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Andrew Mackenzie dragged his kayak to the keen edge where the ice ended and the water began. He checked over the boat’s contents, just in case he’d forgotten something, before slithering in. A determined shove with his paddle pushed the craft away, then two strokes to the left side to position the boat perpendicular to the shore. Another few strokes and the long, narrow kayak shot away from icy shore and into open water sprinkled with chunks of bobbing ice. 

“Hope you catch something good for supper!” yelled his brother Arlo.

Andrew heard the door slam as Arlo got back in the truck; his baby brother was not an outdoorsman and would probably spend the next three hours talking to his girl in Ketchikan while Andrew fished. He raised a hand over his head and waggled his gloved fingers in acknowledgement, then settled into his usual smooth and rhythmic paddling, shooting across the top of the water and racking up more and more distance from the shore. 

“Beautiful day!” he shouted to absolutely no one. God, he loved to fish, yanking out squirming beasts and watching them slowly lose their lives! Getting this job in the oilfields at Prudhoe Bay was the best thing that had ever happened to him and his brother. Good money piling up in the bank, not much to spend it on until they got back to town, and kayak fishing on his days off. Life couldn’t get any better. 

He glanced back over his shoulder; his red truck was just visible, a blot of blood against the snow. Behind it, he could make out the dark line of road leading back to Prudhoe. 

He began to examine the expanse of ice-littered water before him. The ice shaded the sea below and—

Something broke the water in front of him. He glimpsed a dark...well, he couldn’t really tell what it was; it appeared and was gone before he could identify it. Squinting against brilliant rays bouncing from sea to ice, Andrew struggled to keep his eyes focused on the spot of disturbed water. He couldn’t believe he’d be lucky enough to find a school of fish already, hopefully halibut. He shipped his paddle and pulled out his high-dollar fishing gear. The hook was already baited with a nice, smelly piece of canned beef. 

Andrew gave a quick flick of his wrist and the fishing line flew away in a high arc over his head. It hit—plop!—dead center of the ring of agitated water. He leaned against the backrest of his custom kayak and settled back, confident of a quick catch.

Nothing. 

Nothing.

The sun beamed down, warming him almost too much in his cold-weather gear. He unzipped his jacket and wrinkled his nose at the smell that escaped. Time for a bath soon; maybe next week.

Nothing. 

More nothing. 

Andrew could feel his eyelids getting heavy as his kayak rocked gently...

Something? 

He sat up, eyed where the end of his line hit the water. 

Nothing.

He made sure his new saltwater combo rod and reel were secure in the bracket, then he grabbed his thermos. Coffee, that’s what he needed. Well, coffee with a little—okay, a lot of rum. He poured a cup of the steaming, sugary liquid and took a luxurious sip.

And another. 

And drained his cup and poured it full again.

It didn’t take long for the quart thermos to give up its last dregs.

Andrew sighed and shook his head as he contemplated the last puddle of rum...barring the pint he had stashed in the cubbyhole beneath his seat. 

Something hit the bottom of his kayak. The lid of his thermos flew out of his hand, spilling coffee on his glove before flying out into the water, silver cup bobbling cheerfully. He grabbed his paddle from its bracket. What could have hit him? He’d heard of the occasional salmon shark bumping fishing vessels but didn’t recall a report of them harming a human.

Andrew didn’t want to be the first statistic. He waited, holding his breath.

Nothing. Not the least tremor through the sixteen feet of his kayak. 

He let his breath out with a hiss. “Damn, that thermos was top of the line. I’ll have to get another one shipped in on the next supply boat—”

Andrew checked to make sure his rod and reel were still secure in their bracket then settled back to wait. It didn’t take long for him to get bored. He shifted. He checked his watch. It felt like he’d been out a while but it was still early, way too early to head back empty handed. He wished he hadn’t spotted that fish straightaway. Now the promise of a quick catch had turned into a waiting game of glacial urgency. And he’d lost his thermos. He gazed over the glinting sea but it was nowhere to be seen. And it wasn’t just the thermos, expensive though it was. What he really missed was the rum-coffee mixture it held—heavy on the rum. He sighed, reached down and fished the emergency pint of rum from beneath his seat.

Half a pint later—

A dark head broke through the surface of the water, less than three feet away.

Andrew blinked bleary eyes...then gasped. This was no fish. This was no shark. It wasn’t even a seal. It was... He rubbed his eyes, looked again. 

It was. It was a mermaid.

“Hell no...” he said, shaking his head. “No way...”

Sleek, black hair laid close and flat on a long, narrow skull, the skin white with just the faintest, almost invisible tracery of scales. The mermaid’s wide mouth opened in a grin, displaying double rows of sharp, triangular teeth. One hand reached up, dripping, and grabbed the side of the kayak. Andrew counted six webbed fingers, each tipped with a long, pointed nail. 

He leaned forward. “Oh, baby, you are so gonna make me rich!” He breathed fumes as he stared into limpid green eyes. “Wait’ll I get you back to shivili—civilization. We’re gonna go places, you and me. They’ll be throwing money at us!”

Another hand grabbed the kayak and the mermaid began to rock the boat gently.

Andrew’s stomach protested. “Okay now, enough of that. You’re gonna make me toss my cookies.”

The mermaid stopped rocking the kayak and stared at him.

“Hey, you want to come up here with me? That it? Come on, then; plenty of room for the both of us. Here, lemme help ya.”

He grabbed her wrists, leaning away from her so as not to upset the boat. But she gave a quick twist to each hand and Andrew found his own wrists trapped in a sinewy grip that felt like icy steel cables wrapped around him.

“Hey, no use getting all physical, now, honey,” he said, soothingly. “I’m not going anywhere.”

With a quick slither, the mermaid used her grip on his arms to leverage herself onboard, landing in Andrew’s lap. 

She didn’t have a fish tail, to Andrew’s disappointment. But she did have two long, long legs ridged with narrow fins, and the toes on her feet were webbed.

“That’s okay, honey,” Andrew said as he shifted under her unexpected weight. “A tail would have just gotten in our way.”

Her grin widened. Andrew’s matched it.

At least for a second. Then her mouth widened even further, as if she wanted to swallow him.

And she bit off his face.

Andrew struggled, twisting in agony, but his kayak—top of the line—held steady. Out of the single eye that still worked, he saw her spit his flesh into the water, her nose crinkling in disgust.

“Nassssty,” she said, her lips forming the word awkwardly as if speech was an unaccustomed habit. She shrugged her bony shoulders. “But hungry.”

Then her mouth opened wide again...
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Gwen Ericksen was exhausted, completely and utterly exhausted; she wanted to sleep, and yet how could she sleep now?

She glanced at the clock above the hospital room door and wondered what was taking so long.

“Patience, luv,” Carter said from the chair next to her bed.

Gwen smiled and settled back into her pillow. She could still ‘feel’ her daughter even after the relatively brief time she’d been allowed to hold her in the delivery room. Waiting to hold her again was almost unbearable. Thinking of her, Gwen’s imagination carried her away; first steps; first word—would it be mama or dada?—first haircut; first day of school. First time to swim in the ocean. So many firsts to experience, so many joys to revel in.

She looked at the clock again.

“Gwen,” Carter said. “It’s been all of a minute since you checked the time.”

“I know, I know, but how long does it take to give a baby a bath? Do you think something has happened?”

Carter took a seat on the edge of the bed next to her. He tucked her hair, which had grown longer these last several months, behind her ear. “She’ll be all right, Gwen. We’re in a hospital. If anything were to happen, someone would let us know.”

Gwen sighed. “You’re right, of course. It’s just, it’s been such a roller coaster day, and I feel like I don’t know what I’m doing. Or like I...” 

“You were wonderful,” Carter assured her. “And she’ll love her bath.”

Her bath, Gwen thought again, her thoughts bouncing around like a Mexican jumping bean. I have...we have a daughter.

Gwen nestled against Carter’s warm shoulder and laughed up at him.

“You look exhausted,” she teased sleepily.

Carter shook his head. “Exhausted? Luv, I’m knackered. I don’t know if I can go through that again. Next time, I’m leaving Auntie in charge and I’ll go off with Spider for a drink. Hey, we should get in touch with the rest of the team and let them all know they’re aunties and uncles, yes?”

“Next time, huh?” Gwen blinked her eyes. “How many kids are we planning?”

“Well,” said Carter, looking up at the ceiling to hide his grin, “my mum had nine, and her mum had eleven, and her mum had—”

The door to the room burst open.

“Mr. Straub,” said a nurse in pink scrubs. “Can you, uh, come with me, please?”

Gwen felt her joy evaporate. With a hiss, she sat up. “What? What’s wrong?”

“The baby...your little girl...” said the nurse, her face gone pale in shock. “She’s gone.”

Carter sprang to his feet. “Gone?”

Gwen felt a stab in her heart. “What do you mean, gone? What does that mean?”

The nurse’s eyes were wide with worry. “She’s not in her cot. I checked with the other nurses but no one has her, no one knows where she is. Gone. Just...gone.”

Gwen was in motion without realizing it, a force of nature, rampant motherhood. She felt the bed sheets fly away, felt her feet hit the cold, colorless tiling.

“Ma’am,” the nurse said. “We’ll find your baby. You really shouldn’t be walking around.”

“Get out of my way,” Gwen warned. She brushed the nurse aside and stormed out of the small private room. Carter was at her side as she struck off down the hall. “Easy, Babe. You can’t go racing off like this, you might start bleeding.”

Gwen stopped so suddenly that Carter almost ran into her. She gave him a frigid glance.

He raised his hands. “Hey, hey now. I’m as worried as you are. She’s my baby too.”

“Then act like it,” Gwen said coldly and continued toward the nurses’ station.

She was several steps along before Carter caught up to her. He said nothing, but she knew that she had hurt him with her words. She hadn’t meant too. He hadn’t deserved it, but right now was not the time for apologies.

“Ms. Ericksen! Mr. Straub!” A man in a finely tailored gray suit called to them from just up ahead....

* *
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Twenty minutes later, Gwen was dressed in a robe and sitting restlessly in a wheelchair inside the dimly lit hospital security room. She was squeezing Carter’s hand so hard his knuckles had gone white.

The hospital administrator and a detective from the local missing persons unit stood with them, staring at the rows of banked monitor screens displaying numerous hallways, waiting rooms, hospital entrances and exits, parking lots as well as the parking garage, and other areas. 

Seated at the keyboard, the control room operator pointed to one of the upper monitors. “There, that’s the maternity ward,” she said. She began typing. “Let me just punch in the probable time frame and hopefully we will see something.” 

Gwen leaned forward in the wheelchair. 

“Which baby is theirs?” asked the detective.

“Cot number seven,” said the operator. “This one, right here.” A cursor appeared on the monitor and she positioned the small triangle over one of the tall, clear plastic cots.

Gwen felt her throat tighten as a nurse stepped into view, her back to the camera as she approached that particular cot.

Gwen felt the tension welling within her as the woman leaned over the baby, her baby. There was something familiar in the way the woman moved.

All eyes were locked on the screen as the nurse lifted the baby and held it close. Her red hair, drawn back in a ponytail, swung gently as she looked furtively from side to side. Then, baby in arm, she calmly turned to walk away, toward the camera. In that moment, like a moth drawn to an irresistible flame, the nurse glanced up, directly into the camera lens.

“Oh my, God!” Gwen said, surging to her feet.

The security operator paused the video.

Gwen looked at Carter in mutual disbelief. “It can’t be. It can’t.”

“You know this woman?” the detective asked.

“Priss,” Gwen hissed.

The administrator looked at Gwen. “Who?”

“Doctor Priscilla Evans. She took my baby, the bitch.”

Everyone around her, including Carter, started to laugh....

Gwen gasped and jerked up in the narrow bunk, her heart racing, her head pounding.

A dream. The same damned dream.

She’d lost count of how many times she had relived that terrible day, both awake and in her sleep. And although she had stopped crying, dreaming about her little daughter Pania was never less than soul crushing. She swung her bare feet over the edge of the bed, cradled her face in her hands and tried to calm herself before she had to see the others. 

Two years. She shook her head. 

Two years since she had laid eyes on her child.

Two years since she had held her for the first—and last—time. 

Two years sifting through the terabytes upon terabytes of encrypted Nereus Project data. 

A year and a half prowling the sea aboard Orlando Reyes’ cutting edge submarine, the Orion, looking for the elusive Nereus III Deep Sea Station.

The Nereus III. The center, the very heart of the Nereus Project. A vast conspiracy that Gwen had stumbled on, accidentally—or was it an accident? She wondered sometimes if she’d been dragged into this mess by design or was it merely coincidence. Perhaps if Dr. Abara had lived a bit longer, he’d have shared that knowledge with her, just as he’d managed to share so much more about the Project. The Project Gwen had vowed to stop. But first, she had to find the location of the third undersea habitat. That was key, critical to success. All roads lead to the Nereus III and, once she found it, she and the others had vowed to stop the Nereus Project before it was beyond being stopped. 

And, most importantly to Gwen, she had to find Pania.

She shivered at the thought of her little girl in the hands of Priss and those secretive others behind the Nereus Project. With everything they had learned thus far, it was more than she could bear to contemplate. And so she didn’t. She refused to let her mind, her thoughts, and especially her imagination go there, however much of a struggle it was. 

She knew that Carter felt the same way, that he was every bit as driven to find their daughter as she was. But he was much better at channeling that desperate energy than she was. Like now, for example. Gwen knew that Carter had risen early, that he was already up and at it, preparing for the task ahead. Whereas, Gwen, in spite of herself, had become inclined to fill the hole in her heart caused by Pania’s kidnapping with never-ending combinations of self-pity, doubt, despair, anger and a thirst for vengeance. 

A thirst she was beginning to fear would never be slaked. 

Thankfully, Carter was an ever-patient, unflappable optimist, and he somehow managed to always pull her out of the occasional emotional morass. 

Gwen was snapped out of her thoughts by the tinny and distant sound of her name over the Orion’s intercom system. 

<Mrs. Straub, please report to the dive bay. Mrs. Straub, please report to the dive bay.>

She shook her head. There were no other Gwens on the submarine but, apparently, Christoph was never going to be able to address her by her given name. 

She smoothed her cropped hair back, gave her teeth a hasty brushing, slipped into a pair of blue cargo shorts and a white, short-sleeved blouse, and left the cabin that she and Carter had called home for more than a year. As she headed for the dive bay, Gwen reflected on how much her life had changed since the time she had accepted Lando’s job offer to work on the Nereus I.

Back then, she was a struggling ocean-themed vlogger and podcaster, introducing kids and adults around the world to the strange and mysterious creatures that lived in the seas. Until the original Nereus I incident, Gwen had no idea just how “strange and mysterious” the creatures of the sea could get; strange, that was, with the help of old, Soviet era radioactive mutagens, and the dark and twisted science that proved to be the backbone of the Nereus Project. To this day, she had dreams and flashbacks to her near-death encounters with giant, spiny armored, isopods the size of a short school bus. And how close she’d come to losing Carter to mutated anglerfish-piranha hybrid. 

She could imagine Carter saying, in his thick Kiwi accent: “One thing’s for sure, luv. Our lives are exciting as hell, eh?”

As she moved through passageways contoured in gleaming white and gray, Gwen couldn’t help but remember the invaluable information provided to her by Dr. Baako Abara. It had been one of his last acts in life, just before he sacrificed himself to save Gwen, Carter and Lando from the destruction of Nereus I. 

That information had led her, Carter, and Spider to the Nereus II.

The experience of the Nereus II had reshaped and reoriented her life on a scale that even the catastrophic events of the Nereus I had failed to do. While onboard the Nereus II, they had discovered massive anglerfish-piranha hybrids—products not just of the mutagen, but also genetic tinkering by those behind the Nereus Project. Genetic tinkering that had included the insertion of human DNA into the monsters.

But the truly life changing event stemming from the events the Nereus II, had been the kidnapping of her newborn daughter Pania. Everyone, herself, Carter, Spider, Lando, Freddie, and Dr. Bjornson all agreed, that Pania had almost certainly been taken to the Nereus III... wherever it was, for unlike the Nereus I and II, the Nereus III was not a stationary facility, but something of a cross between a deep-sea station and a submarine.

They had to find Nereus III...not only to save her kidnapped daughter but to potentially save the entire world. 

And their best chance of finding the nomadic station was somewhere inside the mangled, imploded wreckage of the Nereus I. According to every bit of information they’d managed to scrape up, the second half of the digital key to pinpoint the location of the Nereus III was hidden inside the Nereus I. 

“Look at it as something along the lines of the ‘Two-Man-Rule’ to launch a nuclear missile,” Spider had said some months ago, in one of the few times he’d come up for air from trolling the Dark Web. “Locating the Nereus III requires a dual set of activation codes: one was stored on the main computer of the Nereus II, which I bravely and cleverly recovered.” The little hacker had paused for applause. When none appeared, he’d gone on grumpily, “And the other has to be on the main computer of the Nereus I.” Then he’d drained a beer and sunk back down into what was his real existence.

Spider’s ability to acquire knowledge was only slightly less than his arrogance.

So here they were, come full circle to the ruins of the Nereus I.

* * 
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Gwen’s musing ceased when she reached the bow of the submarine, where the dive bay was nestled. She held her palm to the bio-metric pad on the wall near the door. The pad flashed green, the wheel lock in the center of the door began to spin, and the door swung open. 

The circular dive bay was lined with lockers and racks filled with various types of diving equipment; everything from snorkeling, to scuba, to ADS suits, those heavy metal constructions that resembled robots used for the really deep dives. Four long, curved benches, bolted to the grated metal floor, formed an almost complete circle in the middle of the room. In the wall across from the internal entrance was the wet-lock door, and on the other side of that, the door into the sea.

The dive bay was bustling with activity. Carter and Max were checking their equipment. Lando was off to one side, conversing with a crewman. Lando and the tech waved when she entered but promptly resumed their talk.

“Hiya, luv,” Carter called out as she stepped over the nearest bench and crossed the room to where he was seated. She smiled and joined him near the lockers where they stowed their personal diving gear.

“You should have waked me up when you got up,” Gwen said, with a smile to take the sting from the words.

“You needed the rest,” he said and gave her a peck on the lips.

Just then the Spider enter the dive bay, juggling a cup of coffee, several smartphone-sized gadgets, and a laptop tucked under one bony arm. Spindly and rail thin in the way that she had always envisioned Ichabod Crane, Gwen always thought that Stick-bug would have been a more fitting alias for the hacker, but he’d been known as Spider since well before she had ever met him.

“Sorry I’m late,” Spider said as he deposited his burden onto the nearest bench. “I thought we’d have a bit more time before we arrived.”

“We are not there yet, Aranha,” said Lando with a glance at his watch. “We should arrive in approximately eighteen minutes. You still have plenty of time for your... presentation or what have you.”

Spider winced as he took a sip from his steaming coffee cup. “Chur, mate. More than enough time. More than enough,” he replied in a New Zealand accent every bit as thick as Carter’s.

It might actually be his original accent; Gwen suspected it was, but she had no way of knowing for sure. She had heard him employ, at last count, a French one, a German one, the Kiwi one he was using today, and a truly bad Spanish one. Oh, and he’d also attempted—and nailed, to her surprise—one that sounded like a southern gentleman—or possibly he was channeling the cartoon character Foghorn Leghorn; she wasn’t quite sure. 

The hacker set the cup down and picked up the three small devices.

“What’s this, a phone?” Gwen asked as she accepted one. The device
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