from “The Sea Devil”
by Arthur Gordon

A
o The skiff, flat-bottomed, was moored off the sea wall. He
would not go far, he told himself. Just to the tumbledown dock half a
mile away. Mullet had a way of feeding around old pilings after dark.
If he moved quietly, he might pick up two or three in one cast close to
the dock. And maybe a couple of others on the way down or back.

He shoved off and stood motionless for a moment, letting
his eyes grow accustomed to the dark. Somewhere out in the channel a
porpoise blew with a sound like steam escaping. The man smiled a
little: porpoises were his friends. Once, fishing in the Gulf, he had seen
the charter boat captain reach overside and gaff a baby porpoise
through the sinewy part of the tail. He had hoisted it aboard, had
dropped it into the bait well, where it thrashed around, puzzled and
unhappy. And the mother had swum alongside the boat and under the
boat and around the boat, nudging the stout planking with her back,
slapping it with her tail, until the man felt sorry for her and made the

captain let the baby porpoise go.
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The skiff moved on. At last, ten feet apart, a pair of stakes rose up
gauntly out of the night. Barnacle-encrusted, they once had marked the
approach from the main channel. The man guided the skiff between
them, then put the paddle down softly. He stood up, reached for the
net, tightened the noose around his wrist. From here he could drift
down upon the dock. He could see it now, a ruined skeleton in the
starshine. Beyond it a mullet jumped and fell back with a flat, liquid
sound. The man raised the edge of the net, put it between his teeth. He
would not cast at a single swirl, he decided; he would wait until he saw
two or three close together. The skiff was barely moving. He felt his
muscles tense themselves, awaiting the signal from the brain.

Behind him in the channel he heard the porpoise blow again,
nearer now. He frowned in the darkness. If the porpoise chose to fish
this area, the mullet would scatter and vanish. There was no time to

lose.

C

A school of sardines surfaced suddenly, skittering along like drops
of mercury. Something, perhaps the shadow of the skiff, had frightened
them. The old dock loomed very close. A mullet broke water just too
far away; then another, nearer. The man marked the spreading ripples

and decided to wait no longer.
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He swung back the net, heavier now that it was wet. He had to
turn his head, but out of the corner of his eye he saw two swirls in the
black water just off the starboard bow. They were about eight feet apart,
and they had the sluggish oily look that marks the presence of
something big just below the surface. His conscious mind had no time
to function, but instinct told him that the net was wide enough to cover
both swirls if he could alter the direction of his cast. He could not halt
the swing, but he shifted his feet slightly and made the cast off balance.
He saw the net shoot forward, flare into an oval, and drop just where he

wanted it.
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Then the sea exploded in his face. In a frenzy of spray, a great
horned thing shot like a huge bat out of the water. The man saw the
mesh of his net etched against the mottled blackness of its body and he
knew, in the split second in which thought was still possible, that those
twin swirls had been made not by two mullet, but by the wing tips of
the giant ray of the Gulf Coast, Manta birostris, also known as clam

cracker, devil ray, sea devil.
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The man had heard the tremendous slap of the great mammal’s

tail and the snorting gasp as it plunged away. He felt the line go slack



again, and he raised his dripping face, and he reached for the bottom
with his feet. He found it, but now the water was up to his neck. He
plucked at the noose once more with his lacerated hand, but there was
no strength in his fingers. He felt the tension come back into the line as
the ray began to move again, and for half a second he was tempted to
throw himself backward and fight as he had been doing, pitting his
strength against the vastly superior strength of the brute.

But the acceptance of imminent death had done something to his
brain. It had driven out the fear, and with the fear had gone the panic.
He could think now, and he knew with absolute certainty that if he was
to make any use of this last chance that had been given him, it would
have to be based on the one faculty that had carried man to his
preeminence above all beasts, the faculty of reason. Only by using his
brain could he possibly survive, and he called on his brain for a solution,
and his brain responded. It offered him one.

He did not know whether his body still had the strength to carry
out the brain's commands, but he began to swim forward, toward the
ray that was still moving hesitantly away from the channel. He swam

forward, feeling the rope go slack as he gained on the creature.

G

The man took one last deep breath, and he went down under the
black water until he was sitting on the bottom of the bay. He put one

foot over the line so that it passed under his bent knee. He drove both



his heels into the mud, and he clutched the slimy grass with his bleeding
hand, and he waited for the tension to come again.

The ray passed on the other side of the stake, moving faster now.
The rope grew taut again, and it began to drag the man back toward the
stake. He held his prisoned wrist close to the bottom, under his knee,
and he prayed that the stake would not break. He felt the rope vibrate
as the barnacles bit into it. He did not know whether the rope would
crush the barnacles, or whether the barnacles would cut the rope. All he
knew was that in five seconds or less he would be dragged into the
stake and cut to ribbons if he tried to hold on, or drowned if he didn’t.

He felt himself sliding slowly, and then faster, and suddenly the
ray made a great leap forward, and the rope burned around the base of
the stake, and the man’s foot hit it hard. He kicked himself backward

with his remaining strength, and the rope parted, and he was free.

H

"~ Hecame slowly to the surface. Thirty feet away the sea devil made
one tremendous leap and disappeared into the darkness. The man
raised his wrist and looked at the frayed length of rope dangling from it.
Twenty inches, perhaps. He lifted his other hand and felt the hot blood
start instantly, but he didn’t care. He put his hand on the stake above



the barnacles and held on to the good, rough, honest wood. He heard a
strange noise, and realized that it was himself, sobbing.

High above, there was a droning sound, and looking up he saw
the nightly plane from New Orleans inbound for Tampa. Calm and
serene, it sailed, symbol of man’s proud mastery over nature. Its lights
winked red and green for a moment; then it was gone.

Slowly, painfully, the man began to move through the placid
water. He came to the skiff at last and climbed into it. The mullet, still
alive, slapped convulsively with its tail. The man reached down with
his torn hand, picked up the mullet, let it go.

He began to work on the slipknot doggedly with his teeth. His
mind was almost a blank, but not quite. He knew one thing. He knew
he would do no more casting alone at night. Not in the dark of the

moon. No, not he.



