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Chapter One

Ella Fitzhugh looked down at herself,
studying the suit she’d just wrestled on with mixed feelings—mostly
nerves—edged with fear.

Prying it on had felt pretty much like
putting on any other wetsuit she’d ever worn—not that she’d worn
many! She wasn’t a diving enthusiast and she didn’t, generally,
have to work under water—but it wasn’t just like any other
wetsuit.

In point of fact, it wasn’t a wetsuit
at all. It was a spacesuit—experimental.

She thought that circumstance might
have been more exciting than unnerving—the fact that she was being
given the opportunity to test it out while she worked on the
oceanic survey she was conducting for a company that was poised to
build an underwater city on one of the sunken continents—except
that she wouldn’t be using tanks to breathe.

A helmet, yes.

Tanks, no.

Because the formfitting outfit was a
compression garment designed for extremes in pressure and
temperatures and had a built-in air production system. Supposedly,
it extracted the chemical elements she needed to stay alive for
prolonged periods of time from her surroundings—in this case water.
She could go deep and come up whenever she wanted to without having
to worry about the bends.

As if she had become a deep water
animal just by putting it on.

She was going to hyperventilate the
moment she went in.

She could feel the fear gnawing at the
back of her mind.

Of course, she would’ve been uneasy
anyway. She was a geologist. She wasn’t used to studying the
underwater geology.

Which, of course, didn’t differ a
great deal from geology anywhere on the planet.

Except most of what she studied was
surrounded by air, not water.

It was a job, she told
herself.

A little different than she usually
dealt with, but it was about her scientific expertise. She could do
it and it meant a big paycheck at the end of the survey—when she
could certainly use the money.

Picking up the specialized swimming
boots the company had supplied, and the helmet, Ella left the cabin
where she’d changed into ‘the space babe’, and went up onto the
deck where most of her team was already assembled.

Finding a spot on the bench where
everyone else was sitting, she set her helmet and the boots down on
the deck and worked her foot into the first boot, sealing it to the
suit, and then the second.

Karen appeared on deck and headed
straight for her, squeezing in between her and Dillon.

Ella glanced at her in
surprise.

“I found out what happened
to the last team,” Karen muttered just above a whisper.

Ella’s heart leapt and began to gallop
in her chest. “There was another team?”

“Was. The man I talked to
said five went down. Two came up.”

Ella turned a wide eyed look of horror
on Karen, mentally stumbling over the avalanche of questions that
leapt to mind. “What happened?” she finally managed to
ask.

“Nobody knows. Not even
the survivors. They just looked around and discovered they were
alone and they hit for the ship.”

Ella studied her, bug eyed.

Karen shrugged. “They had been sent
off to have a look at another area. They discovered everybody was
gone when they got back—couldn’t get anything over the
radio—decided the others had already gone up and, when they got to
the boat—no divers. They refused to go back down. That group was
wearing traditional diving equipment—so no possibility that they
survived. They searched for a full day and couldn’t find a trace of
them.”

They had to be dead, Ella
realized.

Diving was dangerous. Deep sea diving
more dangerous. It wasn’t like they hadn’t all known that before
they agreed to do the job.

But anger surged through her that they
hadn’t even been told that the place was potentially more dangerous
than they’d thought.

Unfortunately, there was nobody from
the company around to get hold of. The boat had been hired for
them.

After a moment, she signaled to the
others for a huddle.

It was awkward as hell trying to walk
on the deck with the swim boots, but they found a relatively
private area on the deck, gathered close, and relayed what they
knew about the incident and then discussed their feelings on the
subject.

Dillon shrugged it off. “Working
underwater is always dangerous. We can only guess what happened,
but I say we need to go ahead with it. I need the money and I’m
guessing everybody else does.”

“You can’t spend it if
you’re dead,” Carl said tightly.

“And you can’t live
without it,” Karen pointed out.

“We’ll work close and have
someone stand watch. If there’s something down there we need that.
Otherwise we’re going to have to assume they got caught in a
landslide or something like that—collapsing cave—the usual hazards
you face when you’re looking at something that hasn’t been
explored,” Ella said.

She wasn’t surprised when no one
decided to back out of the deal and stay on the boat.

On the other hand, she couldn’t see
that the ‘pep’ talk had the positive effect she’d hoped for,
either, which also didn’t surprise her since it did very little for
her own feelings. It was a case of ‘must’, though, and they broke
up the powwow to check the gear being loaded into the submersible
carrying them down. The busy work helped a little, but she was
tense as they began to climb aboard for the trip down. She was
pretty sure it was unanimous. There was very little chatter as they
sealed the hatch and were lowered to the surface—strictly business
and no wisecracks.

That struck her as a gauge.

Not that they were all inclined to,
but she’d worked with most of them a few times and she knew there
were chatterboxes and clowns among them that were happy to
intersperse business with whatever witticism popped in their
minds.

Generally.

The occupants were so quiet the
‘other’ sounds almost seemed deafening. Every creak the ship made
seemed to tighten an invisible band a little tighter around Ella’s
head until it was throbbing enough with tension by the time they
reached the bottom and released the tethers that she was having
some difficulty focusing.

Dillon turned on the
floods.

Ella got up from her seat and moved to
the radar screen and stood at Leslie’s shoulder, carefully studying
it for any sign of danger coming their way. From there she moved to
the screens that indicated their position and showed it relative to
the chosen landing site. And then to the topographical
map.

“Dillon. Carl. John. I’m
thinking here, here, and here for the flood lights. What do y’all
think?”

They discussed it for a while and
finally decided there would be an advantage to setting up on the
slightly elevated areas she’d pointed out. The three of them left
the submersible to unload the first of the floods and set off to
anchor the frame to the seabed and set it up.

Ella and Karen left directly behind
them with the survey equipment.

Ella had decided to designate Leslie
as their ‘watch’ since she was the most familiar with the radar
equipment and that seemed like the most effective way to watch for
potential danger. The equipment covered a wide area—probably a good
bit further than anyone would be able to see with the naked eye.
And the more time they had to hit for the submersible, the
better.

The suits didn’t make moving in water
easier that Ella could see.

But if anything got after them she was
planning to be the first inside if she had to climb over everyone
else, she thought with dark humor.

Unfortunately for that plan, she
became so immersed in her work almost as soon as she and Karen got
their equipment situated that she was able to push all of her angst
to the back of her mind and become completely focused. She was so
focused on setting the anchors for their equipment using the new
anchoring system they’d been given that it wasn’t until light
suddenly bathed the area in false brightness that she thought about
the men she’d sent to set up the lights.

Truthfully, she supposed she didn’t
actually think about them then. The light caught her attention and
she looked around automatically for the source.

It dazzled her.

She supposed that was why it took her
several moments to actually digest the fact that there were dozens
of figures appearing out of the darkness behind the
light.

Figures that she thought, just at
first, were sharks—maybe?

It was the movements she decided later
that made her mind leap to sharks, and perhaps an unacknowledged
fear that that explained the disappearance of the others—a swarm of
huge sharks.

They were armed, though, carrying
something that she registered vaguely as spear-guns.

It all happened so fast her brain
simply could not decipher what was going on, though—not at that
time, not in any way that prepared her to act. Her primal instincts
screamed ‘danger’, throwing her into total chaos, and then she saw
that one of the figures had taken aim at the trio of men she’d sent
out to set up the flood lights and she found her voice.

“John! Stop! Look
out!”

* * * *

The alarm went off at precisely the
same moment as Commander Olric L’Arc’s ass touched the seat of his
desk chair. He reversed engines, instantly straightening and
looking down at the seat he’d abruptly vacated, before he glanced
around his office.

His lips tightened.

Striding to the door, he flung it open
and stalked briskly back along the corridor to the operations room,
arriving while the staff was still frozen with shocked
surprise.

“Turn it off!” he bellowed
above the earsplitting racket.

Fortunately, one of the men seemed to
hear. He leapt forward and slammed his hand down on the shutoff.
The silence that fell in the wake of the alarm almost seemed more
deafening.

“What the hell is going
on?”

The men all glanced at one another and
then leapt to their stations.

“Holy shit! It’s the
Air-Breathers, Commander! They’ve breached our perimeter. They’ve …
installed something right in the heart of the Realm,
sir!”

“And the security detail
is …?”

“Got them, Sir! They’re
bringing them in now.”

That was a relief. And yet it merely
opened another can of worms. Dismissing the men, he headed back to
his office to consider the situation while he was awaiting the
arrival of the security detail with the prisoners.

It was above his pay grade, he decided
fairly quickly. The only question, he decided, was to see if the
men had followed protocols and, if not, how big the mess was that
he was going to have to clean up.

It seemed inarguable that it was going
to be a shit storm.

Otherwise, they wouldn’t have
captives.

Having notified the head of the
council that they had a security breach—via message—he left his
office, turned his communications device off, and headed down to
the detention center to await the arrivals.


Chapter Two

There was a split second
warning before the blast wave hit Ella, crawling all over her like
a stinging swarm of hornets. She had a split second to realize
she’d fucked up by yelling a warning and then charging
toward the threat
instead of trying to escape, a split second to wonder if it was the
last moment of life. The jolt that went through her, enshrouded
her, snatched consciousness from her so fast there wasn’t time for
anything else.

Awareness only returned, and at that
no more than fragments of confusing stimulus, when she felt
tugging. She wove in and out but finally determined she was being
stripped—had been—and wondered if she was wounded or injured
somehow and they were trying to treat her. She was manacled—wrists
and ankles—spread Eagle fashion, legs parted, arms up and
parted.

Then she was sprayed down with
something icy and scrubbed within an inch of her life—with complete
impartiality. Not rough, but also not gentle and certainly not
sexual despite the fact that she was naked and knew it.

The water she was rinsed with was so
cold it was sheer torture. Her teeth were rattling together by the
time they stopped.

She couldn’t catch her breath. For an
agonizing time she was only able to gasp in little snatches of
breath. By the time the paralyzing cold eased enough for a decent
breath of air, Ella realized she’d been deposited in a different
room. Just shoved in and abandoned to wilt weakly to the icy floor
beneath her bare feet.

She was blind—next door to it,
anyway.

It wasn’t just her imagination that
her eyes were swollen shut—from something. They were. It took a
strenuous effort to pry her eyelids up at all and when she had
everything was a blur. She decided she wasn’t alone, though.
“Hello?”

“Ella?” a female voice
gasped.

It wasn’t Karen and for a split second
that totally threw her for a loop. “Leslie?” Ella asked
finally.

“Where are we?”

Ella was still trying to wrap her mind
around the fact that Leslie had been left in the ship to stand
guard and she was with them. “How did you get here?”

Silence greeted the question. “I don’t
know,” Leslie finally responded plaintively.

Ella digested that for a few moments
and tried blinking her eyes to clear the blur away. She couldn’t
tell that it helped. “Karen?”

There was a groan nearby. “Yeah,”
Karen croaked.

It occurred to Ella abruptly that the
… thing that had appeared out of the darkness had looked as if it
was about to skewer John. “John!”

“I think we’re all here,”
said a male voice that sounded like Dillon’s. “Damned if I know
where the fuck here is, though. Anybody got a clue?”

Ella struggled to collect memories.
“There was something—shadowy figures.”

Nobody said anything else for a while.
Finally, making it clear Dillon, at least, had been trying to sort
his own memories and impressions, he spoke again. “I don’t think
we’ve been rescued.”

“What makes you say that?”
Carl snapped, his voice tight with some emotion.

“Just a feeling,” Dillon
retorted sourly.

“Well? What gives you that
feeling?”

“Picking a fight with
Dillon might make you feel better, Carl, but I think we need to
keep our shit together until we know what our situation is!” Ella
snapped forcefully.

“So … you’re thinking we
were captured, too?”

“All I said was that I
didn’t think we’d been rescued,” Dillon growled.

“And captured isn’t the
alternative?”

“This isn’t helping
….”

Everyone fell silent for a little bit.
Then Ella heard movement and realized someone had decided to get up
and explore their surroundings. She heard a meaty thud and cussing.
“There are bunks along the wall if anybody wants to get off the
floor.”

Ella chewed her lip. She wasn’t
particularly comfortable with the idea of using a bed when she
didn’t know who’d used it before and she didn’t have a stitch of
clothing on.

“There are blankets, at
least.”

That was enough to cause a minor
stampede as everyone surged up and began to fight over bunks and
blankets.

“Smells clean at least,”
Karen muttered.

Deeply grateful for that little
concession, Ella rolled as tightly into her blanket as she could
and struggled to warm up.

“I don’t know about the
rest of you, but I feel like a popsicle rolled in another
popsicle,” Karen muttered after a few minutes. Anybody feel like a
cuddle?”

They played fruit basket
turnover.
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