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“Whoa, whoa, whoa, pardner. You ain’t diving like that,” Ben Grayling, the chief dive tech, insisted. 

Kevin Dunne shrugged and looked down at the diving gear he had just put on. “Like what, Ben? This is how I always go out to work.”

Ben shook his head and moved to a rack on the wall. “Ain’t nobody supposed to dive at this time of day. You know how them sharks get at dusk.”

“Frisky?”

“No, you idiot. Hungry.”  

Kevin grinned. “In all honesty, Ben, I haven’t seen a shark around here in over a week.”

“Don’t mean they ain’t there, does it? You need to take your spear gun and your shark prod,” Ben insisted. He handed Kev the implements. 

“Come on. All I’m doin’ is swimming out and checking the air lines. We can’t keep losing fish at this rate or the big boss will have a fit. I promise I’ll be right back, Mom...”

“You’re taking ‘em. I’m in charge of the diving hereabout, and what I say, goes.” Ben’s dark face split in a dazzling white grin, taking some of the sting out of his words. 

Kevin grumbled a time or two but relented, muttering under his breath about how he was expected to carry his tools and all these toys and swim at the same time. 

He did a quick run through his pre-dive checklist then, satisfied, stepped to the dive pool and dropped over the edge. The sea swallowed him with a gurgling swirl of bubbles.

The ocean outside the Nereus II was the stuff of exotic travel brochures. And Kevin loved every minute of swimming among the brightly colored reefs spread over beds of white sand, and with fish even more spectacular than the reefs. He swam out from under the dome unofficially designated the dive shack and struck out across the compound toward one of the several enclosures dubbed the corrals where the fish were kept penned in by walls of air bubbles. 

Kev had to admit; Ben was right. The sun was settling over the mountains in the west, taking its light along with it and leaving a gloomy, slowly darkening haze permeating the clear waters. 

Up ahead, he could see a tall vertical smudge: the dense bubble curtain that was the visible side of the corral. Theoretically, the fish were supposed to stay inside the bubble curtain, but it seemed that these particular fish had not yet received the memo. Apparently there was a gap in the curtain, had to be, but the problem was that no one had found it yet. No one but the fish, anyway.

Just as it became too dark to see the bubble curtain, the guide lights began cycling on, illuminating a kind of pathway for swimmers. Kevin swam along the clearly-marked trail. He had only been in the water a few minutes, but now it was too dark to see, sharks or no sharks. He reached up and turned on his helmet lamp. The beam covered an area of the terrain beneath him roughly two meters square. Startled fish scattered, seeking shelter among the nooks and crannies of the reef.

He reached the first corral. The bubble curtain always reminded him of a fizzy, gravity-defying waterfall. Start at the beginning, he thought, first circle the enclosure to look for the gap. He could hear the steady thrum of the compressors set about at each quarter of the roughly circular enclosure as he began his counterclockwise circuit. 

He swam along the big airline slipping away on the seafloor to his right, intersected with a multitude of smaller lines coming off it. So far, so good. He was a quarter of the way around when he saw a sudden flash of light, like heat lightning, on the other side of the curtain—inside the corral. Nah, it couldn’t be; he must be mistaken. Again, he saw it. Brighter this time. A pale, milky glow flickered into existence then out again. He stopped swimming. He would have rubbed his eyes had it not been for his mask.

Who in the world would be inside the corral with a light, with the fish, especially at this hour? Somebody who was up to no good, that’s who. Kevin killed the light mounted atop his full facemask. He fixed his grip on the spear gun in his right hand and hung the cord of the shark prod from his left wrist. 

Whoever was in there stealing the fish was in for a real surprise. If he caught the bastards in the act, he’d save Reyes the expense and inconvenience of having to restock the fish. He might even get a good bonus out of it. After all, visits to Rio didn’t come cheap. 

He had just kicked, propelling himself toward the effervescent wall, when the light appeared again. This time it was so close that it filled his field of vision, lighting up the bubbles like a frenetic blue neon sign. In the center of the illuminated wall, a ball of intense light seemed to grow steadily larger. 

What the hell were they using inside there? A big spot light? A mini-sub?

It was then that the ball of light pushed slowly, deliberately, through the bubbles to hang above him like an otherworldly streetlight. Kevin froze, the spear gun and shark prod all but forgotten.

He stared, perplexed. So much so that what followed the glowing orb did not seem to register in real time. Bleak, dead eyes glowered at him from a tall, narrow face. A mouth, all of two meters wide, bristling with fearsome, translucent fangs, each as long as his forearm, each glowing with an icy, internal light, opened wide.

Kevin’s autonomic nervous system took over. His respirator blew out from his mouth as he screamed. The fish lunged forward. A crackling snap—the last thing he would ever hear—and Kevin’s head was severed from his neck. His head, his mask still around it, rolled free of his body. Then, in the instant before his brain registered that he was dead, Kevin saw several more of the monster fish darted out of the corral and began to rip his body to pieces... 
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A school of two-spot demoiselle fish, ice-blue slashed with a diagonal white line down each side, dodged her expertly as Gwen Ericksen drifted through the clear waters of Matai Bay, her favorite snorkel spot off the east coast of the North Island. Deeper down, she saw a swirling mass of New Zealand topknots, long with spiky fins on top and bottom, slipping through the rocks that littered the bottom.

Notoclinus fenestratus, she made a mental note as she trained her camera on them, from the family of the triple-fin blennies. They’ll be great in my next episode.

She caught a glimpse of something big coming up, a dark shadow on her starboard side. She hoped it might be a Hector’s dolphin—found nowhere in the seven seas except off the coasts of New Zealand—but the amorphous shadow resolved into Carter Straub instead. He slid to a stop beside her, pointed at the chronometer on his wrist, and pointed towards the shore.

Gwen gave him a thumbs-up. She was so glad Carter was able to dive with her again. There’d been days, weeks even, when she’d feared he would not. And that, far more than the loss of a part of his leg, would have killed him. 

He shot ahead and fell in in front of her, skillfully just missing her facemask with the tip of his wide monofin; his long, muscular right leg had a foot in one pocket; his specially-designed prosthetic leg had a blocky insert in the other.

Gwen followed him to shallow waters, where they flipped over, removed their dive fins, and slid them into net bags. Gwen helped Carter to his feet. They trudged across the white sands to their cache of gear above the water line.

“Get any good stuff, luv?” Carter asked as he handed her his camcorder, dropped onto a towel and began unbuckling his prosthetic. 

“Some topknots and a school of demoiselles. You?” Gwen asked as she stowed away their cameras and took his other prosthetic out of its bag. This one, a light titanium alloy, was built for walking and running; the other was just for diving.

“Got some shots of Kokiri,” he said as he buckled on his other leg. “Good eating, even if they are so ugly.”

“Parika scaber,” Gwen muttered, translating Maori name into scientific name. “Leatherjackets, to us pakeha. I’m surprised you didn’t bring us back some for lunch.”

“Nah, too much bother to clean, and those long spikes are no fun. Rather have a pie and a beer. And speaking of lunch, let’s load up.” 

Carter put his hand on Gwen’s shoulder and, with her help, scrambled to his feet. She hung several of their bags of gear on his broad shoulders, grabbed the remainder herself, and they headed towards their small car. 

It was definitely time to leave; the beach was starting to fill up and soon the waters in the bay would be crowded with swimmers, the shore dotted with families on outings. 

A short drive inland was their favorite pie shop, where they stopped to pick up lunch: bacon, egg and tomato for Gwen, steak and onion for Carter. A few minutes later, they arrived at the little bungalow they shared. Gwen hooked the two cameras up to her computer and downloaded their morning’s work. She flicked through the stills and the video while Carter got a beer and a bottle of juice from the small fridge. 

He leaned over the back of her chair. “How’d I do, luv?”

“Better than me,” Gwen said, grinning up at him. 

“What can I say? Gorgeous and talented.” He handed her the juice. 

Gwen’s vlog, ‘You and Me and the Deep Blue Sea’ was really creating a buzz since she’d moved to New Zealand. Not to mention, the new authority she had after getting her master’s degree at the Victoria University of Wellington only increased her legitimacy. So now her vlog wasn’t drawing just sea creature fans but marine scientists as well, all fascinated as she displayed sea creatures in their natural habitats and described their lives. 

Carter’s phone beeped and he walked over to grab it from the counter. Gwen ignored him; as he talked, she continued studying the pictures on her screen, picking the ones she’d use for her next vlog.

“Gwen?” 

Gwen stopped everything when she heard his tone; the temperature seemed to drop around her. She rotated her desk chair slowly and saw the concerned look on his face.

“What is it?” she said as she rose and hurried toward him. 

“It was Lando,” Carter said, laying the phone back on the counter. 

“Lando?” Gwen snapped, feeling the unavoidable anger rising as it always did. “Well, that’s never good. What did he want? Obviously, he didn’t want to talk to me...not that I’m surprised. Is it something about that new prosthetic he’s promised you?”

“No,” Carter said, not meeting her eye. “He’s arriving in Wellington Friday. He wants us to drive down and meet with him.”

“Why the hell should we?” Gwen snapped; she could feel her face turning red as her anger rose. 

“He said he had a...proposition he’d like us to consider.”

“No. No way in hell.” Gwen said flatly. “Never. After what happened on the Nereus I? No thank you.”

“Want me to call him back and tell him hell no?” Carter asked.

“He doesn’t deserve even that. We ignore him.”

Carter didn’t say a word. He just got another beer out of the fridge.

This was on a Monday afternoon.

On Wednesday morning, Gwen did something she’d promised herself she’d never do.

She changed her mind about working with Orlando Reyes.

At eleven Wednesday morning, Gwen was doing the final edits on her weekly vlog, due to go out the next day, when she got a ping on her computer: someone wanting to chat in her private room. 

“Got to take care of my fans,” Gwen whispered, and then looked around to see if Carter had heard her. He had a tendency to make fun of her when she talked about ‘fans’, even though he bragged on her behalf to all his local friends and his vast extended family. She could see out the open glass doors that he was on the deck having tea and getting some sun, comfortably out of earshot. 

She clicked on the private chat button:

<This is Gwen. What can I do for you?>

<Spider. We need to talk.> 

The message was there just long enough for her to read, then it was gone as if it’d never been. 

Spider had a passion, almost a neurosis, for complete privacy. Not surprising, since he was a hacker. Gwen didn’t even know his real name. Or why he was in New Zealand; he sure didn’t have the accent. Or any accent, as far as she could tell.

<Sure. Usual place/time? What day?> she typed in.

<Roger that. Today. Urgent.> flashed on the screen and was gone in a heartbeat. 

Gwen slid her chair back and went to the door. “Hey, handsome, buy me lunch?”

Carter scrambled to his feet. “I was just thinking—”

“—thinking?” Gwen interrupted, one eyebrow raised. “What, learning new skills, are we?”

Carter grinned lazily as he drew her into a hug. “We’ll talk about my many and varied skills later, after you feed me. Where are we going?”

“Spider wants to see us.” 

Forty minutes later, after a stop for supplies, Gwen and Carter were driving through what looked like a rainforest—looked like it because it was—near Coromandel. They took a dirt track, then another, then parked their car in a small, deserted clearing. Gwen got out, locked the car, hefted her computer bag over her shoulder and grabbed a canvas bag, while Carter slid both arms through the straps of a duffel bag and hoisted it onto his back. Soft chinking echoed from inside. 

Ten minutes’ walk along an almost-invisible path led them to a tiny clearing with a battered delivery lorry parked in the middle, the flat roof bristling with antennas, aerials and dishes. Overhead stretched a camouflage net attached to trees at the edge of the clearing and interwoven with branches and leaves. The soft hum of a generator competed with the vibrant birdsong from the rainforest. 

Carter was in front. When Gwen joined him, panting a little from the humid air, he called: “Spider? Beer delivery, mate!”

A door at the back of the lorry opened with a squeak of unoiled hinges and a head poked out. A scrawny hand slid sunglasses onto a pallid face then waved in a beckoning motion.

Gwen struggled to hide her grin as she followed Carter across the clearing, up two rickety steps and into the van.

Inside, three walls were lined with computers, monitors and undefinable electronics, an array that always reminded Gwen of NASA control. A clutter of wooden and cardboard boxes, a single wobble stool and a minuscule fridge filled the small amount of open space in the center.

“Good to see ya.” Carter slid his duffel bag from his back and loaded the fridge with bottles of beer. “We brought lunch,” he said, pulling out a box of meat pies from Gwen’s canvas bag.

“Thanks!” Spider squeaked as he accepted the pie Carter handed him and took a huge bite.

Gwen waited impatiently for him to be able to speak. As far as she could tell, he was still wearing the shirt he’d had on last time she’d seen him, at least a month ago: a ragged washed out grey one, too big for his narrow chest and spindly arms. It said ‘They’re Out to Get Me’ and either he hadn’t changed it or it was his favorite...or both. Stick-thin, pale legs poked out of ragged shorts, and his feet were bare. The smell inside the lorry could compete with a football locker room...or a wastewater treatment facility.

She shook her head in disbelief. This was the best hacker in the Southern Hemisphere? Well, yeah. She knew he was because she’d seen what he could accomplish, but she still didn’t quite believe it. 

The pie had disappeared. When Carter offered another, Spider shook his head, long greasy black curls flopping into his eyes.

“No time, bro,” he said, pulling up his shirt tail to wipe his mouth. “Gwen, you’ve got to see this.” He pulled up the wobble stool and straddled it, planting his bare feet on the floor as if he were preparing for take-off. His fingers danced and flickered over a pair of keyboards set beside each other on the rough sheet of plywood that formed his desk. 

“I’ve finally had some luck with one of those flash drives,” Spider mumbled as the two screens cycled through various displays. 

“You’ve managed to decrypt it?” Gwen asked, rubbing her hands together in excitement. “How did you find Abara’s password?”

Spider shrugged. “Passwords never slow me down. Usually I can bypass ‘em. It’s the encryption that took all the time.”

He stood up and waved Gwen to his stool with unexpected chivalry. Gwen gingerly sat on the unstable stool and peered at the smeared monitors. 

“Have you two ever heard of such a thing as a giant isopod?” Spider asked.

Gwen sat up straight, making the stool gyrate beneath her. “Uh, you might say so,” she said. Suddenly, she was hesitant to read what Spider had found out. Scared even. 

To her surprise, the bottom screen had stopped cycling but it was not displaying text. Instead, it looked like the first frame of a video frozen on the face of the late Dr. Baako Abara, former head scientist onboard the Nereus I. And, Gwen liked to think, her friend, even though she’d only known him a short time. 

“Just hit ‘enter’ when you’re ready,” said Spider. He stepped back and squatted on a wooden crate. 

Gwen hit the key and the video began, a bit jumpy at first. It looked like Abara had been recording a hasty message on his cell phone. His broad mahogany face and one shoulder filled the entire frame. It was not something she’d expected, seeing his face again; she grabbed the mouse and hit the pause button, her other hand scrabbling around her neck for the wooden amulet Abara had given her, only moments before he’d died.

Carter huddled closer over her shoulder for a better view. She looked up; he nodded and she pressed the enter key.

Abara smiled, and Gwen knew he was smiling at her even before his first words came out of the speaker:

“I used to think that they only said this in the movies, but Gwen, if you are watching this—and I devoutly hope you are—then I am almost certainly dead. There isn’t much time, so I must keep this brief. First of all, forgive me, and not just for getting you here. That may have been the best thing I’ve ever done. And while I attempted to make little of your claims of giant isopods, please be aware that I knew full well you were telling the truth. We all have to answer to someone in life
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