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​PROLOGUE
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What the sea doesn’t drown, it devours...
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3rd April

West African Time 09:33

He was gonna be rich. No, not just rich. He was gonna be richer than he’d ever dreamed. Cars. Travel. Women. Everything he’d ever wanted and never had.

Rich.

John Willoughby put those thoughts aside—for now—and proceeded ponderously across the ocean bottom, stirring up clouds of silt with every step of his heavy boots. His ADS, a self-contained prototype deep-dive suit that didn’t have to depend on being tethered to an air source, weighed over five hundred pounds on land, but here at a hundred meters, he could move freely, if not swiftly. He’d been hired to test the new suit out, along with three other divers, and the pay was good. Damned good.

But it was pocket change compared to what he’d found out. He knew the big bosses wanted to keep this information on the down low. Not surprising. If this got out, the shit would definitely hit the rotating blades.

Not that he was planning on telling anyone else. No sir. 

Not as long as the money was right.

The silty bottom started to shelve downward, and rocky outcroppings began to jut up through the fine sand. This near a submarine canyon, the visibility could be poor; turbidity was always an issue at this depth and deeper, but the strong currents just increased the problem. It was like he was walking through a huge snow globe that some giant’s kid had given a good shake. 

He checked his gauges. Hundred fifty meters. Two hundred. No problems. Heck, this new suit was rated for eight hundred meters, and non-crushable for twice that.

The sea bottom was more rock than sand now. Schools of bright fish swam overhead, and Willoughby saw the occasional small shark on the prowl. 

He was almost there, where he’d first seen the containers. 

He’d been lucky. So damned lucky. If he’d been sent out in any other direction, as the rest of the divers had been, he’d never have found the things, never have seen the tri-foil markings used throughout the world to designate radioactive waste, plastered all over the metal cans. 

He’d been lucky again at the size of the things. Not barrels, just small containers less than a foot in diameter and three feet long at most. Discolored from the sea water, of course, but still sealed—at least, he hadn’t seen any obvious breaks.

He glanced down at the Geiger counter panel. No problem; so they were certainly still intact. 

Intact...and incredibly valuable. 

Willoughby reached the edge of the cliff and checked his readings. Yep, this was the spot all right. He recognized the tall rock pile shaped sort of like a squat pyramid.

He attached a cable to an outcropping and began to belay himself down the face cliff, the tiny winch at his waist making a soft whirring noise inside the wide helmet.

He checked the depth gauge. Ten meters down from the top; fifteen; twenty-five. 

There! The opening in the cliff was a dark maw in the paler rock around it. He flicked on all his exterior lights and moved closer to the cave, looking for the convenient foothold he’d found the first time. 

He’d just put his foot on the jutting rock when something came rushing out of the cave towards him. He could barely make out the shape of the thing in the dimness, but it looked huge. 

A blow knocked him backward and the winch gave a sharp hiss as the cable whirred off the drum. The cable was a titanium wire mesh, tiny but incredibly strong. 

Not strong enough. It broke with a snap at the incredible force that was driving him backwards and lashed around the dive suit’s helmet, scoring scratches in the polycarbonate alloy. 

Willoughby felt claws scrabbling at the suit, armored legs clutching him close. He pounded on carapace strips across a huge body. Cold light gleamed from huge eyes, as big as basketballs.

One pair of legs wrapped around his chest just below where the helmet attached, another lower, and another lower yet. They squeezed.

Willoughby screamed, the sound reverberating through his suit. 

The polycarbonate faceplate cracked and water shot into his mouth, his eyes. 

He was still trying to scream when the suit split in a dozen places from the pressure applied from those multiple pairs of legs; his eyes popped from his head. Blood swirled through the dark waters. 

A wide mouth clamped down on helmet and the faceplate cracked. 

A terrible crunching sound began...
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8th April

Eastern Standard Time 12:04

Gwen Ericksen stood stock still, eyes closed, and awaited the dawn, her cargo shorts, tank top, and close cropped hair impervious to the blustering sea breezes. She dug her toes into the wet sand and savored the gentle ebb and flow of the waves that washed over her feet in endless succession. 

This was a good place, this Carolina beach. It was going to be a good day. Far from home and her mailbox meant a respite from the dreaded onslaught of past due notices. Her phone, switched off for a few hours at least, offered a respite from threatening debt collectors. 

She raised her camcorder, focused it where the sun would make its grand entrance, hit record, and waited. 

Yes, it was going to be a good day. 

While it lasted.

* *
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“There!” she said to herself. A hundred feet up the beach was yet another dark spot, a jellyfish, lolling back and forth as the waves debated whether to push the thing further ashore or to drag it back into the sea which had spawned it.

Camcorder in one hand, a blue plastic beach bucket in the other, Gwen quickened her pace before the latter should happen. 

“Uh-oh,” she grumbled.

Two kids were heading for her jelly, as she was already thinking of it. She tried to speed up, but the heavy bucket, laden as it was with seawater and the seven jellyfish she’d already scavenged, began to slosh over on her shoes. 

Too late. By the time she reached the jellyfish, the kids, a boy and girl, both looking to be about nine or ten years old, were already examining the stranded creature. 

The boy was about to poke the gelatinous bell with a plastic sand shovel.

“Hey! Stop. Don’t do that,” Gwen snapped.

The kids looked up at her. 

“We can do what we want,” said the boy. “We found it first. It’s ours.” 

“Well... well, I have seniority,” Gwen retorted, aware of how lame she sounded. 

“You also have a bucketful already,” the boy countered with a lift of his chin. “This one is ours.” He glanced at the girl who had said nothing so far, but was staring up at Gwen. “Ain’t that right, Stace?”

The girl whispered something into the boy’s ear. He cast Gwen a sidelong glance, blatant skepticism written on his freckled face. “No, it’s not,” he said to the girl.

“That’s her. I know it,” the girl spoke aloud at last. She turned hopeful eyes on Gwen. “You’re Gwen Ericksen, aren’t you?”

“As a matter of fact, I am. You watch my vlog?”

The girl was about to reply, but the boy interrupted her. “Are you kidding me? ‘You, Me, and the Deep Blue Sea, with Gwen Ericksen’. That’s all she ever watches.”

Genuinely touched, Gwen smiled. A good day indeed. “Well, I always love to meet a fan,” she said. 

The boy snorted. “Yeah? Well, right now she’s pretending she’s you.”

The girl blushed and the boy turned his attention back to the jellyfish. He shifted his grip on the shovel. 

Gwen’s mind raced. She needed to stop the boy before he damaged the jelly. 

“Stomolophus meleagris,” she blurted. 

“What?” the boy said, suddenly intrigued. 

“Stomolophus meleagris. That’s the Latin name of that particular type of jellyfish.”

The boy shrugged. “So? That’s a stupid name.”

“That’s a matter of opinion,” Gwen said. “It has another name, though.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s also called a ‘cannonball jellyfish’.”

“You just made that up,” accused the boy.

Gwen smiled. “Nope. ‘fraid not. I’ll tell you what. You let me have that jellyfish and I’ll let you two be my assistants while I shoot my next episode.”

“Deal!” the girl practically squealed with delight. 

“Nah, no thanks,” said the boy. 

The girl’s hand was a blur as she swatted him on the back of the head. “Think again, Scott Robinson.” She then said to Gwen. “I’m Stacey Robinson and he’s my brother Scotty. We would love to be your assistants.” 

* *
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That evening, Gwen sat on the balcony of her cheap hotel room, sipping a cold beer and sifting through the video files she had recorded throughout the day. Some shots were great. Others, not so much. As usual the winds had been incessant, rendering her audio all but useless. All of her dialogue would need to be dubbed. Nothing unusual there. 

The kids had actually turned out to be helpful, and their parents had even signed a waiver for them to appear in the episode but, in the end, Gwen would likely only give them a special mention. 

Satisfied that she had enough content to craft an episode about Cannonball Jellyfish, she flipped her laptop shut. 

She moved to the rail and stared off into the night. The moon was hidden by a sky thick with rain scented clouds. Beyond the rolling, grey-white ribbons of the breakers, the sea was black as its deepest, darkest fathoms. The crash of the waves was soothing, almost hypnotic. She downed more beer and allowed herself to become pensive. 

Her podcast, and vlog’s fan base, was growing by the day, but it was not growing fast enough to outpace her financial situation. Her lack of money, and the resultant worries, was always there, floating about her like a deep sea predator that might devour her at any moment.

She’d been forced to abandon her pursuit of a degree in Marine Biology after only two years; it had ended abruptly upon her father’s passing and her mother’s subsequent breakdown. It had looked like, after a year and a half, that her mom might actually be improving...until Regina Ericksen downed a bottle of prescription painkillers. That final tragedy, added to Gwen’s mountain of student loan debt, the unpaid expenses associated with her father’s endless failed treatments and his funeral, as well as the never-ending influx of bills for her mom’s pointless, useless therapy, were all still there, waiting like hungry sharks. 

Like everyone with even a limited access to the internet, she had been all too aware of those netizens making fortunes blogging and vlogging and the like. It had taken only a little nudging from a close friend for Gwen to take what she knew about the oceans and turn it into a video blog. The result had been, “You, Me, and the Deep Blue Sea with Gwen Ericksen”. 

Over the course of the past year she had developed a loyal following. She was actually making money. But the vlog’s growth had slowed to a trickle and followers did not necessarily translate into views. Fewer views meant less ad revenue. As a consequence, the income was far from what she needed to satiate the debt collectors. 

She sighed and took another sip of beer. As she settled back into the deck chair, the moon broke through the clouds and cast its glow upon the sea. The moonlight sparkled on the waves like starlight in the abyss. 

“Here be dragons,” she reminded herself. Surely there was something in all of that vast, mysterious domain that could right her ship.

She finished the last of her beer and glanced at her watch. 10:20.

“Crap!” She had forgotten to call and check on her friend Cassie, who’d provided the small amount of money for this much-needed getaway. .

She fished her phone out of her pocket and powered it on. The phone pinged wildly. 

“Thirty-eight voicemails? Jeez, Cass. You don’t hear from me for a few hours and...” She did a double take at the missed call list. The same number, over and over...and it wasn’t Cassie’s number. Realizing that the calls might be about Cassie, a cold knot of dread formed in the pit of her stomach. 

She swallowed and without bothering to listen to any of the messages, she hit the call-back button...

Two hours later, Gwen pressed the end call button and set the phone down next to her empty beer bottle. She felt numb; she felt ecstatic; and she still wasn’t entirely and positively sure that she wasn’t being punked. 

She stared at the phone. It was 1:30 in the morning. Normally, she would not call Cassie at such an hour but tomorrow would be too late. Cass needed to know that Gwen would be gone for six weeks. She needed to know that Gwen’s fortunes were looking up. Finally. 

This was it. What she’d been hoping for, praying for, wishing for, for months.

A job.
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13th April

West African Time: 14:29

The plane taxied into the runway. Gwen held onto both the seat arms and her breath. She’d never enjoyed flying and would much rather be dozens of feet underwater than thousands of feet up in the air. Still, it was pretty sweet to be flying first class. Not something she ever expected she’d be able to enjoy, not in a million years. 

A jog and a jolt and the plane was on the ground. Gwen let out the breath she’d been holding and rotated her head on her shoulders to try to get rid of some of the kinks. She felt like she’d been traveling for weeks instead of a few days. First, from her one-room apartment in Goose Creek, South Carolina to New York, where she’d spent an abbreviated night in a hotel near JFK before flying out next morning on the redeye to London. Two days in London, where she’d spent most of both days at the Sea Life Aquarium on the Thames, a place she’d always wanted to visit. There, after introducing herself and dropping a few mysterious hints about her new job, she was able to go behind the scenes and talk to the scientists in charge of the breeding programs for jellyfish and seahorses. Then onto the Airport Charles De Gaulle in Paris for a brief stopover before, finally, to Brazzaville, the capital of the Republic of Congo. 

Whew! How many days had it been? All Gwen knew was, she would never have been able to afford even a tenth of the price of even one trip—first class, all the way, thank you very much—not in a million years. But this trip, everything was paid for, and she was exhausted, pooped, beat and, as her English ex-boyfriend used to say, totally knackered. Sleeping on the plane, on any of the planes, had definitely been a no-go, and who could sleep in London with an aquarium to visit?

The captain came over the intercom, his French accent making the simple words sound romantic to Gwen: “Welcome to the Maya-Maya Airport, République du Congo. Air France hopes you enjoyed your journey and will fly again with us soon.”

“Not for at least six weeks,” Gwen murmured to herself as she stood up and stretched. She reached to pull her duffle bag from the overhead compartment, but one of the stewards rushed over to get it first. It looked funny alongside the high-end monogrammed luggage of the other passengers, but Gwen didn’t care. She had a new job she knew she was going to love. She was in Africa! And she was going to spend time in a brand new underwater habitat! 

And to think, just a few days ago, she was wondering if she’d be able to treat herself to a burger and fries instead of her usual ramen for lunch.

Could she get any luckier?

The Maya-Maya Airport looked like any and all other airports. Gwen didn’t need to find baggage claim—she’d only brought essentials, as suggested, hence the duffle and backpack—so she looked for the exit. 

Hope someone really is going to meet me. What’ll I do if this is all a scam? What’ll I do if no one shows? What’ll happen to me if no one shows? I’ve got my entire savings in my back pocket, a honking hundred bucks, and there aren’t enough dishes to wash in the world for me to—

“Ms. Ericksen. Ms. Gwendolyn Ericksen. Please report to the first-class lounge on the ground floor,” blared a loudspeaker. 

Gwen shook herself, wiped the fear from her mind, grinned and followed signs, down two escalators and a long corridor to the lounge. It looked full of fancy people dressed in fancy clothes, and she felt like a lost kid in her white cotton pants—well, they’d started out white, anyway—green t-shirt and denim jacket, but she took a deep breath and pushed open the doors.

A few people looked at her and quite obviously dismissed her as unimportant. Then a tall, lean and gorgeous man in a pristine white suit, a black shirt open to the fourth button, and a lot of gold necklaces, strode towards her and held out his hand.

“You must be Ms. Ericksen,” he said in a voice like dark honey and with a faint Latin accent. “So glad you have finally arrived! I’m Orlando Reyes. Such a pleasure to meet you. I’m so happy you’ve decided to become one of our team.”

Gwen resisted the urge to giggle and held out her hand. “It’s an honor, Mr. Reyes. I’ve read all about your plans for undersea habitats. It’s a dream come true to be here at your first site.” She decided to clear up any misconceptions he might be harboring. “And I’m not sure you can call me one of the team. I’m here as a science journalist and vlogger. I plan to be completely impartial and report honestly.”

His face split into a wide grin full of dazzling teeth. “My dear lady, I expect no less! That is exactly why I hired you, to report impartially on my new project. I’m afraid we only have a skeleton crew onboard right now, which will allow you to see how everything is set up almost from the beginning. Hopefully, we’ll impress you enough that your reports will drive visitors to us, and we’re all going to work very hard to see that happen.”

“So, you’re looking for me to be a sort of science-based public relations person?”

“Precisely!”

“And, I take it,” Gwen said, hiding a smile, “the visitors will not only have a once-in-a-lifetime eco-tourism experience, but their fees will help fund the entire project?”

“I see we’re both on the same page, my dear lady
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