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Day One

As I carefully swung one of my long legs over the body of the enormous, eighteen-foot-long great white shark, then the other leg, I noticed how much like sandpaper the predator’s skin felt like even through my four-millimeter wetsuit. Had we not been underwater at the U.S. Navy’s ocean station one hundred feet below the surface of the Pacific, I imagined I would have heard my wetsuit rubbing against the shark’s scratchy skin in a zizu-zizu kind of sound, the way a fingernail sounded against the front of a lenticular postcard, but all I could hear now was the sound of water rushing and being processed by the giant machines that pumped the salt water in and around the shark launch. I could hear that and the sound of the shark riding instructor over the coms in my ears.

“Don’t worry, Diver 301, that shark can’t open his mouth to bite you with the chips in her brain programmed to keep it shut,” barked a gravelly voice that sounded like it came from a middle-aged Jack Wayde—the old-time cowboy and World War II movie star— as it traveled from the trainer’s transductor in the glass control box the trainer stood in and into the ultrasound receiver in my full-face mask. “At least it works that way for 999 out of 1000 divers.”

Oh great. Where was I in that number line? The number on my dive suit was 301, but that didn’t mean I was the 301st diver to be on the back of this particular shark. I could be the 999st diver on the back of the shark, and statistically the next to get bitten. Then, again, it didn’t matter. The fact was that no matter where I was in this shark’s line of riders, I had a .1 percent chance of being attacked. Or maybe the trainer inside that glass box slightly to my right and just above where I had boarded the shark was teasing.

If he was, it wasn’t very funny.

I gulped back the taste of sheer terror as I gripped onto the shark’s humongous dorsal fin with both of my black gloved hands, forgetting to grip onto the shark’s communicator box that floated on a plastic cord, inches from the same fin.

My gosh, how was I going to ride this creature and hold onto a communicator box the way the trainer, a lieutenant colonel with the Marines, had taught me no more than a half an hour ago? I felt like I needed both hands at least to stay on. I say “at least” because it felt like more hands would be preferable…and more feet…and more legs. I had done my fair share of horseback riding in my time—no doubt, one of the main reasons I had been press-ganged into the Navy only a few hours ago, but riding a shark felt so different. A tall horse was around five feet wide. A long shark was almost eight. This meant that I had to use my muscles an entirely different way than I did with a horse. With a horse, at least the ones I had ridden, I had to grip primarily with my thighs, keep my weight in my heels, and use my calves mainly for getting into a two-point, a position where you lifted your bottom off the horse. Now, though, I had to grip with all the muscles in both my thighs and my calves at the same time, and even my feet had to slightly wrap themselves around the shark. It felt more like trying to ride the underside of a boat than an animal.

“Grab the communicator,” barked the Lieutenant Colonel trainer in an authoritative tone.

I was about to answer back that I couldn’t. That I had to use both hands to hold onto the dorsal fin to steady myself, when I suddenly felt something down and around my ankles.

I looked down quickly out of the bottom of my face mask to see that two thin, black plastic cuffs coming out from neoprene lines attached to the shark’s pectoral fins had wrapped themselves around my ankles, in essence, tethering me to the shark. Similarly, a thin plastic arm of sorts jutted out from a plastic element I hadn’t noticed before on the dorsal fin and created a belt around my waist, linking my core directly to the shark.

“Those tethers,” barked the trainer, whose name I had learned an hour or so ago was Lieutenant Colonel Jake Bretz, “will help keep you in place. They are not, however, to be used in place of good, old-fashioned muscle power and riding skill. But for gawd’s sake, man, grab onto the communicator!”

Feeling a little bit more confident with the tethers securing my wetsuited ankles and waste to the giant beast I sat atop of, and with the knowledge that riding one of these things wasn’t entirely unlike riding a horse after all, I tentatively reached out and took the small, black object that was also tethered to the dorsal fin, and I gripped it with my right hand.

With my left hand, I still held onto the dorsal fin. There was no way in hell this horrid Lieutenant Colonel Bretz was going to get me to let go of that.

As I gripped onto the communicator, I accidentally pressed a small, yellow button on it and heard in a mechanical robotic-sounding voice, “I will throw you the first instant we are out of the launching gate.”

I looked up at the large glass box where the Lieutenant Colonel stood with his shock of gray hair amidst the black and what looked like headphones on. This glass box was one of many attached to the outside of the giant metal underwater Naval Station called “Atlantis” just off the Coast of Southern California. I was looking to see if Colonel Butz, or whatever his name was, was speaking. But to my shock, his mouth was still.

I looked around the shark I sat astride to see who else could be talking. Several yards ahead of me, Alex Wong, a fellow diving friend, stood getting ready to get on the great white from another part of the shark launch—a stretch of metal attached to the outside of Atlantis where divers could stand with weights till the shark came to the chute in front of them and was securely held there till the riders could get on. These chutes or loading gates were not altogether unlike the old gates used in formal horse racing, back when mankind had time for that sort of thing. Only these shark launching gates, instead of being all metal, were a thick, translucent plastic on all sides, and were equipped for underwater use. They did, like the race gates of old, however. open in front and in back, no doubt with the click of a button, so that the shark could be loaded into them and the diver then sat upon the shark’s back.

I had never mounted a horse at a race or even seen it done in person, but, luckily the mounting affair was simple enough that I had had no problems climbing on the shark. I didn’t doubt that part of this was due to the control the Navy and Marines had over the beast through the chip implanted in its brain, and thank heavens they had this control. I couldn’t begin to imagine mounting a shark that was thrashing wildly about in a plastic box.

My problem, however, of understanding where the voice came from remained, and I continued to look around the launching station to see who could have spoken those words.

“Bwahahaha!” laughed Bretz from the glass cubicle he was in two or three yards to my right and in front of me. “That was the shark, 301. You heard that because you pressed the yellow button on the communicator!”

At first, I didn’t get it. What was this loony of Lieutenant Colonel (they all had to be loonies if they kept an underwater naval station secret, implanted microchips in the brains of great whites and pressed-ganged civilians into military service) talking about?

Then, I pressed the yellow button again.

“Prepare to be tossed the moment we leave this loading dock,” came the voice again. Although, this time, I didn’t understand the last word it said. What I did understand, though, was that somehow, some way, I was hearing the voice of the shark, or at least its thoughts translated into words via some sort of AI.

“That’s the chips we implanted in its brain,” said Bretz still barely containing his mocking laughter. “The shark’s brain sends signals to the chip, and the chip sends signals to the communicator in your hand. When you press the yellow button, those signals are translated into English words in ultrasound, and ultrasound to regular sound, so that you can communicate directly with the shark.”

That was too much. Three hours ago, I had been minding my own business diving the Great Kelp Forest in the cool waters off of Laguna Beach, California for crabs and kelp rockfish to try to survive in this post-war world, when I had been taken to the surface and pressed onto a small Navy boat masquerading as a fisherman’s troller. When I had first been told there was an underwater naval station I had balked at the idea. I had thought it completely impossible. Then, when I was told I would be riding a shark, I had laughed. Now, however, I was confronted with the fact that not only did I sit atop one of these terrifying wild Marine animals, which, until a few years ago, couldn’t even be kept in captivity, but that, through incredible technological developments, I could be made to understand the shark’s thoughts.

Was this a dream? Was I living in some strange, aquatic nightmare?

It had to be.

I couldn’t be strapped to a giant shark outside an underwater naval facility pressing a button and listening to a fish think.

Hell, not only was I listening to a fish think. I was listening to it think to me.

“301, wake up. I know this is a lot to take in and you haven’t formally started basic training yet, but we need you. There’s a cold war going on, and only a few people on earth meet the qualifications to harvest this material. Your country and your family are depending on you,” shouted Bretz into the transductor in my mask so loudly it hurt my ears.

My family.

What I wouldn’t give to be back on dry land with Curdie, my wife, and Leedle, my daughter. To see their smiling faces and know that everything was alright. To know that my country and the Western world wasn’t dependent on shmucks like me and my diving buddies.

Gawd, if this stupid war hadn’t happened so fast and the cold war that followed been so severe, I might be eating delicious rockfish with my family tonight—rockfish and kelp stew with the meager bit of starch in it to thicken it up.

Instead, I was here, exhausted and hungry and learning to ride a shark. And the learning to ride the shark was only half the mission. The other part, I wasn’t even sure I could do.

“Go ahead, talk back to Blackfin,” said Butz, I mean Bretz. “Your communication as a team is integral.”

A team? Good gawd, I was supposed to be a team with a shark? How was that going to work? I absolutely hated sharks. They were my enemy as a spear fisherman. If they weren’t after my catch, they were after me.

Yes, yes, I had watched Shark Month as a kid, back when we had the internet and TV and all that. I had heard how humans were more of a danger to sharks than sharks to humans. I had learned that humans used to catch sharks just to eat their fins and throw the maimed bodies of the sharks back in the water to die a slow death after the humans had taken what they wanted. But things had changed since those days. Now, no one would dream of wasting shark meat or any other meat for that matter. After the atomic war of the West and the East, sometimes called World War III, the oceans were some of the only safe places to harvest food from as China had destroyed large swaths of the United States agricultural centers in the Midwest with atomic bombs.

That’s right, humans finally decided to use the atomic bombs they’d been hoarding and testing underground for decades, and the end result wasn’t pretty. Luckily, the end result also wasn’t as bad as many people had predicted. The world, as we knew it, was not in some nuclear winter with perpetual electric storms and unbreathable air. The plants and animals hadn’t all gone extinct, and a person could still smell the flowers in Spring. The problem was that the war had been severe enough to cripple the U.S., Japan and China, and all the countries allied with those three. China had primarily bombed U.S. agricultural sites and a couple of cities, namely New York and Washington D.C., and the U.S. had done some damage to mainland China, the South Pacific, and Russia. But, as it turned out, China had disliked getting its agricultural sights and its Great Wall bombed and had come to a truce, of sorts, fairly quickly—and by fairly quickly, I mean within minutes of being bombed.

Honestly, General Pyson’s strategy of hitting China in the belly instead of the head had been brilliant. If the U.S. had just gone after Beijing and some of China’s other major cities, China might not have been so eager to make peace, and the whole world might be living in that horrible nuclear winter all the dystopian novels spoke of, if it was living at all. But, thankfully, when the great General Pyson, who was now our president, went after China’s agricultural centers, China was brought to its knees and initiated a cease fire. Of course, the cease fire only happened after China had bombed swaths of Kansas, Oklahoma and Nebraska, destroying much of the U.S.’ food-producing abilities and creating a famine far greater than that of the Dust Bowl in the 1930s. The other terrible problem, and essentially, the reason I was on the back of this shark, was that this truce between the East and the West was a very fragile one. If my great grandparents had thought the cold war between Russia and the US was bad back in the 1900s, they had seen nothing…absolutely nothing. This cold war between the East and the West now was a hundred thousand times worse, with nuclear bomb scares nearly every week, the U.S. at a code red ninety percent of the time, and almost all of our resources either going into food production in areas that really were never supportive of that, or in mining uranium and plutonium to make more and better bombs.

Which brings me back to this shark. This incredibly huge shark that I felt fear from the top of my head to the tips of my toes because of. This shark that had menacing teeth the size of sushi knife tips. This shark that could probably throw me and devour me instantaneously, despite my being tethered to it and my having semi-decent riding skills. This shark that I now had to learn how to control and, gulp, be a team with.

“Go ahead, press the red button and say something into the transductor, it will be translated into brain waves the shark can understand,” barked Bretz bringing me back to reality.

I looked at the little black box with its rainbow of colored, round plastic buttons and noticed that my fingers were trembling on it. I had to force back this fear. Microchip or no microchip, this shark, no doubt, could sense my terror.

I reached for the red button, but my finger slipped and I hit the yellow one again.

“You are a pathetic piece of fish meat. I will throw you the moment we leave this box,” came the robot’s voice translating the thoughts of the shark.

I wanted to sigh, just let out a good long, loud sigh, but sighing, for one thing, is difficult in a face mask and breathing apparatus. And for another thing, sighing would probably just give this shark the idea that I was easy pickings.

“You have to show him that you are the boss,” I heard my old riding instructor in my head say to me as a boy. Good ol’ Miss Z as we called her. What her real name was I couldn’t tell you, but I guarantee it was impossible to pronounce and from some far-off European country. “Horses need direction, and if you don’t show them you are in charge, they will throw you first thing.”

Boy, those were the days, when I was learning to ride just for the fun of it. When I did so many things just for the fun of it—lazily watching the internet on my device, making movies on YouTube, playing video games for heaven’s sake. Those were the days before every child’s life was divided between two things–household chores and work, and every adult’s life centered around trying to survive.

When was the last time I’d done something just for the sheer pleasure of it? A year ago? Two years ago? It didn’t matter. The fact was I was here now, and I had to learn to ride this d___ed shark. If we were going to work together, and I wasn’t going to get thrown, this shark had to know who the boss was. It had to know that even though I was smaller and weaker than it, I was, by far, smarter. Between the technology I could employ to control this shark and my own mental capability, I was its master.

I pressed the red button.

“I’ve ridden ponies that were fierce than you,” I spat into the coms with as much anger in my voice as I could. And it wasn’t hard to muster that anger. A few hours ago, I had been catching a delicious dinner and swimming freely through The Great Kelp Forest. Now, I was the military’s bitch, and I had no idea when or if I’d see my family again.

There was more than enough to be angry about.

The shark gave a little tremble beneath me as I said the words, as if it was trying with all its might to override the microchip in its brain keeping it still, and, for a moment, I wondered if the microchip would do its work. But after a moment, the shark seemed to calm down.

Then a torrent of words I didn’t understand began pouring out of the transductor. “Flurf Jiju Sweetsu Nothers ifsee….”

“What is it saying?” I asked Bretz.

Bretz laughed. “It’s so angry, the communicator can’t translate its thoughts.”

Oh great. I’d made the animal angry. Maybe being so aggressive hadn’t been the best tactic after all.

“If you want to deliver a shock of discomfort to control the shark, press the green button on the left of the communicator,” said Bretz as I tried to get a glimpse at the eyes of the creature I was sitting on.

Sharks’ eyes had always terrified me. They were so beady and expressionless, I always felt like I was looking at a ghost or a goblin as they swam around me in the forest. Not being able to see those eyes now, though, was even more frightening than gazing into them while swimming in the deep.

Suddenly, I realized what Bretz had said. I stopped trying to find the shark’s eyes and looked up at him in his glass box attached to the underwater station. He looked so smug standing there in his Marine’s uniform with its badges and metals on it. He looked like he thought he owned the world and me and this shark in it, and that made me even angrier.

“Discomfort?” I said angrily to Bretz. “Why would I want to cause it discomfort? Aren’t we already doing that with all the restraints the chip is placing on the shark’s actions?”

As much as I recognized that we needed to use the animals at our disposal to help the world survive in this dark time, I hated the thought of causing any animal discomfort. Call it my pre-war upbringing, or my sensitive side, or whatever you want. I didn’t like the thought of animals being in pain.

“Don’t worry, civvy,” said Bretz as if having been a civilian a few hours ago made me weak. “It’s the little shock you give the shark with that doohickey is no greater than the pain a horse feels when you move the bit in its mouth to turn it. You’ll get used to using this tool to help control the shark’s motion and your direction soon enough…if you last, that is.”

Now I was getting really mad. Did this Colonel want me to fail? He sounded almost as if he did. Where was the “You have special skills and your country needs you,” of a few minutes ago?

“Have you ever ridden one of these beasts?” I asked as I glared at my Lieutenant Colonel through the glass.

“I have,” said Bretz, “But that’s not the point, the point is you’ll either succeed in this mission or fail miserably, and time is running out. Let me give you your instructions.”

I ground my teeth together feeling them grit against each other as I did. I really didn’t like this Lieutenant Colonel. I didn’t like his fickle attitude. I didn’t like his smugness. I didn’t like the fact that he and his kind had pressed me and some of my friends into service. And I didn’t like the fact that he wasn’t willing to give me time to get used to being on top of a shark.

Maybe the shark and I had something in common after all. We were both here primarily against our wills, under the authority of other beings, and like it or not, we both had a mission to accomplish for the welfare of our planet.

“Alright. So, do you see the electric-blue button on the right of the coms?” said Bretz, getting down to it.

I nodded.

“That will signal the shark to bite off the kelp pneumatocysts you need and keep them in its mouth,” Bretz continued. “As we explained earlier in the instruction you received in the instruction room, here at Atlantis, each pneumatocyst or kelp bladder attached to the kelp stock contains a concentration of the nuclear waste that was dumped in the Pacific by the Japanese back in 2011. We can harvest that waste and reclaim bits of plutonium from it for future nuke building. The more nukes we can build, the less chance there is that China will bomb us again. And the less chance there is that China will bomb us, the less chance of another war. We’re not sure China has the technology to reclaim plutonium from the ocean, and therefore are only developing their nuclear arsenal through mining the smattering of plutonium left in their mines on land. The material contained in each bladder is minimal, but the more bladders we have, the more radioactive isotopes we have, and, therefore, the more bombs we can make. So, each pneumatocyst matters.”

So strange how those green little balls that grew on the giant kelp off of California could become so important. As a little kid, I had spent hours hunting for the pneumatocysts, or bladders, that looked like large, green marbles in order to pop them just for fun. Who knew that they absorbed more nuclear waste than anything in the ocean? And who knew that I’d be called on to harvest them to help make nuclear bombs?

I tried to shake away the thoughts that followed that. The thoughts that if the kelp bladders contained nuclear waste, so must all of the sea life that had grown up in the Pacific since 2011. The thought that every day I was ingesting, to some degree, Japan’s old nuclear waste, with all the crab, and shrimp and fish I ate, and that my life would undoubtedly end by some form of terrible cancer, as did the lives of most people who lived off of food from the West Coast of the United States these days.

I took a deep breath through the mouthpiece and forced my shoulders to relax. I had to focus on the task at hand. Deep down I knew that, as much as I hated it, and as wrong as it was for the military to press gang me into service, I might somehow help be a cog in the saving of not only my country, but all of planet earth from nuclear disaster, and like it or not, I had to try my best to do my small part in keeping this world and my family in it safe.

“The idea of this mission is to pick as many of the kelp bladders as possible,” said Bretz after taking a break. “Blackfin’, as this shark calls itself, can harvest up to 500 bladders in one dive and store them in the special pocket which we have grown in her mouth. If you can get this shark to get 100 bladders in your first go, you will be considered successful, and be one of the few people in the United States who has both the diving skill, the coordination, and the riding skill to do this work. You will be rewarded with good food, good pay, and the security of your family.”

The security of my family. If I could successfully accomplish this mission my family would not only have enough food on their plate, but would be able to live at the Naval Base above ground, where they would be secreted to an underground bunker in case a bomb should be dropped. That alone made doing this task, and doing this task well, worth all my effort and my heart.

“Just remember, you see the bladder, you press the blue button, the shark harvests the bladder, and you move onto the next one. Blackfin has been trained in this for years but she can’t do it on her own. Her electric senses don’t pick up where each bladder is, and she has a hard time focusing that close up, so we need your eyes and your coordination to make this mission work.”

Oh great. My coordination? They needed my coordination?

How on earth had the Marines picked out me for this job? Yes, I had diving and riding skills, but coordination was not my strong suit. As a baby I had learned to walk before I could crawl, a sign of terrible coordination, and I had failed miserably at sports as a kid and a teen. Only underwater did I really feel in tune with my body, but even then, my coordination was still off. I had gained enough of that horrible word, “coordination,” to be able to spear fish, but I was only really an average spear fisherman and that was after years and years of practice. How on earth, or rather, underwater, would I accomplish this “mission” if it required coordination in a way I’d never tried before?

I was about to ask these questions, when Bretz’s voice came over the coms in my ears, “Keep your wits about you, shark bites are rare, but Blackfin has circumvented her chip and thrown divers before without biting them. You don’t want to get thrown by a shark and dragged by the tethers of around your feet and waist.”

Wait, what? The shark I was on had figured out how to get around the chip in her brain? Why was I just being told this now?

I opened my mouth to protest, but before I could get a word out, however, the clear plastic gait in front of me shot open, and I felt a whoosh of water beneath me as some sort of man-made current opened the launching gate, and Blackfin took off like a Marine bat out of watery hell, and I had to, one way or another, hold on.
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Day One

I gripped onto Blackfin’s dorsal fin with my left hand for dear life and managed to get a few fingers of my right hand around the fin too while holding on to the communicator, which was also tethered via a thin line to the dorsal fin.

The moment we left the gait, I felt Blackfin begin to thrash and twist and contort herself in an effort to get me off.

Immediately, the old horse-back adductor muscles in my inner thighs kicked into high gear, as I gripped with my legs even harder than I did with my hand. This, however, led to a problem. If I gripped too tightly, I just pushed myself up and off the shark as my slick wetsuit glided against the shark’s wet skin like a banana slipping out of a banana peel when squeezed at the bottom. The specialized wetsuit had panels of a micro-hooked fabric that latched onto the shark’s sandpaper skin a little like Velcro to help me stay on, but even that wasn’t enough to counteract the slipperiness of an underwater situation.

Luckily, it only took a second for me to realize this, and I quickly adjusted the amount of pressure I was putting on Blackfin’s skin with my leg muscles, so that I didn’t go popping off of her like that banana out of its peel.

Even as I gripped with all the strength I could (without so much that I slipped off, that is), I realized that the beast was far more powerful than any horse I had ever ridden, and far more agile as well, able to contort herself in ways a horse could never imagine doing. It took all my skill and strength to keep from getting launched from the shark’s back by her furious motions, and yet, I knew that her actions were nothing in comparison with what they could be.

If this shark didn’t have the restraint of the microchip, I could tell she was beyond capable of bucking me faster than a mustang bucking a baby off its back. In addition to this ability, this shark also clearly had the desire to throw me. And honestly, I didn’t blame her. Bred for this kind of work or not, sharks were really wild creatures with millions of years of evolution telling them that nothing but nothing belonged on their backs. I was an invader in Blackfin’s space and on her body, and I knew there would be repercussions for this invasion eventually… though I didn’t want to think of what they would be.

Barely able to keep from being launched into the deep, I reached up with my finger and pressed the green button that sent out a “discomfort” signal till the shark finally quieted down enough for me not to feel like I was riding an angry bull. Slowly, starting in the front of her, then moving to the middle and finally to her tale she managed to calm herself, and equally slowly, I relaxed till our bodies felt more like one single being than a shark and rider.

If I hadn’t been so nerve-wracked about being thrown, or about all the things that could go wrong during this operation, I might have enjoyed the insanely free feeling I felt to be on the back of a giant fish gliding swiftly through the middle of the ocean.

Despite the horrible situation we were in, and the plight of the world, everything was so calm down here. So calm and so beautiful.

A little ways ahead of us, the insanely tall stalks of kelp swayed gracefully in the natural ocean current, their long, narrow, green leaves, or “blades” as they are called, dancing in a to-and-fro ballet that not even the most graceful prima ballerina could have copied.

Had I been able to smell underwater, I’m sure my nose would have been filled with the scents of Marine salt and seaweed and fish. In fact, I could smell the seaweed in my mind as fond memories of being a child and playing “seaweed monster” and making kelp forts at the beach replayed in my consciousness.

Bretz had been right about one thing, I realized, as we got so close to the kelp forest that I could see the fish swimming amongst the blades–the discomfort signal really worked like reigns, forcing the shark to slow and calm instead of moving in frenzied motions.

Just how much discomfort Blackfin was experiencing, though, as I kept my finger on the button till I was sure she wouldn’t buck me anymore, I didn’t want to know, but the fact that she responded to this discomfort was amazing. She had either been incredibly well trained, or the button sent a wave through the part of her brain that understood the displeasure would disappear if she calmed down. Maybe the two were the same. I really didn’t know that much about sharks, and I got the feeling that, although the Navy had managed to electronically enhance this creature, they were still in the dark about certain things too.

Blackfin finally calmed down enough to a point where I didn’t have to press the button any more, and we entered the ever-moving kelp forest.

I had dived this forest hundreds of times. But each time I did, it felt new and exciting.

Tall stocks, or “stipes” as they are called, of the kelp seemed to reach endlessly both up to the surface and down to the ocean floor at once. I knew they only grew up to 200 feet tall, but from one 100 feet below the surface they seemed to go down and up forever.

Fish of all different sizes and colors, from the bright orange Garibaldi, famous for its prominence near Catalina Island, to the gray-green of the rockfish that made for good eating, darted in and out from between the blades of the underwater trees, and sunlight filtered down from the tops of the trees like long golden fingers poking through a bowl of pine needles.

For a moment, as we traveled to the edge of the kelp forest, I had the terrible fear that we would dip below the 100-foot marker too fast. Sharks, after all, were built to dive to far greater depths and rise far more quickly than a human could. The furthest a great white was ever tracked was at a depth of almost 2,000 feet.

Humans, on the other hand, couldn’t go below 1,000 feet, and they could only get that far with the right equipment, loads of practice and a very slow ascent to the top with lots of stops to release the nitrogen build-up that happens from deep diving.

Those kinds of dives are highly technical and somewhat dangerous, however, and not what I hoped to do while on the back of the shark. If the shark dove too far too fast and rose just a little bit too quickly, I could get nitrogen narcosis, or “the bends,” as divers called them—a dangerous and potentially fatal condition.

If, however, we stayed at 100-200 feet, the depth of the kelp, with the specialized wetsuit I had on and enough time to come up, everything would be fine.

Bretz and the Marines instructing us had assured us that the chip implanted in the shark’s brain kept it from rising too quickly or going too far down, but what Bretz had deigned to tell me a few minutes ago as I mounted the shark, that Blackfin could sometimes get around her chip, had me a little worried.

I’d have to keep my eye on her, or rather, “my wits about me” as Bretz had said, and make sure she wasn’t going any deeper than programmed, or rising too quickly.

The specialized diving watch the Marines had given me would be key to this, and I glanced at the little black plastic circle on my wrist now as we began swimming into the kelp forest to make sure our numbers were good.

Phew! Relief flooded my being as I saw that we were only at 120 feet, and that we weren’t going down or coming up any faster than we should be. All was well.

And then, all the sudden, I had Bretz barking in my ears again.

“You should be approaching the designated harvesting site in a few moments,” said Bretz through the transductor as Blackfin and I traveled through the reef.

Good gawd, how far had the Marines gotten these transductors to reach? I had to be a quarter of a mile from Atlantis by now.

“We’ve all already picked almost all the pneumatocysts closest to Atlantis, but Blackfin is programmed to take you deep into the forest where there are still plenty for harvesting,” said Bretz in my ear.

I nodded as if he could see me, then realized my mistake.

“Affirmative,” I said to Bretz using what I thought of as official Marine talk.

Bretz laughed his harsh, cold laugh. “You can talk to me in civilian English, you know. Even though you’ve been temporarily volunteered for service, we don’t expect you to know or follow all Navy or Marine protocols…yet”

“Volunteered.”

What a ridiculously positive term for what had happened to me a few hours ago. I had heard whispers for years of a secret executive order by the president to allow press-ganging, or overriding the draft and kidnapping civilians and forcing them into military service, but I hadn’t believed it. That was the stuff of conspiracy theorists and kooks. Now, I realized maybe those “theorists” hadn’t been so “kooky” after all. It made me wonder how many other things I had passed off as “fake news” that was actually true.

There wasn’t time to think about that now though, or analyze the thousand of other questions I had, such as, just how much of this fish I was riding was programmed, and how much of it was allowed to actually be itself, as I had a job to do, and one that required focus.

Though Blackfin was gliding freely through the kelp forest as if she knew every stipe and blade, which she possibly did, I still had to keep from getting tangled. As a little kid, I had gone to Seaworld, back when that was primarily a theme park and not a government regulated research center, and seen an exhibit of a diver tangled in the kelp forest. The little plaque had read. “Occasionally, a diver may become tangled in the kelp and not be able to free themselves even with their diving knife. Many divers have died this way over the years.” Behind the glass of that exhibit was a diorama of sorts with realistic plastic kelp and a dummy in a wetsuit tangled up in the plastic kelp blades. The dummy diver, forever tangled in kelp stipes and blades had left a lasting impression on me and kept me vigilant every time I dove the forest. Luckily, I, nor anyone I knew, had gotten that tangled in kelp, but I had had my foot caught up in it once, and that had been a terribly frightening experience.

Now, as we ventured ever further into the forest, I kept in mind where my diving knife was on my belt, and decided that if I had to use it, I’d let go of the fin rather than the coms to get it.

But what happened if I got tangled and Blackfin kept moving? Would our tethers break or would she start thrashing about, getting her own self tangled in the kelp?

I felt a shiver go down my spine at the thought. This could end a lot worse than I ever imagined.

“Are you alright, Diver 301?” said Bretz as if he read my thoughts.

Then I remembered Bretz didn’t have to read my thoughts, my suit had a biomonitor on it that read my heart rate, pulse and temperature. Bretz had probably seen my heart rate speed up for no reason.

“What happens if I get tangled in the kelp and Blackfin doesn’t?” I asked.

“You can push the purple button on the coms on the left side and the tethers will break, just like we showed you before you mounted. Don’t you remember our instructions about the tethers?”

I gulped back the taste of embarrassment. It was all so new. It seemed like the communicator had a million buttons and there was no way for me to remember it all.

“A little more training would have helped,” I barked back.

Bretz laughed. “You’re getting the best training right now…on the job.”

Lord, how I hated on-the-job training. My first job as a teen had been in retail, and my manager had gone through the instructions once, then expected me to remember everything on my own after that. It had been a horrible job.

Suddenly, I felt Blackfin stop.

Her body gave a little shimmy under me as I sat there, and I realized she did not like stopping too much.

“Sharks need to move to keep water flow through their gills,” said Bretz, speaking quickly. “Without water going through those gills, they can’t breathe, so you need to start gathering immediately. Do you see stipe AA927 in front of you?”

“You’ve numbered all the stipes in the kelp forest?” I asked in shock.

“Do you see the d___ed stock in front of you?” thundered Bretz back.

I nodded, then remembered again that he couldn’t see me and I said, “Affirmative, I mean yes.”

“Start with that stipe and harvest every third pneumocyst, or cyst, within a three-foot circumference, then move onto the next stipe. After you have picked off all the cysts within reach of the stocks around you, Blackfin will move up five feet, and you will pick the next area and so on. This way you’ll be making the necessary safety stops as you go along. Do you understand?”

“Yes, so I push the little blue button to get her to pluck one off?”

“That is correct.”

“Why every third bladder…cyst?”

“The kelp cysts are partially filled with air and they act as buoys to keep the stipes upright. Without the cysts, the kelp stipes would fall to the bottom and they wouldn’t get enough sunlight to stay alive.”

That was interesting. In all my diving, I had never stopped to think what the kelp cysts were for, but it made sense. Something had to keep the long heavy stipes upright.

“Picking one out of every three doesn’t hurt the stipes, but you can’t pick more than that,” Bretz continued. Then his tone changed a bit and he practically shouted, “You have fifteen minutes to pick the first hundred cysts starting…now!”

Oh, good gawd! I was being timed? I had never done this in my life and I was being timed? I had heard of being thrown in the deep end to learn how to swim, but this was ridiculous!

I wanted to protest, but Bretz added, “Ah, Diver 302 has arrived at his harvest site. This will make for a good race! I’ll get the chef at the mess to cook you a steak dinner if you can beat Wong, Diver 302,” said Bretz. “But I doubt you can, Wong is a better diver than you.”

OK. That was it. I’d had enough. First this Lieutenant Colonel Butz had press-ganged me into service, then he decided to make me learn things the hard way, and now he was putting me down in comparison to Alex Wong? I’d had enough! I’d show him!

I straightened my back, took a deep breath of sweet air, and looked around for the closest cyst. There it was! Directly in front of me.

I took the coms and pointed it towards the cyst the way the Marines had instructed me, and pushed the blue button.

With a motion so swift it would have almost been undetectable had I not felt Blackfin’s muscles under me, Blackfin reached out and grabbed the bladder of the kelp with her mouth.

Wow. That was it! That was so easy!

Feeling a smattering of confidence percolate in my being, I held out the coms in the direction of the third cyst from the first one. It was a little larger and at an odd angle from where my hand was. Once again, I pressed the green button, and frowned.

Nothing had happened.

“Wake up Blackfin!” I said aloud, but I knew it wasn’t the shark. I wasn’t pointing my coms at the cyst at the right angle.

I tilted my hand at a slightly different degree and pressed again.

Once again, nothing happened.

“Diver 302 is beating you,” said Bretz in my ear. “He’s got three cysts already.”

Three? How was that possible?

“It’s not working!” I cried out in desperation.

“You have to point the coms directly at the cyst or the shark won’t know what to do!” spat back Lieutenant Colonel Bretz.

“I am pointing it directly at the cyst!” I said feeling furry rise in my belly as I pressed the blue button again and again.

“Oops! Five to one! Try another cyst!”

I pointed at the cyst directly beneath us and pressed the blue button, but again nothing happened.

I was failing.

“Try again,” said Bretz, sounding disappointed.

I hated the tone of despair in Bretz’ voice. I absolutely despised it when people were disappointed in me, even if these people were military monsters who had taken me from my family against my will.

I closed my eyes and took another deep breath, letting the delicious air fill my lungs and my being.

“It was alright, if I could just stay calm…”

“Eight to one,” burst the sound of Bretz’ voice in my ear.

I tuned him out. This jerk wasn’t in my position. He could have no idea what I was going through.

I reached out again, aimed steadily, and pressed the blue button again.

Once again, nothing happened.

“Ten to one,” Bretz barked. “You’re pathetic, 301!”

Pathetic! I hated that word! I’d only been called that once in my life, at the worst job I’d ever had when I was seventeen at a packing factory. There, my coordination had been so terrible I couldn’t even get the cans in a box straight, much less in the required time.

“Fifteen to one, 301. Wong is getting faster!” Bretz practically yelled over the coms.

That was it! I’d had enough of this stinking exercise! The world could just waste away from nuclear fall-out, there was no way I could get this stupid coms machine to work.

In a burst of fury, I pointed the coms in every which direction clicking the green button as many times as I could, knowing this would do nothing but annoy the shark and Bretz, but I didn’t care anymore. I wasn’t cut out for this job, just like I wasn’t cut out for most jobs with my dyslexia and lack of coordination.

To my complete shock, however, I felt the shark move under me, grabbing not one but two cysts at a time.

“Hey, you actually got another one,” said Bretz sarcastically. “Wong’s almost at twenty!”

Seriously? Was that how Bretz was going to be?

Accidentally my fingers slipped onto the yellow button again.

“More,” said Blackfin in that roboty voice.

Wait, maybe that was the key! Maybe I was trying too hard just to get one at a time. Maybe by relying on my eyesight and hand-eye coordination, I wasn’t tapping into my greatest asset…my intuition.

I closed my eyes once more and pictured the stipe from memory, then instead of looking at the stipe with my eyes, I imagined myself to be the kelp. I imagined how every blade and cyst would feel on my body were I the kelp.

I opened my eyes again and pointed the coms not at where I saw the cyst, but at where I felt it.

Then, I pressed the blue button.

Boom! Blackfin shot her mouth out and grabbed the cyst.

“Thirty to four,” said Bretz, my tyrannical trainer.

Quickly, as if I was plucking bugs from my body where I felt them crawling on me, I moved the coms towards each cyst.

Blackfin responded with the elasticity and dexterity of an Olympic gymnast, taking one cyst, then the other.

“Wait a second? Did you just get three in three seconds? How did you…” came in Bretz over the transductor.

But I could hardly hear him. He was in another world from me. He was out of my ears and out of my head. All that mattered now were those little green balls on the kelp stipes. I could feel one, then click the button, then feel Blackfin grab it, then the next one and the next, till we had cleaned off every third cyst in the three-foot-radius on one stock and were onto the next stock, then the next, then the next!

Then, without me even realizing it, we were moving up and then plucking cysts from the next three-foot-radius. We plucked and harvested and moved up and up, until finally the blue button began glowing, and I was taken out of my trance of feeling where the cysts were and getting Blackfin to pluck them.

“HOLY COW, GRANT! HOW DID YOU DO THAT?” yelled Bretz over the coms in absolute astonishment.

Suddenly, I was brought back to reality. I left that space of being so in tune with my body and the kelp, of feeling rather than seeing, and took a deep breath of the air again.

Had I been breathing this entire time?

It felt like I had been holding my breath.

But I had to have been breathing. By the time on my watch, almost ten minutes had elapsed since we had started.

“Did I beat Wong?” I asked, realizing that Bretz had called me by my last name instead of “Diver 301” for the first time.

“You lost by two cysts,” said Bretz, “But that is amazing considering he started out with thirty more than you. Come back to Atlantis now. This is enough for this afternoon. I’ll get you that steak lunch anyway. You’ve earned it.”
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Day One

Never in my life had steak smelled or tasted so good. The mess cook, who I learned had been press-ganged from Denny’s, had prepared the steak with a nice amount of pepper and seasoning and with grilled onions and mushrooms on the side.

I loved steak with onions. There are few things in life better than that combination, and this cook, whose name I sadly didn’t know, had done a fabulous job.

Of course, it hadn’t been the biggest, thickest steak, but that was because beef was hard to come by these days. Gone was the lifestyle I had grown up with of burgers on the grill every other week, and a nice New York strip steak at a fancy restaurant every other month. Gone were all the wonderful McDonalds and Wendy’s and Burger Kings. Instead, most Americans either ate what they could hunt from the sea or on land, and those were the lucky ones.

Food shortages in cities were widespread, with most city folk in LA and the surrounding suburbs desperate just for enough corn and wheat to stay alive.

All at once, our country had gone from a place of plenty to a place of starvation and deprivation. People had gone from worrying about what gender they were to worrying about how they would have enough food and warmth for another day.

And California was lucky. California, though no one would know it from the movies and entertainment outlets of the gay 2020’s, had a vast agricultural center, an agricultural center nearly untouched by the nuclear bombs and fallout over the Midwest. California had always grown a large amount of the country’s quantity of strawberries and almonds in these farms, and it had a vast cattle ranch industry as well.

We used to joke as we drove through Central California on our way to San Francisco that in the town of Koralingha “the smell of the cow’s linga’d”. Oof! I can still smell now the scent of herds of cattle shoved together in too-small pens ready to be killed and butchered. No amount of car air conditioning (What a luxury! Cars!) could eliminate the scent. And no amount of sadness and deprivation could take away the fond memories of laughing about it.

Well, almost no amount of sadness and deprivation could erase the memory. Being press-ganged into the military was coming close, despite the wonderful lunch set before me.

“Eat up,” said Colonel Lieutenant Bretz who was sitting across from me enjoying a much simpler dinner of cornmeal soup as we sat in the small Spartan mess of Atlantis. “There won’t be many lunches like that in your near future.

I nodded. I knew what Bretz was talking about.

“What did you think of your first ride on a shark?” asked Bretz as I finished the last few bites of my meal.

I looked up from my steak. Was he asking me a genuine question or was this some sort of a test?

“Uh, I’m not so sure how I felt about it,” I said, testing the waters so to speak.

“What, you don’t like Blackfin?” Bretz barked back.

“No, no. I’m sure she was fine. At least, I think. It’s just that…it’s just that…” I said, hesitating.

“Well, speak, man!” said Bretz.

“I’m not sure about the whole chip thing…” I started.

“What, you want to ride her without the chip?” interrupted Bretz.

Now there was a horrible thought. Riding that beast had been difficult enough with that “discomfort button” or “the reins” or whatever you want to call it on the coms that sent her brain a wave of discomfort through the chip. And without the restrictions placed on the shark by that same chip, she would have been impossible to ride, and she probably would have taken my arm off to boot…or eaten me altogether.

“No!” I exclaimed emphatically. “That would be impossible. If I have to be on the back of a great white, I want there to be some restraints, it’s just that I’m a little concerned, I guess, about the chip. I just don’t see how a shark can’t be in a world of agony with having its every thought and action interfered with, and I don’t like the fact that she’s been known to get around the chip.”

Bretz was so concerned with shoveling the corn chowder in his face that my words seemed inconsequential to him.

“People are dying out there from hunger and radiation poisoning and you’re worried about how a shark feels?” he said disgustedly.

At least it sounded like he was using a disgusted tone. I couldn’t really tell through all the slurping sounds that were going on.

“I just don’t want to be torturing an animal…not even a d___ed shark,” I said without any patience.

“So, you don’t like sharks, eh?” asked Bretz as if I hadn’t made this abundantly clear at our minimal training a couple of hours ago.

I suddenly wondered too, if, by emphasizing this point, I hadn’t given something away to Bretz that I shouldn’t have. Information, still, seemed to be an individual’s greatest asset, and Bretz, hell, maybe the whole military, seemed like the kind of people who took information and turned it against you at every possible chance.

“Well, I mean, they’re beautiful creatures. And they are necessary for the health of the oceans, but I just…I just…” I said, struggling for the right words. Should I tell Bretz about all the nightmares I’d had about sharks? Or about how, ever since seeing JAWS at the age of eight, I’d struggled with stepping into large bodies of water…even pools?

I mean it was absolutely amazing that I had ever become a diver with my galeophobia as bad as it was, but the fact was that once I got into the waves, I was usually able to put shark attacks out of my head. The wonderful motion of the waves and the feeling of the water all around me calmed me to the core of my being…calmed me, unless that is, I was actually riding a shark.

“You just what?” said Bretz, draining his bowl of soup as if he wasn’t in the navy and didn’t have access to two full meals a day.

“I don’t like sitting on the back of something that can amputate my leg with one bite!” I said finally spitting out what I needed to say.

“Would it be better if sharks needed two bites to finish off your leg?” asked Bretz sarcastically.

I glowered at him, but before I could respond he said, “Look, I get it. This is all new to you. As a spear fisherman, sharks were the enemy. They stole your catch. They were a threat to your life in more ways than one, but the fact is, as was proven today, you have a unique set of skills that the Navy and the Marines need. Not everyone can dive. Not everyone has riding skills. And not everyone has the coordination and timing to be able to pick kelp. To find a man with all three abilities is practically impossible. And right now, we need every atom of nuclear material we can get.”

A thought suddenly raced across my mind as Bretz spoke the second to last sentence.

“Wait a second,” I said as I put the glass of water I was about to drink down, “Did you know I had the strange ability to pick cysts before you kidnapped…I mean press-ganged me?”

I had gotten in big trouble for using the word “kidnapped” before, even though that was what had actually happened.

Bretz smiled a knowing smile, “Based on the data we received on you before the war, we knew you had a strong intuition. And after doing a number of experiments on shark riding and cyst harvesting, we discovered the divers who did the best were usually the ones with the strongest intuition. Wong, er, Diver 302, is the exception.

Speaking of Alex Wong, I hadn’t seen him since our training.

I would have looked around for him, but what Bretz had said before the thing about Alex had gotten me riled.

“Wait? What data did you receive on me before the war?” I said feeling a little shocked.

Since the war, the world had changed so dramatically, it wouldn’t have surprised me that the government had somehow gathered this data on divers without their knowing it. It still would have been an invasion of privacy and wrong, but there would have been a reason. What reason did the government, or at least the military, have for gathering data on me back when everything had been relatively right with the world? And how had they gathered that data? There were no enlistment camps and beaches full of military spies back then!

Then it hit me. Cell phones. To be specific, smartphones. Back in the day, we had all carried around little pocket devices that could log onto the internet and call other phones and maintain one’s global position for driving instructions and the like. Had the military been collecting information that way? Or through our home computers? If so, what a horrible thought! How much else did this man and the awful military he worked for know about me? And more importantly, what would they do with the knowledge that they had?

For the first time since I had met him, Bretz looked surprised and worried. “That’s classified information,” said Bretz. “But just know this. We know enough about you to know what you’re good for and what you’re not.”

Whoa. There was a horrifying statement. Who were they to decide what I was good at and what I was not? And more frighteningly, what else did they want me to do and not do because of my supposed strengths and weaknesses?

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said as I put my fork down. “The Navy thinks it can decide for me what I can and can’t do? Does it also decide for me what I want and don’t want to do? Why don’t you just implant a chip inside my brain and use me as a robot. That’s what you really want. You want robots to fight your wars and harvest your “nuclear material”. In fact, how do I know that you’re not a robot? Come here, and turn around, I want to see the back of your neck to make sure there isn’t a zipper somewhere.”

Bretz’ face turned bright red, and for the faintest moment, I thought I saw steam come out of his ears. He was clearly not used to being talked to like this…or he really was an android and I had just triggered his emotional center.

“That’s enough!” said Bretz. “You are still a recruit, and you better have respect for your superiors. You may have been “volunteered” for this standing, but it’s where you are right now, and you better have respect for that if you want the pay and the benefits that come with this position!”

Bretz was being loud—so loud the other Marines and naval officers at the small metal tables around us began to look at me, and it was my turn to turn red. I hated attention, especially the negative kind, and being yelled at by a superior got you the negative kind around here.

I was torn between giving Bretz more choice words and apologizing just to get everyone to look away from us, when something else grabbed my attention.

It was so unusual and frightening it grabbed not only my attention, but Bretz’ as well…and all of the diners in the mess.

It was the sight of Wong coming in through the entrance door…with his arm in a sling and a huge bandage on his cheek.

If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it looked like he’d gotten bitten by a shark.















