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chapter one

Today the waters of the Queen Charlotte Strait are rough
and cloudy from churned-up sediment. I hate days when I can’t see
where I’m going, and there have been too many of those recently.
Mariah’s sleek gray, white and black body glimmers through the
green murk as she swims beside me. Her half-grown calf, Tisi, swims
near us both.

:It was supposed to be calm for our patrol
today,: Ree grumbles telepathically as she kicks along on my other
side, her dark brows drawn together in a frown. :We won’t see any
sharks or boats until we’re on top of them.:

:That’s why our dolphins stay close. At least
they can sense what’s out there,: Tobin says. I can barely see his
red hair, much less his face, but I can guess he’s smiling.

I am grateful that the dolphins swim in a
tight formation around us. We definitely don’t want to blunder
within sonar range of any boats. The Canadian government doesn’t
know about our secret colony, and we want to keep it that way.
Safety Harbor is full of kids who have been genetically engineered
to live in the sea, and Canada has strong laws against genetic
engineering. Most people see us as freaks or abominations.

Laki, one of several dolphins scouting ahead
of our patrol, arrows up to me, sawing and whistling in her
excitement. My stomach tightens as I order the others to halt. Are
we about to run into trouble? Our main mission on patrol is to keep
an eye out for any potential threats to Safety Harbor.

From Laki I pick up a clear visual image of a
canoe and Tsukwani, a First Nation girl I know, hitting the water
with her paddle again and again.

:the paddler makes the signal she wishes you
to come and talk,: Mariah relays to me moments later.

The other members of my patrol gather around
me. :I’d like to go see what Tsukwani wants,: I say.

:Do you think that’s a good idea?: Lena asks,
tugging at one of her long, dark braids.

:The Kwawaka’wakw gave us a good tip about
that warship patrolling Blackfish Sound last week,: Sunny points
out cheerfully, :and their other tips have been helpful, too.:

Since Mariah and I rescued two young
Kwawaka’wakw children we found adrift in a canoe several months
ago, we’ve established a wary alliance with our closest neighbors,
a small First Nation village on Allman Island. The Kwawaka’wakw,
like us, aren’t supposed to live in the Broughton Archipelago. We
let them know when we come across schools of salmon and lingcod,
and they warn us when they spot Canadian vessels or Marine Guard
ships from our former home, the Western Collective, prowling the
strait.

:I know you haven’t met her yet,: I tell
Lena, :but I promise Tsukwani isn’t a threat to us. If it makes you
feel more comfortable, I’ll scan her thoughts before I swim up to
talk to her.:

Most Neptune kids can only read thoughts sent
directly to them, but I can read people’s surface minds. I don’t,
though, unless I’m worried about the safety of my friends.

:’Kay,: Lena says, and I sense her
nervousness easing a little.

I tell Mariah we all need tows, and our
dolphin partners rush to find us. After Sokya flashes up beside me,
she rolls over on her back so that I can’t grab hold of her dorsal
fin. Mariah’s youngest daughter, Sokya is almost like a sister to
me, and she has plenty of attitude.

:We don’t have time for your tricks right
now,: I tell Sokya sternly.

:say ‘please,’: she teases me. I recently
spent an hour trying to explain to her why humans say “please” and
“thank you.” Dolphins find human courtesy unnecessary and
funny.

:Sokya, please, roll over and present
your dorsal,: I say, fighting to hold on to my temper.

:thank you for asking nicely,: she
says, her glee evident in her mental voice, and she finally rolls
over and lets me take hold of her fin.

:Check in when you’re ready,: I order the
members of my patrol since I can’t see them all through the hazy
water.

Lena, Tobin, Sunny and Ree all promptly let
me know that they and their dolphin partners are ready.

:Dai, what about you and Ton? Are you guys
all set back there?: Dai’s lived in the ocean longer than any of
us, so usually I assign him the most dangerous point or sweep
positions with his dolphin.

:We’ve been ready for the past two minutes,:
Dai responds impatiently.

So much for listening to my orders. I sigh
and concentrate on not sending that retort. Instead I say, :’Kay,
everyone, let’s get going.:

I tighten my grip on her dorsal, and Sokya
pulls me through the cloudy sea far faster than I could swim on my
own. It’s weird to move so quickly and see nothing but green gloom
in front of me, but I have to trust that Sokya’s ability to
echolocate will keep us from smashing into something. To distract
myself, I reach out on a private send to Dai.

:Are you okay?: I ask him.

Dai is often moody and distant. But during
the past two weeks, he’s been so withdrawn, he’s hardly spoken to
me or anyone else at Safety Harbor, not even the old friends he
grew up with at Atlantea.

:I’m fine.:

:You know if you ever want to talk, my door
is always open.:

:Nere, there aren’t any doors at Safety
Harbor,: he points out dryly. :We live in a network of coves and
sea caves.:

:You know what I mean,: I say, allowing some
of the worry and exasperation I’m feeling to creep into my mental
voice.

:I do know what you mean,: he says after a
few moments, his tone warmer. :I appreciate your worrying about me,
but you don’t need to.:

As I cut off the send, I sense he’s keeping
his mind tightly shielded. Something is definitely troubling Dai,
and it’s something he doesn’t want me to know about, which makes me
worry about him all the more. I’m sure he heard the report that a
Sea Ranger patrol spotted a triangular silver sub only fifteen
miles from Safety Harbor last week. There’s only one person we know
who pilots a sub like that… Dai’s father, Ran Kuron.

A sharp, rhythmic slapping sound fills my
ears, and I have to focus on patrol business. Reaching out with my
telepathy, I find Tsukwani’s mind at once. She’s upset, and in her
thoughts I catch a glimpse of a young whale terribly tangled in a
net.

:Stay down here,: I order my patrol. :It is
Tsukwani, and I think she’s anxious about an entangled whale calf,
but I’ll know for sure in a few minutes.:

Swiftly I kick to the surface and breathe out
the water in my lungs so I can talk aloud, landliver style.
Tsukwani sits in the stern of a handsome canoe which she and her
father carved from cedar wood. She’s a strong, pretty girl with big
dark eyes. Usually she’s all smiles, but today she looks
frantic.

“Hey, Tsukwani, what’s up?”

“Oh, Nere,” she bursts out the moment she
spots me. “I’m so glad you’ve come. There’s a humpback calf badly
tangled in a fishing net in the big cove on the southern side of
Bonwick Island. We’ve tried to help, but the baby’s mother is too
upset to let us get close, and the rest of its pod won’t leave it.
Several Russian whalers are working the strait, and we’re afraid
they’ll catch and kill the whole pod if the whales don’t leave
soon. I thought you might have more luck getting close enough to
cut that net off.”

“We can try,” I say as I start entering
Bonwick Island into the nav system on my wrist computer. “How’s
your little sister?”

“Still getting into plenty of trouble,”
Tsukwani replies ruefully, “but at least she hasn’t launched any
canoes by herself recently. You go on, and I’ll catch up with you
when I can.”

My nav system indicates that the island lies
five miles south of us. Carefully, I take a bearing with my
compass, too. I love the Broughton Archipelago, but these waters
are full of rocky, tree-covered islands that all look the same,
which complicates navigating around here.

I send Tsukwani a final wave and hurry down
to my patrol and tell them about the entangled whale. I’m not
surprised when everyone, including Dai and the dolphins, promptly
agrees that we should try to help. When we set off again, I discuss
the situation with Mariah on a private telepathic send.

:Can you actually talk to the whales and tell
them we want to help?: I ask her. Baby humpbacks can be the size of
a big pickup truck, and I’m worried that a frightened calf could
hurt or crush us. If its mother got upset, the situation could
become a hundred times more dangerous.

:we cannot talk the way you and I talk now,
but I think the old ones will sense you want to help,: Mariah
replies calmly.

:I hope you’re right.: Saving whales is not
officially part of my job as patrol leader, but keeping my Sea
Rangers alive is. Still, I can’t just swim away and leave a pod of
humpbacks at the mercy of whalers.

When the dolphins are sure there are no boats
nearby, we surface to make better time. Skimming over the swells,
our bodies create less drag for the dolphins. The sky has a strange
yellowish tinge from the terrible forest fires burning inland.
Today’s hot July winds must be fanning their flames.

Through a break in the islands I catch a
glimpse of the rugged coastal mountains on the Canadian mainland
rising in steep blue layers, their southern portion shrouded in
gray smoke. Even here in the Northwest, each summer is hotter and
dryer than the summer before. How many more species will go extinct
and how many more people will die before we manage to stop global
warming?

I’m distracted from my worrying when a pod of
mottled gray dolphins join us. Clearly they’ve never seen dolphins
towing humans before, and they swim around us in great excitement.
These Risso’s dolphins are much larger than our Pacific white-sided
dolphins, but I think Mariah and her family are prettier because of
their dramatic gray, black and white coloring. Tisi joins some of
our younger visitors as they leap and play in the waves. I laugh
when the calves startle a flock of gray gulls resting on the waves
and send the disgruntled birds flying.

A half-hour later, we reach Bonwick Island,
and the wild dolphins leave us. The moment we round the island’s
southeastern tip, I hear the whales. Male humpbacks are famous for
the songs they sing at mating time, but females are capable of
plenty of vocalizations, too. Right now the waters are full of
their distressed groans and grunts.

At the mouth of the big cove, we find three
kayaks. I sense the Kwawaka’wakw men in the boats are relieved and
pleased to see us. The fact we’ve been genetically engineered to
live in the sea doesn’t seem to faze them. Still, I tell the rest
of my patrol to dive and remain under the waves where it’s safer
for us.

:Please find the calf,: I ask Sokya and
Mariah, :but be careful around the mothers. They sound upset.:

:we are always careful,: Mariah reassures me,
and the dolphins race toward the whales.

I swim up to the closest kayak. Tsukwani’s
father Hemasaka, his face weathered from fifty years of wresting a
living from these waters, raises a hand in greeting.

“I’m glad Tsukwani found you, dolphin girl.
There’s the calf behind its mother.”

A small whale breaks the surface, thrashing
wildly. I wince. A black net is wrapped completely around its head
and flippers.

“The net must be caught on the bottom.”
Hemasaka speaks quickly. “The calf has to fight to reach the
surface to breathe. I don’t think it has much time left before it
drowns.”

“How many whales are there?”

“There are four mothers and three calves
swimming about beside the one that’s entangled. We tried to get in
close to cut that net, but every time we paddled near the calf, the
mother got aggressive. She almost smashed our boats last time.”

As I study the churning waves created by the
distressed whales, my mouth goes dry. “We’ll do what we can. Let’s
hope the dolphins can convince them that we’re here to help.”

I nod to Hemasaka and slip under the water
again. At least the visibility on this protected side of the island
is better than it was out in the strait. I can see twenty feet
ahead of me now.

:a young female is caught in the net,: Sokya
reports in, her mental voice filled with worry. :a cable from the
net is snagged on a rock on the bottom. the little one is very
tired. soon she will drown if we do not free her.:

:We have to get in close and start cutting
that net,: I say, :but will her mom let us? She almost smashed the
men’s kayaks. I really don’t want her smashing us.:

Mariah streaks up to me, Tisi close at her
side. :just two of you should approach the calf until her mother
understands you mean no harm. if she allows it, more of you can
come.:

:All right.: I turn to my patrol and outline
Mariah’s plan to the others. When I finish, I look at Dai.

:Will you come with me? I’m not going to
order you, but you’re the strongest member of this patrol and our
fastest swimmer.:

:Which means I can get out of there quicker
if mama whale gets mad at us,: Dai says with some of his old
arrogance. :Yeah, I’ll do it.:

I think I like cocky Dai better than distant
Dai, but it’s a tough call some days.

:I swim fast, too,: Tobin speaks up, his
green eyes full of concern for me. :Patrol leaders don’t
always have to assign themselves the most dangerous job, you
know.:

I pause for a moment to make sure my choice
is sound. :I swim quickly, my dolphin handling skills are better
than yours, and I’m a stronger telepath which may help me
communicate with the whales. Dai and I are the best choices for
this job. If we want to save that calf, we don’t have time to
argue.:

Tobin still doesn’t look happy with my
decision, but I’m grateful when he doesn’t challenge me again.

:Are you honestly going to try talking to
those whales?: Lena asks.

:It can’t hurt to try,: I reply. :If the
mother does let us help the calf, we all may have to pitch in to
cut that net, so be ready.:

I call Sokya, and she appears by my side.
:Stay close and be ready to tow me out of here if that mother gets
mad at us.:

:I am much faster than a whale,: Sokya says
smugly.

:I hope you don’t have to prove it in the
next few minutes,: I say, my stomach starting to twist.

:Good luck,: Ree and the others call after us
as Dai and I kick closer to the entangled calf.

Suddenly, a whale the size of a small ship
appears out of the murk. Its huge head is crusted with barnacles.
My heart races as the mammoth creature surges past us. A second
later, I’m spun upside down, and all I can see are bubbles as I
fight against crazy currents.


chapter two

I struggle to regain my bearings. We must have been hit
by the slipstream created by the whale’s passing and its massive
tail. I strain my eyes, afraid more upset mother whales are bearing
down on us. For now, no more appear out of the cloudy green
water.

:Whoa, that was some serious power there,:
Dai says, sounding much less confident all of a sudden. :You all
right?:

:Yeah, but I feel like I just got rolled by a
killer wave,: I say, still breathing hard.

Mariah swims up on the other side of us. :I
have tried to tell the old one we mean her calf no harm, but she is
scared and very angry. you must go slowly, now.:

Sokya leads us closer to the calf. My ears
fill with the groans and creaking vocalizations of the agitated
mothers. Occasionally the frightened calf gives a high-pitched
squeal.

A huge, dark shape looms out of the gloom
again, and a whale blocks our way. My whole body vibrates from her
bass groan of warning. I swallow hard as I stare at her massive
head. I’ve never been this close to a humpback in the water, and
I’m realizing just how enormous they are, and how puny we are.

I take in a deep breath. My pulse pounding, I
edge closer and hover where she can see me. Her pupil narrows as
she studies me. I try to broadcast feelings of calm and send her an
image of us cutting the net and setting her calf free. I’m hoping
she might be able to read my visual message the way my own dolphins
can.

With another low grumble, slowly she shifts
out of our way. Did she receive my image and understand it? I feel
her watching our every move. When Sokya and Ton dart toward the
calf, the whale groans again and blocks their way with her
head.

:I think she wants you to help the calf
without us,: Mariah says.

So much for having Sokya there as my
emergency backup plan.

:I will come quickly if you need me,: she
assures me.

:Right,: I say, trying to sound confident. I
glance at Dai. His face is pale but he stays right at my side as we
swim slowly toward the calf. Engulfed in the folds of the heavy
black net, the calf strains to keep her head near the surface. A
cable stretches from the underside of the net and disappears into
the dark waters below.

:See if you can free that cable,: I say to
Dai, :and I’ll work on the net.:

:All right. Be careful,: he says. With a
flick of his travel fins, he dives for the bottom.

My heart lurches when I stare into the eye of
the frantic calf. Even without using my telepathy I can sense she’s
hurting and terrified.

:Sweetheart, we’re here to help.: Gently I
touch her side and try to broadcast feelings of calm and
reassurance, but it’s hard not to feel overwhelmed. She’s so
tangled in black strands, I can’t decide which part to cut first. I
start with a line that seems to be holding the top part of the net
together. The rope is thick, but my dive knife is sharp, and soon
the line parts. The net relaxes a little, but the next line I need
to cut runs within a foot of the calf’s eye. I move cautiously
toward her head.

When I reach out with my knife, the mother
lunges toward me, and I freeze. She could crush me in a heartbeat
against her baby. I stare at her, willing her to understand that I
have to do this. Grumbling, she backs off again. My hands
are shaking as I set to work sawing through the second line. The
moment the last strand parts, several feet of net fall away from
her, and the calf manages to fight her way to the surface to
breathe. One flipper, her back and her tail remain tangled in the
section weighted down by the cable.

:How’s it going down there?: I ask Dai.

:She’s putting too much tension on the cable
for me to be able to shift it,: he replies, his mental tone
strained. :She needs to raise her head and lower her back.:

I gaze at the frightened calf. How can I
possibly get her to raise her head? I bow and raise my head and
shoulders, hoping she might mimic me the way the dolphins do, but
she just stares at me helplessly.

Then I remember when our pod played with some
humpback calves during our long journey from the Southern Sector to
Safety Harbor. Several times the playful calves tried to copy the
dolphins’ spins and rolls.

:Hey, Sokya and Mariah, can you come a little
closer and bob your heads where she can see you?:

Moments later, all three of us are bobbing
and ducking like crazy. The calf watches us, and I imagine how
puzzled she must feel. I try sending her a visual image of her
raising her head. Then she does it!

:You’re brilliant, sweetheart,: I call out to
her, even though she can’t understand my words. But I hope she’ll
sense the warm feelings I’m trying to send to her.

:That helped,: Dai reports, :but it’s still
not free. Get her to do it again.:

:Are you all right down there?: I just picked
up a flash of pain from Dai, but then he closed his mind to me.

:I’m fine,: he says tightly. :Just try to
convince her to move again.:

I dip my head and shoulders, and again the
calf tries to follow me.

:Got it!: Dai cries.

The calf struggles to the surface and takes a
long breath. She’s still tangled in the net, but at least she’s no
longer in immediate danger of drowning. I’m relieved when she
doesn’t try to swim away.

Dai appears beside me and studies the layers
of net still wrapped around her. :Guess we have some more work to
do.:

I glance at him, wondering about his flash of
pain I sensed, but he seems to be okay. Together the two of us pull
and cut sections of the net away from the calf. It’s such slow
going that after a few minutes, I reach out to Mariah.

:Please see if the mother will let the others
join us now. This will go much faster if the whole patrol can
help.:

As Mariah flashes away, I ask Tobin and the
rest to follow her back to the calf. In the meantime, I send
another visual image to the big mama whale hovering nearby, this
time of the six of us working carefully to set her baby free. I
wince when I notice a terrible, deep, round scar high on the
mother’s side. It looks like someone harpooned her. No wonder she
doesn’t trust humans.

When Mariah returns with the rest of the
patrol clustered behind her, the mother humpback makes a high
crooning noise and actually retreats several feet. I take that as
an encouraging sign and wave my friends forward. Once the six of us
set to work, we make better progress. The dolphins help, too,
pulling and tugging at portions of the net when we ask them. Soon
half of the net hangs below the calf. I worry she might bolt before
we’re done, but she seems to understand that we are helping
her.

Finally, Tobin cuts through a line wrapped
around the baby’s belly and the whole net slides away from her. My
patrol cheers. I ask the dolphins to drag the net to shore where
the Kwawaka’wakw will likely recycle parts of it and safely dispose
of the rest.

The calf flicks its tail once as if to make
sure it truly is free and races to its mother. My patrol gathers
around me, and we watch the mother and calf nuzzle each other so
tenderly that my throat tightens up. Then the calf begins to
nurse.

Sunny, who loves photography and art, takes
several pictures with her underwater camera.

:I guess we’re done here,: I say.

:The calf is bleeding from where the lines
cut into her skin,: Tobin says worriedly. :I hope orcas don’t get
her.:

:At least she’s with a loyal pod,: I point
out. :The other mothers wouldn’t leave her while she was so
entangled. Hopefully they’ll keep looking after her while she
heals.:

I lead the others toward the mouth of the
cove, but I pause when three adult whales appear out of the cloudy
water. Majestically, they lower their heads and emit gentle squeals
and crooning sounds.

:I think they’re trying to thank you,: Lena
says in a hushed tone.

:I think they’re trying to thank us,:
I reply.

We wave, Sunny takes another picture, and the
mothers swim away. I surface to check in with Hemasaka before we
leave the cove. Tsukwani is with him now, and I smile at them
both.

“The calf is free and nursing,” I tell them.
“By the way, the mother has a deep, round scar on her side.”

“If she was harpooned, that would explain why
she wouldn’t let us in close,” Hemasaka says. “I’ve freed two
entangled humpbacks that obviously wanted our help, but this big
lady wasn’t letting us anywhere near her baby.”

“I wish we could be sure they’ll stay away
from those whalers.”

“We’ll keep an eye on them,” Tsukwani
promises me, “and if they turn south, we’ll bring out a power boat
and herd them north.”

“You and your friends did a good thing today,
dolphin girl,” Hemasaka says with a smile.

Warmed by his words, I dive to share them
with my companions. Tobin is busy bandaging Dai’s hands. Ton, Dai’s
big dolphin, hovers nearby and appears to be watching Tobin’s every
move.

:Oh, Dai, what happened?: With a guilty
start, I remember the flash of pain I sensed before he blocked
me.

Dai just shrugs and looks away.

:That cable was sharp and he had to grip it
pretty hard to move it,: Tobin answers for him. :It shredded the
skin of his palms.:

I stare at the bandages that cover his hands.
:You should have told me you were hurt,: I say to Dai. So much for
being aware of the welfare of everyone on my patrol.

:At the time you were a little occupied
talking to a large, upset whale,: Dai counters.

:Vival would say this is what you get for not
wearing your gloves,: Lena teases him.

Vival is the head of our Sea Ranger program,
and she’s all about her rangers following rules and using the
proper equipment.

:She probably isn’t going to be muy thrilled
that we risked rescuing a whale, either,: Ree says glumly. :I don’t
think she’ll see that as proper patrol business.:

:I can handle Vival.: I say with more
confidence than I feel. I’ve gotten to know Vival better this past
year at Safety Harbor, but sometimes she still scares me.

:At least we have a great story to tell the
rest of the Sea Rangers tonight in the mess cave.: Lena brightens
at the thought.

As Tobin finishes putting his med gear away,
I call the dolphins and organize our patrol for the trip back home.
I keep Dai in the middle of our travel formation and ask Ree, a
capable fighter, to swim sweep just in case sharks pick up the
scent of blood from his hands.

:I hope your hands don’t hurt too much,: I
say on a private send to Dai.

:They hurt worse after he smeared his slimy
ointment all over my palms.: Dai shoots Tobin a dark look. He and
Tobin have never been friends.

I must be looking stricken because Dai adds,
:I heal so fast, though, they should be fine again in a few
days.:

Neptune kids do heal fast, but we still feel
pain when we’re injured.

:I’m sorry you got hurt helping me.:

:Don’t be. It was worth it,: Dai says with a
smile lighting his chocolate brown eyes. :That little whale was
such a fighter. I’m glad we gave her a chance to grow up.:

I swim forward to take up my position at
point. Dai’s words warm me during the long swim back to our colony.
With Mariah and the rest of her pod surrounding us, we watch
constantly for hungry sharks and for surface boats. Late in the
afternoon, I finally spot the shimmering bubble wall that protects
Safety Harbor.

I draw in a deep breath. Despite what I said
to Ree, I’m not looking forward to telling Vival about the
risks we took rescuing a humpback whale calf today.


chapter three

As we kick our way through the barrier that surrounds our
colony and keeps out predators and scavenger fish, small silvery
bubbles tickle my cheeks and fill my vision.

:I always feel like I’m swimming through a
can of soda when we cross through this,: Sunny says brightly as she
reaches out and tries to catch a particularly big bubble.

We enter Safety Harbor’s main inlet which is
a long, narrow channel lined with caves and coves. I smile as we
swim past steep rock walls carpeted with scarlet corals, feathery
pink sea fans and white sponges. Beyond the girls’ and boys’ dorm
caves, we enter the wide cavern that serves as the Sea Rangers’
headquarters. As I kick off my travel fins and rack my spear gun,
I’m relieved that Vival’s not around.

The others leave to hang out with friends,
but I have to stay to file our patrol report. Even though I’m tired
and hungry enough to eat a whole king salmon, I make my way to one
of the keyboards and screens set into the cave wall. I key in an
account of our patrol and our efforts to save the humpback
calf.

Soon, I pick up irritation radiating from
someone behind me. I glance back to see Vival is reading the report
over my shoulder through her scuba mask. A stern woman with short
gray hair, Vival was an army officer for many years before she
volunteered to join my father’s helper staff. She frowns as she
reads what I’ve written.

“You took quite a risk just to help some
marine life,” she says. I hear her words clearly through tiny
earbuds we all wear. “Your main job on patrol is to watch out for
threats to our security. Humpback whales hardly constitute a danger
to this colony or a worthwhile use of Sea Ranger time.”

I’m not sure Vival’s ever forgiven me or my
Southern Sector friends for bending her equipment rules on our
first Sea Ranger Simulated Patrol Challenge. Still, she keeps
assigning me to lead patrols, which means I must be doing something
right.

I turn to face her. At our last Sea Ranger
meeting, you did say we should try to keep improving our relations
with the Kwawaka’wakw, I key into the computer on my wrist. My
words will appear on a screen inside her mask. It’s an awkward way
to communicate, but most of the helper staff at Safety Harbor
aren’t telepaths. Hemasaka asked us to help the whales, and he
was very pleased we succeeded.

“That’s the only worthwhile outcome of this
patrol. Those whales could have crushed or crippled every one of
you.”

Our dolphin partners never would have let
that happen, but there was some risk, which is why only Dai and I
approached the whales at the start. I force myself to hold her
gaze after I key in my reply.

“You report he was injured. Why wasn’t Dai
Kuron wearing his gloves?”

Because he’s Dai, I want to retort,
but I manage not to key those words into my wrist pad. Instead I
type, I have discussed Dai’s injury with him, and I think he
realizes now he should have been wearing his gloves.

“Very well,” she says and swims away to talk
to Janni, the head of another Sea Ranger patrol that’s just
arrived.

I let go a long breath and turn back to the
computer to finish my report. There was a second worthwhile outcome
from our patrol today, but I doubt Vival will believe it. I’m
almost certain I was communicating with the mother humpback and her
calf, at least on a very basic level. That’s news I’m eager to
share with our marine biologists.

By the time I finish my report, I’m starving
and head to the mess cave for dinner. I pass through a line where
Neptune kids supervised by an adult helper in scuba gear hand out
white containers of food. Then I join a group of my old friends
from the Southern Sector and several of Dai’s friends from
Atlantea.

Dai is looking a little strained, and I send
him a sympathetic smile. Because both Dai and I are strong
hereditary telepaths, mealtimes in the mess cave can be rough for
us. Three hundred kids between the ages of ten and sixteen all
sharing stories of their day create an intense babble of psychic
noise.

I let Ree and Lena tell everyone about our
humpback rescue while we dig into a delicious supper of king salmon
and wakame mash.

After they finish their story, Kalli, a slim,
black girl with a warm smile, looks at me and shakes her head. :So
now you’re into rescuing whales. The legend of Nere Hanson keeps
growing.:

I make a face at her. :Our whole patrol
rescued that calf, and Dai was the one who got his hands chewed up
in the process.:

Penn looks thoughtful. :Maybe we need to
design some sort of lightweight saw or clippers you Sea Rangers can
add to your equipment. A cutting tool could have saved your hands
today.:

:Or, the spongebrain could have worn his
gloves like he was supposed to,: says Rad, one of Dai’s old friends
from Atlantea.

:It sounds like a whale of a rescue to
me,: Robry says with a grin while we all groan.

Bria, Tobin’s little sister, smiles at me,
her big brown eyes shining with excitement. :Nere, I bet you did
manage to communicate with that mother whale. Think of how amazing
it could be if we figured out how to talk to more marine mammals.
We could help them, and they could help us.:

:I bet you do learn how communicate with
other species someday,: I tell Bria. :The dolphins love you, and
you’re doing a wonderful job with Tisi.: She’s been teaching
Mariah’s calf new behaviors and new words in English.

:That’s mostly because Tisi’s so smart,: Bria
is quick to say, her cheeks flushing.

:So are you,: Tobin replies. He gives her a
hug and listens patiently while Bria tells him all about her
training session with several young dolphins today.

When Bria finally turns to talk to Robry, I
meet Tobin’s gaze. :By the way, thanks for volunteering to help the
whales this afternoon.:

:I meant what I said out there,: Tobin says
as he crosses his arms and frowns at me. :You don’t always need to
assign yourself the most dangerous job.: Usually Tobin’s
easy-going, but right now, I can tell he’s truly angry with me.

:I do know that, but today I honestly thought
I was the best person to approach the whales, and this time,
anyway, I was right.:

:Just promise me you’ll remember that your
patrol members can handle tough situations, too.:

:I promise. So how’s your EMC training
going?:

I’m relieved when Tobin stops lecturing me
and instead talks about the emergency medical care course he’s
taking with our friend Rohan. Someday all twelve Neptune colonies
around the world will become completely independent of their shore
helpers, but that means we have to learn skills like how to care
for ourselves when we’re sick or injured.

When we finish eating, we take our food
containers to the wash and recycling nets.

:It’s great not having to do kitchen patrol,:
Thom says to me as he tips his food box into the nets.

:Yeah, we may have to clean a lot of
barnacles off our boats, but at least no one has to wash dishes at
Safety Harbor,: I reply. Instead, small crabs and fish scour our
eating utensils clean.

I make a point of leaving the mess hall when
Dai does. His expression is closed and withdrawn again. Chills
trace down my back as I picture his father, Ran Kuron, the cold,
cruel man who held my friends and me captive and plotted to take
over Safety Harbor.

None of us have seen or heard from Kuron
since the Sea Rangers destroyed Atlantea, his undersea base, a year
ago. There’s a chance he was killed in that attack, but my father’s
security staff monitor a radio frequency that Kuron’s network uses.
Transmissions there are coded, but their frequency has increased
ominously in the past few months. That fills me with dread along
with the submarine sighting so close to Safety Harbor.

:How do your hands feel now?: I ask Dai while
I carefully shield my worries about his father from him.

:My hands are still sore,: he admits, :but
they already feel better. Where’re you headed?:

:I’m going topside to talk to my dad.:

:I’ll swim you to the ladder,: he offers, his
expression warming.

We fall into an easy rhythm, kicking through
the water side by side to the sea cave that leads to our topside
facilities. I laugh and show him a brilliant little red Irish Lord
fish trying to hide under a white sponge, and Dai points out a rare
lavender coral he discovered last week. Even though it’s almost
nine o’clock, the water has yet to darken because the sun sets so
late this far north in the summer.

When we reach the cave, I swim to the base of
the metal ladder set into its rocky wall. I turn toward Dai,
sensing he has something he wants to say. I hope he doesn’t want to
talk about our relationship. Things have been complicated between
us this past year. I know Dai cares about me. He’s risked his life
to save mine, and he betrayed his own father to save all of Safety
Harbor. I care about him, too.

:But you still aren’t ready to be my
girlfriend,: Dai says, looking rueful.

:Stop reading my thoughts,: I snap.

:I didn’t. This time, I just read your face.
I’ve gotten better at that living here. I’m trying not to read
people’s minds unless they give me permission.:

:I know you’re working hard to live our way,:
I say, and he has. Strong telepaths at Safety Harbor are supposed
to respect the privacy of weaker ones, but back at Atlantea, Dai’s
ruthless father expected him to read minds.

:Thank you for coming with me this
afternoon,: I say, hoping to change the subject.

He stares at his feet and tugs on one of his
black braids. They reach past his shoulders and make him look wild
and very different from the other boys at Safety Harbor. :I am glad
we helped those whales. Maybe it evens the score, at least a
little.:

When he looks up at me, his eyes are haunted.
It takes me a moment to realize he’s referring to his former life.
Dai and some of the savage kids he was raised with used to hunt
orcas and humpbacks just for fun.

:You did even the score today.: Impulsively I
reach out and lay my hand on his arm.

Dai stares at my hand. When he looks up
again, there’s a longing in his gaze that makes my heart twist. I
like Dai so much, but caring about him scares me. At my old school
I was used to being invisible and staying under the radar, and Dai
is a gorgeous, high-profile kind of guy. I’m also still getting
used to living in the sea and being part of Safety Harbor. Being
someone’s girlfriend sounds so complicated, and I’m afraid I won’t
know the rules and disappoint him.

:You don’t have to keep making up for what
you did at Atlantea, or what your father did,: I add softly and
pull my hand back.

He lifts one dark brow. :Reading my thoughts
now?: he asks.

:No, but I know your father must be on your
mind sometimes.:

:Yeah, especially after those Sea Rangers
were so sure they spotted his sub. If he’s still alive, I can’t
help wondering and worrying about what he’s doing.:

You’re not the only one, I think to
myself, but I’m careful to shield that thought from him. :I promise
I’ll check with my dad and see if we have any news of your father.:
Dai can’t come topside with me because his lungs are so packed with
gill filaments, he can’t breathe air anymore.

Taking hold of the metal rungs, I climb
upward. Soon my head breaks the surface. I exhale the water in my
lungs to breathe air again. It’s hot and dry tonight, and the smell
of smoke is strong which makes me feel all jittery. The winds must
be blowing from the east.

I know I’m not about to burn up, but I worry
about our topside facility, and Tsukwani’s village, and I can’t
help thinking about all the forest animals that are dying or losing
their homes right now. At the top of the ladder, I flip my wet
braids over my shoulder and stride past the equipment shed where
the helper staff hang their scuba gear on racks to dry. Beyond the
shed lie several cabins and buildings, all painted green and gray
to blend in with the trees and rocks of the Broughton
Archipelago.

“Hey, Nere.” My brother James hurries across
the clearing and falls into step beside me. Six years older than
me, James is my only sibling. He’s tall and lanky, with sandy brown
hair and a shaggy beard. He’s always looked out for me, and I try
to look out for him. “I hear you had an exciting patrol today.”

“Word sure gets around fast in Safety
Harbor,” I say, shaking my head.

“You’ve definitely got Roni and Sall worked
up. They can’t wait to talk to you about your whale contacts.
That’s a lot more fun than talking about the results of our latest
acidification tests.”

“Why? What’s up with your results?”

“They’re grim,” he replies. “The water in the
warmer, shallower parts of the strait is far more acidic than we
thought, and all the shellfish we tested have abnormally thin
shells. If we don’t find an effective way to stop climate change
and the oceans from absorbing so much carbon dioxide, there won’t
be any corals or shellfish left in the seas. Even the bodies of the
tiny zooplankton we sampled are deformed. That means the whole base
of the ocean food chain is in danger.”

“I don’t understand why we haven’t started to
seed the oceans with the c-plankton we brought back from Atlantea,”
I say. “We risked our lives to bring that stuff back here.”

Last summer Kalli, Ree, Tobin and I
infiltrated Ran Kuron’s base to steal the c-plankton that Dai’s
mother developed to capture carbon dioxide. A brilliant marine
geneticist, Idaine Kuron created a phytoplankton strain capable of
sequestering a hundred times more carbon dioxide than normal
plankton does. She hoped her genetically engineered c-plankton
could be spread throughout the seas to turn them into a massive
carbon sink that would finally start cooling our planet.
Unfortunately, she died before she could convince the scientific
world of the value of her discovery.

“And the kids in the Neptune Project around
the world were supposed to play an important role in spreading that
c-plankton,” James adds. “Fighting climate change was always a
major part of your purpose.”

“That’s what Dad promised us, anyway. So we
all keep waiting to hear the big announcement that the c-plankton
is ready for shipping and seeding, but when I ask Dad when it will
be ready, he just keeps saying that his Neptune scientists are
still testing the strains we brought back.”

“I’m not positive,” James says, “but I think
their tests haven’t been going well.”

I glance at him sharply.

“Don’t look at me that way.” My brother stops
dead in his tracks, his face flushing. “I swear I didn’t force
anyone to tell me anything, but you know I can’t shield well, and I
often pick up thoughts I’m not supposed to hear.”

James was genetically engineered to be a part
of the Neptune Project, but his transformation failed because the
gill filaments in his lungs didn’t develop properly. The
transformation did switch on his telepathy. Our mother was a strong
hereditary telepath, and somehow the strong telepathic genes he
inherited from her were amplified with disastrous results. James
became a Controller, which means he can enter people’s minds and
force them to do things.

“I know you wouldn’t control anyone,” I
reassure him, “and I know you’d prefer that everyone kept their
thoughts to themselves.”

“It can get a little embarrassing sometimes,”
he confesses as we start walking again. “At least I can’t read Roni
unless she lets me.” His expression brightens as he says her
name.

Roni is a young marine biologist and James’
girlfriend. She also happens to be a hereditary telepath like me
with particularly strong mental shields. She’s definitely one of
the reasons James is so happy here at Safety Harbor.

“Y-you haven’t told her yet, have you?” I
worry that someone will find out that James is a Controller. The
more principled governments in the world would have him executed at
once while others would try to use him.

When the brightness fades from his face, I’m
sorry I asked the question. “Would you want to hang out with a guy
who could force you to do anything he wanted?” he asks bitterly.
“No, I haven’t told her, but she’s such a strong telepath, it’s
just a matter of time before she picks up something, and then it’s
game over for us.”

“She might surprise you,” I say.

We’ve reached my father’s cabin now. I knock
on the door, but he doesn’t answer.

“He just went to check on something in the
bio lab,” a tired-looking Doc Iharu calls to us. A warm,
soft-spoken man from Okinawa, Doc Iharu is Safety Harbor’s chief
medical doctor. He’s in charge of keeping us healthy, which means
he spends almost as much time in his scuba gear as my dad does.

I glance at my wrist computer. It’s almost
ten o’clock. My dad is working late again. We find him just as he’s
leaving the lab. His face is lined with weariness, and every day I
see more gray strands in his brown hair. Running a colony of three
hundred Neptune kids is a lot of responsibility.

He gives me an absent smile and a hug.

“Are the fires getting worse?” I ask as we
walk back to his cabin.

He nods. “There’s a big blaze that’s only
twenty miles from your friend Tsukwani’s village. I’m afraid if the
wind shifts, embers could land on their island and burn them
out.”

He opens the door to his cabin and waves us
inside. It’s a tiny space cluttered with dive gear, scientific
equipment, and stacks of reports and boxes. James and I shove gear
aside and sit on the bed, and Dad sits in his desk chair.

“Can’t we start spreading the c-plankton
soon?” I burst out. “We have to do something before our
whole planet burns up.”

“If only we could.” My father sighs and
stares at his hands as if he’s not really seeing them. Then he
straightens his shoulders and turns to face me.

“Nere, it’s time I told you and James the
truth,” he declares, his expression somber. “Our scientists are
certain now that you and your team did not bring home the right
strain of c-plankton from Atlantea.”


chapter four

Struggling to digest his words, I stare at my
father. After all we went through, we brought back the wrong
strain of c-plankton? I can’t believe it. I don’t want to believe
it. I still have nightmares about the two terrifying weeks I spent
inside Atlantea. Ran Kuron made us wear shock collars like animals.
We worried constantly that the vicious shark mutates patrolling his
base might tear us apart. A young boy named Mako even died helping
us escape.

As I clench my hands into fists, Mako’s sweet
face appears in my memory. I’ll never forget watching the life fade
from his wide gray eyes. Wasp and Whitey, two of Kuron’s most
savage kids at Atlantea, killed him. Was his sacrifice for
nothing?

“Are you absolutely sure we didn’t find the
right strain?” I ask, my voice sounding harsh in my ears. If I
concentrate on feeling angry, maybe I won’t burst into tears.

“Our scientists are certain,” Dad replies.
“Your team brought back over fifty different strains of c-plankton,
and we’ve tested each one multiple times. None come close to
producing the startling results Idaine reported in her log.”

“Could she have been wrong about her
results?” James asks.

“It’s possible,” Dad replies, “but Idaine was
an excellent scientist. Unlike her husband Ran Kuron, she was
disciplined and methodical, and hardly one to cut corners. She
contacted all the scientists in the Project to announce that she
had developed a strain of plankton that could absorb a hundred
times more carbon dioxide than regular phytoplankton and sequester
it. Unfortunately, she died before she could share the details of
her research with us.”

“Then where is the stuff?” I ask. “Do you
think it was destroyed when the Sea Rangers blew up Atlantea?”

“I’m afraid it’s likely,” Dad replies, “and
that’s why we’re determined to find her original research. Remember
the notebooks Robry grabbed from that lab where you found the
plankton cultures? Some of those notebooks were Idaine’s original
journals. From their contents, we’ve determined that her very last
round of c-plankton notes must have been aboard her research vessel
the Storm Petrel when it sank in the Johnstone Strait five
years ago. If we can find her notes, there’s a good chance we can
engineer c-plankton just the way she did.”

“But those notes would have dissolved years
ago in seawater,” James protests.

“That would be true if Idaine had kept only
paper notes. But we know she owned one of the first hydro-computers
ever built. Ran boasted to me about buying it for her.”

I sit up straighter on the bed. “So, the
moment the computer was submerged in seawater, a shell would have
closed around the hard drive, and her data might still be
intact.”

“But wouldn’t Idaine have taken the computer
with her when she left her sinking ship?” James asks.

Dad looks down at his cluttered desk. “We
don’t think she was alive when she left the Storm Petrel
that final time,” he says heavily.

I lean forward on the bed. “Dad, what
happened the day Idaine’s ship sank?” I’ve never dared to ask Dai.
The moment anyone mentions his mother, he clams up tighter than an
oyster.

“I wish we knew,” Dad admits. “We did track
down her first mate, a man named Yanis Sevier. The afternoon the
Storm Petrel sank, Sevier claimed he heard Ran and Idaine
having a violent argument down in their cabin. The next thing he
knew, there was a big explosion, and the Storm Petrel
started sinking rapidly.”

Dad clears his throat. “Before the boat
submerged completely, Sevier saw Ran emerge from belowdecks with
Idaine’s body slung over his shoulder. He lay her down in the
runabout that she used to do her research. Then he went back below.
The first mate ran to the runabout to see if he could help
her.”

“W-was she already dead?” I ask.

Dad pauses. When he speaks again, anger and
sorrow tinge his voice. “Sevier got a good look at Idaine, and he
could tell she was dead. He was also fairly certain her neck was
broken. Then Ran appeared with Dai slung over his shoulder and
threatened Sevier with a solar pistol. Because the ship was sinking
fast, Sevier ran back to the last life raft and jumped on board.
Ran drove the runabout away from the Storm Petrel, and
Sevier never saw him again.”

I rub my arms as chills skate down my back.
Poor Dai. I wonder if he knows what actually happened between his
parents that day.

“Do you think there’s any chance Kuron
grabbed Idaine’s computer before he left the ship?” James asks.

“We don’t think so, based on those notes
Robry took from Atlantea and the large number of plankton strains
Kuron was growing in his lab there. We think he was trying to
recreate her c-plankton, too, which means he doesn’t have her
computer.”

“So that’s why you want to find the Storm
Petrel now,” James says. “But most of the Johnstone Strait is
deep and its currents are fierce. Salvaging a wreck there will be
impossible for divers, and we don’t have any robotic salvage probes
that could function at that depth.”

“This salvage mission would be impossible for
regular divers, yes,” Dad says quietly. He looks at me, and then I
understand.

“You’re planning to use some of us to salvage
Idaine’s ship!” I jump to my feet and begin to pace. “That’s why
you started conducting deep-water tests on the older Neptune kids
three months ago. You knew then we might have brought back the
wrong strain. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. I can’t
believe you didn’t tell us.”

“Sweetling, I didn’t want to tell you until
we were sure. Infiltrating Atlantea was hard on you and your team,
and I didn’t want you to think your mission was a failure. It
wasn’t. You freed Bria and Robry, and you brought back Idaine’s
notes which I believe are going to help us produce the right strain
of c-plankton at last.”

“I just wish you’d trusted me with the
truth.” I cross my arms and scowl at him. “I can handle it, you
know. Kids in your Neptune Project have to grow up fast.” I
certainly had to. Few kids back home had it easy living under the
corrupt government of the Western Collective, but at least they
didn’t have to give up their life on land to live in the dangerous
sea. Dad looks away first.

“When are you going to try to salvage the
Storm Petrel?” James asks, trying to ease the tension
between us.

“Next month,” Dad replies. “In August the
days will still be long and the weather as good as it gets in these
parts.”

“Which kids are you considering for the
salvage team? Dai’s the most comfortable of any of us in deeper
water.”

My father clears his throat again. “I’m glad
you mentioned Dai. We’d rather he didn’t know about this
mission.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.” I stare at my
father as I sit on the edge of his bed again. “You think you can
keep something like this from one of the strongest telepaths at
Safety Harbor?”

“Good luck with that.” James shakes his
head.

“We have to keep it from Dai and all the
other kids who came back with you from Atlantea. Thanks to Robry,
we’ve broken part of the communication code Kuron’s people use.
From the radio chatter we’ve been picking up, it’s pretty clear
someone is reporting to them regularly from inside Safety
Harbor.”

“And you think that person is Dai?” I ask
incredulously.

My father shrugs. “I don’t know who it is.
It’s hard to believe it’s him after all he risked to save you and
this colony, but it’s also hard to believe that Sunny, Rad, Ocho or
Shadow would betray us, either.”

I picture the four kids who, like Dai, chose
to leave Atlantea to build new lives at Safety Harbor. “They’ve all
tried hard to become useful members of our colony. Each of them
hated Kuron so much, I can’t believe they’d help him for any
reason.”

I rub my chest as I finish speaking. My lungs
are getting dry and itchy, which means I have to return to the
water soon.

“I can’t believe it, either,” Dad says, “but
somehow Kuron’s people know an awful lot about our schedules,
projects and plans.”

“Maybe they have some surface spies watching
us again,” James suggests.

“Maybe,” my father says, but he looks
skeptical.

Something else occurs to me as I get to my
feet.

“You haven’t had me tested yet for my
deep-water functioning, and none of my friends from the Southern
Sector have been tested either.”

“I know,” Dad says with another sigh. “You’re
all scheduled to start testing by the end of this week. Honestly, I
hope you don’t do well on the pressure tests. You and your friends
have already done enough for Safety Harbor.”

“But Idaine’s c-plankton is more important
than our colony. If I do well on the tests, I have to help salvage
the Storm Petrel.”

My father smiles resignedly before he hugs me
goodnight and kisses my forehead. “I knew you’d feel that way.”
When he steps back, he looks more worried than ever.

 


~~~

 


Two days later, Ree, Kalli, Penn, Thom,
Tobin, Lena and I all report to Safety Harbor’s underwater
transport hub for the start of our deep-water testing. Topside, the
hub consists of a dock built in the center of a sheltered cove
covered with camouflage nets that hide our small fleet of surface
boats and inflatable zodiacs. Forty feet beneath the end of that
dock is a platform where we tie the underwater tows and skimmers we
use on longer journeys.

My friends laugh and joke as they take their
places around a powerful tow tied to the lower platform. Clearly
they aren’t too concerned about the tests. When we aren’t assigned
to chores, classes, or patrols, we often have to complete weird
assessments by Neptune scientists who want to study how well we’re
adapting to the sea. Only I know how important the results of these
particular tests will be.

I grab hold of a loop on the big group tow we
nicknamed, “the Bus.” Janni, a strong, direct girl I’ve come to
know well through the Sea Rangers, will be piloting it today. She
powers up the Bus and soon we’re being towed through the water
almost as fast as the dolphins can pull us.

:Coming up on the bubble wall,: Janni
announces, and a moment later, all I can see is silvery bubbles.
Soon after we cross the wall, Mariah and her family swoop and swirl
around us.

:We don’t need your help today,: I say to
her, :but you’re welcome to come along and watch the tests.:

:we want to come, but I do not want you to
swim deep to find that wreck. it is dangerous down in the
dark.:

:I don’t want to dive down to Idaine’s sunken
vessel either, but if I can handle the pressure down there well,
I’ll volunteer.: I’ve already explained climate change to Mariah,
Sokya and Densil and told them how the c-plankton could help our
warming oceans.

A chicken part of me hopes that I’ll flunk
these pressure tests, but I don’t send that thought to Mariah.

An hour later we reach the Carly Sue,
a battered old fishing trawler the helper staff has anchored over
the test site. They picked a sheltered spot behind a nameless
island where the water is very deep and there’s little boat
traffic. We surface and gather around the back of the Carly
Sue to hear Doc Iharu’s briefing.

“For the next few days,” Doc Iharu tells us,
“we will test how each of you functions in deeper water where the
pressure is much greater than it is here near the surface. We still
don’t know why most people black out or lose their ability to think
when experiencing greater pressure. We just know they do. But one
or two people out of a hundred seem to be able to function fine in
high-pressure environments.”

“Are we going so deep today that we might
pass out?” Ree asks, suddenly looking sober.

“It’s possible, but unlikely. Rohan is going
to give you sensors that will monitor your heartrate and blood
pressure. If we see signs that you’re in distress, we’ll have you
ascend to shallower water immediately. For every thirty-three feet
you descend, your body will experience another atmosphere of
pressure. So at two hundred feet, your body will experience roughly
six times the pressure you’re experiencing now. By the end of these
tests three days from now, we hope a few of you will be descending
to a thousand feet below the surface where the pressure is thirty
times what it is here.”

“We won’t have to worry about getting the
bends on the way back up, will we?” Lena asks as Rohan starts
handing out sensor bracelets that we clip on our wrists.

“No,” Doc Iharu replies, “the bends, or
decompression sickness as it’s more properly called, isn’t a
problem for any of you Neptune kids because you don’t breathe air
when you’re under water like scuba divers do. You’re more like fish
in this respect than marine mammals.”

I don’t dare look at Lena. She really
doesn’t like to be reminded that we all have some fish genes in our
DNA.

“The fact that you don’t breathe air,” Doc
Iharu continues, “also means it’s easier for you to dive deeper
than your dolphin friends, who have to expel much of the air in
their lungs before they go deep. If they didn’t, the greater
pressure outside their bodies on the less dense air inside their
lungs would crush them.”

I start chewing my lip. Going deep is
sounding scarier by the moment, although Dai has taken me down into
the Twilight Zone several times. I wish he were with us today. He
actually seems to relish the dark.

For the first phase of our testing, Doc Iharu
wants us to swim down the boat’s anchor chain to one hundred feet.
When no one else seems to want to go first, I start kicking my way
downward. Because there’s a fairly strong surface current, I save
my energy by holding on to the chain, and the others follow my
example.

We’ve descended twenty feet when a school of
shrimp drifts by, and the water fills with their noisy crackling.
Tobin shakes his head and smiles at me. :Before I lived in the sea,
I had no idea shrimp could be so loud.:

:I didn’t either. I’ll be happy when this
current carries them someplace else.:

:Hey, maybe you can net some,: Thom calls out
to Janni who is waiting with the Bus. :I’d rather eat ’em than
listen to the noisy little suckers.:

:I’m already on it, Bigfoot,: Janni
replies.

Thom’s Safety Harbor nickname makes me grin.
He is a big kid, and his feet are huge.

My friends stop chattering when we start
losing light at fifty feet, and by eighty, we’re about to leave the
Sunlit Zone. Below us the water is totally black, and it’s way too
easy to imagine I see creatures down there that would like to eat
us.

:Hey, look, it’s the cavalry.: Ree grins, and
seconds later, all the members of Mariah’s pod dip and dart around
us. Everyone brightens as we greet our dolphin partners.

:Um, Sokya, you don’t sense anything
dangerous below us, do you?: I ask.

:the waters beneath you are clear for now,:
she reassures me, and I relay that information to my human friends
because I can sense their rising nervousness.

Especially at times like this, I envy the
dolphins’ ability to echolocate. We descend to a yellow flag on the
chain that marks one hundred feet. The water here is so dim that,
even with my genetically engineered eyesight, I see only about
fifteen feet in any direction. The dolphins return to the surface
while we answer a series of questions on our wrist computers.
Fortunately, there’s much less current at this depth, so we can
hover instead of wrapping our arms around the chain while we key in
our answers.

:I feel like I’m back in school again,: Penn
complains.

:Or Atlantea,: Ree adds, looking somber.
While captives in Kuron’s undersea base, we spent much of our days
there being tested and studying on computers.

:They’re just trying to establish a baseline
for our cognitive functions before we go deeper,: Kalli says, her
mental tone cheerful as always. A true scientist, Kalli is actually
excited about these tests.

:My cognitive functions aren’t so great to
begin with,: Thom mutters. :I like to do things, not think about
them.:

After we’ve all finished our mental tests, we
perform a series of coordination tests with our dive partner
recording the results. We have to do everything from executing a
somersault to touching our noses with our index fingers.

:That is one of the worst somersaults I’ve
ever seen,: Penn kids Thom. :You look like a spastic humpback whale
trying to do a flip.:

:I didn’t have a lot of time to work on my
gymnastics when I was little. I was trying too hard to keep up with
Kyel’s dad and his guerilla fighters up in the mountains,: Thom
grumbles good-naturedly.

I often think of Kyel, a boy who died during
our long journey to Safety Harbor from the Southern Sector. He was
Thom’s best friend, and I wish he’d had a chance to be a part of
our new community. Thanks to his military experience, Thom has
risen rapidly to the rank of captain in the Sea Rangers, and Kyel
would have done the same.

When we finish our coordination tests, Doc
Iharu tells us to descend to two hundred feet.

:Load your spear guns now, and do not turn on
your dive lights unless absolutely necessary,: Janni orders us from
above.

She didn’t need to add that last command. We
all know that down in the vast, black depths of the sea, lights can
attract unwanted visitors such as large sharks and squid. Carefully
we load our spear guns and sling them across our backs.

:Next stop… the Twilight Zone,: Thom says
trying to make us laugh, but I hear the tension in his tone.

This time Tobin insists on going first, and
after our talk at dinner a few nights ago about my taking too many
risks, I let him. The water turns darker and colder as we work our
way down the anchor line. By the time we reach a luminescent flag
at two hundred feet, the sea is inky black all around us and the
glowing screens of our dive computers seem incredibly bright.

:Everyone doing okay?: I ask even though
we’re not on patrol and I’m no one’s leader today. :Hold your wrist
computers up by your faces while you check on your partner.:

:Th-the surface sure feels like it’s a long
ways away,: Lena says.

:The good news is, we can be back up there in
just a minute or two,: Kalli reassures her. The dark doesn’t seem
to be bothering her much. :We don’t have to stop and decompress
like divers do since we aren’t breathing air.:

Tobin’s my dive partner today. His face looks
pale in the gray wash of light from his wrist computer.

:This brings back a few memories,: he says
with a crooked smile. He’s probably remembering the awful time back
at Atlantea when Wasp shut us in a tiny, dark sensory-deprivation
room, and we had to use the light from our dive computers to see
each other. Although I used to be terribly claustrophobic, I can
handle being in dark, close places now because Tobin helped me
fight my phobia.

:At least we don’t have to stay down here for
the next two days.: But I can’t help wondering how long the kids
who are picked for the salvage mission will have to stay down in
the Storm Petrel.

When we’ve all checked our buddies, we start
on our next set of computer tests. I’m on the fifth question when
Thom stiffens beside me and grabs his spear gun.

:We’ve got company!: he warns everyone.

I look up just in time to see a big sevengill
shark appear out of the blackness.


chapter five

My heart is in my throat as I reach for my spear gun. The
shark is only ten feet away and getting closer by the second. After
a moment’s hesitation, I switch on my dive light. I need to see the
shark clearly.

:Stay as still as you can,: I tell the
others, :and no one shoot unless it charges. I think it’s just
curious about us.: I hope I’m right.

I shine my light on the massive shark. The
beam plays across the creature’s expressionless black eyes and the
unusual seven gills in its neck. The shark’s large, undercut jaw is
studded with dozens of sharp teeth. The sevengill turns and glides
past our group. We hold our spear guns at the ready, but we don’t
shoot as it swims a slow, silent circle around us.

:Whoa, that is one big boy,: Thom says. :It’s
gotta be at least ten feet long.:

:I’m thinking he’s probably a she,: Kalli
says, :because she’s so large.:

:Whether it’s a he or she, it still has muy
big teeth,: Ree mutters.

:Are you all right, Penn?: I ask him on a
private send. Right after their Neptune transformation, Penn and
his girlfriend were attacked by sharks.

:I-I’m okay,: Penn says, but obviously he’s
struggling to control his fear.

“What’s going on down there?” Doc Iharu asks
us through our earbuds.

:I bet our sensors all just went crazy,:
Tobin says.

:My heartrate probably tripled,: Lena
confesses.

And I know I’m not going to take my eyes off
that shark to key a reply to Doc Iharu. After circling us a second
time, the sevengill disappears into the dark.

:Maybe that big girl just isn’t hungry
today,: Thom says hopefully

:Or maybe we don’t look like food to her,:
Kalli says.

I keep scanning the black water all around
us. Suddenly, a gray shape barrels down at me from out of the
midnight gloom. I jerk my spear gun higher. The shark must have
decided she was hungry after all.

An instant before I press the trigger, I
realize it’s… Densil!

:DON’T SHOOT!: I shout to the others. Then I
yell at my dolphin friend, :WHAT ARE YOU DOING DOWN HERE? You just
scared me more than the shark did.:

He sidles up to me, looking as apologetic as
a dolphin can look. :I sensed you were frightened. I came to see if
you needed help.:

Densil and I grew up together, and he’s
always been able to tell when I’m scared or sad.

:Thank you,: I say, lowering my spear gun, my
pulse still racing, :but next time please warn me first. I
almost shot you.: I reach out and give him a quick rub to show I’m
sorry for yelling at him.

:I will warn you next time. I forgot that you
would not be able to see me.:

:Well, as long as you’re down here, can you
tell us if the shark is gone?:

:she still swims away from you,: he reassures
me. :she is not hunting. I must return to the surface now.:

:Thank you for wanting to help.:

:I am glad you did not shoot me,: comes his
practical response.

:Someone had better contact the doc. He’s
getting a little worked up topside,: Thom says. Doc Iharu is
shouting at us all now through our ear pieces.

:We’re fine down here,: I tell Janni while
Kalli keys a similar message to the testing staff. :A big sevengill
just came by to check us out, and then Densil decided to pay us a
surprise visit.:

:That shark looked like she was from another
time,: Tobin says, looking after the sevengill.

:In a sense, she is,: Kalli says. :Sharks
have been on this planet for over a hundred million years.:

We take turns keeping watch with a dive torch
set on dim while the rest start our tests. As I work my way through
the questions, I don’t think the pressure is affecting my thinking,
but I can’t be sure. The shark doesn’t return, and when we finish
our mental and coordination tests, Doc Iharu lets us come back to
the surface.

That night at dinner we find out that Lena
and Penn have been excused from further testing, but Thom, Ree,
Tobin and Kalli and I all have to report to the transport hub at 6
AM.

:They probably flunked me because my
heartrate went nuts when that shark came by,: Lena says. :It’s so
creepy in the Twilight Zone, I’m totally fine with not going down
there again. I like working in the kitchen and teaching my jewelry
classes better anyway.: Lena has started a seashell jewelry craze,
and most of the kids at Safety Harbor now wear shell necklaces or
bracelets.

:And I have plenty to keep me busy in
engineering,: Penn says.

:Come on, Lena, aren’t you sorry you won’t
have a chance to run into some hagfish?: Dai kids her.

:I honestly don’t want to meet a fish that
burrows into dead whales and eats them from the inside out, thank
you very much.:

:Have you encountered hagfish before?: I ask
Dai on a private send.

:I ran into several schools of them when I
was poking around in some deep spots closer to Atlantea. They left
me alone, but they would have torn me apart if I’d been bleeding,:
he says soberly.

My father is crazy not to use Dai on this
salvage mission. He knows so much more about the deep than the rest
of us. The moment I realize what I’m thinking, I tighten my mental
shields, but not before Dai sends me a puzzled glance. A group of
kids start yelling next to us, and I’m relieved when Dai looks away
from me to frown at them.

The psychic noise in the mess hall is so
intense right now because everyone’s excited about Ocho and
Shadow’s concert tonight. It’s taken them months to recreate the
omniphone and water organ they built at Atlantea. With Penn and
Rad’s help, they’ve finally completed both instruments.

:So, how are you feeling about your big
concert?: Ree asks Shadow.

:I’m so nervous, I can’t eat anything,:
Shadow confesses.

Her eyes look very dark in her pale face.
Tonight she wears her beautiful long, black hair loose, and it
floats about her head like a living cloud. Kuron mixed octopus
genes with Shadow’s DNA, which makes her incredibly strong, and she
can change the color of her skin at will. When she wants to hide,
she can blend in perfectly with any background. She and Sunny spend
most of their working hours teaching and supervising the younger
kids in the colony, who get super excited when Shadow agrees to
play hide-and-seek with them.

:Everyone is going to love your music,: I
promise her and Ocho.

:There’s no reason to be nervous,: Sunny says
to them both. :You used to give us amazing concerts all the
time.:

:Yeah, but there’s a big difference between
playing for ten people and playing for three hundred,: Ocho says
with a grimace. With his five arms and two legs, his octopus genes
are more obvious than Shadow’s. He used to have six arms, but one
had to be amputated after he helped us fight our way out of
Atlantea. Tonight, the color of his skin keeps shifting from pink
to pale gray, a sure sign he’s anxious.

:Hey, we’d better head out if we want to get
primo viewing spots for the concert,: Rad says.

When we arrive at our new official concert
cave, I’m glad that so many of the helper staff, including my
father, are already here. Dad waves at me and I smile because he
looks just as excited as the kids about this concert.

Shadow’s keyboard sits on a platform raised
above yards and yards of black tubing that funnels water and air
through organ pipes. Ocho’s new omniphone is even more spectacular
than the one he had at Atlantea. On four long, metal twisting arms,
he’s fastened a variety of objects including hubcaps, metal sheets
and spoons.

When Shadow and Ocho nod to show they are
ready, my father swims out in front of them to address their
audience. “Tonight we’re in for a treat. Shadow and Ocho have
worked hard to build their instruments and to create the music you
are about to hear. We are proud of each and every member of the
Neptune Project because, in a very real sense, you are all
pioneers. Shadow and Ocho are talented pioneers in the field of sea
music. Creating your own music is another positive step toward
building a real home for yourselves beneath the waves. And since I
know you don’t want to listen to me talk anymore, here they
are!”

A psychic hush falls over the crowd as my
father swims off to the side. Shadow raises her head and says
clearly, :We call this song, ‘Summer Storm.’:

She bows her head and begins to play. I
shiver with pleasure as the first deep, rich notes from the water
organ envelop me. Music beneath the waves feels more intense than
on land because seawater, which conducts sound well, fills our
eardrums and surrounds our bodies.

The wordless melody starts out slowly and
majestically, and I imagine massive Pacific rollers smashing
against a rocky shore. Then Shadow adds more complicated harmonies,
and I can picture the waves frothing against the rocks while summer
rain falls in torrents.

I jump the first time Ocho strikes a big
piece of sheet metal, adding rumbling thunder to Shadow’s storm
melody. All five of his hands hold hammers that he uses to clash
and bash the objects on his omniphone. Toward the end, the water
organ fades away, and by striking forks, spoons and glasses, Ocho
creates shimmering high notes that sound like sprinkling rain.

We go nuts after Shadow and Ocho finish their
first song. Clapping doesn’t create much noise under water, so we
all just yell and cheer mentally to show how much we liked the
performance. Shadow and Ocho smile shyly, obviously pleased and
surprised by our enthusiasm.

Penn and Rad grin and give each other high
fives. They’ve spent a ton of their free time helping Shadow build
her new organ.

Next our musicians play a rollicking tune
that reminds me of sailor songs, and then one that is so achingly
sad that it makes me think of people I miss, like my mother and
Mako and my friend Cam. Then they play a funny song that showcases
all of the weird sounds Ocho can make on his omniphone, which earns
another huge round of applause.

Shadow holds up her hand to show she wants to
speak, and everyone quiets down again.

:Ocho and I want to thank you for being such
a great audience tonight. Before we play our last song, we want to
dedicate this concert to Dr. Hanson and his helper staff. I know I
speak for Dai, Rad, Ocho, Sunny and myself when I say we love our
new home, and we are so grateful you allowed us to live with you
here in Safety Harbor.:

As I listen to Shadow, I want to believe she
truly feels grateful and happy to be with us. But I know she’s a
powerful hereditary telepath like Dai and me and has the strongest
telepathic range of all the kids from Atlantea. That range would
make it easier for her to relay information about us to the
telepaths working for Kuron.

Then I remember the way Shadow looked out for
Bria while she was held captive at Atlantea, and how Shadow rushed
to help Tobin after Wasp stung him with the poisonous stingers on
her fingers. If it weren’t for Shadow, he’d be dead now. I look
down, feeling ashamed for wondering if she’s the former Atlantean
relaying information to Kuron.

:Now it’s time to rock out,: Ocho declares,
and their last piece has such an infectious rhythm that everyone
starts dancing including the helper staff. I grin when James flaps
about looking like a lanky stork as he dances with Roni, and Vival
and Doc Iharu do the Twist. Dancing with my friends, I laugh when
Robry and Bria attempt some 1950’s jitterbug twirls and flips.
Several curious dolphins flash in and out of the cave, excited by
the music and all the commotion.

The cheering is so intense that when they
finish, Ocho and Shadow have to play two encores. At the end of
their performance, my dad goes up to congratulate them.

“I hope you two will teach others how to play
these instruments, and I definitely think we need to start having
some dances. I had no idea Doc Iharu could bust moves like
that.”

As I look at Ocho and Shadow smiling as they
are besieged by their new fans, I can’t believe either of them
would betray us to Ran Kuron.


chapter six

After Shadow and Ocho’s amazing concert, it’s hard to
drag myself out of my hammock the next morning for our second day
of deep-water testing. This time Doc Iharu’s staff give Tobin,
Kalli, Thom, Ree and me thicker seasuits with gloves and hoods. Doc
Iharu has us descend the anchor line again to perform the usual
series of computer and coordination tests every hundred feet. As we
dive deeper and deeper into the cold, dark sea, I’m grateful to
have good friends with me. Every time I start to get nervous, Thom
makes a joke or Ree makes a face that helps me to relax.

By the time we reach six hundred feet, our
target goal, the water is icy cold and blacker than midnight all
around us. The extreme pressure at this depth also makes it harder
to move.

:Whoa, it feels like I’m swimming through
syrup or something,: Thom says as he kicks in a circle around the
anchor line.

:My face is so stiff and cold,: Ree says, :I
don’t think I could move my lips to talk landliver style.:

We pair up with our dive partners and begin
yet another round of cognition tests. As I work, I try not to think
of the vast blackness over our heads that separates us from the
Sunlit Zone.

We’ve just started on our coordination tests
when Tobin says suddenly, :Hey, Bria, be careful with that.:

I turn my dive light brighter to check on
him. He’s staring right at me, but there’s a glassy look in his
eyes that I don’t like.

:Um, Tobin, it’s me, Nere. Bria’s back at
Safety Harbor.:

:I’m glad Nere’s been helping you work with
the dolphins,: he says.

Hurriedly, I key a message to the testing
staff. I think something weird is going on with Tobin. He’s
seems to think I’m his little sister.

“He’s probably hallucinating due to the
pressure or the cold. His core temperature and his blood pressure
are a little low. You’d better come up now,” Doc Iharu says. “We
were almost done with your tests anyway. Keep a close eye on Tobin
as you ascend.”

I warn the others that Tobin is having
problems. Our entire group clusters around him as we start kicking
our way up the anchor chain, and I stay right by his side.

:I’m not giving up on Nere, you know,: he
says suddenly, and my cheeks heat. I’m really glad he’s
talking to me on a private send.

:Maybe she just doesn’t feel like she can
handle a boyfriend right now,: I say. :I know she cares about you.
You’re one of her best friends.:

:That’s me all right, permanently stuck in
the friend zone.: I wince at the bitterness and hurt in his
tone.

:You won’t be stuck in that zone forever. One
of these days Nere is going to make up her mind. She knows she’s
lucky you care about her so much.:

:I’d be better for her than Dai. It’s not his
fault he’s so messed up, but he’ll never be normal. I’m worried
he’s going to hurt her physically someday.:

I don’t know what to say. Dai is amazingly
strong because of all the shark genes his father spliced into his
DNA, but Dai would never knowingly hurt me. During our long trip to
Safety Harbor, one time he did grip my shoulders hard enough to
give me bruises, but I’ve never told anyone that happened.

We’re passing the three hundred foot flag
now, and the pressure is beginning to ease. I wonder if Tobin is
going to remember any of this conversation later. At two hundred
feet, his eyes look more focused.

:How are you feeling?: I ask him.

:I have a whopper of a headache,: he admits,
:and I feel tired.:

:Do you know who I am?:

:Of course, you’re Nere Hanson,: he says,
looking puzzled, and then he gets it. :Uh-oh, did I think you were
someone else?:

:You got me confused with Bria.:

:Wow, guess the pressure got to my brain,: he
says and he’s quiet for a minute or two. :I don’t remember talking
to you or Bria down there. Did I say anything I shouldn’t
have?:

:Well, you did offer to take all my morning
mess shifts for the next month,: I say, hoping to distract him from
more awkward topics.

:That I don’t believe for a moment,: Tobin
smiles, :but if I said it under pressure, so to speak, it doesn’t
count.:

:Of course it doesn’t.: I smile back at him,
but I’ll be thinking about what he said to me down there in the
dark just the same.

 


~~~

 


The next day we find out that Tobin has been
excused from further testing. So only Kalli, Ree, Thom and I report
to the transport hub for a final day of deep-water diving. Our goal
is to descend to one thousand feet below the surface, which is
close to the depth of the wreck we need to salvage. This time we’re
allowed to wear heating packs that circulate warm water throughout
our thick seasuits.

The heating pack feels bulky and awkward on
my back, but as we descend slowly through the endless dark, I’m
grateful for the heat it generates. Since seawater contains so much
salt, it freezes at a lower temperature than fresh water, and it
feels way colder than freezing down here, the kind of cold
that makes your face hurt and your bones ache. I check in with
Janni topside every hundred feet because the testers want to see if
my telepathy is strong enough to reach the surface from greater
depths.

At last we reach the flag at one thousand
feet. The floor of the strait is only another fifty feet below us,
but the water is so dark and full of sediment, I can’t see it even
when I shine my dive light around.

:Welcome to thirty atmospheres of pressure,:
Kalli says.

:I feel like I’m moving in slow motion,: I
say to the others. Even the simplest task like raising my hand to
read my wrist computer takes more strength and energy. Slowly and
carefully, we complete our tests without incident.

:Hey Janni, can you still “hear” me okay?: I
ask her.

:I can hear you loud and clear,: comes her
reply. :Your path rating must be crazy high. You’re the first
telepath we’ve been able to communicate with consistently at this
depth.:

:We’re done and we’re on our way back up,: I
tell her.

:Roger that. The topside staff will have some
fresh heating packs and some hot cider waiting for you.:

I relay her words to the others.

:A hot drink sounds awesome right now,: Thom
says.

:I feel like I could sleep for a week,: Ree
says. :This deep-water stuff takes it out of you.:

That night Ree, Kalli and I tie ourselves
into our hammocks and fall sound asleep long before the rest of the
girls in our dorm cave come to bed.

Sometime in the night, I begin dreaming
vividly. I’m all alone inside a dark, shadowy wreck, and I’ve
never been so cold. Whitey and Wasp chase me, but I can’t move
quickly because of the dense water. I kick as hard and as fast as I
can, but they’re getting closer. If they do catch me, Whitey will
tear me apart with his great white teeth, or Wasp will sting me
with the lethal sea wasp stingers on her hands. My lungs burn as I
twist and turn through a maze of cabins and long
passageways.

:Wait for me!: I call to my friends waiting
outside.

At last, I find an open hatch and dive
through it to escape the wreck. I look around for Dai, Ree and the
rest. As the black sea devours the light from my dive torch, I
realize there’s no one out there. I’m all alone. The weight of the
water crushes me, and I’m so cold and tired, I’m not sure I can
make it to the surface.

:Hey, Nere, wake up.:

I open my eyes to find Kalli’s shaking my
shoulder. :You were having a nightmare. I thought you’d rather wake
up.:

:Whew,: I say shakily. I’m so glad to find
myself in the girls’ dorm cave at Safety Harbor. :Y-you’re right
that I’d rather be awake. Thanks, and I’m sorry if I bothered
you.:

:No biggie,: she says with a tired smile. :My
dreams have been pretty disturbing tonight, too. I guess spending
all that time in the dark and the cold does weird things to our
brains.:

I lay awake trembling for a long time. I’m so
terrified that my nightmare might return, I don’t want to fall
asleep again. At one point I turn over and study Bria sleeping in
the hammock next to mine. She’s smiling which makes me smile. She’s
probably dreaming about training dolphins.

I’m so lucky to have Bria, Tobin, Kalli
and Dai and the rest of my friends, the dolphins and my family.
Being left behind in the freezing black sea was the scariest part
of the nightmare, but my friends would never abandon me like that.
Comforted by that thought, I finally doze off again.

Right after breakfast, my father calls Thom,
Ree, Kalli, Rohan and me over to speak with him.

“Congratulations on your excellent results on
your deep-water tests. Because you handled the pressure, cold and
stress down there so well, you five have been selected for special
deep-water rescue training that will begin in two days on the wreck
of the Skookumaru.”

As I meet my father’s somber gaze through his
scuba mask, I realize this is the team they’re planning to send to
search for Idaine’s computer. They must be calling it rescue
training, instead of salvage training, to keep Dai and the other
kids from Atlantea from guessing its real purpose.

For the rest of the day I throw myself into
my normal duties as a dolphin trainer. Mariah and I work with
several of the youngest kids in the colony, teaching them the
signals to ask a dolphin for a tow or to do a search. Mariah loves
children and is endlessly patient with the younger ones. It’s so
nice working in the bright green water of the Sunlit Zone where I
can see well in every direction. I dread returning to the dark,
cold deep.

The next morning at breakfast, our friends
tease us mercilessly about our rescue training.

:Maybe Ree will find the guapo mer-guy of her
dreams hanging out in that wreck,: Lena kids her.

:She can’t possibly find anyone down there
more handsome than me,: Rad claims, his coffee eyes alight with
laughter. Rad and Ree have been together ever since he came back
with us from Atlantea. She fell for him after he risked his life to
free us from the horrible collars that Kuron made us wear.

:Or anyone more modest, Sparkhead.: Ree rolls
her eyes at him.

:You know that hanging out with me has been
the most electrifying experience of your life,: Rad says with a
smirk.

:Don’t even start with the shocking puns,:
she groans. Rad has some electric eel DNA which means he can
generate electrical fields.

:Maybe we’ll see some of those bioluminescent
fish that hang out in the Twilight Zone,: Kalli suggests, returning
to the topic of our mission today. :Angler fish sound so cool. They
dangle a glowing fishing lure from their foreheads to trap other
fish down there in the dark.:

:You’re more apt to find a bunch of muck on
the bottom and some giant clams,: Dai mutters.

He still seems to be in a grumpy mood as we
leave the mess together. :I don’t understand why they have you
practicing rescues on a wreck in Beware Passage,: he says to me.
:The currents there are crazy dangerous.:

:Maybe it’s because there are crazy dangerous
currents all over these waters and we need to learn how to deal
with them.: Because of the huge tidal ranges and many narrow inlets
and passages in this region, currents are incredibly strong around
here.

:I also don’t understand why they didn’t
choose me to come, too.: When Dai frowns, he looks like an angry
teen archangel with his high cheekbones and striking black brows.
:Your dad must know I’m more comfortable in the deep than anyone at
Safety Harbor.:

:Maybe he’s too happy with the work you’re
doing on your deep-water corals to take you off that project. Have
you and Roni decided yet if that gorgonian you found is a new
subspecies?:

Dai lights up at the question. I feel guilty
about distracting him, but he’s off and talking about the latest
gorgonian he’s discovered. I think I like Dai best when he’s being
a total dweeb about his corals.

After a two-hour tow ride out to Beware
Passage, our salvage team gathers for our dive briefing. My dad is
here today and he introduces us to the Carly Sue’s captain,
an older man with a weathered face and shrewd brown eyes.

“Captain Gonzalez could write a book based on
his years of experience with deep-water rescue and salvage
operations,” Dad says.

“The Skookumaru, the wreck you’ll dive
today, was a big fishing trawler,” Captain Gonzalez explains to us.
“She went down in this pass twenty years ago, so her hull and
bulkheads should still be in pretty good shape. We want you to
practice setting a penetration line that will help keep you from
getting lost once you enter the wreck. I know you kids can breathe
water, but most trouble in wreck dives starts when divers lose
their bearings and can’t find their way out fast enough.”

“The water in the pass is moving fairly
strongly right now,” Dad tells us, “but our sensors along the
anchor chain aren’t reporting anything over six knots.” He holds up
something that looks like a climbing harness. “We’re going to send
you down in these current rigs. You’ll clip yourselves to the
anchor chain which should keep you from being swept away by the
powerful currents you may encounter at deeper depths.”

Captain Gonzalez hands each of us a current
rig. Made from webbing that crosses our shoulders and hips, they
fit much like climbing harnesses. After checking each other’s rigs
and plugging in our heating packs, we line up to dive in off the
stern.

“You sure you want to do that?” Captain
Gonzalez asks us with a quizzical smile.

“Do what?” Thom asks, already poised to jump
in.

“Go on then.”

We splash off the back of the Carly
Sue, and within moments I realize why Captain Gonzalez is
laughing at us. To reach the anchor chain off the bow, we have to
swim hard against the current. We would have saved ourselves a ton
of effort if we’d gone off the front of the boat.

After everyone reaches the anchor chain, we
clip our harnesses to it with carabiners and begin our descent.
Fifty feet down, the current strengthens. By a hundred feet we’ve
lost all light, and I’m glad we have the harnesses. The black water
shoves at our bodies, pushing us horizontal while we use our hands
on the anchor line to steady ourselves.

The current peters out around two hundred
feet, and we descend more rapidly into the dark, cold depths. At
four hundred feet, it returns stronger than ever. But the current
sensor attached to the anchor line is reporting only four knots of
current.

:Gee, this is fun,: Thom says, his big hands
wrapped around the anchor line. :I feel like the current is trying
to push my eyeballs in.:

:It does feel like we’re being dragged behind
a boat going at least ten knots,: I say.

:Then there’s got to be something wrong with
this current sensor,: Kalli decides. :You’d better report it
topside.:

:Hey, Janni,: I call out to her. :We’re
pretty sure the sensor at four hundred feet is malfunctioning. It’s
reading four knots, but the current down here feels closer to
twelve. We’re hanging on by our fingernails.:

:Roger that,: she replies, and then a minute
later she says, :Captain Gonzalez wants you to try descending
another twenty feet, and if the current doesn’t ease up, we’ll
scrub the testing for today.:

:Roger, over and out,: I reply.

I start pulling my way down the anchor line
again, but the current just gets stronger. I feel like I’m getting
blasted by a fire hose. I let go of the anchor line to key into my
wrist computer our official decision to scrub today’s practice
dive.

A heartbeat later, the metal clip holding my
harness to the anchor line snaps.


chapter seven

A second after my carabiner breaks, I’m tumbling head
over heels through the terrifying blackness. I fight to right
myself, but it’s hard to get my bearings in the rushing dark. I
need to swim up and out of the current, but which way is
up?

Frantically I try to remember the chart they
showed us this morning during our briefing. I’m pretty sure there’s
an island a mile due south of the wreck, which means this current
is carrying me straight at it. In a very few minutes I could smash
into a wall covered with poisonous sharp corals and spiky sea
urchins.

:Densil, I’M IN TROUBLE!: I shout.

:we come,: I hear his reply, but the contact
is so faint, the current must have already carried me far from the
Carly Sue. I’m down so deep and moving so fast, my dolphin
friends won’t be able to catch up to me. There’s nothing my father
or his staff can do, either, with four hundred feet of black sea
between us. I’m on my own.

Thom, Ree, and Kalli are all yelling at Janni
and at me.

:DON’T COME AFTER ME, there’s no way you can
help,: I shout at them and then I focus on trying to stay
alive.

Dizzy from rolling over so many times, I kick
my legs until I finally stabilize myself enough to switch on the
dive torch strapped to my right arm. I need bubbles to show me
which way is up, and then I remember the chart sealed in a small
plastic case they handed us at our topside briefing. A tiny bit of
air may be trapped in it.

I fumble at the case clipped to my dive belt,
my fingers stiff from the cold. I open the pouch, and four precious
bubbles escape. I watch them jerk and float in the current and
disappear. Now at least I know which way to kick.

There’s never any point in fighting a strong
current. I have to use my strength to swim up and out of it. After
several kicks, I realize my heavy heating pack is weighing me down.
But if I get rid of the pack, the cold ocean will steal my body
heat even faster, and I could die of hypothermia.

Seconds later, I wriggle out of the pack. For
now I’m more worried about getting smashed into the rocky
foundation of that island ahead of me. I’ll worry about dying of
hypothermia later. The moment I drop the heavy heating pack, I make
better progress.

I try to do the math in my head as I kick
steadily toward the surface. If the current is carrying me along at
twelve knots, I could travel a mile in five minutes. That means I
could hit the steep rock base of that island any time now. I kick
harder and keep my dive light shining straight ahead, so I’ll have
some warning. Because the visibility is only ten feet, it won’t be
much of a warning.

If I get lucky, the current will sweep me
past the island’s rocky roots. If I’m unlucky, I’ll crash right
into an outcropping or a big coral jutting out from them.

Suddenly, the first rock wall looms out of
the darkness. I have just enough time to pull my legs up so I can
fend myself off it with my feet and fins. The current bends around
the wall and carries me speeding along it. The beam from my dive
light dances across a brilliant display of white sponges, orange
gorgonian corals with wide-branching arms and maroon spiny urchins.
They’re beautiful, but I don’t want to be slammed into them.

Hurtling along the wall, I start carefully
kicking my way upward again. To judge my progress, I steal a glance
at my dive computer. Suddenly, a rock spire covered with corals
appears out of the dark. I hit it with enough force to leave me
gasping, and then the relentless current rolls and scrapes me along
the side of the spire. I cover my face with my arms to protect my
eyes. Something sharp stings my knee and my arm.

The spire falls away and I’m flying through
the darkness, but now I’m facing backward to the current. I have
to get turned around. I have to see where I’m going!

I’m still fighting to turn around when the
current slams me into another rock. The back of my head hits
something hard. Lights explode across my vision and then everything
goes dark.

 


~~~

 


Sometime later I wake up. I’ve stopped
tumbling through the blackness. The current presses on my chest
like a massive boulder, and my body feels frozen. Such throbbing
pain shoots through my head, I can’t think. Gradually I figure out
that I’m pinned against something sharp and bumpy.

I look down at my wrist. My dive torch is
still on. Concentrating hard, I manage to lift my arm and shine the
torch around. The current is pushing me against a big orange coral
with branching arms. I’m not sure how long I blacked out, but it
couldn’t have been too long, or the cold would have killed me.

And it is horribly, terribly cold. I’m
shaking inside my thick wetsuit. I try to remember what I learned
about hypothermia during our Sea Ranger training. It’s good that
I’m still shivering, isn’t it? It’s when you stop that you’re in
real danger.

I’m not sure because my brain feels so
muddled. Shivering or not, I’m in trouble. I’ll die of hypothermia
if I stay here much longer. I have to get free of this coral and
this current, but my legs and arms feel so heavy.

:NERE?: I hear Dai’s frantic shout. :Where
are you?:

I’ve never been so happy to hear his mental
voice. :I-I’m pinned against one of your big corals.:

:You sound pretty weak. You okay?:

:I hit my head and I’m super cold.:

:Hang in there. The dolphins and I are coming
to get you. Where exactly is that coral?: I can feel the panic he’s
trying to hide from me.

:Along the base of the island… south of the
wreck, I think.:

:How deep?:

I fight to raise my wrist again. When finally
I get my dive computer in front of my face, I want to cry. I can’t
make my eyes focus on the numbers.

:Th-think I’m down around three hundred
feet.:

I try to stay awake, but my eyelids are so
heavy, my head pounds and I’m so tired.

:Nere, don’t pass out again. Keep talking to
me. What kind of coral is it?:

:One of your gorgonians. A big one.:

:See, they do have some practical uses. How’d
you get swept away?:

:N-not my fault. Carabiner broke.:

:I didn’t say it was your fault,: he says,
his tone gentler, :but I still think it was stupid to practice
rescues in strong current.:

:Now you get to practice the real thing.
Think I’ll just close my eyes for a bit...:

I let my eyelids slide shut again. The next
time I wake up, something pokes my shoulder gently. I force my eyes
open. Densil and Ton peer at me.

:Hi, guys.: I try to smile at them, but my
face is too cold. Ton flashes away into the dark.

:your heart beats too slowly,: Densil says,
his dolphin voice tinged with worry.

:Look on the bright side. At least my heart
is still is beating.:

:where is this bright side? I do not see it.
it is all dark down here.: Densil says, and the bafflement in his
voice makes me want to smile.

:Sorry. I was using figurative language
again,: which I usually try to avoid when talking to my dolphin
friends because they are so literal.

:There you are,: a familiar voice breaks in
on our conversation.

:Dai?:

:I’m here.: He pulls me carefully from the
coral and takes me in a lifeguard hold. Then the current grabs us.
Once again I’m racing through the dark. But now Dai’s with me.

:That was brilliant,: I say crossly. :Now
you’re getting swept away, too.:

:Not for long. I’ve got help. After they
surface to breathe, Ton and Densil will take turns towing us to the
surface.:

:Good plan,: I say and relax into Dai’s arms.
It’s nice to let someone else worry about smashing into rocks and
corals. I doze or lose consciousness for a while. When I open my
eyes again, we’re back in the Sunlit Zone. Dai holds me with one
arm and grips Ton’s dorsal with the other. The big dolphin pumps
his tail through the water in powerful strokes as he tows us toward
the surface. I turn my head to study Dai’s profile.

:It’s just not fair,: I announce.

:Hey, you’re back again. What’s not fair?:
There’s humor along with relief in his mental voice.

:That you’re ten times better looking than
me.: I reach up and cup his cheek. Startled, he glances at me. Then
he closes his eyes, as if he’s savoring the moment. I forget how
rarely Dai gets touched, or was hugged growing up in his parents’
research ships and laboratories.

:I do really like you, but you can be such a
jerk sometimes,: I say and drop my hand.

:I am a jerk. I’m also a danger to you and
everyone around me, but I’m working on it.:

:You’re not a danger to everyone
around you. Right now you’re saving my life, again.: The
indignation I feel burns away some of the cold fog clogging my
brain.

:Nere, you have no idea how close I come to
losing it every time I’m angry. Sometimes I think I won’t ever be
able to change. There are just too many shark genes in me.:

:Of course you can change, and you have
changed. You’re already much easier to be around than you were when
I first met you. You were an angry, mega-jerk back then.:

:I still get furious sometimes, and I’m
afraid I’ll tear someone apart. I’m more like Whitey than you
realize.:

If I weren’t so cold already, I’d shiver.
I’ll never forget the cold, brutal boy who killed Mako and tried to
kill me too. I can still see his cool gray eyes and his
expressionless face.

:I promise you’re nothing like Whitey.:

Dai doesn’t reply for so long, I wonder if he
heard what I said. I fight the fog and the sleepiness coming back
to claim me.

:I wish you were right,: he says so softly
that I almost can’t hear him, :but Whitey’s my half brother.:

I try to force my eyes open again. I want to
tell Dai that he has to be wrong, but I’m too frightened of the
ring of truth in his words. So I choose the cowardly way out and
let the fog take me.

Sometime later I’m aware of gentle hands
lifting me from the water and Dai shouting at my father. I hope
they’re not arguing about me, and I hope someday I’ll feel warm
again. Gradually, delicious warmth spreads throughout my limbs.
They must have plugged my wet suit into another heating pack. Then
I’m back in the sea and speeding along, strapped to a tow, the
dolphins spiraling around me.

:we are with you. you are safe now,: Mariah
and my dolphin friends tell me again and again.

Warmed by their concern, I slip back into a
sound slumber.


chapter eight

When I open my eyes, I’m lying in a hammock in sickbay in
a private area surrounded by white cloth partitions. I’m not cold
anymore, but my head hurts and my thigh and upper right arm burn.
An IV and a sensor patch are connected to my left arm. As I lean
forward to peer at my leg, Tobin swims through a gap in the
partitions.

:Look who’s on sick duty.: I say, managing to
smile.

:Look who landed in sickbay, again,: he
scolds.

:Hey, you were a patient, too, the last time
I was in here.: As we were escaping Atlantea, Wasp stung Tobin with
the deadly sea wasp tentacles on her fingers and Whitey winged me
with a spear dart. The moment I think of Whitey, I remember Dai
telling me that he and Whitey are half brothers. I shove that awful
idea to the back of my mind, for now.

:Yeah, but I haven’t been back as a patient,:
Tobin is saying, :and here you are again with some serious healing
to do. How do you feel?:

I wince as I lie back in my hammock. :Like I
got mashed against the bottom by a giant wave.:

:That’s pretty much what the current did when
it rolled you along that wall. You have contusions all over your
body, and we had to soak some nasty sea urchin spines out of your
leg and arm. Your head took a hard hit, too. Even though your
thermal seasuit was shredded, it did protect you from coral
cuts.:

:So, nothing’s broken or permanently
damaged?:

:Nope. Looks like you’re going to live to
train many more dolphins.:

:That’s good news,: I say, trying to match
his light tone, but because he’s Tobin and he’s watching me so
steadily in that understanding way he has, I admit the truth. :I-I
wasn’t sure I was going to make it.:

:It must have been terrifying, being swept
along through the dark like that.: Tobin’s eyes warm with
sympathy.

:It was as scary as anything we faced at
Atlantea, and I never thought I’d say that.:

:It’s a good thing the dolphins and Dai found
you when they did. Your heartrate was down in the forties and your
blood pressure was scary low when Rohan treated you out on the
trawler. Speaking of Dai, he said he’d shoot me with his spear gun
if I didn’t let him know the second you woke up. I almost think he
meant it.:

:Can I have something for my head before you
tell him that I’m awake?:

Tobin glances at my chart. :Yeah, you can.:
He leaves and returns shortly with a syringe of some drug he adds
to my IV. Almost at once, the pain in my head eases and I feel kind
of floaty.

:That’s better,: I say with relief.

:I’m glad,: he replies. :I’ll let Dai know
you’re awake, but here’s a heads-up that he’s been acting strange
ever since he got back from rescuing you.:

:Dai always acts a little strange.:

:Well, even by his standards, he’s been weird
and withdrawn. He has good shields, but he’s still leaking worry
and anger all over the place.:

A few minutes later Dai appears at the entry
to my curtained area of sickbay.

:She’s still tired. Don’t stay too long.:
Tobin tells him curtly before he leaves.

Almost at once, I can tell Tobin’s right
about Dai’s mental state. His face is impassive, but behind his
shields, his emotions are churning like a stormy sea.

:You look better,: Dai declares after
studying me. :I checked on your earlier, and you were so pale you
looked dead.:

:Thank you for coming after me. I probably
would be dead if it weren’t for you.:

:Going deep where there’s so much current is
dangerous. You had no business being down there.:

Anger burns through me. :You arrogant,
condescending rockhead. You’ve no right to say that to me.:

:I have every right, now that I know why
you’ve truly been doing so much deep-water work.:

I draw in a breath. Could he possibly know
the truth? I try to tighten my mental shields, but the med Tobin
gave me is making my brain fuzzy and I’m so terribly tired.

:Yeah,: Dai says, clearly reading my surface
thoughts, :I do know why all of the older kids in Safety Harbor
have been tested to see how well they tolerate pressure and cold. I
read your father’s mind when I handed you, concussed and half-dead
with hypothermia, off to him because I wanted to know why he would
take such stupid, careless risks with his own daughter.:

I stare at him in dismay. :Oh, Dai, you
promised you wouldn’t read minds any more. You promised when you
came to live with us.:

:That was before I saw your dad send you off
to play in the Twilight Zone, and you got mashed doing it. You guys
have no idea how dangerous it is down there in the deep. You almost
died yesterday!: Dai’s generating so much psychic noise that Tobin
dashes into my cubicle and swims between us.

:If you’re going to keep shouting at her,
you’ll have to leave,: Tobin says.

Dai starts forward, his faced twisted in a
mask of fury, but Tobin doesn’t budge. Then Dai catches himself and
whirls away, breathing hard. When he turns back to face us, his
body appears less tense, but his eyes still smolder.

:I won’t shout at her again,: he says
coldly.

:Do you want him to stay?: Tobin asks me, his
face pale.

I have a feeling that if Dai doesn’t finish
what he needs to say to me, he might lash out at someone else and
land himself in big trouble.

:I-I want him to stay.:

:All right, but I’ll be on the other side of
these curtains if you need me.: The reproach and worry in Tobin’s
eyes as he leaves send a pang of guilt through me.

:All this,: Dai gestures to my bandages and
my IV, :is because you’re training to plunder my mother’s
ship.:

:We don’t want to plunder it. We just need to
find her notes so we can develop the right strain of
c-plankton.:

:The right strain? You mean after all we went
through, we brought the wrong stuff back? Well, that’s too bad
because I’m sick of hearing about c-plankton.:

:Dai, we have to find it. The c-plankton your
mother developed literally could save the planet and our seas and
those corals you love so much.:

:You keep my mother out of this.: Even
through his shields I sense his pain and guilt at the mention of
his mother.

:I’m sorry, but that’s impossible.: Once
again I wonder exactly how Idaine Kuron’s vessel sank on a calm
day, but I’m afraid I’ll push Dai too far if I ask him now.

Dai crosses his arms and glares at me. :So,
you did know what your dad is up to, and you didn’t tell me.:

:Because someone here in Safety Harbor is
communicating with your father.:

:And you thought it might be me.: Underneath
the simmering anger, I can sense his hurt.

:I can’t believe it’s any of you,: I blurt
miserably. :I like you and Sunny and Shadow and Rad and Ocho so
much, and you’ve all been working so hard to fit in here. I wanted
to tell you about our new mission. I was afraid you’d find out and
then you’d feel like we don’t trust you.:

:Which is obviously the case,: he says
bitterly.

:I do trust you. I wanted to tell you the
moment I found out about the mission.:

:But you didn’t. Nere, my father will never
let you anywhere near that ship. He’s obsessed with protecting my
mother’s memory and her legacy. You’ve got to give this up.:

:I can’t. We can’t. There’s too much at
stake.:

:You know that Wasp and Whitey are still
alive. Sham may be, too.:

:Yes, I know,: I say, swallowing hard.

:And my father is insane. I can’t protect you
from them all a second time.:

:We’ll just have to make sure they don’t find
out.:

:If someone from Atlantea is talking to my
father, he probably already knows you’re planning to salvage the
Storm Petrel. It’s hard to keep secrets in a colony full of
telepaths.:

:Which is exactly what James and I tried to
tell Dad,: I say with a sigh.

Dai looks away for a long moment, a muscle
ticking in his jaw. :I thought I had a chance to build a new life
here. I thought you and your father trusted me.:

:I’d trust you with my life. We do trust
you.:

:Just not enough,: Dai says, meeting my gaze
again, and even through his shields I can tell how badly we’ve
wounded him.

:I’m so sorry,: I say, my eyes prickling with
tears.

Dai stares at me as if he’s trying to
memorize my face. :Nere, if you care about me at all, and if you
care about your friends, don’t go anywhere near the Storm
Petrel.:

He swims forward and touches my cheek gently,
an echo of the way I touched him, and then, with a twist and a
kick, he swims from my cubicle. I look after him, wondering if I
should call him back. My head is throbbing, and I’m in no shape to
win an argument with one of the most stubborn, clam-headed guys
I’ve ever known. My heavy eyelids close, and I slide back down into
sleep.

When I wake up the next morning, they tell me
Dai is gone.


chapter nine

The moment I learn Dai has left Safety Harbor, I want to
search for him, but Tobin and Doc Iharu insist that I stay in my
hammock for another day. When I do get up for a few minutes, I’m so
sore and stiff that I accept their advice. I’m not ready to go
anywhere. So, instead, I lie in my hammock and concentrate on
contacting Dai telepathically. I reach for his mind and call him
again and again, asking him not to leave us. I touch only silence
and get a whopping headache for my efforts. Dai’s already passed
beyond my range, or he’s purposely closed his mind to mine.

Tobin comes in and frowns at me. I’ve been
calling to Dai privately, but Tobin probably can guess what I’ve
been doing. He doesn’t scold me, though, when I ask for more
headache meds. I cheer up a little in the afternoon when Shadow and
Sunny, and then Ree, Kalli, Bria and Lena come to see me. Lena
gives me a beautiful necklace made from delicate blue and white
shells as a get-well gift.

:Lots of girls are going to be jealous
because I own a Lena McFadden original.: I smile at her. :Thank
you.:

When visiting hours are over and sickbay
quiets down again, I have too much time to worry about Dai. I’m so
afraid that he’s going to return to his father. Cruel and driven,
Ran Kuron only cares about Dai as the first step in his wild plans
to dominate a new civilization under the waves.

At last I fall asleep and dream that I’m
searching for Dai in the cold, black deep, but I can’t find him.
The next day at lunch time, Thom, Ree, Kalli and Rohan come to
visit. They say I missed the meeting where my dad announced that we
brought back the wrong c-plankton from Atlantea. The news shocked
and upset them, but all four promptly volunteered to be part of the
secret Storm Petrel salvage mission. Their training will
begin in the morning.

Two days after my diving accident, Doc Iharu
finally releases me from sickbay. I head straight topside to talk
with my dad without his scuba gear between us. I find him working
on his computer in his cabin.

“Hey, look who’s up and about.” My dad smiles
and gives me a big hug. He smells like cedar trees and salt
water.

“It’s nice to be up and about,” I say as I
take my usual seat on his bed, “but I really need to talk to you
about Dai. Do you think he’s gone to find Ran Kuron?”

His smile fades. “That’s hard to imagine. He
hates his father so much, he was willing to help us destroy
Atlantea to get you away from there safely, and Atlantea was
Kuron’s chief base of operations.”

“But he cares about his father, too.
Remember, Dai went back inside the base to try to save him when the
Sea Rangers were blowing it up.”

Dad sighs. “I know he cares about his father,
but Dai is only a pawn to Kuron in his insane chess game against me
and the rest of his former colleagues in the Neptune Project. I’m
afraid his wife’s death pushed the man over the edge. He sent us a
rambling message a week ago threatening to destroy Safety Harbor if
we don’t agree to join our program with his.”

“Could he destroy Safety Harbor? I thought
most of his shredders died when we escaped.” We jammed the
frequency Kuron used to control his savage shark mutates. Without
the restraints imposed by the computer chips in their brains, the
starving shredders promptly tore each other apart.

“Most of the shredders died, but we think he
may have ten or fifteen left, and you know that just one of those
monsters can do a lot of damage. I’m more worried about that small
sub he drives around. If it’s armed with torpedoes, he could kill
or hurt a lot of kids and take out our tidal generators.”

I can’t help shuddering. When Robry hacked
into Kuron’s personal log reports back at Atlantea, we learned that
Kuron sees the young people he created as “subjects” in his grand
experiment to breed the perfect humans to rule the world under the
waves. There’s no doubt he’d kill some innocent Neptune kids in an
effort to force the rest of us into his program.

“Kuron’s so cruel and twisted,” I say, “I
hope Dai’s gone anywhere but to him.”

“Maybe Dai’s just slipped away to do some
research. You know he’s gone off on his own before.” But my
father’s words sound hollow.

“He’s never taken all of his stuff with him
before, and Thom and Penn say every bit of his gear is gone.” I
take in a deep breath. I’m so furious with Dad right now, I have to
say it. “If we’d trusted him with the truth, Dai might still be
with us.”

“I know, and I’m sorry,” my father says,
looking tired all of a sudden. “It seems like I have to say that to
you a lot these days.”

“Dai’s the one you need to apologize to,” I
say, getting to my feet, “and you may never have the chance to do
that now.”

 


~~~

 


Thanks to the scientists who created me, I
heal much faster than most humans. By the end of the week, I’m back
to training with the rest of the deep salvage team. I know all our
equipment has been checked and rechecked, but I still feel anxious
every time I clip my harness to the anchor chain and descend
through strong currents to the wreck of the Skookumaru.

Following Captain Gonzalez’s orders, we learn
how to set penetration lines and follow them in and out of the old
trawler. We practice finning slowly inside the wreck to keep from
churning up such dense clouds of sediment that we can’t see
anything. We also practice searching through the silt-covered
cabins of the old trawler as if we were looking for a
hydro-computer. Over time we find coins, glasses, and empty metal
picture frames, the photographs inside them long ago eaten away by
the sea.

Captain Gonzalez never tells us if someone
died when the Skookumaru’s skipper holed her on a winter
night, and we don’t truly want to know. It’s eerie enough finding
bits and pieces of the lives of the people who lived and worked on
her.

Gradually we all become more accustomed to
dealing with powerful currents and working at greater depths. None
of us like going deep, except perhaps Kalli who gets excited every
time we encounter some of the weird species that inhabit the
Twilight Zone. One time we see a school of lantern fish with pairs
of glowing dots on their sides that look like eyes. Another time we
spot a Stumpy Squid that treats us to a light show in rainbow
colors before it squirts off into the blackness.

When we aren’t diving, we spend hours
memorizing the layout of the Storm Petrel and discussing the
most likely places we might find Idaine’s computer. Thanks to my
father’s talks with her first mate, we know Idaine used the big
salon up forward as her lab. That and her cabin are the first
places we want to search. I share Dai’s warning with my dad and the
others, and Vival sends a team of Sea Rangers ahead to the Storm
Petrel to keep an eye out for Kuron’s sub.

We hold a vote to decide who should be the
official leader of our salvage team, and I end up with the job. I
must have looked bummed about the results because Kalli smiles and
pats me on the shoulder.

:I know you don’t like being responsible for
our safety,: she tells me on a private send, :but that’s what you
get for being such a good leader and a good listener. I’m glad
you’ll be in charge when we’re down there in the dark and the
deep.:

Safety Harbor’s first official dance is
scheduled for the night before we leave on our salvage mission.
Ocho and Shadow will be playing their sea music again. Girls
cluster around the big mirrors in the girls’ bathroom braiding
shells into their hair and chattering excitedly. But it’s quiet in
our section of the dorm cave where Kalli, Ree and I finish laying
out the gear we’re planning to take.

:Hey, guys,: Sunny says as she swims up with
Shadow. For once, Sunny’s not smiling, and Shadow appears worried,
too.

:Look, we know something big must be up with
your new mission,: Shadow declares. :You and your dad have been
looking anxious for weeks now.:

:And since Dai left so suddenly, we’re afraid
it has something to do with Kuron,: Sunny adds.

:We’re not going to ask where you’re going
tomorrow,: Shadow continues. :We just want you to be careful.
Whitey and Wasp will probably be with Kuron, and they’re so full of
hate and anger, that’s all they know now. They killed Mako, and
they are capable of killing again.:

:I wish they could have come to Safety
Harbor,: Sunny says, her blue eyes sad, :but it was just too late
for them.:

:We also wanted to say that if you need help
protecting Safety Harbor against anyone,: Shadow declares fiercely,
:you can count on us.:

I glance at Kalli and Ree. They both look as
sober as I’m feeling right now. :Thanks for that offer and for your
warning,: I say for all three of us. :I’m sorry I can’t tell you
what we’ll be doing, but I can promise you that we’ll be
careful.:

:Good luck, then,: Shadow says, her dark eyes
worried.

:And come back safe,: Sunny adds.

:Good luck tonight playing for everyone at
the dance,: Kalli says to Shadow, and then she rolls her eyes when
the younger girls in front of the mirror squeal with laughter.

:You’ve made a lot of kids happy tonight,:
Ree says with a grin, :including me. I love to dance. Now I get to
find out if my sparkhead can keep up with my moves.: She performs a
dance flourish that makes us all smile.

Thanks to Ree, our mood is a little lighter
as Sunny and Shadow hug us and leave.

When we finish our packing, we get ready for
the dance, too. Kalli insists on pulling my hair back in a high
pony. I wish I felt more excited about tonight, but I’m worried
about our mission, and I’m missing Dai so much it hurts. I dance
several songs with Kalli and the rest of our group until most of
the older kids pair up for the slow numbers. As I watch Ree and Rad
and Thom and Lena revolve in the water, totally wrapped up in each
other, a wave of sadness washes over me.

Tobin appears at my side. :May I have this
dance?: he asks, sounding wonderfully old-fashioned and polite.

Of course Tobin knows when I need some
cheering up. I smile and nod. He places his hands on my shoulders,
I put my hands on his waist and we begin to turn slowly in time
with the music.

I study Tobin when he looks away to grin at
Robry and Bria doing a silly water tango together. I love the dark
copper color of Tobin’s hair. A lock of it floats down over his
forehead. He has a strong jaw, a sensitive mouth, and beautiful
forest green eyes. A half-dozen girls have crushes on him, and I
wonder sometimes if Shadow might be one of them.

Remembering what Tobin said about being stuck
in my friend zone, I feel a pang. He pulls me closer, and I let
him, until my head rests on his shoulder. I like Tobin so much, and
I always feel so safe and comfortable with him, but I can’t help
wondering where Dai is now, and if he’s all right.

The dance ends and Tobin is slow to let go of
me. He smiles, his gaze warm. I can tell he wants to kiss me, and I
ease out of his arms before he can.

:Thanks for the dance,: I say and I see the
flash of hurt in his eyes. His smile cools and he turns away to
dance with some of his medic friends during the next fast
number.

Feeling lonelier than ever, I slip away to
the girls’ dorm cave and get ready for bed. The next morning Ree,
Kalli and I report to the transport hub at 6 AM.


chapter ten

When we arrive at the hub, Rohan and Thom are already
waiting there along with Tobin, Janni and Robry. Rohan will be our
deep-water medic, but Tobin is coming along to help Doc Iharu in
case any of us, including Rohan, need medical help as we surface. I
send Tobin a tentative smile and he nods to me curtly. Robry is
coming, too, because he’s great at cracking codes, and Kuron keeps
changing the encryption on his communications.

We gather around the Bus, and Janni takes her
place at the controls. She’ll be our skipper for the seven-hour
journey to the Storm Petrel. During the trip, Janni explains
that an advance team of Sea Rangers has been camping out near the
Storm Petrel, learning the currents and watching for Kuron
and his shredders. The advance team also rigged several sonar buoys
in the waters around the wreck.

When we arrive at the cluster of islands
where Echo Pass joins the Johnstone Strait, my arms and shoulders
ache from the long tow. The pressure on them gets even worse
because a wicked current flows through the pass. Janni has to gun
the motor on the Bus to reach the Carly Sue. After we
surface, we see McKienzie Island is a tree-covered nob in the
middle of the pass that doesn’t look any different from a hundred
other islands scattered throughout these waters. But this is
where Dai’s mother died five years ago, I think, and it feels
like icy fingers are trailing down my spine.

“The good news is, our helpers and Sea
Rangers have seen no sign of Kuron’s sub,” Dad tells us during a
briefing on the back of the Carly Sue, “but four days ago
our Sea Ranger patrol did catch a glimpse of a school of shredders
and some prowling solo as well.”

The members of our salvage team exchange
anxious glances.

“Whenever you’re on your way to the wreck or
in it,” Dad says, “I promise we’ll have our sonar operators on
alert. We’ll let you know the instant we see any sign of that sub
or shredders.”

“And I’ve asked Mariah to tell all of the
dolphins to be on the lookout, too,” I add. Our dolphin friends
make an even better alert system than dozens of sonar buoys.

I’m not sure what we’ll do if Kuron does show
up, except race back to the Carly Sue. Judging by the
awkward silence that follows my comment, no one else knows,
either.

“The weather report is looking good for
tomorrow, and slack tide will be 9 AM,” Captain Gonzalez says at
last. “We’ll send you down then, and you’ll ascend during the next
slack tide.”

We dive back into the water, and Janni drives
the Bus to a sea cave where the Sea Rangers have been sleeping at
night. It’s tight quarters, but somehow we find room for all twelve
of us. We share a fresh king salmon that the Sea Rangers shot, and
they brief us on the currents we might experience during the first
three hundred feet of our descent to the wreck.

We’re a quiet group as we tie ourselves in
our hammocks. I’m lying on my back trying to fall asleep when Ree
asks me on a private send, :You don’t think we’re going to see any
bodies down there, do you?:

:I asked my dad about that. Idaine’s first
mate said everyone got off the ship before it went down.:

They just weren’t all alive.

:All right then,: Ree says, sounding
relieved.

I fall asleep wondering what actually
happened on the Storm Petrel the day Idaine Kuron died. That
night, I dream again of being left alone inside a cold, black
wreck. The dream is so frightening that it’s almost a relief when
Ree shakes me awake. Our first dive down to the real wreck is about
to begin.

As we climb aboard the Carly Sue,
dense gray fog drifts silently around the old trawler and the water
is relatively calm.

“This fog should help to hide the Carly
Sue while she’s anchored over the Storm Petrel,” Dad
says as we gather for a final briefing.

“Waters are clear of any boat or sub
traffic,” Captain Gonzalez announces at 8:30. “The weather looks
good. Your salvage dive is a go.”

My stomach twisting like a sea spout, I say
little as we don our hoods, gloves, and current harnesses and help
each other with our heating packs. I’m grateful now for all the
times we’ve practiced with this gear. Just before 9:00, we’re lined
up by the bow and ready to splash.

“Good luck,” Dad says to us all.

:You be careful down there,: Tobin tells me
on a private send, his face pale. :I wish I were going with
you.:

:Thanks,: I say. A selfish part of me wishes
he were coming, too.

The moment I hit the water, I realize we’ve
timed the dive perfectly to coincide with slack tide, the quiet
period between incoming and outgoing tides. There’s almost no
current as we work our way down the anchor chain. I hope we don’t
ever have to ascend from the wreck when the current is raging
through this pass.

We lose the last of the daylight at one
hundred feet, and I’m glad that Mariah and the rest of the pod keep
us company until we reach three hundred feet.

:be careful down there. we will be listening
for you,: she promises me before she and Tisi head back to the
surface. We both know I’m going deeper than the dolphins can swim
because the Storm Petrel lies more than a thousand feet
below the surface.

Although I’ve made dozens of dives to the
Twilight Zone, this one feels way scarier as we keep swimming down
into the blackness. I appreciate the steadiness of my friends’
mental voices as we check to make sure everyone is handling the
increasing cold, dark and pressure.

It feels like we’ve been descending forever
when Kalli says quietly, :We’ve reached one thousand feet now.:

My pulse drumming in my ears, I stare into
the depths below for some sign of the wreck, but there’s only
blackness.

As we work our way farther down the anchor
chain, Thom says suddenly, :There she is!:

His dive light flickers across a gray mass.
As we draw closer, a ship’s wheelhouse takes shape out of the dark.
We swim downward until we float even with the Storm Petrel’s
upper deck. She appears to be one piece, and she sits upright with
a small list to port.

:Wow, check out all those rusticles,: Kalli
exclaims.

:What’s a rusticle?: Rohan asks
curiously.

:They’re rust deposits created by colonies of
microbes eating away at a wreck’s metal railings and bulwarks. The
Titantic was covered with ’em.:

:Guess it’s show time,: I say. We all unclip
from the anchor chain and pair off with our dive partners to
explore the outside of the wreck.

My partner, Thom, moves slowly down toward
the ship’s keel.

:Whoa, there’s a big hole down here,: he
says, shining his dive light at the side of the ship.

:Does it look like she ran into something?: I
ask, moving closer.

:Most of the metal is bent outward, like
maybe some sort of explosion went off inside her.:

When I swim up next to Thom, I see a wide
black tear in the side of the ship that’s at least eight feet long.
I remember the first mate said there’d been a big explosion before
he left the ship. A hole this big definitely could have led to the
Storm Petrel sinking.

We glance at each other uneasily. Was that
explosion an accident or purposely set the day Idaine Kuron died
and her ship sank to the bottom?

After we survey the outside of the Storm
Petrel, we decide the hole that Thom found will be the easiest
way to enter the ship. That opening is amidships on the port side,
which means it shouldn’t be too far from Idaine’s lab.

The Storm Petrel appears to be as
silent and empty as a ghost ship, but before we enter the wreck, I
reach out with my telepathy to make certain we’re alone down here.
I can’t hear any thoughts except those of my friends.

:Watch out for these jagged edges,: I tell
the others as I tie the start of our penetration line around a pipe
just inside the torn bulwark of the ship. I glance at my team. They
look tense but ready.

I take a deep breath and swim through the
opening. Holding the reel that plays out our guide line, I pause
just inside the black wreck to shine my dive torch around the large
compartment. The water is clear here, which is a good sign for
us.

:No one’s been in this area for a long time,:
I tell the others and we all breathe a little easier.

The first compartment is barren and empty
except for a colony of white tube worms and some translucent
anemones. The blast twisted and buckled what remains of the walls,
and several rusticles indicate that colonies of bacteria are busy
eating away at the metal inside the wreck, too. Reeling off more
cord, I head for a black doorway that might let us move forward
toward the bow.

The moment I shine my light through the door,
a big orangey-white octopus darts straight at my head. My heart
stampeding in my chest, I duck as the octopus shoots over me.

:Heads up, everyone,: I warn the others. :A
scared octopus wants out of here.:

:That is one weird-looking sucker,: Thom says
as the octopus flies past him. :It has big fins on its head.:

:I think it might be a cirrate octopus,:
Kalli says wistfully. :I wish I could have gotten a better look at
it.:

As I pass through the door, strange white
crabs scuttle away from my dive light and vanish into dark corners.
Trying to stir up as little sediment as possible, I fin gently down
a long passageway where dark doorways lead to shadowy cabins and
storage areas.

Kalli calls up the schematics of the ship on
a small hydro-pad and does her best to help me figure out where we
are. I feel the weight of the black seawater pressing down on me,
and its coldness chills my face and hands.

:The main forward salon should be at the end
of this passageway,: Kalli says.

When we reach the door to the salon, I pause
to look over my shoulder.

:I think this might be it,: I tell them and
swallow hard. We’re about to see the room where Dai’s mother did
her research. It might also be the room where she died.

I kick slowly into the dark salon, and the
others follow me. It’s a relatively large space, and my torch
illuminates the remains of a big table and stools lying on their
sides. It’s hard to see past the table because there’s much more
sediment in the water here.

:Guys, keep an eye out. I think something big
churned up all this silt,: I tell the others.

Suddenly, a cold mind that I haven’t felt in
over a year touches mine.

:That would be us,: Wasp says smiling coolly
as she swims out of the cloud of silt with Dai and Whitey at her
back. All three of them have powerful spear guns pointed right at
us.


chapter eleven

Waves of adrenaline pump through me. My spear gun is
loaded and slung over my shoulder, but I’m still holding the guide
line reel in my right hand. Whitey or Wasp could shoot before I
could bring my weapon to bear. Thom and Ree, who entered the wreck
holding their spear guns ready to fire, have their weapons trained
on Kuron’s kids. We’re in the middle of a deadly undersea
standoff.

:Should we shoot?: Ree asks, her tone
fierce.

:No,: I tell her and Thom on a private send.
I realize too late that Wasp is such a powerful telepath, she can
probably overhear what I’m saying. :If someone starts bleeding in
this small space, Whitey and Dai could lose it.:

I can’t believe Dai is pointing a spear gun
at me, and his expression’s just as cold as Whitey’s!

:Wasp and crew are—: I start to warn Janni
topside, but a strange, muffling interference cuts off my
connection to her mind. I glare at Wasp. She has the unique ability
to stifle telepathic communications, and her blocking abilities
must be why I didn’t sense anyone in the wreck. She’s also a strong
enough telepath to sense what I’m thinking even when I’m shielding
carefully.

Wasp sends me a malicious smile and her
strange amber eyes glitter with excitement. She’s even thinner now
and wears her black hair short. Her red lips stand out against the
paleness of her skin.

:Of course I’m the reason you couldn’t sense
us,: she says. :We wanted to give you a nice surprise welcome. We
thought you’d probably enter the wreck through that big hole, and
sure enough, you Neptune idiots did exactly what we expected.:

Whitey stares at me out of his cold charcoal
gray eyes. :Hello Princess,: he says, his mental voice harsh and
rough. He smiles, bearing rows of triangular teeth that are the
result of the great white genes Kuron spliced into his DNA. :I’ve
been looking forward to seeing you again.: The menace in his tone
makes me tremble.

Whitey looks even stronger than I remembered,
with wide shoulders and muscular arms. He wears his white hair
buzzed short in a flattop, and his right cheek is tattooed with the
outline of several shark teeth. As he floats side by side with Dai,
I can see the resemblance in their bodies and their faces. The
resemblance is more obvious because… Dai’s braids are gone! Now his
black hair is almost as short as Whitey’s.

:Oh, yeah, your precious Dai is back with
us,: Wasp says with relish. :You and your dad shouldn’t have hurt
his feelings. This time Ice is here to stay. He cut his hair to
prove his loyalty to his father. The bossman always hated his
braids.:

:What exactly do you want?: I ask.

:This ship belongs to Ran Kuron,: she
replies, :and the bossman doesn’t want you trespassing or taking
anything from it. We know you’re here to find his wife’s
computer.:

:And if we do find it, we’ll actually use it
to help the seas and the world,: Kalli says angrily.

:That research belongs to Idaine’s husband
and her son,: Wasp declares with a toss of her head, :and they’ll
decide what happens to it. So, here’s the deal. You four can all
go, but she stays.: As she gestures to me, the poisonous clear
tentacles on her fingers wave back and forth. I stifle an urge to
back away, and Wasp smiles at me nastily.

:If we sense or see any of you coming near
here again,: Whitey says, :Nere dies. She’s our insurance that you
Neptune morons will leave this wreck alone.:

:Nere, what do you want us to do?: Thom
asks.

I look at my friends, their faces white with
their fear for me. :Y-you all should go. That’s an order,: I say,
even though I’m terrified of staying in this dark wreck with Wasp,
Whitey and Dai. :Their taking me is way better than starting a
shootout where a bunch of us could die. Tell my dad—: and then
Wasp’s telepathic interference cuts us off.

:I don’t think you need to tell your dear
daddy anything. Now, the rest of you, get out of here.:

I nod to my team that they should go, and
slowly, one by one, they leave the salon. Thom and Ree are last,
and from their fierce expressions I can tell they both still want
to fight. I shake my head, and reluctantly they leave, too.

Taking a deep breath, I look at Dai. :Are you
truly going to make me stay down here?: I ask, unable to keep the
pleading from my voice.

His expression is as cold and distant as I’ve
ever seen it. :Wasp is right,: he says. :I follow my father’s
orders now. I’m glad to be back with people who actually trust me.
Give me your spear gun and dive knife.:

Wordlessly, I drop the guide line reel and
hand them over to him. I search his face, looking for any sign that
he might be lying or bluffing, but I can’t find it. He looks as
though he hates me just as much as Whitey does, and that thought
makes my eyes prickle with tears.

:Speaking of the bossman, he wants to see you
right away,: Whitey growls. :He’s not too happy about you and your
friends blowing up his base. We aren’t too happy about your
destroying our home, either.:

Kuron’s here? But how could he be? We’re
eleven hundred feet below the surface.

:You’ll see,: Wasp says with a smug smile,
evidently reading my thoughts again.

She turns and swims from the salon along a
passageway that leads forward. Whitey gestures with his spear gun
that I should follow her. I notice Dai follows next. I wonder if he
intentionally put himself between Whitey and me. My heart pounding
against my ribs, I follow Wasp along the short passageway and up
through a narrow hatch that leads to the top deck.

After she exits the hatch, Wasp pauses to
swing her dive torch in a full circle and the others do the same.
I’m puzzled when I pick up raw fear leaking through her mental
shields. What could possibly be making Wasp so terrified? When I
shine my own dive light around, I just see Wasp, Dai and Whitey who
are plenty terrifying enough in their own right.

:I don’t sense anything,: Whitey tells the
others and kicks swiftly across the deck and down the vessel’s
starboard side, opposite from where we entered the Storm
Petrel.

Light from our dive torches plays across a
huge, long mound buried in the silt right next to the wreck. A
hatch opens in the mound, and a gray light inside illuminates a
big, muscular figure with a spear gun. Gradually it dawns on me.
The mound must be some sort of sub. Our sonar must not have
detected it because it was buried in the soft sea floor so close to
the Storm Petrel.

As we draw closer to the sub, I recognize the
person waiting for us. It’s Sham, a huge bully of a boy with orca
genes spliced into his DNA. His body is thicker and wider than
Whitey’s or Dai’s, and his face is rounder. His black hair still
has a dramatic white stripe down the middle, and the outline of a
killer whale is tattooed on his right cheek.

:Welcome aboard the Ophion, Princess,:
Sham grins at me, his thick lips parting to reveal round orca
teeth. :The bossman wants to see her right way,: he tells the
others.

Wasp and Dai swim into the airlock, but I
can’t help hesitating. Although my claustrophobia is less severe
than it was, I still have to nerve myself before entering a tight
space.

:Inside now,: Whitey says, and he shoves me
forward hard enough to make my shoulder ache. Dai starts toward
Whitey, and then he stops himself. The hatch slides shut behind
Whitey. There’s another hatch on the interior wall of the chamber,
but it’s closed right now. I breathe deeply, trying not to panic at
being shut in such a small space with Whitey, Sham, Dai and
Wasp.

:The lower half of the Ophion is
flooded with seawater,: Dai explains, :so we can breathe and move
about comfortably on the sub. Right now, this waterlock is changing
the pressure back to what we’d experience at a hundred feet.:

I’m glad for the explanation, but I don’t
want to look at Dai or the others right now. So as the pressure
begins to change, I stare down at my dive fins. Slowly the water
becomes less heavy and dense. When we leave the chamber, the
temperature feels much warmer, too. The others take off the heating
packs they’re wearing and secure them in lockers. After a moment, I
remove my pack along with my hood and gloves.

:Do you still have your earbuds in?: Dai asks
me curtly.

I nod.

:Then you should be able to hear my father
when he talks to us. His technicians designed much of the
communication equipment you use at Safety Harbor.:

This time Dai leads us along a water-filled,
well-lit passageway that runs the length of the sub. Vaguely I’m
aware that we’re passing a variety of compartments and sealed metal
doors. Dai swims into an empty chamber with a big viewing window
along one side. I tense when I see the frowning man staring through
the glass at me.

Whitey nudges me closer with the butt of his
spear gun so I’m face to face with Dai’s father. I tremble as I
stare at him through the thick glass. Ran Kuron looks so different
from a year ago. Now there’s a livid red scar on his right cheek
that reaches all the way up to his ear. He used to wear expensive
black suits and his black hair was perfectly groomed. Now he wears
a dirty blue shirt and gray pants, and his graying hair is long and
disheveled. The last time I saw him, he stood absolutely still, but
today he fidgets and shifts his weight from foot to foot.

His features still look hauntingly like
Dai’s, though, and his dark brown eyes haven’t changed, either. He
still stares at me with frightening intensity.

“We meet again, Nere Hanson.” I hear his deep
voice clearly through my earbuds. “My son said you would come
looking for my wife’s work, and now I see he told us the truth. You
and your father are no better than thieves if you believe you have
any right to her research or the products of it.”

I take a deep breath and gather my
thoughts. We aren’t thieves, I key into my wrist computer.
We just want to use her c-plankton to stop climate change before
more people starve and more species become extinct.

Kuron glances down to read my words on his
own wrist computer. “Years ago humans made the choices that will
doom them. It’s time for a superior form of humanity to spread
throughout the seas and create the most sophisticated civilization
this planet has ever seen.”

But if the planet continues to heat,
almost everything will die in the oceans, too, I key hastily.
If only I could make him understand how important Idaine’s
c-plankton is.

“The oceans have warmed before,” he dismisses
my argument with a wave of his hand, just as he did back in
Atlantea. “You Neptune specimens will adapt to a warming ocean and
make its resources serve you.”

But your wife worked so hard to find a
solution that would help save everyone on land, too. Don’t you want
to honor her wishes?

His expression changes as he reads my words.
Kuron lunges toward the window and pounds his hands on the glass,
his face twisted in fury. I jerk back, terrified by the insane
light in his eyes. “How dare you speak of my wife and her wishes!”
he shouts. “I should feed you to my shredders right now!”

Dai hurriedly keys his wrist computer.

Of course, you can kill her if you want
to, sir, I read with a shudder, but Nere Hanson won’t be
much use to us as a hostage if she’s dead.

Kuron whirls away from the window and stands
there breathing hard. I get the impression he’s fighting to control
himself. When he turns around once more, his face is completely
calm. The rapid changes in his emotions make me more frightened
than ever.

“My son is right. You are of more use to us
alive. As long as you’re aboard the Ophion, you can help the
others in their search for my wife’s computer. Her notes are of
great value to my investors. Thanks to your father and your
friends, my base was destroyed, and I need funding to create a new
one.”

So you’re just going to sell your wife’s
notes to the highest bidder? I key in disbelief.

“I don’t care what they do with the notes, as
long as they give Idaine due credit for her brilliance, and give me
the money I need to build a new base of operations. I considered
taking over your father’s base, but it’s too primitive for my
needs. Eventually his specimens will join me, or be eliminated. But
first, you must find that computer.”

The specimens he’s talking about are the kids
at Safety Harbor. The fact we’ll never be anything but lab subjects
to him nauseates me.

“In fact,” Kuron says after giving me a
considering look, “Nere Hanson can join you in the search right
away. She’s proved to be resourceful and clever enough in the past
and might actually be an asset.”

Sir, we’ve been working in the pressure
and cold all morning, Wasp keys. We will be more effective
in our search if you give us time to eat.

“Very well. You may take a brief break, and
then I expect all of you to return to your search. You’d better
make sure the Hanson girl doesn’t escape again, or I’ll feed you to
my shredders.”


chapter twelve

Ran Kuron turns away from the window and limps across the
viewing room. Shivers go down my spine as I watch him leave.
There’s no question in my mind that he’s insane, and his mental
illness has worsened since the Sea Rangers destroyed his base.

:W-would he truly feed you to his shredders?:
I ask the others.

:Oh yeah, so you can bet we’ll all be keeping
a close eye on you, Princess,: Whitey promises coldly.

:Let’s go find some eats. I’m starving,: Sham
declares.

He leaves the viewing chamber first. We
follow him as he swims to a large compartment lined with lockers
and a long table down its center. After opening a locker, he pulls
out several square white boxes that look like food containers. He
passes two to Dai and to Whitey and one to Wasp. He pulls out three
for himself.

Clearly he’s not planning on feeding me until
Dai speaks up. :We probably need to feed Nere, too, or she’ll be
worthless this afternoon.:

:Don’t tell me you’re still looking out for
the princess, bro,: Whitey says, his eyebrows raised.

:No, I just know she cares about that stupid
computer and c-plankton more than any of us. If she does manage to
find my mom’s research, then we can stop spending all day freezing
our butts off in that wreck.:

In the meantime, Sham has pulled off the lid
to his box. He stares at its contents unenthusiastically. :Oh joy,
more old tuna. I’m dying to go hunting again and shoot us some
decent food.: Despite his words, he tilts his head back and pours
the box’s contents into his mouth.

:I’ll see if I can talk my father into
letting you guys go hunting tomorrow,: Dai says as he pulls out a
food container and tosses it at me. He turns away before I can
thank him. I can’t get used to seeing Dai without his braids. He
looks like an unfamiliar, older version of the Dai I knew.

I take my food container and retreat to a
corner of the room. The container is packed full of some sort of
pinkish fish. Gingerly I scoop out a bite with my fingers. It does
taste like old, stale tuna. Even though my belly’s tight with
nervousness, I force myself to take several more mouthfuls while I
listen to the others talk.

:See if you can get the bossman to give us a
whole day off,: Wasp is saying. :We’ve searched that mucking wreck
for six days in a row now, and I’m sick of it.:

:I’ll try, but I doubt he’ll go for it,: Dai
replies. :He’s as obsessed as I’ve ever seen him.:

They stop talking and look glum as they eat.
Whitey and Sham gulp their food the way sharks and orca do. Soon
bits of tuna are floating about the room. Unable to eat another
bite, I seal my box and set it aside.

:H-how did the bossman get that scar?: I
blurt.

All three of them turn to look at me. Their
expressions are so hostile, I wish I hadn’t asked.

:Well, you see Nere, dear,: Wasp answers,
:when your sweet friends blew up our home, the bossman got pinned
inside his favorite lab. Dai and I found him and pulled him out
before he drowned. But his leg was shattered, and his face was
sliced by a piece of metal. That’s all on you as far as we’re
concerned.:

My gaze goes to Dai. :So you lied about that,
too. You told us that you never found your father.:

:I’m not the only one who lied,: he says
bitterly. :You all promised me a chance to become a trusted member
of Safety Harbor, and we saw how that turned out.:

Wasp smiles at the simmering tension between
Dai and me.

:Yeah, Ice definitely found the bossman,: she
says, :and he stayed with us long enough to make sure his dad got
to a good doctor. But then he was stupid enough to leave us to go
find you.:

After that, I keep quiet. When everyone
finishes eating, we swim back down the passageway to the equipment
compartment lined with lockers.

:I get so cold in the wreck, even with these
heating packs,: Wasp complains to the boys as she slings hers over
her shoulders.

:You’d be warmer if you wore a hood,: I say
as I tug on my own.

Wasp spins around to face me, her eyes
glinting with annoyance. :Like I’d want any advice from you,: she
says and stretches out her tentacled fingers toward my cheek. I
back away from her so fast, Whitey and Sham laugh.

:If you want to survive a few more days, keep
your mouth shut,: Dai says to me, his face impassive. His comment
makes Sham and Whitey laugh even harder, and Wasp smiles.

I stare at my heating pack because I don’t
want Dai to see how much his words hurt me. After I sling the pack
over my shoulders, I struggle to plug the connection into my
seasuit, but none of them will help. My cheeks heat as the others
grin at my awkward efforts. At last I get the pack plugged in, and
we enter the waterlock again.

As we wait for the pressure to change, Whitey
turns to Dai. :So, Ice, where do you want to search this
afternoon?:

:I want to look in the forward salon again,:
he replies, :but the water will be too cloudy from us moving around
in there this morning.:

:Besides, we’ve covered every inch of that
salon already,: Sham complains.

:It’s still the most likely place she would
have left her computer,: Dai says. :We’ll look there again
tomorrow. This afternoon we’ll check her personal quarters again
and the crew’s. And big guy,: he says to Sham, :you gotta move
around more slowly when you’re inside the wreck. You churn up so
much silt, it’s impossible for the rest of us to see anything.:

:So, salvaging wrecks ain’t my thing,: Sham
grumbles with a belligerent thrust to his jaw.

:It’s not something any of us want to do,:
Whitey retorts, :but we’re stuck with the job until we find that
mucking computer. So slow down and let’s find it.:

Since Sham and Whitey look like they’re about
to tear each other apart, I’m relieved when the hatch slides open.
Dai goes first, and I sense the tension rise in all my captors.
They raise their loaded spear guns and search the black water
before swimming fast for the Storm Petrel. Even Whitey is
scared, and I’ve only sensed fear in him around Kuron. Why are they
all so frightened?

We enter the silent, black wreck through a
hatch amidships on the top deck, and Sham pulls the hatch shut
after us. Dai assigns each of us an area to search, and I get the
captain’s cabin. It’s small space, but it still takes me a long
time to sift through it thoroughly.

As I work, I consider how I could possibly
escape. Should I try to slip out of the sub in the middle of the
night? From my time at Atlantea I know that Sham and Wasp sleep at
night like most humans, but Whitey and Dai have so much shark DNA
that they need only a few hours of rest each evening. I’ll have to
see when they sleep and figure out if I’ll set off any alarms if I
try to leave the sub. Would Kuron really feed the others to the
shredders if I escaped? For now, anyway, I think he needs his kids
too much to kill them.

If I were truly brave, I’d stay until they
found Idaine’s computer and try and take it with me, but Wasp,
Whitey and Sham hate me so much, I’m afraid they may kill me long
before we ever find her computer. If we ever find it.

While I’m looking through the storage
compartments under the captain’s bunk, a large crab scuttles out so
suddenly that I jump. The angry crab snaps its claws at me and then
scurries away down the passageway. Thankful that compartment was
the last place I needed to search, I fin backward out of the cabin,
still shaking in reaction.

I bump into someone in the blackness. My
pulse pounding again, I twist about and shine my dive torch upward
to see Whitey glaring at me.

:Stop shining that light in my eyes!: Whitey
raises his right hand to slash me with his long, claw-like nails. I
lunge backward and bring up my fins to protect myself.

A moment later, Dai flashes between us and
grabs Whitey’s wrist.

:Use your brain, bro,: Dai says coldly. :You
cut her and her blood in the water could cause us all a world of
hurt.:

:Yeah, I guess you’re right,: Whitey says
with a scowl. :Don’t touch me again,: he snarls at me, :or I’ll
tear you to pieces.:

As Whitey swims down the passageway, Dai
stares at me, his black brows drawn together. :Are you trying to
get yourself killed?:

:No,: I protest shakily. :I was backing out
of the cabin and I just bumped into him.:

:Well, if you want to stay alive, you’d
better be more careful. I guess you’re going to have to work with
me. It’s the only way I can make sure our hostage survives until
dinner time. Come on, I want to search the wheelhouse next.:

Even though this cold, callous Dai makes me
furious, I’d much rather stay with him than the others. He leads me
through the wreck up to the wheelhouse where the captain piloted
the vessel. Dai takes one side of it and I take the other.

:Dai, why are you so nervous outside the
wreck?: I venture on a private send as we search. Wasp may be
listening in, but I need to know why these kids are so scared.

He’s silent for so long, I think he’s not
going to answer me.

:It’s probably better that you know,: he says
at last. :Maybe it will keep you from doing something stupid like
trying to escape on your own. We’re on the lookout for rogue
shredders. The chips in their brains are degrading as are the links
between those chips and the shredders’ minds.:

:What does that mean?:

:It means that there are nine shredders out
there that my father can’t control anymore. Fifteen shredders
survived the Sea Ranger’s attack on Atlantea. Six remain under my
father’s control, but nine have slipped away. The problem is, most
of those rogue sharkheads are used to hanging around my father’s
sub and associate it with food, and they almost seem to like the
dark and the pressure down here.:

Goosebumps rise all over me. So there are
nine rogue shredders prowling the black waters outside. :No wonder
Wasp looks so frightened every time we cross between the wreck and
the sub.:

:The other six shredders patrol the area and
are programmed to drive off the rogue shredders. Those six can be a
problem too, though, because my father isn’t as… alert as he used
to be, and sometimes he forgets to keep them away from us. We’ve
already had some pretty close calls.:

:Wow, and you left Safety Harbor to come home
to this?: I can’t keep the sarcasm from my tone.

:At least here I know exactly where I stand
and people don’t pretend to trust me. I’m done talking with
you.:

True to his word, Dai doesn’t speak to me
again. After we finish searching the wheelhouse, we move on to
search the crew’s mess and cabins. By the time Dai finally calls an
end to our searching, I’m too cold and numb to concentrate on
anything.

Wearily I follow the others out of the wreck.
I try to hurry across to the sub, but my legs are so stiff, I can’t
swim as fast as the others.

I’m halfway to the Ophion when Whitey
yells, :We’ve got company!: His dive torch picks up a shredder
charging straight at me.


chapter thirteen

They should have let me keep my spear gun, I think
stupidly as I stare at the shredder rushing toward me fast as a
torpedo. My only chance is to reach the sub. I try to kick more
quickly, but the water is so dense down here, it’s like forcing my
way through cold jello.

Dai grabs my arm and sprints for the
waterlock. Wasp and Sham are already there. Seconds later, Whitey
flashes in and Wasp hits the door control. The door starts to shut
just as the shredder reaches it. I glimpse its staring gray eyes,
round like a shark’s but with a disturbingly human pupil, and its
rows of serrated teeth. It reaches its clawed hands toward us.
Whitey shoots a spear dart into its mouth, and the creature rears
back as the door closes. Then we hear a series of deep booms. The
shredder must be ramming against it.

:Th-thanks,: I tell the boys as the water
pressure begins to change. :I thought it had me for sure.:

:I’d have let it eat you,: Whitey says with a
shrug, :except then the bossman might let them eat us.:

:You’ve got to keep up,: Wasp tells me
angrily. :We shouldn’t have to risk our lives for a Neptune
idiot.:

I’m too cold and tired to think of a
comeback—and Dai was right. I’m probably safer if I just keep
quiet. The temperature feels wonderfully warm when we swim out of
the waterlock. We strip off our heating packs and heavy seasuits.
Wasp is shaking as she strips off hers. With a pang, I realize no
one on this gray submarine is waiting for us with hot drinks or
fresh heating packs.

The others head back to the mess again, and I
follow them. I’m so exhausted that it’s hard to find enough energy
to scoop the old tuna out of its container into my mouth. The
others must be tired, too, because they say little as they down
their own food.

When they finish, Whitey and Sham leave the
mess. Just Dai, Wasp and I are left.

:I guess we’d better show you where you can
sleep tonight,: Dai says.

He leads me into the central passageway. I’m
very aware of Wasp following right behind us. He stops in front of
a tiny cabin with a hammock and sea toilet. It’s about the size of
a closet, and it doesn’t have a porthole. I suck in a deep breath
as I try to imagine being alone in such a close space all night
long.

:We don’t have anything bigger,: Dai says
gruffly, and I glance at him in surprise. Is that a note of concern
I hear? I search his face, but he looks as expressionless as ever.
I’m very aware of Wasp watching us with avid interest.

I lift my chin. :I’m better with small spaces
now,: I say, :plus, I’m so tired, I’ll probably fall asleep in
thirty seconds.: I swim into the tiny cabin and face them both.

:Nighty-night. I hope you don’t have sweet
dreams,: Wasp says spitefully, and then Dai swings the door shut.
There’s a thud outside as a bolt slides home.

I take deep breaths and count to twenty. Then
I try to shove open my door, but it doesn’t budge. They’ve
definitely locked me in. I take more breaths and try not to freak.
I miss Tobin so much. The last time Wasp locked me in a small
space, he was there to help me fight my claustrophobia and the
panic attacks that seized my whole body.

Imagining Tobin’s here and humming to me, I
climb into the hammock. Even though I’m so exhausted that my whole
body aches, I lie awake for hours, more frightened than I’ve ever
been before. Again and again, I reach out to Tobin, Janni and
Mariah, but Wasp’s dampening field prevents me from contacting
them.

I miss my friends, my family and my dolphins.
I wonder if I’ll ever see any of them again. Between the rogue
shredders lurking outside this sub, the insane man who created
them, and his savage kids, the odds of my getting back to Safety
Harbor aren’t good.

I don’t want to believe it, but Dai truly has
betrayed us. But we betrayed him first. It took so much
courage for him to defy his father and friends. It took even more
guts for him to try to change. We should have trusted him. If we
had, maybe he wouldn’t have come back to this.

 


~~~

 


The next morning a sharp rap on my door wakes
me from a sound sleep. As I force my eyelids open, Dai swims just
inside my cabin.

:You all right?: he asks as I scramble out of
my hammock. His tone is brusque, but he seems to be looking me over
carefully.

:Considering I’m a prisoner on a sub
surrounded by rogue shredders and I’m stuck hanging out with a
bunch of kids who hate my guts, I’m doing great.:

For a moment, his mouth twitches as if he’s
holding back a smile at my sarcasm, but then his frown returns full
force. :You can mouth off to me, but if you want to stay alive, I
meant what I said yesterday. Keep your head down and don’t make my
friends angry with you.:

:You know, all this concern almost makes me
think you still care about me.:

:I don’t care, but I also don’t want my dad
angry at us again. Be in the mess in ten minutes,: he says and
closes my door again, but he doesn’t lock it.

Stifling my hurt, I re-braid my hair and take
care of personal matters. I still have five minutes before
breakfast, and I plan to use those to scout around the sub. If I
try to escape, I want to make sure I don’t set off any alarms. I
open my door and look up and down the long passageway. The others
aren’t out and about yet.

I slip out of my cabin and swim toward the
stern, reading the labels on each door as I pass. The labels look
old and sound a lot like military terminology. Now that I think
about it, this sub seems old compared with Atlantea where
everything was brand new. Here the gray paint is beginning to
dissolve off the steel doors and bulkheads. I wonder uneasily where
Kuron got the Ophion and what it was used for before he
bought it.

By the time I reach the end of the
passageway, I haven’t found anything that looks like a control
room. It must be located in Kuron’s section of the sub. When a
cabin door opens down the hall, I hurry to the mess. I wait there
until the others arrive, looking grumpy and tired.

This time I don’t talk at all as we eat more
stale tuna. Kuron’s kids seem so down about going back to the wreck
again, they don’t talk much either. After we finish, Dai leads us
to the equipment compartment outside the waterlock.

As we wiggle into our heavy seasuits and plug
in our heating packs, I notice Wasp pulls on a hood, too, but I’m
smart enough not to comment on her new headgear. When everyone’s
ready, we swim into the waterlock and Whitey pulls the hatch shut
behind us. While we wait for the pressure to change, I can’t help
remembering that hungry shredder charging at me out of the
blackness. My gut feels like it’s twining like an octopus. I’m
actually glad to see the others all have their spear guns loaded
and ready.

:Today we’ll search the forward salon and my
family’s quarters again,: Dai announces into the tense quiet.

:Bro, we’ve looked there two times already,:
Sham protests, frustration radiating off him.

:We’re going to look there again,: Dai says
evenly. :Big guy, I have a different job for you today. I want you
to place a light by the amidships top hatch. Hide in the hatch and
if you lure in a shredder, close it fast, but if you manage to lure
a squid, shoot it and we’ll have that for lunch.:

:Now you’re talking,: Sham says, looking a
great deal happier.

The signal light in the chamber goes green,
and the others raise their spear guns. I really wish they’d let
me have a weapon. Dai opens the door, and Sham and Whitey go
first and hover just outside the hatch, scanning the water between
the sub and the wreck. I remember that Whitey’s shark DNA allows
him to sense electrical currents and Sham’s orca genes give him the
ability to echolocate.

:That’s weird,: Sham says, looking toward the
bow of the wreck. :There’s a rogue shredder just hanging out beyond
the reach of our dive lights. I think it’s watching us again.:

:I’ll tell my father to bring his shredder
patrol to chase it off,: Dai says and keys his wrist computer.

:How can you be sure one of those rogue
shredders won’t follow us inside the wreck?: I ask Dai as we
wait.

:Because we’ve closed all the hatches and
portholes,: Dai replies, :and all the bulkheads on the ship are
still intact. There’s no way the shredders can get below deck on
the Storm Petrel.:

:But what about that big hole in her port
side?:

:Yesterday we left the hatch sealing off that
compartment open because I sensed you were coming,: Wasp replies.
:We hoped you Neptune idiots would wander right into our ambush,
and you did.:

Wasp turns to Dai, her amber eyes glittering.
:I don’t think Nere should team up with you again today. If you do,
I might have to tell the bossman you still like her.:

:All right,: Dai agrees so easily that more
pain shoots through me. He truly must not care about me
anymore.

Wasp’s smile is triumphant, which means she
probably just read my thoughts. I’m dying to say something snarky
to her, but I remember Dai’s warning and stare at my dive fins
instead.

:Here comes our back up,: Whitey
announces.

I look up in time to see six shredders swim
past the waterlock in perfect unison. Their muscular arms drift
below their torsos while their jaws, bristling with teeth, hang
open. I reach out with my mind to touch their emotions. They’re
still hungry and as angry as ever. I shiver as I watch them
disappear into the blackness. Using starving shredders to protect
us seems crazy dangerous.

:The rogue sharkhead took off,: Sham reports.
:I can’t sense it anymore.:

:All right then, let’s move,: Dai says. He
races across to the wreck and I follow hard on his heels. He cranks
the circular latch and pulls the hatch open. Once we’re inside, Dai
tells Wasp and me to search the forward salon. As he swims off to
search his mother’s cabin, I bite my lip. This must be so hard for
him.

:Stop worrying about your ex-boyfriend and
get to work,: Wasp tells me harshly.

:He’s never been my boyfriend,: I toss back
at her.

:Which proves you’re even dumber than I
thought,: Wasp says, shaking her head. :You never should have let
Ice go.:

She starts searching one end of the salon and
I start on the other. Even though we move slowly and carefully,
soon dense clouds of silt form in the water. I’ve just straightened
up from looking under the old table when Wasp lunges at me from one
of those clouds, her bare hands reaching for my face.

I jerk backward and bring up my fins to hold
her off. I don’t kick her in the face, afraid that if I hurt Wasp,
I’ll just make her and the others angrier with me.

She lowers her hands and laughs at me. :You
should be afraid of every one of us. I was just making sure
you’re staying alert.:

:Shells, what is wrong with you?:

:I’ll tell you what’s wrong,: Wasp swims
closer to me, her eyes slitted in the beam of my torch. :We don’t
have a home anymore, thanks to you and your darling friends. Now
we’re stuck in this freezing, dirty wreck because your obsession
with the c-plankton has made the bossman realize just how valuable
it could be. Oh, and every time we head outside, we have to worry
about being torn to pieces by out-of-control sharkheads.:

:You could always leave Kuron, you know,: I
can’t help saying.

:Where would we go? The ocean isn’t the
safest place, and we’re not welcome at your perfect, happy Safety
Harbor, are we? You let sweet little Sunny and Shadow and Ochy and
the sparkhead go with you, but the rest of us weren’t invited.:

I stare at her, surprised at the bitterness
and hurt leaking through her shields. I never considered whether
she liked living with Kuron. But how could I take a girl who stings
people when she’s angry back to Safety Harbor? She almost killed
Tobin, and she and Whitey did kill Mako.

:Everything all right in here?: Dai appears
beside us.

:Nere and I were just having a little
girl-to-girl talk,: Wasp says airily. :Even though it’s seriously
tempting, I still haven’t stung her.:

:Good. Don’t. I don’t want to have to treat
her. That would be a major time sucker,: he says, already turning
away.

Wasp and I both go back to our searching. Now
I’m even more on edge as I try to keep an eye on Wasp. That doesn’t
exactly help me focus on finding Idaine’s computer.

Sometime later, a psychic shout rings out so
loudly that I jump and my head rings. :Hey, I got one. We’re having
Humboldt calamari for lunch!: Sham yells.

:Nice job, big guy,: Dai calls to him. :Go
ahead and carve it up and we’ll meet you in an hour.:

We meet in the Storm Petrel’s mess at
noon, and Sham hands out chunks of fresh squid to each of us. I
have to admit, Sham’s squid is a big improvement on the old canned
tuna we’ve been eating. Everyone seems a little happier after a
good meal and we return to our search. Wasp jumps out at me again
right as I finish looking through a big locker. This time I’m so
startled, I jump back and slam my shoulder into a bulkhead.

As she goes off into peals of laughter, I say
nothing and go on searching, but my shoulder aches for the rest of
the afternoon. After we finish examining every inch of the salon, I
go forward to see what Dai wants us to search next. He’s still
going through his own cabin. I notice there’s a small cabin right
across from his with its door shut. I poke my head inside. The
water is so clear, it’s obvious no one has searched it yet
today.

:Should I look through this little cabin over
here?: I ask him.

He erupts from his berth a moment later, his
face twisted in anger. :No one goes in that cabin,: he yells at
me.

:Fine,: I say, closing the door and fighting
back my tears. Between Wasp’s and Dai’s taunts and being exhausted
from working in the cold, heavy water, I’m close to losing it.

:Then where do you want us to search
next?:

:Go search the engine room,: Dai says
tightly.

Wasp swims up behind me in the passageway.
:That was Maia’s cabin,: she explains without my asking, her face
expressionless before she turns away to lead me down to the lower
deck. Even though she’s shielding her emotions, I still can feel
her guilt and sadness. Dai’s little sister Maia died after Wasp
stung her in a fit of temper back when they both were young. Which
probably explains why Wasp is so messed up. She sends me such a
furious look over her shoulder, I concentrate on not thinking about
anything after that.

We’ve just started searching the big
engineering area when I feel a different mind nearby. It’s so cold,
angry and hungry, I must be touching the emotions of a shredder
passing by the wreck. I shudder and go back to my searching. But my
contact with that mind doesn’t fade. It keeps getting stronger and
stronger.

:Um, Wasp, do you feel that?: I ask her at
last.

:Yeah, I sense it, too,: she says. :The
sharkhead must be hovering right outside the wreck. They do that
sometimes.:

But this mind feels so close and it’s getting
closer. Uneasily, I shine my dive torch around the black
compartment. They said a shredder couldn’t get inside the wreck,
but I can’t stop myself from checking.

:Keep that light away from me,: Wasp says
crossly.

I’m just about to shine it back on the engine
I’m searching when the light from my torch plays across a long,
pointed snout and dull gray eyes.

:WASP, MOVE!: I yell at her. :There’s a
shredder in here!:


chapter fourteen

Wasp looks up and spots the shredder just in time. Fast
as a startled minnow, she flashes behind one of the engines right
as the mutate reaches out to grab her.

I back up toward the door behind me. If I
duck through the doorway and seal it shut, I’ll be safe, but I’ll
be leaving Wasp to be torn apart by the shredder. I can’t leave
anyone, even her, to be killed so horribly.

My blood racing, I look for something to hold
off the mutate. I spot a length of old pipe lying on the deck,
catch it up and shout, :Wasp, swim for this door!:

She darts toward me, the shredder so close
behind her that it grabs one of her dive fins. Desperately she
kicks off the fin and keeps swimming. I raise the pipe. My
timing has to be perfect.

A second later, Wasp passes me and races
through the door. The creature charges, its mouth open, its clawed
hands reaching for my body. I slam the pipe down on its snout as
hard as I can. The shredder rears back, and I twist about and
sprint through the door.

Wasp slams it shut and cranks down the latch.
We stare at each other, panting and shaking. Deep booms echo
through the water as the frustrated shredder rams against the heavy
metal door again and again.

:T-that was too close,: Wasp gasps, :but how
did that thing get inside the wreck?:

Before I turn away from the door, a flicker
of movement catches my eye. The circular latch is turning.

:That’s how,: I say, lunging for the door.
:The shredder must have figured out how to open it.: My hands
shaking, I use the pipe to jam the latch so that it can’t turn.

Wasp and I stare at the latch. It turns
another inch, but then the pipe stops it.

:What if that shredder tries the other
hatches?: she asks, her eyes wide with horror.

:We’ve got to tell the others to fasten every
working hatch that leads outside.:

Whitey, Dai and Sham appear in the passageway
moments later, their spear guns raised.

:What happened?: Dai asks us.

:I-I think the shredder that’s been watching
us must have figured out how to open the hatches,: Wasp tells them.
:It came after me in the engine room. Nere smashed it on the nose
and we both got out through this door. But then we saw the latch
turning after we cranked it down, which means that mutate was
trying to open it.:

Dai frowns at the latch. :They must be
smarter than we realized.:

Whitey’s looking at Wasp. :So, let me get
this straight. You’re saying the Neptune princess here just saved
your life?:

Wasp shrugs. :Yeah, I guess she did. She was
closer to the door and she could have gotten out and left me there
to be shredded, but she didn’t.:

Whitey stares at me like I’m a problem he’s
trying to solve.

:She rescues people, bro. It’s what she
does,: Dai says. :Don’t let it throw you. We gotta get all the
hatches fastened so we don’t have to worry about a freakishly smart
mutate coming after us again. Wasp and Nere, you take all the
hatches forward from here. The guys and I will take the rest. Let’s
go.:

Wasp and I hurry forward and start fastening
hatches. I feel her gaze on me as we work together to find pipes
and bars to jam the latches shut.

:Why’d you do it?: she asks suddenly. :I’d
think you’d want to kill me yourself after what I did to Tobin and
Mako. You could have let the sharkhead do your killing for
you.:

:I don’t want to kill anyone. I just want to
find those c-plankton notes and go home.:

:Well, don’t think this changes
anything.:

:Don’t worry. I won’t,: I say bitterly.

:Got here just in time,: Whitey shouts a few
minutes later. :That mucker was trying to get in by the stern deck
hatch.: The notion that a smart shredder might keep trying to find
its way into this grim, black wreck makes me quiver.

:I think we’ve done enough for today,: Dai
calls to us all after we finish securing every hatch. He asks his
dad to use the shredder patrol he still controls to clear the
waters between the wreck and the sub. When they finish, we hurry
into the waterlock.

As we wait for the pressure to change, Whitey
rubs his face tiredly. :Ice, you gotta tell your dad that a
sharkhead got inside the wreck. If they can figure out how to open
doors, they might figure out other ways to come after us.:

:I know,: Dai says. :I’ll tell him.:

:For all the good it will do,: Wasp says, her
face paler than ever.

After we strip off our heavy seasuits, we
swim to the mess. No one talks as we force ourselves to eat the
last of the squid that Sham shot.

Even though I’m so exhausted that I just want
to tie myself into my hammock and sleep for a week, I ask Dai to
stay after dinner to talk. Wasp starts to protest, but then I stare
at her and she slips away without saying another word. She said
that my saving her life wouldn’t change anything, but she owes me
now, and she knows it.

:So, what’s on your mind?: Dai asks
impatiently. :I’m tired and I still need to talk to my father.:

I cross my arms and meet his gaze. :This
isn’t working. Looking for one small hydro-computer in that big
wreck is like looking for a needle in a haystack.:

Dai lifts one eyebrow. :I’ve never actually
seen a hay-stack, have you?: he asks in his dry way, and for a
moment, it almost feels like it used to between us.

:You know what I mean.:

:Yeah, I do know,: he says, running a hand
through his hair. He does that a lot, which makes me wonder if he
misses his braids. :The search is wearing us down, and sooner or
later, a sharkhead is gonna get one of us. Wasp probably would have
been killed today if it weren’t for you. So, what’d you have in
mind?:

I blink, surprised he’s willing to hear me
out. After seeing Maia’s cabin today, it occurred to me that we’re
going about the search all wrong.

:You’re not going to like my plan, but I
think it’s the only way we’re going to find your mother’s computer.
We do have two witnesses who saw what actually happened when the
Storm Petrel went down—your father and you. We need both of
you to try to remember exactly where your mother went and what she
did in the hours before her ship sank.:

Dai swings away from me and places a hand on
a nearby bulkhead. :You d-don’t know what you’re asking,: he says,
his voice strained.

I feel a tidal wave of guilt and sadness roar
through him.

:It’s bad enough that my dad is forcing me to
go through her ship again and again. Now you want me to remember
the worst day of my life?:

:I’m so sorry,: I say, and I am. :But your
father is going to make us keep searching until we find your
mother’s computer or we all get killed by his shredders. If we can
figure out exactly where your mother went on the ship before she
died, we have a better chance of finding her computer. And if we do
find it, you can let her ship and her memory rest in peace.:

He’s silent for so long, I’m sure he’s going
to say no. But then he takes a deep breath and turns to face me.
:You’re right,: he says, his face stony, :but my father will never
talk about that day with us. So I’ll tell you what I remember.:

He closes his eyes as if he’s steeling
himself, and then he starts to talk. His voice is toneless, like
he’s recounting the plot of a movie he’s seen or a story he’s
read.

:It was my birthing day, the day I turned
ten,: he begins, and already I want to cry for him. :Mom got up
early and cooked my favorite pancakes before she went to check some
of her experiments with her runabout. I stayed back on the ship
because she’d given me an old-time graphic novel about super heroes
that I was dying to read.:

:So, she started that day in her cabin,: I
say, trying to get everything straight in my mind, :and then she
spent some time in the galley. Her first mate told my dad the
runabout didn’t sink with the ship.:

:That’s right. Early in our search, I
wondered if her computer might have been left in her runabout, but
my dad said he used it to carry her…body,: he stumbles over the
word, but then he forges on, his tone colder than ever, :and me
away from the sinking ship. He said that her computer definitely
wasn’t in the runabout then. She usually used a smaller hydro-pad
to record her field results and sent them to the main computer she
kept aboard ship. My father’s not always reliable, but I think we
can trust him on this. He wants to find her computer as much as you
do.:

:Was your father on the Storm Petrel
the morning of your birthday?:

:He hadn’t been for months. Maia had died a
year earlier, and my mother couldn’t forgive him for that. Although
the venom in Wasp’s tentacles actually killed Maia, my mother
blamed my father for deviating so far from the original Neptune
plan.:

:You mean, the way he got so creative with
the DNA he spliced into you guys?:

:Yeah, Mom thought he’d engineered kids that
were way too unstable because he’d used genes from some of the most
dangerous creatures in the sea. So whenever my parents were
together after Maia died, they mostly fought. Even back then, my
dad was wound pretty tight. I think she was starting to worry that
he might be losing it, and I know she’d asked her crew to keep an
eye out and to give her some warning before he came aboard.:

Dai takes a deep breath before he continues.
:I remember the last time they argued. It was a particularly nasty
fight, and at the end of it, my dad went storming off her ship.
After he left, though, he sent me a message promising he’d be back
on my birthday, with an amazing present.:

:I know he must have come back to the ship on
your birthing day, but when exactly did he come back?:

:He came on board that morning while she was
still out on the runabout,: Dai replies. :I was so excited
to see him, I ran up and asked if I could have the amazing present
he’d promised me, but all he was carrying was a small metal
briefcase.:

Dai’s eyes go distant. :He took me down to
her lab and took a syringe out of that case he’d brought. I
remember feeling so confused. I couldn’t believe my present was
some sort of shot. I started to back away from him, and he got
angry.:

A chill skitters down my back. I think I know
where this is going now.

:He told me not to be a coward and said the
shot would give me super powers. That sounded cool, and I trusted
him, and I didn’t want to make him angry. So I let him pull up my
sleeve and give me the shot.:

I suck in a breath. So much pain and anger is
pulsing through Dai right now. I hate making him relive this.

:My mother walked into the lab a moment
later, and I’ll never forget the terrified look on her face. She
guessed at once that he’d begun my Neptune transformation. Then she
got angry and turned on him. I remember her shouting, ‘He’s too
young. Ran, he won’t survive!’ But my father just looked excited
and eager.

:Almost at once, I felt so strange. My body
tingled all over, and then it began to hurt. I started to cry, and
that made my parents argue even more. Then my chest tightened, and
I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs.:

:I remember that stage in the transformation.
It was terrifying,: I say quietly.

:The problem was that they’d never put a kid
through the transformation before. I was their first human lab rat.
Knowing Mom, I think she would have planned carefully for that
moment and made it as easy for me as she could. But my dad
surprised her by giving me that shot years ahead of schedule.
Anyway, when she realized I couldn’t breathe well anymore, my mom
grabbed an oxygen tank and put a mask over my face. The oxygen
helped at first, but it couldn’t ease the pain, and it was
bad.:

:My mom gave me meds that knocked me out for
the painful part,: I say, grateful now that my mother had tried to
make my terrifying Neptune transformation at least a little
easier.

:I didn’t have any pain meds in me, and I
hurt. I hurt all over, and it felt like my chest was about to
explode as the gill filaments in my lungs began to swell. Suddenly,
I saw Mom coming toward me with another syringe. She probably
wanted to give me something for the pain or to knock me out, like
your mother did. All I knew then, though, was that I didn’t want
anyone getting near me with another shot.:

Dai pauses for a moment and looks down at his
hands. :I was so frightened that I hit out at her, and she stumbled
back from me, and I don’t remember anything more after that. I must
have passed out from lack of oxygen. But my father told me that she
fell and struck her head against a table and died almost instantly.
So, now you know the truth.:

Dai raises tormented eyes to mine. :I killed
my own mother.:

I’m quiet while I try to absorb his
confession. Could he have done such a terrible thing, even by
accident? I study his face for a long moment. Dai can be angry and
brooding, but that’s because he cares too much sometimes.

:I don’t believe it,: I declare, and I don’t.
From everything he’s told me about her, Dai adored his mother. And
for all the anger in him, he’s not a violent person. :Maybe you did
hit her. I wanted to hit my mother when I was going through the
transformation, but I don’t believe you struck your mother hard
enough to kill her.:

:Nere, even when I was ten, I was freakishly
strong because of all the shark genes my father spliced into me,
and I couldn’t control myself. I was dangerous then, and I’m
dangerous now. That’s why it’s just as well I’m back with my
father, Whitey, Sham and Wasp.:

:You’re wrong about yourself. You are one of
the bravest, most principled guys I know, and you totally belong
with us at Safety Harbor.: I want to reach out and touch him, but
I’m afraid he’s still too furious with me to want my sympathy.

:If I truly belonged at Safety Harbor,: he
says, his jaw tight, :you would have told me about your big plan to
salvage my mother’s ship. But even after I betrayed my own father
and tried living your way for a whole year, you and your dad still
wouldn’t trust me. This conversation is over, and I need to lock
you in your sleeping compartment before I go talk to my dad.:

As I follow Dai into the passageway, I catch
a glimpse of Wasp ducking into her own sleeping compartment. Did
she listen in on our whole conversation? She’s a strong enough
telepath that she could have, even though Dai and I were trying to
communicate privately. Did Dai know she was listening? His
expression is unreadable as I swim past him into the tiny berth.
The door closes behind me, and the bolt thuds shut. Tiredly, I
climb into the hammock.

The moment I shut my eyes, I picture Dai’s
face as he told me about the awful day his mother died. I bury my
face in the rough pillow and burst into tears. It’s so wrong that
he’s had to carry such a dreadful burden all this time. I know he
didn’t kill his mother. Ran Kuron must be lying to his son about
this just as he’s lied about so many other things.

Dai may not care about me anymore, but I care
about him, more than ever. Somehow before I escape, I have to prove
to Dai that he’s wrong about himself.


chapter fifteen

In the morning after Dai unlocks my door, I slip out of
my sleeping chamber, hoping to explore more of the sub. I still
want to figure out a way to escape. I’m not sure how I’ll get past
the shredders, but first I have to find a way off the
Ophion. Dai and Wasp look into a retinal scanner each time
we enter the main waterlock, which makes me think that if I tried
to operate it by myself, I’d probably trigger some alarms.

As I swim forward, I’m surprised to see Dai
and Whitey floating together in Whitey’s sleeping compartment.
Whitey holds his face in his hands, and Dai has a hand on his
shoulder.

:Bro, you gotta tell him that working in the
dark and the cold, with sharkheads everywhere, is getting to us,:
Whitey is saying. When he drops his hands from his face, his eyes
are wild. :They’ll just keep trying to kill us. Maybe it’s because
of my shark genes, but I can feel their hatred. They despise us
because we’re like them but we’re more human.:

:I know. I keep trying to tell him that
searching the wreck is hard on us, but he doesn’t care.:

:I-I don’t know how much longer I can keep
doing it,: Whitey says, his mental voice so raw that I slip away,
ashamed of eavesdropping on such a personal moment. Whitey always
seems so cold and hard. It’s weird to think he hates searching the
wreck just as much as Wasp and I do.

Dai and Whitey come to the mess a few minutes
later, their expressions guarded. Wordlessly we chow down on old
tuna again.

Whitey, Dai and Sham check the entire wreck
to make sure there are no shredders lurking inside it before they
let Wasp and me swim across and join them. While the shredder
patrol sweeps the area right around the wreck, Sham and Whitey take
lengths of chain and lock shut all the exterior hatches except the
big one in the center of the top deck. Their efforts will make us
safer, but they’re also making it much harder for me to escape from
the Storm Petrel.

Dai says little to me all morning, but my
talk with him must have had some impact, because he sends Wasp and
me to search the galley while he searches his mother’s cabin.
Slowly and carefully I look through silt-covered pots and pans and
cooking utensils. Maybe Idaine set her computer aside and left it
here the morning she got up early to cook birthday pancakes for her
son.

As I search, I try to imagine that day from
her perspective. Did she know her husband might be coming back for
Dai’s birthing day? Would she have been worried about his return?
Dai said she was starting to fear for his father’s sanity. If she
had discovered something important and potentially of great value
to his investors, would she have tried to hide it from him?

The more I consider that notion, the more it
makes sense to me.

:I have another idea about our search,: I say
to Dai as we eat lunch in the wreck’s mess. This time Sham shot a
halibut, which also tastes way better than old tuna.

:Make it quick,: he says while the others
listen in. :I’m getting tired of your not-so-brilliant ideas.:

I swallow a retort that might make them all
mad at me. :Last night you said your mother was worried that your
father might be losing it. We know she discovered the c-plankton in
the months before she died. We also know that she asked the crew to
warn her before your father came aboard. What if she was afraid
that he’d try to sell her research to his investors?:

Dai watches me intently. :You’re thinking she
may have purposely hidden her research from him?:

:That would explain why she gave her crew
orders to warn her when they spotted his ship approaching. What if
that day her crew did call her back, but before she came down to
her lab, she hid her computer someplace your father would never
think to look for it?:

For a moment, Dai’s eyes narrow, as if my
words have made him think of something. But then he shrugs
carelessly. :I guess it’s possible,: he says, :but I don’t know
where she liked to hide her stuff. If I did, we would have looked
there days ago. All right, everyone, let’s get back to it.:

We spend several more cold, frustrating hours
searching the Storm Petrel before we head back to the
Ophion and eat dinner. It’s hard for me to fall asleep, even
though I’m exhausted. Spending so many hours in the dark wreck has
messed up my internal clock that tells my brain when I should fall
asleep.

Around two in the morning, I wonder if Dai
and Wasp have finally fallen asleep. When I try contacting my
friends at the surface, Wasp’s dampening cloud doesn’t stop me. I
hope the Carly Sue is still nearby, but there’s a chance the
Marine Guard or a Canadian naval ship may have chased them
away.

:Tobin? Robry? Are you guys there?:

:N-nere?: Robry asks. He must have been
sleeping, but he wakes up fast.

:Are you all right?: Tobin asks quickly.

I’m so happy to link with their minds again.
I just wish a thousand feet of black ocean didn’t separate us.

:I’m okay,: I say. :Where are you?:

:We’re still here,: Tobin reassures me. :The
Carly Sue is anchored behind a small island about a quarter
mile from the wreck. Your dad has been in contact with Kuron every
day, trying to negotiate your release.:

:I’m trying to find a way to escape, but
they’re watching me pretty carefully. We’re staying on some sort of
old naval sub buried in the muck next to the Storm Petrel.
Nine of Kuron’s shredders have gone rogue, and they’re hanging out
around the sub and the wreck. That’s not going to make it easy for
me to reach you.:

:If you can find a safe way to escape,: Tobin
says, :we have a dozen Sea Rangers ready and waiting to help.
Mariah and her pod are all here, and you know they’ll help,
too.:

:Don’t forget to keep track of the tides,:
Robry breaks in anxiously.

:When is the next slack tide?: I ask.

:Two hours from now.:

:’Kay, I’ll try to keep track of the tides
from now on. Thanks, you guys. It’s so good to hear your
voices.:

:It’s good to hear yours, too. You be careful
down there,: Tobin says.

:Gotta sign off,: I say hastily as my door
swings open. :Someone’s coming.:

I close my eyes and my whole body tenses. I
let go a sigh of relief when I sense it’s Dai. If Wasp had caught
me talking with my friends, she might have stung me to death.

:Nere, I know you’re pretending to be
asleep,: Dai says dryly, :and I’m actually glad to hear the
Carly Sue is still around.:

My heart skips a beat. He must have been
listening in on my conversation with Tobin and Robry. :Huh?: I say,
raising my head and staring at him.

:Come on, we’ve got to hurry to the
waterlock. We don’t have much time, and I’ll explain everything to
you in there. Try to shield your mind and don’t think about
anything until we’re off the Ophion.:

:That’s easier said than done,: I mutter as I
climb out of my hammock and follow Dai. It’s hard to think about
nothing when my mind is racing with questions.

In the equipment compartment, he starts
pulling on his heavy seasuit and motions that I should pull on
mine. He helps me plug in my heating pack, and I’m stunned when he
hands me my spear gun and the rest of my gear.

:I know you’d probably like to shoot me,: he
says with a glimmer of his old humor as he leads me into the
waterlock, :but I’d rather you got ready to shoot shredders
instead.:

The moment the door closes behind us, I
sputter, :What is going on?:

:I only went back to my father because I knew
you wouldn’t give up on finding my mother’s research, and I knew he
and the others would be waiting for you the moment you entered the
wreck. Joining them again was the only way I could give you a
chance of surviving.:

I cross my arms and stare at him. :So, you
want me to believe that going back to your father was all an
act?:

:Well, it wasn’t entirely an act,: he says as
he loads his spear gun. :I’m still furious that you guys wouldn’t
trust me and that you wouldn’t listen. I told you my dad would
never let you take her research. But what you said today did make
me remember something. I think I know where my mother hid her
computer.:

I suck in a breath. :Where do you think it
is?:

:After Maia’s death, we all avoided her
cabin, but in the month before my birthday, I saw my mom enter it
several times with her computer. I thought she was going in there
to grieve for Maia, but now I’m not so sure.:

:You think she was hiding her computer in
Maia’s cabin?:

:I think it’s a good possibility. So, we’re
heading for the wreck, and if we find the computer, I’m going to
take you and the computer topside to your father. Now, would you
please load your spear gun?:

:You’re right. I do want to shoot you,: I
say, placing a dart in my weapon. :You’ve been horrible to me from
the moment you guys ambushed us.:

:Yeah, you probably hate my guts now, but
you’re still alive, and I’ll take that as a win.:

:I don’t hate your guts,: I protest. :I could
never hate you. In fact—:

At that moment, the control light turns to
green.

:We don’t have time to talk now,: Dai says
tersely. :Whitey could wake up any time. I’ll go first and look for
shredders. You stay behind me when this door opens.:

:Right,: I say, but I raise my spear gun,
ready to help Dai if he needs me. As tough and strong as he is, one
of those mutates could tear him apart. My blood thunders in my ears
as the waterlock door slides open and Dai slips outside. I stay
right behind him, but I can’t see a thing because Dai isn’t using
his dive torch.

:I don’t sense any shredders nearby,: he
says. :Let’s go.:

He takes my hand and pulls me through the
black water to the wreck. Even through my glove, I can feel his
warmth. When we reach the central hatch, he unlocks it and locks it
behind us. Using his own dive torch, he leads me forward through
the dark wreck to Maia’s small cabin.

While Dai searches it, I hover just inside
looking over his shoulder. The cabin contains a bunk, desk and
built-in bureau. Over the bunk several starfish sculptures still
hang on the wall.

:She must have loved starfish,: I say, my
eyes prickling with tears for the little girl who never had a
chance to grow up.

:They were her favorite sea creature,: Dai
says, sounding distracted as he hurriedly checks all the desk and
bureau drawers. I slip inside and check the bunk.

:It’s not here,: he says, looking
discouraged.

:Are you sure she didn’t have some sort of
secret place? Most little girls do,: I suggest, remembering the
metal box under my bed where I hid my own small treasures.

:She did,: he says abruptly. :There was a
small, flat compartment near the foot of her bed that she called
her secret treasure chest.:

He leans over and carefully feels along the
base of the bunk. :Here’s the door.: As he reaches his hand in, I
hold my breath.

:I can feel something flat and rectangular.:
Moments later, he straightens up, holding a slim computer in his
hands. :We’ve got it!:

Dai looks down at the computer and touches it
gently with his fingertips. :Mom spent so many hours on this thing,
sometimes I hated it. But then she’d show me some of the amazing
places she’d traveled for research, and she’d play the coolest
games with me.:

All at once, he seems to remember himself.
:Turn around,: he says briskly. :I want to put this in your
seapack.:

I feel like I’m stealing one of the last
pieces of Dai’s childhood.

:I’m sure they’ll get it back to you,: I say
lamely.

:Once they open the shell around the hard
drive, the computer won’t function again. But it’s all right. Mom
would want the world to benefit from her work.:

Wordlessly, I turn and he slips the computer
into my pack. :Now, let’s get you and this back to the surface,:
Dai declares and swims for the main hatch.

As he starts to crank the latch, I say,
:Please, Dai, when we reach the surface, will you stay with us? You
still have a place at Safety Harbor. I-I want you to come back with
us. I want you to come back with me.:

His face tightens and he doesn’t say a word
as he pushes the heavy hatch door open. When he raises his spear
gun, I do the same.

:Nere, I just don’t think I’ll ever fit—:

:Well, well, look what we have here,:
Whitey’s grating voice fills my mind.

He, Sham and Wasp, all armed with spear guns,
hover between us and the surface.


chapter sixteen

The awful moment seems to stretch into eternity. In the
beam cast by Dai’s dive torch, Whitey stares at us, his gray eyes
smoldering with hate and resentment.

:So, I’m guessing you finally found your
mom’s computer?: Whitey asks.

:Yeah,: Dai says, :and I’m taking it and Nere
to the surface now. I swear I’ll come back and tell my father what
I’ve done the moment she’s away safely.:

:I knew you still liked her,: Wasp
hisses.

:You’re not going anywhere, bro, or I’ll
shoot your Neptune princess in the gut,: Whitey growls and points
his spear gun at my belly. :I want to see the bossman’s face when
he finds out you were planning to betray him a second time. Maybe
he’ll finally realize I’m the only son who cares about him.:

:Crap, a sharkhead’s coming!: Sham says,
looking past me into the dark.

I look over my shoulder in time to see a
shredder charge out of the blackness. A heartbeat later, Dai shoves
me so hard that I feel the bone in my upper arm crack. When I twist
back around, my heart stops. Jaws clamped on Dai’s right arm and
shoulder, the creature shakes him the way a big shark shakes a
seal.

Frantically I try to aim my spear gun at the
shredder, but I can’t lift my left hand. Dai plunges his dive knife
into the mutate’s eye just as Whitey shoots a spear dart into the
creature’s gills. The shredder thrashes violently, and then it goes
still. Dai shoves it away.

I gulp. Bright red blood from Dai’s mangled
arm clouds the water around him. I tear off my seapack and grab my
med kit, wincing as I jar my arm. Whitey tries to block me from
reaching Dai, but I dart around him. At least Whitey seems to have
control himself despite the fact Dai’s bleeding so badly.

:We need to get a tourniquet on that arm,: I
tell Whitey. :or Dai’s going to bleed out.:

:First we’re getting both of you on the sub,:
Whitey snarls.

Dai’s already turning pale and I can tell
he’s fighting to stay conscious. :No, first I’m putting this
tourniquet on him,: I say and wrap a strap around his upper arm.
:Wasp, you gotta help me. I think my arm’s broken.:

Wearing her gloves, she holds the strap in
place as I fasten the tourniquet. I wince when I look at Dai’s torn
flesh. I’m so terrified for him, my hand shakes. But because Tobin
insisted we practice applying tourniquets so often, my mind and my
fingers remember the steps.

:Do you have medical staff who can treat
him?: I ask Wasp as I tighten the strap. :This is going to hurt,: I
warn Dai.

:G-go for it. I’d like to stay alive,: he
says shortly and closes his eyes.

I look away from the tourniquet in time to
see Whitey and Wasp exchange glances.

:We don’t have any medical staff,: Wasp
admits.

:Then let me take Dai to the surface,: I
plead as I finish cinching down the tourniquet. :We have two good
medics and a doctor up there. If Dai stays down here without proper
care, for sure he’ll lose this arm, and he’ll probably die.:

:She’s right,: Wasp says to Whitey. :His
arm’s a mess.:

Whitey frowns in indecision.

:Here comes another sharkhead!: Sham cries
and dives for the waterlock.

Whitey darts forward and grabs the dead
shredder. Maybe he wants to use it to distract the others.

:Wasp, tell the bossman to call in his
sharkhead patrol,: he yells as he swims into the darkness beyond
our torches, :or we’re all gonna die out here.:

Wasp starts keying her wrist computer. She
looks up after a few seconds. :What are you waiting for?: she
shouts angrily. :Take Dai and get out of here!:

I don’t wait for her to change her mind. I
put on my seapack, grab Dai in a lifeguard hold with my good arm
and start kicking upward. He kicks, too, but I can tell his
strength is fading. I want to tell him not to help, but we have to
put some distance between us and the dead shredder. Soon the others
will come to devour it.

:MARIAH, DENSIL, SOKYA!: I call out to them,
:I’m trying to swim up to you, but I’ve got Dai, and he’s bleeding
badly. We’ll probably have some shredders or sharks on our tail. Be
careful!: I send all my dolphins a visual image of shredders and
Dai’s torn arm, so they will understand what we are up against.

:we come, but we drifted miles from your
father’s boat while we were sleeping,: Mariah says. :the big
dolphin and my son already swim to find you.: She means Ton and
Densil are on their way.

Then I reach out to Janni and Tobin and tell
them what happened.

:We’ll be on our way in no time,: Tobin
replies, his tone reassuringly calm and steady.

I look up at the black sea over our heads.
Densil and Ton can swim down to around five hundred feet, which
means we have to ascend five hundred feet. But the water down here
is so dense. It feels like we’re kicking our way up through heavy
black syrup, while the bloody scent of Dai’s shredded arm keeps
spreading.

:You should just leave me,: Dai says,
gritting his teeth. :You’ll never get us to the surface without
some help.:

:Help should be here soon,: I say, and I hope
I’m right. :You just keep a lookout for shredders and sharks.:

:Y-you’re the most stubborn girl I’ve ever
met,: he says.

:Well, you’re the most stubborn guy I’ve ever
met, so I guess we’re even,: I reply. I glance at my dive computer
and wince. We’ve only climbed a hundred feet so far.

Dai tenses. :Shredder below us, closing fast.
O-only chance is to shoot it.:

He jerks out of my lifeguard hold. :Help me
raise my spear gun,: he gasps.

:’Kay,: I say, using my good arm to help him
lift the long barrel of his spear gun, :but you’ll have to
aim.:

:We’re only going to get one shot at it,: Dai
warns me. :Don’t turn on your dive torch until after I shoot. The
light will help blind the sharkhead.:

I steady his spear gun. As I stare into the
inky blackness below us, my chest tightens. I really wish I
had Dai’s ability to sense electrical fields right about now.

:Little lower,: he says, and then the spear
gun jerks as Dai fires. I switch on my dive torch. A shredder
lunges at Dai’s feet, a spear dart protruding from its right eye.
Its rows of sharp teeth glisten as Dai uses his empty spear gun to
fend off the monster. It angrily bites the end of the weapon before
falling back into the deep.

:Nice shot,: I pant. :Maybe that one will
keep the others distracted for a bit.:

When Dai doesn’t reply, I glance at him just
his eyes flutter shut and he drops the spear gun. I grab for the
weapon, but I’m too slow, and the spear gun spirals down into the
darkness below.

:Dai, stay with me,: I yell at him, but his
eyes remain closed.

Trying not to panic, I grab him in a
lifeguard hold again and start kicking upward. He’s all bone and
muscle, and unconscious, he’s way heavier than I expected. I’m
panting hard by the time we reach two hundred feet. Somehow we have
to shed weight so we’re lighter. I pause long enough to strip off
my heating pack and drop my spear gun and darts since I can’t shoot
accurately with one arm. I strip off Dai’s heating pack, too,
because I remember reading that cold slows blood loss.

Then I start kicking for the surface again,
my arm aching. My legs burn, and I sweat inside my seasuit even
though the ocean is icy cold. A shredder may be coming up beneath
us, but I could only kick at it with my dive fins or stab at it
with my dive knife. To survive, we need to reach the dolphins and
the Sea Rangers as quickly as possible.

So, I try to ignore my burning legs and lungs
and kick faster.

At three hundred feet, I pause long enough to
tug off Dai’s travel fins. I glimpse of his face as I grab his
shoulders again. He’s so terribly pale, I’m afraid he may already
be dead. Frantically I search for a pulse. I sob with relief when I
find it.

:Dai Kuron, you’d better not die on me, or
I’m never going to speak to you again.:

Around three hundred fifty feet, I glimpse a
silver glimmer. A small sixgill shark follows us. I gulp and keep
kicking upward. The sixgill doesn’t worry me too much, but the fact
it scented us does.

I have to stop and catch my breath at four
hundred feet, but I’m not truly resting because I still have to
kick to keep us both from sinking back into the deep. At least
we’re lucking out with the tide. It’s slack right now.

Wearily I start fighting my way upward again.
My left arm aches and my right arm quivers from gripping Dai for so
long. As I kick, I realize we’re ascending through such calm water
because Dai came to help me escape right before the safest time to
reach the surface.

:I’m sorry I ever doubted you, you big
lunkhead. Stick around so you can rub it in,: I tell him as I
struggle up another fifty feet.

I pause at four hundred fifty feet and check
to make sure Dai’s still breathing. His chest rises and falls
rapidly now, probably because he doesn’t have enough blood left in
him to oxygenate his body properly. Fighting not to cry, I start
upward once more. :Please don’t die. I want you to come back to
Safety Harbor with me. I want us to be togeth—:

I’m distracted by another silver shimmer in
the darkness. This time my dive torch picks up a twelve-foot great
white. My belly tightens.

:Densil?: I shout, trying not to panic.

:we are almost there,: he says, his mental
voice so strong he must be close.

:Be careful. There’s a great white down here
stalking us.:

A second later, the shark charges us. I bring
my legs up, planning to kick it with my dive fins. Just as the
shark opens its mouth to tear at my legs, Ton flashes down out of
the dark and rams it in the side. The shark twists about and tries
to bite him, but then Densil rams it from the other side. The
startled shark gives up and swims off into the darkness.

:Whew, that was close. Thanks, guys,: I say
to Densil and send feelings of gratitude to Ton.

Densil swims in close, trying to maneuver
himself under my left arm so I can grab his dorsal.

:I-I can’t hold your dorsal and Dai at the
same time,: I explain, another sob rising in my throat. :I think my
left arm is broken.:

:we will push him toward the surface until
your friends come,: Densil says. He comes up gently beneath Dai,
and Ton swims right beside him. I lay Dai face down across their
backs and help to steady him with my right hand as they carry him
upward.

:A-are there more sharks close by?:

:yes, but the pod comes,: Densil says.

A few minutes later, the water around us
fills with Mariah’s family. I’m so relieved to see them that I
burst into tears.

:we go to breathe now,: Densil says, and Kona
and Mali take over from Densil and Ton.

I concentrate on keeping Dai on their backs
as my friends’ powerful tails propel him upward. Gradually I become
aware that dozens of dolphins surround us. More than just Mariah’s
family are protecting us from sharks and shredders. All the Sea
Rangers’ dolphins are here, too.

:Let them know how grateful I am,: I tell
Sokya.

:they know,: Sokya says, swimming right by my
side. :they like you and are happy to help.:

:Nere,: Janni reaches out to me, her voice
steady as always. :Mariah’s leading us to you. What depth are you
now?:

:We’re… at four hundred feet,: I say after
checking my wrist computer. :Please hurry. Dai passed out minutes
ago, and he’s lost way too much blood.:

:Wave your dive torch if you can,: Janni
urges me.

I raise my right hand from Dai’s back long
enough to wave the torch around.

Then I spot a gleam of light above me. At
first it looks like a big star or a hazy moon on a cloudy night,
but the light keeps getting bigger and brighter.

:I can see your headlight now,: I yell. The
headlight on the tow is one of the prettiest things I’ve ever seen.
I wave my dive torch again, and soon the Bus pulls up beside
me.

:Am I g-glad to see you guys,: I say to
Tobin, Rohan, Ree, Kalli, Janni and six of her Sea Rangers, my
teeth chattering.

Tobin and Rohan gently take Dai from me and
the dolphins and lay him in a stretcher. Sensing my exhaustion,
Sokya, Densil and Mariah crowd close and help to hold me up. While
our medics race to insert an IV in Dai’s good arm, Ree and Kalli
help me to the tow. After they plug another heating pack into my
wetsuit, delicious warmth spreads through my wetsuit, and Janni
drives us swiftly to the Carly Sue. The current is getting
stronger, but fortunately it’s pushing us toward the old fishing
trawler.

:I-is he gonna to make it?: I ask Tobin as he
works over Dai.

:Doc Iharu has his emergency operating room
all ready, including an aqua-breather for Dai since he can’t
breathe air, and they’re pulling a couple of pints of blood out of
Thom right now.: Thom and Tobin are among the few kids at Safety
Harbor with Dai’s unique blood type.

:Dai’s a tough guy and your tourniquet may
make all the difference,: Rohan adds, but he doesn’t promise me
that Dai is going to live.

I close my eyes and let more tears come. It’s
so dark, no one will see, but Kalli reaches out and squeezes my
shoulder. I try to relax and ignore the pressure and pain in my arm
as the Bus pulls us through the water. I’ve done all I can to save
Dai. The rest is up to our medical staff.

When we reach the Carly Sue, the Sea
Rangers swing Dai’s stretcher aboard and hustle him down to the
salon Doc Iharu has set up as an emergency operating theater. When
I try to climb up the rear ladder after Kalli, I can’t raise my
left arm to grip the rungs. I start climbing it one-handed, but
Janni insists I ride a bosun’s chair up to the top deck. It’s
embarrassing to be hoisted onto a boat, but I’m too exhausted to
argue. The moment I step out of the seat, my father engulfs me in a
gentle hug.

“I’m so glad you’re safe,” he says, his voice
husky, and he kisses me on the forehead. James is there, too,
patting me on the back.

“I’m glad to be safe,” I tell them, cradling
my sore arm.

“We’ll have someone take a look at that,” Dad
says.

“It can wait,” I say. “I’d rather the med
staff concentrate on Dai for now.”

I’m just about to head inside the wheelhouse
when Sokya jumps out of the water in a spectacular leap. At first I
think she’s just showing off, pleased with her part in rescuing us.
Then Mariah swims up beside the boat, and I can feel her agitation
even before she contacts me.

:something big comes up from the bottom,: she
warns me. :I think it is the sub where the bad man kept you, and it
is rising fast.


chapter seventeen

The news that Kuron is stalking us with the Ophion
makes my gut twist with dread. He has to be in a rage, and he’s so
unstable I’m not sure what he’ll do. I just know he’s
dangerous.

Seconds later, Dav, the young British
scientist manning the Carly Sue’s sonar array, calls out,
“Hey, Doc, it sounds like something huge is coming up below
us.”

“Are you sure it’s not those humpbacks you
heard an hour ago?” my father asks.

“No, sir, this is definitely a submarine,”
Dav replies.

“Mariah says it’s a sub, too,” I say. “It
must be Kuron.”

My father’s face tightens.

“Dai and I did find Idaine’s computer,” I say
hurriedly, handing him my seapack. In my worry for Dai, I’d almost
forgotten about it. “I’m sure Wasp and Whitey told him we took it,
which means Kuron has to be furious with us.”

My dad reaches into my seapack and pulls out
Idaine’s hydro-computer. He stares down at it for a moment before
he looks at me again. “I’m so proud of you. This could change
everything,” he says. Then he turns to Roni and James hovering by
his side.

“Break open the covering on the hard drive
and download the entire contents as fast as you can,” he tells
them, “and send the data to Safety Harbor right away. But keep a
waterproof computer case next to you every moment, in case we end
up in the drink before this is over.”

“Will do,” James says and nods to me. :Nice
job, sis,: he calls back to me telepathically as he hurries
below.

My dad, Captain Gonzalez and my friends
gather on the back deck to watch as the sub surfaces between us and
a wide band of rocky shoals to the south. The sub looks huge and
sinister as it emerges, seawater cascading off its dark gray
conning tower and decks.

“What can you tell me about that sub?” my dad
asks Captain Gonzalez.

“It’s an old Poseidon-class attack sub. The
vessel is nuclear powered and in its day carried four nuclear
cruise missiles. The Western Collective decommissioned the last of
their Poseidons fifty years ago, which means that sub is at least
that old.”

“Could it be capable of firing a torpedo at
us?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” the captain replies
shortly.

Dad strides to the closest com link. “All
non-Neptune personnel, you need to put your survival suits on
immediately. This is not a drill.” The waters are still so cold up
here that our helper staff could die within minutes if they’re
thrown into the sea and aren’t wearing proper gear.

“Sir, we’re being hailed over a vid link.
It’s Dr. Kuron,” Dav calls from the wheelhouse.

“Wait until I say to put him on screen,” Dad
orders Dav. “I don’t mind stalling him for a minute or two to buy
some time for your crew and my staff to get into their suits,” he
tells Captain Gonzalez.

I’m grateful when Kalli appears next to my
father and Captain Gonzalez holding their own survival suits. Both
men hurriedly climb into the thick bright orange coveralls.

“Make sure Doc Iharu has a suit close by
him,” Dad says to Kalli. “He probably won’t put it on in the midst
of an operation, but I’ll feel better knowing he can grab it if he
needs it.”

“Yes sir,” Kalli says and hurries below.

Dad and Captain Gonzalez enter the
wheelhouse. I stand a little behind my father where I can see the
com screen.

“All right, put him through,” Dad tells Dav.
A moment later Ran Kuron appears, and I can’t help shuddering. His
black hair is mussed, his pale face is flushed, and his dark gaze
is full of rage.

“Hello, again, Dr. Kuron,” my father greets
him politely. “That’s quite a submarine you’ve added to your
fleet.”

“Your daughter stole my wife’s research,”
Kuron says, his voice shaking with anger. “I demand that it be
returned at once.”

“I’m afraid we can’t do that. Her c-plankton
could save our entire planet.”

“My investors want her research. You have no
right to keep her work.”

“Unfortunately, we can’t be sure your
investors will put it to the use your wife intended—halting climate
change. In the past you dealt with business people who profited
from our planet burning up. I can’t take the chance that you’ll
turn her notes over to people or corporations who will destroy her
research to protect their own interests.”

“Then you leave me no choice. I will torpedo
your boat in ten minutes unless you hand that computer over to
me.”

“But your son is on board. Our surgeon is
fighting to save his arm and his life.”

“I no longer have a son,” Kuron says coldly.
“He has betrayed me for the last time.” A second later the screen
goes dark.

My hands clench into fists. I take a deep
breath and try to control my panic. Would Kuron truly risk killing
his own son? I’m afraid he’s capable of that, and worse.

:little one, why are you all so scared?:
Mariah asks me. I step on to the stern deck to talk to her as she
swims beside the boat.

:Dai’s father is threatening to kill us all,:
I say, unable to keep the fear from my mental voice. :Tell all the
dolphins to leave here. If he fires a torpedo at us and it
explodes, the concussion could kill you, too.:

:I go to get help,: she says simply and
disappears beneath the waves.

I stare after her, wondering where Mariah
could possibly find help against a nuclear submarine.

When I step inside the wheelhouse again, I
hear Captain Gonzalez say, “I think his skipper is having problems
keeping that old sub in position in this current.”

The current is raging now because of the
outgoing tide. The Carly Sue has some protection from it
because we’re anchored so close to McKienzie Island, but Kuron’s
sub is out in the pass where the current is the strongest.

“His engines are running full bore, and they
do sound like they’re laboring,” Dav reports from his sonar
array.

“Those engines are old,” Captain Gonzalez
says quickly. “If he got impatient and started them up too fast,
he’s put a lot of strain on them.”

“This current is running close to twenty
knots now,” Robry says. “No wonder the sub is struggling to stay in
position.”

“Do you think we could outrun him?” Dad asks
the captain.

“Maybe, but it’s hard to outrun a torpedo,”
Captain Gonzalez says grimly. “They’re programmed to follow the
acoustic signature of a boat and its wake. If he actually fires at
us, our only hope is to dodge behind one of these islands.”

The sky is turning lighter now. Gradually I
become aware of the distinctive puff of whales spouting. My stomach
lurching, I run to the railing and reach for Mariah’s mind.

:Mariah, tell the old ones to leave. I don’t
want them hurt if the sub fires a torpedo.:

:the old ones have come to help.:

As a shaft of sunlight breaks through the
drifting fog, it highlights the spume from several whales moving to
surround the sub. But how can whales possibly help us?

:I hope they don’t pass in front of the sub,:
I say, frightened that Kuron might fire a torpedo at them.

The water around the sub begins to churn, and
two massive tails break the surface. Slowly, the sub starts to turn
sideways, across the current. All at once I understand what’s
happening. The whales must be pushing it!

“Um, Dad, you’d better come see this. Mariah
called in some really big backup.”

“Whoa, that is some serious cavalry,” Ree
exclaims.

“Way to go, Mariah!” Robry yells and pumps a
fist in the air.

Dad and Captain Gonzalez hurry to the back
deck. It doesn’t take them long to realize what the whales are
attempting.

“I-I don’t believe it,” Captain Gonzalez
says. “I’ve never seen whales do anything like this.”

As the sub turns sideways, more and more of
its surface is exposed to the fierce tidal current, and the vessel
gets swept toward the craggy shoals to the south of us. Kuron, or
whoever is driving the sub, realizes the danger too late. The sub
shoots forward, but not fast enough to clear the bank of jagged
shoals.

We hear a groan and a crash as the rear of
the sub smashes into the rocks.

“He probably just bent the hell out of his
propellers,” Captain Gonzalez says with satisfaction, “and he might
have even broken his rudder.”

“I think at least two of his engines just
died, sir,” Dav reports, holding one sonar headphone to his
ear.

More terrible grinding and groaning sounds
carry across the water as the disabled sub gets mashed against the
rocks by the relentless current.

Captain Gonzalez pushes a button on his
control panel. “We’re weighing anchor immediately. We need to put
some islands between us and any torpedoes he still might be able to
fire.”

“Right,” Dad says, tearing his gaze from the
stricken sub.

“For sure that sucker’s gonna need a new
paint job,” Thom says with a grin.

“Kalli, go downstairs and warn Doc Iharu and
his staff that we have to move,” Dad says. “Nere, ask Mariah to let
us know if Kuron fires off a torpedo.”

Over the next few minutes, organized chaos
reigns aboard the Carly Sue. The moment her anchor’s up,
Captain Gonzalez guns the motor and we race around the tip of
McKienzie Island. Robry and I watch from the back of the trawler,
straining our eyes for any sign of a torpedo on our tail. Dav
listens on his sonar array and Maria, from a safe distance, watches
beneath the water.

Soon we’ve put several small islands between
us and Kuron’s sub, and we all breathe a little easier, at least in
a figurative sense. My lungs are getting so dry, I’m more than
ready to ease into the water as soon as Captain Gonzalez pulls into
a sheltered cove to allow the Neptune kids on board to splash and
re-oxygenate.

While I’m waiting for the Sea Rangers to set
up the bosun’s chair for me again, I reach out to Mariah.

:Has the sub moved?: I ask her.

:no, it is still stranded on the rocks,: she
replies.

:the old ones did a good job of breaking it,:
Sokya chimes in gleefully.

:Mariah, thank you so much for bringing the
whales. You may have just saved the lives of everyone on this boat.
Did you tell the old ones what to do?:

:they often work together to feed. so I sent
them an image of their working together to push the sub sideways in
the current, and the tide did the rest.:

:You’re incredible,: I say. Sometimes I
wonder how much Mariah has been changed by spending so much time
with humans. Her ability to plan and see choices always amazes me.
Is it possible she’s changed the humpbacks’ behavior? Might they
work together someday to strand a whaling vessel?

The Sea Rangers lower me overboard, and I
duck under the waves and let the cool seawater slip down into my
dry lungs. I’m so tired and my arm hurts so much, I don’t mind
staying seated in the bosun’s chair. Tobin and Rohan swim
nearby.

:How’s Dai doing?: I call out to them.

Tobin swims over and sends me a reassuring
smile. :He’s stable now thanks to two pints of Thom’s blood we
transfused into him, and he’s getting a pint of mine now. He’s
going to make it, although I doubt he’ll be thrilled to find out he
has a pint of me in him.: Obviously Tobin finds that thought
amusing.

I glance at Rohan. :But you’re still worried
about him.:

:Well, we don’t know yet how well he’s going
to heal. That shredder tore him up pretty badly, and there could be
some permanent damage. Doc Iharu will have to do several more
surgeries on his arm when we get back to Safety Harbor.:

I draw in a breath. I can’t image Dai not
being able to use his right arm.

:Speaking of arms, when we get topside, we’re
going to look at yours next,: Tobin tells me sternly.

I’m not looking forward to that although I’m
ready for a pain med to take away the ache. After I’ve had a chance
to catch my breath, they swing me up to the top deck where Captain
Gonzalez is talking to my dad.

“Those humpbacks saved our bacon all right,
but I still don’t understand why a pod of whales would push a sub
like that.”

“I have a theory on why they may have done
it,” Dad says and smiles at me.

“Speaking of whales, we have some big
visitors swimming past us to starboard,” Dav says.

I rush over to the starboard rail in time to
see a whale spume shimmer in the morning sunlight. One by one the
humpback mothers and their calves swim past the trawler in a
majestic procession. I wave at each one and try to broadcast how
grateful I feel. My friends, the Sea Rangers and most of Captain
Gonzalez’s crew do the same.

The last adult whale lingers after the rest.
Her eye meets mine, and I see the deep divot on her side where a
harpoon scarred her. Her calf breaches joyfully, setting off an
impressive splash that drenches us with cool seawater, and then the
whales submerge and disappear.

I can’t wait to tell Vival that rescuing a
whale calf was a worthwhile use of Sea Ranger time after all.


chapter eighteen

Safety Harbor remains on high alert in the weeks after
our return from the Storm Petrel salvage mission. Dad and
his staff are afraid Kuron may try to attack and punish us for
taking Idaine’s computer. The good news is that the preliminary
tests on the c-plankton, which our science staff engineered by
following Idaine’s genetic recipe, have gone well. The c-plankton
appears to be even more effective at sequestering carbon dioxide
than Idaine realized.

“We’ve sent that recipe and our results to
governments and scientists around the world and given Idaine full
credit for her research,” Dad explains to me one night at his
cabin. “So there’s no point in Kuron trying to steal her notes back
from us now that the genetic code for her c-plankton is freely
available to every country and scientist on the planet.”

“He might still try to come after our colony
out of some twisted desire for revenge,” James points out.

“It’s certainly a possibility, and we’ve
prepared for that as best we can. The entrance to our main inlet is
too shallow for his big sub, even at high tide. Captain Gonzalez
just sent us more sonar buoys that we can use to monitor the
approach to the bubble wall. It’s also good to know Kuron has only
six shredders left under his control.”

“But Whitey, Wasp and Sham combined with six
shredders could do a lot of damage,” I say. A shudder goes through
me at the thought of them attacking Safety Harbor.

“Which is why we’ll be watching those sonar
buoys 24/7,” Dad says, “and our Sea Rangers will continue their
patrols.”

Our loyal dolphins will be on the lookout for
trouble as well.

I stop by sickbay to check on Dai. Rohan is
the chief medic on duty. He rolls his eyes when he sees me because
this is the fourth time today I’ve been here. But then he smiles
and lets me slip inside Dai’s cubicle.

He’s sleeping, which isn’t a surprise because
he underwent another surgery yesterday. Dai heals so rapidly that
Doc Iharu has been able to space the operations much closer
together than he could with a normal human kid. In a series of
delicate procedures, he’s been rejoining severed nerves and muscles
in Dai’s shoulder and arm. Dai’s own metabolism is helping by
re-growing nerve connections and pathways at a phenomenal rate. At
first the doc thought Dai might never regain use of his arm, but
already he can move it.

As I watch Dai sleep, I talk to him
quietly.

:You know, it’s totally unfair for a guy to
have such great eyelashes.: His spread like fine black fans against
his pale skin. :I’m still getting used to seeing you without your
braids, but no matter how long your hair is, you turn me inside
out.:

He’s risked so much twice now to save my
life. It’s humbling to have someone care about me that much. And we
both know what it’s like to be alone and to be different, at least
in part because of our driven parents. I was different back in
Goleta because of my weak eyes and lungs, and at Safety Harbor I’m
different because I’m the doc’s daughter. Dai’s always been
different, too, even at Atlantea, because he’s the son of Ran
Kuron.

I’ll never forget the moment when I was
fighting to swim Dai and me to the surface, and I thought he might
be dead. Almost losing Dai forever made me rethink the whole
boyfriend/girlfriend thing. I’m ready to try it, but I’m not sure
how he feels about me after I hurt him so badly.

:Dai Kuron, you drive me crazy sometimes, but
I missed you so much after you went back to your father.:

His eyes flutter open, and his gaze meets
mine. He smiles a real smile at me, with no sarcasm or mockery in
it, and my heart twists.

:Hey,: he says. :I thought I heard you
thinking at me.:

:Hey back at you. How’re you feeling?:

:Pain’s not too bad right now, but I
definitely feel like I’ve spent way too much time in
sickbay.:

:How’s your hand?:

He frowns in concentration. :I think I have
increased sensation in my fingers, and I can make them move
more.:

:That’s good news.:

:It would be even better news if Doc Iharu
stopped cutting me open and let me out of this place.:

:You are one lousy patient,: I grin at him,
:which doesn’t exactly surprise me. You want me to read to you
again?:

:Yeah. I don’t mind that story about the
Swiss family too much, but I’m still not sure a kid could ever ride
an ostrich.:

I’ve been reading Swiss Family
Robinson to him, one of my favorite books growing up. I thought
the adventures of a shipwrecked family might appeal to Dai, but he
seems just as fascinated to hear about two parents who care so much
about their four sons.

I pull a tablet out of my seapack one-handed
because my left arm is still in a cast.

:How is your arm feeling?: he asks me.

:It’s getting better every day. Doc Iharu
says the bone is knitting twice as fast as a landliver’s
would.:

:I still don’t remember your getting hurt,:
Dai says irritably. :I don’t remember waking you up, or finding my
mom’s computer, or our trip to the surface. It’s weird having this
big gap in my memory.:

:Doc Iharu believes the shredder shook you so
hard that it sent your brain slapping against the inside of your
skull and gave you a concussion. You may never remember exactly
what happened that night. But I’ll keep telling you. When Whitey
figured out we had your mom’s computer, he shoved me toward the
waterlock so hard, he broke my arm.:

Carefully I picture this version of events in
my mind as I recount it. :Then that mutate charged us, and you
darted in front of me and saved my life, but you got your arm
shredded.:

:And then you saved my life,: he says with an
admiring look in his dark eyes, :by towing me up to where we could
get help. You’re lucky we both didn’t get eaten. My bloody arm must
have smelled like a nice snack for shredders and sharks.:

:Well, we did make it,: I say shortly,
because I don’t want to think about that terrifying night, or the
way I’ve edited my account of what happened. Instead, I fire up my
reader.

:We need to see how the Swiss Family Robinson
is going to deal with that giant snake that’s invaded their
colony.:

Dai listens to me read a chapter, and then
his eyes flutter shut. I purposely read more and more softly until
I’m sure he’s sound asleep. Greatly daring, I reach out and smooth
the black hair above his forehead with my fingertips, and his lips
lift in a smile. He looks so much younger and less angry right now.
How would I feel about myself if I thought I’d killed my
mother?

Pain shoots through me as I remember the
terrible moment that Gillian stepped in front of a solar blast to
save my life. She chose to help me live. I’m surer than ever that
Ran Kuron chose to burden Dai with Idaine’s death, and that may be
Kuron’s worst crime of all.

With a sigh, I slip out of Dai’s cubicle and
head for the girls’ dorm cave.

Ocho swims up to me just before I reach it.
:Hey Nere, how’s Dai doing?: he asks.

I stop swimming and turn to face him. :He
actually moved his fingers a bit tonight, and he says he has more
sensation in them.:

:That’s great,: Ocho says and a smile lights
his round face. :By the way, I’ve been meaning to ask you, how is
Wasp?: He asks the question casually, but from the way he twists
four of his hands together, I can tell that hearing about her is
important to him.

:I don’t think Wasp, Sham or Whitey are very
happy living with the bossman these days. He’s gotten so unstable,
and he treats them worse than ever. They’re all terrified of the
shredders, too.:

:I wish she could come to Safety Harbor,:
Ocho says, his brown eyes wistful. :I bet she could be different if
your dad gave her a chance to start over here.:

:Oh, Ocho, a part of me wishes that, too, but
she’s too dangerous. I’m afraid she might lose her temper and hurt
or kill a kid here. I mentioned her to my dad right after we got
back, but he said his first responsibility was to keep the rest of
us alive. I’m sorry.:

:I’m sorry, too,: he says with unusual
bitterness as he turns away from me. :She didn’t ask to be
engineered with poisonous tentacles on her fingers, just like I
didn’t ask to be created with six arms.:

I wish I could make him understand how
different he is from Wasp. Ocho has chosen to be kind, while Wasp
almost seems to revel in being cruel and angry. But Ocho is already
swimming away from me.

As I tie myself into my hammock, I stop
thinking about Wasp and Ocho and start worrying about the big lie
I’ve told Dai. The first time he was alert enough to notice my
splint and ask me how I got hurt, I didn’t have the heart to tell
him the truth. He was in too much pain and worrying so much about
his arm, and I knew he’d blame himself for hurting me. He already
thinks he’s a danger to me and the other kids at Safety Harbor. He
didn’t need my broken arm as more proof.

But as I drift off to sleep, I wonder how
long I can keep the truth from him, and how he will feel about my
lying to him when he does find out.

 


~~~

 


:There has to be some place more interesting
than here for you,: Dai says crossly, interrupting the chapter I’m
reading to him.

I glance up from my tablet. As Dai has gotten
steadily better, he’s also gotten more restless. His shark genes
make it hard for him to stay quiet and still, which is what Doc
Iharu wants him to do while his arm heals after his final surgery
three days ago.

:Actually, there isn’t anything I’d rather be
doing right now,: I say, setting my tablet aside.

:Yeah, like reading to me is so much
fun.:

:We can go for a swim around sickbay again,:
I suggest.

:That sounds exciting,: he says, his black
brows drawn together in a scowl.

:The doc did say that tomorrow we can swim
out to Dolphin Bay and you can see Ton.:

:That’s tomorrow. I gotta do something right
now or I’m going to go off the deep end.:

:Do you want to play backgammon again? You
seemed to enjoy creaming me yesterday.:

:No,: he says and tosses his blanket back. :I
don’t want to play any more stupid games.:

:Well, there’s only one other way I can keep
you in that hammock.: Taking a deep breath, I lean closer, and for
the first time ever, I make the move and kiss him.

His eyes widen in surprise. For one awful,
long moment, he doesn’t kiss me back, and I think it truly is all
over between us.

Then his good arm comes around me, and he
kisses me back enthusiastically. I’m a little clumsy at it, but
Dai’s a natural. His lips are soft and his kisses make me tingle
all over. He’s careful this time to not hold me too tightly.

Suddenly, Rohan dashes into the cubicle. I
glance up in time to see that he looks super worried. I try to move
back from Dai, but he won’t let go of me.

:Dai, your heart monitor is going cra—: Rohan
says glancing up from Dai’s vitals screen, and then he gets a good
look at us.

:Well, if you’re going to do much more of
that in here, I’m shutting your monitor off,: Rohan declares. He
sounds irritated, but there’s a smile in his eyes as he slips out
of the cubicle. My face burning, I decide I’m grateful that Rohan’s
on duty this afternoon and not Tobin.

When I turn back to Dai, he’s grinning. :I’m
not sure I’ve ever seen you blush like that. You look redder than a
cherry sponge right now.:

:See if I ever kiss you again, Dai Kuron,: I
huff.

:So, does this mean you’ve rethought the
whole we-shouldn’t-be-boyfriend-and-girlfriend situation?: he asks
as his grin fades and his eyes watch me intently.

:Yeah, I have,: I say. :There was a moment on
our way up to the surface when I thought you’d died, and I realized
how much you mean to me. I… don’t want us to waste any more time,
but I’m still worried.: I glance down and fiddle with the cuff of
my seasuit. :I don’t know if I can be a good girlfriend for
you.:

He reaches out and raises my chin gently
until our gazes meet again. :Nere, I know you work hard to be
perfect all of the time, but you don’t have to be a perfect
girlfriend. There aren’t any rules. Just be you. That’s more than
good enough for me. That kiss was almost worth getting my arm
chewed up. I think you should come over here and distract me some
more.: He tugs me toward him and sends me a smile that makes my
insides melt.

I end up curled up next to Dai in his
hammock, and I keep him plenty distracted until he falls sound
asleep an hour later. I slip out of the hammock and swim from his
cubicle, planning to go help out at Dolphin Bay. My cheeks heat
again as I swim past Rohan.

:Um, Rohan, I hope you don’t mind—: I start
to say, but Rohan cuts me off.

:Nere, I’m happy for you guys and grateful,
too. Dai’s the worst patient we’ve ever had here in sickbay.
Anything you can do to keep him from yelling at the rest of us is
appreciated.:

:Please don’t tell Tobin,: I say because
Rohan and Tobin are good friends. :I should tell him myself.:

:I won’t tell him, but news has a way of
traveling pretty fast through a colony of telepathic kids,: Rohan
warns me.

:I know,: I reply glumly.

:I always kinda figured it would be you and
Dai. Maybe Tobin will give Shadow a chance now.:

:I thought she had a crush on him,: I say,
trying to picture the two of them together. :She loves music, and
he does, too.:

:She’s been offering to give him lessons on
the water organ. Maybe he’ll finally take her up on those now.:

As I leave sickbay, I try to figure out where
I’m most apt to find Tobin. I’m not looking forward to
talking to him. After what he said to me when he had hypothermia on
that training dive, I know I’m going to hurt him. But I have to be
the one to tell Tobin that I’ve chosen to be with Dai. I owe him
that.


chapter nineteen

I reach out to Tobin, and he says he’s at Dolphin
Bay helping Bria work with her dolphins. The moment I arrive there,
I’m mobbed by happy dolphins. As I greet and give rubs to Mariah’s
family, I glance around me. Dolphin Bay is a busy place today, with
Seth and his instructors helping several groups of Neptune kids
practice their dolphin towing and handling skills. Densil insists
on giving me a tow to the Schoolhouse, a shed where we store our
training toys and equipment, while Tisi circles me upside down
saying, :hi, hi, hi!:

:Hi, Tisi. You are growing so fast. Soon you
will be as big as your brother,: I tease him. Tisi won’t understand
everything I say, but he’s learning new words every day, and our
dolphin specialists think he will learn faster if we talk to him
much the way we would talk to a human child.

Bria smiles at me brightly and asks if I
could help her and Tobin with some of her babies. As much as I need
to talk to Tobin, I can’t turn down Bria or Tisi.

Bria explains that she’s trying to teach
three young dolphins to fetch different objects in a specific
sequence, and in Tisi’s case, she’s trying to teach him to say the
words for each of the objects, too. Tobin and I hover fifteen feet
apart, and she sends the dolphins to find us, take the objects we
hold and bring them back to her.

Tisi cracks me up. :I swim to you, I pick up
the ball, I swim to the boy, I take the ball to Bria,: he chatters
as he swims to me and takes the ball from my hand. Clearly he is
very proud of all the new words he knows.

:Tisi, you can say so much now!: I smile and
give him a rub. Tisi and the other young dolphins crowd around Bria
to receive some fresh squid when they finish their lesson.

I swim to her side. :Bria, I want you to keep
thinking words at all of your young ones along with the hand
signals you’re teaching them. There’s a real chance you might teach
some to talk to us, just like Mariah and her family do.:

Mariah learned English when she was orphaned
as a calf and spent most of her time around telepathic humans,
which is pretty much how Tisi learned English, too. Up until now
only certain members of Mariah’s pod have shown any interest in
learning our language, but I keep hoping that some of the other
dolphins in the much larger Safety Harbor pod will learn to
communicate telepathically in human words the way Mariah, Densil,
Sokya and Tisi can. That would be a breakthrough that would benefit
our entire colony.

I glance at Tobin and bite my lip when I
remember the real reason why I came to Dolphin Bay this
afternoon.

:Hey, Bria, I think Nere and I are going to
head back now,: Tobin says casually. :See you at dinner.:

:Thanks for helping me today.: She smiles at
us both before she starts playing keep away with the dolphins,
their reward for a good training session.

:You’re pretty wired,: Tobin comments as we
leave the cove side by side. :What’s up?:

I don’t know any easy way to say this. Tobin
cares about me and I care about him, but even after all we’ve been
through together, he still feels like a brother to me. I’m about to
hurt him terribly, and Tobin is one of the last people I’d ever,
ever want to hurt.

I stop and take the plunge. :I-I wanted to
tell you in person. Dai and I are going to try being together.:

:I already heard you were spending a lot of
time with him in sickbay,: Tobin says, his green eyes growing cool.
:As your friend, I have to tell you I don’t think it’s a good idea.
Dai’s trying to change, but he’s a dangerous guy. He broke your
arm, and he’s quite capable of hurting you again.:

:He broke my arm only because he was trying
so hard to save me,: I argue.

:Nere, every day Dai has to fight to control
himself and his temper. It’s only a matter of time until he harms
you or someone else at Safety Harbor even more seriously.:

:I think you’re wrong.:

:I hope I am wrong, for your sake and for the
sake of everyone in this colony.:

:D-do you think you and I can still be
friends?: I ask, a large lump rising in the back of my throat.

Tobin looks away from me, his face tight.
:I’m going to need some time to come to terms with this. It’s not
going to be fun for me to see the two of you together. If you do
ever need to talk, I’ll be here for you. But right now, you gotta
give me some space.: Despite his shields, I pick up the searing
pain he’s trying to hide from me.

:Tobin, I’m so sorry.:

:Yeah? Well, I’m sorry, too,: he says with a
harsh note I’ve never heard in his voice before.

His dolphin partner Mali appears by his side.
Tobin grabs her dorsal and the two of them flash away. Bowing my
head, I let the tears come. I wonder if Tobin and I can ever get
back to what we were before.

 


~~~

 


Doc Iharu officially releases Dai from
sickbay three days after I kissed him.

“I’m afraid if I try to keep you in here any
longer,” Doc Iharu says to Dai with a twinkle in his eyes, “you’re
going to tear this place apart. Since I helped to build this
sickbay and I value all the med equipment in here, I’m letting you
go, but with orders to take it easy. And taking it easy means you
can’t fight any sharks, shredders or giant squid for at least two
weeks.”

Yes, sir, Dai keys into his wrist pad
as he darts out of his cubicle. And thank you for putting my arm
back together.

Sunny, Ocho, Rad and Shadow promptly hold a
Finally-Out-of-Sickbay party for Dai after dinner that night.
Keeping an arm around my shoulders much of the evening, Dai
pretends not to like his party. I think, though, secretly he’s
touched when all our Southern Sector friends, and even some new
ones we’ve met at Safety Harbor, show up and give him a tough time
about being such a slug this past month. Rad and Ocho even give him
a sea slug they named The Flash.

:It’s just the right pet for you,: Ocho says
with a straight face. :You don’t have to feed or pet it. It will
just crawl around under your hammock and eat any skin cells or
toenail clippings you drop.:

:Eweee,: the girls all cry out and the boys
crack up.

During the next few weeks, it feels a little
weird being Dai’s girlfriend, but overall, my life doesn’t seem
that much different. We still hang out during meals and we still
argue a lot. But we hold hands more, which I like, and Dai often
pulls me into quiet spots around the colony to kiss me, which we
both like.

I can’t help noticing that Tobin eats with
our group less often now and spends more time with Rohan and the
rest of their medic friends. I miss Tobin, but I try to do what he
asked and give him space and time.

Dai and I end up spending even more hours
together when our physical therapy begins. We work with Reva, a
young Indian therapist who loves to scuba dive. That’s a good thing
because Dai can’t visit her topside therapy cabin like most Neptune
kids can. But Reva is wonderful about finding ways to adapt her
equipment to work under water.

It’s difficult and painful for Dai as he
pushes himself to rebuild the muscles in his mangled right arm.
Still, most days Reva has to hold him back from doing too much as
he lifts weights and pulls against her rubber cords. One afternoon
she catches him trying to sneak in an extra set of shoulder
exercises, and she stops our therapy session immediately.

“That’s it for today,” she informs us, her
arms crossed and her brown eyes snapping with annoyance. “Dai, if
you do too much, too soon, you’ll tear those newly-healed muscles,
and you’ll undo all the progress you’ve made.”

I hurry over and help Reva back up her
weights and cords. “See if you can make him listen to me before he
injures himself,” she tells me.

I promise I’ll try, I key into my
wrist computer.

As soon as she leaves the small cave we’ve
been using for our therapy sessions, I turn to Dai. He hovers near
the back wall, a stubborn set to his jaw. The tension in his body
and face tells me that he’s hurting.

:She’s right, you know,: I say as I swim
closer to him. :You don’t have to push yourself this hard.:

:But I do,: he says, his eyes shadowed with
pain and worry. :It’s not over with my dad, Whitey and the others.
You and I both know it.:

I slip my arms around his waist and rest my
head on his chest. :I do know it, but next time we won’t have to
face them alone.:

 


~~~

 


Dai keeps asking me to come help him check on
his deep-water coral experiments just outside Safety Harbor, and I
keep putting him off. Finally, he literally corners me in a crevice
outside the mess cave, blocking my way with his good arm and his
body.

:Come with me today. It’s been so long since
you’ve seen my corals, they’re going to think you don’t care about
them anymore,: he says with a teasing glint in his brown gaze.

:That’s a good line, but corals don’t think.
I’m going to head out to Dolphin Bay and help Seth with his
students.:

The humorous light leaves Dai’s eyes. :You
haven’t been down to the Twilight Zone since the night you towed me
up from the Storm Petrel, have you?:

I glance away from him. :No, I haven’t,: I
admit uncomfortably.

:You can’t avoid going deep forever. The
ocean is full of dark and beautiful places, and you don’t want to
be afraid of those for the rest of your life.:

I force myself to meet his gaze again.
:You’re right, but do we have to go today?: Just thinking about
swimming down into the cold blackness again makes me sick to my
stomach.

:The longer you put this off, the harder it
will be for you. Besides, you’re the bravest girl I’ve ever known.
I think you can handle a little trip down into the Twilight Zone to
look at some corals. Please, go get your spear gun and meet me at
the bubble wall.:

It’s hard to say no to Dai when he looks at
me so earnestly, and when he actually says, “please.” Plus, I know
he’s right.

Reluctantly I swim to the Sea Rangers’ cave
to get my spear gun and check out with their officer in charge.
Along the way, I contact Densil and ask if he’d like to come
outside the wall with us. He’ll understand my fear and tease me
less about it than Sokya would.

:I will come with you. maybe I will find some
of the crabs I like to eat,: he says.

By the time I meet Dai and Densil at the
bubble wall, it feels like a dozen minnows are racing around in my
stomach. I didn’t realize until now just how scared I am of going
deep again.

The moment we cross the wall, Dai sends me a
challenging smile. :Bet Ton and I can beat you to Guerin
Island.:

:You’re on,: I say, and I take a firmer grip
on Densil’s dorsal. The dolphins take off, towing us just below the
waves, enjoying the race just as much as we are. It’s a good match
up because Ton is bigger and stronger, but I’m less weight for
Densil to tow. We’re laughing and breathless by the time we reach
the island in a dead heat.

:Thanks, guys,: I say and give Densil a rub,
grateful that our race distracted me from my fear.

My whole body tenses, though, as Dai leads me
down a steep wall just beyond the island. As the water grows darker
and darker, it’s hard not to think about that awful night when we
fought our way up from the Storm Petrel.

I’m glad that Dai stays right beside me, and
Densil and Ton do, too. I can’t help expecting that something is
going to appear from out of the blackness below and try to kill
us.

:the waters are clear,: Densil reassures me,
obviously sensing my growing anxiety.

Dai sends me a sideways glance as we kick our
way down past a brilliant array of sponges, anemones and
corals.

:You’ve had some tough trips down here
recently,: he says, reaching out to take my hand.

:Yeah, but I don’t want to be scared of any
place in the sea. Y-you were right to make me come.:

I start to relax a little as we check several
beautiful white cloud sponges that Dai’s been monitoring to see if
the warming temperatures in this region are impacting them. The
sponges grow in flowing shapes that make them look like clouds or
small mountains in the dark. Fuzzy red fur crabs hide in the
sponges’ folds and tubes, and brilliant green and red rockfish dart
between them.

Then we swim down into the total dark to
monitor Dai’s beloved gorgonians, and we switch on our dive
torches. The big orange corals are so bright, they almost glow in
the dark.

:I call this one Dragon, and that one the
Hydra,: Dai says, shining his dive torch on some of his favorites
along the wall. :Oh, and by the way,: he adds sheepishly, :I’d
rather you didn’t tell your dad or your brother I’ve made up
nicknames for these guys. It’s not very scientific.:

I’m listening with only part of my mind
because I’m remembering the gorgonian coral that caught me when my
current harness broke.

:You doing okay?: Dai asks.

:I’m just thinking about when I got swept
away by the current and one of your gorgon—:

Suddenly, Ton and Densil race up, whistling
and sawing in their excitement.

:a big shark comes,: Densil warns us. :I
think it is curious about your lights.:

I relay Densil’s warning to Dai. My heart
pounds as we shift closer to each other. Dai lifts his spear gun
with his left hand and switches off his dive torch. I turn mine
off, too.

:You’re going to have to help me hold this,:
he says. Just like the night we fought our way to the surface, I
use my right arm to help steady his weapon.

I stare into total blackness, wondering if
the shark is going to attack.

:It’s not charging,: Dai reassures me. :I
think Densil was right. It’s just curious.:

Moments later he switches on his dive torch
again. Its beam plays across a sixgill shark approaching us.
Gripping Dai’s spear gun together and revolving slowly to keep it
trained on the shark, we watch the creature swim a slow, sinuous
circle about us. It’s a big sixgill, maybe fourteen feet long, and
it studies us out of dark gray, expressionless eyes. Then it swims
off and disappears into the black sea.

I let go a trembling sigh. The shark was
beautiful, in its cold, remote way.

:Thanks for the heads up,: I tell Densil.

:That was like déjà vu all over again,: Dai
murmurs as he stares after the shark and then looks at our hands. I
let go of the spear gun and shift back from him.

:I-I’m glad that sixgill wasn’t hungry,: I
say.

Dai stares at me and frowns in
concentration.

:That was like déjà vu. Nere, I remember when
we shot the shredder together, and I remember what happened outside
the wreck. Whitey didn’t break your arm. I did.:


chapter twenty

It feels like an anchor just dropped deep into the pit of
my stomach as I gaze back at Dai. He knows I lied to him. I wish
now that I’d prepared better for this moment. Some stupid part of
me hoped he’d never remember what happened the night he helped me
to escape from his father’s sub.

:Why didn’t you tell me the truth?: Dai asks
me, his jaw tight. I sense he’s fighting to hold on to his
temper.

:B-because I thought you might blame yourself
for hurting me when you actually saved my life.:

:Nere, I shoved you so hard, I broke your
arm. I did hurt you. You’re probably lucky I didn’t break your
neck.:

:If you hadn’t pushed me out of the way, that
shredder would have torn me apart for sure.:

Dai rakes a hand through his hair. :This just
proves that Tobin is right about me.:

:W-what does Tobin have to do with this?:

:He’s always worrying that I could hurt you,
and now I know he’s right.:

:That’s what you get for eavesdropping on
other people’s thoughts,: I say in exasperation.

Dai doesn’t reply to my snarky comment.
Instead, his face set, he starts kicking toward the surface.

:Where are you going? I thought you had a
bunch more experiments down here you wanted to check.:

:We’re heading straight back to Safety
Harbor,: he says. :I can check my experiments later on my own. As
of right now, the two of us aren’t spending any more time alone
together.:

:Dai, you’re being ridiculous. Stop and talk
to me.: I end up having to reach out and tug his arm to get him to
stop.

He turns my way long enough for me to see the
torment in his eyes. :Don’t you see? I couldn’t bear it if I harmed
you again, or someone else here. What if I hurt Bria, or
Robry?:

:Dai, I know you won’t hurt anyone at Safety
Harbor.:

:You can’t know that. After all, I killed my
own mother.: He says the words coolly, but I can sense the anguish
and guilt raging inside him.

:I still don’t believe you killed her,: I
fire back at him. :Your father is lying to you about that just like
he lied about so much else.:

:I know I hit her, and I know she died. End
of story. You all would be better off without me,: he declares and
kicks for the surface again.

:Y-you’re not going to leave Safety Harbor,
are you?:

He’s silent for so long, I’m afraid to hear
his answer.

:No,: he says at last. :I won’t leave. I
don’t have any other place else to go, and if there’s a fight with
my father, I could help you against his shredders and Whitey and
the others. But this thing between you and me is over, as of
now.:

:You may be willing to give up on us, Dai
Kuron, but I’m not.:

:From now on there is no us,: he says, and he
refuses to speak to me again.

My eyes burn with tears as I follow him back
to Safety Harbor. Kids pair up and break up in our colony all the
time, but Dai and I must have had one of the shortest
relationships, ever.

 


~~~

 


True to his word, Dai refuses to be alone
with me. He spends most of his days and nights outside the bubble
wall, patrolling on his own or monitoring his corals. Every time I
try to reach out to him, he ignores me.

:You have to give him time,: Shadow tells me
one day when I go to her for some Dai advice.

:But it’s not like he’ll cool down
eventually,: I argue. :The problem is that he’s dead wrong. He
would never hurt me.:

:He doesn’t know that. Since he was ten, he’s
believed he killed his mother, the person he loved most in the
world. Now you’re the person he cares for the most, and he just
can’t risk hurting you.: Shadow’s dark eyes are filled with
compassion.

:But it’s hurting me to see him like this,
feeling so bitter and spending so much time by himself.: It figures
that I finally got up the guts to be with the guy, and then he
dumps me.

:He’d rather hurt your feelings than risk
killing you.:

:There’s only one way out of this mess. I
have to find some way to convince Dai that he didn’t kill
his mother.:

:Ran Kuron is the only one who knows the
truth,: Shadow says, her gaze thoughtful. :Back at Atlantea, I
wondered if there was some way I could trick him into revealing to
Dai what happened that day his mother died. But Kuron was so cool
and controlled, I didn’t think I could pull it off. Plus, I was
sure he’d kill me for trying.:

:Kuron’s much less in control of himself
these days,: I say, remembering the jumpy, manic man I saw on the
sub. Shadow might be on to something. Ran Kuron is probably the
only one Dai would believe.

But that means Dai and I would have to
confront his father one last time.

 


~~~

 


Word has leaked out that the helper staff is
making plans to start cultivating the c-plankton. We’re all
wondering how they’re planning to grow and spread it, and how we’ll
be helping.

One night when I surface to visit my dad, the
smell of smoke is worse, and I see bits of ash floating in the air.
This September has been hot, dry and windy, and many of the fires
on the mainland are flaring again. Uneasily I look to the southeast
where a plume of gray smoke billows into the sky. It looks like it
could be close to Tsukwani’s village.

When Dad opens his door, James is already
inside. From their tense expressions, I receive a strong impression
I’m interrupting an argument.

“Um, should I come back later?” I ask them
both.

“No, come on in. We weren’t getting
anywhere,” my father says and gives me a hug. “Your brother
inherited more than his fair share of the Hanson gene for
stubbornness.”

James’ arms are crossed and his cheeks are
red. Whatever they were arguing about, it must have been serious.
Hoping to lessen the tension between them, I ask, “So, what’s up
with the fires? I’ve never seen ash in the air before. Is there a
fire near here?”

“A bad one just broke out on Allman Island,”
Dad replies. “That’s the source of the smoke we’re smelling now.
I’m afraid our Kwawaka’wakw friends could be in real trouble if the
wind shifts. I radioed Hemasaka to let him know we’re happy to help
if they need us.”

I swallow hard and hope Tsukwani and her
family will be okay. Since Dad and James are still glowering at
each other, I try another topic. “What are your plans for growing
the c-plankton? Everyone below wants to know. Kalli guessed you
can’t grow the stuff around here.”

“She’s right,” Dad says. “Originally we had
planned to set up our tanks and grow lights in some abandoned
warehouses on the outskirts of Vancouver, but the war has made that
area too dangerous now.”

“So where are you going to grow it?” I
ask.

He and James exchange a look. “The backup
plan is to cultivate the c-plankton down in LA,” James says.

Chills trace down my spine. Almost the entire
population of that city died in a tyrox epidemic forty years
ago.

“Because of the epidemic,” Dad is saying,
“Los Angeles is a ghost city now, and it’s one of the few places
the Western Collective rarely patrols.”

“But will it be safe for the people who come
to cultivate the c-plankton there?” I ask.

“There have been no recorded cases of tyrox
in twenty years, and the Western Collective made certain that all
its citizens have been inoculated against it.”

“More to the point, who are you going to find
to cultivate the c-plankton?” I ask curiously.

“We’re going to send Thom south and ask him
to talk to Kyel’s father. Ty Rath has contacts all over the LA
basin, and he’s passionate about stopping climate change. We’re
hoping he will agree to help us staff and defend the
warehouses.”

I stare at my father. “But Ty Rath is one of
the most notorious, ruthless guerillas fighting the Western
Collective.”

“That’s true, but he’s also a very
forward-thinking, brilliant man which is why he allowed his son
Kyel to become a part of the Project.”

A pang of sorrow shoots through me when I
think of Kyel, a boy who led our group traveling north until he was
killed by a Marine Guard diver.

“Exactly how are you going to get in touch
with Ty Rath?” James asks. “Thom can’t just march up into the San
Gabriel Mountains and find him. Those mountains are hours from the
ocean. Thom would suffocate before he ever found the guy.”

“Ty Rath is cautious and cagey about his
communications, which has helped him to elude the Western
Collective for thirty years. That’s why we need to find a way to
contact him in person. He does trade with a network of smugglers
who travel back and forth to the Southern Republic and Mexico.
We’re hoping one of those smugglers will find him for us and bring
him to the coast for a meeting. In fact, you know the first
smuggler we’ve already contacted—Cam Cruz, Robry’s big
brother.”

“Cam’s alive?” I sit up straighter on Dad’s
bed, a wave of joy rushing through me. Cam was my best friend back
in Goleta.

“He’s very much alive and has become the
right-hand man for Scarn Kasporov, a leader of one of the biggest
smuggling rings in that area.”

“I was so afraid that Cam had been killed
that day he helped me and Robry get away,” I murmur. That moment
flashes through my mind again. With brutal clarity, I see Cam
stepping forward to block the soldiers’ path to us. They shot him
with a solar rifle and clubbed him to the ground.

“Cam survived, and they sent him to a prison
camp. He escaped after six months and promptly joined Scarn’s
smugglers.”

“He used to hate smugglers so much. I can’t
believe he became one.”

“What he saw inside the camp may have
hardened him,” Dad says soberly. “It’s clear from his messages that
he loathes the Western Collective. He might be willing to help us,
but there’s a catch.”

He pauses and clears his throat.

“What’s the catch?” I ask, a sinking
sensation in my belly.

“He wants to see you and Robry first.”


chapter twenty-one

I stare down at my lap. As much as I’d love to see Cam
again, the idea of swimming south to LA makes me shudder. My
friends and I barely survived our long trip north to Safety Harbor
because of ruthless Marine Guard divers and too many ocean
predators who tried to eat us along the way.

I look up and meet Dad’s gaze. “Two of us
died on that journey, and the rest of us were lucky to get here in
one piece. I can’t imagine making that trip again.”

“Traveling here was hard on you and your
friends, and no one will blame you if you decide not to go. As your
father, I have to admit that I’d be much happier if you turned this
mission down and stayed here.”

Dad pauses to take a deep breath. “But as one
of the founders of the Neptune Project, I have to ask you to
consider going. Because of the friendship between our families and
because he cares about you, Cam is our best chance to connect with
Ty Rath, and Ty Rath is our best shot at cultivating enough
c-plankton to make a difference.”

“Has Thom already agreed to go?” I ask,
stalling for time. Making that trip again terrifies me, but it
sounds like they truly need me to talk to Cam, and I’d like to see
for myself that he’s okay. Besides, life around here is pretty
rough right now with Tobin and Dai barely speaking to me.

“Thom has already volunteered to go, and we
are planning to send a small patrol of our best fighters and Sea
Rangers as his escort. You and Robry could join them, but this
group won’t be leaving for another week yet, which means you don’t
have to make up your mind tonight.”

“Good, because I’d like to talk with Robry as
well as Mariah, Sokya and Densil. I’m afraid if I agree to travel
to the Southern Sector, the dolphins will feel like they have to
come along, too, just to keep an eye on me.”

And I’d feel awful if something happened to
them. A pang of sorrow shoots through me when I remember brave,
sweet Pani, one of Mariah’s granddaughters, who was killed by the
Marine Guard on our journey north.

“It would be safer than your last trip,” Dad
says, reading the worry in my expression. “You’re used to the sea
now, and we know a good deal more now than we did a year ago about
how to keep you Neptune kids safe in it.”

“Nothing about a thousand-mile trip down the
coast of the Western Collective is safe,” I retort.

“If it makes any difference to you, sis,”
James says quietly, “I’ve already volunteered to go. Dad and I were
just, um, discussing the details of that.”

I twist around to look at my brother. “But
why do you need to go? You’re a researcher, not a fighter.”

“Because a Controller could prevent the
Western Collective from reporting and arresting our teams if they
notice any unusual activity at the warehouses we’re planning to
use.”

I turn on my father, fear clenching my
insides. “You haven’t told the other scientists in the Project
about James, have you?”

“I haven’t told anyone,” Dad reassures me.
“James would be going as my assistant. We three are the only ones
who know what James is and why he’s truly going, and we’re going to
keep it that way.”

“You’re going, too?” I ask in surprise. “But
it’s crazy dangerous for you to go back there.”

“That’s part of what we were arguing about,”
James says grimly. “If officials in the Western Collective find out
that Dr. Mark Hanson, a citizen they presumed dead, is still alive,
they’re not going to be happy, and he’ll end up in a prison camp or
worse.”

“And you still have so much work to do up
here in Safety Harbor,” I say, panicked at the idea of losing my
dad, too.

“But our starting a new civilization under
the waves isn’t going to do anyone much good if the planet keeps
heating at its current rate,” Dad argues. “Your descendants will be
fighting to survive in dying oceans full of jellyfish and
tubeworms.”

“You’re that sure that this c-plankton can
save our planet?” I ask, amazed that he’s willing to leave Safety
Harbor and the kids he’s dedicated his life to.

“Idaine Kuron’s c-plankton is our last, best
hope to stop climate change. It will take years for it to truly
have an impact, but yes, I do believe this c-plankton, once it’s
spread throughout oceans of the world, can sequester enough carbon
dioxide to cool the Earth. And that’s why I have to return to the
Southern Sector.”

I let go a sigh. Sometimes I forget that my
dad can be just as stubborn as everyone else in our family. The
itchiness in my chest reminds me it’s time I headed back to the
water. I get to my feet. “I still want to talk to Robry and Mariah
and her family and see what they think.”

“Speak to Mariah,” Dad says, “but please
don’t talk to the rest of your friends about the LA option yet.
We’re still worried that Ran Kuron may learn about our plans.”

“You can’t think that Dai would—”

“No,” Dad cuts off my indignant protest,
“after everything Dai’s done for you, I don’t think he’s our leak.
But that means that one of the other kids from Atlantea is feeding
information to Kuron, and we need to consider what he might do if
he finds out we’re trying to cultivate and spread the c-plankton
his wife created.”

“I promise I won’t talk to anyone about your
plans, but does Robry know yet that his brother’s alive?”

“Not yet. I thought that was something you
might like to tell him,” Dad says with a smile.

“You’re right about that,” I say, starting
for the door, “and please let me know if Tsukwani’s people radio
for help.”

I say goodnight to Dad and James and hurry
back to the water. I hug myself as I stride across the topside
clearing. I’m so happy to know Cam is alive. My best friend growing
up, Cam always looked out for me. He never treated me like a freak
even though I had lung attacks and my genetically engineered eyes
were so weak that I had to wear dark glasses. Before he risked his
life to help me get away from the soldiers, he swore that he would
always love me. I’m dying to see him, but the prospect of making
the long journey back to the Southern Sector makes my mouth go
dry.

When I come to the lip of the sea cave, I
stop for a moment to gaze at the craggy rocks and big spruce and
cedar trees surrounding our topside facilities. I’ve come to love
this gray and green Northwest, and I don’t want to leave here. But
if Cam wants to see me again and if he can help convince Ty Rath to
help us, I may have no choice.

Impatient to find Robry, I dive into the
water, which is a breach of Vival’s safety protocols. At the base
of the ladder, I’m startled to see Dav is just climbing up it in
his scuba gear. He must have seen my dive, but he just sends me a
wink and a smile.

Feeling sure that he won’t report me, I swim
as fast as I can for the computer cave. Even though it’s late, I’m
not surprised to find Robry tapping away on a terminal in the far
corner of the lab. The other computer stations are empty.

:Hey, dartling, what’re you working on so
late?:

:Hey Nere,: he says, summoning a tired smile,
:I’m trying to crack the latest code Kuron’s been using to
communicate with his investors and staff. He changes it every few
weeks, but this is the toughest one yet. I’ll figure it out, soon,
though. I always do.:

Robry’s grown up so much this past year. He
looks less like a boy and more like a teenager. With his olive
skin, curly black hair and bright smile, he resembles his big
brother more and more. With a pang, I notice Robry’s eyes are red
tonight and there are shadows beneath them.

:You’ve been working too hard again,: I scold
him. Genius that he is, Robry understands how precarious the safety
of our colony is. I just wish he had more time to be a kid.

:It will probably be all right if you don’t
crack that code tonight,: I add.

:Yeah, but I’d sleep better if I could read
these latest transmissions and be sure Kuron’s not planning to
attack us in the next twenty-four hours.:

His tone is so grim, I reach out and place a
hand on his shoulder. :At least I have some good news you can think
about while you’re working. Cam is alive.:

Robry backs away from the keyboard and
searches my face.

:Y-you’re sure?: he asks, his mental voice
tight with emotion.

:I’m sure. My dad’s been communicating with
him for several days.:

I open my arms and we hug each other,
hard.

Robry pulls away from me and rubs a hand over
his eyes. :I’ve tried to tell myself he’s too tough and too smart
to die in a prison camp, but I know how awful those places can
be.:

:Somehow he escaped after six months. That’s
the good news. The bad news is that he’s working with Scarn
Kasporov now.: As I say his name, I get goosebumps. I’ll never
forget the cold and calculating smuggler I met the night Cam and I
helped rescue two of his men.

:Cam’s a smuggler?: Robry’s eyes widen in
disbelief.

:I had problems believing it, too, but
supposedly he’s become Scarn’s right-hand man.:

Smugglers risk their lives to bring illegal
luxuries like fancy clothing and fine wines up from the Southern
Republic to be sold on the black market inside the Western
Collective.

:He must have had a good reason to become a
smuggler,: Robry says loyally.

:I’m sure he did,: I say, even though I
wonder how Cam could join Scarn Kasporov’s gang of cutthroats who
only care about profits.

:Why’s your dad been in touch with him?:

:I’m sorry, dartling, I can’t tell you that.
Not yet.:

:Right,: Robry says, his gaze narrowing. :I
bet it has something to do with your dad’s plan to cultivate the
c-plankton.:

I shrug my shoulders. Robry’s such a capable
hacker, he’ll probably find my father’s communications with Cam
within a few hours.

:You’ll tell me if you hear anything more
about Cam?: Robry says, suddenly looking younger.

:That I can promise.:

:Then I’d better finish cracking this
encryption,: he says, straightening his shoulders and turning back
to the computer.

:’Kay, but don’t stay up too late.:

Robry’s already focused on the screen in
front of him, determined to read Kuron’s transmissions and keep
Safety Harbor safe. At least now there’s a smile on his face.

 


~~~

 


Someone shakes my shoulder the middle of the
night. I jerk awake, my heart racing. Am I still a captive on
Kuron’s sub? When I realize Janni’s peering down at me, I relax a
little.

:Sorry to startle you,: she says in her blunt
way, :but we don’t have much time. The wind shifted, and the
Kwawaka’wakw village is in danger. We’re sending a boat and a tow
with volunteers to help, and your dad said you’d want to come.:

:He’s right,: I say as I slip from my hammock
and grab my seasuit.

:The Bus is leaving from the hub in ten
minutes,: Janni calls back to me as she hurries from the girls’
dorm cave.

:What’s up?: Ree asks sleepily as I dive into
my seasuit.

:That fire on Allman Island is getting close
to Tsukwani’s village.:

:I’m coming, too,: Ree says, waking up in a
hurry.

:And me,: Kalli declares.

Ten minutes later the three of us arrive at
the hub. We just have time to grab on to a tow loop before Janni
sends the Bus speeding after a zodiac loaded with topside staff.
Sokya, Densil and several dolphins from the Safety Harbor pod swim
beside us, excited by so much unusual night-time activity.

Janni pushes the tow as fast it can go. As we
speed through the black water, I pray the wind will shift, for
Tsukwani’s sake. We surface just offshore from her village. Choking
gray smoke fills the air, and flickering light from the orange and
yellow flames reflects off the dark waves. The wind blows offshore,
driving the raging fire toward the tidy collection of ten small
cabins near the water’s edge.

Our helper staff beach their zode and run to
help the Kwawaka’wakw who are throwing buckets of water onto their
cabin roofs. Several of their younger people race to load
containers of food and belongings into an array of kayaks, canoes
and fishing boats along the shore. Dav swiftly sets up a hose and
pumping system to pull water from the sea.

I hurry up the shingle beach, searching for
Tsukwani. I find her trying to help the other young people loading
the boats, but her little sister Lenia clings to her leg.

“What can we do to help?” I ask her.

“You could watch Lenia,” Tsukwani replies.
“She’s so frightened, she won’t let go of me.”

“Will you come with me?” I ask the little
girl gently. Lenia is a beautiful four-year-old with big dark eyes.
“We could go look at the dolphins. Sokya would love to see you
again.”

Lenia’s eyes brighten at the mention of
dolphins, and she lets me take her hand. We retreat to the water’s
edge, and I help her into her sister’s canoe. Soon Kalli, Ree and I
are doing our best to entertain three small Kwawaka’wakw children
in the canoe while their families race to save their homes and
belongings.

As the fire roars closer, the air becomes
hotter and hotter, searing my lungs. Kalli, Ree and I take turns
dipping under the water to breathe while one of us stays with the
frightened children.

When their belongings are all loaded,
Tsukwani wades into the water and stands next to me. She coughs and
her eyes are red from the smoke. “We’ve been wetting down our
cabins all day, but I’m afraid they still may catch fire.”

The fire races across the tops of the trees.
A cry goes up when the cedars closest to the village burst into
flames and burn like huge orange torches in the night. The roar of
the fire is so loud, I can hardly hear Tsukwani right next to me,
and the heat forces Ree, Kalli and me into the water.

“Everyone get back!” Hemasaka bellows just
before a massive cedar topples into the heart of the village,
sending up a spinning column of flames and sparks, crushing three
cabins and setting fire to several more.

The last of the Kwawaka’wakw retreat to their
boats, and from the water, we all watch their village burn.
Tsukwani crawls into her canoe and scoops Lenia into her arms. They
hold tight to each other.

“I’m so sorry,” I say to Tsukwani, my eyes
burning from smoke and tears. It seems like such a lame thing to
say to a friend who has just lost her home.

“We can build again, someplace else,”
Tsukwani says bravely, “but we don’t have time before the snow
flies. We will have to winter with my cousins up near Namu. At
least we got most of our food and smoked fish out, so we shouldn’t
be too much of a burden on them.”

It’s so like Tsukwani to try and find some
good in her situation. Sokya surfaces beside me, and she flips a
little water at both First Nation girls.

“I think Sokya wants to say goodbye to you,”
I say.

As Sokya swims closer to the canoe,
Tsukwani’s eyes brighten a little. She leans over and gives Sokya a
rub and then she looks at me. “I will miss you, dolphin girl.”

“I’ll miss you, too. Maybe the dolphins and I
can come visit you at your new village.”

“I would like that. Thank you for watching
our little ones.”

Hemasaka calls out that his people must
leave, and Tsukwani reaches for a paddle.

As the skies lighten in the east, the weary
Kwawaka’wakw head north in a ragtag convoy of canoes, kayaks and
fishing boats. The tired helper staff pile into their zode and head
back to Safety Harbor.

As I stare at the charred, smoking remains of
the Kwawaka’wakw cabins, a painful lump clogs my throat. How many
more people will lose their homes to fires and rising seas as our
planet heats?

There’s no doubt in my mind now. I have to go
to LA and help my father find a way to cultivate the
c-plankton.


chapter twenty-two

The moment we get back from fighting to save Tsukwani’s
village, I reach out to Mariah and ask her and the rest of the pod
to meet me at Dolphin Bay. Even though the first students won’t be
arriving for hours yet, I’m not surprised to find Seth already
preparing his training equipment for the day.

:You’re here early,: he smiles at me, :and so
is Mariah. I swear she’s the most effective and hardworking teacher
I have, next to you.:

:I’ll pass along your compliment,: I promise
him. :She loves helping you here.:

Moments later, Mariah and her full pod streak
into Dolphin Bay. A dozen dolphins circle around me, eagerly
bombarding me with mental images of their night and their early
morning hunt.

:Whoa, your whole pod is here. Is something
up?: Seth asks curiously.

:We just need to have a family talk.:

:I will leave you to it, then,: he says, and
I sense he’s trying not to feel envious.

Grateful I can understand my friends so well,
I spend time fussing over each of them. I give them rubs and
receive images from dolphins like Halia and Laki who can’t
communicate with me using words. I spend extra time with Kona and
Ricca who are both pregnant and very pleased that they will be
calving at Safety Harbor in the next few months.

:you are worried,: Mariah says, sidling up
beside me after I’ve said hello to everyone.

:I have to leave Safety Harbor,: I tell
Mariah, Sokya and Densil and explain why it’s so important that I
go south and help to cultivate the c-plankton. :You all could stay
at Safety Harbor while I make this trip,: I say after I finish. :It
will probably be as dangerous as our journey here, and I don’t want
any of you to get hurt.:

:I do not want the seas to get any hotter,:
Sokya says, serious for once. :I will help you.:

:I do not want our food to die,: Densil adds.
:I will help, too.:

I turn to Mariah, who floats silently while
she considers my words.

:I do not want you to make this trip without
me,: she says at last, :and I would like to see Cam and our old
home again. but Kona and Ricca should not come with us. they are
too close to calving, and this trip would be dangerous for their
little ones once they are born.:

:Can you explain to Ricca and Kona why we
must go and why they must stay?:

:it will be hard to make them understand,:
Mariah says, and there’s a sigh in her voice. :they do not think
like humans, and they will want to stay with our pod. but I am
their leader and they will do as I wish.:

:Are you sure you want to come?: I ask
gently. :It could be a hard trip for you, too.:

Mariah darts down and nips at my dive fin. :I
am not that old yet, young one. I still have many adventures in
me.:

:Yes, ma’am,: I say, and rub her favorite
spot in front of her dorsal. A part of me is relieved she is
coming, but I’ll never forgive myself if something happens to her
or her family during the dangerous journey to the Southern Sector
and back.

 


~~~

 


I tell Dad that afternoon that I want to go
south with Thom. I try never to read my father’s mind, but I can
sense my decision makes him both relieved and anxious. He meets
with Vival and the rest of his helper staff to choose the team of
Sea Rangers and other Neptune kids who will escort Thom and me to
LA. They end up picking Ree and Janni from the Sea Rangers, Kalli
to be our marine science and c-plankton expert, Robry for his
ability to decipher Kuron’s communications, Penn to be our mechanic
and fixer, and Rohan and Tobin as our medics.

Dad also asks Rad, Shadow, Sunny and Ocho to
come along. All four say yes because they’re concerned about
climate change, too.

“Frankly, we may need some of their unique
abilities before this mission is over,” my father explains to me
one night. “Rad can short out electrical systems, Sunny can blind
or distract her opponents, and Shadow and Ocho, with their
abilities to camouflage their skin color, may be able to go places
the rest of you can’t.”

“And you want to keep an eye on them,” I say,
knowing he’s still worried about Kuron.

“And I want to keep an eye on them,” Dad
concedes.

“What about Dai?” I ask. I’m all jumbled up
about his coming on this mission. A part of me would prefer he
stayed behind so I wouldn’t have to deal with his cold, distant
act. But the part of me that’s frightened of the dangers we could
face wants him and Ton by my side.

“Dai’s indicated that he wants to come along
as well,” Dad replies. “Vival and Janni are worried he won’t obey
orders, but he’s the most capable fighter we have at Safety Harbor.
I’m also quite sure no one else could do a better job of looking
after my daughter, next to your dolphins, of course. Do they want
to go?”

“I’ve talked with Mariah, and her entire pod
wants to make the trip except for Ricca and Kona who should be
calving in the next few months.”

“Do they understand you may encounter the
Marine Guard again?”

“They still remember how Pani died, and they
miss her,” I say, fighting to keep my voice even because I miss
her, too. “They understand the risks, in their own way.” Dolphins
live in the present, and sometimes it is hard to get them to look
beyond today. But I do feel sure Mariah, Sokya and Densil
understand how dangerous this trip could be, and how important it
is that we make it.

“Besides, Mariah is not going to let me head
off on a long sea journey without her,” I add wryly.

 


~~~

 


Just before dawn a week later, my friends and
I gather at the hub carrying our travel gear. We split into two
groups with a medic in each. Janni and Vival vetoed taking the Bus.
Because of its size, it’s more apt to be detected by the Marine
Guard’s sonar operators. Instead, we’ll be taking two smaller tows
that each have a seat for the driver and pull loops for six. Janni
will pilot one and Thom the other, and Vival made Janni the
official head of our expedition.

:I still wish they’d named you our captain,:
Ree complains to me on a private send as we watch the Carly
Sue cast off from her moorings.

:I’m glad Janni’s our captain,: I say
honestly. :She’s a good leader, and since she was attacked by that
shredder on our way to Atlantea, she’s gotten a lot better at
listening.:

:I still think she’s spent way too much time
around Vival. She’s probably gonna want to inspect our gear every
five minutes,: Ree predicts gloomily.

The water fills with the deep, throbbing
sound of the old trawler’s engines as the Carly Sue pulls
away from the dock. She and two other surface vessels carrying
barrels of the starter strain of Idaine’s c-plankton will make the
trip south. The other two boats have already left Safety Harbor.
Vival sent them separately, hoping that at least one of them will
make it to Los Angeles. Even though the voyage will take longer,
our ships are going to head out to sea with their precious cargo to
avoid the busy shipping lanes along both sides of Vancouver Island,
and we plan to do the same.

My throat goes tight as I watch the battered
old Carly Sue motor off into the fog with James and Dad
aboard it. The first part of the voyage is particularly dangerous.
We all have to dodge our way past warships from both Canada and the
Western Collective sailing the Queen Charlotte Strait, and then we
have to travel around the busy northern tip of Vancouver
Island.

:Your dad and brother will be all right,:
Tobin says, hovering by my side. :Captain Gonzalez is one smart old
sea salt.:

:But if the Carly Sue is stopped and
boarded, their forged papers or those identity chips Doc Iharu
implanted in both James and Dad might not be convincing
enough.:

And if they get in a tight spot, James might
have to use his Controller abilities, which could lead to terrible
consequences for him.

:They’re carrying state-of-the-art
forgeries,: Tobin points out, :thanks to Lena and Sunny, and you
know Robry did a brilliant job of creating those ID chips.:

:True,: I admit, but only time will tell if
their forgeries are good enough to fool officials.

:Now your job is to concentrate on staying
alive for the next thousand miles,: Tobin says soberly before he
swims over to Thom’s tow. Shadow takes the pull loop beside his,
and he turns to her, talking on a private send. I’m glad they are
spending more time together, but I miss hanging out with Tobin.

As we set off after the Carly Sue,
Mariah and her family, Janni’s and Rohan’s dolphin partners and Ton
spiral about us in their excitement. Soon we cross the bubble wall
and leave our home behind us. On my side of the tow, Ree grins at
me, happy to be off on another adventure. Kalli appears thoughtful,
and Dai, at the back of the tow, looks preoccupied and more aloof
than ever.

:Maybe you’ll spot a new coral on this trip,:
I say to him.

:This is hardly a research trip,: he counters
shortly.

:I didn’t think it would be,: I reply, and I
don’t try to speak to him again. Somehow, someway on this voyage,
I’m going to find a way to convince Dai that he isn’t a danger to
me. But I feel so lonely and frustrated with him in the
meantime.

The dolphins swim ahead of us and watch for
trouble. By afternoon, we leave the islands of our sheltered
Broughton Archipelago, and with the pod’s help, we manage to slip
undetected between ships in the strait and reach Malcolm Island an
hour before sunset. There we set up our hammocks in a big sea cave,
and we recharge the tows’ batteries with a small portable tidal
generator that Penn designed and built. Janni swims to the surface
at twilight with our marine radio and brings back good news. The
Carly Sue crossed the strait safely, too, and is on her way
around the tip of Vancouver Island.

By the time the water darkens, we start tying
ourselves into our hammocks, except for Dai, who volunteers to take
the first watch.

:Traveling by tow all day sure is faster than
swimming under our own power,: Robry says sleepily.

:Yeah, but it’s still muy tiring,: Ree
says.

:And tough on the shoulders,: Rohan adds,
stretching his arms over his head before he climbs into his
hammock.

On the second day, several of us try wearing
current harnesses and clipping them to our tow loops. That eases
the strain on our arms, but constantly being pulled through water
at twelve knots is still an exhausting business.

Janni calls a break midday because we’ve been
fighting strong currents much of the morning, and the tows are
getting low on juice. We stop in a nameless cove off the
northeastern tip of Vancouver Island. Kalli and Penn take floating
solar panels to the surface to recharge our batteries. Some members
of our team rest and hunt for our lunch while I check the dolphins
for parasites. Janni, though, keeps glancing up at the solar
panels.

:They’re too easy to spot, and there’s a lot
of boat traffic out here today,: she says suddenly. :Thom and Dai,
swim to the bottom and make sure there’s a place close by where we
can hide with the tows if we have to.:

The guys don’t look too thrilled by Janni’s
orders, but I’m relieved when Dai doesn’t give Janni a tough time.
Instead, they finish their rockfish fillets and go scouting.

:There’re plenty of overhangs down about a
hundred and fifty feet where we could hide the tows,: Thom reports
back shortly.

:Good,: Janni says. :Let’s hope we don’t need
to use them.:

An hour later, the batteries are finally
charged. Kalli and Penn are bringing the solar panels down from the
surface when Sokya and Densil arrow up to our group, whistling and
sawing in concern.

:a fast ship heads straight toward us,:
Densil warns me.


chapter twenty-three

Fear rushes through me in an icy wave, leaving my body
chilled and nauseated. There’s little reason for a vessel to veer
from the main shipping lane unless its crew spotted our solar
panels.

:We have a fast ship heading this way!: I
shout Densil’s warning at our group.

My heart thumping, I ask Laki and Sokya, two
of our fastest dolphins, to go scout it. They’ll relay images of
the ship to me, and we might be able to figure out what’s hunting
us.

:Everyone, swim for cover and stay with your
travel partner,: Janni orders as she powers up her tow. :Penn and
Kalli, get those solar panels stashed.:

:Densil, what kind of ship is it?: I ask,
lingering behind the others to help Penn and Kalli get the panels
stowed on the back of the tows. Vaguely I’m aware that Dai, my
official travel partner, is hovering near me. I can hear the deep
thrum of engines in the distance now.

:it is bigger than your father’s ship and
very fast. I think it is a fighting ship,: Densil replies.

I’ve been showing our dolphins the
silhouettes of navy ships so they can help us identify them. The
bass throb of big ship engines grows steadily louder as Kalli and I
struggle with the buoyant panels. Dai darts in to help us.

Janni glances back at us angrily. :I ordered
you two to take cover.:

:Believe me, we’ll go the moment we get these
panels stashed,: I say as Dai forces the last of the air from the
panels’ floats and we lash them down.

:We’re good back here,: Kalli yells, and
Janni puts the tow into a steep dive. I just have time to grab a
loop, and Kalli and Dai do the same.

Thom drives his tow toward the bottom, too,
Penn hanging off the back.

Sokya contacts me. :this is the ship,: she
says, and she sends me a clear visual of a dark gray vessel with
two conning towers and several big guns. My blood races faster. The
ship heading our way is definitely a destroyer of some sort.

:Keep an eye on it. Can you see what they’re
doing on the deck?:

:there are many men moving around the base of
a wide gun,: Sokya says, her mental tone worried.

For a second, my mind freezes. But then I
react out of fear for the dolphins. :MARIAH, they may launch depth
charges. Get your family clear!: I yell. With their delicate
hearing, dolphins are even more vulnerable to underwater explosions
than we are.

Then to everyone else I shout, :Get rock
between you and the surface, NOW! That ship could be about to
launch depth charges.:

:They must want to flush us out,: Dai says,
his mental tone amazingly calm considering an explosive could crush
us at any moment.

As Janni drives us deeper, we lose the light
fast. Now I almost wish I’d asked one dolphin to stay behind to
guide us.

:Guys, head this way,: Ocho calls to us. :We
found an overhang down here big enough to hide both tows.:

:I’ll make sure you can see where,: Sunny
adds, and seconds later, a golden light flares in the black water
beneath us. Way to go, Sunny!

Janni puts the tow into an even steeper dive
and guns it toward Sunny’s light.

:Something big just splashed above us,: Dai
says tightly. His underwater hearing is keener than anyone
else’s.

We shoot under the overhang right behind
Thom’s tow as brilliant white light from above fills the water.

:COVER YOUR EARS!: Dai shouts.

I barely have time to clap my hands over my
ears before the first shock wave strikes. The water fills with a
roar, and a wave of white bubbles fills my vision. It feels like a
wall of pressure is pushing against my entire body. Seconds later,
another shock wave slams me against the roof of the overhang. My
shoulder hits the rock, and several of my friends cry out in pain
and surprise.

:This must be the force from the explosion
reflecting off the ocean floor,: Robry gasps. :It’s still better
than getting hit straight on by the first wave.:

:If you say so, Squirt,: Ocho grumbles,
rubbing two of his arms.

Another flash sears my eyes. I just have time
to cover my ears again before a second explosion roars through the
water and tumbles me upside down. At least this time I don’t hit
rock again. Two more explosions thunder in the distance, but their
shock waves don’t reach us.

:Is everyone all right?: Janni calls out when
the water calms a little.

One by one we check in with her. Sunny and
Kalli were tossed into a colony of sea urchins and stung several
times. Rohan treats the girls while Tobin works on a nasty cut
Robry received on his forearm. The rest of us have bruises, but,
all in all, we’re lucky none of us was hurt worse.

:Mariah, are you all okay?: I reach out to
her.

:our heads hurt a little, but we swam away in
time. you are safe?:

:We’re mostly bruised and shaken. Could you
please keep an eye on that ship? Stay well away from it but let us
know when it leaves this area.:

:we will watch,: she promises me.

Janni starts to swim out from the overhang.
The visibility is much worse now because of all the sediment
churned up by the depth charges.

:I wouldn’t go out there yet,: Dai calls
after her.

:I’m just going to take a look,: she say
irritably. :And by the way, you aren’t supposed to give
me orders.:

She swims out a little farther, just as I
sense a strange vibration in the water. A second later, Dai flashes
past me, swimming faster than I’ve ever seen him. He grabs Janni
around the waist and pulls her back under the overhang. A second
later dozens of big rocks and chunks of coral tumble down from the
steep wall above us. Several pass right through the space where
Janni hovered a heartbeat ago.

Her face turns white as she watches the
underwater rockslide and the clouds of black sediment it churns up.
I cough because of all the gunk in the water now.

:That’s why I didn’t want you to go out
there,: Dai says curtly. :I had a hunch those explosions
destabilized the wall above us.:

For a moment I think Janni is going to yell
at him. But instead, she straightens her shoulders. :Okay, Dai, I’m
ordering you to tell us about your hunches from now on. I-I know
you’ve lived in the sea longer than any of us, and I was stupid not
to listen to you. Thanks for saving me from a major headache, or
worse.:

:You’re welcome,: Dai says, his expression a
little warmer.

:So, whose ship do we think that was,
anyway?: Rad asks as we gather in a circle.

:From the image Sokya sent me, I’m pretty
sure the ship was flying a Canadian flag,: I reply.

Kalli looks puzzled. :The Canadians didn’t
used to be this trigger happy.:

:Yeah, well, war has a way of changing
people’s attitudes fast,: Thom says, his face set. I wonder if he’s
thinking about the years he fought the Western Collective with Kyel
and his dad’s men.

:I bet they thought our panels were charging
a small Western Collective spy sub,: Robry says, and then he
flinches as Tobin ties off another stitch on his arm.

:Maybe we should put a red maple leaf flag on
those panels the next time we charge up in Canadian waters,: Ocho
jokes weakly.

I don’t smile because I can see the tension
in Dai. Thanks to his shark genes, it’s always hard for him to be
around blood.

:I’d like to patrol beyond this overhang
now,: Dai says to Janni. :Out there I can watch for sharks better.
Robry’s bled enough, we could be attracting some soon.:

Janni takes in his tight expression. :All
right,: she says, :but let us know at once if you run into any
trouble.:

Dai slips away into the murky water, and I
nod to Janni. She made the right call to let him go. We sling our
hammocks and try to rest as the destroyer prowls the surface and
Dai prowls outside our hiding place. He has to chase off a couple
of small, pesky blues, but no large sharks scent Robry’s blood.
Mariah lets me know when the destroyer finally sails away two hours
later, and Densil and Laki follow it to make sure it doesn’t double
back. We wait another hour and then start off again with the tows.
We stay submerged and hug the coast where we are less apt to
attract the notice of navy vessels.

Janni is quiet for the rest of the afternoon,
and when she speaks to Dai, there’s less bossiness and more respect
in her tone. I hope this means the two of them will get along
better now. We still have thirteen hundred miles to travel to LA,
and it’s going to feel even longer if our two most stubborn team
members can’t get along.


chapter twenty-four

After our frightening encounter with the Canadian
destroyer, we spend the night in a sea cave near Cape Scott, the
most northwestern tip of Vancouver Island. The next day we
experience a few close calls, but we manage to safely race across
the busy shipping lanes west of Vancouver and head out to sea. We
still want to stay over the continental shelf because larger
predators like giant squid roam in the deep beyond the continent
break. Once we’re beyond most of the boat traffic, we turn
south.

We still see and hear plenty of warships in
the distance, and on the third night when we surface briefly to
radio the Carly Sue, we see flashes illuminating the night
sky along the horizon.

“Is that an electrical storm?” Rad asks
curiously. “I don’t see any clouds.”

“Those flashes are probably shells exploding
over the besieged city of Vancouver,” Thom replies.

“I’ve always wanted to visit Vancouver,”
Sunny says wistfully. “From the pictures I’ve seen, it looks like a
beautiful place.”

“It used to be, anyway,” Penn says, his
expression grim. “I visited family there when I was little. Their
mountains and skyscrapers were amazing and their parks were full of
trees and flowers, but the Western Collective is probably going to
pound it all to rubble unless the Canadians surrender soon.”

“All to grab their fresh water and northern
farmlands where it still rains once in a while. So much war and
misery goes back to climate change,” Kalli says soberly.

We’re a quiet group as we slip back beneath
the waves. That night Kalli slings her hammock next to mine. I’m
just drifting off to sleep when she says sadly, :Even with all the
danger down here, our world is a more peaceful place than the poor
surface world right now.:

:We have to find a way to grow the
c-plankton,: I say, :and get it spread throughout the seas before
it’s too late for all of us.:

Once we travel south of Vancouver and
Seattle, we see fewer Marine Guard vessels. Maybe most of their
ships and manpower are needed for the fight against the Canadians.
As the days pass, I see that Dad was right. In the past year, we
have become better at staying safe in the sea. Our group is full of
seasoned travelers, and the kids from Atlantea know how to handle
themselves in dangerous situations.

Just like during our long trip from the
Southern Sector, each of us takes on different chores. Penn and
Ocho keep our tows and equipment fixed, and Rohan and Tobin keep
our bodies healthy. Ree, Rad, Shadow, Sunny and Dai do most of our
hunting while Kalli finds us good sea plants to eat. Robry runs
communications with the Carly Sue, Janni keeps an eye on all
of us, Dai and I share navigation responsibilities, and I look
after the dolphins when they aren’t looking after us.

Once again Mariah and her family help to
protect us every day, and they often make us smile, too. During our
travel breaks, our dolphin partners cheer us up by coaxing us into
games of tag and capture the flag.

I haven’t had a chance to be with my dolphin
friends like this since I left the Southern Sector. When we get
back to Safety Harbor, I’m going to do a better job of spending
time with them. As we swim along, Mariah often stays close and
shares stories about my mother. Her tales about their adventures
and the scrapes they got into when they were young make me smile.
I’ve never felt like I knew my mom well, but Mariah’s stories help
me picture Gillian when she was a mischievous girl, long before she
became the cool, driven scientist I remember.

Three weeks after we leave Safety Harbor, we
arrive, tired but safe, in the Northern Channel Islands where we’re
supposed to meet up with Cam.

 


~~~

 


We reach the wreck of the Alicante
just before nightfall.

:So much has happened since we were here
last,: Penn murmurs as we hover above the wreck of the old
freighter. It looks much the same as it did a year ago, still
covered by sea fans, barnacles and seaweed. The big, long vessel
sits upright, leaning against a black rock reef, with a forest of
kelp growing near its stern. We used to have strategy meetings in
the Alicante’s raised wheelhouse and keep watch from
there.

I glance at Thom. From his sad expression, I
guess he’s thinking about his friend Kyel, who led our group during
the two weeks we trained and sheltered here, hoping that other
Neptune kids might join us for the journey to Safety Harbor. But no
other kids came, and hours after we finally left the shelter of the
Alicante, Kyel was killed when he blocked a spear dart the
Marine Guard fired at Bria.

Robry and I head to the surface with the
radio to try to contact my dad on the Carly Sue. The others
descend to the Alicante to make certain that nothing
dangerous lurks in the main salon and crew cabins where we’ll be
sleeping.

“It feels weird to be back here,” Robry says
after we pop our heads out of the water and glance around. Above us
rise the steep hillsides of Santa Cruz Island, dotted with
gray-green brush and yellow grass that has managed to survive
decades of heat and drought. “It reminds me of home, at least a
little.”

“It’s certainly as hot as Goleta, even out
here on the water.” Although it’s October now and the sun is about
to set, the air feels hot as an oven. Santa Cruz does look like the
hills around our old home, but I think the Channel Islands are much
more beautiful in their harsh, wild way.

Robry pulls our compact marine radio from his
seapack. Because the Western Collective monitors all radio
frequencies, we have to keep our transmissions short and partially
coded.

“Papa Sue, are you there?” I radio Dad right
at 7:00 PM, the time we try to schedule our calls.

I hold my breath, hoping the Carly Sue
has made it to the islands as well. We haven’t contacted the old
trawler for three days now, and I’ve been worried by the increasing
boat traffic.

“We’re here, safe and sound,” Dad’s voice
crackles over the radio, and I sigh in relief.

“Glad you made it. Any news?”

“Rendezvous with the package is set for 1 AM
tomorrow off the cove where we saw the bottlenose dolphin calve.
Over.”

“Understood. Over.” Dad means Robry and I
should meet Cam at Forney’s Cove on the northwestern side of Santa
Cruz. My family used to sail out to the Channel Islands to do
research, and one day we watched a bottlenose dolphin give birth in
that cove.

“Cam will be different than you remember,”
Dad warns me. “He’s been through a lot, and make sure you bring
plenty of backup. I think we can trust him, but I’m not absolutely
certain. Good luck. Over and out.”

I bite my lip and glance at Robry as he packs
the radio away.

“I’m sorry Dad said that—” I start to
apologize, but Robry cuts me off.

“It’s all right, Nere. I know my brother will
be different,” Robry says quietly. “But I’m sure Cam would never
hurt us. He can’t have changed that much.”

 


~~~

 


At ten o’clock the following night, everyone
gathers around one of the tows. Half of our group is going to
escort Robry and me to our rendezvous with his smuggler brother.
I’m touched because every member of our team volunteered to come
with us, but in the end, Janni picked Shadow, Ree, Dai, Tobin and
Rad—some of our most capable fighters. Thom wanted to come, too,
but she ordered him to stay at the Alicante, much to his
frustration.

:Simmer down, Bigfoot,: Janni told him
sharply when he protested her decision. :Remember our goals here.
We need you to talk to Ty Rath. Our whole mission fails if you
can’t get him to help us. We can’t risk you getting hurt or killed
by a trigger-happy smuggler tonight.:

In the end, Thom did accept her decision, but
he still looks worried as we load up the tow with extra spear darts
and Janni inspects our spear guns.

:You be careful tonight,: Thom tells me
gruffly on a private send. :Even up in our mountains above LA we
heard about Scarn Kasporov and how ruthless he and his men can
be.:

:I promise we’ll be careful.:

I glance at Tobin. I wonder if he volunteered
because he knows how important Cam is to me. He doesn’t say a word
as Rad settles himself in the pilot’s seat and we take our places
around the tow’s pull loops. Instead, Tobin lays a comforting hand
on my shoulder, and I smile at him.

Dai, on the other hand, glowers at me, which
he’s been doing ever since he found out this rendezvous was set for
tonight. He grabs the pull loop next to mine. Anger and worry
radiate through Dai’s mental shields as Rad starts up the tow.

:Good luck,: our friends call after us as our
tow speeds off into the black sea, Mariah and her family swimming
all about us.

I close my eyes and bury my face in my arm as
the tow pulls us through the dark water. Dai has amazing night
vision, and I don’t want him to see how worried I am. Will Cam
bring some of his men to the rendezvous? Has he truly become as
hardened as the rest of Scarn’s cutthroats? Has he thought of me at
all this past year? I’ve often thought about him and hoped he was
still alive. Why did he insist on seeing me again? As the tow pulls
us steadily closer to the rendezvous point, my stomach feels like
it’s tying itself into one big knot.

Having Dai seethe silently beside me isn’t
helping my anxiety. He knows, too, how much I care about Cam.

:Just say it,: I tell Dai on a private send
and turn to face him.

:I’ve said it all before,: he bursts out. :I
know you’re excited to see this guy, but you can’t ever be with a
landliver, particularly one who’s a smuggler. They’re the worst
sort of scum. He’s even more dangerous than I am.:

:I’m just going to ask him to contact Ty Rath
for us and try to convince Rath to come to the coast for a meeting
with my dad.:

:Can you honestly tell me that’s all you want
from him?:

I don’t know how to answer that question. Cam
was my best friend in the whole world, and I was just starting to
see him as something more when I was forced to leave Goleta. I’m
not sure what I need from him now. Maybe I just want to know he was
worried about me, or at least thought of me once in a while this
past year. And I very much need to know he’s okay. Feeling Dai’s
anxious gaze on me, I grow annoyed.

:What I want from him is no longer any of
your business,: I tell him coolly. :You lost the right to ask me
questions like that when you broke up with me.: I turn away and
face forward. I concentrate on feeling angry at Dai so I won’t feel
so nervous about seeing Cam again.

A half hour later we reach Forney’s Cove. We
park the tow on the floor of the cove where we can reach it in a
hurry if there’s any trouble. We all load our spear guns, and Rad
checks the two small magnetic mines he brought. Robry and I didn’t
want to bring those mines along because I can’t imagine we’ll need
to blow up any boats tonight, but we were overruled by the
others.

I glance down at my wrist computer. Cam
should be here in ten minutes. Just to make sure he’s not already
here, I reach out with my telepathy but I can’t sense anyone
nearby.

:Sokya, can you and the rest of the pod
spread out beyond this cove and listen for Cam’s boat?:

:we go,: Sokya says excitedly, performing a
barrel roll around me. :we will be happy to see him again.:

Our spear guns loaded, Robry and I swim to
the surface to look around. The cove’s rocky beaches are empty of
boats. It’s a calm, hot night. The Milky Way shines like a
glittering silver banner spread across a black sky filled with
ice-white stars. The moon has already set, which is probably part
of the reason Cam wanted to meet so late.

We duck back under the surface to stay
oxygenated until Cam comes. Mariah swims tight circles around us
all, acting like a young dolphin.

:What’s up with Mariah?: Shadow asks
curiously.

:Cam’s always been one of her favorite
people,: I say, a lump forming in the back of my throat :She’s
almost as excited as we are to see him again.:

I jump when Densil contacts me.

:a boat comes,: he says, sounding surprised.
:it is so quiet and fast, we almost did not sense it.:

As I look toward the surface, a boat glides
into the cove, its propellers whispering through the water.
Reaching out with my senses, I touch a familiar mind I haven’t felt
in over a year.

Cam is finally here.


chapter twenty-five

The propellers stop and the boat glides to a halt. The
hull of the vessel is narrow and sleek. Beneath the water, it looks
like one of the racing sailboats Cam used to design for rich
Western Collective officials. I start to kick eagerly toward the
surface, but Dai darts between me and Cam’s boat.

:Before you rush up there, can you sense if
there’s anyone with him? I think there are three people on that
boat.:

I want to argue with him, but the worry in
his expression touches me. I close my eyes and concentrate.

:I think there are at least two others with
him,: I report to Janni and Dai.

:I wish he’d come alone,: Janni says, her
face tight. :All right, everyone, spread out, and keep your spear
guns ready to fire.:

:This isn’t a confrontation. It’s a reunion,:
I say irritably.

:Vival’s orders were clear,: Janni retorts.
:We’re to keep an eye on both you and Robry throughout your talk
with this guy.:

:All right, but don’t wave your spear guns
around if you surface. I’d be edgy and upset if I had five spear
guns pointed at me.:

I turn to Robry. :You ready, dartling?:

:Oh, yeah,: he says. He sprints for the boat,
and I hurry after him. We surface just off its stern, and I hear
one of Cam’s crew swear in surprise.

“Where did they come from?” he asks.

“They left their scuba rigs on the bottom,”
Cam tells the others, his voice deeper than I remember. I’m
relieved to know he hasn’t told them that we’re genetically
engineered to breathe seawater.

“There’re more divers beneath us,” a female
voice says, “but I can’t get an exact count because there are too
many feffing dolphins racing around.”

“Those dolphins are a good indication that
these are the two we’ve come to meet,” Cam says.

Moments later, he appears at the stern rail
of the boat. Before Robry or I can say anything, Sokya leaps out of
the water in a spectacular jump and lands flat on her side, dousing
Cam and the young man standing beside him. Laki and Nika decide
they need to show off, too, and more water ends up drenching the
stern deck.

Cam’s companions curse in surprise. He just
wipes the water from his eyes, his face inscrutable.

“Sokya and her sisters haven’t changed much,”
he says, looking down at Robry and me.

“I-I’m sorry about that,” I apologize. “The
dolphins are just so happy to see you.”

“I’m glad to see them, and you two,” he says,
but his voice is cooler than I remember, and more controlled.

“Someone else wants to see you,” I say.
Mariah lolls in the water beside me and cranes her head so she can
see him better.

“Hey, Mariah,” he says, and for the first
time I hear emotion in his voice.

Moving with the lithe grace I remember so
well, Cam steps over the stern rail and lowers a small platform
until it rests a foot off the water. Mariah moves closer, and he
kneels down and reaches out to rub her favorite spot in front of
her dorsal.

“You are looking good for an old lady with so
many grandchildren,” he says and then glances at me. “She used to
watch us just as carefully as our parents did.”

“She’s still that way,” I say.

:he is all grown up now,: Mariah tells me,
her tone wistful.

:I know,: I say, wondering if I even know
this cool, reserved young man anymore.

Cam lowers the stern ladder. “Come aboard the
Phantom,” he says.

Robry scrambles up the ladder, but I
hesitate. I notice that Cam is wearing a solar pistol in a holster
as is the young woman standing behind the stern rail watching us
suspiciously.

Suddenly, our whole underwater team surfaces
in a half-circle facing the rear deck. Despite what I asked Janni
earlier, they’re all carrying spear guns and have them trained on
Cam. Dai looks like he’s considering shooting him this very
instant. Cam’s crewmembers swear angrily, draw their solar pistols,
and move to stand beside him.

Cam stays completely still and keeps his hand
away from his pistol. “Friends of yours?” he asks me
laconically.

“You should know we’ve placed a small mine on
your propeller,” Janni declares. “If you decide to take your
brother or Nere from this cove, we’ll blow it, and your boat won’t
be going anywhere.”

Cam straightens up, and I feel the fury
flooding through him. Anger surges through me, too. Before Cam can
say anything, I turn on her.

“Janni, even if this was Vival’s idea, it’s a
really bad one. Rad, take your mine off that propeller right now,
or I won’t meet with Cam and this mission is over.”

“Rad follows my orders,” Janni snaps, “and my
first responsibility is to make sure you and Robry stay safe.”

:But tonight is all about establishing trust,
and this is a lousy way to start,: I say fiercely to Janni and the
others. :Their boat is the only way they can survive on this coast.
You just threatened their very lives.:

Janni is quiet while she considers my words.
“All right,” she says grudgingly, “we’ll take the mine off.” She
nods to Rad, and he disappears under the water.

“You should know, though,” she warns Cam,
“that we have other ways of disabling your boat if you try to leave
here with Robry or Nere aboard, or harm them in anyway.” I wonder
if she means Rad could short out his engines. I don’t ask. Instead,
I sigh as the rest of our team slips beneath the water again. Dai
goes last, after sending Cam one last scorching look.

Cam clears his throat and his crew holster
their pistols. Now that they’re all standing on the stern deck, I
can see them better. The girl is slim but strong, with short dark
hair and brown skin. She’d be pretty if she weren’t scowling at me.
The lanky young man standing beside her is very fair and wears a
scraggly beard. His cool blue eyes study me just as carefully as
I’m studying him.

“Some interesting friends you have there,”
Cam says to me in a dry tone. “I swear you’ll be safe if you come
aboard. I don’t trust most of Scarn’s men, but I trust Ara and Den
here with my life. We were in the Bernadino Moral Improvement Camp
together.”

He turns and hugs Robry, and Cam murmurs to
him in Spanish. When I reach the top of the ladder, I look around
me in amazement. Above the water, this is the oddest sailboat I’ve
ever seen. The sides are smooth and angular, flaring toward the
water, and its short mast appears to be extendable. The entire boat
is painted slate gray, probably to help camouflage it.

Cam tells his two crewmembers, “Head back to
your instruments and keep your eyes peeled for the Marine
Guard.”

Ara shoots us one more suspicious glance
before she follows Den forward.

“The dolphins will keep watch for you, too,”
I say. “Remember, they can hear boats miles away.”

“I forgot they are almost as good as radar,”
Cam replies, “and probably better in some situations. Scarn and I
could use a dolphin trainer if you ever get tired of the weather up
north.” A shiver runs down my back at how casually he mentions
Scarn’s name.

Cam crosses his arms and leans back against
the stern rail, watching Robry and me both. I feel my face
heat.

“You’ve both grown up,” he says abruptly.

“So have you,” I murmur. I can see him well
in the starlight. He truly is a young man now, with dark stubble
shadowing his cheeks. He used to be strong from hauling nets and
lines on his father’s fishing boat, but his chest and shoulders
have filled out even more. He wears his dark, curly hair shorter,
and his face has a hard, watchful look that’s new.

“So, the transformation worked for both of
you,” he says, and it almost sounds like an accusation. Is he angry
with me for being part of the Neptune Project? It’s not like I had
a lot choice in the matter.

“It worked, all right,” I reply into the
awkward silence.

“Your mother said it would, but a part of me
never truly believed her.”

“How are Mama, and Papa and Carlos and Niko?”
Robry asks impatiently. “We’ve gotten no news about them for months
now.”

Cam’s cool mask slips for just a moment as he
looks at Robry. “I thought you knew.” He steps forward and grabs
Robry in a hard hug. “Papa is dead.”

Robry stiffens in surprise, and then he
accepts it. He leans his head on Cam’s shoulder and starts crying
in harsh, tearing sobs. I bow my head and cry, too, as I remember
their father. Arturo Cruz was quiet man with a face weathered by
the long days he spent on the water. As hard as he worked fishing,
he still took joy in his boat and the sea, and he loved each of his
children.

When the first wave of Robry’s tears pass, he
steps back from Cam and wipes his face on the sleeve of his
seasuit. “How did it happen?”

“When the government forced them to move
inland, away from the sea and everything he knew, it was just too
hard for him. Mama said he tried to be strong for Juan and Carlos,
but one day while working out in the fields, he dropped dead. They
said the heat overloaded his heart, but I think they broke it the
day they burned the Sandpiper.” Cam’s voice vibrates with
anger and hatred.

“By the time I managed to escape from the
Bernadino camp, Papa was already dead. I found Mama and the boys
and smuggled them across the border to Mexico. People are poor
there, but they are much freer than they are here. I see her every
time I make a run down that way. She sews sails for us, and I take
the boys materials to make boats. They live better now than they
ever did in Goleta.”

“I’m glad you’ve been able to do that for
them,” Robry says. “I-I’m sorry I couldn’t help any of you.”

“It helps Mama to know that you are alive and
free in a way the rest of us can never be. But now we’d better get
down to business. It’s safer for us if we don’t stay in one place
for long.”

Cam turns away from Robry to study me. “So,
why did your father want you to meet with me so badly?”

I take a deep breath and launch into an
explanation of why we’ve come and how important the c-plankton is.
Halfway through, I notice with a sinking heart that Cam is
frowning.

He interrupts me mid-sentence. “So, this is
all about another crazy scheme to save the planet?” He shakes his
head in disbelief. “I wish your dad had told me that up front. He
could have saved us all a lot of time and effort. Crackpot
scientists around the world have claimed they’ve finally found
the solution to stop climate change, and then their
solutions fail, every single bledding one of them, and the planet
just keeps getting hotter.”

“But this one won’t fail.”

“Oh yeah? Spreading genetically engineered
phytoplankton throughout the oceans sounds just as crazy as pumping
carbon dioxide into space or into salt caves, and we know how well
those plans worked.”

“It’s not a crazy scheme,” Robry says. “I’ve
run some of the tests myself, and the results are amazing. This
strain of phytoplankton can and will pull the carbon dioxide from
the air and sequester it at the bottom of the ocean when it dies.
It’s incredible.”

“Well, I’m not risking my skin or my business
relationship with Ty Rath for such an incredible
scheme.”

“Maybe we should try talking with Scarn and
see if he’ll contact Ty Rath for us,” I say, starting to get
angry.

Cam lets go a harsh laugh. “That’s a
brilliant idea. Scarn doesn’t care about saving the planet. He just
wants to make money. He lets me smuggle arms to Rath’s forces
because there’s plenty of profit in it for him, and I know the
weapons I get to Rath’s guerillas will be used to kill Western
Collective soldiers.”

“And many of those soldiers are just scared
kids who are being forced to fight. I can’t believe that terrible
camp changed you so much,” I say, searching his hard face for some
sign of the boy I knew.

“Seeing men, women and children get starved
and beaten to death tends to change your perspective.”

“I’m so sorry you had to endure that,” I say
more softly.

“Yeah, so am I, and it was all because I
wanted to say goodbye to you.”

I draw in a breath, pain lancing through me,
and Robry glares at him.

“I’m sorry, Nere. I shouldn’t have said
that,” Cam says. I catch regret and longing in his expression
before he swings away to look over the stern rail. “That morning at
Tyler’s Cove, I wanted to see both of you and make sure you were
okay before you left. I knew the risks.”

When he turns back again, his face is
composed again. “It’s too bad you came all this way for nothing,
but I am glad to know you’re both all right.”

I look at Robry helplessly. :I don’t know
what else to say to convince him.:

:I do,: Robry says, straightening his
shoulders.

“So,” he says aloud to Cam, “it’s clear that
your main goal, besides making money to support our family, is to
hurt the Western Collective as much as you can.”

“You’ve got that right, mi hermano. I’m no
fighter, so I’m using what skills I do have to fight our rotten
government the most effective way I know.”

“So, use the brain inside that thick skull of
yours and think for a moment. Why does the Western
Collective hold so much power over everyone? How did it gain that
power?”

“I don’t have time for a history lesson from
my little brother,” Cam sneers.

“We just traveled fourteen hundred miles,
dodging Canadian depth charges and Marine Guard vessels to get
here. You can make time to listen to me.”

I can tell Cam is surprised to hear the steel
in Robry’s tone, and his sneering expression fades. My heart twists
as the two brothers face each other in the starlight.

“So how did the Western Collective come to
power?” Robry asks again.

“Because people were starving and they were
killing each other over food and water as the planet heated up,”
Cam admits grudgingly, “and the Western Collective promised them
order and stability.”

“So what if we can change the climate back to
the way it used to be? What if it starts raining again and people
can feed themselves? It won’t happen today or tomorrow, but over
time, the crisis that gives corrupt governments like the Western
Collective so much power will disappear. The very best, most sure
way to defeat them is to reverse climate change and take away
people’s fear.”

Robry pauses and clears his throat. “Besides,
this is what Papa would have wanted you to do. He loved the seas,
and I swear to you on his memory, this genetically engineered
plankton could save the oceans and our world.”

Cam searches Robry’s earnest face for a long
moment, and then he lets go a long, shuddering sigh.

“I promised myself if I survived Bernadino,
I’d look out for myself and my family first. But you’re right.
You’re both right.” He straightens up, and I finally glimpse the
boy I used to know. “This is what Mama and Papa would want me to
do.”

Then he frowns again. “The problem is, I
don’t know how I’ll get near Ty Rath. He never sleeps in the same
place two nights in a row. I’ve been smuggling weapons to him for
four months now, and I’ve never met him in person. Plus his
followers are insanely loyal. If I break their security protocols,
they may slit my throat before I ever have a chance to talk to the
man.”

“We have a token that might help you,” I say.
“Thom, the boy I told you about who was friends with Rath’s son,
knew that reaching Rath could be a challenge, so we brought a
necklace that Kyel Rath wore when he was a boy. If you take that to
Rath, Thom thinks he’ll hear you out.”

“Yeah, if his guerillas don’t kill me first.
For sure I can’t pull this off by myself. I have to talk to Ara and
Den and see if they’ll help me, and if we can come up with a plan
that gives me half a chance of reaching his camp alive.”

My lungs are getting itchier by the moment.
They definitely dry out much faster in this heat.

“All right then,” I say. “We’ll go back to
the water to re-oxygenate while you talk with your crew. Slap the
side of the boat three times when you want us to surface
again.”

He nods and strides forward to talk to Ara
and Den while Robry and I dive back into the water. Now we have to
wait and see if Cam will help us contact Ty Rath.


chapter twenty-six

The rest of our team cluster around Robry and me eagerly
as we dive for the floor of the cove. I breathe deeply, relishing
the feel of cool water slipping down into my parched lungs.

:How did it go? Will Cam try to contact Ty
Rath for us?: Janni asks.

I notice she doesn’t apologize for
threatening to blow up Cam’s boat, but I decide to let that go for
now. Instead Robry and I tell them that Cam is considering helping
us.

:He has one wild-looking sailboat,: Tobin
says, shaking his head. :I’ve never seen one with so many straight
lines and edges.:

:I’m pretty sure the Phantom is shaped
like that to confuse radar,: Robry says.

Leave it to Cam to design a stealth sailboat.
He always loved to design sails and rigging to make his father’s
fishing boat faster. He wanted to build boats, too, but a poor
fisher boy from Goleta didn’t have access to expensive boat
building materials. Evidently, now he does.

Janni hands us some flounder that Shadow
shot, but I’m too wired to eat much. Instead, I distract myself by
playing with the dolphins who are still so excited about seeing
Cam.

Just seeing his familiar face has unlocked a
torrent of memories in my mind. I remember spending sunlit days on
the water with him and Robry, the three of us helping my mother to
train the dolphins. We used to explore and spearfish up and down
the coast on Cam’s tiny sailboat before he had to drop out of
school to help his father full time on the Sandpiper. Cam
didn’t like fighting, but he made sure the bullies in town never
bothered Robry and me. He was the most generous, cheerful person I
knew.

Mariah sidles up beside me. :he is different
than he used to be,: she says sadly. :he is very angry now, but I
think he is still Cam inside.:

:I hope you’re right.:

A very long forty-five minutes later, we hear
three slaps on the side of the boat.

Robry and I exchange worried glances and head
to the surface again. I’m first up the ladder this time. When I
reach the stern deck, Cam and his crew are waiting for us. Den
appears watchful, Ara looks sullen, and Cam’s expression is
unreadable.

“I’ll do it,” he says. “We’re supposed to be
dropping off a load of supplies and weapons for Rath the day after
tomorrow. Usually we just hand the goods over to the Rathenistas
and leave, but this time, Den and I are going to try to follow
them.”

“And if Den and Cam get their throats cut,”
Ara says, eyeing me balefully, “it will be all your fault.”

“So, where’s that necklace?” Cam asks. “I’m
hoping it will keep me alive long enough to get to Rath. He cares
so much about his own people, I’m gambling he will want to hear how
his son died.”

I reach into my belt pouch and pull out a
leather thong with a broken fragment of silicon dangling from it.
Wordlessly I hand it over to Cam. I feel like I’m giving away a
piece of Kyel. I hope he would have approved of what we’re trying
to do.

“I bet it’s his old locator chip,” Cam says,
staring down at the small tab of silicon in his hand. “I think I
would have liked this Kyel guy.”

“I know you would have,” I say. “He was a
natural leader, a fierce fighter, and crazy brave. He died blocking
a spear dart a Marine Guard diver aimed at a ten-year-old girl in
our group. But that’s a story Thom wants to tell Rath himself.”

“Right. Well, we’ll try to convince Rath to
meet with your dad near old Malibu,” Cam says, pulling up a chart
on his boat’s computer. “We’ll rendezvous in this sheltered cove
southeast of Point Dume. No people live out there now, so there’s
no reason for the Marine Guard to patrol it. But it’s close to the
Santa Monica Mountains where Rath has a base.”

“Isn’t Malibu where the movie stars used to
live?” Robry asks.

“Yeah, but they’re long gone,” Cam replies.
“Their fancy beach homes got flooded when the seas rose, and the
film biz, what was left of it, moved up to San Fran after the tyrox
epidemic hit LA.”

“We should get going,” Ara says, glancing out
to sea. “We’ve stayed here too long as it is.”

“Thank you for doing this,” I say to Cam, Ara
and Den. I wonder if I’m ever going to see Cam again.

“I think I deserve more than that. How about
a kiss for good luck?” Cam says in that harsh, cynical tone I’m
coming to hate.

“If you truly want one,” I say. My cheeks
burning, I step forward and place both hands on his shoulders.
Maybe this will help to answer some of the unasked questions
between us.

He lowers his head and his lips press hard
against mine, and I feel the bitterness and rage in him. But then
his lips gentle, and I smell salt water and fresh sea air, and I
remember the sweetness of the first time he kissed me, moments
before he stepped in front of government soldiers to save my
life.

He sighs and the angry tension slowly leaves
his body. His arms go around me, and I break off the kiss and lean
my head on his shoulder. He turns his head and rests his cheek
against the top of my head. An ache rises in the back of my throat.
If only I hadn’t been engineered long before I was born to be a
part of the Neptune Project. If only I didn’t have to ask Cam to do
something so dangerous.

I hug him tighter, and then I step back.
“Please stay safe.” Blinking back tears I don’t want anyone to see,
I walk to the stern ladder and dive back into the sea.

 


~~~

 


The next two days pass with relentless
slowness as we wait to hear from Ara. We spend most of the first
day hiding some of the c-plankton barrels from the Carly Sue
on the Alicante, just in case the old trawler gets boarded
or captured by the Marine Guard. We hear nothing from Ara the night
they were to rendezvous with Rath’s men, or the following day,
either. Finally, around midnight, we receive a clipped radio
transmission from her.

“Meet us where we met before, over,” Ara says
and signs off before we can ask her any questions.

When we arrive at Forney’s Cove around 2 AM,
the Phantom is already there. This time Janni lets Thom come
with us because he knows Rath and his men, and if something’s gone
wrong, we may need his input to make plans. When I climb up the
ladder, both Den and Ara are there, but Cam is not. My dread grows
when I notice that Den’s right eye is swollen shut and his lip is
split. Someone beat him badly. Thom and Robry climb the ladder and
come to stand on either side of me. A slim silver moon, sharp as a
curved dagger, hovers above the rocky hillside.

“Well, I hope you’re happy,” Ara says, her
hands on her hips and her dark eyes flashing with anger. “Rath’s
men caught Cam and Den following them and beat them both to a
pulp.”

“I-s Cam still alive?” I ask, unable to keep
a tremor from my voice.

“Yeah, but barely, and probably not for long.
Rath’s bringing him out to Point Dume, but if you don’t show up
with a good explanation for how Cam got that necklace, he’s going
to let his men torture Cam to death.” Beneath all her bluster and
anger, I sense Ara is truly terrified for Cam.

“And if you do show up,” Den adds, “Rath
promised to kill Cam anyway for breaking so many of their security
protocols. He only let me go so I could bring you this
message.”

I fight to keep my face calm, even though a
hundred panicked thoughts are rushing through my brain. “When does
Rath want to meet?

“At midnight.”

“Are you the guy that knew Rath’s son?” Den
asks Thom.

“Yeah.”

“I hope you can figure out how we might get
Cam out of this mess alive,” Ara says, shooting him a burning
glance.

“Maybe I can,” Thom says, frowning in
concentration. “Rath must not have believed that necklace came from
me. He probably thinks we’re government agents or a rival smuggling
gang using his dead son to get to him, and that’s enough to make
the Chief raging mad.”

“Is there some way we can get Cam away from
Rath before we meet with him?” I pose the question to everyone, but
Ara seems to think it was directed at her.

“You want us to just waltz into a camp full
of seasoned guerilla fighters and snatch Cam from under their
noses?”

“No,” I fire back at her. “I was thinking
members of our team would be going in, and they wouldn’t be
waltzing.”

“The camp I saw had some sort of laser
perimeter,” Den warns us. “Even if you manage to sneak up on them,
the moment you cross that, they’ll know you’re coming and shoot you
dead with their crossbows and solar rifles. These guerillas have
been combatting the Western Collective for decades, and you can bet
Rath will be bringing some of his toughest fighters with him.”

“Rad could short out that perimeter system
for us,” Thom muses, “and Sunny could create a diversion and blind
them while Shadow, Ocho and I sneak in and get Cam out of
there.”

“Maybe that could work,” I say, hope stirring
inside me for the first time.

“We’re not going to just stand around and let
you get Cam killed with some half-baked, stupid rescue plan,” Ara
says furiously.

“According to you, he’s dead anyway,” I say.
Ara is starting to annoy me. “Do you have a better idea?”

After a long moment, Ara purses her lips and
looks away.

“Look,” Thom says into the awkward silence,
“I know Rath. He values loyalty and bravery. Going after Cam will
show him that we have guts, and that we care about our own. I
understand the way he operates, I know what our team can do, and I
think there’s a chance we can pull this off. Give us half an hour
to talk it over, and we’ll get back to you.”

Thom strides toward the stern platform, and
Robry and I follow him.

“You and your team can use our boat if you
don’t want to do your talking underwater,” Den says, obviously
warming a little.

“Thanks, but we’re more comfortable down
there,” Thom says with a straight face before he dives in.

:Thom!: I scold as I dive in after him.

:Hey, I had to say something. One of these
days Den and Ara are going to wonder why we spend so much time in
the sea.:

Janni isn’t happy about our plan, but it
helps that Thom thought it up. He’s become one of her most trusted
Sea Ranger officers. They argue back and forth until I lose my
patience.

:Look, it comes down to this,: I interrupt
them at last. :My friend Cam risked his life to contact Rath for
us. Now Rath plans to kill him, no matter what. We have to get him
away from Rath’s men, and then we can try to negotiate with Rath
himself.:

:All right,: Janni says reluctantly. :I’ll go
along with this operation, but I’m not ordering anyone to
participate. It’s way too dangerous for those who go up on land.
Remember, if you’re caught and you can’t get back to the sea in
time, you will suffocate slowly as your gill filaments dry out, and
believe me, suffocating is a rough way to go.:

We all glance at each other, sobered by
Janni’s words.

Rad straightens his shoulders. :I’m in,: he
says. :Nere’s friend put his life on the line for our mission, and
I think we should try to save him.:

Shadow and Ocho exchange glances. :We’re in,
too,: she says.

:I want to help, and you need me,: Sunny
says, and soon every member of our team has volunteered to help in
one way or another. Dai volunteers last, looking even less happy
about the plan than Janni does. Surface missions are frustrating
for him because he has to remain in the water.

:All right, then,: Janni says in a resigned
tone. :Nere, you head topside with Thom and tell Cruz’s crew we’re
going to try to rescue him. Then we’ll all head back to the
Alicante, contact the Carly Sue and get some rest.
We’ll pack up first thing in the morning because it will take us
most of the day to reach the rendezvous point.:

As I swim for the surface, I hope that our
plan works and that Cam manages to stay alive long enough for us to
free him.


chapter twenty-seven

We arrive with our tows at Point Dume around four in the
afternoon. A big pile of rocks protruding from the water off the
point makes a perfect place for us to spy on the beach. We hide
behind the rocks and keep a lookout for Ty Rath and his men. Thom
and I are on watch when they arrive at dusk and set a perimeter up
on the point about two hundred feet above the beach.

“They aren’t going to make this easy for us
if they keep your friend up there.” Thom sighs. “But then again, I
didn’t think they would.”

I bite my lip when two men appear dragging
Cam between them. He stumbles as he walks, his hands tied behind
him and his shirt spattered with blood. I wish we could rush in and
rescue him now. Hang in there, Cam, we’re coming!

Thom sends me a sympathetic glance. “Hey, at
least your friend is still alive, and the Chief must want him that
way, at least for now.” We slip back into the water to re-oxygenate
and let Penn and Janni take the next shift watching Rath’s
fighters.

It’s dark by nine-thirty. Thom and I are on
watch again, and Rath’s people have settled into their positions
around their camp. From our vantage point on the water, it now
appears only four fighters are watching and waiting near Cam, but
we know at least ten are more hidden about their makeshift camp.
All are armed with powerful crossbows or solar rifles.

“It’s time,” Thom says softly and touches my
arm. “Remember to fire a foot to the right and a foot below a
sighting beam if you see one.”

My stomach churns as we slip back into the
water and swim to join the others down by the tows. I want this
operation to be over, and I want Cam and my friends all safe. Janni
hands out fish tranquilizer pistols to Rad, Ocho, Shadow, Thom, Ree
and me, and keeps one for herself.

:Are we sure the dosage in these darts will
knock them out?: Ree asks, looking dubious as she loads three darts
filled with fish tranquilizer into her pistol.

:Oh yeah,: Rohan says with a grin. :Doc Iharu
tried it on Captain Gonzalez’s big first mate, and he says the man
went out like a light, and he’s still out.:

:I still think you’d be safer using real
spear guns,: Dai grumbles.

:If we kill or injure a bunch of his men,
Rath isn’t going to want to deal with us,: Janni says. :We’ll stick
with these tranquilizer darts. Shore team, you ready?:

We all nod and swim for the rocks beneath the
point. Why did I think we could possibly infiltrate a camp of
hardened guerilla fighters? I’m so scared, my teeth are starting to
chatter. Afraid the others might hear, I clamp my jaws shut.

:You be careful up there,: Dai says fiercely
on a private send as he swims by my side. :Usually I don’t mind not
being able to breathe air like a landliver, but tonight I do.:

:I know,: I say, warmed by how worried he is
for me. :I’ll be careful.:

The rest of our team stops and waits in the
water ten feet down, spear guns loaded and ready to cover our
retreat. Shadow and Tobin say earnest goodbyes to each other, and
Ree kisses Rad. A pang of regret shoots through me as I glance at
Dai. He starts for me, and then he stops, his face torn.

:You are such a stubborn idiot,: I say.
:You’re not going to damage me with a hug.:

I look away and try to put Dai out of my
mind. I need to focus if I want to survive tonight’s mission.

The shore team surfaces and swims silently
toward the point. Thick clouds cover most of the stars and darken
the night, which is good for us. We can still see, but Thom says
Rath’s men will be using night vision goggles, which means Sunny’s
brilliant light show should overload their sensors and blind them
for a minute or more. We hope.

Sunny stops at the base of a rock pinnacle
beyond the end of the point. The top of the spire sits just a few
feet below the point itself.

:Give them the brightest light show you can,
and then get out of there before someone decides to shoot you,: I
tell her. Sunny nods, looking pale. Silently she climbs up the
spire, more agile than most land kids. Tonight she’s wearing just a
swimsuit, which will allow more of her bioluminescent light to
escape from her arms and legs.

We continue on to the pile of sandstone rocks
along the shore directly below the point. As soon as we walk out of
the water, I lose track of Ocho and Shadow. They’ve already used
their genetic ability to alter their skin color to blend in with
their surroundings. To darken his skin, Thom borrowed medical
ointment from Tobin and mixed in some black ink Shadow donated. Now
he spreads the ointment on his hands and face.

:Good luck,: Janni says, and then Rad, Ocho,
Thom and Shadow start working their way silently up a dirt gully
that leads to the top of the point. I barely breathe as I watch
them, afraid they’ll knock a rock loose that will announce our
presence.

Ree, Janni and I stay behind as the rear
guard at the rocky shore. After our friends reach the top and leave
the chute, we can’t see them anymore.

:’Kay, there’s one guy near the top of this
gully,: Thom reports back to us, :but he’s busy watching the water.
Shadow’s gonna dart him. Sweet shot! He’s down. Ocho, you take the
guy behind the bush over there.:

There’s a brief silence and then Thom
announces, :That’s two down and no alarm raised yet. The Chief is
not going to be happy with these guys for snoozing on the job. Now
we gotta find the closest relay for the perimeter laser. I’d have
placed it right about… yeah, here it is, but first we need to knock
out the guy on watch ten feet from the relay. Whoa, I know him.
That’s Snake Eyes. He is one mean mucker.:

There’s another silence, and we all wait on
edge. All I can hear is the blood pounding in my ears.

:Sunny, are you in position now?: Janni
asks.

:Yeah,: Sunny replies, :and I’m ready to
light up on your signal.:

:Snake Eyes is out,: Thom reports back in.
:These darts work great. Sparkhead, come do your thing.:

There’s another silence. I hold my breath
because we’re all afraid that an alarm might go off after Rad
shorts out the relay for the perimeter laser.

:It gave me a little tingle,: Rad announces
after an endless minute, :but I gave it a bigger zap, and now it’s
fried.:

I let go a sigh of relief. The night remains
quiet with no alarms betraying our presence.

:We’re in position about fifteen feet away
from Cam now,: Thom says, :and we’ve taken out most of the fighters
on this side of camp. But they’re going to realize something’s
wrong any moment now.:

:Roger, that,: Janni says. :Sunny, it’s time
for you to do your thing.:

Fifteen seconds later, light flares outward
from the top of Sunny’s spire. I don’t want to lose my own night
vision, so I close my eyes, but the light she’s generating is so
bright, I can sense it through my eyelids.

Her light flickers out. Seconds later, it
pulses again even brighter than before. Men exclaim and curse above
us.

:The guys are blind, we’ve got Cam, and we’re
bugging out,: Thom reports.

“Where’s that light coming from?” a man with
a deep voice calls out.

“Chief,” another voice shouts, “there’s
someone out on the point. I swear it looks like a girl, and her
whole body lights up.”

“Digs, you’re dead if you’re been drinking
again,” the man with the deep voice yells. “Whoever she is, shoot
her.”

:Sunny, get out of there!: Janni yells
telepathically.

:I’m gone,: Sunny says breathlessly, and a
second later the pulsing light vanishes.

Two dark figures appear at the top of the
gully. Ocho is using two of his arms to carry Cam and the rest to
steady himself as he scrambles down to the shore. He sets Cam down
beside me at the waterline. I almost burst into tears when I see
his battered face. The moment Ocho cuts Cam’s wrists free, he
staggers forward and grabs me in a hug.

“I had a hunch you’d try to rescue me, but I
can’t believe you pulled it off.”

“I had a lot of help. Can you use a
breather?” I ask Cam as Robry splashes out of the water and helps
to steady his brother.

“I th-think so.”

I hand him the breather. “Robry and the
others are going to take you by tow underwater to where the
Phantom’s anchored.”

“Thanks.” Cam places the breather between his
teeth, signals it’s working, and Robry and Ocho hurry him down into
the water.

Suddenly, I see a white flash from solar fire
above us, and someone cries out.

:Crap, they just seared Rad’s shoulder with a
solar rifle,: Thom yells. :Shadow, you help him down the gully, and
I’ll cover for you.:

Janni and I move closer to the bottom of the
gully and peer up. More flashes light the night sky. Shadow and Rad
come sliding down the chute, bringing a wave of rocks, gravel and
dirt with them. Rad’s face is twisted with pain. Ree takes his arm,
and the girls help him into the water. I’m so glad now that we have
two experienced medics with us.

:It figures you’re the only clam-head who
managed to get hurt,: Ree chides Rad as they slip under the
waves.

:Talk to us, Bigfoot,: Janni says
anxiously.

:I’m pinned down behind a bush. They haven’t
found me yet, but they will when I move, and I’m outa darts.: I
hear the strain in his mental voice.

:Janni, we’ve gotta go help him,: I say. :You
know he’d try to help us.:

:All right,: she nods after a moment, :but
keep your head down. If we can’t reach him, we retreat back to the
water. We won’t do anyone any good if we get shot or captured.:

Before she finishes speaking, I’m scrambling
up the gully, rocks and gravel biting into my palms. I stop near
the top and crawl the last few feet, the acrid scent of singed
brush from stray solar shots filling my nostrils. My pulse thunders
in my ears as I pull out my tranquilizer pistol and steady my
shaking hand on the dirt edge of the gully.

:We’re at the lip now,: Janni tells Thom,
crawling up beside me. :Where are you?:

:Ten feet to your right.:

I wait till I spot a red sighting beam, and
then I fire my pistol a foot to the right and down from it, just
like Thom told me.

A woman, sounding surprised and angry, says,
“Chief, some slimesnake just darted me!”

:Sunny, make another light burst down there
on the beach,: Janni orders hurriedly. :We need a diversion to get
Thom out of here. But after two pulses, dive back into the water.
These fighters are seriously mad now and they will try to shoot
you.:

:Understood,: Sunny replies. :Two bright
light bursts coming up in fifteen seconds.:

:Thom,: Janni says with remarkable calm,
:you’re going to have to sprint for us, and Nere and I will cover
you.:

:I’m ready.:

Sunny’s light radiates outward from the beach
below in a golden flash, and Thom rises from the brush and sprints
toward us. He makes it three steps, but just as Sunny creates
another light burst, he jerks and falls forward, grunting in pain.
Janni and I make a dash for him, solar fire searing the air around
us. We grab his arms and try to drag him toward the cliff face, but
Thom’s so big, we manage to shift him only a few feet before bright
lights shine in our faces.

“Drop your weapons, or we’ll cut you to
pieces,” an angry voice orders us from the darkness.

Squinting against the brilliant lights, Janni
and I drop our tranquilizer pistols and slowly raise our hands.
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Groaning, Thom rolls over on his back, sits and puts his
hands up, too, to show he’s unarmed. He peers into the dark and
then grimaces.

“Hey, Chief, don’t shoot. It’s me, Thom
Johanson.”

There’s a long silence after Thom announces
his name to Rath and his fighters. My mouth dry with fear, I brace
myself, expecting to be seared by a solar rifle any moment. I
glimpse movement beyond the lights, and a tall, shadowy figure
steps closer to us.

“Thom, it is you,” the deep voice speaks
again. “So, Scarn’s boy was telling us the truth. Kyel’s necklace
did come from you.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Jayzus, Chief, it’s just a bunch of kids in
wetsuits,” a second voice says as they study us.

“Well, somehow these kids just infiltrated
our camp, neutralized a third of our fighters and stole a prisoner
out from under our noses. I assume my people are going to
wake up eventually?”

“Yes sir,” Thom replies, “we darted ’em with
fish tranquilizer. Your people should wake up by morning, or
sooner, if you give them stimulants.”

“Fish tranquilizer?” There’s a strange note
in his voice now. I reach out with my telepathy. Rath can’t decide
whether he’s enraged or amused by us, and underneath it all, he’s
feeling a deep sadness caused by the mention of his dead son.

“Um, sir, Thom is bleeding pretty badly,” I
force myself to speak up because there’s a crossbow bolt protruding
from his thigh.

“If you don’t want to kill us right away,”
Janni adds, “we should get a bandage on that leg.”

“And you two are?”

Guessing it would be a mistake to show how
terrified I am, I speak as boldly as I can. “My name is Nere
Hanson.”

“And my name is Janni Novotny.”

“You any relation to Mark Hanson?”

“He’s my father.”

“Hmmph.” Rath turns away from us and snaps a
series of orders. “Torches set to dim. Reiss and Tonio, set a new
perimeter. Nid, come look at Thom’s leg here, and Strafe, you check
all our people who got darted and make sure they’re still
breathing.”

Once the torches go to dim, I can see again.
A thin, bald older man with colorfully tattooed hands and arms
kneels beside Thom with a med kit. Now that my adrenaline rush is
fading, my lungs are getting itchy. Baking heat from today’s sun
still radiates from the rocks and dirt all around us and makes my
head swim. Will Rath let us go back to the sea? If he doesn’t soon,
I’m afraid I might pass out.

“Hey, you old coyote, I’m glad to see you’re
still alive,” Thom greets Nid with a pained smile. “You still cheat
at cards?”

“Hey kid, it’s good to see you’re still
breathing, too,” Nid replies as he adjusts his small headlamp and
examines Thom’s injury. “Yep, I still cheat and I guess I’m just
too ornery for the Western Collective to kill. The good news is, I
don’t think this bolt nicked your artery. Before I pull it out,
though, I’m gonna give you something for the pain.”

Thom puts a hand on his wrist. “Don’t give me
too much. I need my brain working to talk to the Chief.”

Nid shoots him a quick look. “I promise it
will just take the edge off. This next part won’t be fun.”

Thom lies down on his stomach and the medic
gives him a dose of painkiller and antibiotics. When Nid pulls the
crossbow bolt from his leg, Thom tenses and squeezes my hand hard,
but he never makes a sound. Then the medic swiftly cleans and packs
the wound.

I try to concentrate on Thom, but my lungs
feel like they’re on fire and my skin prickles from the heat. I’m
panting and getting more and more dizzy. The air here is so dry and
hot, and now it seems there’s not nearly enough oxygen in it. I’ve
never spent this much time away from the water since my
transformation. Janni is starting to pant, too.

“You want to keep this as a souvenir?” Nid
waves the bloody bolt under Thom’s nose. “Pretty sure it’s one of
Rocky’s. You’re lucky he didn’t kill you. He don’t miss very
often.”

“Nah, you should give it back to him so he
can work on his target practice.”

Nid grins. “I forgot just what a mouthy kid
you could be.”

:Um, Thom,: I fight to keep the panic from my
mental tone, :we need to get back to the water soon. I’m not
breathing so well, and I don’t think Janni is, either.:

:I’m getting lightheaded, too,: he says as he
sits up.

Rath strides over and stares down at us. “So,
you ready to talk?” he asks. Now, without torches blinding us, I
can actually see Ty Rath’s face. Tall and thin, he wears a neatly
trimmed beard, and his gray hair is cropped short. His deep-set
eyes are alert and thoughtful, and his skin is tanned from years
spent in the punishing sun. If he wasn’t wearing beige camo
fatigues, he’d look more like a school teacher or a college
professor than the most feared rebel in the Western Collective.

“Sir,” Thom says, “we do want to talk with
you, but we’ve been away from the water for too long, and the gill
filaments in our lungs are drying out.”

“So, what is it you want?” Rath frowns at
us.

“Well, if we don’t go back to the water soon,
we’ll all suffocate,” Thom says apologetically.

“After what you just did to my people, you
expect me to just let you walk out of my camp?”

“Yes sir, if you want us to stay alive long
enough to tell you about Kyel and why Dr. Hanson wanted us to meet
with you.”

Rath stares at us for a long moment, and then
he sighs. “All right, you three can return to the sea,” he says,
“but I want you back on that beach down there in forty-five
minutes. Does that give you enough time to re-hydrate and
re-oxygenate?”

I must look surprised because his lips
twitch. “I know more about the science that created you than you
realize, Ms. Hanson.”

“We can be back in a half-hour, sir.”

“Get going, but if you want us to still be
here, don’t set off any more of those blasted light bursts. You’ll
bring a world of hurt down on us all.”

Promising that we won’t set off any more
bright lights, Janni and I stagger to our feet and boost Thom up.
Nid leads us down a more gradual path to the beach. Breathing hard,
the three of us help each other to the shoreline.

“I get you all fixed up, and then you want to
go for a swim? I don’t get it,” Nid says as we hurry out into the
surf.

“It’s a long story,” Thom calls over his
shoulder. “Thanks for patching me up.”

“You’re welcome. I like a good story,” Nid
calls back, sounding wistful. “Maybe you can tell it to me
sometime.”

Finally, the cool water closes over our heads
and I let it flow down into my burning lungs.

:Whew, I was afraid I was gonna pass out up
there,: Janni admits as we float under the surface, gasping as
though we just outswam a shredder patrol. Our team gathers around
us, exclaiming in relief, and Dai sends me a smile that warms me
through and through. The dolphins circle us, too, and I can sense
Mariah’s joy that I’m back in the water, safe and sound.

:Thanks for coming after me,: Thom says to
Janni and me.

:Sea Rangers never leave one of their own
behind,: Janni says with a dry smile, :even though it was tempting
to forget that rule in your case, Bigfoot.:

:Hey, Nere,: Roni breaks in on us, the
contact faint because she’s on the Carly Sue anchored two
miles from here. :Your dad wants to know how your meeting went with
Ty Rath.:

:We haven’t had it yet. We’re going back on
shore to meet with him in half an hour.:

Roni’s quiet for a moment, and then she says,
:Your dad wants to be a part of that meeting, too. He’s diving into
his scuba gear now, and he’ll come on the Torpedo.: The Torpedo is
a fast one-man tow.

:Um, I’m not sure that’s the best idea. This
Rath guy is pretty uptight about security. He’s not going to like
someone else showing up uninvited to our meeting.:

:Your dad says he knows Rath won’t mind,:
Roni says, sounding puzzled and worried.

:I’ll send some of the dolphins to escort
him. But tell him to hurry. I don’t think Rath likes to be kept
waiting.:

Thirty minutes later, my dad is still a
half-mile from the cove.

:We’d better go,: Thom says. :We’ll tell the
Chief about Kyel, and by the time we’re done, maybe your dad will
get here.:

:You sure you’re up for this?: I ask because
his face is pale and, from the stiff way he holds his leg, it has
to be hurting him.

:Yeah. I gotta be the one to tell the Chief
about Kyel. I owe him that.:

:All right then, at least let a dolphin tow
you most of the way so you don’t have to kick that leg.:

Densil helps pull Thom through the waves, and
I help him limp out of the water. By the time we reach the beach,
Rath and two of his men are waiting for us. Rath tells Thom he can
sit on a nearby rock, and I stand beside him. We’re close enough to
the water, the temperature is cooler here than it was up on the
point. Rath gestures to his men, and they move back several steps
out of earshot.

“Tell me about my son,” Rath orders us.

Thom takes a deep breath, and then he
launches into an account of what happened to Kyel after they went
through their Neptune transformation together in a San Diego lab.
Kyel took command of their small party of Neptune kids and kept
them alive as they swam up the dangerous coast to the Channel
Islands. He died fighting off the Marine Guard divers who were
trying to capture or kill us. Thom’s voice thickens with grief when
he explains how we had to leave Kyel’s body in a sea cave twenty
miles north of Santa Cruz Island.

After Thom finishes, I add, “I was with Thom
and Kyel that night the Marine Guard attacked us. What Kyel did was
incredibly brave. He purposely swam into the path of a spear dart
aimed at Bria. An eleven-year-girl is alive today because of your
son.”

Rath clears his throat. “Thank you for
telling me about Kyel, and thank you for giving me this.” He
gestures to his neck. My eyes prickle with tears. He’s wearing
Kyel’s necklace.

:your father is here,: Mariah contacts me.
:he is coming to the beach now.:

“Um, sir, my father just arrived in the cove,
and he would like to join this meeting.”

“Tell him he can come join our party, as long
as he comes unarmed,” Rath says, his eyebrows raised. “I don’t see
a boat out there. The floor of this cove must be a busy place.”

“You have no idea,” Thom says under his
breath.

A few minutes later, my dad strides out of
the surf, still wearing his wetsuit. Rath’s bodyguards are on him
instantly, checking him for weapons. After they clear him, he walks
straight up to Rath, and the two men clasp wrists.

“So, Mark, it appears you pulled off the
greatest genetics experiment of this century,” Rath says, shaking
his head.

“You two know each other?” I say in
amazement.

“In another place and time, Dr. Tyrel Rath
taught me high school biology,” my father replies with a smile. “In
fact, one of his lectures on marine genetics directly inspired our
Neptune Project.”

My dad turns to Rath again. “I’m so very
sorry about Kyel.”

“We knew there would be some casualties. I
will always regret that he was one of them. But the other kids you
created are brave and resourceful, too, based on what they
accomplished here tonight. You’ve gone to a lot of trouble to make
this meeting happen. What do you want from me?”

My father launches straight into an
explanation of the c-plankton, using genetics and biology terms I
don’t understand, and he explains how effective it appears to be in
absorbing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and sequestering
it.

“What’s to keep this phytoplankton from
taking over the oceans and eventually pulling too much carbon
dioxide out of the air?” Rath asks. “You don’t want to trigger
another Ice Age in a thousand years.”

“Idaine programmed her c-plankton to stop
reproducing after a hundred thousand generations.”

Rath purses his lips in a soundless whistle.
“If she was able to insert that into the phytoplankton’s coding,
she must have been brilliant.” He’s silent for a moment, obviously
thinking hard.

“So you want me to help you set up these
plankton nurseries, help you find people to man them and then use
my fighters to guard them.”

“We can’t do it without you,” Dad says.

Rath rubs his eyes. “It could cost my forces
a lot of lives. But I have to admit that I’m getting tired of this
fight. For all my scheming and planning and for all the people I’ve
lost, I’m not sure we’ve made any difference.”

Beside me, Thom sits up straighter. “Sir,” he
says, “you should know that’s pretty much what Kyel came to see,
too, as he was dying. He said that for all the fights he’d fought
and for all the friends he’d lost, he’d never changed anything. He
thought building a new civilization under the waves that was more
free and fair would be one way to beat the Collective. But, if he’d
known about this c-plankton stuff, I think he would have wanted us
to make it, and spread it, and cool our planet before it’s too late
for everyone.”

Rath studies Thom’s earnest face for a long
moment. “Maybe you’re right. This may be the best way to beat the
Collective in the long run. So, Mark, how should we go about
setting up these plankton greenhouses?”

Thom shifts his leg and clenches his jaw. I
decide to interrupt before Rath and Dad get much further into their
planning. “Excuse me, sir. I think Thom’s had enough for one
night.”

“Good point, Ms. Hanson,” Rath says. “Well,
Thom, that was an excellent operation you led this evening.”

“Except for the part where I got captured,
sir,” Thom says ruefully as he struggles to his feet.

“Still, you did our training proud.” Rath
crosses to Thom and they clasp wrists. “You take care of yourself,
and I hope you do go on to build something more free and fair under
the waves.”

“I’ll do my best, sir.”

Thom squares his shoulders and walks toward
the surf, limping just a little. I sense he doesn’t want my help,
but I stay near him just in case. The moment the water closes over
our heads, he lets out a groan.

:I wanted to make a good exit to impress the
Chief,: Thom tells me with a wry smile, :but man, that hurt!:
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Densil tows Thom back to the others waiting at the bottom
of the cove. I tell them about our meeting while Tobin gives Thom a
dose of painkiller.

:We’ve accomplished our part of the mission,:
Janni says when I finish. :Good job, everyone. Now let’s get Thom
out to the Carly Sue so Doc Iharu can take a look at his
thigh, and then we’ll all get some rest.:

We’re just loading up the tow when Mariah
contacts me. :a fast, quiet boat comes,: she warns, :but it is
bigger than Cam’s.:

:Just when I thought this night couldn’t get
more exciting,: Janni says tightly. :Nere, go warn your dad and
Rath. The doc might ignore a message from us on his wrist
communicator in the middle of such an important meeting. But then
get back here so we can get Thom to a proper doctor.:

Sokya tows me to shore, and I hurry out of
the surf. Dad and Ty Rath are still talking intently, but they stop
when I stride up to them.

“Dr. Rath, a boat is approaching this cove.
It sounds like it might be a smuggler’s craft. It’s too quiet to be
the Marine Guard.”

Rath and Dad exchange glances. “Thanks for
the warning, Ms. Hanson,” Rath says. “You best head back to the
water. My men and I can handle this.” I must be looking worried
because he adds, “I promise we’ll keep your father safe.”

I run through the surf and dive under the
waves. After I rejoin the others on the bottom of the cove, we
watch as the boat glides over us. It stops and lowers a small
inflatable runabout off its stern. I pop my head out of the water
long enough to take a good look at the man getting into that
runabout. When I spot his deep facial scars, I shudder. Silently I
slip beneath the surface again.

:It’s Scarn Kasparov,: I tell the others. :I
met him once with Cam, and I recognize him from the tyrox scars on
his face.:

:I’d like to be a fly on the wall for that
meeting,: Janni says dryly, :but we need to get Thom to Doc Iharu
now.:

:If Scarn finds out that Cam followed Rath’s
men, I’m afraid he’ll be furious,: I say, looking back at the
beach. But there’s nothing I can do except feel guilty that I’ve
probably gotten Cam into serious trouble with his boss.

We drop Thom off at the Carly Sue and
string our hammocks under a rock overhang nearby. When Dai
volunteers to take the first watch, we’re all grateful. Moments
after I climb into my hammock, I fall into a sound sleep.

 


~~~

 


The next day we take it easy while we wait to
hear when we’ll be heading back to Safety Harbor. I figure Rad and
Thom won’t be ready to travel for at least a few weeks. Robry and I
hope we might see Cam before then, and I’m still worried that he’s
in big trouble with Scarn.

Midday, Janni and I are called up to the
Carly Sue for a briefing, and Ree comes along, too, because
she’s so worried about Rad.

“I know you’ll want to hear about Rad and
Thom first,” Dad says with a smile for Ree as we gather on the
stern deck. “Some of Rad’s tendons and muscles were severed by the
solar blast, but Doc Iharu was able to sew them together again. If
Rad heals as well as Dai did, he should regain full use of his arm
and shoulder, and Thom should be feeling and moving a lot better in
a week.”

I exchange relieved looks with Janni while
Ree hurries off to see Rad.

“So when do we head north again, Doc?” Janni
asks him.

“There’s been a change of plan,” Dad informs
us soberly. “Your team won’t be heading back to Safety Harbor right
away. We need your help to salvage several wrecks near LA. Scarn
says they’ll likely contain some of the materials and equipment
we’ll need to set up the c-plankton nurseries. They may also have
containers we can use to store and ship the c-plankton once we’ve
grown it.”

“Why is Scarn involved?” I burst out. “Is Cam
going to be okay? Why did Scarn want to meet with Rath last
night?”

Dad holds up a hand to stop my flood of
questions. “I gather he came to ransom Cam back from Rath. It turns
out Scarn values quite highly Cam’s skills in boat building and
sail design. Much to our surprise, Scarn even suggested we use his
smuggling network to help find and transport the chemicals, tanks
and grow lights we’ll need to cultivate the c-plankton.”

“Why would he do that?” Janni asks.

“In part because Rath has promised to pay him
well.”

“Can we trust this guy?” I ask.

“Oddly enough, I think so. The tyrox epidemic
killed Scarn’s whole family when he was young, and he blames the
incompetency of the Western Collective’s bio researchers for the
outbreak. Smuggling leisure goods to the Collective’s party elite
is his way of exposing their hypocrisy.”

“But a lot of his people get killed smuggling
perfume and fancy foods and wines,” I argue, thinking of the two
young smugglers who died the night Cam and I rescued his friend
Jac.

“I didn’t say Scarn was a good man. But I do
think he has his own code of honor, and I also believe Cam would
warn us if he thought Scarn was going to double cross us. We don’t
have a lot of good choices here, and no one knows the Los Angeles
area better than Scarn and Rath.”

“So, maybe I’ll get to see LA after all,”
Janni says. She loves the films produced in Hollywood before the
epidemic.

My dad clears his throat and looks at me.
“You should also know that Scarn’s people have spotted an old
Poseidon-class attack sub cruising up and down this section of
coast, and a man Scarn trusts swore he saw some sort of shark/man
mutate tearing apart a sea lion in the shallows near Oxnay
Harbor.

Chills trace down my back.

“We think there’s a good chance that Kuron is
in the area,” Dad continues, “and he may try to stop us from
cultivating and spreading the c-plankton. This is the second reason
we need you to stay here in the Southern Sector. We’re hoping
Mariah and her family can help us watch out for that sub.”

“But, Doc,” Janni asks, “how can we possibly
fight a sub armed with torpedoes and nuclear missiles?”

I’m glad she asked that question because I’m
wondering the same thing.

“Well, four humpback whales managed to put
that sub out of commission last time. Our topside staff is going to
think on this problem, and we’re hoping you will, too. We may have
to face Ran Kuron one last time.”

Janni and I leave the briefing in a somber
mood. Two days later, we head for LA.

 


~~~

 


We arrive late in the afternoon off old Santa
Monica and set up base camp in a cave near the first wrecked
freighter we’re supposed to salvage.

:Ugh, this water tastes almost as nasty as
the water in San Francisco Bay,: Robry says, making a face. The
seawater does taste metallic, and already it’s making my eyes burn.
We’re camping a half-mile from the first buildings and piers that
were abandoned and submerged when the seas rose so dramatically a
hundred years ago.

First thing in the morning, we swim over to
the freighter which we’ll search for materials our shore teams
need. Penn and Kalli will direct the salvage operations while Janni
heads up security. The dolphins accompany us to the wreck, but the
water is so polluted here, I tell Mariah to take the main pod
further out to sea to hunt and to keep a lookout for Kuron’s sub.
We agree that two dolphins will stay behind in shifts to watch out
for boats and danger.

:Could you describe exactly what we’re
looking for again?: Tobin asks Penn as we hover above the old
freighter. Over two hundred feet long, the wreck lies on its side.
Because she sank over twenty years ago in relatively shallow,
sunlit waters, her hull and railings are covered with a thick
carpet of sea growth.

:Basically, we’re looking for tanks, vats and
barrels… anything big that can hold the gallons and gallons of
seawater we’ll need to grow the c-plankton and then store and ship
it. Even sinks and tubs could work.:

We spread out in pairs to begin searching
through the old freighter. I’m happy that Kalli is my partner today
because I’m still not exactly sure what the shore teams can use. We
enter the shadowy interior of the wreck through the main hatch
amidships.

:Looks like marine scroungers have already
been here,: Kalli says as she shines her torch across several big
shipping bins that have been cut open and emptied. :They probably
stripped her of any food and the most valuable small stuff, but I’m
hoping they weren’t interested in the kinds of containers and
barrels we need.:

I remember the colorful community of
scroungers we visited outside of San Francisco when we needed more
spear darts. They lived in homemade houseboats and rafts and
survived on what they could fish and scrounge from the sea. I feel
more respect for scroungers as I stare at the bins. Salvaging a
wreck like this would be dangerous work for a landliver.

Kalli and I swim our way through the dark
hold toward the stern, scaring up a shimmering silver school of
Pacific mackerel. We keep finding massive metal containers that
have already been looted of their cargo. I’m starting to feel
pretty discouraged until I discover one container in the far corner
full of empty oil barrels.

:Nice find,: Kalli congratulates me with a
grin. :Once we cultivate the plankton, we’ll need thousands of
barrels to store and ship it. We’ll definitely take all of
these.:

We swim out of the hold and up into the
galley where we find a big, flat sink that Kalli claims would be
perfect for cultivating c-plankton.

:But I’m not sure we can get this out of
here,: I say, peering under the sink. :Its legs are super thick and
bolted to the floor.:

We find several big empty food bins that look
strong enough to hold seawater, and Dai and Ocho haul them away for
us. Penn brings an underwater drill to the galley but the bolts
fastening the sink legs to the floor are hopelessly corroded.

:It would be easy enough to cut through those
legs with a underwater cut saw,: Ocho suggests. :There’s a big vat
near the engine room we could use, too, but we’d need to cut it
loose first.:

:We definitely need to upgrade our tools if
we want to get more sinks and vats off these wrecks,: Penn says,
running a hand through his hair in frustration.

We spend the rest of that day moving the
barrels up from the hold and placing them on the topside of the
hull. One of Scarn’s crews will come tonight to collect them.

That evening when we finish, we radio the
Carly Sue and explain we could use some better tools. Dad
promises us he’ll get us some salvage saws as soon as he can. We
rest until 12:30 AM, and then we all swim to meet the smugglers who
will be picking up the barrels.

:It’s not that I don’t trust them,: Janni
says after she orders us to load our spear guns. :It’s just that I
don’t trust them.:

By the time the smugglers’ quiet boat glides
over the wreck, I’m wired, and I can tell from the others’ pale
faces, they are, too. Janni and I swim to the surface to meet the
smugglers. I’m disappointed that Cam isn’t with the four men on
board. They look so cold and focused, I don’t dare ask if they know
how he’s doing. Swiftly they lower a cargo net down to the wreck,
we load it with six barrels at a time, and they winch the barrels
up and on to their deck. Within three hours, they load over a
hundred barrels.

:They may not be the most talkative guys, but
they sure are efficient,: Sunny comments after we finish up around
4:00 AM and watch the smugglers’ boat glide away toward the
shore.

:In their line of work, they probably don’t
ask a lot of questions,: Penn says wryly.

Yawning from a long day and night of
salvaging, we swim back to our basecamp and crash. The next day
we’re just starting to explore a new wreck when Sokya arrows up to
me.

:two divers come on a tow, and they both have
spear guns!:


chapter thirty

Quickly I tell the others about the two approaching
divers. Has the Marine Guard found us? I shiver when I remember the
way they hounded us up the coast of the Western Collective last
year.

:Everyone, get inside the wreck,: Janni
orders, :until we figure out who these divers are and what they’re
doing here.:

As we all sprint inside the old freighter, I
reach out to Sokya. :Do you think they’re Marine Guard?:

:I do not think so,: she says doubtfully.
:their tow is different.:

She sends me a mental image of the divers and
the tow, and I understand what she means. It’s definitely a
homemade contraption that looks like someone welded a solar battery
to a big fan. Their wet suits look odd, too, as if they’re quilted
together from a variety of materials, but the divers’ spear guns
appear plenty lethal.

:They definitely aren’t Marine Guard, but
they are armed,: I tell my friends.

The divers park their tow on the top deck and
head straight to the main hatch that leads to the hold where we’re
hovering.

:Scatter, everyone. Find good hiding places
and stay there,: Janni snaps.

Ree and I dash for a big container and hide
behind it. Peeking around the corner of the container, we see the
divers pull a saw and a pry bar from packs on their backs. Then
they set to work trying to open the container. Their scuba gear
looks just as homemade as their wetsuits.

:Shells, they’re here to salvage her just
like we are,: Kalli says.

:Right, well, we got here first, and there’s
more of us,: Janni says, sounding cross, :and I don’t want to waste
any more time. Dai, Ree, Nere, come back me up and unsling your
spear guns. Let’s see if we can convince them to salvage this wreck
another day.:

As Janni moves out into the center of the
hold, Ree, Dai and I gather around her. Then she swims slowly
toward the divers. The moment they see us, they start gesturing
angrily at the wreck and shaking their heads.

:They don’t seem too happy with us,: Dai
comments.

:All right. Let’s surface and see what’s got
them so worked up,: Janni says, :but stay out of range of their
spear guns. If they ask us where our scuba gear is, we’ll tell ’em
we have primo tech breathers.:

Janni gestures that we should all surface,
and the divers nod their agreement. We swim for the surface in two
separate groups. The moment they pop their heads out of the water,
the two raise their dive masks. They’re both younger than I
expected. One is a slim Latina girl about our age and the other is
young man a few years older who has watchful eyes. The resemblance
between them is so strong, they might be brother and sister.

“This is our wreck,” the girl bursts out.
“You have no right to salvage it.”

“How can it be your wreck?” Janni asks. “It’s
just lying here in the ocean.”

“All the wrecks in this area belong to the
Chicas Duras, according to the Salvage Truce.”

Ree stiffens beside me.

:That’s the name of your old gang, isn’t it?:
I ask her telepathically.

:Yeah,: Ree replies, eyeing the girl with
interest.

“I’m sorry, but we’ve never heard of your
truce,” Janni is saying.

“I think you’re lying,” the girl says, her
face flushing. “You’re just a bunch of slimy indie salvies trying
to pick on our turf.”

We must look puzzled by all the odd terms she
uses, because the young man reaches out and puts a calming hand on
her shoulder. “Mi hermana, ellos no entienden,” he tells her
quietly. Then he addresses us. “Six months ago, all of the salvage
and scrounger gangs around here agreed to divide up the wrecks so
we’d stop wasting time fighting and killing each other.”

“The last time I knew, the Chicas Duras
weren’t into scrounging,” Ree says, disdain in her voice.

“Time’s change,” the girl says sullenly.
“There’s so little to eat left in the city, we started scrounging
and salvaging in the sea instead.”

“You’re Julita, Tina Marisol Toro’s little
sister, aren’t you?” Ree asks.

Julita gives Ree a suspicious look. “How do
you know Tina?”

Ree rolls back the sleeve of her wetsuit and
swims closer to show her a small tattoo of a viper on the inside of
her arm. “Because my name is Maria Victoria Lara, and I am Chicas
Duras, too.”

Julita is quiet as she stares at the tattoo,
and then she raises her gaze to Ree’s. “Tina’s dead,” she says, a
world of bitterness in her tone.

Ree closes her eyes, and I sense her sharp
grief. “I’m sorry to hear that,” she says, opening her eyes again.
“I owed her my life many times over. What happened to her?”

“She was killed when Los Coyotes attacked and
forced us from our old neighborhood.”

“They never would have dared a year ago,” Ree
says, her eyes flashing with anger. “Did La Valiente avenge this
attack?”

“She was… badly wounded that night, but she
still leads us. We joined up with some scroungers who live near the
water. There are fewer Chicas Duras now, but we live better.”

“Could you take me to see La Valiente?” Ree
asks.

:Are you sure you want to do this?: I ask
her. Going on shore is always dangerous for us, but going on shore
in LA is a hundred times more so.

:Look, La Valiente is tough, but she’s fair,:
Ree tells us all. :I’d rather negotiate with her up front and get
her permission to salvage the wrecks around here than trespass and
risk a fight with her divers.:

“I would have to ask if she will see you,”
Julita is saying.

“Ask her,” Ree says, “and we will leave this
wreck for now. I’ll come back here at ten tonight to meet the two
of you and see what La Valiente says.”

After we slip back under the waves, Janni’s
expression is tight with anger. The moment we reach the tows, she
turns on Ree.

:Next time, don’t set up a meeting without
consulting me first,: Janni says, :and don’t volunteer to do
something that could get us all killed.:

:We need to find out more about this truce,:
Ree fires back, :and I didn’t volunteer anyone but myself. No one
needs to come with me.:

:There’s no way we’re letting you go by
yourself,: I say before Janni can.

:I think Ree’s right to want to talk to these
people,: Tobin says thoughtfully. :We need to understand this truce
and which wrecks it impacts, or sooner or later, we could end up in
a nasty fight with these or other salvagers.:

Tobin’s calm words seem to defuse some of the
tension between Janni and Ree, and as a group, we talk through our
options. In the end, we decide that if La Valiente agrees to see
Ree, five of us with a tow will accompany Ree to the shore. But
only Ree and I will actually go on land.

:You’re the best choice if I have to take
someone with me,: Ree says to me. :The Chicas Duras are mostly
female, and you can keep your head in a fight. You can read their
minds, too, and make sure they are telling us the truth.:

I feel flattered that Ree wants me at her
side, but then I remember how it felt when Janni and I stayed with
Thom on land and almost suffocated. Dai remains near me while I
struggle to choke down some dinner. I’m grateful when he doesn’t
nag me to eat more.

As we finish, Dai contacts me on a private
send. :I know I can’t talk you out of going with Ree,: he says,
looking resigned, :but be careful up there.:

:I will be.: I face him, hoping he might give
me a hug or a kiss for good luck, but after an awkward moment, he
turns away just like he did before when we rescued Cam.

Trying to hide my hurt, I swim off to check
my spear gun and make sure it’s firing properly. I know Dai’s
trying to protect me, but every day we’re not together, it gets
harder and harder. I’m starting to fear we’ll never work things
out, but a stubborn part of me refuses to give up on us.

We return to the wreck and hide inside it an
hour before Ree’s to meet Julita. I ask the dolphins to keep a
lookout for the divers and make sure they aren’t planning any nasty
surprises for us.

:two divers come on the same tow again,:
Densil reports right at 10 PM.

:Are they alone?: I ask, my pulse racing.

:there are no other tows or divers near
here,: Densil reassures us.

Ree and I surface to find both Julita and her
companion have returned. “La Valiente wishes to see you,” Julita
says to Ree, looking considerably friendlier this time. “I haven’t
seen her smile for a long time, but she smiled when I told her you
still breathe. This is my brother Miguel. Follow us, and we’ll lead
you to the new home of the Chicas Duras.”

We follow their tow southeast several miles.
When they park and chain their tow to an old submerged seawall, we
park ours there, too. Janni orders Kalli and Dai to guard it.

:Their tow is such kludge,: Janni says
shortly, :keep your eyes peeled. I don’t want some scrounger to
come along and steal ours.:

Glancing down at my wrist computer, I
discover we’re near Redondo, only twenty miles from Long Beach and
the old port of LA. Following Julita, we swim over the remains of a
big marina and the foundations of a power plant swallowed years ago
by the rising seas. The pollution here tastes so awful, I tell
Mariah and her family to head back to cleaner waters. Janni and
Shadow stop just below the surf line. We hover over the remains of
a paved street lined by old buildings, their upper stories battered
and broken by the waves.

:Good luck,: Janni tells Ree. :Sorry I gave
you a tough time earlier. I think this is a good idea, but I’ll
think it was a massively bad one if you two don’t get back here
safe and sound.:

Ree nods, and I don’t say anything because I
don’t want her and Shadow to sense how frightened I am. Julita
motions that we should follow right behind them now. As we swim up
through the surf, I can see why she wants us to stay close. She’s
swimming over the relatively smooth street, but on either side of
it, the waves roll and smash against the foundations of old
buildings, reducing them to a jumble of rebar, broken walls and
jagged concrete slabs.

:I’ll never take our clean shingle beaches
around Safety Harbor for granted again,: I say to Ree as we kick
our way up to a rough cement shoreline.

When we leave the water, we stop to pull off
our fins and look around us. :There was a lot I took for granted
back at Safety Harbor,: Ree says in a subdued voice. :I forgot what
it’s like here.:

The stark black windows of empty buildings
stare at us like sightless eyes in the pale wash of moonlight. A
dead street light juts at a drunken angle from the cracked pavement
while the skeleton of a large, derelict truck, long ago picked
clean by scavengers, blocks the road.

Carrying their dive equipment, Julita and
Miguel walk quickly, leading us toward a nearby hillside. Heat from
the day’s blazing sun radiates off the cement. A hundred feet from
the water, Julita pauses and gives a low whistle. Silent as a
ghost, a young man armed with a crossbow rises from behind a slab
of concrete and waves us on toward a big, round drainage culvert
set into the hillside.

The culvert is closed off by twenty-foot-high
heavy metal doors. Julita steps up to them and places her palm on a
small panel near their center. A thudding sound emanates from deep
inside, as if some sort of giant bolt just shifted. Then Julita
slides open a smaller door set inside the larger ones and gestures
we should enter.

Ree and I exchange nervous glances and step
through it. My old fear of dark, close places tightens my chest as
we walk deeper into the hillside. I concentrate on breathing in and
out as our footsteps echo off concrete walls and we leave the sea
farther and farther behind us.

:You’re sure we can trust these folks?: I ask
Ree.

:No Chicas Duras would harm another, but I
know little about these scroungers they live with now,: Ree
replies, tension in her own mental voice.

At least it’s much cooler and the air is damp
inside the culvert, which means our lungs shouldn’t dry out as
rapidly. We come to another metal gate guarded by a stocky woman
armed with a solar rifle, who nods to Julita and Miguel and looks
at Ree and me curiously.

On the other side, the culvert widens into a
huge, underground chamber almost the size of an old football field.
Colorful tents and odd-looking shelters made of everything from
aluminum siding to wooden pallets line the chamber in neat rows and
circles. Many of the tents are still lit, people walk between them,
and the scent of cooked meat and spices lingers in the air. Someone
is playing a guitar and a woman sings along with it softly.

“Dios mio, there’s a whole town in here,” Ree
breathes in surprise.

“Aren’t you worried this will all flood when
it rains?” I ask Miguel.

“The scroungers’ engineer closed the old gate
to the culvert that channeled water here. So, during the few times
it rains, we stay dry, and it’s cool in the summer and warm in the
winter.”

“We have plenty of electricity, too,” Julita
says proudly, “because we have solar panels hidden all over the
hillside and ruins above us.”

“Our greatest resource, though,” Miguel says,
“is the spring the scroungers found. We have fresh water to drink
and bathe and grow our crops.” He gestures to a section of the
chamber where an odd variety of tanks and lush green plants sit
under grow lights. “This is how we feed ourselves.”

“Come, La Valiente is waiting to see you,”
Julita says.

She leads us to a tent near the center of the
chamber. A young woman stands on guard outside it, but she nods to
Julita and Miguel and pulls the tent flap aside for us. Inside the
simple tent, a regal-looking woman with a strong nose and dramatic
dark brows reads by the light of a solar lamp. Her thick black hair
is streaked with silver and pulled back in a long braid. She looks
up, and a smile lights her face. My breath catches. She looks
remarkably like Ree.

Then I notice her chair has wheels. Ree
crosses to her in a rush. She kneels beside her chair, throws her
arms around her, and buries her face in La Valiente’s shoulder.

The woman strokes her hair gently. “I’m so
glad to see you again, my niece.


chapter thirty-one

La Valiente nods to Julita and Miguel. “You may go,” she
tells them with a small smile. “As you can see, I’m in no danger
from our visitors.”

Julita and Miguel leave the tent. After a
long moment, Ree moves back and sniffs. Silent tears flow down her
cheeks. I’ve seen Ree angry dozens of times, but I’ve never seen
her cry.

“What happened to you, Tia?”

“A crossbow bolt paralyzed me when Los
Coyotes broke a truce and attacked us in the night. My fighters
carried me to safety, and I lived. But I don’t want to talk about
me. I want to talk about you and the wonderful thing that has
happened to you.”

I draw in a breath. This woman must know
about Ree’s Neptune transformation.

“So, what is it like, living in the sea? Is
it very beautiful down there?” she asks, a wistful note in her
voice.

Ree wipes her tears away with her hands.
“It’s beautiful up north, but the sea is a dangerous place.
Stronger predators prey on weaker ones all the time.”

“Then perhaps it is not so different from
here,” La Valiente says, looking disappointed. “But I forget my
manners. Please introduce me to your companion.”

Ree introduces me, her aunt holds out her
hand, and I shake it. Her grip is firm, and her brown eyes are warm
and curious. “Any friend of Ree’s is welcome here,” she says, and I
thank her.

“Tia, we must go back to the water soon,” Ree
tells her, “but I have to ask you something first. Your divers
found us when we were trying to search a wreck for bins and tanks,”
and she explains why we’ve returned to the Southern Sector.

“Ty Rath agreed to help you grow this
c-plankton?” La Valiente asks, her eyebrows raised.

“His people are going to help us set up and
guard the warehouses where we will grow it.”

“I know Rath. He’s one of the most brilliant
men I have ever met. And the people who engineered you must be
brilliant, too. I will put the word out that you may salvage our
wrecks and Julita and Miguel will guide you around them. But how
will you staff these warehouses?”

Ree and I exchange glances. “That’s a problem
we’re still trying to solve,” I confess. “We need a lot of people
because my father and his helper staff want to set up three
different growing units around the LA basin, in case one or two of
them are found and destroyed by the government.”

“We probably have many here who would be
willing to help you cultivate this c-plankton. Our scrounger
friends are not fighters, but they are resourceful and
hard-working, and they care very much about our planet.”

“I will have to ask my father, but I think he
might be happy to have your people’s help.”

“You should be careful as you work our
wrecks,” La Valiente warns us. “Just last week, we had a strange
incident where one of our divers was savaged by a shark.”

“What was so strange about it?” I ask,
foreboding sweeping over me.

“He claimed the shark had human features and
arms. Normally I’d ignore such a wild tale, but Pedro is a sensible
sort.”

“He may have been attacked by a mutate that
is part human and part shark,” Ree says and explains about the
shredders that Ran Kuron created.

“Can you tell us where this attack happened?”
I ask La Valiente.

“Down in the Redondo Canyon at a wreck two
miles off shore.”

Ree and I exchange sober looks. If a shredder
is near here, then Ran Kuron probably is, too.

 


~~~

 


On La Valiente’s orders, Julita provides us
with a chart of the wrecks the Chicas Duras control. In the weeks
that follow, she and Miguel often meet us at those wrecks and show
us where we might find the kind of bins and vats we need. In
exchange, we tell them when we come across cargo we think their
community could use or sell. Both Julita and Miguel know that we’ve
been genetically engineered to live in the sea, and neither seem
much fazed by that. They mostly seem jealous that we can work the
wrecks so much longer than they can without worrying about getting
the bends or running out of oxygen.

Our days soon fall into a pattern. In the
mornings, we search our newest wreck looking for anything our shore
team could use to hold seawater. If sinks, tubs or vats need to be
cut free, Sunny lights up his work space while Penn detaches them
with the salvage saws the Rathenistas found for us.

Then our strongest team members, Ocho, Dai
and Shadow, or “the Grunts” as they start calling themselves, come
and muscle the vats and barrels up to the top of the wreck. When
he’s not helping the Grunts, Tobin stays busy taking care of the
many scrapes and cuts we get working on these old ships. And all
the while, the dolphins keep a careful eye out for the Marine
Guard, shredders and Kuron’s sub.

After night falls, we contact Cam, and he or
some of his fellow smugglers arrive in quiet boats to winch our
finds aboard and deliver them to Rath’s people. They, in turn,
smuggle the equipment to three different warehouse locations around
LA. I love the nights Cam and his crew help us, for Robry and I can
often steal a few minutes to talk with him. It takes weeks for his
bruises to fade, and he walks stiffly for a time, but I’m so
relieved that Cam wasn’t permanently injured that night he
contacted Rath for us.

In the precious minutes we have together, Cam
tells us more about his life as a smuggler, and we tell him more
about Safety Harbor. He’s fascinated by our lives in the sea, but I
also sense a sadness in him as he watches us talk.

“You both have changed so much in a year,” he
says once, and I think the same about him. The kind, open boy I
knew is gone and has been replaced by someone much harder, more
bitter and more reserved.

Cam also gives us updates on the progress of
the c-plankton nurseries. He seems bemused by the variety of people
working together to set them up. The first one, in Torrance, is
already growing c-plankton and is staffed in large part by
scroungers from La Valiente’s community.

“Those scrounger folk are amazing at adapting
and making stuff,” Cam says, shaking his head. “Their engineer
installed the oddest looking biomass generator I’ve ever seen, but
it powers a whole warehouse full of grow lights and seawater
pumps.”

We celebrate the day Thom, Rad and Rohan
return to us.

:The folks in Carly Sue’s sickbay were
relieved to say goodbye to our sparkhead,: Ree says with a wicked
grin.

:Treating me was a bit of a challenge,: Rad
confesses sheepishly.

:During Rad’s shoulder surgery, Doc Iharu had
to give him extra anesthesia to put him under muy deep,: Ree
explains. :Under light sedation, he shocked anyone who tried to
touch him, and he fried one of the monitors. Then, after his
surgery, whenever he was woozy and someone touched him, they got a
zap.:

:It got to the point that no one but Rohan
would work on me,: Rad says, :and he wore rubber gloves.:

:It was an electrifying experience,: Rohan
says with a smile. :Our med staff would prefer that you not get
hurt again, but if you do, at least we know to use insulated gloves
around you next time.:

Thom comes in for his share of teasing, too,
particularly from the Grunts who have missed his muscle power.

:Some people will go and get themselves shot
with a crossbow just to get out of the real work,: Ocho kids
him.

Even while we salvage wrecks, I keep an eye
on Shadow, Ocho, Rad, Sunny and Dai. I still don’t want to believe
that any of them could be communicating with Wasp and Kuron, but
through Julita and Miguel we continue to hear stories from many of
the salvage gangs of strange “man sharks” attacking divers. I have
an awful feeling that Kuron is in the area, and that one of our
friends from Atlantea has told him that we’re here.

A month after we first contacted Cam and Ty
Rath, all three plankton nurseries are up and functioning. I worry
about James as he travels constantly between the three locations,
ready to help if the Western Collective discovers them. We continue
to salvage wrecks because now we need to find containers to hold
the plankton when it is ready to be shipped out to sea. La Valiente
reached out to the leaders she trusts in other salvage gangs. We’ve
been allowed to work their wrecks, too, in exchange for letting
them know when we find valuable cargo they can use.

There are definitely times we all get
homesick for Safety Harbor, and times we get tired of breathing
polluted seawater that burns our eyes and lungs and gives us skin
sores. But the fact that the c-plankton is growing gives us hope.
It’s growing so rapidly, in fact, that Dad thinks the first
shipment will be ready to send out to sea in another month, but
that poses a new problem. Where are we going to get a freighter big
enough to carry thousands of bins, boxes and barrels of seawater
full of c-plankton?

One night I ask Cam if he’s heard how we’re
going to transport the c-plankton out to sea, and he sends me a
wicked smile.

“Clearly there’s only one solution. We’ll
have to steal a freighter.”


chapter thirty-two

I stare at Cam in dismay as he lounges against the back
rail of the Phantom. Robry and I talk with him while Ara and
Den finish tying down tonight’s load of barrels and empty fish
boxes.

“You’re not serious about hijacking a
freighter, are you?” I ask him.

“Well, no one is going to give or lease one
to men like Rath or Scarn,” Cam replies. “So, yeah, they’re making
plans to steal one.”

“Have you ever stolen a ship before?” Robry
asks, looking as dismayed as I feel.

“Actually, we have hijacked some smaller
vessels. A freighter will be a bit more challenging, but the
process is pretty much the same. We need to sneak on board, deal
with the crew, strip the vessel of all ID markings and signals and
sail off with it.”

“Exactly how do you ‘deal with the crew?’” I
ask, a sick feeling growing in my belly.

Cam’s mouth tightens. “We don’t murder them,
if that’s what you’re thinking. Usually they’re so worried for
their own skins, they surrender right away. If they fight back,
then it can get ugly, but no one’s been killed when I’ve taken over
a ship. We mostly hit vessels that smuggle black market items that
are sold to those hypocritical technocrats who run the Western
Collective.”

“It’s nice to know no one gets killed,” I
say, trying to act like it’s no big deal to find out that Cam is a
pirate as well as a smuggler now, but his expression hardens.
Obviously he realizes he’s shocked both Robry and me.

“You should be grateful we’ve had some
experience hijacking ships,” Cam says coolly. “You’re about to get
some experience, too, because we’re going to need you and your
friends down there,” he jerks a thumb toward the water. “Rath was
very impressed by the effectiveness of your fish tranquilizer, and
I’ve been telling Scarn that your dolphins are better than radar
for keeping track of Marine Guard vessels. With your help, we’re
more likely to be successful in hijacking a big ship and less
likely to hurt anyone doing it.”

“I’ll talk to my team and my dad about
helping you,” I say, trying to hide my trepidation. Stealing a
freighter sounds like one dangerous proposition.

“First we launched a rescue mission against
guerilla fighters,” Robry says with a wry smile, “and then we
became marine salvagers, and now it looks like we may become
pirates. Guess it’s all in a day’s work for us.”

Ara comes to the stern and clears her throat.
“We should get going with this load if we want to unload it before
daylight,” she says to Cam. Cool and capable, Ara doesn’t glare
anymore when I come aboard, but she definitely speaks to Robry more
often than she does to me.

“By the way,” Cam says as I stride to the
rear platform, “who’s the guy who hangs out at the surface watching
us every time you talk to me? He always looks like he’d like to put
a spear dart through my heart. Is he your boyfriend?”

“That would be Dai,” I say with a sigh. “And
no, he’s not my boyfriend.”

“Sure acts like one,” Cam says under his
breath before Robry and I dive back into the water.

If Dai were my boyfriend, he’d trust himself
to be alone with me, but we only speak now when there are others
around us, and we never touch. In the meantime, I’m growing more
and more concerned about him. During the day he works hard
wrestling barrels and containers out of the wrecks we salvage, and
then at night, he and Ton patrol constantly around the sea caves
where we camp. His eyes red and shadowed from lack of sleep, Dai
won’t talk to me about his fears, but I can guess he’s desperately
worried about his father and what he’s planning to do next.

My dad is very concerned about Kuron, too. “I
don’t think it’s good news that there are so few transmissions for
Robry to decode these days. Kuron’s playing a waiting game,” he
tells me one night when I climb aboard the Carly Sue for a
quick visit. “I feel better about Safety Harbor knowing Kuron’s
down here, but I worry about you and your salvage teams.”

A month passes, though, without us seeing
Kuron’s sub or his shredders. At the end of that month, we hear
from Dad and Cam that the first shipment of c-plankton is ready to
load and send out to sea. Which means it’s time for us to help Cam
and his fellow smugglers steal a ship.

 


~~~

 


Scarn picks a moonless evening for our
mission. At midnight, our entire team and all our dolphins meet up
with Cam, Ara, Den and several smugglers riding on zodiacs with
powerful engines near the old port of LA. While Penn and Thom
inflate pontoons that will convert our tows into surface vehicles,
Cam goes over the plan with us a final time.

“Do we have to go all the way up to the
port?” Dai interrupts Cam skeptically. “It sits five miles inland
now that the seas have risen so much, and we could get trapped in
that narrow channel.”

“No, we shouldn’t have to travel that far
inland to grab a ship,” Cam replies, looking irritated by Dai’s
comment. “Because the facilities are limited compared to legal
ports like San Francisco or San Diego, freighters anchor offshore.
Sometimes they wait days for their turn to be unloaded. We’re going
to help ourselves to one of those.”

My stomach winds up tighter than an anchor
chain when I catch a glimpse of a lean man with scarred cheeks
piloting the first zodiac.

I swim closer to Cam’s zode. “I’m surprised
to see your boss is here tonight,” I whisper after he finishes the
briefing.

“I’m not,” Cam whispers back. “There’s big
money in this for him. He gets to keep the ship’s cargo.” It’s hard
to read his expression because he and the other smugglers have
darkened their faces and hands, and they all wear black.

“I hope he picks the best ship for us and not
the best ship for him in terms of cargo,” I mutter under my
breath.

When our tows are ready, we climb onto their
pontoons and motor after the two zodes. A brisk wind kicks up white
caps as we head out farther from the coast. Even in the dim light,
we can see a dozen freighters anchored offshore, waiting their turn
to be unloaded. Scarn heads straight for a smaller freighter away
from the others.

Our tows stop a hundred yards out from the
freighter while we slip into the sea to oxygenate. As the two zodes
continue on to the freighter, I whisper good luck with my heart and
my mind to Cam.

:Your friend has guts. I have to give him
that,: Dai says as we watch Cam fire a carbon fiber grappling hook
up and over the top railing of the ship. Then he scrambles up that
rope followed by his fellow smugglers.

:Especially since he knows that if he’s
caught, the Western Collective will send him back to a prison camp
or execute him,: I reply, a sob catching in my throat. I’m
surprised when Dai reaches out and squeezes my hand gently.

The next ten minutes seem to pass horribly
slowly. I listen hard, afraid to hear the sounds of fighting or an
alarm being raised, but the raid continues in total silence. Soon
Cam’s squad lowers ten unconscious men, bound and gagged, in a
cargo net and stacks them between the pontoons of a zode like
firewood. Within minutes, the craft motors silently away to the
south.

:Th-they aren’t going to kill the crew, are
they?: Kalli asks me as she looks after the zode.

:No,: I reply. :Scarn said he’d hold them for
a few weeks so they can’t report back to the ship’s owners, and
then he’ll let them go.: I hope.

A bass chugging rumbles through the water as
Scarn and Cam start the ship’s engines. Then a deep clatter echoes
in my ears as they winch up the anchor on its massive chain. The
nav lights all over the ship wink out.

The darkened freighter slowly pivots to the
northeast and gathers speed. Rad’s tow is on its starboard side, we
take the port side, and Thom drives the extra zode straight ahead
of the vessel. The dolphins range in front of us, watching for
danger as they race through the black sea. We have a thirty mile
voyage out to Catalina Island where we need to have the freighter
tucked away in a cove by dawn.

We’ve only been underway for a half hour when
Mariah contacts me.

:many big ships traveling together head your
way from the north,: she says, her mental voice worried.

:Shells, it must be a Marine Guard convoy
heading down to San Diego!: Which means they probably have
sophisticated radar. I stare out into the dark, windy night, my
heart pounding in triple time.


chapter thirty-three

Trembling, I relay the bad news to my team by telepathy
and to Cam and Scarn by radio. I sense my friends’ rising fear.
We’ve been hunted by the Marine Guard so many times before.

“We’re switching on all the proper nav lights
and turning north as if we’re just another freighter heading for
San Francisco,” Cam radios back. “If their cruisers pick us up on
radar and show too much interest, you know the plan. Over.”

“Roger that,” I reply, my voice tight, and
then I reach out to Mariah. :Please let us know if any of the
vessels leave the convoy and head toward Cam’s ship.:

Our two tows and Thom’s zode all stop while
we wait to see what the Marine Guard will do. As we float on the
dark swells, the wind whips cold sea spray into our faces. In front
of me, Ree fiddles with her spear gun and shifts restlessly. I chew
my lip. Overhead, gray clouds scud across a black sky spattered
with silver stars.

:one of the smaller ships heads away from the
others toward Cam’s,: Mariah reports at last. Instantly I relay
that information to my companions.

:Sokya,: I tell her, :we need a lead to that
cruiser. We can’t see it yet.:

:I come.:

:’Kay, looks like we get to be decoys,
people,: Janni says. :Remember our plan, and stay safe.:

:This feels way too much like the time we
played fox and hounds when the smugglers chased us near San
Francisco,: Ree says to me on a private send.

:At least this time we know the terrain
better.: We’ve spent two days poring over charts, and there are
plenty of good hiding places in the rocky walls of the San Pedro
Valley and the San Pedro Escarpment directly beneath us.

Sokya and Laki arrive and announce their
presence with joyful leaps. I’m terrified by what we’re about to
do, but most of the dolphins think we’re playing a game.

:There’re your guides, Thom,: I say.

:Roger that,: he says and passes in front of
us.

He follows Sokya and Laki, and we drive in
the zode’s wake, pushing the tows as fast as they will go up and
over the black swells, hoping we’ll look like a trio of smuggler
vessels to the Marine Guard. Soon, each time we top a wave, I can
spot the green and red navigation lights of the cruiser a quarter
mile to the northwest of us.

When we’re close enough to see the ship’s
markings, the cruiser’s powerful search light flicks on.

:Their radar techs must have just spotted
us,: Robry says, which is what we wanted, but still I tighten my
grip on the pontoon in front of me.

The bright beam of the searchlight sweeps
back and forth across the water, and then it locks onto Thom and
his zode.

“Stop and present your registration,” an
amplified male voice orders him.

Thom ignores the command and races off to the
southwest, away from the hijacked freighter, and we follow him. I
flinch when the spotlight picks up our tow next. I peer back at the
cruiser, wondering if they will take the bait, but all I can see is
blinding white light.

:Are they turning?: Thom asks. :I can’t look
and drive this sucker through the waves at the same time.:

:Yeah,: Rohan tells us from the second tow
which the spotlight hasn’t found yet. :They’re taking the
bait.:

“Stop or we will shoot,” the voice
comes again, sounding angry.

:Here comes the part of our plan that I
really don’t like,: Penn says tightly.

The spotlight continues to track our tow,
even though Janni zigzags, trying to lose it. Feeling terribly
exposed, I want to dive into the water. But we’re trying to look
like smugglers, and smugglers wouldn’t jump off a boat into these
cold, rough seas. Brilliant light flares on the ship, and we hear a
boom. A shell whistles high over our heads and disappears into the
dark. A second later, there’s a flash and a muffled roar as the
shell explodes in a wave somewhere ahead of us.

:Thom, you okay up there?: I ask
breathlessly.

:Yeah, but I’m never going to enjoy target
practice after this.:

:Spread out!: Janni says. :Make it harder for
them to hit us.:

Rad’s tow veers away to the south and
vanishes into the black night. Another brilliant flash lights the
sky, followed by the thunder of the big gun. Instinctively I duck
as the shell skims just over our heads with an eerie screech. It
hits the water a hundred feet ahead of our tow. Light flares, the
shell roars as it explodes, and spray drenches us.

:They’re getting the range now,: Janni says
grimly. :Pull the plugs on the pontoons and let’s dive. Bigfoot,
don’t stay on that zode much longer.:

:Don’t worry,: he says, sounding distracted.
:I won’t.:

:Densil, please stay near him,: I ask. :He
may need your help when he bails out.:

:I will stay near,: Densil promises.

We pull the plugs on our pontoon, and the air
rushes out. Janni angles its dive planes downward, and the tow
begins to slip beneath the surface. The water is starting to slosh
over our laps when the ship fires again, and the shell screams
closer. I hold on tight and fight the urge to close my eyes.
Suddenly, the ocean all around us turns gold, a deep roar fills my
ears, and a massive wave almost flips the tow over.

:Whoa, that one was too close,: Janni says.
:Everyone, dive to fifty feet now, and Rad and I will meet you down
there. That’s an order.:

I let go of the deflating pontoon and kick
downward into the dark sea. I’ve never before been so glad to leave
the surface. Once I’m fifty feet down, I turn and watch anxiously
for Janni and the tow. The dolphins gather around me, pressing
close in their fear. Poor Tisi squeaks in terror.

Another flash lights up the water to the
south, and the compression from the explosion presses against my
eardrums.

:that hurt,: Sokya cries.

:Mariah, Sokya, please, go. These explosions
are harder on you than they are on us.:

:you will hide soon?: Mariah asks.

:We go to hide now.: I can make that promise
because I can see Janni’s tow diving toward us. I’m relieved when
the dolphins flash away into the black sea.

:Let’s go find a sea cave or an overhang and
wait this out,: Janni says. I grasp a pull loop as she drives by
me, and one after the other, the rest of the riders on our tow
appear out of the darkness and grab on.

:Rad, are you guys okay?: Janni calls to
him.

:We’re diving down to the rocks now. Everyone
but Thom is accounted for.:

:See if you can reach him,: Janni orders me.
:He’s already beyond my telepathic range.:

:Thom, you okay up there?: I shout
mentally.

:Yeah,: he replies, sounding distracted. :The
cruiser’s still following me. If I can shake that spotlight for a
sec, I’ll finish tying off the steering wheel and ditch. Whoa, that
one was close,: he says, and a sound like thunder grumbles in the
distance.

:’Kay, I lost their searchlight, the wheel’s
tied off, and the throttle’s on full. I’m diving in…now! Densil,
dude, am I glad to see you.:

:Let’s hope that cruiser will follow the zode
for a few miles longer,: Janni comments.

:Let’s also hope we kept them from being too
interested in Cam’s freighter,: I say.

We park both tows under a big arch in the
rocky wall of the escarpment. We hear occasional rumbles as more
shells hit the water, but the explosions draw further and further
away. Janni swims back and forth anxiously until Densil appears out
of the darkness towing Thom.

:Thank Densil for me, will you?: Thom asks me
as we crowd around him in relief. :It was great to get a ride
before that big ship ran me over or blew me out of the water.:

I relay Thom’s comments to Densil.

:he can give me a long rub tomorrow,: Densil
says. :now we go to sleep someplace more quiet. these fighting
ships fill the seas with too much noise,: he says with great
disapproval in his tone before he darts away.

:That sounds like a good idea,: I call after
him. :Sleep well.:

We sling our hammocks and settle in for the
night, too.

:Cam will probably be fine,: I say to Robry,
who looks as worried as I feel about his big brother.

I keep picturing their freighter being
boarded and Cam getting hauled away to a prison camp again, or
being executed. Even though I’m worn out from the excitement of
hijacking a freighter and dodging Marine Guard shells, it takes me
a long time to fall asleep.

 


~~~

 


Robry and I are up before dawn. The dolphins
come to find us and bring the good news that there are no boats in
the area. We hurry to the surface and crank up our marine
radio.

“Dolphin Girl calling Fisher Boy, Dolphin
Girl calling Fisher Boy, are you there?”

A long silence greets my hail. I’m just about
to try again when Cam’s voice issues clearly from our radio.

“Hi Dolphin Girl. We’re here and safe. Thanks
for being such excellent decoys last night. My boss says he almost
thought you were smugglers.”

Robry and I both sigh in relief. “We’re glad
to know you’re okay. We’ll see you soon. Over.”

“Not sure you’ll recognize this old lady by
then. She’s already getting her facelift. Over.”

We sign off and grin at each other. Cam made
it through, and he sounds more like his old self, too.

Two days later we travel out to Catalina to
escort the repainted freighter, newly renamed the Esperanza
with forged registration certificates to match, to pick up her
first load of c-plankton. We leave the island just after dark. It’s
a calm, starry night with only a slim silver moon lighting the
skies. With the dolphins’ help, we manage to slip undetected across
the busy shipping lane around 10 PM.

The freighter pulls up to a makeshift pier
Scarn’s smugglers often use. Made out of cement blocks and old
trucks, the pier is located in a sheltered cove at the back of
Lunada Bay. As I tread water in the gentle surf, I’m surprised to
see over a hundred people waiting for us. Julita and Miguel are
there, along with several members of the other salvage gangs we
worked with and many of the scroungers who grew the c-plankton in
the warehouses. Ree exclaims under her breath and runs out of the
water. She makes a beeline to La Valiente who sits in her
wheelchair near the water and smiles at us.

I follow Ree more slowly. Being around this
many landlivers makes me nervous now, but when I reach out
telepathically, I can’t sense anyone who means us harm. They all
seem excited. Up on the dry, beige bluffs surrounding the cove,
Rath’s fighters are cautious and watchful, but they, too, seem
pleased that the first load of c-plankton is about to head out to
sea.

“Many people care about these tiny sea algae
we’ve been growing for you,” La Valiente tells me.

“You’ve been growing them for all of us,” I
reply with a smile.

James walks up to me. “I don’t like that
there are so many people here,” he mutters. “Crowds attract too
much attention.”

Electric trucks loaded with barrels of
c-plankton drive quietly down a steep road that leads to the cove.
The strongest salvies and scroungers roll the barrels off the
trucks and onto the pier. Cam is there, assigning people to load
the barrels into nets and boxes that his crew winches aboard the
freighter. He takes the very first barrel and rolls it to the end
of the pier.

“It starts with one barrel of c-plankton,” he
calls out to the crowd, “but barrel by barrel, we will seed the
oceans and reclaim our planet!” He pries open the barrel and dumps
its contents into the water with a flourish. While the crowd claps
and people hug each other, he smiles and waves to Robry and me.

The night is hot, so I retreat to the water
with my friends and we watch the loading as we float on top of the
waves. The process goes smoothly for about an hour until the radio
on James’ zode crackles.

“This is Sentry Two. We have a problem. An
armored carrier full of soldiers is heading this way. Looks like
they may have followed the last truck from the Torrance
warehouse.”

I glance at the pier in panic. Barely a third
of the c-plankton is loaded. Plus, there are over a hundred people
down in this cove who have risked their lives to help us.

James straightens, his expression grim.
“Guess this is a job for me.”

“James, it’s too risky,” I protest.

“If Rath’s people get into a firefight with
those soldiers, we’ll have gunships down on us within minutes,
they’ll slaughter these people, and the Marine Guard will take the
freighter.” He drives the zode through the surf to the beach, and I
kick after him. He jumps out and races for the road up the
bluff.

Ripping off my dive fins, I sprint up the
road after him. I don’t want the soldiers to see our ship, but I
also desperately don’t want anyone to find out that James is a
Controller.

We pound up the hot, winding dirt road past
the line of trucks waiting to unload their barrels. When we reach
the top of the sandy bluff surrounding the cove, I can see down the
shadowy road that runs between abandoned houses and stores into the
old city. Along that road, a black armored personnel carrier roars
toward us. My mouth goes dry when I spot a dozen armed soldiers
riding in the back.

“Hide over there.” James pushes me toward a
wrecked car lying abandoned beside the road.

I dash over to the car and kneel behind it. I
bite back a protest when James strides out into the middle of the
road. He looks so alone and vulnerable standing there. Soon he’s
silhouetted in the carrier’s bright lights as the big vehicle
rumbles closer and closer. He raises his hands to show he’s
unarmed. I hold my breath. Will they run him over? When the armored
car pulls to a stop, I let go my breath, but my heart still gallops
inside my chest.

With his hands still over his head, James
walks slowly toward the driver’s window. He needs to be close to
someone to be able to alter his or her thoughts, and I don’t know
if he’s ever tried to control so many people at once.

Suddenly, Nid and another of Rath’s fighters
appear beside me.

“Is that guy crazy?” Nid whispers to me as he
raises a solar rifle to his shoulder.

“I think he’s trying to talk to them,” I
whisper back.

“Like that will do any good,” the second
fighter hisses as she raises a big, wide-barreled weapon to her
shoulder and takes aim at the carrier. She’s a lean, middle-aged
woman who reminds me of Vival. I tremble when I realize she’s
holding some sort of energy mortar.

“Don’t fire that yet,” I whisper, glad now
that I followed James. “Give him a chance.”

“If they drive forward another inch, I have
orders to blow them sky high,” the woman says grimly.

James speaks to the driver and his passenger,
his voice low and calm. Then he’s quiet, and I sense he’s reaching
out to each of the soldiers riding in the back.

“This is too weird,” the woman mutters. “Why
are they all just sitting there?”

“Maybe the driver’s thinking about what that
guy told him,” I offer lamely.

Both fighters stare at me and then at my
brother. I don’t like the look of comprehension dawning on Nid’s
face. An endless minute later, James waves at the soldiers and says
goodnight to them politely. As the carrier backs up and turns
around, James walks over to us.

“You don’t need to fire that,” James tells
the woman. “They’re going and they won’t be back.”

“I don’t believe it,” Rath’s fighter says as
she watches the carrier drive away. “What did you say to them?”

“Mebbe instead you should ask, what did he
do to them,” Nid says.

“You don’t want to know,” James says and rubs
his face wearily. “You’d better get word to the folks at the
Torrance facility that they need to evacuate. I think it’s been
compromised.”

Nid keeps his gaze fixed on James as he
speaks rapidly into the radio strapped to his arm. When he
finishes, he shakes his head.

“You know, I seen somethin’ like this happen
before. A Controller I knew once stopped a whole platoon of
soldiers from wiping us out. He was a handy guy to have around. But
then the government got hold of him, and we never saw the poor sud
again.”

“The Controllers are all gone now,” James
says shortly, “and that’s better for everyone.”

“You’re probably right. Leastways, we won’t
be claiming anything different,” Nid says, and I let go a sigh of
relief as he and the woman step back into the darkness. “I’m just
glad you’re on our side, whoever you are.”


chapter thirty-four

Loading the rest of the c-plankton goes quickly. By 4 AM,
the last of the barrels are stowed and the Esperanza is
ready to head out to sea. Miguel and Julita join Ree and me in the
surf.

“It feels good to be doing something that
could finally make a difference,” Julita says as she watches Cam’s
crew cast off the mooring cables.

“Some of us are going to come along on tows
to see the Esperanza off,” Miguel says. Several salvies are
scrambling into their wet suits and grabbing their spear guns and
fins.

The crowd on the beach waves as the freighter
eases away from the pier. La Valiente leaves with her scrounger
friends, and the rest depart as well. James jumps into his zode to
follow the freighter until it’s safely out to sea, and then he’ll
bring Cam back to rendezvous with the Phantom.

My friends and I hurry down to the tows we
left on the bottom of the cove. I’m tired from the long night, but
we still need to escort the freighter safely across the busy
shipping lane. Julita, Miguel and eight of their fellow salvies
follow us on their tows. Just before the Esperanza reaches
the mouth of Lucinda Bay, the dolphins come racing to find me.

:the big sub is back with several shark
people,: Densil says, :and they block the way out of this bay.:

My belly tightens with dread and icy fear
pumps through my veins as I relay this news to my friends and
James.

:Contact Cam and tell him to stop while we
figure out what Kuron wants,: I say to my brother.

:Roger that,: James says worriedly. :He’d
better not hold us up for long. Daylight is coming, and we don’t
want the Marine Guard looking too carefully at the new paint on the
Esperanza.:

Dai swims up beside me, his face tight. :My
dad’s quite capable of blowing up that freighter and all of us with
it.:

I flinch when Wasp’s cold mind contacts mine.
:The bossman wants to talk to whoever is in charge of this
operation.:

:That would be my brother James.:

:The bossman will contact him now,: she says
and tells us the frequency he’ll be using.

We surface and gather around James’ zode as
Kuron hails my brother on his com screen. Peering past James’
shoulder, I can see Kuron clearly. His face looks haggard and his
dark eyes smolder with fury.

“Your father and sister had no right to steal
my wife’s work. I’m going to sink this freighter and nuke your
growing facilities on land.”

James turns pale. “But if you nuke those
facilities,” he argues, “you’ll murder thousands of innocent people
in LA.”

“And the shock wave will create a tsunami
that will crush your sub like a tin can,” Dai adds.

“My sub and I will survive, but the rest of
you won’t. I suggest you leave this area at once.”

:Rad,: Robry asks quickly, :if we can get you
aboard that sub, could you short out its firing systems?:

:Probably, but there’s a risk I’ll fry more
than those systems. It’s hard to control where exactly my
electricity flows.:

“I demand to talk to my son,” Kuron is
saying, “one last time, in person.”

:Let me go and see if I can convince him not
to do this,: Dai says to us. :At the very least, I can keep him
distracted while Rad shorts out the weapons’ controls.:

“I won’t let you go over there alone,” I tell
Dai aloud.

“Neither will we,” Janni says firmly, and our
other team members nod as well.

:Maybe I should come, too, and try to control
him,: James suggests to me on a private send.

:Kuron’s so paranoid, I doubt he’d let you
get close enough to alter his thoughts.:

“Does that nutcase really have a nuke on
board that thing?” Julita asks me, looking sick.

“I’m afraid so,” I reply. “Ran Kuron, the man
threatening us, is Dai’s dad. We’re escorting Dai out to the sub so
he can try to talk Kuron out of firing those nukes.”

“Then we’ll come along, too.”

“We appreciate the backup,” I say, “but tell
all the salvies to watch out for shredders. This is the guy who
created those monsters.”

While the dolphins tow us swiftly out to the
sub, I do my best to explain to Mariah, Densil and Sokya this new
threat, but it’s hard for the dolphins to comprehend the
destructive power of a bomb that can incinerate an entire city.
It’s hard enough for me to comprehend it.

As we approach the sub, the six shredders
still under Kuron’s control swim in a tight circle above the
Ophion’s port bow. The shredders eye us coldly. Wasp, Sham
and Whitey stop us twenty feet from the bow of the sub, their spear
guns pointed our way. Sham grins nastily, Whitey glares at us, and
Wasp smiles unpleasantly. She has purple shadows under her eyes and
keeps glancing at the shredder patrol. She lights up, though, when
she sees Ocho.

:Ochy,: she cries, :I’m so happy to see you.:
She slings her spear gun and throws her gloved hands around his
neck. Ocho flushes pink as he hugs her back.

Wasp sends Dai and me an arch look. :Don’t
you think it was nice that Ochy’s kept in contact with me and let
me know exactly what you were doing?:

So Ocho was the one who was telling them
about our plans. I clench my spear gun as we all stare at him. His
skin turns scarlet. A part of me can’t believe that kind,
good-natured Ocho betrayed us, but he’s always loved Wasp.

:He’s planning to nuke LA,: Ocho says
urgently to her. :You’ve all got to get out of here.:

Wasp’s eyes widen, and then she shrugs.
:That’s crazy,: she replies. :Besides, even if the bossman does set
off one little nuclear missile, we’ll be nice and safe down here
under the water.:

:You don’t know much about nuclear
explosions, do you?: Robry contradicts her coldly. :The shock wave
from the explosion will create a series of massive tsunamis that
will crush all of us, and the nuclear radiation will fry anyone
nearby on land or in the water who survives the force of those
waves.:

Whitey and Sham exchange glances. :That’s
it,: Whitey growls. :I’m outta here.:

:I’ll go grab the fastest tows we’ve got,:
Sham says and sprints for the sub.

:Bro, head north or south once you’re out of
this bay,: Dai says to Whitey. :If he sets off a nuke, the biggest
waves will travel straight out from here.:

Whitey holds Dai’s gaze. :Thanks, bro,: he
says. :You should come with us.:

:I have to try to talk him out of it.:

:Good luck with that,: Whitey says and swims
after Sham.

:We’ll wait for you here,: Janni says to Dai
and Rad.

:We want to go aboard the sub with Dai,:
Robry tells Janni. Ocho and Penn are ranged behind him. :We might
be able to help Rad figure out the firing controls faster, and we
can help him fight off the crew.:

Janni nods. She’s probably realized that
being on the sub is no more dangerous than being outside it if
Kuron fires one of his nuclear missiles, and we’re running out of
time.

:He only has a few crew members left,: Wasp
says hurriedly. :Most of his men bailed on him a few weeks
ago.:

:Be careful,: Dai says to our team, :and warn
the salvies to keep an eye out for rogue shredders.: He twists
around and kicks for the waterlock with Rad and the others on his
heels.

:I’m coming, too,: I call after Dai. As I
race for the sub, the ghost of a plan is coming together in my
mind.

:We don’t have time to argue about this,: Dai
says, glancing back at me. :My dad could fire a nuke any moment
now. We both know he’s crazy enough to do it.:

:So, don’t waste time trying to stop me.
We’re all dead anyway if he pushes that button.:

Despite my bold words, I’m shaking as we
approach the big gray door to the waterlock, and Dai presses the
control to open it. Before we enter, we see Sham and Whitey
speeding away from the sub’s transport bay on powerful tows. Inside
the lock, I draw in deep breaths, trying to fight my growing panic.
Is it possible that everyone I care for is about to die? Dai
reaches out and takes my hand. His grip is firm and warm, and his
touch steadies me.

:I know I shouldn’t be, but I’m glad you’re
here,: he says on a private send. The moment the door slides open,
Dai shows the others a hatch that leads to the upper level of the
sub where the main firing controls are located.

I try to ignore my terrifying memories of
being a captive here as we hurry down the stark gray corridor. This
time the water on this level is set at neck height. Kuron probably
lowered it so that Dai can talk to him aloud and breathe, too. We
enter the com room to find Kuron pacing back and forth in front of
its big window. He stops dead in his tracks when he spots me.

“I want to talk to my son alone,” Kuron says
angrily. His hair falls lankly about his face, and his hollowed
cheeks are shadowed with stubble. His dark eyes are filled with a
maniacal intensity that chills me. Ran Kuron is completely insane,
yet somehow we have to find a way to make him see reason.

I glance at Dai. He’s staring at his father
in mute horror. For Dai and for all of us, I’m about to take a huge
risk. If my gamble doesn’t work, thousands of people could die in
the next few minutes.

“I’ll leave you two in a moment,” I say. “But
first, I want you to tell us what really happened the day your wife
died. You killed her, didn’t you? And all this while, you’ve let
Dai think he was to blame.”

Dai stiffens beside me, but my words have an
even more dramatic effect on Kuron. He glares at me, his chest
heaving in anger. “How dare you!” he sputters, his face flushing as
he pounds a fist against the window.

:Dai, link with me. This may be your last
chance to find out the truth,: I plead with him, and then I plunge
into his father’s mind.

Kuron’s thoughts form a maelstrom of anger,
fear and guilt. Images flash through his consciousness so swiftly
they make me dizzy. Still, I force myself to strengthen the mental
contact as I struggle to make sense of what I’m seeing in his
memories. Dai’s mind joins with mine, a warm, steady anchor in the
chaotic flow, and suddenly it’s easier for me to sync with his
father’s thoughts.

Through Kuron’s eyes, I watch him place a
magnetic mine against the outer bulwark of a ship that must be the
Storm Petrel. Just as he finishes arming the mine, a
beautiful woman with long, dark hair rushes into the compartment.
She sees the mine, and shock and dismay spread across her
features.

“What are you doing? You’re trying to sink
us? Oh, Ran, you truly must be insane,” Idaine cries.

She hurries across the compartment and
reaches for the mine. Afraid it might go off and injure Idaine,
Kuron grabs her and they struggle. Frantic to save her ship, she
wrenches free of his grasp and lunges for the mine again. This time
when he grabs her, he pulls her away from the mine with more force
than he intended. She trips and falls backward. Her neck strikes
the hard edge of a metal box with sickening force, and her face
tightens with pain and surprise.

As the air leaves her lungs and the light
fades from her eyes, Kuron watches in anguish. I tear myself free
of his memories because I’ve seen enough.

“You told Dai that he killed his mother,” I
tell him furiously, “but that’s not true, is it? You wanted her
back, and you thought if you could sink her vessel, she’d be forced
to return to you. So, after you put Dai through the Neptune
transformation and she was busy tending him, you went below and set
the mine. But she found you, you fought, and she fell and broke her
neck.”

Kuron stops pounding against the window and
drops his hands to his sides. His gaze meets mine, and the crazed
look fades from his eyes. His shoulders slump in defeat.

“I-I never meant for her to get hurt. I just
wanted her to stay with me.” Kuron turns to Dai, his face lined
with sorrow. “Dai, you must believe me. I didn’t want to lose you,
too, and I knew if I told you the truth, you’d never forgive
me.”

“So instead, you let me believe for all these
years that I killed her?” Dai shakes his head in disbelief. “I can
never forgive you for that. You made me think I’m a killer.”

“You aren’t a killer. I’m the only one here
guilty of murder.”

“And now you’re threatening to murder many
more,” I remind him. “If you fire a nuke at our c-plankton
nurseries, thousands will die.”

Kuron rubs his face with his hands. When he
lowers them again, he looks bewildered and appalled. “I threatened
to fire a nuclear missile?”

“And you threatened to torpedo the freighter
that’s loaded with the first shipment of Mom’s c-plankton,” Dai
says. “If you want to honor her work and her memory, let that
freighter pass and we can start to reverse climate change.”

Kuron frowns, as if he’s struggling to
concentrate on Dai’s words. “Yes, of course… of course that’s what
we should do.”

:Um, Nere,: Rad contacts me, :I just
overloaded the weapon control panel, but before it shorted out
completely, it sent a signal to two of the torpedoes to arm
themselves.:

:The controls that open their bays are
totally cooked, too,: Robry adds. :Ocho has found a way to delay
their firing, but we think both torpedoes are gonna blow up inside
this sub within the next thirty minutes.:

As if to confirm Robry’s words, red warning
lights start blinking on the control panel behind Kuron. My insides
clench with terror.

“What have you done?” Kuron cries and turns
to the controls behind him where buttons and lights flash
ominously. His hands fly across the panel, keying in commands, but
the warning lights continue to blink. After an endless minute, he
turns back to us, his expression grave. The manic look is gone from
his eyes. He stands straighter and he appears to be much more in
control of himself.

“Something’s wrong with the firing controls.
Two torpedoes have armed themselves. I can’t fire them, and I can’t
keep them from exploding. I’ll drive the Ophion out to sea,
and if I can’t shut down the firing sequence, I’ll dive the sub as
deep as I can. All the torpedoes on this sub could explode, and
they still shouldn’t set off its four nuclear missiles. But you and
your friends need to leave the Ophion at once.”

“But I don’t want you to die!” Dai says as if
the words have been torn from him.

Kuron smiles at him sadly. “The best part of
me died the day I killed your mother. I realize now that I haven’t
been well for some time, but by making me face the truth, you’ve
helped me to find a sane part of myself again. I don’t know how
long the rational portion of my mind will stay in control, but I
refuse to let the sick part take over again. Use your mother’s
c-plankton to stop climate change. That’s what she would have
wanted.”

“Come on,” I urge Dai. “The faster we leave,
the sooner he can get this sub out of here.”

“Go. It’s better this way,” Kuron says. “I’m
sorry I wasn’t a good father.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t a better son,” Dai says,
his voice thick with grief.

Kuron is already turning back to the control
panel. I take Dai’s hand and pull him from the compartment. As we
sprint for the waterlock, I tell Ocho, Robry and Rad to meet us
there and I broadcast to everyone, including James, what’s
happening. The moment we all leave the waterlock, Kuron’s sub
pivots to head out to sea, his shredder patrol swimming along
beside it.

Just as the vessel finishes its turn, two
rogue shredders flash out from behind the sub’s large conning
tower. They race straight for the rest of our team, Julita and
Miguel and the other salvies.


chapter thirty-five

Petrified for my friends and the salvies, I swim toward
them as fast as I can kick. Dai, Ocho and the rest follow hard on
my heels.

:Janni,: I yell, :you’ve got two shredders
coming at you from two o’clock!:

:We see them,: she cries. Raising her spear
gun, she darts in front of Julita and the other startled salvies.
Thom and Kalli flank her, and all three fire at the charging
mutates.

The first one stops and convulses violently,
spear darts protruding from its eye and mouth, but the second keeps
coming. Rohan and Tobin fire at it, and Miguel rams his tow into
its body before the shredder can savage Julita. Two other salvies
shoot darts into its gills. The water fills with dark red blood as
both shredders sink, jerking and twisting, toward the floor of the
bay.

:Nere, watch out for the shredder patrol!:
Dai shouts.

Cold fear floods through me. I twist about in
time to see the six shredders speed past. The scent of blood and
their hunger must have overridden the chips in their brains. Four
shredders dart downward and tear at the wounded rogue mutates. The
last two charge Janni’s group. One closes its jaws on a salvie’s
leg and shakes him violently. The other salvies frantically fire
spear darts into its head and gills.

The last shredder rushes at Tobin. My heart
stops. He’s still reloading his spear gun.

:Tobin, look out!: I cry even as I strain to
reach him, but I can’t get there in time.

His dolphin partner Mali flashes past me and
rams the shredder in the side. But the mutate keeps coming. Tobin
tries to fend it off with his spear gun, and the creature chomps on
the tip of the weapon angrily. Shadow swims up and fires a spear
dart into its mouth. Then, armed with only her dive knife, she
coolly shoots ink at the shredder from a gland in her neck. As
Shadow grapples with the mutate, they disappear inside a revolving
black cloud.

Panting, I stop just outside it. I can’t
shoot. I’m too afraid of hitting Shadow. Tobin hovers on the other
side of the cloud, his face white and his spear gun raised and
ready to fire. The ink thins a little, and Shadow backs away from
the shredder. Just as it lunges forward and rakes her arm, Tobin
and I shoot darts into its gills. The wounded creature twitches and
stares at us balefully as it sinks into the dark sea below. Tobin
grabs his med pack and goes to work on Shadow’s torn arm.

Twenty feet beneath us, Dai, Penn, Ocho and
the others fight the last of Kuron’s shredder patrol. When one of
the mutates turns on Robry, Densil rams it hard in the gills.
Freakishly fast, the creature reaches out and tears Densil’s back
before he can streak away.

Just as Ocho and Wasp finish off the shredder
that injured Densil, there’s an ominous rumble in the distance. I
glance down at Dai. From the stricken look in his eyes, I know we
both fear the same thing.

Trembling, I reach out to Sokya. :C-could
you, Nika and Laki go see if that sound was caused by the sub
exploding?:

:we go to see,: Sokya says and arrows away
with her sisters.

:Don’t get too close to it,: I call after
them, afraid more torpedoes might blow. If the nuclear missiles had
exploded, I think the shock wave would have crushed us by now.

I swim up to Shadow. Her eyes are closed and
her face looks paler than ever as Tobin ties a compression bandage
around her arm. :Will Shadow be all right?: I ask him anxiously on
a private send.

:She’s got some deep cuts, but she should be
okay,: Tobin replies.

:She just saved your life, you know. She’s
pretty amazing.:

:Yeah, I’m beginning to figure that out,: he
says, a smile lighting his green eyes, and then he turns back to
treating her.

I glance over at the salvies. Rohan put a
tourniquet on the leg of the teen boy savaged by the shredder, and
now Julita and Miguel load him onto their tow. After raising their
hands to us in farewell, they hurry away with their wounded
companion. James will fill them in on what’s happening when they
surface. I hope the boy makes it, and I hope that I get to see
Julita and Miguel again someday.

The dolphins crowd around Densil. I rush to
check on my friend. The shredder’s claws scored three long gouges
along his back. They don’t appear to be too deep, though, and
dolphins do have amazing capacities to heal.

:How do you feel?: I ask, pulling a salve
from my seapack that my mother used on dolphin wounds.

:I am glad the shark people are all dead
now,: comes his practical reply.

As I gently smear the salve into Densil’s
cuts, I contact James. :Tell Cam the sub is gone and he can head
out to sea.:

:Roger that. You all right down there?:

:It got ugly, but I think we’ve finally
killed the last of the shredders,: I reply. I pray I’m right and we
never see any of those cold, tormented creatures again.

The water around us fills with throbbing
thunder as the freighter’s engines shift into gear. I smile as the
Esperanza passes over us, heading out to sea. Dai swims up
beside me.

:I think my mother would be happy to know her
c-plankton is going to be spread throughout the oceans at last,: he
says with a wistful smile as he looks up at the freighter.

I stiffen when I spot Ocho and Wasp
approaching us. Ocho holds one of Wasp’s gloved hands between his
own.

:Nere,: Ocho says, his face turning crimson
again, :please tell your dad I’m sorry the bossman learned so much
about Safety Harbor and your plans through me. The doc was great
about letting me build my omniphone and making me feel welcome. I
never meant to put anyone from Safety Harbor in danger.:

:It was all my fault,: Wasp says. :When he
talked with me, Ochy didn’t realize how much information I was
passing on to the bossman.:

:What are you two planning to do?: I wish I
could offer them a home at Safety Harbor, but for now my father
would never let Wasp be around his other Neptune kids.

:We’re not sure,: Ocho admits.

:There are eleven other Neptune colonies
around the world, and they are all working hard to grow
c-plankton,: Dai points out. :Maybe you could get a fresh start at
one of them.:

:Or if you stick around here and help our
teams growing the c-plankton,: I suggest, :maybe you could win
yourselves a place at Safety Harbor eventually.:

:We’ll think about it,: Ocho replies for them
both, and they swim away together into the black sea.

:Good luck,: Dai calls after them. From his
intent expression, I can tell he has something important to tell
me, but Sokya contacts me first. I hold up a hand to stop Dai so
that I can concentrate on her words.

:the sub must have exploded,: she reports.
:the water above it is very cloudy, but we can sense the sub lies
in many pieces now along the canyon floor.:

:The fact it’s in pieces means none of the
nukes went off,: I say with relief. :The sub would have been
completely vaporized if they had. Can you sense any tows or
survival pods in the area that Dai’s dad might have used to escape
before the explosion?:

:the seas are empty,: Sokya says, her tone
tinged with sadness. :he was a bad man, but we are sorry for your
friend.:

:Come back to us now, and thank you.:

:you are welcome,: Sokya says, and for once
there’s no snarkiness in her tone.

I draw in a deep breath and focus on Dai.
Sorrow and worry churn inside him.

:That rumble we heard was the sub exploding,
wasn’t it?: he asks.

I nod. :I-I’m afraid the dolphins couldn’t
find any tows or survival pods in the vicinity.:

Dai bows his head in grief. I swim closer and
wrap my arms around him, and he lets me, a final gift from his
father.


chapter thirty-six

When Robry and I surface in a quiet cove along the south
side of Catalina Island, it’s a beautiful, starlit night. We’ve
come to say goodbye to Cam before we begin the long trip back to
Safety Harbor with the rest of our team.

A few minutes after we arrive, the
Phantom glides into the cove. I’m startled when Cam dives
off the bow into the water beside us. The dolphins surround him in
a heartbeat. He takes hold of Mariah’s fin, and the dolphins tow
the three of us to shore. We race across the tops of the gentle
waves, a warm wind blowing in our faces while the dolphins’ wake
shines silver in the starlight.

“I forgot how much fun a dolphin tow can be,”
Cam says with a grin as we wade through the surf side by side. For
a moment, he looks more like the boy I used to know. Robry comes to
stand beside me on the rocky shore, and Cam’s expression turns
serious.

“I’m grateful to you both,” he says. “When I
dumped that first barrel of c-plankton into Lucinda Bay, I felt
good for the first time in a long while. I’ll still design boats
and sails for Scarn, but I’m not going to smuggle for him anymore.
Instead I’ll smuggle supplies for your dad’s c-plankton
nurseries.”

“Dad said he’s putting you in charge of
managing all of the c-plankton production here in LA,” I say. “I
guess that means you’ll have to continue coordinating between the
Rathenistas, Scarn’s smugglers and the scroungers while keeping an
eye out for government soldiers and ships.”

“It won’t be easy,” Cam admits, “but it feels
like the right thing for me to be doing.”

“I’m glad,” I say simply, and I am. His new
job will be dangerous, but smuggling for Scarn was dangerous, too.
At least now Cam is risking his life for something worthwhile.

“So you’re leaving now,” he says, his voice
gone husky as he stares at us.

“The doc’s decided to rotate teams of us down
here to pitch in when we’re needed,” Robry says. “The water along
this coast is so polluted, it’s tough on our bodies and lungs. But
Nere and I should be back here again in a year or two.”

“I guess this is goodbye for now.” Cam steps
forward, his arms go around me and I lean my head on his shoulder.
“I never liked those stories where some poor sailor or fisherman
falls in love with a mermaid,” he says, his voice a deep rumble
beneath my ear. “They seldom have happy endings.”

My eyes burn with tears. “It’s hard when
landlivers and mermaids exist in different worlds, but I hope they
can stay friends.”

Cam tightens his arms around me, kisses my
cheek, and steps back. “I will always be your friend. If you ever
need help, send for me, and I’ll come.”

Looking a little impatient, Robry wades into
the surf. “Laki and I will race you guys back to the
Phantom,” he challenges us, and he and Laki win easily. By
the stern ladder of the sailboat, Robry gives Cam a final round of
messages to pass on to his mother and brothers, and they hug one
last time. Just as Cam turns to climb the stern ladder, Mariah
bumps up against him, asking for a goodbye rub.

“You take care of yourself, old lady, and
take good care of Nere and my little brother for me,” he tells her
gently. Then Cam climbs up the ladder and stands at the stern
rail.

“And you take care of yourself, Cam Cruz,” I
say as I tread water. I smile when Ara moves to stand beside him,
and he puts an arm around her waist.

“I always do,” Cam replies. Sokya, Laki and
Nika leap from the water in perfect unison and land on their sides,
drenching the back deck of the Phantom. Cam laughs as he
wipes seawater from his eyes. Ara smiles, too, and they both wave
to us as we slip beneath the waves.

Robry and I kick for the mouth of the cove.
Our entire team waits for us there with the tows loaded and ready.
Dai swims to meet me.

:You okay?: Dai asks, searching my face. I’m
touched by the concern in his dark eyes.

:Yeah, I think I am. How about you?:

:I’m still coming to terms with everything my
father did,: he admits, :but I’m doing better.:

It probably will take Dai some time to absorb
that he wasn’t responsible for his mother’s death, but already I
sense more peace and less anger in him. I swim forward and take
Dai’s hand.

:Let’s go,: I say.

Tisi swims around us in a tight circle.
:let’s go, let’s go, let’s go,: he gleefully echoes my words and
makes me laugh.

The rest of the dolphins catch his
excitement. They swirl about us as Janni and Thom start up the tows
and point them north, toward home.


 


A letter to my readers

I wrote all
three books in The Neptune Trilogy in part because I am so
very worried about climate change. The earth is heating
rapidly and human activity is the primary cause. 99% of the
climate scientists in the world agree on this. Our species is truly
changing our weather and our planet. Climate change shouldn’t be a
political issue. It’s everyone’s issue. My generation has left you
this giant problem. It will be up to your generation to find the
solutions to it.

Since The Neptune Project was first
published, I’ve been lucky enough to meet with thousands of bright
students at schools all over the United States and other countries.
I feel confident that you will find a way to stop climate change,
and you will be much better caretakers of our planet than we
were.

If you want to start making a difference and
saving the earth and our oceans today, check out the list of
twenty-five ways kids can save the planet posted on my website in
the Cool Stuff section.

In the meantime, I’m going to take a little
break from my Neptune world, but I am planning to write the story
of how Nere met Tsukwani and her little sister, and some day Bria
and Robry may go off on adventures of their own. The best way to
see what I’m writing next is to visit my website from time to
time.

Thank you for reading and for caring about my
books.

 


Polly Holyoke

www.pollyholyoke.com
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