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Prologue


MONSTERS AREN’T real. . . . Are they?


   Outer space. Toxic radiation disasters. Mad scientists’ labs. These are the places monsters come from. Or so we’ve been told . . . 


   But aren’t dinosaurs, crocodiles, lions, and sharks really monsters? Of course they are. And they come from right here on earth, and evolution made every single one of them.


   So could evolution make another monster? Today?


   It might be difficult for some to picture. Evolution is arguably the most powerful force in the earth’s history, but paradoxically, it is also irrelevant to daily human life. Although the expression survival of the fittest is still used colloquially, the literal meaning no longer applies. For the human species, real life-and-death struggles, where the strong survive while the weak perish, have long since vanished.


   This is not so in nature. Nature is an entirely different world, where there are no easy meals. When an animal in the wild is hungry, it must find, catch, and kill its prey, or risk dying itself. This harsh and brutal reality plays out daily, and evolutionary adaptations are a natural result. In just the past hundred years, literally thousands of such adaptations have been recorded: house finches in the Gal	pagos growing longer beaks, army ants in Brazil doubling their body weights, blind gourami fish adapting “feeler fins” in place of eyes, just to name a few.


   But these are all examples of minor evolutionary change. What about major change? Or even spectacular change? Will we ever see a true “evolutionary leap,” the equivalent of, say, the very first amphibian to crawl out of the ocean or the first tiny dinosaur to fly like a bird?


   We will indeed. Only this time, the evolving species won’t be a salamander or a bird. It will be a predator. In fact, it will be a phenomenally dangerous predator unlike any ever known. Previously, the species’ entire existence was confined to the one place on earth still inaccessible by humans. But now a cataclysmic series of events is under way. One that will force the species out of its world and into ours for a violent first encounter.


   The adaptive process is gradual and only a single animal, or perhaps a small cluster, will initially make the transition. Others might follow, but in the short term, human society will barely be affected.


   Soon a small group of men and women will come face-to-face with a living nightmare. And then, even the skeptics among them will realize not only that monsters are real, but that evolution has just made the most horrifying one of them all.











PART I









CHAPTER 1


CHAD THOMPKINS took a breath of the fresh sea air. Oh yeah, he thought, this is why I became a lawyer—to buy myself this kind of freedom. He took another breath and let it out, long and slow. Chad was thirty-two and had just purchased a new forty-foot cabin cruiser. Along with his wife; his pal, Dave Pelligro; and Dave’s new girlfriend, he was cruising out to Clarita Island, off the coast of Los Angeles, on this sunny June day. They were forty-five minutes into the one-hour trip from Newport Beach. The sea was fairly flat, tiny waves here and there, and they’d arrive soon. They had already passed the better-known Catalina Island, and Chad could see their destination in the distance. The plan was to work on their tans, then settle down for some lunch, though Chad was getting a little hungry already.


   “Get me a sandwich, will you, Gabby?”


   On a molded seat, his wife gave Chad an angry I’m not your maid look. But she tossed him a Saran-wrapped turkey and mayo anyway. “Here you are, Your Majesty.”


   He chuckled. “Thanks, Gab.”


   “Nice, huh?” Dave Pelligro said to his date, Theresa Landers.


   In a tight sky-blue top, white shorts, and too much makeup, Theresa surveyed the water. “Beautiful.” She turned to her host. “Thanks for having us, Chad.”


   “Glad you guys could make it. I’m sure I would have been bored if it were just me and Gabby out here.”


   Theresa shook her head. She didn’t like Chad much. He was an arrogant preppy in a red polo who didn’t wear sunglasses. But it was his boat, and she’d never “lunched” off Clarita Island before. She looked forward to getting there.


   WITH THE exception of a small tourist area with restaurants, docks, and a beachside bar, the bulk of Clarita Island was undeveloped, overrun by trees and thick shrubbery. Clarita’s western shore, mostly jagged black rocks, was downright desolate. Miles away from the clattering human noise of the island’s eastern side, it was barren of people, the only sounds from the wind and tiny breaking waves.


   Gliding on a current of air, a seagull appeared from behind the trees. A couple hundred feet high, the bird flew over the dark ocean and looked down, scanning for fish.


   It saw absolutely nothing.


   And yet something was there. The bird had missed them. They were perfectly still, just below the surface, watching it.


   The gull spotted something and dove down. It plunged quickly, but then, just yards from the water, veered off. It had seen a strand of kelp, long and greenish brown, and mistaken it for a fish. Carried by momentum, the tiny flier ripped across the water, unknowingly passing a single pair of black eyes. Then it passed a second pair. Then a hundred. But still, nothing moved. The eyes simply shifted as the little feathered body tore past. They were all watching it.


   CHAD THOMPKINS cut the gas, and the boat came to a bobbing stop. They were a few hundred yards from Clarita’s main docks, where the mammoth Clarita ferry had just deposited the latest batch of tourists, mostly families with obnoxious kids. To the right of the docks, Chad eyed a beach slightly larger than a Wal-Mart aisle, jam-packed with out-of-shape sun worshipers. He found it unappetizing, to say the least. “You guys don’t want to stop here, do you?”


   Gabby, Dave, and Theresa all shook their heads.


   Chad nodded. “My thoughts exactly.” The lawyer hated crowds. As he started up the boat, he looked forward to the solitude of Clarita’s always-deserted western shore.


   THERE WERE more of them. Another hundred had crept up from below, joining the ones that were already studying the seagull. They still didn’t move. They just watched the bird glide above the waterline.


   Then their eyes shifted. From behind the trees, two dozen more gulls flew out over the water, also scanning for fish.


   Looking down, the birds saw nothing but empty seas.


   Then one of the creatures below them moved. From ten feet down, it swam toward the surface, a winged ray, flapping much like the birds themselves. A second creature rose, then a third. Then a hundred.


   They ascended quickly all at once, shot clear out of the ocean, their bodies flapping frantically in the air.


   There were so many that they were difficult to make out precisely. They were thick little animals, larger than the gulls, jet-black on their tops, gleaming white on their undersides. In the air, their wings moved much faster than in the water, their flapping rapid and uncoordinated. They rose to various heights, none more than ten feet, then belly flopped right back in. Then they leaped out again. Then again and again and again.


   As the gulls watched them, their tiny hearts were beating faster than normal. They were birds and had bird brains, but on an instinctive level what they were seeing made them nervous. The strange creatures from the sea were trying to fly.


   “WHERE THE hell is it?”


   Chad Thompkins had been to Clarita’s western tip before, but he still didn’t see the familiar rock outcropping.


   Dave Pelligro smiled at his date. “We’ll get there soon.”


   Theresa nodded, eyeing the tree-lined shore. “I’m not in a rush.”


   But Dave was in a rush, or at least his stomach was. Gabby had made some special salami, ham, and cheese sandwiches just for him, and he couldn’t wait to devour them. He squinted behind his ninety-dollar sunglasses, trying to see the western tip. “I think I see it.” It was just off the black rocks, right near the pack of seagulls.


   But then Dave saw something else. Something leaped out of the ocean then flopped right back in. A single animal. He squinted anew. What the hell was that? A jumping fish? He walked to the bow and pulled off his shades. Only birds were there now. He decided not to mention it.


   As they motored closer, Gabby eyed the seagulls herself. “Keep away from those birds, Chad. We don’t want them pestering us.”


   “Yeah, I wish I had a gun.” And the pseudoyachtsman meant this; the damn birds were in the exact spot in which he wanted to anchor. But as they rumbled closer, the birds scattered, and Chad didn’t consider why. “Hey, Dave, get the anchor.”


   “OH MAN, I’m stuffed.”


   They’d just finished lunch, and Dave Pelligro was proud of how much he’d eaten. Standing next to Chad, he glanced at Gabby and Theresa, in bikinis now and stretched out on lounge chairs in the back of the boat. “I could go for a little sun myself.”


   Chad nodded. “Go ahead. I’ll be there in a sec.” He wasn’t in the mood to tan yet. As Dave joined the women, Chad leaned over the guardrail and stared at the sea. It felt good to get away from the office. He blew out a deep breath and watched the tiny breaking waves. He didn’t notice the wind pick up.


   THE WINGED creature was fifteen feet below the boat, its horned head pointed straight up. Its eyes were wide open, but it didn’t see Chad. It didn’t even see the boat. It was blind. A mutant gene had led to the deficiency, just as it occasionally did in humans.


   The creature was by itself now, every one of its brethren long gone, many thousands of feet away. This one hadn’t leaped from the sea earlier because it hadn’t been able to. With all the churning caused by the others, it had become disoriented and literally couldn’t figure out which way was up. But it had a sense of direction now. It could feel the wind.


   It began to rise. Slowly at first. Then much faster.


   I HOPE the wind dies down, Chad thought, eyeing the ripples as a gust blew his collar back. He suddenly squinted. What is that? It was something ten feet down. He leaned over the guardrail to get a better look.


   It looked like a pair of beer bottles. Litterbugs, he thought. But then he saw the bottles were rising. Rather fast. Wait, they weren’t bottles at all. Jesus Christ, they were eyes!


   He jolted away frantically.


   Noticing, Gabby rose from her chair. “What’s wrong, honey?”


   Dave stood. “You OK, Chad?”


   Chad backed away as fast as he could when suddenly a thick winged ray shot out of the sea. It simultaneously caught the wind, then, out of control, blew straight toward him.


   Trying to get away from it, Chad backed up faster but tripped and fell.


   The thing rushed closer.


   He tried to get up but couldn’t.


   It was going to land on him. . . . 


   And then it did. Catching his arm and the deck.


   “Jesus!” He yanked his arm away but quickly realized he was all right. Breathing in gasps, he just watched it.


   They were all watching it.









CHAPTER 2


DAVE PELLIGRO thought it was a cool-looking creature, its entire body—horned head, torso, and wings—a single, seamless aerodynamic form. Flat on the white fiberglass deck, it looked like one of those black army planes he’d seen pictures of. What were they called again, stealth bombers? This thing was a miniature version, albeit with horns the size of shot glasses sticking out of its head. It had the rough dimensions of a fat Sunday paper, nearly as thick in its middle, its longest side across the wings, which tapered to cardboard thickness at their tips.


   It didn’t move. It simply lay on the textured white fiberglass.


   Dave had never seen anything like it. “What the hell is it?”


   Chad rubbed some slime off his arm. “Who cares what it is? Just throw it off my boat.”


   “I’m not picking that thing up.”


   They all slowly circled it, maybe ten feet away. Gabby stepped closer, peering down. It was a tough-looking little thing, muscular and solidly built, maybe twenty pounds. She surveyed its entire body when she noticed its eyes. They were the size of golf balls, cold and black, lodged in deep sockets at the base of the horns. They were horrifying eyes.


   How come it’s not moving? she wondered. Was it dead? She leaned in even closer and studied the skin. It was jet-black and slick, like wet vinyl. “It’s pretty cool-looking, isn’t it?”


   Then she heard something. It was making a noise of some kind, and she tilted her head curiously. “What’s that sound?”


   Chad felt nervous. His wife’s face was getting close to it and he gently tugged her arm. “Just get away from it, Gabby.”


   Dave suddenly leaned down. “I think I hear it too.” He stepped closer, listening. The creature was emitting a wheezing sound, labored but slow and steady, apparently coming from underneath it. Dave dropped into a push-up position and watched it from another angle. The little form was gently rising and falling. He studied it for several moments then stood, visibly stunned. “Jesus Christ.”


   Chad turned, annoyed. “What?”


   “I’m not sure but it looks like . . . It’s breathing.”


   “It’s not dead. Why shouldn’t it be breathing?”


   Dave gave his friend a you’re-a-moron glare. “Because fish don’t breathe air, Chad.”


   “Maybe it’s still removing oxygen from the water in its gills.”


   Dave turned to Theresa, surprised by the sophistication of her comment. “What?”


   Theresa inched toward it. She’d been watching the creature more closely than anyone. “I think it’s some sort of ray.”


   Theresa was the youngster on the boat, her college days only a few years behind her. A University of Southern California grad, she’d once taken a course called Introduction to Oceanography and Ichthyology. Oceanography referred to the ocean’s physical geography; ichthyology, to the study of fish. The creature on the white fiberglass was definitely some sort of ray, Theresa knew. Rays were cousins of sharks. Most rays were docile except electric rays and stingrays. But Theresa was certain this animal was neither of those. She didn’t see a barbed tail. Many rays looked like disks or tiny flying saucers, with varying degrees of thickness. They varied tremendously in size. Some were huge, literally as big as small planes, others smaller than a human hand.


   I’ve got a pretty good memory, Theresa thought, congratulating herself. She didn’t recognize this particular ray, but there were tons of different species. This one was certainly thick. Her eyes settled on the horns. Unlike those on a kid’s Halloween devil costume, these horns didn’t stick up and out of the flattish head. Rather, they were parallel to it, flat against the boat deck and part of the body’s same seamless form. The horns looked familiar, but Theresa couldn’t say why. She again noticed that the creature didn’t have a tail, so it definitely wasn’t a stingray. How harmful could it be?


   “Why don’t we just toss it back in?”


   Chad nearly laughed. “Be my guest.”


   Theresa shrugged. “I don’t think there’s much to worry about.”


   Dave and Gabby shared a look. Yes, Theresa was a crazy woman.


   “Most rays are docile,” the crazy woman said. “I’m sure it will be fine.” She circled behind it. Then reached toward its back.


   Dave watched her warily. “You sure you wanna be doing that?”


   Her hands moved closer. “We’ll find out. . . .” Her fingernails were about to touch it.


   Suddenly it spun around and its jaws snapped open and instantly thundered closed.


   “Jesus!” Dave yelled.


   “Oh my God.” Theresa couldn’t believe it. The animal had moved so quickly! Voom! She didn’t know rays could move that fast. It was perfectly still now, and she focused on its mouth. She hadn’t noticed the mouth earlier. Its opening was a slit the size of a stapler, massive in proportion to the body. And its bite hadn’t only been vicious but powerful. Theresa hadn’t noticed any teeth—she remembered that most rays didn’t even have teeth. But even without them, its bite had been so strong it could have broken her fingers.


   Gabby stared at her hand. “Are you all right?”


   Theresa checked that all five fingers were in fact still there. “Yeah, I’m fine.”


   Suddenly the creature leaped up into the air.


   “Oh my God!” Gabby slammed back into the railing, nearly falling overboard.


   But the animal simply fell back onto the deck, landing with a wet thud.


   On its back now, its underside was even whiter than the fiberglass.


   Dave Pelligro studied it anew. The mouth’s slit looked very large indeed, maybe larger than a stapler. And the stomach was slowly moving up and down, in harmony with the wheezing sound. The damn thing looks like it’s breathing to me, Pelligro thought.


   The creature suddenly leaped up again. It nimbly flipped in the air, landed rightside up, then once again, didn’t move.


   Dave, Theresa, and Gabby just stared at it, anxious to see what it would do next.


   Chad had another reaction. “That’s it, I’m killing this damn thing. . . .” He walked to the bow to find something to whack it with. But then he paused. What’s it doing now?


   The little animal was rapidly flapping its wings, whacking them hard on the deck like a loud jackhammer.


   Dave just watched it, amazed. Jesus, the damn thing’s trying to fly.


   And failing miserably. It showed no sign of lifting off.


   The animal seemed to realize the same thing and abruptly stopped.


   It’s been out of the water at least five, maybe ten minutes, Theresa Landers thought. How can it survive that? And how did it move its wings so quickly? Theresa had seen rays swim before, and they always moved very slowly, like birds in slo-mo. She supposed, however, that when their wings were only pushing against air, they could move much faster.


   The animal moved again—sort of. The muscles on the left side of its back suddenly seemed to rapidly flex, and Theresa watched them. Wow. She’d never seen muscles move like that, almost like superfast rippling waves. Boy, were they fast! Then the muscles on the left side stopped and the ones on the right began. The process repeated itself. Theresa just watched, fascinated.


   Then, very quickly, the muscles froze and the body’s front half lifted off the deck until the horned head was completely vertical. Then the animal effectively stood there, about a foot tall, its front half in the air, its back half flat on the white fiberglass.


   It looked quite menacing and Theresa got the hell away from it.


   But the ray didn’t budge. It simply remained where it was, like an upright seal or a stiff jack-in-the-box. Looking at it, Theresa remembered that many ray species didn’t have spines. Their entire bodies were made of cartilage that made them extremely flexible. A stiff jack-in-the-box indeed.


   The wind started gusting, and the horned head slowly turned.


   What’s it doing? Theresa thought. She wasn’t sure but it looked like . . . Did it sense the wind?


   The shifting head froze, and then it happened.


   In a surprisingly fluid series of motions, the creature leaped off the deck diagonally, pumped its wings, and, with a touch of luck in the timing, caught the wind and . . . flew. Flapping frantically and lacking body control, it headed straight for the guardrail, smacked into it, and tumbled into the sea.


   Everyone rushed over to try to see it.


   But there was only dark water. The animal was gone.


   Suddenly Dave squinted. Did he see a second one? No, he didn’t think so. He slowly looked up at Theresa, astonished by what had just happened. “Do you believe what we just saw?”


   Theresa didn’t answer. She just gazed at the water.


   But Dave was dumbfounded. “That thing flew, for Christ’s sake!”


   Theresa turned to him, visibly stunned. “It did. It really did.”


   “Wow,” Gabby said simply.


   Chad marched to the head of his vessel. “Yeah, really incredible. A jumping fish, up in the air for a whole second. You guys call Jacques Cousteau; I’m out of here.”


   As Chad turned on the engine, Theresa wondered if she actually should call Jacques Cousteau. Or at least the closest thing to him. Eighteen months earlier, she’d visited a brand-new manta-ray aquarium in San Diego. The visit had been a big disappointment—there hadn’t even been any mantas—but if the place was still in business, she wondered if she should discuss the afternoon’s events with someone there. She decided on the spot. She’d go. Theresa loved puzzles, and she wanted an answer to this one right away.


   What the hell had they just seen?











CHAPTER 3


“SO IS what I saw of interest, Mr. Ackerman?”


   Harry Ackerman, fifty-two and rail thin, looked up from a note-filled legal pad and focused on Theresa Landers, sitting on the other side of a small brown wood desk. Theresa had come to this massive complex of aquariums, once known as Manta World, to describe the ray she’d seen off Clarita Island to whoever would listen. A bored UC San Diego girl, chomping on bubble gum and obviously working a summer job, had started writing down Theresa’s statement when Ackerman had overheard and taken over.


   Ackerman was practiced at taking statements and questioning people. He hadn’t interrupted her. He’d simply let her talk and written down every single thing she’d said. He dismissed the crazy parts, about the flying and possible breathing, as exaggeration. People regularly exaggerated when they retold a story they were excited about.


   Ackerman was actually excited himself—though he didn’t look it. Harry Ackerman rarely looked excited about anything; it just wasn’t in his character. With the exception of an antique Patek Philippe watch with lots of Roman numerals and a $62,000 price tag, he didn’t look like a multimillionaire either.


   He’d started to take her statement because he’d been bored. Theresa was an attractive young woman in a too-tight all-white outfit and too much makeup. But looks aside, Ackerman had just assumed she was another loony. They regularly came into most marine facilities claiming they’d seen this fish fly, that fish breathe, or that sea monster playing cards. The statements were always outlandish and very comical. And that was why Ackerman had spoken with her. He’d been reading debt covenants, trying to find loopholes that could allow him to desert Manta World’s lenders legally, when he’d decided he’d needed a laugh. Theresa had indeed given him one, at least with the flying and breathing parts. But then a funny thing had happened. As she’d continued, she’d started to make sense. Ackerman was no expert, but the animal she described in vivid detail sounded like it might somehow be . . . significant.


   “It most certainly is of interest, Theresa. I have some questions if you don’t mind.”


   Theresa nodded. She wasn’t sure what she thought of Harry Ackerman. He sounded nice; it wasn’t that. It wasn’t his attire either. Khakis and a button-down; who could argue with that? His eyes had something to do with it. They were cold eyes, dead too—even when he was silently laughing at her. He hadn’t laughed out loud, of course, but Theresa knew he’d found her amusing. Given what she’d told him, she hardly blamed him. But he wasn’t laughing now, not even silently—Theresa could tell. Something she’d said had caught his interest. She thought he was way too corporate to be a marine biologist, yet he seemed to know his stuff.


   “Ask away.”


   “You said it was black on its top and white on the bottom?”


   “That’s right.”


   “Pure jet-black and pure milky white—you’re sure?”


   Theresa thought for a moment. “Yes.”


   “No shades of brown or gray?”


   “No, none.”


   “No stripes or dots or other discolorations?”


   “No, nothing like that.”


   She didn’t change her story, Ackerman thought. He’d asked her the same questions several times, and she’d come back with identical answers. She had a good memory and wasn’t making this up. Exaggeration perhaps, but not outright fantasy. What had she seen out there? The coloring she’d described was classic manta ray—numerous physical traits were also—but several details didn’t fit. She’d said the animal didn’t have a tail, and mantas almost always had tails. Many other physical characteristics didn’t jibe either.


   Harry Ackerman stroked his cleanly shaven chin. He didn’t like mysteries. He preferred things to fit into neat, clearly defined packages. Frustrated, he glanced down at something.


   What’s he looking at? Theresa wondered. She could see it was something beneath the desk; it looked like—


   “Are you a marine biologist, Mr. Ackerman?”


   He glanced up, and the eyes seemed to chill further. “I’m a lawyer by training actually. Now—”


   “A lawyer? How did you get into this?”


   “I’m on the board.” This was sort of true.


   Theresa nodded and looked around. They were seated in Manta World’s massive east wing. She couldn’t believe the size of the place, with towering ceilings and wide spaces that made a shopping mall look small. Except for the two of them and the bored college girl gabbing on the phone at another small desk, the place was empty. There wasn’t even a sign out front anymore. There certainly weren’t any manta rays. Theresa stared at the biggest fish tank she’d ever seen in her life. It was literally the length of a football field and the height of a three-story building, filled with turquoise water and nothing else.


   “They all died.”


   She turned. “Excuse me?”


   “The mantas. They all died. We don’t know why, we just couldn’t keep them alive.”


   “Oh.” Theresa stared at the tank anew. “I’m so sorry.”


   “It’s still very sad.”


   And Harry Ackerman meant that. He wasn’t on Manta World’s board; he was the board. Ackerman was a patent lawyer by training, but at the height of the late-nineties dot-com boom, he’d done what others had. He wrote a business plan on a cocktail napkin, created an Internet company, and took it public. The goal had been to create a legal marketplace, an online subscription service that lawyers across the country could use to share information on cases. The company IPO’d for $1.8 billion, and while it went bankrupt just nine months later, the investment bankers had their fees, and Ackerman had obscene amounts of money, $500 million after taxes. Rather than buy a pro basketball team or sailing crew, he invested his money, and not necessarily wisely. He put massive chunks into a handful of the era’s other hopeful high-tech ventures, including a fiber-optic company, as well as Manta World. None had done well.


   But besides money, what Ackerman also craved was respect from a group of people who didn’t dole it out easily. Despite his success, none of the real players at the dozen charitable foundations and golf clubs that he and his wife had joined would give him the time of day. This elite group of entrepreneurs, real-estate moguls, entertainment CEOs, and hedge-fund managers hardly spoke to him. In their eyes, Harry Ackerman was nothing more than another dot-com idiot who’d gotten lucky. They were always polite but brief in that typical CEO style Ackerman despised. The message was clear: he could join all the charities and golf clubs he wanted, but he wasn’t in their club.


   Ackerman longed for the day when he would be, when he and his wife would casually stroll into a thousand-dollar-a-plate black-tie charity ball, and heads would quietly turn. Isn’t that Harry Ackerman? Then all the fancy types would jockey to meet him for a change—to ask him to dinner or discuss investments and his favorite flavor of ice cream.


   The Manta World project had been a disaster from the get-go. Five years old and counting, it was almost dead, even though Ackerman still had a handful of marine biologists under contract. They were on the ocean in tropical Mexico now, still with the nominal goal of trying to make it all work. Ackerman had been in salvage mode for months, but maybe, just maybe, this woman could help take things in another direction. But he had to be sure. “You said it didn’t have a tail.”


   “Correct.”


   “No tail of any kind, not even a little stump?”


   “No, nothing.”


   Ackerman nodded. Still sticking to her story.


   “And it wasn’t more than a foot across the wings?”


   She nodded.


   “You’re sure? It wasn’t, say, three or four feet?”


   “No. I remember it distinctly—it was as wide as a phone book is long.”


   Again, exactly what she’d said before. “And you said it was . . . stocky?”


   “Very—muscular, too.”


   “Hmm.”


   Something else that didn’t fit. Mantas could be called stocky, but only when they’d grown into adults. When they were immature, they were extremely thin, almost wispy, certainly not stocky and muscular. It didn’t fit.


   Theresa watched Ackerman closely. For the first time, he looked downright puzzled. Without a trace of embarrassment, he removed what he’d been surreptitiously studying earlier: a large coffee-table book, Circumtropical Rays of the World. He opened it on the table, and Theresa watched as he flipped colorful, glossy pages, settling on a spread about mantas. Theresa noticed a photo of a manta with a scuba diver, and her eyes bulged slightly. That thing’s enormous! The size of an airplane! Boy, did they get big!


   Ackerman turned to her. “You said its eyes were large?”


   “Very.”


   “How big were they?”


   “The size of golf balls.”


   “Golf balls?” He stared at the pictures again. “And it had horns sticking out of its head?”


   “Yes.”


   “Hmm.” Ackerman didn’t know rays like the biologists who worked for him, but he’d still learned a great deal about them in the past years. The horned head was a very distinctive feature; very few ray species had it, only two that Ackerman knew of. They were the two he’d kept going back to, the manta and the mobula ray. But the large eyes were something else that indicated that the ray had been neither of those. Ackerman shook his head. What had she seen? He flipped another page, focusing on a marble ray. Marbles were round, unmistakably so, but she’d said this animal was shaped like a stealth bomber, the classic manta shape. He flipped again. Not a stingray either. All stingers had clearly defined spines with tails that were impossible to miss.


   He shook his head. That left only one other possibility. A new species. What if she’d actually seen a new species out there?


   “Thank you for coming in, Theresa.”


   “Oh.” Theresa hesitated then uncrossed her legs. She’d been dismissed. She stood.


   Embarrassed by his bad manners, Ackerman stood as well. “Sorry. What I meant is I really appreciate this. It could be useful. We’ll see.” He smiled warmly and shook her hand.


   “My pleasure.”


   Ackerman picked up the phone. He wanted an expert opinion. Now. As he dialed, Theresa pretended to look for something in her pocketbook. She watched as he tapped out a very long series of digits. She heard a jolt of static and guessed it was an overseas connection. “Hi, Monique? It’s Harry Ackerman calling for Jason. . . . Oh, someone just came in who may have seen a new species. Can I speak with him, please?”


   As Theresa left, she wondered who Jason was. Perhaps a marine biologist? As she entered Manta World’s massive empty parking lot, she realized she’d forgotten to mention the animal’s very odd muscle movements. She wouldn’t bother now. She got in her car and drove off.


   Moments later, Ackerman hung up the phone and was quietly thrilled. One of the world’s premiere experts on rays had just said something fantastic: he had no idea what the woman had seen.


   Well, they were going to find out. Ackerman picked up the phone again. “Get me a car. Now.”









CHAPTER 4


“WHAT’S HE doing here?”


   Lisa Barton wiped a strand of dark hair away from her binoculars.


   It was another gorgeous, sunny day here in the middle of the tropical ocean. Alone at the front of a white fiberglass yacht, Lisa had been sunning herself on a lounge chair when she heard the boat engine in the distance. She was a very pretty twenty-nine, with a young face, big brown eyes, and soft white skin that never darkened thanks to heavy use of number thirty lotion. People often said she looked like something out of an animated film, the damsel in distress who’s rescued by the hero. Lisa Barton was anything but a damsel in distress. Her opinions were strong and, when necessary, so was her mouth. She was also a top oceanic nutrition specialist.


   She held her hair back, peering through the binoculars. Yes, it was Harry Ackerman, her boss’s boss and the man who was paying them. Why was he here? Ackerman was a businessman and never showed up to chitchat. They were in the Sea of Cortés on the Gulf of California in tropical Mexico. Ackerman’s yacht cut out, and Lisa guessed he’d stopped to take in the scenery or something else.


   In a bikini, she put on a bright green T-shirt and khaki shorts and realized both were wrinkled. Son of a bitch! Lisa loved clothes and was sick of living like a vagabond. She hadn’t signed up for this. Manta World was supposed to have been a land-based job. No ocean work—none. But things hadn’t gone according to plan, the aquarium had been a disaster, and now the six of them—four men and two women—were virtually living on the water, either in the five tiny bedrooms below or at junky seaside motels that went for thirty-nine dollars a night with continental breakfast included.


   Their boat, the Expedition, actually wasn’t half bad. White fiberglass with lacquered wood accents and a rough-hewn teak deck, the ninety-foot yacht had been converted into a floating research facility. With generous amounts of space in the front and rear decks, it featured a tiny living room; an even tinier galley; three bathrooms like those on United Airlines coach class; and a satellite for TV, phone, and data transmissions.


   They’d been out here for eighteen months. For eighteen months, they’d done nothing but try to determine why the manta rays had died in their specially designed San Diego aquarium. They’d considered everything—food, water temperature, salinity, amounts of natural and artificial light. They couldn’t figure it out. It had been a frustrating, unsolvable mystery, and everyone except Jason Aldridge, their leader, had accepted that.


   Still, frustrations aside, at least they had jobs, and Lisa had grown accustomed to the relative lack of outside intervention. She was focused on her core research now and didn’t like surprises. She slipped on some leather flip-flops and wondered again: Why’s Ackerman here? She turned to two men at the very back of the boat, a good distance away, so—


   “Darryl! Craig! You guys know what Ackerman’s doing here?!”


   “What?! Just a second, Soccer Mom!”


   Lisa shook her head. Soccer Mom. This had come from Darryl Hollis, what he swore she’d become if she ever got off the boat and actually met anyone. Lisa liked Darryl, but she didn’t care for what he was doing at the moment: shooting at skeet again. God, she hated that. Darryl and Craig were always very careful with their weapons, but it still made Lisa nervous to see arrows and bullets flying off the back of the boat. But what else were they going to do? They were as bored as she was. Finding little use for their advanced degrees, they had to do something, and needlepoint wasn’t an option. The two of them, as well as Darryl’s wife, Monique, were former ROTC members who’d met during active duty as they learned to fly Sikorsky helicopters and fire rifles. The guys weren’t “regular army” at all, more fun-loving, likable partyers. Darryl was tall, preppy, and black, with a powerful, athletic frame. Craig was a slovenly white guy with a beer gut who rarely did his laundry in the stacked machines below deck. They got along famously.


   As Lisa walked closer, Craig shook his head at a jammed skeet machine.


   Darryl just smiled at her, his customary big, toothy grin on full display. “I told ya I’ll never make any bad calls on your little ones, right?”


   Lisa paused. “I don’t have any little ones, Darryl.”


   “You will one day, and if I’m a ref, no bad calls for the Barton kids.”


   “Barton? So these kids will have my last name?”


   A nod. “As will your husband.”


   Craig looked up, annoyed. “Wait a second. I’m pretty traditional about that kind of thing. Lisa, we’re gonna have to talk about that before the wedding.”


   Lisa chuckled. Craig Summers had been lusting after her for a year.


   “Even if your kids go against the Hollis kids,” Darryl continued, “I’ll still treat ‘em right.”


   Lisa paused. “The Hollis kids? So you and Monique are expecting now?”


   “Planning, Lisa. The great ones always plan.” He looked down at Craig. “How’s it going with that, Sloppy Joe?”


   In jungle-green cargo shorts and a stained white undershirt, Craig whacked the skeet machine. “Fantastic.”


   Lisa put the binoculars back to her face. “You guys don’t know why Ackerman’s here?”


   “Got it!” Craig said suddenly.


   “Hold on, Lisa.” Darryl grabbed his hunting bow off the deck, and Lisa put down the binoculars to watch. As much as weapons frightened her, she found Darryl’s archery skills fascinating. She eyed his bow. It wasn’t some skimpy thing, but a formidable piece of equipment, nearly as thick as a baseball bat at its center, made of shiny, hard cherrywood, and four feet long fully strung. Darryl put the whole thing over his big shoulder. Darryl was one-eighth American Indian. As a kid, he’d spent eleven summers on his grandfather’s Indian reservation, owned by the Limble tribe of Hoke County, North Carolina, and was very experienced at hunting with a bow and arrow. Before she’d met Darryl, Lisa had thought of bows and arrows as archaic, almost cute devices. But when Darryl described one of his hunts, she realized there was nothing cute about seeing a twenty-eight-inch, hundred-and-fifty-mile-per-hour speeding projectile plunge into a stampeding wild boar’s chest. Bows and arrows were serious weapons, Lisa now knew. With characteristic cockiness, Darryl had assured her they were more dangerous than guns and carried far more foot-pounds of kinetic energy than bullets did. Why were guns so popular? Because any idiot could fire them. Craig Summers could fire a gun.


   “OK, gimme some skimmers, Craig.”


   “Yes, your lordship.” Craig put the machine on a sidewall and angled it out to sea.


   Darryl shook his head at Lisa. “So hard to find good help these days.”


   Craig looked up angrily. “Ready?”


   Darryl was still facing Lisa. “Yep.”


   Whoosh! A skeet rocketed away above the ocean. Then: Whoosh! Whoosh! Two more.


   In a fluid series of motions, Darryl turned and fired three arrows. Voom! Voom! Voom! In rapid succession, they sped away at truly frightening speeds. Crack! One skeet down. Crack! A second. Crack! A third.


   “Jesus,” Lisa said quietly, watching white ceramic pieces scatter over the turquoise sea.


   Darryl nodded coolly. “Don’t mess with the Big Dog.”


   “I won’t. So you guys don’t know why Ackerman’s here?”


   The two men shrugged.


   “Maybe to follow up on that talk he had with Jason earlier.”


   They turned. It was Monique Hollis, Darryl’s catwalk-pretty wife, up from below deck in cropped khaki pants and a navy polo. Monique was in her early thirties, exceedingly bright, tall, elegant, and with an easygoing down-home attitude that made her impossible to hate despite her looks.


   Lisa nodded. “What was that about anyway?”


   Monique shrugged. “Somebody came in saying they might have seen a new species.”


   “Really?” Normally, Lisa wouldn’t have cared about a new species sighting, but strange things were happening in the world’s oceans. The plankton supply had been behaving particularly oddly, and Lisa and her colleagues in the oceanic nutrition community had no idea why. Plankton were tiny, even microscopic, plant and animal organisms that drifted near the ocean’s surface in large masses. With a PhD in oceanic nutrition from UCLA, Lisa Barton had dedicated a large part of her life to studying the stuff. During the past weeks, with the aid of the Expedition’s onboard Plankton Measuring System, she’d seen levels drop alarmingly. Typically, plankton masses congregated around thermoclines, zones of abrupt temperature change between overlying warmer waters and colder, deeper waters. But recently, a number of thermoclines Lisa had personally sampled indicated levels 62 percent below normal. In addition, measures of turbidity, conductivity, temperature, and photosynthetic radiation were all way off.


   In the vast, interconnected ecosystems of the oceans, plankton were at the very bottom of the food chain. Problems with them usually led to problems elsewhere. Lisa didn’t know if it was related or not, but she’d recently read reports about several of the Gulf’s medium-depth species—the Sargassum triggerfish, medium-bill wall fish, among others—migrating to considerably shallower waters. Then, six months ago, the government’s annual midocean survey had reported that for reasons unknown, there had been a significant depletion in the Gulf’s midocean plant life, especially crinoids, a type of starfish, and gorgonians, a type of coral.


   Something significant was going on in the ocean. It had affected many animals, and Lisa wondered if it would affect more. She paused. Or had it done that already? She suddenly turned to Monique.


   “What new species?”











CHAPTER 5


MONIQUE HOLLIS cleared her throat. “It was sighted off L.A., I think.”


   “What was it?”


   “I only heard bits and pieces. I think it had something to do with a flying fish.”


   “Oh.” Lisa rolled her eyes. “One of those.” Then she considered the possibility more seriously. “A real flying fish or just something that leaped out?”


   “This woman thought a real flying fish.”


   “In the Northern Pacific Ocean?”


   There were fifty known species of “real flying fish,” part of the Exocoetidae family, and almost all of them were found in the tropics, a number in Barbados. Exocoetidae were basically regular-looking fish with oversize pectoral fins that could spread out and be used like wings. Lisa recalled that several species of squirrels, lizards, and snakes flew by the same principles. Typically, these fish glided just above the water’s surface for a few hundred feet, usually to escape predators. But Exocoetidae were nowhere near the Northern Pacific Ocean.


   Lisa’s eyes narrowed. “Did this woman identify the species?”


   “I think she said it was some sort of ray.”


   “A ray? Really?” Rays had nothing to do with the Exocoetidae family. “Well, what did Jason say?”


   “What could he say? He was polite to Ackerman, but you know Jason.”


   Lisa shook her head. Yes, she knew Jason. “Why would Ackerman care about something like that anyway?”


   “I guess if he really thinks it’s a new species, he might want us to go look for it. We’re doing next to nothing down here, and we’re still under contract after all.”


   Lisa shook her head. She hoped Ackerman didn’t make them go off on some wild-goose chase. “It was probably just a little bat ray that wanted to get some air.”


   Darryl shrugged. “Who cares what it was.”


   Craig looked up at the blazing sun. “Agreed.”


   “Then again,” Darryl added enthusiastically, “if Ackerman paid us more, I’d love to go look for a new species.”


   Monique eyed her husband sadly. “He won’t be paying us more money, Darryl.”


   “Yeah.” Darryl suddenly looked morose. “I guess not.”


   All soccer-mom jokes aside, the Hollises wanted to start having kids in the next couple of years, and the topic of money was a sore one. Children were expensive.


   Seeing how down they suddenly looked, Craig gently turned to them. “Take it easy, guys.”


   Darryl and Monique nodded, almost obediently.


   Lisa smiled to herself. The Hollises and Craig Summers were an odd, yet strangely copasetic triumvirate. Lisa admired their loyalty and often wished she had something like it.


   She looked down at the turquoise water, wondering where Jason was. “Jason’s been down there a long time. Do you think . . .”


   She suddenly spotted something enormous and black rising fast from the depths. She backed up nervously. . . . It continued to rise, ten feet from the surface, turned, and flapped away. She breathed again. Just a manta ray. A diver rose up right after it and climbed quickly onto the boat.


   Standing in fins, Jason Aldridge was five-ten with intense eyes and dark hair. He was male ambition in a wet suit, no interest in firing weapons, working on his tan, or anything else. A lean thirty-four, he was a single-minded workaholic, the type who liked to be busy every minute of every day and got antsy when he wasn’t. He was also more than a little depressed, but that wasn’t easily detected.


   No one turned when a second diver with a yellow underwater camera draped around his neck popped up. A chunkier thirty-four, his name was Phil Martino. He climbed up happily and grabbed a towel to dry his curly dark hair. “Hey guys.”


   There was no response. With the exception of Jason, no one liked Phil Martino. He was the only one of the six who didn’t have a PhD in ichthyology—though it wasn’t intellectual snobbery that made him unpopular. It was more that he served no purpose at all. As Darryl once put it, he was always “just hovering around, an all-around annoying dude.” Phil’s connection to the group was Jason. The two had met during an introductory marine-bio class at UCSD. While Phil later flunked out of that class, he and Jason never lost touch. Since college, Phil had held many jobs, including one as a professional photographer. So at Jason’s urging, Ackerman hired him to document the original manta aquarium’s progress pictorially. Phil Martino had been with the team ever since.


   Lisa turned to Jason, seated on the deck now. “FYI, Ackerman’s here, Jason.”


   He didn’t seem to hear her. He angrily yanked off his fins. “I thought you were coming down to take that jellyfish sample.”


   “Oh,” Lisa paused. “I was, but then I saw Ackerman.”


   “You should have come down before that.”


   “Whatever.”


   He stood. “No, not whatever, Lisa. You don’t tan well anyway, and we needed a sample.”


   She faced him fully, not backing down. “Yeah, why’d we need that again?”


   “Because the only thing these mantas seem to be eating lately are jellyfish.”


   “Yeah, so?”


   “So if we determine jellies are safe to eat out here, they could be safe in the aquarium and—”


   “And . . . what? We can restock and try to make it all work one more time?”


   He looked at her blankly. “Yeah.”


   “You actually believe Ackerman will pay for that at this stage?”


   “If we give him something promising . . . yes, I do.”


   She shook her head. “We have five months left on our contracts, Jason, and then we are gone—do you understand that? Gone.”


   “You don’t know that, nobody knows that.”


   “Everybody knows that except you. If the job market weren’t so awful, we’d have new jobs already.”


   He hesitated, glancing at the others. “You’ve been looking?”


   She paused. “I have. I can’t speak for anybody else.”


   “Then that’s your business. It doesn’t mean Manta World can’t work.”


   “You’re not being realistic.”


   “I don’t see it that way.”


   “It doesn’t matter how you see it, it’s how Ackerman sees it.”


   “Well, I still think—”


   “Jason, Manta World is over! Don’t you get that? Over!”


   He hesitated, glancing at the others. They looked away, and he wondered if they agreed with Lisa. He didn’t care. “We still have a job to do, and taking food samples is a critical part of that.”


   “You could have done it if it was so important.”


   “You’re the nutrition expert, Lisa!”


   “And you’re the one who’s always looking over my shoulder!”


   “Because you don’t do your job! And even when you do, it’s for your own personal agenda, not the team’s!”


   Now it was Lisa’s turn to glance at the rest of the crew. Jason’s “personal agenda” comment had struck a nerve. But Lisa could play rough too. “You look over my shoulder because you’re a control freak who can’t trust anyone to do anything.”


   “I like to make sure things are done correctly.” Jason’s voice was tight.


   Lisa just shook her head. Everyone on the boat thought Jason was a control freak. He constantly checked and rechecked their work on everything. But Lisa did feel a little guilty. Jason wasn’t a bad guy, and taking jellyfish samples was indeed part of her job description.


   “I’ll take a sample after Ackerman leaves, OK?”


   “Don’t bother, they’re all gone now.”


   She was shocked. “All the jellyfish are gone?”


   “Those mantas were hungry down there.”


   Wow. A day earlier, Lisa had seen literally tens of thousands of jellies, normally enough to feed a small herd of mantas for a week.


   He eyed her curiously. “What do you make of that?”


   “Like you said, they must have been hungry.”


   “You think it’s related to the low plankton levels?”


   Darryl turned suddenly. “I thought levels had gone back up.”


   Lisa shook her head. “No, that was very brief. They’ve actually gotten worse. Are the mantas still jumping out more than usual, Jason?”


   A sober nod. “A lot more, actually.”


   “Does that . . . concern you at all?”


   “I wouldn’t say it concerns me exactly, but it is kind of . . .”


   “Strange?”


   “Yeah, strange.”


   Many ray species, especially mantas, regularly leap out of the sea, and even Jason, who despite his recent failures was still considered a top-ten expert on the great creatures, didn’t know why. There were theories of course: to rid themselves of parasites, to evade predators, even just to have fun. Regardless, they had been leaping out much more frequently than usual. Within just the past two months, the Gulf’s mantas had been seen heaving their four-thousand-pound winged bodies out of the sea up to seven times per day, considerably more than the typical three times per week.


   More strangeness in the world’s oceans, Lisa thought. Then she heard the sound of a motor in the distance and put the binoculars back to her face. “Five minutes until Ackerman.”


   Craig licked his lips lecherously. “Watch for bags of money falling off the side of his boat.”


   The others chuckled, but Jason turned urgently to Phil. “Borrow your laptop real quick?”


   “Note time? Sure.”


   As Phil trotted downstairs, Lisa rolled her eyes. Jason had been using Phil’s laptop every day for months to record his notes. Taking notes was indeed an important part of a marine biologist’s job, but as with everything else he did, Jason was beyond thorough; he was obsessive. Phil handed him a sleek black IBM, the only computer on board configured to the Expedition’s satellite data link, and still in his wet suit, Jason began to type.


   Minutes later a massive hundred-and-thirty-foot yacht motored closer at the pace of a snail. In khaki shorts and a $250 silk golf shirt, Harry Ackerman stood atop the towering helm. “Ahoy, everybody!”


   They put on their best happy faces. “Ahoy, Harry!”


   “Hey, Mr. Ackerman!” Phil yelled cheerily.


   “Tie this, please.” Ackerman hopped on board, handing Phil a braided white nylon rope. “And hold this for me too.” It was a worn leather day planner. “Hey, Monique.”


   “Hey, Mr. Ackerman, how are you?” Monique wondered why he was holding a yellow legal pad.


   “I’m fine, thanks.” Ackerman had always liked Monique Hollis. She had such an easygoing nature. Lisa Barton was also quite attractive but considerably rougher around the edges. The man’s expressionless gaze swept past Darryl and Craig, then settled on Jason.


   “Harry, we weren’t expecting you.”


   “Hey, Jason.”


   They shook hands, and Ackerman noticed Phil’s laptop on a seat. Ackerman smiled to himself. Jason was no doubt typing his notes again, before he’d even changed out of his wet suit. Ackerman loved Jason’s obsessive side, such a hard worker. Though Jason certainly wouldn’t love the reason that Ackerman was here.


   “I want to discuss that sighting near Clarita further. Have you had any thoughts on that?”


   Jason didn’t answer at first. His eyes simply shifted. But he looked like he had quite a few thoughts indeed.











CHAPTER 6


JASON ALDRIDGE didn’t change gears easily. He was great at focusing, at working on one subject, but change had always been problematic. The five-year quest to make Manta World a reality had been his life, and the notion of ending it in failure wasn’t even conceivable. So he simply didn’t respond to Harry Ackerman’s question. He was a smart, intense guy, but the implications of the answer were beyond his comprehension.


   Ackerman cleared his throat. “I said, I’d like to discuss the sighting near Clarita Island. What are your thoughts?”


   The question hung in the heated, tropical air for a second time. Lisa Barton, Phil Martino, and the Hollis-Hollis-Summers triumvirate all waited. Jason just stood in his wet suit, eyeing the empty plain of blue water, his intense eyes shifting slightly. “I’m still processing it.”


   Ackerman grinned. “Still processing it, huh? That sounds like double- talk to me.” He turned to Phil Martino. “You agree, Phil?”


   “I sure do, Mr. Ackerman.”


   Ackerman smiled wider. Phil Martino reminded him of a new puppy, the dumbest one in the litter. Darryl and Craig shook their heads in disbelief, and Ackerman continued. “Come on, work with me here, Jason. You’re an expert, and I’m trying to understand this. What do you think of the idea of a new species of ray?”


   Jason looked him in the eye, respectful but not afraid. While his workaholic tendencies hadn’t given him success or riches, they had given him confidence. He feared no one. “I don’t think much of it.”


   Ackerman nodded. He’d always liked Jason’s directness and total lack of fear. Sure, there were those who said he was an unambiguous failure after the aquarium debacle, but Ackerman had always thought the guy had balls. At the moment, he didn’t care.


   “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you and I went over this ray’s description in great detail, and you said you didn’t recognize it. Is that still the case?” Ackerman held up his yellow pad. “Because I have my notes right here if you want to go over them.”


   “That’s OK.”


   Jason didn’t need notes. He remembered the ray’s description well, if only because it wasn’t familiar: stealth-shaped and very thick, black on one side and white on the other, with large black eyes, a huge mouth, and horns on the mouth’s sides. And aggressive behavior. Apparently, the ray had snapped at someone.


   Jason doubted it was a new species, and yet if the description was accurate, he didn’t know what known species it belonged to. Ackerman had correctly nixed several candidates, and Jason later eliminated half a dozen more, the Raja binoculata and the Torpedo californica among others. There were additional possibilities, but they were all remote.


   “You think it could have just been a newborn manta, Jason?” Craig Summers asked.


   “Near Clarita? Highly unlikely.”


   Jason turned to the water. But it was strange, wasn’t it? Because what had been described—the horned head, the wide mouth, the black top and white bottom—were all classic signs of the manta ray. But not only were mantas much thinner, they were also tropical and lived in warm locales near the equator. Sure, they migrated to cooler waters in the summer, and a wayward manta from Mexico could easily have strayed into Southern California waters. But only if it had been an adult. A newborn never would have strayed that far. Unless—he turned to Darryl and Monique.


   “Any way a pregnant adult would have migrated up from Mexico?”


   Darryl readjusted his polo’s collar. “To spawn in Clarita?”


   “Yeah.”


   “By itself?”


   Jason shrugged. “I guess so.”


   “Highly unlikely.”


   Jason nodded. “Monique?”


   “A pregnant animal migrating that far from familiar waters to spawn? No way.”


   “What about a group of pregnant mantas, then? Could they have migrated up together?”


   Monique raised an eyebrow. “It’s technically possible, but I doubt it.”


   So did Jason. While mantas regularly spawned in groups, he’d never heard of them doing so in strange locales. He pulled his dark hair back with one hand. What had that woman seen off Clarita Island? He looked out over the water again. If the physical description was accurate, perhaps it was a new species. But so what? What the hell did a new species have to do with his manta rays?


   Ackerman stared at him coldly. “So could it have been a new species?”


   “Possibly.”


   “Does possibly mean likely?”


   A glimmer of anger flashed in Jason’s eyes. He had work to do here. They still had to find a group of mantas capable of surviving in the aquarium—find them, transport them to San Diego, get the aquarium prepared, then perform countless other tasks that could easily take five months. He didn’t have time for this.


   “Jason, does possibly mean likely?”


   “Possibly means possibly.”


   “Well, that’s enough for me. I think you should go to Clarita and find out for sure if it’s new or not.”


   “What? Why?”


   “Because we need to do something, we need to make some kind of progress here.”


   “We are making progress, Harry.”


   “Not the way I define it.”


   “How do you define it?”


   The eyes turned colder. “In dollars and cents. I’ve lost millions on this, do you understand that? This entire project was a disaster from the get-go.”


   “Harry, we can still fill that aquarium with manta rays. I promise we can do it.”


   “No, we can’t.”


   “I’m telling you, I really think we—”


   “I’ve been patient; you know I’ve been very patient.”


   “And we appreciate that, but if you’d just let us—”


   “Jason, Manta World is over.” This was said matter-of-factly and without emotion. “I’m not capable of financing it any further and . . . that’s it. You know this isn’t what I wanted.”


   Jason didn’t move. Under the beating sun, he suddenly felt light-headed in his wet suit, like he’d fall off the boat. He became aware of his feet on the teak and steadied himself on a guardrail.


   “I see,” he managed to say. He couldn’t believe it. He was numb.


   Lisa sighed inwardly. She felt bad for Jason, though she wasn’t entirely sympathetic. It would always be painful for a guy with his driven personality to adapt to change. Not only was it impossible for him to trust anyone to do his or her job, he also couldn’t see when something just wasn’t working. He didn’t have an off switch. But even Jason couldn’t ignore this. The plug had just been pulled, and it was time for the man who had once been called “the next Jacques Cousteau” to finally move on.


   Lisa shook her head. The next Jacques Cousteau. She’d first heard the nickname before she even met Jason, six years before, when Ichthyology Journal had run a cover story on him in an entire issue dedicated to mantas. In an article filled with glossy pictures, the magazine had chronicled everything, from his typical boyish obsession with the great fish, to his PhD in ichthyology at UCSD, to his then ranking as the number one manta ray expert in the world. The whole thing generated an incredible amount of hype and put Jason’s professional expectations through the roof. Then Ackerman had come calling.


   The original idea for the aquarium had actually been Ackerman’s. A lawyer who suddenly had obscene piles of money after his IPO, Ackerman hired a consulting firm that determined that a new manta aquarium in San Diego could triple another famous water park’s already booming attendance. The primary reason for such a prediction: nothing like it existed anywhere in the world. While existing marine facilities had exhibits featuring smaller ray species, none was anywhere near the spectacle that a warehouse-size aquarium filled with creatures as big as planes promised to be. Kids loved mantas, absolutely loved them, and across the globe, their parents said they’d pay handsomely for the privilege of seeing them. The consultants determined that if the “right aquarium” were constructed, it could become an attraction on a global scale. Big enough to give Ackerman the respect he so craved. And big enough to put him in the billionaires’ club.


   A manta aquarium had made sense for its research potential too. Ichthyologists, and all animal researchers, tried to analyze their subject in their natural habitats whenever possible, but the reality was that studying large, wild creatures swimming freely in the open ocean was extremely difficult. By comparison, in captivity, animals could be studied extensively and around the clock. Indeed, most of what was known about dolphins—the most analyzed ocean-dwelling species on earth—had been learned from studying specimens in captivity. That had been the aquarium’s precise research objective: to allow Jason Aldridge and others to analyze manta rays as thoroughly as dolphins had been.


   Construction of the aquarium, which Jason himself had designed, had been completed in two years. Financial pro formas predicted the $95 million cost would be paid off in eighteen months. On every front, hopes had been sky-high for the aquarium’s opening. It never happened. The opening was delayed, rescheduled four times, then scrapped entirely. For more than three years, it had been one disaster after another. And through everything, including his own fall from grace, Jason had been nothing but optimistic, a fighter with a fantastic attitude who never gave up.


   The biggest problem had been the mantas themselves. For reasons unknown, they simply wouldn’t stay alive. Forty-seven died throughout a thirty-two-month period, and neither Jason nor any of the experts hired to support him could determine why. Anything and everything was done to save them. Nothing worked.


   Finally, Ackerman decided that Jason, then barely ranked in the top ten in his field, and the few members of the team who still had contracts should get back to working with mantas in the wild, nominally with the goal of still trying to make the aquarium work. They’d been in tropical Mexico ever since.


   Ackerman shrugged. “Anyway, it’s done. Unless something else comes up, we’re turning the aquarium into a home for killer whales.”


   Jason glanced at Lisa, swallowing an entire humble pie. “I see.”


   “And I certainly don’t want to go this way, but I’ve already checked with my lawyers, and I have the legal right to terminate your contracts right now. Or you can investigate this. My hope is the latter might lead to something significant.”


   Jason eyed the grooves in the teak deck. He couldn’t believe it. It was over. Just like that, a glass of ice water to the face. He’d just wasted five entire years of his life. He could hardly think. But he somehow managed to consider what Ackerman was proposing. A stockier version of a manta with large eyes? Possibly a new species? So what. Jason hadn’t tested the job market in years, but he wondered if UCSD had any new research grants. Or maybe another university. He wasn’t wasting more time on Ackerman’s wild-goose chase.


   He looked out at the ocean, the tropical blue plain. He’d miss it. Then he noticed Monique. She looked . . . different, not laid-back at all. She had tears in her eyes, a dab of black mascara dripping onto her shirt’s collar, and was clutching her husband’s hand tightly. Son of a bitch! Money had never been Jason’s primary motivation, but his coworkers . . . They had bills to pay, rent checks and lease payments for apartments and cars they never used. And the Hollises wanted to start a family soon. While the concept of family was foreign to Jason—he didn’t even have a girlfriend—Monique and Darryl were very much planners, and they’d been socking away large portions of every direct deposit to provide for their unborn kids. They were highly educated, both with PhDs in oceanic migration from USC, but if Lisa was right . . . if the job market really was that tough, and they both suddenly lost their jobs . . . 
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