volcanic hellscape, the atmosphere a perpetual lightning storm, when radiation sleeted from the sky and pulsed from the ground at levels that would strike a human dead in the time it took to draw a breath of the poisonous atmosphere. The Earth was like that for billions of years, before it started to rain, the sky to cool, seas to form. Before bacteria. Before the first photosynthetic organism started pumping oxygen into the air. Plenty of time for another kind of life to evolve based on some other chemistry that didn’t need water or oxygen. It was easy to believe, watching the terrible flaming bird gain on them, that life as they knew it was just a pale attempt to imitate what came before, those earlier creatures that mostly perished when the rains arrived. Only a few adapted, survived to live in an oxygen atmosphere, became immortal…

No, not immortal. The MUTOs had been killed. The rest of them could be as well.

* * *

Griffin had almost been caught off-guard by Rodan’s sonic boom, or whatever the hell that was. In the last seconds she had managed to turn the rotors to plane mode and kick into the wind, but that hadn’t saved the craft from being dinged up pretty well by flying debris. She was running diagnostics, swearing under her breath as they loaded up the refugees.

“Is it gonna fly?” Barnes asked Griffin.

“Maybe,” she said. “One of the engines is damaged, I can’t tell how bad. There may be more. Might be better to put her in the shop, you know?”

“We have to get these people out of here,” Martinez said, nodding at the handful of villagers that remained.

“Why?” Griffin asked. “Big Bird already took off, chasing the Argo. They’re probably safer here than up in the air.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t go that far,” Barnes said, pointing to the volcano. Another gigantic plume of ash had just belched out of it, bigger than the last, but rather than just rising into the air, this looked like an avalanche or mudslide coming down the mountainside.

“Okay,” Griffin said, “I say we get the hell out of here.”

“Everybody strap in,” Barnes yelled. “Now.”

Griffin started the engines and turned the rotors up. One of the engines coughed, and smoke started to pour out.

“Yeah,” Griffin said. “Hang in there, baby.”

The Osprey seemed reluctant to leave the ground, and the smoking engine was making a funny noise.

Barnes looked back at the volcano; the wall of ash was coming, and fast.

“Hurry it up, Griffin,” he said. “Some shit’s about to go down!”

“You worry too much, Chief,” Griffin said. “You need to do some yoga or something. Relax.”

Martinez was trying to calm the passengers down. “It’s all right,” he was saying. “This is normal. Griffin here is the best pilot on the team.”

“I’m the only pilot on the team,” Griffin said. “But I’ll take it.”

They were picking up speed now, but it still didn’t look like they were going to make it.

“Above it,” Barnes said. “We need to be above it.”

“What’s ‘it’, anyway?” Griffin asked.

“Pyroclastic flow,” Barnes said. Griffin arched her brows at him, skeptically.

“Hey,” he said. “I took a geology class. It’s not just the heat and ash, there also gas—”

“Just hang on, Chief,” Griffin said.

They had just barely cleared the buildings, and then only because most of them were missing their tops. She tilted the rotors forward and gunned it. They dropped about ten feet during the switch as the wings sought to catch wind.

“We’re not going fast enough,” he yelled.

Then the wind hit them from behind. He smelled sulfur, and his eyes and nose burned.

It felt like a giant’s hand had just slapped the Osprey in the back.

Barnes smelled sulfur and ash now, and realized he couldn’t breathe.

* * *

Ahead of the Argo stirred a storm that blotted the sky, a boiling mass of iron-colored clouds with burning hearts of lightning.

They were fleeing one monster right into the mouths of another, Mark thought. Wonderful. Whose plan had this been?

Oh, right. His.

“Argo to Gold Squadron,” Stanton broadcast. “Let’s lure this turkey away from the mainland and straight toward Monster Zero – ETA, two minutes.”

“Copy,” the reply came back. The pilot was on-screen, along with his handle, Cobra. “Start the clock.”

Gold Squadron doubled back and fired on Rodan. A few missiles hit him, which didn’t faze the beast much at all. He lifted to fly above the squadron; just as they were beneath him, he clapped his wings with such force that three jets were simply slapped from the sky by the shock wave. The same beat of his wings sent him straight up, like a burning spear aimed at heaven, where he vanished into the clouds.

Was Rodan breaking off the attack? Had they managed to get through that rocklike hide?

But then he came screaming back down from a different angle, like an eagle stooping on sparrows, catching the jets off-guard, crushing two of them with his clawed feet and biting one as it exploded. The wreckage spun down to the ocean below.

Cobra was still there, but Rodan was right behind him and gaining fast.

“On my six!” the pilot shouted. “I can’t break off! Ejecting!”

Mark watched as the pilot’s ejection seat rocketed from the doomed plane.

Rodan swallowed the pilot, seat and all. Cobra’s monitor went offline.

“Cobra’s raptor is off the team,” Stanton announced. “ETA to Monster Zero, sixty seconds.”

Rodan’s snack hadn’t done much to deter him; he was coming up swiftly on the main squadron.

“Duster two-two-three,” Foster said. “He’s on your tail! Get out of there!”

“I’m losing control. I’m losing—”

Her craft spun away and crashed into the sea.

Then Rodan rolled, its flaming, pinioned wings sweeping though the air as if drilling a hole in the sky. It seemed to happen in slow motion, but Mark watched in horror as the spinning monster’s wings swatted jets from the sky like bugs. When Rodan finished his roll, Gold Squadron no longer existed. The pilot feeds winked out in quick succession. The Argo was alone.

“We lost the squadron,” Stanton said. “ETA to Monster Zero, thirty seconds.”

Engines whining, the Argo rattled as they raced into the hurricane, Rodan right smack in their rear-view. The sun vanished as they were engulfed in the rolling fringes of the tempest. The Argo shuddered as lightning struck her, repeatedly.

“ETA to Monster Zero, ten seconds,” Stanton said.

It was too late. Rodan had caught up with them. He reached out to grab the Argo with his talons.

Lightning flared again, and a three-headed silhouette appeared through the clouds. Heads and claws darted for them. Rodan screeched and veered away, abandoning his pursuit of the Argo.

But there was Monster Zero, right there. Rodan had the right idea.

“Dive!” Foster commanded. “Dive!”

Weight vanished as the craft turned down and dropped. Above them, the two Titans crashed together, locked claws, and began to fall, writhing and twisting, biting and clawing at each other.

Gravity returned as the Argo finally leveled out, little more than inches above the water. The pilot kicked the engines into high gear, trying to get as far from the monsters as possible – as quickly as possible.

How are we still alive? Mark wondered.

But it had worked. All of these things wanted to be top dog. Monster Zero had been on his way to put Rodan in his place already; they had just sped up the process.

Stanton was glued to the radar.

“Jesus,” he said. “They’re killing each other.”

“Better them than us,” Mark said.

The radio crackled and then the voice of Chief Warrant Officer Barnes.

“Mayday, mayday – come in, Argo, this is Raptor One, do you read?”

“Copy Raptor One,” Foster replied. “What’s your status?”

“We’re screwed, that’s what. And we have kids on board. We’re gonna need immediate midair retrieval.”

Colonel Foster swung around. “Lock onto their position,” she said, “and prepare the hangar for emergency landing.”

“Hangar doors are unresponsive,” Stanton said.

“Manual override?”

“They’re stuck,” Stanton clarified.

Mark was tired of being a fly on the wall. Maybe he could actually do something.

“Which way to the hangar?” he asked.

“I can show you,” Coleman replied.

“Anyone else?” Mark asked.

“I know the way,” Coleman repeated. “Come on.”

“Hope you have a big wrench,” Stanton called after them.

* * *

When they reached the hangar, deck officers had already torn open the control console and were desperately trying to patch cables to get the doors open. It didn’t look like they were having much success. The place was full of fire and smoke.

“What’s the problem?” Coleman asked.

“The hydraulic systems are jammed,” the officer said. “I’m trying to jump-start power. It’s not looking good.”

* * *

Serizawa leaned in, studying the two Titans as they fought their way across the sky. At times the battle was hidden by storm clouds, but Rodan’s flame and Monster Zero’s flashing breath were visible in the murk.

Mark had guessed correctly that Rodan’s emergence had drawn Monster Zero’s attention, that the three-headed dragon could not tolerate competition. But Serizawa sensed something else was going on. Despite Stanton’s comment, he wasn’t certain Monster Zero was trying to kill Rodan so much as dominate him. That was not the case when he fought Godzilla. That suggested Emma was right in guessing that Godzilla and Monster Zero were in a class by themselves, apex predators that stood above the other Titans. Ultimately, the real struggle for dominance would be between the two of them. If the rest of Emma’s thesis was correct – that the last confrontation between Godzilla and Monster Zero had ended with Godzilla triumphant and the dragon frozen in ice – and given how things had gone in Antarctica, Monster Zero was trying to build his strength before facing his ancient foe again.

He had never been more certain that Godzilla’s place in the world was to restore balance. What he was not sure of was what Monster Zero’s role was. The MUTOs Godzilla killed five years before had been going about the business of their life cycle – eating and reproducing. But while they had been ruthless killers, he hadn’t sensed any particular malice in them. They defied that sort of anthropomorphism.

But Monster Zero seemed – evil. It was a concept that did not sit easily with him. The Titans were part of the world, had been long before humanity. They simply were. A carnivore was not evil because it sought living prey; it was simply how it was built. And he was suspicious of his own feelings. Monster Zero had killed Vivienne. It would be all too easy to let grief bait him into the same trap Mark was captive to.

Monster Zero struck Rodan a crushing blow, jagging the other monster with lightning and sending him into the ocean, throwing up a huge plume of water and steam.

Then Monster Zero turned his attention to the Argo, and once more Serizawa was sure he saw spite in its triple gaze as it began beating across the water toward them.

The control panel beeped. A call was coming in.

“It’s Admiral Stenz,” Stanton said.

Serizawa immediately felt wary. Stenz was a good man, a capable leader of men. They had worked together on the MUTO attacks. But he lacked imagination, and he did not understand the Titans. Even after Godzilla behaved as Serizawa predicted – defeating the MUTOs and then returning to the sea – Stenz was still skeptical of the Titan’s intentions. Moreover, he was an instrument of the government, which had been trying to pry jurisdiction over the Titans from Monarch for a while now. About that, Emma was correct: if they got control of the great beasts, they would kill them, or at least attempt to. Like Emma, he believed that the consequences of doing so would be catastrophic. He disapproved of her conclusions and methods, but he didn’t disagree with her diagnosis.

Stenz appeared on-screen. A little grayer, a few more lines in his long, rugged face.

“Admiral,” Serizawa said.

As usual, Stenz went straight to the point.

“Dr. Serizawa, Colonel Foster – I need you and the rest of your forces to immediately disengage and withdraw to a safe distance.”

“Admiral,” Foster said, “I don’t understand.”

“We have been developing a prototype for a new weapon,” the Admiral said. “An Oxygen Destroyer designed to exterminate all life forms within a two-mile radius. With any luck it will kill these things and this nightmare will finally be over.”

“Admiral,” Serizawa said, “we must keep our faith in Godzilla—”

“I’m sorry, Doctor,” Stenz said. “You had your chance. The missile is already on its way. May God have mercy on us all.”

The screen went dark, but on radar, the missile was now visible.

“He’s not lying,” Colonel Foster said. “It’s coming in hot.”

* * *

In the hangar, things weren’t going well. Far from feeling helpful, Mark was starting to wonder what he was even doing down here. At this point, it was clear to everyone that no amount of tinkering with the electrical system was going to resolve the problem. The Osprey was trailing smoke and flying more unsteadily by the moment. Something had to happen, and soon.

He studied the control panel, knowing it was pointless, that the problem wasn’t on that end. But then one of the switches caught his eye, and he remembered the Osprey drop over Antarctica – from this very hangar. They’d been clamped above, and there had been a spare. He looked up, and there it was, clamped above them. Another Osprey.

He didn’t feel like talking them through this. They might try to stop him, and Barnes and the others were out of time as it was. So he shoved the deck officer aside.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” the officer yelped.

Mark ignored him and punched the Osprey release button.

* * *

Griffin was doing her best, but Barnes could see they weren’t going to be in the air that much longer, not in this weather. They were lucky to be here at all, and if Griffin had been a lesser pilot, they wouldn’t be. She had used the gaseous edge of the pyroclastic flow to come up to air speed, but that hadn’t been easy on the already-damaged Osprey. If he’d known how bad things were, he might have pointed Griffin toward the mainland instead of trying to rejoin the squadron.

Now it was too late for that. It was the Argo or nothing.

The hatch blew open, and something fell through it. It took a heartbeat to realize it was the spare Osprey.

Which they were going to hit.

“Look out!” Barnes screamed; but Griffin dodged just enough. The second craft splashed into the ocean.

It wasn’t pretty, but they had a hole to shoot for, now.

“Hold on!” Griffin shouted, and punched the Osprey toward the now-open hangar bay.

The engines coughed as she pushed them to their limits. Behind him, the townspeople were praying together. He hoped it helped.

They came in hot and smoking; hit the deck, skipped and skidded across it, and nearly slammed into the far wall before finally grating to a stop.

He let out his breath.

Okay, he thought. He glanced at Griffin, who seemed unruffled.

Yoga, huh? Maybe there was something to that. Barnes stumbled out of the vehicle. Mark and Sam were there to meet him.

“Thanks for the lift,” he told Mark.

Mark didn’t have a chance to reply; rising over the whistling of wind through the open hangar, they all heard a familiar roar, and saw that Monster Zero was almost on top of them, skimming low across the waves.

Damn, Barnes thought. It had been a nice try. He glanced at his passengers and felt for them. He had signed up for this, but what had they done to be thrown into such a mess? To have their homes, their town, destroyed, and now their lives taken?

Dr. Russell had a lot to answer for.

He took a deep breath and waited for the impact. He reached for his sidearm. Maybe if he could put a round or two in its eye…

Below, the ocean bulged, lifted, sprayed up, smashing into Monster Zero. But it wasn’t a freak wave; it was a helluva big lizard. Godzilla had caught up with them. He snatched the flying monster in mid-flight and slammed him into the water, like a killer whale taking down a seal.

Everyone in the hangar cheered, even Mark. In fact, from the corner of his eye Barnes thought he caught the zoologist doing a little fist-bump.

But they didn’t have time for a long celebration.

“What are you all gawking at?” Barnes shouted at the others. “Move!”


TWELVE

From Dr. Chen’s notes:


There was the great flood. At that time, Thunderbird fought with Mimlos-whale. The battle lasted a long time. For a long time the battle was undecided. Thunderbird in the air could not whip Mimlos-whale in the water. Thunderbird would seize Mimlos-whale in his talons and try to carry Mimlos-whale to his nest in the mountains. Mimlos-whale would get away. Again Thunderbird would seize him. Again Mimlos-whale would escape. The battle between them was terrible. The noise that Thunderbird made when he flapped his wings shook the mountains. They stripped the timber there. They tore the trees out by their roots. Then Mimlos-whale got away. Again Thunderbird caught Mimlos-whale. Again they fought a terrible battle in another place. All the trees there were torn out by their roots. Again Mimlos-whale escaped.

Many times they fought thus. Each time Thunderbird caught Mimlos-whale there was a terrible battle, and all the trees in that place were uprooted. At last Mimlos-whale escaped to the deep ocean, and Thunderbird gave up the fight. That is why the killer whale still lives in the ocean today. In those places where Thunderbird and Mimlos-whale fought, to this day, no trees grow. Those places are the prairies on the Olympic Peninsula.

—Legend of the Hoh and Quileute people
of the Pacific Northwest.
Told by Luke Hobucket circa 1933.



By the time Mark and Coleman got back to the bridge, the Argo had begun to move again, flying up and away from the fight. It was clear Godzilla was in his element now, worrying Monster Zero like a crocodile, rolling him, trying to keep all three heads under at once.

“Twenty seconds to impact,” Stanton said.

Impact? Mark wondered.

“What did we miss?” Coleman asked.

Suddenly a dragon head hurtled toward the windshield, its maw gaping at them, and Mark realized they weren’t out of range yet.

But then Godzilla yanked Monster Zero back down, and the Argo began to haul some serious ass.

“Oh,” Coleman gasped.

“The military just launched a weapon that’s about to kill them both,” Stanton said.

Mark glanced at Serizawa, whose brow was deeply furrowed. Someone way above his pay grade must have made the call. Serizawa would never willingly allow his favorite monster to get blasted. And despite himself, Mark felt the stirrings of sympathy for Serizawa’s point of view. Godzilla had saved their lives a couple of times now, whether he meant to or not. But if the big lizard had to die for them to get Monster Zero too…

“It’s not the worst idea,” Mark said.

On the other hand, Godzilla was winning. Monster Zero was taking way more than he was dishing out, his golden light flickering, while Godzilla had never looked stronger. The two monsters dwindled as the Argo tore away, but there were plenty of cameras on the action as Godzilla grabbed one of Monster Zero’s heads – and bit it off. A spray of black blood jetted from the stump. It looked almost like petroleum.

That had to hurt, even if you had a couple of spares. Mark found he was looking forward to what Godzilla would do next.

A flicker of silver entered his peripheral vision. A plane?

He blinked involuntarily as both monsters were engulfed in light. The flash was brief, a brilliant green, and it quickly mushroomed into the atmosphere, casting a chartreuse pall over the sea. As the flash faded and the cloud lifted higher, he saw the Titans were no longer locked in battle. They were thrashing about in the water, grasping for something out of reach, fighting something they couldn’t claw or bite.

They were sinking.

Still flailing, both Titans vanished beneath the waves.

Mark had been praying for this moment for five years. For Godzilla’s death, justice for his son and all the others who had died in the monster’s trans-global rampage. But somehow, now that the moment was here, he wasn’t as elated as he’d thought he would be. He realized he didn’t just have sympathy for Serizawa’s views – he was beginning to believe him. And if Serizawa was right, what they’d just done could be a big mistake. Rodan was still out there, and Mothra, and plenty more where they came from.

The sea, still not entirely settled from the fight, began to stir and foam. Bubbles broke the surface, as if some undersea gas cavity had opened up. Thousands of silvery slivers appeared, spreading on the surface.

Fish, he realized, as the sea began to darken and grow red and the bubbling increased, became a fountain, a spray.

Monster Zero exploded from the blood-red sea, now a two-headed dragon, but most certainly not dead. His wings cracked the air as he broke free of the ocean and soared aloft. Mark feared that he would turn back to them, but instead he flapped off toward land. Apparently, the loss of a head meant it was time to call it a day.

The sea quietened back down, settled into its accustomed swells. Serizawa kept staring, but if he was hoping the big lizard was going to come back up, it seemed he was going to be disappointed.

“Dr. Stanton,” Serizawa finally said, “can you locate Godzilla?”

Stanton began scanning.

“Yeah,” he said, “I’ve got something…”

He turned up the volume, and once again they heard the thudding of the huge reptile’s heart. But not like before. This time it was much weaker and less steady.

“His vitals are fading,” Stanton said. “Radiation levels plummeting.”

The radioactive aura on the tracking screen was dwindling. The heartbeat continued to weaken. What the hell had they hit him with? And why had Monster Zero been able to handle it so much better?

“Come on, big guy,” Stanton murmured. “Fight it.”

“No,” Serizawa said. He looked stricken.

Godzilla’s heart beat once more. The aura faded. Mark kept waiting for the next beat. Any second now it would start again.

But it didn’t.

The telemetry displayed only flatline signatures.

“He’s gone,” Stanton said.

Serizawa was trembling. He looked broken. All of them, everyone in the room looked like – what? Like they had lost a loved one? Or was it just that none of them believed the big lizard could die?

“Looks like you got your wish, Mark,” Serizawa said, softly.

It was true. But he took no pleasure in it. He’d wanted revenge for a long time. Now he just wanted his daughter back.

* * *

Mateo was sleeping, which Mariana found incredible. But she was grateful for it; he had seen too much today, just as she had. The soldiers had found quarters for them on the big airplane, some food and drink. It wasn’t good, but she was happy to have it, as she was happy to be alive.

“How is he doing?” the man sitting next to her asked, indicating Mateo. She knew him a little bit. The cousin of one of her high school friends. Once in a while he would appear for Mass. He was a netmaker, and sometimes went out with the fishermen. Antonio.

“As well as any of us,” she said.

“What do you imagine will happen next?” Antonio said.

She shrugged. “The soldier named Barnes said we are going to a Monarch base. From there we will be repatriated.”

“To where?” he said. “Our poor island?”

She shook her head. “I do not know,” she said. “I don’t know if I could take Mateo back there anyway.”

“I’ve never been to the mainland,” Antonio said. “I wouldn’t know how to live there.”

“It’s not over yet,” Mariana said. “By the time it is, there may be no place left for us anywhere.”

Jebel Barkal, Sudan

The pilgrims grumbled about being denied access to the site, and so did the local government, but Nez broadened the perimeter to include the tomb and place it off-limits to visitors. And for a while, nothing happened, except that they got a little more information about who carried out the attack on the Yunnan outpost. Nez finally relaxed enough to have a beer in the cantina during one of her rare off-duty hours. It was a good thing she only had one, because an hour later she was called back to duty. Another base had been attacked, and another Titan released, in Antarctica. A little later, they were called to view a video of Dr. Emma Russell – whose mind had clearly slipped crooked – taking credit for the releases and making it clear she meant to set even more monsters free.

The Colonel was off in Washington, so Kearns turned to her.

“Master Sergeant, part of your role here is to advise,” Kearns said. “I know you’ve been increasing security. But—”

“Kill it,” she said, without hesitation.

“Excuse me?”

“The monster,” she replied. “I’ve seen the kill switch. Use it.”

Kearns, Esmail, and the others stared at her.

“That’s not an option,” Kearns said. “At least not at this point.”

“It’s the only way to make sure it doesn’t get loose, sir.”

“Freer takes me for a fool,” Kearns said. “I hope you don’t. I’m well aware the government is trying to make the case to execute these creatures. Trying to find any excuse—”

“Mr. Kearns,” she broke in, “two monsters are already loosed on the world, and the crazy doctor just told us she’s going to break out as many as possible. That is not an excuse to kill Mokele, it is a mandate.”

“Three,” Esmail said.

“What?” Kearns asked.

“Mexico,” he said. “Just came in. La Isla de Mara. The Demon’s Nest…”

On one of the monitors a volcano was erupting, but it wasn’t just lava, smoke, and ash coming out. A Titan was spreading fiery wings. It looked like it was made of lava itself.

“Rodan,” Lang said.

Be damned, she thought. That’s Tsé nináhálééh, the Rock Monster Eagle.

“Now can we kill it?” she asked.

“This site will not be compromised,” Kearns said. “Mokele-Mbembe will remain contained and unharmed. You make sure of that. It’s why you’re here.”

She sighed, but then she began giving orders.

“Move the helicopter and drone patrols out to ten klicks,” she said. “If a mouse moves out there, I want to know about it.”

* * *

When Monster Zero flew off, he had a destination in mind. Drones tracked him to Isla de Mara, where – beneath a steadily darkening sky – he settled into Rodan’s flaming nest.

It looked to Mark like a classic case of asserting dominance. He was not only taking Rodan’s territory but also his very seat of power, a usurper sitting on the old king’s throne. And yet, that was odd behavior for a wounded animal. They usually returned to somewhere they considered safe, or at least familiar.

And there could be little doubt Monster Zero was badly hurt. Once in the nest, he began writhing and screeching in pain. Maybe – hopefully – the loss of a head was fatal blow, but like a decapitated snake, Monster Zero was taking his time realizing he was dead. Sitting in the lava seemed to make things even worse for the big fellah, which was a shame. Had he made a fatal mistake claiming Rodan’s throne? Was he now too wounded to fly out again?

But then Mark noticed something. It wasn’t just the necks that still had heads that were squirming like earthworms on a hot sidewalk. The headless neck was, too. It was no longer gouting blood, and in fact the severing wound wasn’t there anymore, either. In fact, something appeared to be emerging from the stump.

No, he had read it all completely wrong.

Monster Zero wasn’t pissing on Rodan’s territory, and he wasn’t dying. He’d come to the Demon’s Nest for the lava, the radiation moving up from beneath the earth. Searching for the nourishment he needed to regrow his freaking head. Like a goddamn hydra from Greek mythology. It was covered in some sort of slimy membrane, but one of the other heads reached over and bit it off, so the baby head could keep forming.

In moments the new head was fully grown, blinking newly formed eyes, just as full of malevolence as the others.

At least, Mark thought, it only grew back the one. Hydras were supposed to grow two for every one you took off.

But three was still three too many.

Monster Zero opened his trio of razor-filled mouths and screamed at the heavens.

To Mark, it didn’t seem like merely a scream of triumph. It was something else. A challenge, maybe. Or a call.


THIRTEEN

From Dr. Chen’s notes:


Of coral wood the flesh of man was made, but when woman was fashioned by the Creator and the Maker, her flesh was made of rushes. These were the materials the Creator and the Modeler wanted to use in making them.

But those that they had made, that they had created, did not think, did not speak with their Creator, their Modeler. And for this reason they were killed, they were deluged. A heavy resin fell from the sky. The one called Xecotcovach came and gouged out their eyes; Camazotz came and cut off their heads; Cotzbalam came and devoured their flesh. Tucumbalam came, too, and broke and mangled their bones and their nerves, and ground and crumbled their bones.

This was to punish them because they had not thought of their mother, nor their father, the Heart of Heaven, called Huracan. And for this reason the face of the earth was darkened, and a black rain began to fall, by day and by night.

—The Popul Vuh, Sacred book of the Quiche Maya
Book One



Sedona, Arizona Monarch Outpost 55 Titanus Scylla

Rick drove from Flagstaff to Sedona on the winding road through Oak Creek Canyon, admiring as he always did the great beauty of the place. Forty years he had been making this drive, and he still loved it. He thought about how he’d brought his children here, when they were young, to play in the creek. One day he explained that the stone the canyon cut through had been laid down mostly in the Permian period, and they’d spent the rest of the day crawling on all fours through the horsetails, pretending to be dimetrodons, the top predators of the early Permian.

He was a rock hound and a paleontologist at heart, but that didn’t always pay so well, so he’d put his degree to work in the oilfields down around Sedona.

He reached the field and pulled his truck around by the office, a prefab metal building. He climbed out and stood for a moment, watched the pumpjacks bobbing up and down, like giant metal versions of the drinking bird toy he’d had as a kid. The pumpjacks, of course, were drinking oil – or as his youngest, Molly, liked to put it, “sucking the earth’s blood.”

The operation was mostly automated, but there were workers around, minding things. About half a mile away he saw the government guys were unusually busy. They had commandeered some land a few years back, claiming some sort of bio-hazard. It didn’t matter; they could pull the oil right out from under them, and they kept to themselves.

Sawyer stuck his head out of the shed.

“Hey, Rick.”

He nodded. “I was headed on west to have a look at the new site,” he said. “I thought I would check in here first.”

“Did you get my text?”

“I was in the canyon,” he said. He pulled his phone out.

“There it is.”

“I just sent it,” Sawyer said. “It’s your seismograph. It’s going loony.”

“Huh,” Rick said.

The seismograph was something he’d built, mostly for fun, nearly thirty years ago. His son Evan had helped him update it a few years back, so it recorded digitally, instead of on paper.

Sawyer was right; the usually flat line was looking excited, as if recording a distant earthquake, and a pretty big one.

Or else a little one, right under the ground where they were standing. As he watched, the waves continued to spike.

Now he felt it in his feet. The shed was starting to rattle.

“You think it’s one of the rigs?” Sawyer asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I don’t like it.”

He stepped outside, looking at the field with a more critical gaze.

“I don’t—”

The ground exploded, and something long and black stabbed out of it, arched over, and slammed back into the ground about twenty yards from the shack. Rick stepped back so fast he banged into the shed.

“Holy mother—” Sawyer swore.

They were sticking up everywhere, jamming into the ground. Jointed, covered in bristle-like hairs. The earth jumped and just lifted up. Almost quietly, the pumpjacks slid into the hole it left.

It.

He was barely aware that he and Sawyer were only a few feet from the pit it had come up out of. His whole nervous system felt like it was shutting down, the thinking part of his mind overwhelmed by a fear hundreds of millions of years old, encoded in the primitive brains of his chordate ancestors when they were prey to things like this. Its spider legs held up a bulbous body, a face of squirming tentacles under two merciless eyes, buried in something like a cuttlefish.

David. Anna. Molly, he thought, picturing their faces.

“The goddamndest thing,” Sawyer said.

It was the last thing Rick ever heard.

Near Munich, Germany
Monarch Outpost 67
Titanus Methuselah

The cork came out of the bottle with a loud pop, sailing across the meadow.

“That’s littering,” Lara said, smoothing out the blanket and placing their little picnic of cheese, bread, and strawberries on it.

“It’s cork,” Jannik said. “Biodegradable.”

“Um-humm,” she said, as he poured the champagne into two plastic cups. “Paper is also biodegradable, but if you throw it on the ground, it’s littering.”

He handed her a cup.

“Prost,” he said. They both took a sip.

“Listen,” Jannik said. “I grew up right around here, you know. You see that mountain there?”

“You’re trying to change the subject from littering,” she said. But she glanced behind her and saw the mountain he meant, rising over the trees.

“My grandfather told me it wasn’t always there. There was a village instead. And then one day a guy who was traveling in some other country came home. The village was gone, and that mountain was there.”

“I see,” Lara said. “And when did this happen?”

“Very long ago,” he said. “The Middle Ages, maybe.”

“Your grandfather must have been pretty old.”

“My family has been here for centuries,” he said. “But let me tell you the other thing about this mountain. They say if you bring a pretty girl here, and ask her to kiss you, she can’t say no.”

“Oh, I see,” Lara said. “Well, it’s a good thing you haven’t asked me. I would hate to prove your legend wrong.”

He grinned and leaned toward her.

“But I will prove it wrong,” she said.

He stopped and reddened a bit. Jannik was used to getting his way with girls, she knew. With his long blond hair and blue eyes, he was almost pretty, and he could be interesting if he wanted to, so maybe someday she wouldn’t mind that kiss. Maybe even later today.

But not now.

“Are all university girls so hard to get?” he asked.

“You tell me,” she said. “You’ve gotten plenty of them, from what I’ve heard.”

“What’s so wrong with that?” he asked. “I like educated women.”

“I like men who don’t litter.”

“Fine,” he sighed. He stood up and wandered off in the direction the cork had flown.

She had a strawberry and looked off into the distance.

“A-ha!” Jannik said. He held up the cork.

And then his gaze went past her. His eyes widened.

“The mountain…” he said.

“Oh, now I’m going to hear more about this magic mountain, am I?” she said. “Come on, you’ve tried that on me already. Be original.”

“No,” he said. “The mountain, it—”

His scream was surprisingly high-pitched. It was so surprising it set her skin on edge.

He turned and ran

“Really, he’s taking this too far,” she said.

But then she felt the earth shift below her.

She turned around and saw the mountain was standing up on four immense legs.

It had a face and horns like a bull from some ancient hell. And as she watched, it put one ponderous limb forward, and then another. The forest growing on its rocky back shivered and shook with each step.

She didn’t scream; she kept her breath quiet. It was half a kilometer away, at least. It would never notice her unless she drew its attention.

They had walked here after taking the train from Munich to the little town over the hill. She thought that was where it was going.

When its head was out of sight she picked up the champagne bottle and began drinking.

Indian Ocean
Classified Monarch Outpost
Undesignated Titan

In his office beneath the Indian Ocean, Dr. Kingsley Ikande lay on his cot and watched the surface of the water some ten meters above him. He had tried to take a nap – he hadn’t slept in over twenty-four hours – but sleep eluded him. He was too troubled. He’d been meant to fly to Lagos, to see his wife and little girl for a week.

And now all of this.

He knew Emma Russell; his dissertation had been based on some of her early work. He’d had the great pleasure to meet her, at a conference. There, she had recruited him for Monarch.

It was so hard to believe she had gone mad. Two Titans unleashed on the world, and the suspicion was that she would try to release more.

Their floating containment was probably one of the safest; very far from land. Anything flying or moving under the water would be noticed from very far away.

But that didn’t stop him worrying, of course.

Let the nap go. He was going back up.

But instead he went to see Kraken.

That wasn’t its official name. It still hadn’t been assigned one in the Monarch classification. That was fitting, since this outpost was similarly unnamed. But someone – he seemed to remember it was Devlin – had called it Kraken, and the name had stuck.

They had discovered the sleeping Titan on a seamount in relatively shallow water, curled around the remains of a nuclear sub that had been missing for decades. They had built the containment around him, sub and all. He was in deep hibernation and didn’t seem to have noticed a thing.

The habitable part of the base – the living quarters, the control room, the laboratories – was all either on the surface or near it. But to observe the Titan directly – or take some sort of sample – several elevators ran through the ocean down to various points adjacent to the beast.

They had learned quite a bit about Kraken. X-rays, sonic scans, DNA analysis, had built a picture of what he must be like. His central brain cavity was enormous, far larger than it needed to be to control his body, suggesting a certain amount of intelligence, not unlike his distant cousins, the octopuses – although unlike octopuses and squids, his head was protected by a dense, curving cone of shell. He had dozens of smaller brains associated with his limbs. Like octopoids, he could also change the color and pattern of his skin and shell; when they found him, he had been virtually invisible. They pinpointed his location by radiation signature and his bio-sonic emission.

He had multiple hearts, and there was good evidence that he could regenerate limbs and, in fact, virtually any part of his body.

The elevator came to a stop; Ikande stepped out.

One of the techs, Jane Harris, looked up from her instruments as he came in. Otherwise, the lab was empty.

The large window faced one of Kraken’s eyes. It was closed and had been closed since they found him. Jin, the paleobiologist, thought he was in the middle of a sleep cycle that might last another decade, unless he was threatened.

They had been quite careful not to make him feel threatened.

“Anything new?” he asked.

Harris shook her head. “No, nothing. Same as always. All functions are there, but at very low levels. How about topside? Any more Titans cut loose?”

He shrugged. “Nothing new there, either. I almost feel slighted. Why wouldn’t our big fellow be invited to the ball?”

“Don’t even say it,” she replied. She frowned.

“What?”

She fiddled with her equipment.

“Nothing, I guess. There was just a little spike, but it went right back down. No, wait…”

The com light suddenly blinked on. He answered it.

“Ikande here.”

“Dr. Ikande, it’s Jen. We just got a flood of reports. Titans have been released in at least four other locations, simultaneously.”

“Released? By terrorists?”

“It’s unclear, Doctor. Things are kind of chaotic at those sites.”

“Of course they are,” he said. He looked back at Jane, who was now frowning in earnest. “What is it?” He demanded. “Is he waking up?

If he was, the containment field should still hold him, but there was no way to be certain of that. If he woke like the other Titans, it would be best to use the kill switch. Emma had clearly thought of something the rest of them hadn’t.

“No,” Jane said. “The opposite. His hearts are shutting down, one by one.” She looked over at him. “He’s dying.”

“Why?”

“I have no idea. It’s like he’s having an allergic reaction or something. Everything’s dropping off, including radiation signature.”

He stared at Kraken’s lidded eye, trying to decide how he felt. This creature had been put in his charge, and he had failed it. He knew how many of the Monarch scientists – like Serizawa – felt about the creatures.

On the other hand, if it died naturally, he wouldn’t have to pull the kill switch.

“Did you get all of that, Jen?” he asked.

“I did,” she replied. “I… don’t understand.”

“Call it in,” he said. “Tell Castle Bravo we’ll be sending them our data. Maybe whatever happened to—”

His words stopped in his throat. Kraken’s eye was open, staring at him.

“Oh, God,” he said. “Turn on the containment field.”

“Done,” Jane said. “Doctor, I’m still getting nothing. This says he’s dead.”

“His eye is open!”

“Maybe some postmortem reaction—” but then she broke off, too. One of the tentacles was suddenly right there, pushing against the containment field – no, pushing through it, effortlessly.

“What is happening?” Ikande yelled.

“The field works on living Titans,” Jane said, getting up from her workstation, knocking a coffee cup off. It shattered on the floor. “Kraken still doesn’t read as alive.”

“I…”

His skin prickled, and suddenly he felt very cold as understanding dawned.

Oh, shit.

Protective coloration was only the surface of what this thing could do. It could mimic other states. It could make sonar think it wasn’t hearing anything, disguise its radiation signature.

Play dead.

The tentacle was reaching for them, but it wasn’t here yet. He bolted toward the kill switch.

But the tube suddenly collapsed and water rushed in with such force that it almost knocked him out. He saw the other tentacle that had reached around from the back, quietly wrapped around the elevator tube. He got his bearings and tried to swim toward the surface, but Kraken was way ahead of him, grappling the floating base and dragging it down by the middle. Ikande kicked desperately, until something took hold of his leg and yanked him back down.

* * *

Tingua Preserve, Brazil
Monarch Outpost 58
Titanus Behemoth

Mariko crawled through the hatch and into the access tunnel. The alarms were blaring, and everyone was running around like crazy.

Behemoth was awake.

He had been sleeping deep in a cave in the Tingua preserve not far from Rio de Janeiro. Mariko had been on the crew that discovered him, her first job with Monarch. First job, period. After the containment was set up, she had volunteered to stay on. It was actually a great gig. Behemoth was, to her, the most interesting of the Titans, and when free time came her way, Rio and its beaches were less than an hour away – quicker, if she could catch a helicopter ride. Her Portuguese had gotten pretty decent, she’d made friends. She was only twenty-five; the future had looked bright.

But now everything had changed.

She reached her destination, a panel on the wall of the tunnel. She did her job quickly, then continued down the tunnel, opened another panel, and dropped down into the room beyond. Mounted high in the cave, the room was shaped like a hockey puck. The wall of the circumference was transparent, giving her a good view of the giant below.

His legs were folded under him; his mighty tusks curving above him. As she watched, he struggled against the containment field, trying to stand up.

“Mariko? Why didn’t you just use the door?”

She turned and found Erik staring at her, his bespectacled eyes full of puzzlement.

“I was checking the wiring in the access tunnel,” she said. “The meter downstairs showed some resistance. It looks okay up here, though.”

“You could have sent a tech,” he said.

“Yeah,” she said. “But I wanted the view.”

“Are you crazy? He’s trying to break out. Like the others.”

“I know,” Mariko said. “What are you up here for?”

“Backup,” he said. “Dr. Singh has us on standby to use the kill switch.”

Not all kill switches were the same. Each was tailored to its Titan. And no one was sure if any of them would work. But Singh was pretty confident with their setup.

Behemoth roared, and pushed up hard, swinging his head through the containment field and shredding the equipment that powered it. The field vanished. Floodlights snapped on, everywhere. Toward the front of the cave, dozens of security personnel took positions.

“Erik?”

The voice came from the intercom built into a control panel that otherwise had a few indicators and a single switch, locked beneath a cover with a keypad entry.

“Dr. Singh,” Erik replied.

“We’ve had negative results here – we’re not sure why. Go ahead and enable the backup kill switch.”

“Will do, Doctor.”

He punched in a code and flipped up the cover.

“Enabled,” he said.

“Do it,” Singh said.

Erik reached out and flipped the switch.

Nothing happened.

He flipped it back, and then again.

“Nothing’s happening,” he reported. He checked the instruments.

“There’s no power!”

“No,” Mariko said. “There’s not.”

Erik looked at her, eyes wide, then glanced at the hatch to the access tunnel.

“You were in there. You cut the line that triggers the cascade.”

She nodded.

“Oh my God,” he said. “Are you one of them?”

“I’m Monarch,” she said. She nodded toward Behemoth.

“Look at him,” she said. “You think we have the right to just kill a god? He was here long before we were. There are cave paintings of him in here that are twelve thousand years old. That’s just after people got here. The indigenous people still have a name for him – Mapinguary. You heard Emma. We have to let him go.”

“You’re as crazy as she is. How long have you been working with her?”

“I’m not,” she said. “At least not the way you mean. You heard her speech. She’s right. Our seas are dying, the rainforests are nearly gone, thousands of species exterminated. I’m proud to help her.”

Behemoth rose to his full height. Or at least his full height on four legs. There was a running bet about whether he could go bipedal or not. She was in the “yes” camp. His tusks and thick hair made him look superficially like a mammoth, but he was really built more like a giant ground sloth; his forelimbs were longer than the back, and he rested on the knuckles of hands or paws with thick, sharp claws. The only way he could use those claws was to stand up on his stubbier hind limbs.

She saw muzzle flashes from small arms but couldn’t hear the gunshots.

“You’ve killed us all,” Erik said.

“Probably,” she said.

Behemoth leaned back, and his forelimbs came up from the floor. His tusks dug into the ceiling, and the entire cave shook. He swatted the soldiers shooting at him with his claws. It looked almost funny from this distance, like he was knocking over toy soldiers. She felt sorry for them, for everyone who had to die. But this was how it had to be.

“I was right,” she said.

“About what?”

“Bipedal,” she said.

“Goddamn it,” Erik yelled. He climbed into the crawlway.

It didn’t matter. There was no way he could fix it, not in time.

Blue-white flame jetted toward the Titan from somewhere near her. Behemoth screamed and turned around. He was facing her now; she could see his eyes, the eyes of a god. An angry god, whose sanctuary had been violated.

The fire spewed at him again. This time she saw where it came from, a nozzle protruding from the ceiling. She hadn’t known about that.

Behemoth saw it, too. He roared and lunged forward.

“Come on,” she whispered. “You know what to do.”

The ceiling of the cave was higher, here. This time when he rose up, he was nearly at his full standing height. His face was meters from her when his tusks smashed into the ceiling. Huge chunks of stone tore loose, followed by a tremendous explosion as the reservoir of napalm or whatever it was breached.

Behemoth turned back toward the cave entrance, covered in flame. The fire seemed to find no purchase on his fur, and quickly burned out. He didn’t look hurt at all.

The cave, however, was filling with fire, and rock was still falling. The observation room shook, wobbled crazily, and tore loose from the ceiling.

Mariko had one last sight of Behemoth, crashing through the barriers at the cave entrance.

* * *

Jebel Barkal, Sudan
Monarch Outpost 75
Titanus Mokele-Mbembe

The ground twitched beneath Nez’s feet. She almost didn’t notice, but then she saw that nearly everyone in the control room was looking around, puzzled.

Then the floor lurched, and people began screaming.

“Satellite?” Nez snapped.

“I’ve got nothing,” Connaught said.

She turned on her headset.

“Squads,” she said. “Everyone shout out, in order. What are you seeing out there?”

None of the helicopters had seen anything, nor had anyone on the ground. The desert was quiet. Nothing on radar, either.

“It’s M&M,” Keller said. “He’s moving.”

“Hit the kill switch,” she told Kearns.

He shook his head. “Turn on the containment field.”

“I’m way ahead of you,” Keller told him.

The floor kicked up, hard, overturning tables, sending people and equipment flying.

“What the hell is going on?” Kearns yelled.

“Radiation levels are rising,” Keller said. “And I’m getting something on the bio-sonar monitor.”

“Mokele?”

“Yes. His heartbeat is quickening. But there’s something else, something more distant. Sir, he’s pushing against the field.”

Nez keyed on the radio. “I want all choppers back here, now,” she said. “Recon units, you too. Be ready to fight.”

She looked up at Kearns.

“He can’t get through the field,” the scientist said. “He can push all day. Mothra’s field was sabotaged. Ours is intact.”

“Sir, that’s bullshit,” Nez said. “He’s breaking free. You know what you have to do. If you don’t, I will.”

“Sergeant,” Lang said. “These creatures—”

“Jesus,” Keller swore. The lights dimmed.

“What?” Kearns snapped.

“The containment field just overloaded.”

“Evacuate the base,” Nez said. “Now.” Then she pushed him aside and ran toward the kill switch, only yards away. Before she got there the entire building abruptly flipped on its side. She flailed through space and hit the wall so hard it knocked half a ghost out of her.

Nez came to with the taste of blood in her mouth, a god-awful stench in her nostrils, and a sound like a rockslide that just went on and on. Bodies littered what used to be the wall of the building; the whole place was shaking. The power was out, but light poured in through splits in the metal of the prefab.

As she rose to her feet, the whole building dropped and tilted again, more slowly this time, until it was upright again.

She was two meters from the door. It burst open and sand and gravel began pouring in through the bottom third.

They were sinking.

“Everybody out, now!” she yelled.

Kearns was clearly dead, as were several others. Keller and Esmail were alive, but dazed.

“Out, I said!” Esmail nodded rapidly, scrambling up the mound of dirt and through the door. She managed to get Keller on his feet and dragged him through.

Outside, the once-level ground was now a slope. The three of them scrambled up it as the building behind dropped another few meters, burying the door.

She turned and stared.

It was like watching him being born. He emerged from beneath one of the pyramids. Control had been almost on top of his containment and was now falling into the hole Mokele-Mbembe was leaving behind. Most of the compound was still intact. Monarch personnel were pouring from the buildings, screaming to high heaven, flailing their arms, tripping over one another.

His back broke out first, gray, pebbled like some lizards she had seen. Enormous five-clawed forelimbs pulled at the edge of the pit, and then his long, curved horn knifed out of the sand, followed quickly by his head.

It looked something like an earless elephant, except that its tusks turned down, rather than up. His tail had unwound; it made up two-thirds of his body length.

His trunk flickered out like a snake striking, straight at them. She yanked out her sidearm, but she was already too late; it snatched Keller, pulled him back. The long, elephantine head opened like a crocodile’s, revealing thousands of teeth.

Then Keller was gone.

“Run,” she told Esmail.

An Osprey shrieked by overhead, and then another, jamming with their fifty-caliber guns, launching rockets. She looked back in time to see a missile explode against Mokele-Mbembe. It didn’t seem to bother him much. That trunk was fast, whipping around and snatching up people three and four at a time. It was completely out of the pit now, lurching forward on four thick legs. The front legs were a little taller than the rear. Its tail sliced through a pyramid and then flicked up to cut an Osprey in half.

It was as if the world was new again, she thought. The monsters had ruled in the beginning. Now they returned to rule again.

* * *

Skull Island
Monarch Outpost 33
Titanus Kong

Alone. Quiet. He sat on the mountain ridge and looked over his territory. The gleaming waters that held the sun in their waves, the shore where land and sea met.

The grassland and the jungle, all quiet. The heat of the sun warmed his fur. The last of his wounds was now merely just an itch along his ribs.

In time, he climbed down from the ridge; he walked his old paths, to the places where the world of both night and day crossed the paths of always-night, the hollows in the stone where the enemies lived. That was quiet too; the smell of the enemies was faint and old. His feet felt nothing in the stone. He went from valley to valley, searching. He went by the little things that spoke to him in voices like wind, but they had nothing to say.

He returned to the ridge and watched the colors in the sky, watched the sun burn behind the clouds, dim, vanish.

He watched the smaller sun appear above. A breeze came, from some distant place, a place he did not know, with strange scents on it.

He heard the call.

He had heard calls before. Not the enemies who killed his parents, the deep-dwellers. Others somehow more like him. When he was young, he did not hear them often. But in recent seasons the calls were more frequent. Once he had heard one of the others, near, very near the island. But it wanted nothing of him. So he did not care.

But this other wanted something. Wanted him to come. To hunt together.

And he heard responses. Many of them.

For a long time, each season was much like the next. The rains came and went. The animals of the island were born and died. And he went on as always.

But something had changed now. It made him restless. It made him a little angry. Change was not good.

Let them stay away from him, these others. He did not care about their places, their islands. Best they did not come for his.

He felt movement in the stone beneath him, and his anger grew brighter.

The deep dwellers heard the call, too. The crawlers with faces like bone that haunted his sleep. They were waking.

The quiet was over.

He scratched the itch on his ribs and began to hunt.


FOURTEEN

From Dr. Graham’s collected notes:


Below the thunders of the upper deep;

Far, far beneath in the abysmal sea,

His ancient, dreamless, uninvaded sleep

The Kraken sleepeth: faintest sunlights flee

About his shadowy sides; above him swell

Huge sponges of millennial growth and height;

And far away into the sickly light,

From many a wondrous grot and secret cell

Unnumber’d and enormous polypi

Winnow with giant arms the slumbering green.

There hath he lain for ages, and will lie

Battening upon huge seaworms in his sleep,

Until the latter fire shall heat the deep;

Then once by man and angels to be seen,

In roaring he shall rise and on the surface die.

—The Kraken
Alfred, Lord Tennyson



On monitor after monitor the same thing was playing out. The monsters were all coming out to play. And people were dying, most in fear and panic, some fighting bravely, all outmatched by the return of the sleeping gods to the world.

One by one, the monitors went to static.

“I thought we were going to release them gradually,” Jonah said. “One at a time.”

He sounded as stunned as she felt.

“I’m not the one doing this,” she said.

Only one monitor still displayed an image. Monster Zero, on his throne of fire, all three heads shrieking in unison.

The bunker shook; lights flickered.

I’m no longer in control, she realized. It was Monster Zero. He was doing all this. This has gotten away from me.

Jonah got it too. He studied the screen.

“Long live the king,” he said. She thought she heard triumph, filtered through his accustomed sarcasm.

Then he left.

Something moved in the corner of Emma’s vision. She turned, and to her horror, saw Madison had been standing behind them, watching everything.

“Maddie—” she said.

“You’re a monster,” her daughter told her. Then she sprinted off, and Emma was alone.

* * *

Brooks woke up to a fair, coolish morning in the highlands of Yunnan. He took a Humvee, a science team, and a squadron of soldiers down to the old facility. The bodies had been removed, but rusty bloodstains still covered the floor. The techs confirmed what he’d already guessed, that the security and containment systems had been sabotaged, almost certainly with Emma’s help. He hoped to find some other clues. One team had already been through the data, but he thought he might notice something they hadn’t.

He’d only been there a couple of hours when he got the call from Hess, a Monarch communications officer.

“Brooks here,” he said.

“Dr. Brooks, things are developing. You should probably get back up here.”

* * *

Ling stood before the waterfall, staring through it at Mothra’s cocooned form. Feeling her.

She hadn’t told Brooks everything she knew. She felt a little bad about that, but she still wasn’t sure of all the facts herself. Only what her mother and aunt told her, and her grandmother. The stories collected not from indigenous peoples or ancient sources, but those passed down from mother to daughter.

We are connected to her, she’d been taught. Connected for numberless generations.

She had wondered if it was true, of course. How much of her matriline’s mythology was real, and how much fantasy created by time and imperfect transmission? Myths were like a game of Telephone, becoming less like the original every time a different teller learned it.

But Mothra was real. She had learned that at a very young age, and not by telling. Firsthand. It was so long ago, so strange, that at times in her adult life she wondered if she had dreamed it, if it was some sort of false memory.

But the connection was tangible. She’d felt it then, and she felt it now, growing stronger.

In the last few hours, something had changed. Mothra had shivered, as if she felt a jolt of some sort. Her transformation had quickened in response. And she had a sense of apprehension. And need.

The clouds had been gathering above, and now a harsh, cold rain began to fall. Ling continued to stand in it, ignoring the chill, listening to Mothra hurry toward her second birth.

* * *

When Brooks got back outside, piles of thunderheads were rolling in, and high winds bent the tops of the council trees. Rain came across the mountains like a solid wall. They had to slow to a crawl, because visibility dropped so low. He wasn’t driving, so he stayed on the crackly radio as Hess updated him.

There was another Titan unleashed – Rodan. And now all hell was breaking loose. They had lost contact with Monarch, and all communications were getting sketchy.

The road was close to being a river by the time he got back to camp. He pushed into the command tent.

Inside, all was in bedlam. He made his way through the chaos to Hess, who was on the radio.

“Castle Bravo, this is containment team Mosura, do you read, over?”

He didn’t look hopeful.

“Anything?” Brooks asked.

“No, sir, we’ve lost contact with the Argo, Castle Bravo, and the other containment sites—”

“Which ones?” Brooks asked.

“All of them,” he replied. “Angkor Wat, Skull Island, Stone Mountain – all the Titans… they’re escaping.”

He played back the last transmissions they had received from the other containment bases: Behemoth shattering buildings in Rio de Janeiro with his tusks, Methuselah cutting a swath through Munich, Scylla stalking through Phoenix on her spidery legs.

“Jesus,” he murmured.

One monitor was still showing something live. Monster Zero, the three-headed dragon, atop a volcano, roaring…

And it clicked.

“It’s him,’ Brooks realized. “He’s the one doing this. They’re responding to his call.”

The power flickered and then faded.

“Where’s Dr. Ling?” he demanded.

But he knew. She was almost always with Mothra.

He ran back outside, and found her there, in the rain, standing with her back to him.

“Dr. Ling,” he shouted, trying to cut through the howling wind and driving rain. “We’ve lost contact with Monarch.”

She didn’t turn around.

“Dr. Ling?”

The rain slackened; the winds died down.

Above, the thick clouds parted, and fireflies began to flicker in the highland jungle.

And, beyond the waterfall, something new was happening.

The cocoon was rippling, glowing. Tears appeared in the fabric, and sharp, insectile legs pushed out.

Whatever Mothra had been, she was different now. He was about to see how different. It was a little terrifying but mostly exciting.

The other monsters were free. Now it was Mothra’s turn. He hoped Ling was right about Mothra; if Monster Zero was controlling her, too, he and his team were as good as dead.

But it didn’t feel like that was happening.

She began to sing, like the night music of insects, but bigger, more meaningful. A gentle blue light began to shine, as her gossamer wings unfolded.

She was beautiful as she took flight.

Ling followed the Titan’s path into the sky, too. She looked a little otherworldly in the blue light, and her expression was nothing short of reverential. He remembered the Iwi people of Skull Island, their attitude toward Kong. He thought he saw something of that in Ling’s hazel eyes.

* * *

Maddie ran through the corridors of the bunker toward her room, trying to process what she had seen, the sheer amount of destruction that was occurring, the death.

Mom had said monsters and humans could live in harmony. Her experience with Mothra had made Emma think she was right. And there were other examples – Godzilla and Kong.

But from what she had seen, the only relationship these Titans wanted with humans was that of predator to prey. And Monster Zero – she would never shake off the sheer malevolence she’d seen in those eyes. There was no peaceful coexistence with that guy.

No wonder Jonah had sneered at the notion.

“Madison, wait!”

Mom. Following her. She would want to talk. To somehow argue it all made sense. But it didn’t. And she was in no mood for waiting. Or talking.

“Get away from me,” she shot back.

But her mother persisted.

“Look,” she said. “I know things haven’t gone exactly according to plan, but I can fix it.”

“According to plan?” Madison said. “You said that you were going to be careful, that you’d release them one at a time, that you would restore balance—”

“And we are,” she insisted.

“You also failed to mention the man we teamed up with is a homicidal maniac!”

“They were going to take over Monarch and kill the Titans. Jonah was the only one who could pull this off. I didn’t have a choice—”

“There’s always a choice!” she said. “You know who taught me that? Dad.”

Her mother blinked, and her mouth opened a little, but she didn’t say anything.

“You said he left us, that he was a drunk who didn’t care about us.”

“Because he did leave us,” her mother said. “Somebody had to be strong for you and it sure as hell wasn’t him. He gave up on me, gave up on you.”

“No,” Maddie shouted. “You’re the one who gave up! You gave up on everything. You gave up on humanity.”

“Madison—”

“And if Dad’s such an asshole, then why’d he come back? Why is he trying to help people while we’re trying to kill them?”

“We are helping people, baby—”

“Bullshit!” she said, taking a step toward her mother. “You said you were doing this for Andrew. But do you really think he would’ve wanted this?”

That made an impression on her.

“I… I don’t know,” she said.

“Exactly. I’m starting to think you don’t know more than you do.”

She ran into her room, slammed the door, and locked it. Then she ignored her mother pounding on it and calling her name until she went away.

She cast about her room, unsure of what to do next. She really wanted to break something, but there wasn’t a lot to break. Her pad, maybe, or some of the old stuff in the room.

But no. The whole world was breaking. She didn’t want to contribute any more to that. She had gone along with Mom on this whole thing. She could have stopped all of it at any time, just by telling someone. Dr. Mancini, Chen, Vivienne – her dad. But she hadn’t. She had believed. She was responsible for what was happening. Because she had trusted her mother.

She had to do something.

The bunker had been built for a lot more people than were currently in it, so Maddie had had plenty of rooms to choose from, but Mom wanted her reasonably near the command center, which limited her choices.

Maddie had picked an old radio room.

Mom said this was one of the first Monarch bunkers to be built, way back in the forties, and it showed. Her room was like a time capsule. She liked the old-fashioned equipment, the poster warning her that loose lips would sink ships. It was like something out of a black-and-white movie.

Her gaze swung back to the poster. Loose Lips Sink Ships.

She didn’t have access to the Internet here – Jonah had made certain of that. She didn’t have a phone.

But what if this stuff still worked? The radio, for instance. The control room had the high-tech stuff. Probably no one had used this equipment in decades.

If it did work, maybe she could do something.

Maybe she could sink a ship.

She examined the gray metal console, found a switch clearly labeled on and off. She switched it on.

Static and voices immediately filled the room. She jerked back a little, not sure what she was hearing. Then she recognized some of the voices. Jonah’s men. So that was the intercom. Good to know, but not what she was looking for. She flipped it off, and after a little more searching found another switch. This time dials lit up, little red needles swung to their positions. An angry buzz began.

She leaned toward the microphone and put her finger on the black button on its base. The buzz stopped. She found a knob and began turning it; the sounds changed. Bits of what might be voices went in and out of the static.

She put her mouth close to the microphone and pushed the button again

“Hello...?” she said, experimentally.

Nothing. She kept turning the knob, trying to find a clear channel.

“Is anyone there? I’m trying to reach… Monarch.”

She turned it a little more, and suddenly voices poured from the speakers. People screaming, pleading for help.

“Mayday! Mayday! We need help… Everything is burning. Please, is anyone there?”

Horrified, she backed away, got on her bed, and covered her ears. It went on and on, and there was nothing she could do. Nothing. She felt like she was dissolving inside.

* * *

Mark was exhausted. He’d spent hours pulling apart animal sounds, analyzing them, playing them side by side with the recordings of the ORCA in action. He wasn’t sure anymore that there was a point to it, but it gave him something to do other than think about the fact that his ex-wife was now a mass-murderer on a global scale. He hoped, at least, that she was right when she said Madison was safe. It seemed to him that even the Monarch bunkers might not be secure from what was happening now.

Other than his animal sounds, the bridge was mostly quiet – just a few crew and Chen, working at something as fervently as he was.

“Any luck?” Chen asked, after a while.

“No,” he said. “Whatever Emma used to create the ORCA signal – I’ve never heard it.”

He looked over at Chen’s console, and what appeared to be ancient texts, murals, inscriptions.

“How are you doing?”

“Shénhuà shì w ŏmen de zhĭnánzhēn ,” she said.

“How’s that?” he said.

“Myth is our compass. It’s something my mom used to say. She believed our stories about monsters and dragons could help us find the Titans and restore our connection to nature.”

“Your mother?” he said. “Wait, you’re second-generation Monarch?”

“Third,” she corrected. “It runs in the family.”

Smiling, she showed Mark a photo of her family, including her – and what must be her twin sister, and her own identical twin girls, who looked to be about three. It was more than a little weird.

“That’s incredible,” Mark said. “Don’t suppose your family has any tips on slaying dragons?”

“Slaying dragons is a western concept,” she answered. “In the East, they are sacred. Divine creatures that brought wisdom, strength – even redemption.”

Mark turned that over in his mind. Was that where Serizawa was coming from, ultimately? The idea that these monsters were divine? Gods? From what he remembered of mythology, divine didn’t necessarily mean good or even nice. The gods could be angry, jealous, petty, spiteful.

But something about the way Chen explained it touched a chord in him.

Redemption. He could use some of that.

Quiet time was over. The rest of the team was returning to the bridge.

“I don’t get it,” Colonel Foster said. “This Oxygen Destroyer. Why wasn’t Monster Zero affected?”

“I mean, I’m no scientist,” Barnes said, “but maybe it’s got something to do with his goddamn head growing back.”

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Stanton said. “It violates everything we know about the natural order.”

“Unless he’s not part of the natural order,” Chen said.

All eyes turned toward her.

“What do you mean?” Serizawa asked.

Chen went to her station.

“I was able to piece this together,” she said.

She brought up a cave painting, depicting a three-headed dragon surrounded by flames and skulls.

“Well, he looks vaguely familiar,” Coleman said.

“It tells of the great dragon who fell from the stars – a hydra whose storms swallowed both man and gods alike.”

Mark got what she was saying. But really?

“You mean an alien?” he said.

“Yes. He’s not part of our natural order. And he’s not meant to be here.”

“A false king,” Serizawa said.

Mark’s attention was on another glyph. This one showed Godzilla fighting the three-headed dragon. But the big lizard wasn’t alone. He had help from above in the form of some sort of winged monster. And below – humans were fighting with him, tiny though they were.

“An invasive species,” Stanton said. “If he is an alien it could explain the storms and the effect he’s having on the other Titans. Almost as if he’s reshaping the planet to his own liking.”

“These legends,” Serizawa asked. “What did they call him?”

“Ghidorah,” she said. “The one who is many.”

“What was that?” Mark asked. “Gheedra? Gridora?”

“I think she said gonorrhea,” Coleman whispered.

At the controls, Griffin interrupted.

“Dr. Serizawa,” she said, “we’re approaching Castle Bravo. But there’s something you should see.”

Outside, it was pouring with rain, but they could still easily see what she was talking about. The island and “oil rig” that hid the underwater base were surrounded by military vessels and helicopters. A lot of them.


FIFTEEN


From Dr. Graham’s collected notes:

Moth: I gave you my life.

Flame: I allowed you to kiss me.

—Hazrat Inayat Khan, Sufi teacher



They took the Argo down, and were met not by Monarch staff but by military and government suits.

And Admiral Stenz.

“Colonel,” he said to Foster. “I’d like a moment with you and your men.” The Admiral nodded at the rest of them. “I’ll see you momentarily.”

“What’s the deal with that?” Mark asked. “I thought those guys were Monarch.”

“Sort of yes, sort of no,” Coleman answered. “They’re sort of on loan. We’ve never had to test the chain of command.”

Mark’s mind flashed back to Emma, talking about the government’s intentions. If the word had come down earlier to kill all of the Titans, but Serizawa said no, who would G-Team have answered to?

* * *

Back in the situation room, horrific scenes played out on the monitors. Cities in smoking ruin, military units pounding a half-dozen different Titans to no obvious effect. Mark was aghast, but his up-close-and-personal experiences with these monsters were making him a little numb. Vivienne’s loss had been personal to him, Andrew’s death devastating. Even though, intellectually, he knew every one of the thousands if not millions who were dying right now were just as real and important to the people who loved them, he couldn’t grieve for them all. His mind wouldn’t let him. If he felt for each of those abstract casualties what he felt when he lost Andrew, he would go insane. Anyone would.

That didn’t mean he didn’t feel anything, though, and certainly didn’t mean he wanted it to go on.

When he pulled back from the worldwide tragedy, looked not at the individual events but instead at the global tracking data, some interesting patterns began to emerge, tantalizingly familiar. There was something there, something he almost recognized.

Stenz began the meeting.

“Moscow. London. Washington D.C. All under attack. On every continent, the Titans are triggering earthquakes, wildfires, tsunamis, and disasters we don’t even have names for yet.”

As he spoke, more images appeared. Ghidorah’s storm was now many storms, from super-cells to immense squall lines sweeping through inland areas, spawning thunderstorms and tornados by the thousands.

Rodan was still out there, too. Motion captures from planes and ground bases showed volcanoes erupting as he flew past them, and satellite data presented a string of eruptions that coincided with his flight path, sending megatons of volcanic ash and gases into the atmosphere. Stanton’s words came to the forefront of his mind. It really did seem like Ghidorah was trying to tear the earth’s ecosystem back down to the bones and start over.

Or maybe Monster Zero just hated everything, and the destruction was a process, a goal in and of itself. Maybe he was a god – but there was nothing that said a god had to be sane.

Yet – whatever his reasons – Ghidorah had tried this before and been stopped. And if you believed the stuff Chen had shown them, human beings had been part of doing that.

“Now, as before, we’ve been trying to lure the creatures with nuclear materials,” Stenz went on, “but they are not taking the bait this time. Their behavior has become random. Erratic. And with our forces spread desperately thin – and these things roaming the globe unimpeded – we are running out of options. And time.”

It clicked. What he’d seen in the tracking data.

Mark leaned toward Chen.

“Not random,” he whispered.

The Admiral noticed. He turned his steely gaze toward Mark.

“Something to add?” he said.

“Yeah,” Chen said. “You’re wrong.”

“Excuse me?” Stenz said.

“Their behavior is not random or erratic,” Chen said.

It came as a mild, but pleasant surprise. Chen probably didn’t know what he meant. But she trusted him enough to concur with his assessment.

Mark pointed to the map detailing the movements of the various Titans since their release.

“If I may, sir, as amazing as this sounds, they’re moving like a pack. They’re hunting. And like all packs from wolves to killer whales they’re responding to the Alpha. Grid… Gydar… Girdar.”

“Ghidorah,” Chen said.

“Yeah,” Mark said. “Him. With Godzilla gone, he’s the one calling the shots. They’re acting like an extension of him.”

He stepped forward.

“If we stop him, we’ll stop them,” he said.

Stenz stared at him. Mark could almost see him crunching the data. Mark had done the easy part – set the goal. Stenz’s mind was geared toward working out the tactics to achieve that goal.

“Is there another creature that might stand a chance against him?” Colonel Foster asked.

“No,” Serizawa said. “Ghidorah and Godzilla’s rivalry was ancient. And unique. Dr. Graham even believed it was their last battle that trapped Ghidorah in the ice, eons ago.”

“So you’re telling me we just killed our best shot at beating this thing?” Sergeant Martinez said.

“Outside of a miracle,” Chen said, “yes.”

She was right. He had identified the problem, but it was an equation with no solution. It was clear that military measures alone couldn’t stop him, including their Oxygen Destroyer. And since Godzilla’s death, none of the other Titans had even attempted to go against the three-headed monstrosity. That included Rodan, who had plenty of reason to be pissed at Ghidorah. He, too, was taking orders from the Alpha.

So what was left?

Mark looked around at all of the hopeless expressions, at the holocaust engulfing the world. What were they all standing around for? What was he doing? Nothing.

He got up.

“Where are you going?” Coleman asked.

“To look for a miracle,” he replied.

* * *

To say things weren’t going the way Emma had expected them to would be an understatement. She’d known there would be death and destruction on some scale. Death was natural, a part of how things were supposed to be. Sometimes there had to be a little more of it than usual to restore balance in a system, especially one as compromised as what many scientists had begun calling the Anthropocene, or “Age of Man.” The sheer amount of damage humanity had done to the world’s ecosystem qualified it as its own era. And the Anthropocene had been well on its way to hosting the greatest mass extinction in history. Greater than the Permian, when ninety percent of everything died. That’s what the planet was facing – in decades, not centuries or millennia. When change happened slowly over a long period of time, life adapted. But when the time frame was too short, natural selection didn’t have an opportunity to do its thing – unless you were bacteria. Humanity had pushed the natural order almost to a point of no return. That was what she’d been determined to prevent.

But now she saw wildfires the size of small continents, oceans turning red, massive die-offs of fish, birds, coral reefs. Gigatons of ash, smoke, and carbon dioxide were pouring into the atmosphere. Entire ecosystems were being trashed – some already wiped away completely.

She’d thought the human race was bad, but in one day, Monster Zero and the Titans he controlled had done as much damage as humanity had in the last century.

She paced in the control room, feeling like a caged tiger.

“Madison’s right,” she told Jonah. “We didn’t hit the reset button, we hit the detonator.”

“Madison is a child,” he replied. “This is a war. It’s why you came to us, what we’ve been fighting for, remember?”

“No, it isn’t,” she said. “Jonah, we were fighting to restore the natural order. That meant humans and Titans coexisting in balance. But with Godzilla gone, Monster Zero isn’t using the Titans to restore the planet – he’s using them to destroy it. This isn’t coexistence. It’s extinction.”

“But not for us,” Jonah said.

She turned to look at him. What was he talking about?

He poured a scotch.

“Fancy a drink?” he said.

“A drink?” She was incredulous.

He shrugged and poured a second one for her anyway.

“Did I ever tell you how my daughter died?” he asked. “Abducted on her way home from school. They found her six days later in a storm drain while I was out fighting some dirty war for my country – trying to make the world a better place. Like you are.”

He knocked back the drink.

“I’ve seen human nature firsthand. It doesn’t change. It just gets worse. So I’m sorry if Monster Zero wasn’t exactly what we were expecting – but we already opened Pandora’s box. There’s no closing it now.”

She had been thinking about that – a lot. And she knew the Pandora story, how she let every disease and hardship out of the box the gods had trapped them in.

But after all the demons escaped, one thing that remained in the box was Elpis. The personification of hope.

She nodded at the ORCA.

“Maybe there is,” she said. She pointed to one of the monitors showing the evacuation of Boston; Fenway Park was a major hub for the airlift.

“Oh, don’t be stupid. You broadcast again and you will expose us all,” Jonah said.

She pressed on.

“These creatures communicate like whales, okay?” she said. “They can hear sonar for thousands of miles. So let’s send a team, let’s broadcast the ORCA from Fenway. It’s just a few miles from here. I can use the stadium to amplify the signal. That might break Monster Zero’s hold over them and stop these attacks. The city’s being evacuated, so it’ll be safe.”

“And then what?” Jonah asked.

“I’ll figure out what the hell Monster Zero really is. And how to stop it.”

Jonah’s lips thinned.

“Before Monarch finds us? I’m sure your real friends will be very happy to see you again.”

“We can’t just sit here,” Emma said. “This isn’t the world we wanted.”

“You once said that the world always belonged to them. So maybe it’s time we give it back.”

She shook her head.

“No,” she said. “Not like this.”

She started toward the ORCA. If Jonah didn’t want to stick his neck out, she would do it without him. It had to be tried.

Behind her she heard the click of a gun cocking. She turned back and saw him holding a pistol.

“Jonah? What are you doing?”

“The things I’ve done,” he said, his voice grim. “The things I’ve seen… Humanity is a disease and the fewer of them there are the better it is for me.” He smiled. “Thank you, Doctor. You cleared the way for us. And when the dust settles, we will live like kings.”

He turned to one of his men.

“Sergeant Travis,” he said.

“Sir?”

“Do me a favor. If Dr. Russell goes anywhere near the ORCA, slit her daughter’s throat.”

“Yes, sir,” the mercenary said.

Jonah got up and slid the drink he’d poured for her across the table.

“Enjoy your drink.”

* * *

Even over the intercom, without being able to see him, Jonah’s voice sent a chill through Maddie. She hadn’t known about his daughter. It was terrible what had happened to her. But it didn’t excuse him for all of the murdering he’d done and was planning on doing. Just because someone had taken his daughter from him, didn’t make it okay to wipe out most of the human race. Andrew’s death had hurt her mother and father, and they had both reacted badly, done bad things. Mom worst of all. But at least she still had a soul. She was willing to try and set things as right as they could be.

But Jonah’s soul was long gone. She had no doubt he would cut her throat himself if he thought it necessary. Or maybe even just for the hell of it.

Her mother knew that, too. She was willing to risk pretty much anyone’s life – except Maddie’s.

Her eyes drifted back to the photo she’d pulled up on her pad. It was of all of them, the whole family, sitting on the stoop of their house in Boston. In front of the blue door. Mom on one side, Dad on the other, she and Andrew in between them. Dad had set the camera up on a tripod and put it on a timer. It had taken four attempts to get the final shot, because Andrew kept making goofy faces. Dad had finally changed the timing without telling anyone.

They had taken it a few days before… it happened.

It was maybe the last time she had felt like everything was all right.

Now they were back in Boston, or at least near it, as the map of Monarch bunkers on her wall confirmed. Bunker 09.

She thought over her mom’s plan to amplify the ORCA’s signal, and between that and the photo, something began stirring around in her mind. Something better than sitting in this room. Would Mom’s idea work? She didn’t know. But she remembered how Monster Zero had reacted, back in Antarctica. At the very least it would annoy him. At best – well, it could help. Help Monarch take him out. Help Dad.

Mom couldn’t do it now, not with Jonah’s men watching her. But she could.

* * *

On the deck of the oil rig, the rain drove down like nails from the fuming clouds above. Ghidorah’s storm was big, now, bigger than any weather system ever recorded. How long could the monster keep it up? If he blanketed the earth – or even a considerable chunk of it – in these clouds for weeks or months, it would have the practical effect of a nuclear winter. Green plants would die, followed by things that ate green plants, and then – well, everything else. Never mind all of the flooding, the saturation of reefs with fresh water…

And they had killed the only goddamn thing that might have stopped him. Of course, if Monarch hadn’t kept Zero alive in the first place, if they had euthanized him while he slept, none of this would be happening.

Maybe. It wasn’t easy to kill a Titan. They had tried to fry a contained MUTO once, in Japan. It hadn’t worked. They had probably upgraded their kill-switch technology in the past five years, but when it got right down to it, the only way to know if something would kill a Titan was to try it on one. They tried to kill Godzilla ages ago with a nuclear bomb, and that hadn’t worked. The Oxygen Destroyer hadn’t killed Ghidorah. If they tried to fry Ghidorah in his sleep, it might have merely awakened him. Maybe whatever Monarch had done, Monster Zero would be here, now, bringing the rain.

And none of that even mattered, now. It was too late.

“Mark, wait! What are you doing?”

Sam Coleman, following him. Why? Why did this guy keep trying to be his friend?

But he was trying, wasn’t he? Or maybe just trying to stop him from stealing an Osprey.

“I can’t just sit down there, Sam,” he said. “I gotta do something.”

“Like what?”

“Like go find my daughter.”

“How?” Sam asked. “Where are you gonna go?”

“She’s the only thing I got left, Sam,” he said. “I wasn’t there for her. I’m not gonna let that happen again.”

It hung like that for a moment, the two of them standing in the rain.

“Okay,” Sam said finally, genuine understanding in his expression. “Good luck.”

Mark nodded, then strode on through the rain. He spotted an Osprey and climbed into the cockpit. He wasn’t quite sure why – he didn’t think he could fly the damn thing. And even if he could, Sam was right. Where would he go? Emma would have her someplace safe, in one of the Monarch shelters, probably. But which one? He didn’t even know where most of them were.

He closed his eyes and put his head down.

Please, he thought. Please.

The pounding of rain on the Osprey’s metal roof slackened off. The wind dropped to nothing, and there was a smell – that moment after rain, when the first kiss of the sun touches the damp earth. But there was no sun. Instead, when he opened his eyes and looked up at the dark clouds, Mark saw a brilliant light emerging.

He stepped out of the Osprey to get a better look, to understand what he was seeing.

The light shone from a pair of enormous wings, as if an angel was descending from the heavens. But an angel with the gossamer wings of an insect rather than feathered pinions. And the body those wings bore between them wasn’t remotely human in form. More like an insect. But it felt like an angel. Like an answer to a prayer.

It could only be Mothra. The Titan his daughter had been reaching to touch when Jonah’s mercenaries arrived. A pupa no longer.

And yet this didn’t feel like a monster. It wasn’t attacking them, for one thing, but just revealing itself – almost as if it expected something from him. Whatever was going on, Mothra wasn’t taking orders from Ghidorah.

In fact, Monster Zero’s storm continued to recede, as if it could not stand Mothra’s light.

This was something new. Even with Godzilla gone, Ghidorah wasn’t in total control of all the Titans. One still stood apart. He remembered the ancient representation Chen had shown them. Godzilla and humans, fighting side by side with – this.

For the first time since Antarctica, Mark felt hope.


SIXTEEN

From the notes of Dr. Houston Brooks:


But to return to our hypothesis, in order to explain the change of the Variations, we have adventured to make the Earth hollow and the place another within it; and I doubt not that this will find opposers enough.

—Edmund Halley. An Account of the Cause of the Change of the Variation of the Magnetic Needle; with an Hypothesis of the Structure of the Internal Parts of the Earth, Philosophical Transactions of Royal Society of London, No. 195, 1692, pp 563–578.



Inside the base, Serizawa witnessed Mothra’s arrival and the retreat of the storm. The restoration of balance, at least in this corner of the world. He wished Vivienne could have lived to see this, the vindication of their beliefs.

“Beautiful,” he murmured.

All the more wonderful because of the hope she brought in this dark moment. And yet Mothra was only one. With Ghidorah commanding the other Titans, how much could she do?

“Mothra,” Dr. Chen said. “Queen of the monsters.”

Serizawa thought he heard pride in her voice. He knew her twin sister Ling was on the Yunnan replacement crew, but was there more to her excitement? Her family’s history with Monarch was as old as his own, and her knowledge of the mythic import of the Titans was greater than anyone’s. Had she suspected Mothra was different? Did she know more about Mothra than she let on?

Just then, Mark came in, soaked to the bone.

“Stanton, are you recording this?” he asked.

“I record everything, man,” Stanton said. “Everything.”

He turned up the sound, and the room was filled with what might be a choir of crickets and cicadas, but more… musical than that.

“It’s like a song,” Chen said.

“Is this bug communicating?” Admiral Stenz said.

“There’s more, Admiral,” Mark said. “It’s just outside our hearing range.”

“I’ll bet that there’s only one thing that can understand this,” Stanton said.

That was right. If Mothra was communicating, who was she talking to? Not Ghidorah.

“Godzilla,” Serizawa said.

“Yep,” Stanton confirmed. “I’m picking up the reply…”

Another sound joined Mothra’s song – a faint thud, a deep moan…

“He’s still alive…” Chen said.

Serizawa took a breath. Mothra hadn’t come to fight a losing battle. She had come to show them the way. To bring Godzilla back. That was the rational core of the hope he’d felt at the sight of her petal-like wings.

Others, of course, were not so reverent.

Barnes, for instance. The Chief Warrant Officer gestured at the goddess.

“So her and Godzilla have some kind a thing going on?” he said. “Kind of messed up, right?”

“Symbiotic relationships between different species aren’t all that uncommon,” Sam said.

“Still messed up,” Barnes said.

“Can you track him?” Serizawa asked. There was no time to waste. The world was spiraling into chaos. If there was something they could do, the quicker they did it, the better.

“No,” Stanton replied. “Signal’s too weak.”

He turned his gaze to Mothra.

“But maybe she can.”

Chen glanced over at Mark.

“You asked for a miracle,” she told him. “I think we just got one.”

“How many nukes do you have?” Mark asked.

Serizawa wrinkled his brow.

“Why?” he said.

“We can help him.”

For the first time in a while, Serizawa smiled.

* * *

The plan came together quickly, as it had to. The fleet was fueled, provisioned, made ready for war. Ships were called in from nearby ports and bases. Aircraft carriers, destroyers, one Ticonderoga-class cruiser stocked with Tomahawk missiles, alongside smaller but still deadly vessels. They had half a dozen nuclear subs. One would serve as Admiral Stenz’s command center. Most of the others would join the fight as well.

But one was being outfitted for something special.

Serizawa thought this was probably the largest fleet of war deployed since World War II.

They had air power, too. Squadrons of jets and helicopters had been assembled as well. This battle group represented all of the might Monarch and the government could bring together.

But Serizawa knew that without Godzilla, it wouldn’t be enough. Everything now rested on the sword’s edge.

Which might be a fitting name for the submarine the techs were getting ready for him and his people, loading it up with nuclear weapons. That was his part of the mission.

“This plan,” Stanton said, nervously. “It’s what we call a long shot, right?”

“No,” Serizawa said. “It’s our only shot.”

“Yeah,” Stanton said. “Cool.” He took a slug from a flask.

* * *

After he was certain he had everything he needed on the submarine, Serizawa went to Vivienne’s room. All of her things were still there, although there weren’t that many of them. Some clothes and a small assortment of hats. A photograph of the two of them when she’d first joined Monarch, along with the team he’d been working with at the time, including Brooks.

She’d been so young, so full of wonder. So intelligent. What, twenty-two, maybe? She had called him ‘Sensei’ the first time they met, and she had never called him anything else. She had more compassion than anyone he’d ever met. And until the day she died, she had never lost her sense of wonder.

Besides those things, there was her collection: an Indonesian Garuda bird puppet, a thunderbird mask carved by a Haida artist, a wooden statuette of Minokawa, the moon-swallowing bird monster of Bagobo folklore she’d picked up on their trip to the Philippines to see a fossilized Titan skeleton. Various small pieces of art from around the world that she thought might represent folk memories of the Titans. He picked up one of them, a simple pendant carved from stone, a bipedal lizard with a long, thick tail and ragged dorsal spines. He had given her that one himself, on her thirtieth birthday. His father had given it to him, years before. His father had been given it by a Yapese man who had carved it from memory.

But who should it pass on to now? Vivienne had no children. She’d had a few relationships, but never married, and as far as he knew hadn’t remained close to any of them. She was too devoted to her work, something he understood and appreciated very deeply. She had some nieces and nephews, he knew, but they would never understand its worth. She had been close to Emma and Madison these past few years, but it hardly seemed practical to give it to either of them at the moment.

Maybe it had come back to him, then, at least for a time. He put it in his pocket.

He closed the door leading into the hall.

He had never told her how much he appreciated her all those years; how much easier it made his work and his life to have someone who truly understood him and what he was working for. He thought she knew. He hoped she had.

“You are irreplaceable,” he told her, and felt a tear trace down his face.

* * *

Barnes studied the thermal map Foster pulled up depicting the hurricane engulfing most of the East Coast. It was a real monster, bigger than any storm he’d ever seen. But that wasn’t what made it so creepy. That would be the eye of the storm, where he could just barely make out the infrared form of their three-headed friend.

Foster was laying out the battle plan.

“This Category Six hurricane over D.C. is where King Ghidorah is nesting,” she said. “Working with all four branches of the military, this will be a joint operation to lure it away from the mainland so that we can continue evacuations long enough for our submersible team to complete its mission.”

So it was the Isla de Mara thing all over again. Only with a lot more people to get out of harm’s way, on the one hand, but a hell of a lot more firepower on the other. They were going after this monster fully loaded.

“Yeah,” Griffin said. “But what do those nerds think they’re gonna do down there with a bunch of nukes?”

“Didn’t you hear, Griffin?” Barnes said. “We’re bringing Godzilla back from the dead.”

* * *

Sam and Foster stayed with the Argo to coordinate the action against Ghidorah. Mark, Serizawa, Stanton, Chen and the others boarded the submarine. Mark wasn’t sure if Sam looked mournful or scared shitless. Either way, it felt a little odd that they weren’t along on the same ride anymore.

Mark had never been in a submarine before. Nor was it on his bucket list. And as the hatches closed, bells clanged, and the engines started up, he realized he felt a little claustrophobic. Something he hadn’t known about himself.

And they weren’t even underwater yet.

He was a long way from the open places he had become accustomed to over these many months. Since Serizawa and the others had shown up in Colorado, everything about his life was contracting. His choices. The very spaces he inhabited. His path was working its way toward a tightrope, and his balance wasn’t all that great.

They were in motion, however, nosing along toward Mothra, who seemed to be beckoning them on, hopefully toward Godzilla. But could you ever really know what a glowing moth with an eight-hundred-foot wingspan was up to?

Of course not. But it was the only lead they had, a bet they were placing for a whole lot of people.

He could only hope it paid off.

He turned his attention to the moment, and the video conference with Colonel Foster.

“We’ll be out of range while you’re down there,” Foster told them. “But a squadron will stay behind to keep an eye out for you.”

“Just don’t be gone long, okay?” Sam said. “And Mark – don’t worry. I’ll keep listening for Madison.”

“Thanks, Sam,” Mark said.

He meant it. The guy had really rubbed him the wrong way at first. But he meant well.

Everyone around him was in motion. The commander of the submarine, Crane, a square-jawed, dark-eyed, serious fellow, was busy plotting a course with the executive officer, Bowman. Chen and Stanton were mapping Godzilla’s vitals, which seemed a little odd. They weren’t thinking about surgery, were they? He tried to imagine how that could be done. Probably they were talking about how to maximize the bomb’s energy. Everyone was doing something except for him.

Mark felt like the still point, and for once, that was okay. He had put this in motion, but now he was just along for the ride.

“All right, Bowman,” Commander Crane said, now finished with the course. “Let’s take her down.”

“Dive the ship,” Bowman said. “And make depth one-five-zero.”

“Good luck,” Sam said, from the screen.

“Thanks,” Mark replied. “We’ll need it.”

* * *

Serizawa was playing with his pocket watch again. A sign he was thoughtful or nervous, or both. Often both.

Mark offered the scientist some coffee. “What time is it?” he asked.

A wistful little smile drew across Serizawa’s face.

“Time to get a new watch,” he said.

In an instant, Mark’s mind raced back, to a quieter time and the laughter of a young boy. He could almost hear it, the funny little arpeggio his son’s giggle composed.

“Andrew’s favorite joke,” Mark said. “You never could take that thing out without him asking…”

He stopped. Why were even the good memories so painful? Shouldn’t it be getting easier? He took in a deep, clean breath and went on.

“If you told me five years ago that saving the thing that took my son was my best shot at saving the family I have left…”

He stopped. He had spent a lot of time avoiding memories of Andrew. It was the only way he’d been able to stop drinking, and to focus on Maddie. But now the cogs of his mind had slipped. The memories were coming back. He wasn’t sure he could bear it.

“Sometimes,” Serizawa said, “the only way to heal our wounds is to make peace with the demons who created them.”

“You really believe that?” Mark said.

“Don’t you?” Serizawa said. “Isn’t that why you’re here?”

Mark didn’t know what to say. Maybe it was, although he certainly hadn’t thought so. He’d thought it was all about Maddie, about saving what he had, not dealing with what was lost.

“There are some things beyond our understanding, Mark,” Serizawa said. “The laws of nature are beautiful, but they can also be cruel and unfair. But we cannot control these things, or run from them. We must accept them and learn from them – because these moments of crisis are also potential moments of faith. A time when we either come together or fall apart. And nature always has a way of balancing itself – the only question is, what part will we play?”

It was one of the longest speeches Mark had ever heard the usually laconic Serizawa give.

“Did you just make all that up?” Mark asked.

“No,” Serizawa said. “I read it in a fortune cookie once. A really long fortune cookie.”

Mark smiled, but the moment passed too quickly.

The sub lurched violently and began rocking like crazy. Deafening alarms blared in the close quarters. Had Ghidorah found them, or one of the other Titans? One of the aquatic ones? What was that one in Loch Ness called, Leviathan? Could it have gotten here so fast? He hadn’t noticed anything near them in the last tracking data…

But they weren’t being battered, or eaten, actually. Since the initial bump they were just sort of leaning and twisting.

“Status of the ship?” Commander Crane said.

“Some sort of vortex, Captain,” Bowman said. “It’s dragging us.”

The ship groaned, metal straining and pinging as it began to spiral downward into ever-deeper water.

“Ship still descending,” Bowman said, counting down toward the sea floor. “Four hundred feet. One hundred. Fifty.”

“Brace for impact!” Crane shouted.

* * *

The mostly empty shelter left plenty of space for Madison to work in. Jonah’s mercenaries weren’t even doing a whole lot of guarding or patrolling. No one on the outside knew they were here, and everyone who might think to look was currently distracted by the impending end of the world. Further proof her mom had fallen in on the wrong side. While she was holed up, safe from what she had unleashed, the rest of Monarch was out there fighting rather than taking to the shelters. Because even the shelters wouldn’t be of much use if the atmosphere was fried and every living thing outside besides Monster Zero was dead. Jonah thought he and the other survivors were going to live like kings. Maybe, if by that he meant the miserable lice-eaten thugs in the Dark Ages who had started calling themselves “kings.”

She found a bolt-cutter and the storage lockers; with a little help from the first, she opened up the second. And jackpot! Everything she needed: rations and medical supplies, all sorts of stuff that would come in handy. She loaded her pack, and grabbed a stun gun.

Despite her advantages, she knew she had to work fast. Once they realized she wasn’t in her room – that they didn’t know where she was – things would heat up. Jonah would put guards on all the exits, and she would be screwed. So get going, Madison.

She quick-walked to the control room. Normally, if someone saw her there, they wouldn’t think much about it; but now, with the backpack and all, it would raise suspicion. So when she heard someone inside, she ducked behind a corner.

Just in time. Jonah and one of his killers came out and walked off down another corridor.

She didn’t hear anybody else, so she crept up and peeked in. She couldn’t see anyone, but thankfully what she had come for was there – the ORCA. She had worried Jonah might hide it someplace or even destroy it, but that wasn’t really his style. He enjoyed power over others. He probably thought it was funny that her mother could look at the machine, but never touch it.

His mistake.

She stepped toward it, nervously. Once she actually took it…

Three steps in she realized she had screwed up; she heard a faint scuff of shoes and something threw a shadow on her. Whoever it was must have been in the corner.

She spun around, hoping it was Mom, ready to come up with some kind of story, but instead found one of Jonah’s men looming over her. She didn’t know his real name, but in her mind she had been calling him “The Mountain” due to his size.

She gave him her best sheepish, “I didn’t mean to” grin. Then shot him with the stun gun.

It worked astonishingly well. He jerked like a fish on a hook, his legs went all wobbly, and he pitched to the floor with a pronounced thud.

The bigger they come, she thought.

Once he was down, she quickly packed up the ORCA and moved on to the second part of her plan. She climbed up on a desk, and used a screwdriver to take out the bottom screws of the grille over an air vent. She first pulled and the pushed the grille, bending it up. When it was wide enough, she shoved the ORCA in. Then she gripped the edge of the vent.

Pulling herself up was harder than she’d thought it would be; her brilliant plan might have already fallen apart. But she dug down deep, jumping and jerking with her arms at the same time. She managed to get an elbow up, and then the other, and from there she pulled until her belly was on the edge and she could wriggle in like a worm.

Sometimes it was good to be small; she managed to turn around in the narrow duct, reach up and bend the grille back down. It wasn’t perfectly flush – it jutted about an inch – but it was better than leaving it wide open. Every second she wasn’t found out was like gold at this point.

She started crawling as softly as she could, trying to remember the turns from the specs she had pulled up.

It’s going to be fine, she thought. By the time they think to look up here, I’ll be out and away.

She came to another vent and paused to get her bearings. As per her calculations, she was passing the cafeteria.

She hadn’t expected to see her mother there. She was just sitting, staring into a cup of coffee.

Maddie considered her, momentarily paralyzed with guilt. She knew her mother. It was all finally catching up with her. Her mom could push her feelings pretty far down, but she couldn’t erase them, and now they were coming back up. That might be okay if things had gone the way she planned; she could justify the terrible things she had done. But Monster Zero had changed all of that. She was already at a low point. Maddie running away was going to crush her.

But there was no choice now. She had zapped one of Jonah’s men and stolen the ORCA. He wasn’t going to just give her a pass on that. At the very least, he would destroy the ORCA or lock it up someplace where no one could get to it. At worst, he might go ahead and kill her, and maybe Mom, too.

No. There was no turning back.

Her gaze lingered on her mother for another heartbeat, and then she moved on, crawling as quietly as possible.

With each breath she thought she would hear alarms or shouts, or whatever. Surely the man she’d stunned had recovered by now, or someone had found him.

Her heart felt like it was crowding up into her throat, and the air duct felt as if it was growing smaller, tighter.

When she finally reached the emergency exit hatch, she hustled toward it, unlatched it, and pushed it open enough to peek through.

She saw trees and underbrush, but no guards or vehicles.

Taking the chance, she climbed out, then closed the hatch.

She was alone, in a patch of woods, but in the distance, she saw swarms of aircraft flitting above a familiar city skyline.

Boston.

Without hesitation, she hefted the ORCA and started toward the lights. It was going to be a long walk.


SEVENTEEN

From the notes of Dr. Houston Brooks:


April 10, AD 1818.

To all the world:

I declare the earth is hollow and habitable within; containing a number of solid concentric spheres, one within the other, and that it is open at the poles twelve or sixteen degrees. I pledge my life in support of this truth, and am ready to explore the hollow, if the world will support and aid me in my undertaking. Jn. Cleves Symmes, of Ohio, late captain of Infantry.

—From Symmes’ self-published pamphlet



Some optimism had crept into Sam as they made their way toward Washington D.C. in the Argo and a sky full of jets, helicopters, and a fleet of battleships and submarines with enough firepower to level a medium-sized country. It felt like they could take on anything.

Even when the Argo began to chop a bit as they approached the storm, he felt okay about their chances. But as the storm loomed nearer, he started to appreciate the scale of the thing as he hadn’t been able to observe it on radar. It was no longer a colorful doppler pinwheel assembled from wind directions and speeds, but hell unleashed.

Dozens of tornados and waterspouts churned though the air and sea, sucking everything they touched up into the bruised gray and sickly yellow sky. He could make out buildings in the distance, but it took a few breaths to understand he could see only the tops of things. The summit of the Washington monument, for instance, and the dome of the capitol building.

The storm surge from Ghidorah’s tempest had drowned Washington D.C.

“Jesus,” Sam said. “It looks like the sky’s alive.”

“That’s because it is,” Foster said.

A chain of lightning flared in the black clouds, and for an instant they could see Ghidorah’s dreadful outline.

“Here we go,” Foster said.

* * *

The Osprey dropped out of the Argo and into a wind shear so violent they nearly spun around. Griffin compensated, nosing them into the winds.

Barnes had a glimpse of the fleet, far below.

Jets hurtled by overhead. The plan was to get over the eye of the storm and drop some hellfire on Ghidorah. The main fleet would follow them in and pound the monster with everything they had.

He settled himself behind the .50 caliber and searched for a target. Griffin jinked hard, avoiding something ahead. Barnes’s fingers tightened on the trigger, but then he saw they had narrowly missed being sucked into a tornado.

He eased off. You couldn’t shoot weather.

“C’mon,” he muttered.

He caught a streak of flame from the corner of his eye. At first, he thought it was a burning aircraft, falling through a cloud. But lightning flared, and he made out a familiar outline.

“Griffin—” he said.

“I see,” she said.

“Ghidorah?” Martinez asked.

“No,” Barnes said. “The other one.”

“He’s on intercept with the Argo,” Griffin said. “What do you want me to do, boss?”

“Call ’em,” he said.

He eyeballed the distance while she alerted the Argo. They were too far away for the machine gun to be of any use.

“Are we in range for the missiles?” he asked.

“They’re unguided,” Griffin said. “I’d rather be closer.”

As gunships, Ospreys sucked. It had taken forever for anyone to mount missiles on them, and when they did, they were pretty small ones. But they were better than nothing.

The craft bumped as Griffin turned it into an airplane and sped it toward the track of the fiery bird.

Rodan appeared again through the clouds, circling around toward the Argo, using the storm as cover.

“Okay,” Griffin said. “One away. Two away.”

Two small sparks sped into the storm. One kept going; the other flashed on Rodan’s head.

The big bird didn’t seem to notice; he vanished back into the cloud.

“Get another shot!” Barnes said.

“That’s what I’m looking for,” Griffin said.

He moved the gun, looking for a shot. If he led high, he might be able to put a few in at this range.

There was a sudden break in the clouds. But Rodan wasn’t there.

“Oh, shit!” Martinez yelped. “Above us, nine o’clock!” Barnes glanced up to see the monster, filling half the sky, wings folded at its sides, diving straight toward them.

“Griffin!”

“Kind of busy here,” she said.

She banked hard and down. Barnes felt the blood drain from his head. He gripped the .50 caliber harder, trying to stay behind it. Rodan’s head appeared, plowing right toward them. With a shout he began firing straight at the thing’s face.

Then they dropped into a steep dive, and the monster’s head was out of frame, although it seemed to take forever for the body to finish going over.

“I think he likes us,” Barnes said.

“I think you’re right,” Griffin said, “’cause he’s coming back for another pass.”

* * *

Lights flickered back on and air began to blow through the vents again. Mark’s heart was hammering, though. Underwater, in the dark, with the air growing stale, everything shrinking in on him – what they hell was he doing here? He should be out in a field, with wolves, where you could see what was coming at you. Where the only wall was the horizon.

“Damage report,” Crane said.

“Fire in torpedo room is out,” Bowman said. “Atmosphere is stable. We’re banged up, but we’ll make it.”

“Make it where?” Mark asked.

“Can’t fix our position,” Bowman said, “but inertial says we’re six hundred miles from departure.”

Mark wondered if he’d heard that right.

Six hundred miles. Even at a hundred miles an hour that would take six hours, and Mark was pretty damn sure no submarine could go that fast, not even some souped-up Monarch tub. And the lights had been out for a lot less than six hours.

“That can’t be,” Crane said, echoing Mark’s thought.

Weirdly, Stanton was beaming.

“I knew it!” he said. “That vortex was a tunnel into the Hollow Earth!”

Crane looked at him as if he was speaking an unknown language.

“Subterranean tunnel system that connects the entire planet?” Stanton said. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I told you, Chen!”

“Shut up, Rick,” Chen said.

The Hollow Earth was an old idea. It had probably started before humans were fully modern, when they used shallow caves as homes and explored the deeper ones, once they had fire. In the 1600s, Edmund Halley – the same guy the comet was named for – went a little farther and proposed the whole planet was hollow. For a couple of hundred years the notion had been entertained by scientists and crackpots alike and resulted in a fair amount of early science fiction.

To most geologists in the twentieth century, the Hollow Earth was just that – science fiction.

In the 1970s, Dr. Houston Brooks proposed a hybrid model, claiming that the Earth and deep oceans did, in fact, contain cavities of immense size. He tried to test his hypothesis on Skull Island – with catastrophic effects. While he had gathered evidence of deep cave systems, the definitive proof for his larger theory was still lacking.

Until now, maybe. If Stanton was right, Mothra had led them right into a vortex to bring them where they needed to be. To Godzilla. Debate as to what exactly had happened could wait. Whether they had really moved six hundred miles or it was an instrument malfunction, they were where they were, and they needed to get on with their mission.

“One-second emergency blow forward,” Crane said.

The sub lurched ahead.

“Doctor?” Crane said, looking to Serizawa.

“Launch probes,” Serizawa said.

The feeds from two small drones appeared, illuminating the way ahead with long searchlights. The sub followed along, approaching strange, twisting shapes still too vague to make out. But even from here, they seemed somehow unnatural.

“Lights on,” Stanton said. “Cameras good. Range one thousand yards.”

The sub and its twin guides crept through the darkness. Mark wondered how deep they were, how many tons of water pressure were pushing against their hull. He decided he didn’t want to know.

The occasional flicker of movement in the search beams reminded him that there was life, even down here, where sunlight never penetrated, where photosynthesis was impossible. Land and shallow seas only accounted for about a third of the Earth’s surface. Most of the world lay beneath perpetual night.

A dark shape loomed and suddenly resolved as a woman’s face, pale and ghostly. Mark took an involuntary step back.

“Jesus!” Stanton exclaimed.

But then the frame widened. It wasn’t a corpse or a mermaid, but the figurehead of a ship, a galleon, centuries old.

It wasn’t alone. Dozens of wrecks were visible in their searchlights, many piled one upon the other. A Viking knar raised its dragon figurehead from the shatters of triremes, galleys, cogs, and frigates. The harrowed cylinder of a vintage submarine, a diesel-powered beast from the last world war, lay near the broken remnants of a clipper ship and a warship that had probably last seen the surface in the 1910s. All drawn here by the vortex, as they had been, hammered onto the anvil of the abyss.

Mark realized how fortunate they had been to survive, not to end up as part of this ships’ graveyard.

But not only ships were rested here. Amongst the wrecks lay immense bones – ribs, long bones, skulls, bony plates.

And Mark noticed something else.

“Wait a second,” he said. “Pan right.”

There was light in the darkness, a pulsing reddish fog, not coming down from the surface, but rising from the sea floor at the bottom of a trench, where lava was boiling up from fissures in the earth, flowing across the sea floor in braided streams, flooding around fantastic structures that simply could not be natural. Some were more disjointed Titan bones, but others – were not.

Through the murk, crumbling statues the size of skyscrapers appeared, along with temples, state buildings – the remains of a cyclopean city. Breathtaking arched colonnades reminded Mark of Roman buildings like the Colosseum; in other places the architecture seemed more Greek or Egyptian, and here and there resembled the ornate architecture of Southeast Asian temples. And through it all streamed an increasingly larger and brighter river of molten rock.

On many of the buildings and monuments, Mark could barely make out what might be hieroglyphics, bas-reliefs of strange beasts and much smaller humans. One of them clearly resembled Godzilla.

“What is all this?” he asked. “Egyptian? Roman?”

“No way,” Dr. Stanton said. “This is something else entirely, something way older.”

Much larger murals came into view, and now Mark fully recognized what he was seeing. Depictions of Godzilla, Mothra – and yes, Kong. Beneath them, smaller figures were arranged in various form of respect, or service, or – worship.

“All the legends,” Chen breathed. “The stories. They’re true. They really were the first gods.”

She began taking stills of the ancient carvings.

This changes everything, Mark realized. Emma was right. She had certainly screwed up and gotten untold numbers of people killed, but the link between humans and these ancient beasts was now inescapable.

What he found most remarkable was that absolutely nothing in the poses of the human figures suggested fear, or intimidation. Awe, yes, maybe worship. But also cooperation.

This was the coexistence Emma and Serizawa had so often spoken of. That he had dismissed as nonsense. The Titans were part of the natural order, and always had been.

But there was another story here, too. It was clear the city hadn’t been peacefully abandoned and allowed to deliquesce. Almost everything had been scarred, scorched, or blasted. The sea bottom bore the cratered scars of some ancient cataclysm.

The murals of man and monster ended – not because the ancient artists had finished, but because their work had been blasted to pieces. Whatever harmony had once existed in the place had been destroyed, drowned like Atlantis. Had this civilization existed above, in the sunlit world, brought into the deeps by some geological event? Or had this once been a vast cave, filled with air, lit by some unknown light source?

Either way, who – or what – had brought about its downfall? A war of Titans fought with the aid of human beings? If so, given all the monster bones, things didn’t seem to have gone very well for anyone.

Except, perhaps, Godzilla.

And what did that mean for them? Was this the fate of his own civilization, to be swept away and forgotten?

“If the earth and stones could only speak,” Stanton said, “the stories they would tell us…”

“Dr. Stanton,” Serizawa said, “any sign of Godzilla?” Mark realized that of all of them, Serizawa was the least distracted by the strange wonders of this place. He was still focused on the task at hand.

But of course, what they were seeing only confirmed what Serizawa had already been certain of for years. He was way ahead of them in being able to absorb all of this.

“Yeah,” Stanton said. “The probes are picking up a pretty big radiation blob just past that range.”

“Set a course,” Serizawa said.

* * *

Madison pushed through the woods as fast as she could. She kept imagining Jonah behind her, gun in hand. Feeling the bullet hit her in the back. Or would she feel it? Maybe everything would just – stop.

She didn’t want to find out.

She came across a winding two-lane road and started down it. She no longer had enough elevation to see the city, but she had a good sense of where it was. She was in suburbia now, passing the entrances to cul-de-sac neighborhoods. Most were quiet, already empty, but now and then she saw a family still packing up. Once some people in an SUV stopped and offered her a ride, but when they learned she was going into the city, they shook their heads and moved on.

Her road joined a bigger one, all strip malls, shopping centers, office complexes, and finally to an interstate, and that wasn’t quiet at all. Cars packed it bumper to bumper, on both sides of the divide, all going the same way – out. They were mostly ground to a halt, and the drivers weren’t happy about it. That was okay; honking and screaming she could deal with. More difficult were the people on foot, weaving between the automobiles; it was like swimming upstream, and the ORCA was heavy. She was already more than tired, and still had a long way to go to reach Fenway Park.

Downtown, the evacuation was kicking into high gear. Sirens wailed near and far. Jets slashed through the skies, and she made out helicopters and Ospreys taking off and landing in the distance.

She stopped to rest, eat, and drink, but never for more than a few minutes.

At least she felt safer now. The odds of Jonah finding her in all of this mess had to be pretty low.

By the time she got within sight of the ballpark, the crowd had turned, no longer flowing out of the city but toward Fenway, which she now saw was one of the evacuation hubs. They were using the ballfield to stage airlifts. She watched hopefully as another group of craft lifted off. The evacuation seemed to be going well. Maybe more people would survive, this time.

No. They would. She would see to that. But with all of these folks pouring into Fenway, it was going to be a little trickier then she had anticipated.

She merged into one of the lines, where people were being herded into the stadium by cops and soldiers. Every few minutes the loudspeakers reminded them all to remain calm, that evacuation ships would be departing every fifteen minutes. It was like being in a theme park, except here if you didn’t get on the ride in a timely fashion, you died.

A few places in line ahead, a little girl was clinging to her dad. She looked terrified. Madison made a funny face, and the girl smiled and then turned away.

A moment later Maddie saw her chance. No one official was looking, and the line had gotten her as far as it could. Just ahead a door informed her that only authorized personnel were allowed through it.

She authorized herself, found it unlocked, and slipped inside. She discovered stairs and followed them up, working her way toward the broadcast booth. She had never been to it, but she had seen it from the cheap seats. She had a general idea where it was.

This part was easy. Despite the massive crowds outside, in here it was deserted.

She wondered what her dad was doing right now. They had been here together a few times, just the two of them. Neither Mom nor Andrew had been big baseball fans. She had never cared that much about the game herself, but she liked spending time with Dad, and she liked the atmosphere, the cheese fries, the popcorn.

She hoped he was still okay.

She hoped Mom was okay, too. That Jonah didn’t take it out on her. She knew he might.

It took a little longer to find the booth than she would have liked, but find it she did. From here she had a first-rate view of the evacuation through the giant glass windows, and for a moment she just absorbed the view.

Then she turned around and got to work.

Opening up the ORCA, she began patching it in to the stadium’s speaker system.

Someone had left a screen on. She listened as the newscaster droned on.

“Massive storms and other disasters triggered by the Titans have forced millions to flee major cities. And with D.C. hit hard by a Category Six hurricane that has left the capitol completely flooded, this is the single greatest disaster in human history. The grim search continues as people around the world sift through the debris of leveled homes in the hope of finding missing loved ones. And though this sight is heartbreaking, it is in no way unique. Cities around the globe have fallen under the wake of what many are calling ‘The Rise of the Titans.’”

Madison pulled up a bioacoustic waveform on the ORCA, then cranked up the volume on the stadium speakers. Now all she had to do was hit the button.


EIGHTEEN

From the notes of Dr. Serizawa:


First of all the deathless gods who dwell on Olympus made a golden race of mortal men who lived in the time of Cronos when he was reigning in heaven. And they lived like gods without sorrow of heart, remote and free from toil and grief: miserable age rested not on them; but with legs and arms never failing they made merry with feasting beyond the reach of all evils. When they died, it was as though they were overcome with sleep, and they had all good things; for the fruitful earth unforced bare them fruit abundantly and without stint. They dwelt in ease and peace upon their lands with many good things, rich in flocks and loved by the blessed gods.

—Hesiod, Works and Days, circa 700 BCE



The sub drifted through the spectral city toward something large, much larger than the other buildings. At first Mark thought it was a seamount, or another wall of the trench, but as they drew nearer, and it gained definition, he saw that it was a gigantic sculpture carved into a living stone face. It was a doorway of sorts, not on a human scale, but on a Titanic one. Carved on either side of the structure’s base were two huge, three-clawed feet.

Through the cyclopean doorway, lava cascaded along a tunnel that rose in a series of large steps, eventually forming a larger fall that created the river over which they had been sailing. At the far end of the tunnel, a familiar blue glow limned the exit into – somewhere.

“I think we should stop,” Stanton said, studying his instruments.

“Why?” Serizawa asked.

“Because I still wanna have kids one day,” Stanton replied. “Preferably without flippers.”

He pointed to his instruments, which showed radiation readings redlining.

“Full stop,” Crane said. “Hover the ship.”

The three drones continued on without them, dwindling into the tunnel, but their feed continued.

“It’s way hot in there,” Stanton said. “Probes aren’t gonna last long, but I’m picking up his radioactive signature up ahead. It’s weak but it’s there.”

He had barely gotten the words out of his mouth when the feed from one of the probes ceased, quickly followed by another. The third kept going. A moment later, it entered a vast cavern.

“Okay,” Stanton said, “we’ve got O2, CO2, methane – looks like some sort of air pocket.”

“Can you surface into that?” Mark asked.

“You got it,” Stanton replied.

Mark stared at the stream as the probe rose into the atmospheric cavity.

Within lay a vast temple complex, and although the probe feed was starting to lose resolution, they could see him, Godzilla, splayed out, a fallen deity in the heart of his own temple, lava breaching up from beneath him.

“Oh my God—” Mark breathed.

“—zilla,” Stanton finished.

Then the probe failed.

“Say goodnight, Gracie,” Stanton said.

“Pull up the last frame,” Serizawa said.

Mark was numb. There was the thing that had killed his son, beaten. Helpless. Logically, he knew they needed the monster alive, but emotionally, he wasn’t quite there. He might never be. But that wasn’t the point. Serizawa was right. He had to confront this.

Serizawa zoomed in to the volcanic vents surrounding Godzilla.

“There,” he said. “Those bits. They’re the source of the radiation.”

“That’s why he returned here,” Chen said. “He’s feeding. Regenerating.”

“This is his home,” Serizawa said.

The two scientists shared a look of satisfaction.

“That’s how he survived so long,” Mark said. “Always adapting. Evolving. It’s incredible.”

“Welp,” Stanton said, “he doesn’t really need our help, dude’s got this covered, right? He just needs a nap.”

“No,” Chen said. “This process could take years. Even decades.”

“We have to proceed as planned,” Serizawa said.

“Hold on,” Stanton objected. “We’re talking about launching a nuclear torpedo to revive a giant monster. That’s not exactly like a jump-starting a car.”

“We have one more complication,” Commander Crane said. “Our weapons systems were damaged during the crash. We can’t launch.”

That does put a kink in the hose, Mark thought. Maybe someone should have mentioned this a little earlier.

“Can we repair them?” Mark asked.

“I’m afraid not,” Crane replied.

They had come all of this way, found the sleeping Titan – for nothing?

But Chen wasn’t discouraged.

“Okay,” she said, “so what if we go inside, set a timer, and detonate one of the warheads manually?”

“No way,” Stanton said. “If the heat doesn’t fry you the radiation will. It might be good for Titans, but it’s not so good for us.”

“I’ll go,” Serizawa said.

Mark thought he’d heard wrong. Wasn’t Serizawa paying attention?

“What the hell does that mean?” he said.

Serizawa didn’t speak, but his face said it all. He had skipped to the obvious conclusion: that to bring Godzilla back to health – to have a shot at saving what was left of their world – someone had to die. And he would be that person.

“There must be another way,” Chen said.

“There’s no time for a debate,” Serizawa said. “I’ll go.”

Sudan

Mokele-Mbembe went through their line like it wasn’t even there, crushing tanks beneath his feet, his tail slashing through the hastily erected high-tension lines they’d strung across the mouth of the gorge. Missiles from a jet painted the monster with flame, but he came on, picking up a Humvee with his trunk and lobbing it at the plane as it banked for another shot. The jet turned into a comet, hurtling out into the desert.

After the Titan escaped containment, Nez had managed to rally what remained of her soldiers, crowd them into the few remaining aircraft, and get out ahead of the monster as he followed the Nile north. She only had about twenty troops, but that night, the Egyptian army responded to her radio calls and air-dropped a small army on her position, along with some big guns and a powerful electric generator to charge the “fence.” They’d set the trap in the canyon and lured Mokele-Mbembe into it by pestering it with aircraft. The hope was they could damage his legs, but neither the power lines nor explosive charges that went off under him gave him pause. He shrugged off the collapsing canyon walls as if they were Styrofoam rocks in a movie.

None of their preparations had made a difference. Of the two hundred plus troops who had been here at dawn, she now counted perhaps a dozen, and they were all doing what she was – running like hell as the beast thundered after them.

Problem was, it was a box canyon. The far end of it was a steep slope. There were still guns above it, blazing down at the beast, but they were only annoying him, encouraging him to rush up the gorge and silence them.

She hit the incline and started up on all fours, but by the time she was ten meters up, she knew she wasn’t going to make it, nor could she escape to the side. The monster was too big and the canyon too narrow.

She drew her sidearm, turned, and began firing, aiming for the monster’s eyes. He crashed on, was right on her…

And then he slowed. He took another step and stopped altogether.

For a moment she didn’t do anything. She stared at Mokele-Mbembe, wondering what the hell he was up to. Then she decided it didn’t matter. Moving slowly, she continued to retreat. She expected him to start up again at any second, but every instant he stood still like that allowed her to gain a little more distance.

Washington D.C. Area

“Come on!” Barnes yelled, firing steadily from the .50 caliber machine gun. “Yeah! You want some of this?! I’ll eat your children! I’ll eat your mother! I’ll—”

Across the cabin, Martinez was at the other mounted gun, also letting loose. Griffin was driving. She had already launched all their missiles.

It had looked good on paper, Barnes guessed. A whole fleet and squadrons of aircraft against one li’l monster. Or, to be fair, two.

Unless you had been up close and personal with the monster, watched Tomahawk missiles pop on its scales without leaving a scratch. But then, nobody had asked him if the attack was a good idea.

But he wasn’t mad. Not at the brass, anyway. He got it; this whole show was about keeping the I-can-grow-my-damn-head-back-dude distracted for a while, so the scientists on the sub could revive the big guy and a few more civilians could be herded to safety. So no, he wasn’t mad at the superiors who had sent him in here. They were out there too, fighting as hard as he was, and not doing any better.

But he was pretty goddamn mad at Ghidorah, who as far as he could see was just an asshole, full stop, and he didn’t have a lot of love for Rodan, either. Especially now that Rodan and Ghidorah were pals.

Black streaks of disintegrating aircraft fell like rain from the storming sky. The sea below was littered with burning ships chopping on ninety-foot swells, but those fires were going out fast as the raging ocean dragged them under.

And here he was, shooting at monsters he couldn’t even see for all the smoke and clouds and shit.

And their brand-new Osprey already all dinged-up.

Not a perfect day, this one.

“Come in, Argo,” Griffin said. “We can’t take much more of this.”

“Copy that,” Foster said. “We hear you – just hold them off as long as you can.”

What was it that Roman mothers had told their sons? Come back with your shield or on it?

Damn straight.

“Come on!” Barnes shouted, firing at a shape in the clouds.

* * *

The horrors were coming too fast for Sam to absorb. The sky was on fire, the ocean a wrecking yard full of shattered destroyers and the bodies of the men and women who had manned them.

Up ahead of them, the cruiser Philadelphia’s guns were blazing non-stop, and a flight of cruise missiles leapt up into the clouds. They detonated, flaring through the mist, lighting up Ghidorah as he plunged down like an eagle, his hind legs slamming down close to the bow. The ship tilted up, her stern leaving the water entirely.

Jets streaked by, peppering the Titan; the tiny sparks of small arms fire flared from Philadelphia’s upper deck. The Argo dove at Ghidorah, trying to bring some relief to the Philadelphia, but suddenly Rodan was there, diving to intercept them. The Argo rolled hard and dropped. Rodan clapped his wings and speared back into the sky like a meteor in reverse.

With a heave of his wings, Ghidorah jumped back into the air, swiping two jets as if they were mosquitos.

The Philadelphia snapped in the middle; her two halves settled back on the water like she was okay, but she was doomed.

That wasn’t good enough for Ghidorah. Before retreating back into the crowd, he vomited lightning onto the sinking ship. The electricity danced from point to point on the cruiser, and then the ship exploded, spreading flame in every direction.

Rodan was clearly now under Ghidorah’s control, and between the two of them they had shredded the once-mighty fleet in much shorter order than even the most pessimistic among them had believed possible.

Admiral Stenz was trying to push a signal through. It flared to life, showing the interior of his submarine full of smoke and water, rocking crazily. Then it was gone. Whether because the sub had exploded or because there was too much interference, there was no way to tell.

The center isn’t holding, Sam thought. Mere chaos…

But then he noticed something – probably below the level of conscious thought, at first, because so much was going on. But then he realized it was the map of the other Titans. Their positions. Before, they had all been on the move – he remembered Mark likening them to a hunting pack. But now something had changed.

“Hey,” he said. “Hey, wait a minute. Colonel, they’re stopping… They’re stopping! You see this?”

He looked at the live feed of the attacks. Sure enough, the Titans in Barcelona, Egypt, Moscow, Brazil – they were all just standing there, like statues.

“The hell’s gotten into them now?” Foster wondered.

* * *

Boston

In the broadcast booth, Madison watched the news stream in from around the world; footage of the Titans going quiet.

Maddie smiled. She’d done it. Or at least it was a start. Monarch had a chance to do their thing, now.

On the field below, the crowd was thinned out to almost nothing. A few more airlifts and the evacuation would be complete. If anyone noticed the odd pulses coming from the stadium speakers, no one had come to check it out. But she was staying in case they did. She couldn’t let anyone turn off the ORCA.

Anyway, she didn’t know where else to go.

* * *

Emma tried Madison’s room again, but the door was still locked, and she didn’t respond to knocking. She left feeling empty. After Andrew’s death, after the divorce, she and Maddie had forged a new life together. She’d thought the bond between them was unbreakable.

It hadn’t occurred to her that Maddie’s connection to Mark would stay so strong, even though he hadn’t been there for her, even though she hadn’t seen him much at all in the past couple of years.

She supposed it was easier to idealize someone you didn’t see every day. You didn’t have all of those little arguments about putting away clothes or washing dishes.

And destroying the world.

But it was more than that. Despite his spectacular failure as a husband and father, at his core Mark was still a good man. How difficult had it been for him to leave his comfort zone in the wilderness? Probably very. But he had done it. He was putting his life on the line. Maddie couldn’t help but admire that.

Neither could she.

Andrew’s death had wounded them both, but in ways that weren’t reconcilable. Godzilla hadn’t meant to kill Andrew. His universe, his goals, existed at a much higher level than that of the individual human being. Godzilla was trying to keep the planet in balance. He had no malice toward human beings, she was sure of it. If a firefighter putting out a burning building stepped on a beetle in the process, would he even notice?

Her grief had pushed her toward Godzilla’s goal. If the natural world had been in balance, the MUTOs wouldn’t have emerged – and if they had, they wouldn’t have had piles of nuclear materials to feed on. Without them, Godzilla would never have come out of his deep retreat to fight them. Andrew would still be alive. She thought that if she brought the world to harmony, that would be a legacy. For Andrew. So he wouldn’t have died for nothing.

Mark saw it another way. He just wanted all of the Titans dead. And barring that, he wanted to forget. She’d been called to action; he’d chosen to run.

No amount of argument would have brought them back together. At least, that was what she had believed.

She went to the commissary and tried to eat, but she didn’t have any appetite. Eventually Maddie would forgive her, and they could move on. After all, they were likely to be stuck here for years. There was no hurry now.

She thought about trying to use the ORCA again, but Jonah’s warning had been far too vivid. She’d lost her son, her husband, her way in the world. Her certainty and purpose were gone. Only Maddie remained. She had already put her in so much jeopardy, she couldn’t bear to put her in more.

She was tossing her uneaten food when the alarms began blaring.

What now? she wondered, straightening. Had Monarch found them? Or one of the Titans?

She hurried to the control center.

She found Jonah there, looking more grim than usual.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

Jonah pointed to a screen displaying a signal emanating from Fenway Park. She instantly recognized the cycling bio-signatures and piggy-backed master signal.

“The ORCA,” Jonah said.

She turned to look for the machine. It wasn’t where she’d left it. And yet it was doing exactly what she had planned, before Jonah stopped her.

“I wonder who could’ve done this?” Jonah asked.

Their eyes met, and she saw he wasn’t wondering at all. He knew as well as she did who had done it. But maybe they were both wrong. Maybe she would find her daughter still sulking in her room. Safe.

She ran to Maddie’s room and used her master key to unlock the door. Maddie’s things were still there, her laptop, clothes, and books scattered around, her pad…

She picked the pad up and took a sharp breath. It displayed the family picture, the one from their stoop in Boston. The screen was broken, the image covered in cracks.

Maddie, what have you done?

But she knew that, too.

* * *

Mark helped Serizawa into the dive suit. The bomb was prepped and ready to go. It was all happening too fast, slipping down a slope that was now almost vertical. There had to be some other way, he was sure of that. It was just that he couldn’t think of anything.

“We’ve removed the warhead’s lead shielding and inserted a mechanical timer, so it can function in the radiation,” Crane said.

“On first contact you’ll start losing your long-range vision,” Stanton said, quietly. “After you surface your motor skills will fade. But I added a heliox mixture to your tank. It should help keep you stable longer.”

Serizawa nodded without expression as he took in the specifics of his impending death. Stanton was trying to be precise, clinical. To make sure Serizawa’s attempt didn’t fail.

He wasn’t quite succeeding.

“Once you get inside, you’ll have about six minutes,” Chen said, “before the radiation—”

She was too choked up to continue.

Mark felt his own eyes misting up. Losing Serizawa – it was too much. Everyone felt it. He was part of the very foundations of Monarch, and of most of their lives.

“It was an honor, man,” Stanton said, reaching out and shaking Serizawa’s hand.

Chen grabbed Serizawa in a hug, gripping him like she didn’t want to let go. But she did, her arms pulling back slowly.

“Thank you,” Serizawa said. “All of you.”

He walked over to Mark and offered him his notebook.

“My notes,” he said.

Mark took them, reluctantly.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“He fought for us. Died for us. He’s not only proof that coexistence is possible, he is the key to it. Take care of them, Mark,” Serizawa said.

He turned the airlock and then entered the small submersible beyond. The doors were sealed; the water began to rise. Serizawa was on his way.

“He’s clear,” Crane said.

They watched as the little submersible, like the probes before it, entered the fiery tunnel. Like the drones, Mark knew it would not return.


NINETEEN


When Edmund Halley first laid out his evidence for the Hollow Earth, he said – and I’m paraphrasing here, because old Edmund could be pretty dense in his writing – that if God made Earth to support life, why would so much of the world be uninhabitable? Why so much wasted space? I think in a sense he was right. I’ve laid out the geological foundations of my theory, but there is other evidence. The Choctaw believe they emerged from an underworld at a place called Nanih Waiyah. The Hopi of Arizona, the Inca of Peru – cultures all over the world speak of vast underground spaces, places where monsters dwell. In some of those tales, the people explicitly leave those underworlds to escape the monsters, but in others they claim some of their ancestors are still down there. Since at least Paleolithic times, human beings have worshipped caves, communed in them, made sacred art in them. We are drawn to caves, and we fear them. Before the first deep ocean dives, it was the received notion that life could not exist in those lightless depths without photosynthesis as the basis of the food chain. But when we got down there we found an ecosystem based on chemosynthesis, driven by chemicals boiling up through deep sea vents. We are surface dwellers on this planet. We know nothing of its greatest deeps, and what might stir there.

—From a presentation by Dr. Houston Brooks



Serizawa tried to control his breathing as he entered the tunnel, to stay calm. To keep his purpose. Like every living thing, from the tiniest single-cell creature to the Titans themselves, his impulse was to stay alive. If he turned back right now, he probably would. He and Mark and the rest could do what Emma said – find a shelter, survive until they could come up with another solution.

But he didn’t think there was another solution. Once Ghidorah had destroyed every threat to him in the world above, he would surely turn his attentions down here. He would find Godzilla, still crippled, and finish him. And then it wouldn’t matter how well hidden the remainder of humanity was. Ghidorah would root them out, using the other Titans. Wherever he was from, whatever his origin, Ghidorah did not like the world as it was. He was changing it. When he was finished, even those people who escaped his hunts wouldn’t be able to survive. And perhaps the other Titans would die as well…

No. Godzilla was their only chance. Earth’s only chance.

It was getting hot. The deep sea was cold, but the river of lava flowing down from above was warming it here in the tunnel, where it was enclosed. If it got much hotter, he might not even survive long enough for the radiation to kill him.

The tunnel itself was remarkable. It was hard to imagine how it might have been built. Given the size of it, and the size of the steps, in had clearly been built for Godzilla, the entrance into the temple of the god himself. At the threshold, and thereafter whenever the floor stepped up, the architects had carved enclosures, within which statues had also been carved. Each represented a creature with the body of a bull and the head of a man with a full, thick beard. Bird wings folded at their sides. Although the style was a little different, he recognized them. The Sumerians had called them Lammar, the Assyrians Lammasu. Statues similar to these had been built in palaces and temples all over the Middle East. They were spirits of protection and guidance. Some said they represented certain constellations, or the wheels-within-wheels that made up the natural order. The people who built this place hoped they would protect their god.

Serizawa found them comforting and even encouraging. Protect him, they could not, but he could do with all of the guidance he could get.

Sweat poured from him now; the interior of the submersible was stifling – but it wasn’t enough heat to kill him. Not yet.

As he passed the last of the Lamassu guardians, he knew it was now done. He was surely past the point of no return. If he turned around, his only reward would be to spend the rest of his short life in misery. He had seen people die of radiation poisoning. It was no way to die.

The light ahead grew brighter, like a sunrise. Sunrise was usually associated with hope, not death. But even though he knew this sunrise was killing him, it still signified hope. Not for his own small life, but for all life. He was doing the right thing.

But he was still mortal, and part of him was deeply terrified of what was about to happen.

The sub was beginning to sputter and spark, dying as he was. But they didn’t have far to go.

He surfaced into… majesty. The feed from the probe had not done this place – this palace of a god – justice. He climbed out of the sub and allowed himself a moment, rooted in awe, to let his eyes drink it all in, before the fierce, invisible rays destroyed his sight.

The cavern was grand beyond his imaginings. Part of it seemed to be natural cavern, but the handprint of humanity was everywhere. Sacred carvings, glyph-covered monoliths, temples, statues that evoked dozens of ancient human civilizations, the prototype of them all. It was fitting, this mixture of man-shaped and natural, as fitting as the relationship between humanity and…

Godzilla.

The Titan lay upon a stone platform in the center of the place, at the top of a long, very broad staircase. Fountains of molten rocks sprayed up around him, draining down the sides of the temples into the waters below.

He felt the presence of holy ground, that sense of simultaneously being very small but part of something immense.

So many years of his life he had spent searching for this creature. First, as a legacy to his father’s work, but over the years, he had more and more come to understand Godzilla’s place in the world. And thus his own purpose.

A purpose he fulfilled now.

And he found he was no longer afraid.

Carrying the bomb in its case, he started up the stairs. Stanton was right; already the more distant reaches of the cave had become blurry. His limbs trembled. The radiation was sleeting through him, destroying the very cells that composed him. But he put one foot in front of another, each footfall a moment in his journey, each more difficult that the last. The darkness began to close around him.

When he reached the summit, he did not know it at first. But then his failing eyesight focused, and he saw Godzilla was there. His lungs were burning; the heart in his chest – like his pocket watch – no longer kept proper time.

He kneeled, set down the case, and opened it up. With quivering fingers, he started the timer. Twenty seconds. All the time he needed.

He took out his pocket watch and looked at it one last time. Remembering the man who had given it to him.

Things like this should pass from father to son, he thought. But it was too late for that now.

A vast moan of pain shook the chamber.

His body did not want to stand again, but he made it, using all that remained of his dogged tenacity.

He removed his helmet.

The air was harsh with burnt stone and steaming water, the largest sauna in the world. It was nearly too much for him, but that was okay.

Up close, Godzilla’s wounds were terrible, and immense. His dorsal spines were barely flickering. But he would heal. He would rise again. And he would fight for their world. He would bring balance.

Serizawa could barely breathe now, and his body felt like the ash of a burned leaf – still holding the form, but none of the color or life.

Godzilla’s eyes were open, watching him come. And although it was impossible, he believed that he saw recognition there. Compassion.

He was there now. He stripped off one of his gloves and laid a hand on the Titan’s scales.

“Goodbye, old friend,” he said. He closed his eyes. There was light.

* * *

They couldn’t stick around to make sure Serizawa succeeded. If he did, and they were still in the neighborhood, the shock wave from the explosion would rip the sub apart.

It might yet.

“Thirty thousand yards until we’re outside the convergence zone,” Bowman said, as the sub raced – or at least limped quickly – away from the sunken city and its fallen god.

What if Serizawa hadn’t done the job? It was a big if. He might have died before arming the bomb. The submersible might have malfunctioned, like the drones. What if there was something in there other than Godzilla, ready to destroy anyone who entered?

They couldn’t go back and try again. They had more nukes, but no more submersibles. If Serizawa didn’t make it, they were out of options.

But then, behind them, a star was born, pure light shining in the abyss.

Mark breathed a sigh of relief. It was done. Whatever happened to them now…

…became a serious question as the submarine began to shake. “Shock wave incoming! Five seconds,” Bowman counted down. “Three seconds—”

When the shock wave hit them, Chen grabbed Mark’s hand. He was so surprised he nearly forgot they were about to die. He gripped back. It felt good. Warm, familiar.

Then it felt like Godzilla had stepped on his chest as the submarine was suddenly accelerated to speeds it was never meant to withstand. Steel groaned, shrieked – snapped, as the ship began tearing apart. He smelled sea water and ozone and – burning. The lights flickered wildly. And still they were deep, surrounded by blackness.

But then a faint light appeared above them, growing brighter, as they were hurled toward the surface by the expanding edge of the explosion.

They broke into the air, tossed up by a tower of water. Mark lost all sense of what was happening; the acceleration faded, was gone, he was weightless—

They slammed back down on the surface of the ocean like a breaching whale.

But when it all sorted out, they were floating. Maybe not for long, but for now. The power was still on, if a bit jittery.

He was still holding Chen’s hand.

He didn’t let go.

“Are you okay?” he asked her.

Breathless and wide-eyed, she nodded. She didn’t let go either. He thought how long it had been since he’d held anyone’s hand, had the simple comfort of being physically in touch with another human being. It was especially nice in the face of pure terror…

“Bowman,” Crane said. “Send a distress message to the Argo.”

* * *

They donned rainslickers and popped the hatches of the submarine, climbing out on to the upper deck beneath the thundering dark sky. Rain spattered in fits and starts. Waves crashed against the sub, rocking it beneath Mark’s unsteady feet.

All he could see in any direction were the gunmetal crests of the sea.

Bowman launched a rescue flare. It shot up, burning brightly, but its glow was dimmed when it reached the low-hanging clouds. It would be a wonder if anyone saw such a feeble light in the gloom of Ghidorah’s storm.

Mark looked around them with binoculars, searching for anything peculiar in the sea. Blue light, a strange wave, some sign things had gone the right way...

“Anything?” Chen asked.

He shook his head, doubts creeping in. What if they’d been wrong? What if the bomb hadn’t cured Godzilla, but had – well, blown him up? He was in a weakened state. He had survived nuclear blasts before, but that had been decades ago, an earlier technology. What if Serizawa had died for no good reason? Hell, the very idea that anything about these monsters was much better than a wild guess was crazy.

Which made him crazy. It had been his idea. And if he’d been wrong, if he had Serizawa’s blood on his hands…

The ocean began to boil and churn – not normal waves or odd crosscurrents, but building up, bulging, like the explosion they had just caused, only slower. The sea was being pushed up from beneath.

And light, blue light, shone through the waves.

The jagged spines of Godzilla’s dorsal crest emerged like a mountain range, crackling and dancing with energy. His head breached the surface, rising high above as waterfalls sheeted down around him. Up and up he rose, the tons of displaced water rocking their comparatively tiny craft. Chen took a step forward, tilting her head to watch him tower above them.

The Titan turned his head toward the wild heavens and a blue shaft of energy erupted from between his jaws, stabbed up into the dark clouds, through them, igniting them from within. It seemed like an affirmation, a celebration of his sudden recovery – but also a challenge, casting light into Ghidorah’s storm.

Maybe nobody had seen the rescue flare. But someone might notice this…

His victory dance over, the huge saurian bent down toward them, as if noticing them for the first time, his gaze picking over what to him must seem like insects. But Godzilla knew human beings. He had worked with them before. They had just seen the proof of that.

“Mark?” Chen said.

He noticed Crane reach for his sidearm.

“Nobody move!” he said.

He stared straight into Godzilla’s eyes, and damned if the son-of-a-bitch didn’t stare back. Like it was trying to say something. And he did – or at least something passed between them, something that went into the core of him, and for the first time since Andrew’s death Mark didn’t… hate.

Godzilla wasn’t the enemy.

Everything seemed to slow down, drop away, until he could hear only his own breath and heartbeat – and Godzilla. Like when he listened to the wolves, but deeper, clearer. The rhythms of his own body were melding with the Titan’s, harmonizing…

And he understood what Emma had done. What made the ORCA work.

Godzilla broke their mutual gaze, leaving him shaken, amazed, but with a sense of almost religious clarity.

Godzilla turned, dove into the sea, and pushed through the waves.

Mark snapped out of it and turned to Chen.

“I know how to find them,” he said.

Before he could clarify, a sonic boom shattered the air above. He looked up, fearing to see Rodan, or Ghidorah, or some other air-bound death-dealer – but it was the Argo. She didn’t look great – she was battered, and smoke poured from her in several places – but to Mark, she was beautiful. She was here, and she could take him to Maddie.

* * *

Sam was there to meet Mark and Chen when they boarded the Argo. He must have seen something in their faces, or maybe he had been counting and realized Serizawa wasn’t with them. Then he looked at Serizawa’s notebook, still clutched in Mark’s hand, and his face fell as he realized the truth.

“Let’s make him proud and not screw this up,” Mark said.

“Oh, God,” Sam said. “How did he—”

“By saving us,” Chen told him.

* * *

“What’s the latest, Sam?” Mark asked, as they reached the bridge. Here, too, there were signs of the Argo’s travails. Scorch marks, dead control panels. But they were still in the air, so nothing crucial had gone dark.

“Right,” Sam said. “Okay. Where to start – uh, we think Emma activated the ORCA somewhere near Boston – that’s why Ghidorah and Godzilla are both headed that way. But we still can’t pinpoint its exact location without that missing piece of the ORCA signal—”

“I’ve got the missing piece,” Mark said.

Sam’s expression became excited and… knowing. As if he had already guessed.

“It’s Godzilla, right?” he said. “I mean, I know we already tried—”

“It’s not Godzilla,” Mark said.

He brought up his earlier work, the ORCA’s waveforms all separated out. The others grouped around, watching.

“It’s us,” he said.

“What do you mean, us?” Foster asked.

“Emma combined the bioacoustics of Godzilla with a human’s to create the ORCA’s signal. The creatures just think it’s another apex predator.”

“Well, we are a bunch of horny, murderous carnivores,” Stanton said.

“Yeah,” Foster said. “It’s real poetic. Now what?”

“We track it, we find it, and we get my daughter back,” Mark said.

Stanton took a big pull from his flask and gestured at a video feed of Ghidorah.

“Great,” he said. “What about Moe, Larry, and Curly over here?”

“Godzilla will bring balance,” Chen said.

Stanton, obviously a little tipsy, favored her with a skeptical stare.

“Oh, I get it,” he said. “A little of Serizawa’s old ‘let them fight’ action. Always loved it when he said that.”

“No,” Mark said. “This time, we join the fight.”


TWENTY

From Dr. Chen’s notes:


But when Zeus had driven the Titans from heaven, Earth gave birth to her youngest child Typhon. He was born from the love of Tartarus, by the aid of golden Aphrodite. Strength was with his hands in all that he did, and the feet of the strong god were untiring. From his shoulders grew an hundred heads of a snake, a fearful dragon, with dark, flickering tongues, and from under the brows of his eyes in his marvelous heads flashed fire, and fire burned from his heads as he glared. And there were voices in all his dreadful heads which uttered every kind of sound unspeakable; for at one time they made sounds such that the gods understood, but at another, the noise of a bull bellowing aloud in proud ungovernable fury; and at another, the sound of a lion, relentless of heart; and at another, sounds like whelps, wonderful to hear; and again, at another, he would hiss, so that the high mountains re-echoed. And truly a thing past help would have happened on that day, and he would have come to reign over mortals and immortals alike.

—Hesiod, Theogony, circa 700 BCE



Sam had told Mark that Emma had turned on the ORCA; he hadn’t told him that it had effectively paralyzed most of the Titans. Only three were known to still be active: Ghidorah, Rodan – and Mothra. Emma knew what she was doing. It appeared she had changed her mind. After all, she wasn’t trying to kill everyone.

Ghidorah was, though, and the ORCA signal wasn’t slowing him up at all. Or Rodan, for that matter, probably because he was so close to Ghidorah.

So right now, if Mothra was still on their side, it was two-vs-two Titanwise. But as for the human part of the army, they didn’t have all that much to join the fight with. Only a few ships from the fleet had escaped Ghidorah’s wrath. More aircraft had made it and were desperately trying to find places to refuel and rearm before rejoining the fray.

Now that he knew what the secret sauce was, Mark was able to fiddle with the signal and get a better fix on it.

Sam was right – the ORCA was thumping out its tones in the Northeast.

In Boston.

It was hard to believe it was coincidence that Emma would return to the city they once lived in to send out her signal. There were better places to do it, if she wanted worldwide coverage. He didn’t see Emma’s meticulous planning in this. It was improvised. When Ghidorah seized control of the monsters she thought she was in charge of, it must have been a bit of a shock. Now she was doing what she could. But why Boston?

There was a bunker there, he remembered. One of Monarch’s hideouts. Had she been there all along – since Antarctica? She must have been.

Maybe she thought it would put Maddie more at ease, to be near her old home. Possibly there was some more practical reason that hadn’t occurred to him. At this point it was hard for even him to predict Emma’s actions.

By dribs and drabs, the remainder of their fighting force came together, and once more they drove toward a battle with a creature wielding power beyond all understanding.

But this time they had a monster of their own leading the way.

* * *

For Emma, it was easy enough to guess what Maddie was up to; she had used the ORCA before to distract Monster Zero. But the signal was coming from Fenway Park, so this wasn’t a random shot in the dark by her daughter; she had to have overheard her and Jonah speaking. Maddie was implementing Emma’s own plan.

Which meant her daughter had known she was risking her life.

She had always been proud of her girl, but this – this was impressive. She’d managed to steal the ORCA from under the noses of Jonah and his men, make it out of the bunker undetected, cover the many miles between here and the stadium, hook the ORCA to the loudspeakers, and find the right frequencies to transmit.

And only just now was Jonah aware of any of it.

A little luck and male pride had been on Maddie’s side. One of Jonah’s men had eventually admitted to being shot with a stun gun by her. When he came to, the ORCA was gone. He’d tried to find her himself rather than tell Jonah. He’d known what kind of hell he would catch from the other guys for being beaten by a twelve-year-old girl. Not to mention whatever punishment Jonah came up with. But when his own search failed, he reported his failure. That’s when Jonah went to the control room and found the ORCA gone and the signal thubbing away on the monitors.

It was done. But Maddie was in terrible danger, whether she knew it or not. Boston was evacuated; there was no one to alert. She had to get there herself.

Emma rounded up a few of Jonah’s men to help her pack up a Humvee. They were nearly done when Jonah himself showed up.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.

“I don’t have time to argue about this, Jonah,” she said. “I’m getting Maddie back.”

“Not with my men you’re not,” he said. “Emma, you said this was about the greater good, that the planet deserved a clean slate. But now you’re prepared to put all our lives in danger because your little girl is missing?”

Of course. She knew he didn’t care about Maddie. He’d threatened to have her killed, after all. But if she framed this in practical terms, maybe he would get out of her way.

“The ORCA—” she began. Jonah cut her off.

“The ORCA no longer matters,” he said. “Man does not control the laws of nature. And neither do you.”

Emma regarded him, feeling everything slipping away from her. She’d hoped to be gone before Jonah found out. But he wasn’t going to stop her.

“Come on,” she said to the mercenaries.

But they didn’t move. They were Jonah’s men, not hers, and he was fully in control of them.

Jonah smiled, but there was no feeling behind it. Just a reflex, a signal of his dominance. He didn’t care about Madison, or her, or maybe anyone. Asher had probably been his last real connection, the thing that kept him linked to humanity. Jonah wasn’t a person anymore; just a survivor.

So Emma did what she had to do. She pulled out the gun she’d taken from the armory and aimed it at Jonah.

Jonah’s men reacted immediately, of course, leveling their weapons at her. She watched them with her peripheral vision. If one of them pulled a trigger, she would damn sure pull hers. She would die, but so would he. She needed him to know that. To see it in her eyes.

“I already lost one child,” she told Jonah. “I’m not losing another.”

Jonah kept her gaze for a few more seconds. He didn’t seem too worried she would shoot him. If she did she would be dead in more or less the same heartbeat. But she no longer cared, and maybe he understood that. Or maybe he did have a little sympathy left in him.

He shrugged.

“Let her go,” he told the men. “We have everything we need.”

It might be a trick. There was no way of knowing.

She lowered the gun, and when no one shot her she climbed into the Humvee and started the engine. She gunned it down the access tunnel. There was a gate at the end of it that she didn’t have the code for. She didn’t slow down. The Humvee crashed through nicely, and she sped on toward Boston.

* * *

Once the last helicopter left the stadium, Maddie got a pair of field glasses and took the stairs up to the roof.

The sky was a low, gray ceiling, sickly yellow at the horizons. Gusts of wind mussed her hair and spun stray leaves about. The air felt wet, but it wasn’t raining. Something about the atmosphere felt – prickly. It was cool, but now and then a warmer gust came through, and a smell like burning hair and rotten eggs.

The ORCA’s song throbbed away in Fenway Park, spreading in waves out and away – beyond Boston, beyond North America, to the furthest reaches of the Earth. All of the Titans were listening.

Played through the powerful speakers of the stadium, the signal sounded almost symphonic, as the machine matched wavelengths with each of the Titans, one at a time, then repeated them. It was still simple, like a heartbeat, but she could hear the difference – like themes. There was Typhon, Behemoth, Scylla, and now – Mothra. The Mothra one sent happy little shivers through her. Had the pupa already transformed? What did she look like now?

Had she, like the others, fallen under Monster Zero’s control? Maddie didn’t like the thought of that at all.

Boston was now a ghost town, at least as far as she could see. No one was left wandering the streets, no headlights moved between buildings. No honking horns. The sirens were quiet.

She was completely alone.

She had carried out her mother’s plan, and it was working. But this was as far as she’d thought ahead. What should she do now?

Hopefully Monarch would figure out what was going on and come to take control of the ORCA. Maybe her father would be with them. That argued for staying at Fenway Park.

Of course, Jonah might come for her, instead. They could detect the signal as well, and he was probably pretty angry and would most likely kill her if he caught her. That was good reason to get lost.

So which was it to be?

The answer came more quickly and decisively than she expected.

It began when the strange feeling, the prickling, intensified. She felt pressure in her ears, like when you were reaching cruising altitude in an airplane.

Then the wind picked up; the flags on the rooftop began flapping harder and harder.

In the distance, something was moving. It was hard to focus on at first, but then she realized it was the sky. The coppery lens of the horizon was gone, replaced by gray clouds so dark they were almost black. They were rolling in like fog, pouring between the buildings with increasing speed, engulfing them, brightened by fitful coils of lightning. Thunder surrounded her, and a strange, deep thuttering, like the sound big propeller planes made in movies when the engine was starting to die. Or like an animal sound made in the back of some really big throat.

Dad wasn’t coming for her. Neither was Jonah.

But Monster Zero was, coming for her like an angel of death, dragging the heavens with him. The clouds were closing in on the stadium from every direction.

Heart banging in her chest, she ran back into the broadcast booth and slammed the door behind her. The pressure in her ears increased; the floor beneath her feet pulsed; a plastic cup on the announcer’s desk rattled and fell over. The gigantic window vibrated as through it she saw the stadium engulfed in the charcoal fog. The lights flickered, and the song of the ORCA bent into a weird warble.

She heard the beating of wings. Very large wings.

Monster Zero had come for the ORCA.

Maddie backed away from the window, staring, trying to see through the fog beyond the glass, holding her breath. He was there, she knew. The din of his flight grew louder, was right over her…

And then it went on, the drum of its wings growing softer. Then there was silence, and everything was very still.

He didn’t know where she was. She felt the pressure in her chest relax, took a breath—

Monster Zero slammed down into the arena. The earth cracked beneath the force of his landing, and the entire building shuddered, knocking her off her feet. She lay there stunned, still able to see out the window because it came all the way down to the floor. He looked agitated, heads whipping around, searching for something. The ORCA, of course – but then why had he flown past it?

Because the sound was coming from the speakers right now, not the little amps on the device itself. Of course. Fear was making her dumb.

Monster Zero was clearly puzzled. This wasn’t like before, when she had just randomly turned up the frequency. This time he thought he was hearing another top predator, an unknown beast, challenging his authority over the other Titans. He had come here to kill his competition and take back his throne. But there was no Titan to see, just the stadium…

He didn’t let that stop him, though. He located one of the stadium speakers and ripped it from its mounting. When the sound didn’t stop, he found the next, and the next, all three heads working at once, destroying the signal, the threat to his power.

Terror froze her in place. She couldn’t think. All she could do was look at him.

So she decided she wouldn’t look. She closed her eyes, trying to focus, tune it out. Get herself moving.

She turned from the window and opened her eyes, realizing she still heard the thub, thub, thub of the ORCA coming from just across the room. Now that the outside speakers were dead, this was the only source of the signal. She reached for it, got it in her hands, and very slowly stood up. Time to go.

She turned to check his position, and saw all three heads, crowded up to the window. Glaring at her. A yard away.

“Oh, shit,” she said.

She sprinted for the door, as behind her the window shattered, and golden lightning flared, following her as she ran, disintegrating the broadcast booth. She felt the heat to her bones, the prickle of electricity on her flesh. She screamed, but she couldn’t hear herself over the cacophony.

She took the stairs two and three at a time as Monster Zero savaged the stadium, blasting it with his lightning, slashing it with his tails, ripping out support beams with steel-toothed jaws. He was desperate to find her, his new top predator foe, a Titan clocking in at about five-foot-two. It would be funny if she wasn’t about to die.

The stairs ahead of her disintegrated in another blaze of lightning; she dodged between a row of seats, a tail swiping just behind her. Everything sagged as the stadium began to collapse. She fell more than ran the last several yards, spilling out onto the field itself.

The three-headed dragon was waiting, all three heads swiveled to face her. And the ORCA. The malevolence she had seen in his eyes before was still there, multiplied by a hundred – and this time it was directed at her and her alone.

Her only chance now was to get rid of the machine. That sucked, because then the other Titans would fall under his spell again. She could only hope Dad and Monarch had made good use of the time she’d bought them. If she held on to the ORCA, Monster Zero would crush her and it together. Maybe if she gave it to him, she had a chance. Either way, this was over.

She tossed it, so it landed in a pile of rubble near his massive, clawed feet. He looked down at it, then brought his foot down. The ORCA stopped its song.

She hoped that would be good enough. That he would lose interest in her.

But it wasn’t good enough. Signal or no signal, he knew her now. He probably remembered her from Antarctica. She had pestered him one time too many. The three heads focused on her and moved forward on their sinuous necks, not in a big hurry. Studying her, maybe trying to figure out how she had done it, how such a tiny creature could have fooled him and the Titans in his thrall.

There was nowhere for her to go. This was it. Lightning rippled across his body, and he began opening his mouths, revealing the crackling energy within.

Maddie screamed. Not in fright, but in defiant, primal fury.

Then a beam of blue energy knocked Monster Zero through the stadium wall, across the street and into the cathedral beyond, setting its bells to clanging.

She stood, staring at the fallen monster, confused and awestruck of the power that had leveled him. She felt the earth shake rhythmically beneath her, and the sound of huge footsteps.

And then Godzilla roared, and she turned around to face him.

She grinned, feeling a sudden, savage glee.

That’s right, she thought, grinning. Come kick his ass.

Better yet, the big lizard wasn’t alone. He was wading in through the harbor, accompanied by jets, helicopters, ships – and they weren’t shooting at him. It looked like he was leading them, like they were together, all coming to fight Monster Zero.

And that was great. That was exciting! It was kind of like the best part of Mom’s vision, humans and Titans working together.

Only she was right between them. Right smack in the middle of a battleground straight out of some ancient apocalypse. Best change that situation the only way she could – by hauling ass.

She ran through a gap and out into the streets, putting as much distance as she could between her and what was about to happen. Someone could tell her about it later.

* * *

Griffin guided the Osprey, following Godzilla as he crushed his way through the city, flattening cars and crashing through buildings as if they were just high grass he was pushing his way through. Mark peered out at the town he’d once called home – or what he could see of it. Most of it was covered in a dense fog.

He pulled out Serizawa’s notebook and opened it. Felt the weight of it in his hand. And in a way, he felt Serizawa there, too. He wished the scientist had lived to see this, the vindication of his vision: Godzilla and humanity fighting together against a common foe, trying to put things right. To know his sacrifice had been a worthy one.

They had tracked the ORCA signal to Fenway Park. Emma must have been using the loudspeakers to boost the signal. That was smart, and it obviously had worked. Maybe too well – it had brought Ghidorah straight to her. The signal had cut out moments before. Right after Ghidorah reached the stadium. Was Emma still there? Was Maddie with her? Or had she had the good sense to cut the thing off and get the hell out of there?

Through the seething clouds and lightning, Godzilla and Ghidorah were black silhouettes against a background of flame. Ghidorah standing his ground as Godzilla charged toward him. This was about to get brutal, and not much of Boston was likely to survive it.

“You know,” Barnes said, “I’m starting to think this is Godzilla’s world. We just live in it.”

Barnes was being flip, but he was also echoing Emma and Serizawa. Watching the Titans come together, Mark finally conceded the point. If it weren’t for the fact that these things took millennia-long siestas, would human life have even evolved? Probably not. Trilobites, synapsids, the dinosaurs, brontotherium, the woolly mammoth – all had come and gone, but Godzilla was still here.

He remembered a quote attributed to one of Monarch’s early leaders, Bill Randa.

This planet does not belong to us.

The radio crackled. It was Sam, on the Argo.

“Guys, you’re closing in on the last ping from the ORCA. Fenway Park, dead ahead. We’ll keep laying cover fire to keep them off your backs.”

“Copy that,” Barnes said. “Here we go…”

Mark closed the notebook. Martinez crossed himself and murmured a prayer.

* * *

This is it, Sam thought. The last stand. If Ghidorah won, this time they were cooked for sure. There weren’t enough ships and aircraft left to challenge him – not in this hemisphere, anyway. This was all or bust.

To make matters worse, seconds after the ORCA signal cut out, the Titans they still had tracking information on began moving again. Moving toward Boston, if he was reading things right. They had to put Ghidorah down before reinforcements arrived. In the past, Godzilla had managed to take down two MUTOs, but had nearly died doing so. But twelve, thirteen, maybe more?

Not very likely.

Godzilla had almost reached his ancient enemy. What remained of their aircraft were about to engage, and the ships were readying their long-range guns and remaining missiles.

Let’s get this sucker, he thought.

Godzilla seemed – brighter. The pulses from his spines grew more radiant every second, and his skin was shining, too. He looked more powerful than the last time Sam had seen him. Not just a little. A lot.

“Is it just me,” Sam asked, “or has he been working out?”

“You kidding me?” Stanton said, studying his instruments. “Serizawa’s got that lizard juiced.”

“Damn right,” Foster said.

“Colonel,” the bridge officer said. “All squadrons are locked on target.”

Foster and Chen and Mark exchanged glances, and then glared out at Ghidorah. Sam knew exactly how they felt. He remembered the sea full of wreckage, the hundreds – thousands – who had already died trying to stop this unholy thing.

“For Serizawa,” Chen said.

A hundred trails of fire scorched across the sky.


TWENTY-ONE

From Dr. Serizawa’s notebook:


Osiris asks:

My face shall look upon the face of Atum. But how long will I live there?

Atum replies:

It is decreed that you will live for millions and millions of years. Then I shall destroy everything I created when I brought the world up from Nu. I shall return everything there is to the watery abyss.

—Egyptian Book of the Dead Spell 175, 1550 BCE
(Atum was said to have created the world at Jebel Barkal. His symbol was that of a lizard. – S.)



Madison ran.

That quiet moment on the roof, looking out over the abandoned city, seemed an eternity ago. Boston was now a fully active warzone in a battle between the gods.

Everything around her was burning; bricks and steel rained from the sky. Even running as fast as she could, Maddie still hadn’t managed to get out of the combat zone. The Titans were just too big. She felt like an ant trying to get out from underfoot of a couple of men wrestling. If she ran a hundred feet, they could cover that distance in a single step. They didn’t even notice her anymore, but that didn’t matter. The missiles and jet fighters didn’t know she was there either; all of those fireworks they were shooting at Monster Zero were made of metal and fire, and they were coming down all around her.

One of Monster Zero’s tails sliced through a skyscraper, ripping through its steel-beam skeleton as if it was paper, spraying tons of debris toward her. She desperately dodged her way through it – falling, rolling, springing back to her feet.

Every direction seemed closed off, and the fight was about to roll right over her. Again.

A roar from something that was not a monster drew her gaze to the sky. The big Monarch flying wing – the Argo – shot by, spattering Monster Zero with missiles and heavy weapons fire. Driving him away from her.

That seemed like a good thing, but panic was really taking hold of her now. Too many near misses – her luck was not going to hold out. Any second now she would be in the same place as a ton of falling steel. She kept remembering Andrew, how he’d looked when they found him.

She needed to be safe. To find somewhere safe.

Fighting for breath, trembling, she ran on.

* * *

Ghidorah crackled with energy, charging up for another volley of gilt lightning.

Missiles speared past the Osprey, their warheads opening on Ghidorah like flowers. The three-headed giant flinched back, and Godzilla slammed full-on into him. Lightning flashed as Ghidorah staggered, but instead of hitting Godzilla the bolts went wild, branching into the sky, three bolts become a thousand fractal streams of energy. One line of lightning crackled by the Osprey, so close Mark felt the heat and smelled the burnt air, but they were spared being struck.

Half a dozen aircraft weren’t so lucky; energy arced through and between them, electrocuting the pilots and frying their engines so they hurtled, burning, into the city below.

“Hang on!” Griffin yelled, banking hard to avoid the flaming remains of an Apache attack helicopter.

Blood rushed to Mark’s head, and his belly did somersaults. The Osprey was almost on its side, so the window he was next to was facing the flaming city below.

Griffin got them clear and righted the vessel, bringing them back around to a view of the fight as Godzilla impaled Ghidorah’s tails with his dorsal spikes; all three heads shrieked in pain.

Griffin circled the Osprey around the fight, dropping toward what was left of the stadium.

“Prepare for landing!” Barnes said.

“Check it out,” Martinez said, still watching Godzilla. “Dude’s lit up like a Christmas tree.”

Through the smoke, Mark saw what Martinez meant. Godzilla was pulsating with a fiery orange light, the air around him distorted by heat waves. This was new – nothing like this had been observed during the big lizard’s last trek across the globe.

“Stanton, you guys seeing this?” Mark said, over the radio.

“Oh, we’re seeing it,” Stanton said. “But definitely not liking it.”

Stanton paused. Mark could almost see him going over the readings, calibrating data flow.

The Osprey dropped lower. They were almost on the ground.

* * *

Stanton studied his instruments, while Sam glanced nervously from him to the strange light radiating from their friendly Titan.

“Godzilla’s radiation levels are going through the roof,” Stanton informed him. “We’ve got about twelve minutes before he goes thermonuclear.”

“What do you mean?” Foster asked.

“I mean in about twelve minutes it’s gonna be a bad day to be a Red Sox fan.”

* * *

“Guys,” said Sam’s voice on the radio. “You need to find the ORCA, grab Madison, and get the hell out of there. Whatever Serizawa did to Godzilla worked a little too well, because he’s about to explode like an atom bomb.”

Barnes looked around. The Boston skyline burning; jets and choppers flaming out, and two monsters straight out of the apocalypse were going at it hard and bloody.

“Roger that,” Barnes answered. “Prepare for landing.”

* * *

As the Osprey dropped down, Martinez crossed himself: Barnes closed his eyes. Others – men and women Mark didn’t even know the names of – were steeling themselves in one way or another. Preparing to die, if that’s what was coming. Looking at the chaos around them, it seemed a fair bet that some or all of them would. Mark felt a lump gather in his throat, and a profound gratitude. Like Serizawa, these people were ready to make the ultimate sacrifice.

The Osprey bumped down onto the field at Fenway Park, and the soldiers surged out.

Golden lightning struck, and the first two out the door were incinerated, their lives cut short in less than a heartbeat.

It was horrifying, but the others piled out anyway, and he was right behind them.

Fenway Park was almost unrecognizable. The once huge left field wall – the Green Monster – had been obliterated, and much of the stadium itself torn to shreds. Mark stared up through the broadcast booth, or at least where it should have been.

That’s where Emma and Maddie would have been, right? Patched into the sound system. Ghidorah had figured that out, too.

He leapt out of the Osprey, nearly twisting his ankle on the rubble that covered the diamond. Smoke stung his lungs.

“Maddie?” he shouted. “Madison?”

No one answered. Nothing moved in his line of sight except for G-Team; he didn’t see anyone else, living or dead.

They fanned out to search. Godzilla and Ghidorah were just getting started; lightning jagged all around them, along with a flaming meteor storm of dead aircraft. The air stank of burning jet fuel.

He began fearing finding his daughter almost as much as he feared not finding her. Because to find her like Andrew would be unbearable.

She’s not here, Mark thought. She was never here. Emma came by herself. She left Maddie someplace safe.

But he had to know, so he couldn’t stop looking. Because if she wasn’t here, he didn’t know where to look for her. The Monarch bunker, maybe. But another chopper had been dispatched to check that out.

“Over here!” Martinez shouted.

Mark rushed to the sergeant’s side, fearing the worst, trying to prepare himself. But what Martinez had discovered wasn’t Maddie, or Emma.

It was the ORCA, and it wasn’t in very good shape. It lay inches beyond the edge of a debris field crushed into the contours of an enormous foot.

He picked it up, studying it, this link to his family. Maybe Emma had just hooked it up to the stadium and taken off. But then why was it down here, and not in the smoking hole that had been the broadcast booth?

On closer inspection, he saw the machine was banged up and singed but maybe not beyond repair.

The ground rumbled, and gas and steam suddenly surged up from beneath them. Godzilla and Ghidorah, still rumbling. “We gotta go!” Barnes yelled. The monsters were coming back their way.

Two of the commandos grabbed Mark and hustled him toward the Osprey, but before they had gone no more than a few steps one of Ghidorah’s feet stomped down on the aircraft. The Osprey exploded, sending them all reeling back and adding to the mass of flames already surrounding them.

Godzilla reared up and blasted Ghidorah with his atomic breath, knocking the dragon back toward them.

But then a new light burst down from above, a familiar blue radiance. He saw broad, oval wings sweep back, the orange-ish eye marking toward the ends. Mothra’s sonic boom rumbled across the ruined field as she dove into Ghidorah like a hawk diving down on a snake.

This was as close as Mark had been to the giant insect. As her name suggested, she was a bit moth-like, but a lot better armed than most moths he had seen. Her back legs were bent like a grasshopper’s and her two front sets of limbs were long, deadly, and clawed like the forelimbs of a praying mantis. But those weren’t her only weapons. A long, wicked sting projected from the tip of her thorax. Webbing jetted from her jaws, arresting Ghidorah’s fall and sticking all three heads to a skyscraper. One of the heads ripped free and began tearing at the webbing, but then Godzilla was there, plowing into Ghidorah, knocking him clean through the building. Mothra swooped in for the kill.

Rodan burst from clouds, like the flaming avatar of some ancient vengeful god. He speared straight for Mothra, his half-molten wings folded back, striking her like a meteor and tearing her from her flight path. He wrapped her in the furnace of his wings. Mothra shrilled in agony as the soft down on her body caught fire. She struggled to escape his grasp, tearing at him with her claws as the two of them went soaring past.

And Mark and G-Team were alone on the field.

What was left of them. Still reeling, Mark took a head count. Barnes and Martinez were okay; Griffin looked hurt.

The rest of the team was just – gone.

He didn’t have a lot of hope that they would fare any better. Gas mains beneath the stadium had ignited; flame and steam jetted from the ground, as if the rain of debris wasn’t enough.

Barnes and Martinez helped Griffin to her feet.

Well, they weren’t flying out; they would have to walk. But where? The stadium was now an inferno, columns of flame licking at the sky. Any direction they went would end with them as torches. But they had to do something. Find a weak place in the wall of fire, run through it, fast...

And then something did burst through the flames – from the other side.

A Humvee.

With Emma at the wheel.

“Get in!” she said.

No one moved. Barnes and the others exchanged suspicious glances.

Mark didn’t blame them. She’d caused all this, and now she wanted to help?

Just then, a fighter jet crashed, right behind them. That ended their hesitation in an instant; all of them jumbled into the vehicle, Mark included. It no longer seemed like a time to be picky.

Mark took shotgun, still not sure this was all happening. It seemed completely unreal, like maybe something had smacked him in the head and this was all a coma dream. But dream or reality, he had some questions.

“Where’s Madison?” was the first and most important.

Emma’s brows came down.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I thought she was there!” She swerved sharply to avoid the chunk of aircraft that had just crashed in front of them.

“Well, she’s not there,” Mark said. “Hopefully you’re as good at finding her as you are losing her.”

“I didn’t lose her,” Emma said. “She ran away.”

“Gee, I wonder why—”

“Oh, don’t start,” Emma said.

“Don’t start?” he said. “You tried to kill me.”

“Can’t blame that kid,” Mark heard Barnes say. “If I had these two for parents, I’d run away from home, too.”

Emma slammed on the brakes.

“What did you just say?” she demanded.

“I said, if I had the two of you for parents I’d run away from home too!”

Emma looked at Mark.

“Home!” they both said at once.

Emma stepped on the gas.

* * *

Maddie couldn’t stop crying, and every minute her panic threatened to strangle off her reason.

Something had given way inside of her.

Nothing lasts, she thought, as her feet slapped the pavement and her heart pounded in her ears.

Nothing. Not Mom and Dad, not Andrew. Not me. Not Boston. Everything’s going away.

Boston had always been her happy place, the quiet point in her memory where everything had been good, where they had played bocce on the Common, making up their own rules as they went along. Where her favorite climbing tree had been, her backyard jungle, the sushi place around the corner Andrew always wanted to go to, where he tricked her into eating wasabi by telling her it was green frosting. The zoo, the museums, the boats on the harbor, the library where she had checked out her first book.

That place only existed in her imagination now. Looking back on it, the damage had begun when they returned there from San Francisco. The fights between Mom and Dad. Dad leaving. But it was still their home, a place that he might come back to. Those bad feelings could have been mended with better ones. But now, as she fled along Beacon Street, monsters were literally tearing it all down.

She’d felt brave when she started all of this. Determined. But now it was all too much. Too much death, anger, fear, betrayal.

Too many monsters.

She had to make it home. In her core, she knew if she could only reach their old house on Beacon Street, she would be safe, despite everything.

The house was still there, miraculously, in the midst of chaos and hell. The townhouse where they had lived, just on the edge of the Common.

She paused outside, panting, no longer quite sure of her logic. It was just a house, right?

Something huge crashed on the Common just yards away, an inferno with something writhing within it – wings, thrashing claws, long, insectile legs. Not Godzilla or Monster Zero… her mind couldn’t sort it out. She didn’t want to look anymore.

She ran inside the house, slammed the door, and put her back against it. She slid down to the floor as the house began to shake. She covered her ears, drew her knees up to her elbows, and screamed, as she realized that this place was no safer than anywhere else. It was just a straw house surrounded by very big bad wolves…

Across the room, old family photos rattled on some shelves.

That family in those pictures. She understood now. Like her Boston, those people existed only in her memory.

* * *

It looked to Sam like they were winning. Between their missiles and a supercharged Godzilla, and Ghidorah not being able to heal as fast as he was being wounded. He looked to be trying to fight free and escape again, but Godzilla stayed one step ahead of him.

Their losses were unthinkable. The fleet, all those pilots and sailors, Dr. Graham, Serizawa – all sacrificed themselves to bring them to this moment. There were other Titans out there, but with Godzilla in charge instead of Ghidorah – well, if things didn’t get better, maybe they would at least not get worse.

Mothra and Rodan were still battling it out. Locked together, the winged Titans crashed into a bridge. It crumpled on impact, and fire splashed everywhere, like napalm, setting ablaze everything it touched, including Boston Common.

Oh, no, he thought.

Mothra sprang up, found purchase on Rodan’s back and slashed her claws deep into him. Rodan screeched and leapt into the air, slamming his wings down, so both of them careened through a skyscraper and vanished from sight. Flame exploded inside the building and began rapidly climbing, floor by floor toward the sky.

Not that far away, Godzilla was still slaughtering Ghidorah, even without Mothra’s help. He slammed his opponent with his tail, sent him reeling into a building. Ghidorah flapped frantically and managed to get a few yards off the ground before Godzilla snapped his jaws shut on one vast wing, twisting his head so as to throw the dragon to the ground, sending a ringed shock wave carrying debris and smoke for hundreds of yards through the burning city.

That’s gotta hurt, Sam thought. Come on, finish the bastard off.

Godzilla seemed to have the same thought. He roared, and from his open mouth the blue beam of his atomic breath pressed Ghidorah back, shrieking in pain.

All the while, Godzilla pulsed brighter and brighter. Ghidorah’s golden glow had dimmed to a sickly, intermittent yellow.

The big lizard fell upon Ghidorah, hammering him. Ghidorah, on the ropes, was just trying to escape. One of his heads snaked out, struggling away from its tormenter, as if it somehow thought it could separate from the common body, strike out on its own. Maybe it could. If Ghidorah could regrow a head…

But that’s not what the dragon had in mind. Sam saw the real target just before Ghidorah’s wayward head got there – damaged high-tension lines, showering sparks down into the street.

Ghidorah gaped wide and bit down on the wires.

Despite the damage downtown, most of Boston and its suburbs still had power. Now every light for as far as Sam could see strobed, going dark, lighting back up, dimming again as the power grid struggled to deal with a sudden, massive drain on the system.

Ghidorah blazed back to full charge in an instant; the golden lightning gathered in him and blasted from all three heads, knocking Godzilla off the ground, hurling him hundreds of feet to the harbor, where he crashed into a shipyard.


TWENTY-TWO


The arrogance of man is thinking nature is in our control, and not the other way around. Let them fight.

—Ishiro Serizawa, 2014



Godzilla clambered back to his feet and went at Ghidorah again, but Monster Zero had learned something. One of his heads snaked out and bit into what looked like a power plant. He rose to his full height, wings and heads outspread, the baleful, eldritch light gathering again. Hundreds of branching bolts spread into the sky, jagging through jets and helicopters, a chain reaction that continued even after Ghidorah himself subsided, leaping to every metal object in the sky. Dozens of aircraft, all gone in seconds. A bolt hit the Argo, and everything flashed gold. The ship shuddered and pitched, and Sam thought they were done.

But their systems held. He took slow, deliberate breaths, trying get his pulse to ease up.

“Godzilla’s radiation’s reaching critical mass,” Stanton warned. “Six minutes till he blows!”

“Order all the remaining craft to retreat,” Foster said.

There couldn’t be that many left to retreat, Sam thought. He had lost count of the fallen, long ago.

In the distance, Ghidorah celebrated his victory with another universe-rattling roar. Then his stretched out his great wings and took to the air, headed toward where Godzilla lay stunned. The worst and largest of the gashes on his necks were already closing up.

Mothra was losing her fight, too. Locked in midair, the two Titans tore at each other viciously as they bowled through the city, smashing through buildings, leaving fire in their wake. But Rodan had kept the advantage. Mothra was badly burned, but worse, the flying reptile had pinned her against the top of a skyscraper and had a grip on her wings, which he began shearing into with his vicious beak. Without her wings, she was certainly doomed. Mothra swiped at him with her claws, but Rodan suddenly detached from her and flew off.

But not far. He was only building his speed. He smashed into the giant insect and snapped at her head. Mothra, braced against the building, squirmed out of the way. He made another try.

He missed, and then screeched in agony. He reared back, trying to fight free of Mothra.

But he couldn’t. Mothra’s sting was buried in his chest, all the way up to her thorax.

Rodan’s thrashing weakened. His flames subsided.

She retracted the sting; fire licked within the wound as the flying reptile dropped away, vanishing into the conflagration he’d ignited.

Mothra clung to a toppled building, convulsing, her bioluminescence fading. She had killed Rodan, but it didn’t look like she had much longer herself.

* * *

The Humvee roared up Beacon Street, swerving around burning aircraft, girders, piles of brick. Through the chaos, Mark caught occasional glimpses of familiar things. The corner store was untouched, the coffee shop was recognizable, although soon the fire raging nearby would destroy them too. Boston Common was ablaze, its familiar trees now torches. Their house was just across the street from it. It should be just up ahead.

Through the smoke, he searched for the familiar roofline. He should be able to see the third stories of the row from here. Instead he saw – distance.

Emma slammed on the brakes, her expression already beginning to crack.

The house had collapsed into a smoking pile of rubble.

Off in the distance, the monsters were still fighting, planes were crashing, ships sinking. The world as he knew it was ending. And as he stared at the wreck of the last place his family had called home, he didn’t care.

If Maddie had really been in there – his mind wouldn’t let him go any farther. She couldn’t be dead. It wasn’t possible. Not again.

“Maddie!” he shouted, lunging from the car and diving into the ruins of their townhouse, tossing aside bricks and smoldering planks. Emma worked beside him, a ragged desperation evident in every movement of her body. Barnes and Martinez pitched in, too, pushing aside the wreckage. Mark’s hands smarted from a hot spot on one of the boards; sweat and smoke stung his eyes. A weird, acrid scent drifted on the breeze, like burning insects and cotton candy. Something exploded in the distance.

They found Maddie in the bathtub, covered by rubble. She’d done the smart thing, and sought what shelter she could.

It hadn’t been enough.

He remembered Andrew, his broken body, all of the life and light gone from his sweet face. How he had wanted to somehow go back to before it happened, make a different choice, be in a different city.

And now Maddie. It was the same. She didn’t react when they touched her; her limbs swung limp as they dragged her out of the ruin. Her skin was pale and cold to the touch.

He looked at Emma and saw his despair mirrored in her face.

“Don’t go,” he said to Maddie, clutching her poor body. “Please don’t go.”

Together he and Emma held her, held each other. Crying.

Remembering. The fishing trip. Her first day at preschool, her frown, angry because she had to wear a uniform instead of her shark pajamas. Sitting on a rock during a rest on the Appalachian Trail, staring off into the distance, lost in thought. Sleeping next to Emma, a month old, the same little grin, distinctive even then.

* * *

Maddie remembered her fear, the tumult outside, the pictures rattling on the shelf. She remembered everything coming apart, her lungs sucking for air and finding none.

Then everything sort of shut off and faded to black. She was still aware, there just wasn’t anything to see, feel, or hear. It was like she was under still water, in the dark, all of her senses turned inward.

She wondered if she was dead. She tried to move, but her limbs weren’t there. Her panic had faded, but now it began to return. What had happened to her?

Help me! she tried to shout, but she didn’t have a voice, either.

Had she failed? In her terror to escape the fight, she hadn’t been able to see the big picture, sort out who was winning. She realized in retrospect that the two Titans on the Common must have been Mothra and Rodan. She had a sort of snapshot of them in her mind, Mothra’s beautiful delicate-looking wings, the ugly hook of Rodan’s beak, all engulfed in flame.

She tried again to wiggle her hands and feet, but still nothing happened. She wondered if she was even in her body anymore.

But then the darkness grew just a little lighter. A faint blue illumination appeared, just a spot at first, but then it began to expand, as if she was nearing the end of a tunnel.

The glow took on form as it grew nearer, and she became aware of other shapes around her. Familiar shapes. A place she knew. The perfumes of the rainforest, the metallic smell of machinery, the birdsong.

She was back in the Yunnan containment facility. Everything was there – the control room, the carvings on the temple walls – all illuminated by Mothra’s bioluminescence. She was as Maddie had last seen her, in her larval form – but this time there was no one else around. Not her mother, not Dr. Mancini, no security personnel – just her and the grub. And as before, she felt a connection with the Titan, and reached to touch her.

This time, she wasn’t interrupted.

As her fingers brushed chiton, Mothra transformed. Her face became covered in soft down, and wings unfolded.

Maddie didn’t think she had ever seen anything so magnificent.

All of her fear was gone now, and she was at peace. The great insect chittered a strange, lovely song – and although there were no words Maddie could understand, it felt as if the Titan was telling her everything would be all right. She felt Mothra’s heartbeat through her hand, harmonizing with her own.

After a few more heartbeats the light began to fade; the Titan’s shape unraveled and drifted, a million strands of silk, carried off by the wind. Mothra was gone, and so was her light.

But now Maddie saw a new, harsher light. She heard familiar voices murmuring her name. And crying.

She closed her hand and felt her fingers move. Air filled her lungs.

And Mom and Dad were there, both of them, hugging her.

Maybe I am dead, she thought.

But her body argued otherwise. Every inch of it ached.

Maybe everything wasn’t okay. But it was better.

* * *

Madison’s body twitched; her lips parted, and she gasped for air. Her eyes fluttered open and she looked up at them in confusion.

“Mom?” she said. “Dad?”

Mark couldn’t find words. All he could do was hold her, and hold Emma, cherish their familiar warmth, the scent of them. His family.

Andrew was gone, and nothing could bring him back. What a fool he’d been to let go of what he still had left.

He wouldn’t do it again.

They finally released one another, although Mark kept hold of Maddie’s hand. The others were staring off into the distance, where Ghidorah was killing Godzilla.

Mark didn’t understand. They had been winning. What had happened?

Ghidorah’s necks wrapped around Godzilla, crushing what life remained from him. His fading dorsal spines began to crack under the stress. Then Ghidorah’s wings started to beat, stronger, harder, until – incredibly – he lifted the ninety-thousand-ton lizard from the ground. First slowly, but then more quickly, he ascended hundreds of feet into the air.

As he stood amongst smoke and flame, viewing the Titans high against the storm-wracked sky, Mark felt a sense of dislocation, as if he wasn’t in Boston in the twenty-first century, but in a volcanic wasteland millions of years ago, just a little rat-like primate ancestor watching the gods fighting it out, desperate to find a safe place to hide.

Ghidorah opened his claws, and Godzilla fell, a Titan cast from the heavens. He began to burn, and as the flame surrounded him his form blurred, and he looked like a fiery sphere, like a meteor plunging toward the Earth.

The giant reptile struck the ground like a bomb, and when the dust settled, Mark saw him lying motionless in the crater his body had carved into Boston.

He looked dead, but Ghidorah didn’t think so – or maybe he just wasn’t taking chances. He rose above the fallen giant, his electrical charge building, preparing to end their ancient duel once and for all.

Serizawa had died for nothing, as had Vivienne, and countless pilots and soldiers. With Godzilla dead and the ORCA destroyed, nothing could hold Ghidorah in check, stop him from remaking the world as he saw fit.

And there was nothing they could do about it but watch as the dragon’s charge increased, the bottled lightning of a hundred storms. Ghidorah built his fury, and when his body could no longer keep it in, he let it go. The death blow.

Like Ghidorah, Mark had been so intent on Godzilla, he hadn’t noticed Mothra. Torn and battered, she pulled herself onto Godzilla, spreading her wings to shield him from Ghidorah. Then, with a defiant screech, she launched herself at the dragon.

She didn’t get far. Lightning blasted from Ghidorah’s mouth and struck through her, and she vanished in a burst of light. All that remained was a glowing rainbow cloud of particles that began to fall gently upon Godzilla, like a light snow in the moonlight.

Ghidorah’s eyes sparkled with dark, malicious glee as he regarded the ethereal cloud that was all that remained of Mothra. It wasn’t the expression of one animal that had bested another, or of a predator regarding its prey. Ghidorah enjoyed killing. He lived for it.

In no hurry, the dragon returned his attention to Godzilla. At this distance, it was hard to tell, but it looked like the fallen Titan was starting to take on a dull, reddish orange sheen, as if lava was welling up from beneath his skin.

And suddenly Mark realized that they still had a chance. A small chance, but better than no chance at all.

“We need to work fast,” Mark told Emma.

“To do what?” she said.

Mark ran back to the Humvee and came out with the shattered ORCA, the thing they had started building so long ago. Together.

“You can’t be serious,” she said.

But he was, and she saw it. So they got to work.

* * *

Madison’s parents began to repair the ORCA. It had been a long time since they had been together, longer still since they had worked at a common purpose.

But now Maddie saw how it must have been, before. Before Andrew died, and Dad started drinking so much, and Mom – lost her mind. They were like dancers, or synchronized swimmers, both working like crazy but somehow not getting in each other’s way.

“You sure about this?” Mom asked.

“It’s the only way to save him,” Dad replied. “We fix it, get on the Osprey, and draw that thing away from Godzilla. Buy him time to get back on his feet.”

“Mark, you’ve seen what that thing can do.”

“I know,” her father replied. “It’ll be tight, but we have to take that chance.”

“Patch that cable,” her mom said.

“Got it,” Dad said.

“No, the red, not the white!”

“Okay, okay!”

“You sure this thing is gonna work?” one of the Monarch soldiers asked. His nametag said Martinez.

Neither of them bothered to answer. In fact, they were so involved in their work they probably hadn’t even heard him.

Dad held out a piece of wire for her mom to solder, and Mom suddenly stopped moving, breaking the clean rhythm they had established. She was staring at his hand.

“If you replace this five-pin,” her father said, “I can reset the transmitter and we should be good to go.”

That’s when Maddie realized what her mother was looking at. The wedding band on his left hand.

Then Dad finally got it.

He looked her mom in the eyes.

“I never gave up,” he told her, softly.

Maddie felt her throat close up, and tears nearly start once more, but then things began shaking again. Ghidorah was savaging Godzilla with all three heads. Two wrapped around him like boa constrictors, while the other bit into his neck. With each bite, Godzilla’s glow grew weaker, while Ghidorah’s wounds closed up and vanished. Godzilla cried out, a terrible, mournful sound. The great Titan was dying.

“Whatever you’re gonna do, do it fast,” Barnes said.

“Are you good to go?” Dad asked.

Her mother nodded. “Yes.”

“All right, three, two, one…”

Mom set the solder, Dad sparked it, and Maddie flipped the switch.

The ORCA flickered and powered on. It worked!

“That’s it!” Mark said. “That’s it.”

But maybe they were too late. Godzilla’s glow had all but faded. In moments it would be gone.

Overhead, an Osprey descended toward them.

Her mom turned to her. There was something a little off about her expression. But that was hardly surprising, after everything they’d been through. There was a lot that needed saying, but there wasn’t time for all of it.

“I love you, Maddie,” her mom said. “More than anything.”

All of the hurt, her feeling of betrayal, felt like a hard knot in Maddie’s stomach. But it felt a little better now. It was a start.

“I love you too, Mom,” she said. She knew it would never be the same again. She would never be that kid who thought her mother had it all together, knew everything, understood what was best for everyone. No more than she thought of her father as perfect. But that was for the best, right? To live in reality.

The Osprey touched down, rotors beating at the air.

Her mom started programming the ORCA. Two of the soldiers helped a third who was wounded toward the rescue craft.

“Emma,” Dad said. “Let’s go!”

“Take her!” her mom said, still fiddling with the controls. “I still have to activate it.”

Her dad gave her a skeptical look.

“I’m right behind you,” Mom insisted.

Her father lifted Maddie in his arms and ran toward the Osprey. Over his shoulder she saw her mom activate the ORCA, heard its heartbeat song begin.

In the distance, she heard a familiar shriek. Monster Zero’s heads came up. He dropped Godzilla’s listless body and swung around, searching for the source of the hated sound, the threat to his supremacy that he somehow could not see.

All three heads focused on them.

The monster started toward them with terrible speed, knocking down everything in his path. Skyscrapers crumbled into dust in his wake. They needed to go. She knew what it was like to be face to face with this guy, and every nerve in her body screamed at the thought of being there again.

Her mom picked up the ORCA and ran like hell toward the Osprey.

Dr. Chen and a man she didn’t know helped her father get her on board.

“Maddie, thank God,” Chen said.

Her dad climbed in, and now they were waiting on Mom. But Monster Zero was coming, fast. More full of rage than ever.

“We gotta lift off,” a woman in a military uniform said. She wore the marks of a colonel, if Maddie was remembering straight.

The pilot obeyed the order; the Osprey began to rise. Mom still wasn’t on board. Dad moved over to the door, so he could pull Mom up when she got there.

We’re going to make it, she thought, all of us. Mom will get on board, we’ll take off…

She tried not to think past that. Which was faster in the air, Monster Zero or the Osprey?

She was afraid she knew.


TWENTY-THREE

From the notebook of Ishiro Serizawa:


In many myths and ancient tales, the world begins with a battle between the gods. In Sumerian myth, the dragon goddess Tiamat fought Anu. In Greece the Titans battled their children, the gods. Cipactli, a sea monster, fought the four gods Huizilopochtli, Quetzalcoatl, Tezcatlipoca, and Xipe Totec in an Aztec myth. In such stories, very often the world is said to be created from the remains of the defeated. Other cultures place the war of the gods at the end of time. Raganorak. Armageddon. I believe both are true. Creation and destruction are two sides of the same coin. The gods go to war, a new world emerges. The new world becomes old, out of balance, and the gods fight again.



Emma glanced back at Monster Zero, and made a quick, brutally honest calculation.

Mark and Maddie weren’t going to make it if the Osprey waited until she was aboard. Even if they managed to get a few yards off the ground, it was hopeless. Monster Zero would follow the ORCA wherever it went, if it was turned on. If she turned it off, he would probably kill them anyway. Either way, he would return to finish off Godzilla.

Unless she stopped him.

So she quit running, and instead watched the Osprey continue to rise.

“Mom!” Maddie shouted.

Emma focused on Mark’s surprised face, saw him take it in and understand what she was doing.

“I love you,” she said, knowing they couldn’t hear it. She said it more for herself than for him. She had kept those feelings walled off for so long...

But it all came back so effortlessly now, the good times. Falling in love. Falling in love in a whole new way when they first saw Andrew, held him, that tiny little primate. And again, when Madison came along. Nothing was ever perfect. There were always tough times and arguments. But they’d had balance, then, so when something went wrong, they always recovered.

But losing Andrew had broken that equilibrium, and they never found another. Mark had blamed her for their son’s death; he never said so, but she knew. It was her job that took them to San Francisco. Mark wanted to stay in Boston. They could have, but the San Francisco offer had been too hard for her to resist. It was unfair that he felt that way, and part of her had hated him for that.

Only now did she realize that she had blamed herself – for all of it. That was why she worked so hard to make it right. Out of guilt. She couldn’t forgive herself, and in her heart, she didn’t believe Mark could either.

Still carrying the ORCA, she rushed to the Humvee, laid the machine on the passenger seat, started the engine, and gunned it, driving away from her family as fast as she could manage through the wreckage of Boston.

A glance back showed it was working. Ghidorah took a sharp turn, dismissing the Osprey, coming directly after her.

You won’t touch them, you son-of-a-bitch, she thought. You won’t touch my family.

* * *

Mark saw Emma’s lips form the words. He saw her expression and believed her. That she still loved him. And he knew what she was about to do.

Maddie understood, too.

“No! Mom! Stop, stop!” she shouted. Mark was still at the door. He leaned forward, toward his retreating wife. He couldn’t lose her again. He could jump, wrestle her into the Osprey, or – something. They weren’t too high yet. Foster might not come back for Emma, but she would come back for him.

But the others grabbed him, pulled him back. He could only watch helplessly as Emma boarded the Humvee and drove away into the ruins of Boston, as the Osprey rose higher.

And Ghidorah turned to follow her, as she had surely planned.

Emma was right, of course. Leading the monster away was the only way to save Maddie. He just wished he’d thought of it first.

Give him hell, girl, he thought, as hot tears of pride, love, and loss burned at the corners of his eyes.

“Daddy,” Maddie said, through her tears, hugging him hard.

He hugged her back, his girl, his Maddie. Death might break them apart, but nothing else would.

* * *

Emma didn’t know how far she would get. Far enough, she hoped, for the Osprey to vanish into the smoke and ash. For Mark and Maddie to fly to safety.

Was Godzilla dead? When she’d last seen him, he was limp, unmoving. If he was, there was nothing to stop Ghidorah. The other Titans would fall in line with his will, and they would continue transforming the Earth into whatever it was Ghidorah wanted. But if Mark and Maddie survived, Chen, a few others – then it still wasn’t over. Mark could build a new ORCA, a better one. Or maybe what was left of Monarch would come up with something new – a bioweapon, a drug, a way to short-circuit Ghidorah’s energy attack. At least there was hope. Hope that someone could undo some part of the terrible damage she had unleashed. She wouldn’t be part of it, or see it done.

Hope would have to be enough for her. And love.

She dodged the Humvee around piles of rubble and the few buildings still standing, working for every second she could get. The ORCA continued throbbing away, and Ghidorah was right there. She spun the wheel, careened around a pile of burning debris, straightened up, pushed the pedal all the way down.

Everything went gold, then white, as pain like she had never known jagged through her body, striking every nerve like a match. The agony didn’t last long; as it faded, she was away and rolling, bouncing, until the Humvee fetched up against something and stopped.

She’d been thrown clear, she realized. Not that that meant much. She couldn’t feel anything. But her vision was still clear. Ghidorah stooped toward her, sniffing…

She wasn’t scared. There wasn’t anything else he could do to her.

Come on, you bastard, she thought.

Behind Ghidorah, an orange glow appeared, a colossal shape eclipsing the burning city. Emma smiled. She’d done it. Given Godzilla enough time to recover.

Time to restore the balance.

“Long… live… the king,” she gasped out.

Godzilla, his body steaming, his dorsal fin pulsing red, burning like a dying sun, charging toward Ghidorah.

She couldn’t breathe anymore. That was okay. That was fine. She closed her eyes, saw Mark, Madison, and Andrew. It was enough.

* * *

As the Osprey rose above the battlefield, Mark’s gaze tracked the Humvee, vanishing behind debris or drifting smoke, but reappearing.

“Jesus, God,” Stanton said. “Look.”

“Fucking A,” Barnes said.

He followed their gazes, to the crater where Godzilla’s body lay.

Only he wasn’t in it anymore. Massively wounded, he had pulled himself up and was staggering after Ghidorah. First uncertainly, then with stronger and greater strides. He was glowing red, now, pulsing with an inner radiance that shone through seams in his scales, leaked from his eyes, as if his heart was the core of a red giant star about to go supernova.

Mark tore his gaze away, looking for Emma. She could still make it!

He didn’t see the Humvee, but he saw Ghidorah. And then, just ahead of him, racing out from behind a crushed building, the tiny vehicle.

Ghidorah came down on her like a hammer, blasting the Humvee with his lightning breath. Energy arced all around it, and the car went flying.

Then Ghidorah blotted out his view, heads swinging down toward where he’d seen the Humvee stop.

The Osprey’s rotors flipped over, and they were an airplane now, plowing as hard and fast as the craft was able. Mark felt his ears pop as they gained elevation.

Below, Ghidorah whipped around toward Godzilla, blasting him with lightning, but the big lizard just took it – absorbed it – and kept coming, pulsing brighter and faster. Again and again, the three-headed dragon struck, but Godzilla, despite his wounds, didn’t even slow down. He collided with Ghidorah like a walking mountain, wrapping him up in his forelimbs, grappling him close, as his dorsal fin pulsed faster and faster, ignoring the dragon’s attacks as he thrashed in his grasp.

The pulses were now so fast they were almost continuous. They sheeted through Ghidorah like a hard wind, ripping his wings and burning them away is if they were made of tissue paper. Ghidorah screamed and blasted Godzilla with all three heads, but then another wave of radiation pulsed out and disintegrated two of the dragon’s heads. Ghidorah slumped to the ground, writhing, as Godzilla stepped on his chest, and as another pulse built within the great lizard, Ghidorah’s remaining head shrieked.

Mark shielded Madison with his body and tried not to look, desperately hoping they were out of range.

He saw through his closed eyelids the flash that engulfed what remained of Boston. He held Maddie tighter, as the Osprey suddenly jumped through the air. The blood drained from his head, and then they were in free fall.

But only for a moment; the Osprey slapped onto a thermal; her wings caught, and they were flying again. A little shakily, maybe, but well enough.

When Mark opened his eyes, he saw a mushroom cloud lifting from Boston. The Osprey started a wide turn around the city as the cloud continued to lift, and it gradually began clearing below.

Through the smoke, downtown Boston was a wasteland of blackened ruins, burning streets, twisted steel beams. He was reminded of the ruins of the city beneath the sea. In a few thousand years, would there be anyone left to wonder what had happened to the civilization he had been born into?

The Osprey buzzed a little closer, and he began to discern the crater where he’d last seen the two Titans. But there was no sign of Godzilla and Ghidorah. Had they been completely atomized? If so, what would that mean? Without a king – or a queen – what would the other Titans do?

Something began to shift beneath the wreckage, something big. As it emerged, Mark waited for Godzilla’s familiar dorsal spines. Instead, golden horns appeared, then the scaly head and snout.

Ghidorah.

Oh, for God’s sake, Mark thought. Is it really impossible to kill this thing?

But then the head rose up farther, although its neck looked weird, not the slender snake neck of Ghidorah, but a really thick, green neck.

Then he understood, as Godzilla rose up from the ruins – with Ghidorah’s head in his mouth.

Ghidorah’s eyes snapped open; he was wriggling in Godzilla’s jaws, lightning flashing, trying desperately to escape. Godzilla shook it like an alligator would, as if trying to eat it.

But then a blast of blue energy erupted from the saurian’s maw, and Ghidorah’s final head disintegrated in the withering atomic radiance.

The blast ceased; a little bolt of lightning crackled around Godzilla’s mouth.

Godzilla had won. They had won.

But the world was changed forever. So many cities destroyed, so many people dead. Things weren’t just going to bounce back to the way they were.

And maybe that was as it should be. If Emma was right, with Ghidorah gone, the global ecosystem would rebound; the ravaged places would become green; forest would cover where Boston had been. The dying ocean reefs would thrive as they hadn’t in a hundred years.

He hadn’t wanted it to happen this way. But the eggs were broken. They needed to decide what kind of omelet to make.

It was the dawn of a new world. Or the return of a very old one.

Soon he would go and find his wife’s body. He had no doubt that she was dead. And he would grieve with his daughter, and together they would find out how they fit into this new era.

He remembered what Chen said about dragons being creatures who might bring redemption. And they had. For him.

For Emma.

“Jesus,” Stanton said. “Good thing he’s on our side.”

“For now,” Chen said.

“Dad,” Madison said. “Look.”

As more of the smoke cleared, they saw Godzilla was not alone after all.

Rodan was back, along with a horror on eight long, spidery legs, a monster that looked like a bull with a mountain on his back, a knuckle-walking mammoth with tusks hundreds of feet long, and a six-legged, hunchbacked MUTO like the one that had broken containment in Japan five years ago. Behind them flitted a flock of smaller forms that resembled pterodactyls – leafwings, from Skull Island.

Ghidorah’s cavalry was a little late to save him, but they were here. It looked like this wasn’t over after all.

Godzilla glared at the newcomers and drew himself up for battle, head up, arms ready to grapple. Battered and bruised he might be, but he was still ready to fight.

The other monsters stopped their advance; they seemed to shrink from him, then – bowed, each in their own way.

They were standing down. Acknowledging their Alpha.

Serizawa’s natural order was restored.

Godzilla threw back his head and roared until the heavens shook.


EPILOGUE


I will not speak of Leviathan’s limbs.

its strength and its graceful form.

Who can strip off its outer coat?

Who can penetrate its double coat of armor?

Who dares open the doors of its mouth,

ringed about with fearsome teeth?

Its back has rows of shields

tightly sealed together;

each is so close to the next

that no air can pass between

They are joined fast to one another;

they cling together and cannot be parted.

Its snorting throws out flashes of light;

its eyes are like the rays of the dawn.

Flames stream from its mouth;

sparks of fire shoot out.

Smoke pours from its nostrils

as from a boiling pot over burning reeds.

Its breath sets coals ablaze

and flames dart from its mouth.

Strength resides in its neck;

dismay goes before it.

The folds of its flesh are tightly joined:

they are firm and immovable.

Its chest is hard as rock,

hard as a lower millstone.

When it rises up, the mighty are terrified;

they retreat before its thrashing.

The sword that reaches it has no effect,

nor does the spear or the dart or the javelin.

Iron it treats like straw

and bronze like rotten wood.

Arrows do not make it flee;

slingshots are like chaff to it.

A club seems to it but a piece of straw;

it laughs at the rattling of the lance.

Its undersides are broken potsherds,

leaving a trail in the mud like a threshing sledge.

It makes the depths churn like a boiling caldron

and stirs up the sea like a pot of ointment.

It leaves a glistening wake behind it;

one would think the deep had white hair.

Nothing on earth is its equal –

a creature without fear.

It looks down on all that are haughty;

it is king over all that are proud.



Santiago led the men through the corridor. They made him nervous, with their heavy boots and iron gazes. In particular, he did not like their leader. He had known men like this before. But these were not times for caution. The world was changed forever, as had been foretold. Many of his relations and old friends were dead, others were scattered to the four corners of the earth. He had been at sea when Rodan burst from his nest; he had weathered Ghidorah’s storm and made safe harbor. Thus he still had his boat, and his fishing gear. But to what purpose? The waters were poisoned. And where would he take his catch?

But again luck had been with him. He’d made a good catch. Now these men had come to pay him for it. Or maybe they would kill him and his men and take it. They were dressed like soldiers, which in his experience often did not bode well. But what choice did he have?

“It is a brave new world, my friend,” he told the leader. “Such things as this have become much more valuable since the rise of the king.”

The leader said nothing.

“It took nine fishing boats to raise it,” Santiago went on. “My men don’t ask for much, just enough to relocate their families. They cannot fish here anymore. Everything is dead.”

They had reached the warehouse space, where his men waited. Nervous, like him. The stench of death was worse than before.

He flipped on the lights so they could see it, and prayed for the best.

His men did the same, stepping away from it, crossing themselves.

Even in death, covered in seaweed and barnacles, his once golden scales dulled by putrefaction, Ghidorah’s head was terrifying. He had seen it happen, seen Godzilla tear it off and drop it in the sea. And he knew those seas better than the faces of his children.

The leader, Jonah, stepped into the light. He stared at the severed head with a most unsettling expression, and then he smiled. But there was no mirth there. It was the sort of smile his grandfather used to call la sonrisa del diablo, “The Devil’s Grin.”

“We’ll take it,” Jonah said.
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