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      Coxen Hole, Roatán

      Bay Islands, Honduras

      Central America

      

      Eva awoke to the sound of a rooster crowing followed by a car honking. Without opening her eyes, she rolled over and put a pillow over her head. Just five more minutes. In her noisy neighborhood in Coxen Hole, she never needed an alarm.

      The honking escalated and the rooster sounded like he was suffering from acute lovesickness—or being run over to be made into arroz con pollo. Eva couldn’t take it anymore. She jumped out of bed, threw on shorts and a T-shirt over a bikini, and strapped on her Tevas. She grabbed her backpack that held her waterproof laptop and headed to the kitchen.

      The kitchen was dark, cool, and entirely too quiet. Her mamá Romina now lived with her new husband Mel aboard their boat over at the Parrot Tree Marina, along with their young, adopted son Luis Junior.

      Eva made herself a cup of hot tea, then grabbed a jar of peanut butter from the cabinet and the jelly and bread from the near-empty fridge. She quickly made herself a PBJ—her favorite—to eat for lunch later, then sat down to enjoy reading for as long as it took her to drink her tea—a New Year’s resolution she fulfilled at least once a week.

      She read a section about compassion in Brené Brown’s newest book and sighed, wondering what the world would be like if we all practiced compassion more, not just with ourselves but each other and those we shared the planet with. She was trying, honestly trying, to understand emotions better so that she could better understand others and express her feelings. She found the dolphins she worked with were easy to understand, but people could be difficult.

      It’s you, Eva, that needs to do the work. Focus on what you can control. No… control is an illusion.

      But she could only take this self-reflection in small doses without triggering the waterfall of trauma from her past. So, she set the beautiful book aside and picked up a journal article she’d been meaning to read about the intricacies of balancing conservation with green energy, which at times could be a surprisingly difficult challenge.

      She breathed in the tea, a mint-ginger combo that gave her energy and focus—not to mention relief from her frequent heartburn—then considered the mug, decorated with custom artwork by her daughter, Soledad. It was Soledad’s absence that Eva felt most deeply. Eva could see her mamá and Luis Junior on evenings or weekends, but Soledad was now with her father in the States so that she could attend high school there. At times, Eva missed Sol so much her heart felt like it would burst. There was no tea in the universe that could address that kind of heartache.

      And thinking of Sol always got Eva thinking of Thomas, Sol’s father. Eva and Thomas’s relationship was in a limbo of sorts, or perhaps a stalemate. Between Eva’s communication research with the dolphins here on Roatán and Thomas’s gene therapy research in Kansas City, it seemed impossible for them to ever be in the same place for long. Yet there was still something there, if only they could give it a chance. Eva hadn’t dated anyone else since she and Thomas had crossed paths again a couple years ago. She had to first love and trust herself before she could be fully available to another.

      Her cat, Angel, meowed and stretched. He was spread out in a spot of sun streaming through the window, lying on his back with his tummy exposed.

      Eva smiled. “Good morning, Angel.”

      The cat meowed again, sauntered over to her, and weaved between her legs, striking up a steady purr.

      “Ready for your breakfast?” Eva asked.

      She fed him his favorite—fresh fish scraps that Luis Junior had saved for him.

      When they were both done with their breakfast, Eva took the time to give the cat a few soft pets, which he very much appreciated. At least Eva wasn’t entirely alone here—she still had Angel, who was excellent company despite his fish breath. This house had once been so full of love and activity that sometimes it felt too full. But life moves forward, and people move on, hopefully to better things.

      And yet I’m still here. When am I going to move on?
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      A short while later, Eva arrived at RIMS—the Roatán Institute of Marine Science—where she worked on communication research with dolphins. She was greeted by the ever-loyal Rascal, his tail wagging, and a smiling Gilberto, the old dolphin trainer. Gilberto had been here so long that he had been Eva’s mentor back when she was just an intern, before college. The day had turned overcast, and the early morning sunlight cast shadows from the clouds everywhere.

      “Need a ride?” Gilberto asked.

      “Sure.” Eva parked her Vespa, took off her helmet, and grabbed her backpack from the scooter’s satchel, then boarded the boat taxi. Rascal sat beside her, leaning against her leg, begging for attention. She petted his head while making small talk with Gilberto. His conversation was as predictable as ever.

      “What’s the news from Soledad?” he asked.

      “Last weekend she went fossil digging in west Kansas with her aunt and uncle,” Eva said. “And she’s got a swim meet and a math test coming up.”

      The truth was, Sol was very busy. She was taking Honors Biology and Honors Algebra, she ran cross country for her high school, and she’d made it onto an elite private swim team club. She was adjusting well and making friends. But Eva thought she spent entirely too much time hanging out in her father’s genetics lab.

      Gilberto raised his eyebrows, a small movement that spoke volumes. “And what about Thomas? How’s he doing?”

      Eva pointedly avoided giving any personal updates on Thomas; she didn’t relish getting others’ opinions on their relationship. Instead, she told Gilberto about the success of Thomas’s new CUTR gene therapy protocol at customizing cancer cures for children with otherwise terminal malignancies.

      “I’m sure they miss you,” Gilberto said. “When will they visit?”

      Eva looked out at the horizon, trying to check her emotions. She longed for Thomas, and she missed Soledad something fierce. “Thanksgiving at the earliest. That’s when Soledad gets a break from school and Thomas’s clinic closes for a long weekend.”

      “Thanksgiving?” Gilberto asked.

      “Yeah, it’s a November holiday in the States where families get together to eat turkey and count their blessings. It was my favorite when I lived there since it was an opportunity to practice gratitude. It commemorates a time when colonists and indigenous people shared a meal after getting through a tough time.”

      Gilberto gave a curt nod. “That explains why the tourism always picks up around then. I figured it was just due to the cold weather up en el norte.”

      When the boat taxi pulled alongside the dock at Bailey’s Key, the small island where the large dolphin enclosures were located, Eva was greeted by the usual cacophony of whistles and squeaks. Rascal leapt from the boat, bounded down the walkway, and jumped into the shallower water near the beach to frolic with his best friend Finn, the rare wholphin hybrid, along with Finn’s mate Taffy and their very large son Chico.

      Finn’s father had been a false killer whale and his mother a bottlenose dolphin. Wholphin hybrid males like Finn were extremely rare, and they had been thought to not be able to breed, so Taffy’s pregnancy had been a big surprise—but a welcome one.

      Eva scouted the enclosure for Cleo, the young female dolphin with the malformed bite who served as Chico’s ever-present babysitter, even though Chico was now bigger than her. But when she spotted Cleo, she did a double-take. There was another dolphin with her, a large male, and it was not one of the other RIMS dolphins.

      Cleo had a visitor—and a suitor from the looks of it.

      The male dolphin swam around Cleo, rubbing his pectoral fins against her. Cleo, turning her attentions away from him, popped her head above water and began a long, loud series of whistles and clicks. She was trying to tell Eva something. Without her program fired up, Eva could only make out the whistles for pod, bang, Finn, and Lusca.

      Recognition dawned. Eva crossed her arms and gave the large male a long, appraising look.

      “So... you’re that young male from the wild pod that helped save Finn a while back.” She smiled at Cleo. “Girl, if he sticks around much longer, we’ll have to name him and put him to work.”

      The male dolphin peered at Eva curiously and gave an affirmative-sounding whistle.

      Eva crossed her arms. “Well then, it’s decided. We’ll call you Romeo.”

      Cleo emitted a three-part whistle—most likely her name for Romeo—and shook her head in satisfaction, her teeth showing through her dolphin smile.

      Eva laughed and just shook her head.
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      Eva found her research assistants, Axel and Jose, in her lab discussing their plan for the day. Eva had chosen Axel, a famous European electronica DJ who had won an international Name That Tune contest, to be her intern long ago, and he had become her full-time research associate. Jose had been with her nearly as long. Eva had found the youth washing windshields at the sole traffic light on the island, and she’d taken him to work with her—a hunch that had paid off for all of them. Both assistants were geniuses when it came to sound. Jose could organize wires and recognize whistle patterns, and he was very good with Chico. Axel could set up and fix sound equipment with ease, and as a side benefit, he could DJ at the rare party.

      Right now, Axel seemed pretty adamant about wrapping up a project they’d been doing with Taffy, parsing out the meanings of different adverbs. At the rate they were cataloging adverbs, she might publish a new dolphin communication tome soon.

      But Jose was by far the more inflexible of the two, and he insisted on a different agenda. “Cleo. Friend. Talk.”

      Eva watched the two with her arms crossed. She’d learned to pay close attention to Jose when he talked, as he usually said very little, and when he did it was usually important.

      “Jose,” she said, “do you think that Cleo’s friend Romeo has something to tell us?”

      Axel laughed. “Ja, boss, so you’ve named him Romeo?”

      Eva ignored him, waiting on Jose’s reply.

      “Yes,” Jose said, making rare eye contact with her.

      “That settles it then. Let’s get Romeo in the research booth. We might start with Cleo though, so she can show him what to do.”

      Soon enough, Cleo had shown Romeo the ropes, and her admirer was in the research booth as if eager to please his girlfriend as well as Eva. Axel had the hydrophone in the water to record any whistles or clicks. They did some basic sound checks, then started putting common objects into the view-box—things Romeo might see in his everyday environment, like seagrass, bleached coral, and a few fish from Cleo’s cooler. Jose checked Romeo’s resulting whistles to see how well they matched the other dolphins’ whistles for these same objects. They would need to be reasonably similar for the Delphi Imago program to work.

      Jose pointed out slight variations in the whistles on the spectrogram—as if Romeo had a different dialect, or perhaps an accent—but Delphi Imago read all the whistles correctly, and so did Jose.

      Eva then addressed Cleo. “Cleo, ask Romeo to talk,” she said, pairing it with the hand signal for talk.

      Cleo didn’t wait for Delphi Imago to complete the translation into dolphin whistles; she understood Eva from her voice alone. The dolphin turned to Romeo and began chattering away.

      Eva shook her head, ever amazed at the dolphins’ ability to understand spoken human language. Really, the Delphi Imago program’s translation capabilities were needed by people, not by dolphins.

      Romeo listened closely to Cleo, then repeated her whistles back to her. Finally he bobbed his head up and down as if he understood, then oriented himself toward the hydrophone. He began a long succession of whistles and clicks.

      The whistles, Eva now knew, communicated the dolphin equivalent of words, including nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. The clicks, however, were mimicry of echolocation clicks; they produced an image from the dolphin’s mind’s eye. Someone who didn’t understand the science behind it might think it was almost a form of telepathy, although Eva hesitated to say that. Delphi Imago wouldn’t be able to translate the clicks; they would need to be taken to the lab and run through the Cymascope to get the images Romeo was conveying.

      Taffy, Finn, and Chico gathered to listen to what Romeo had to say. The usually boisterous family was suddenly silent. Rascal even stopped his cavorting in the water and stood on the dock beside Eva. He began to whine and leaned on her leg for support. It was as if the cattle dog understood enough of the dolphin language to know what Romeo was saying—or perhaps Rascal just sensed the somber mood that seemed to have spread through the group.

      When Romeo finished whistling and clicking, he turned to Cleo for confirmation that he’d done what he was supposed to. Cleo just stared back at him. For once she wasn’t smiling. She looked very sad.

      Axel hit translate on the Delphi Imago program, and it began its rough monotone replay of Romeo’s discourse. But Eva already knew the horror it would recount. So did the rest of them. For within Romeo’s speech was one whistle she knew well, one that he’d repeated over and over. One that struck fear in Eva’s heart.

      Lusca.

      As much as Romeo seemed to like Cleo, he explained that he wasn’t here only to find a mate. He’d come to RIMS to find a pod. Because his family—the wild dolphins that had helped Finn not so long ago and then had later shown up to help with Romina’s rescue—were gone.

      They’d been killed by the tylosaurs. The monsters were still out there in the Caribbean. They’d been there all along.

      An icy chill traveled up Eva’s spine. Recently she’d been leaving the sea gates to the enclosures open all the time, allowing the dolphins to go into the open ocean at will. Now she realized the danger she had put them in. At any time, those monsters could have returned to pick off one of her dolphins.

      They’d already attacked Romeo’s pod. Eva’s dolphins might be next.

      Without hesitation, she turned to her assistants. “Axel, Jose, close the sea gates. Now!”
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      With the sea gates secured, Eva convened with her team in the lab to use the Cymascope to analyze Romeo’s click trains. She wanted to see what Romeo was trying to show them before they asked the wild dolphin any questions. But the process was slow, and they all held their breath as they waited for the first image to form in sand on top of the drum.

      “I think we’re going to get an image of the tylosaurs,” Axel said.

      Eva wasn’t so sure. “I don’t know. I thought that too, but could a group of juvenile tylosaurs even have killed the entire pod? For all of them to be gone, all but Romeo, I fear we might be dealing with something more.”

      “Not gone. T-taken,” Jose stuttered in reply.

      “Delphi Imago translated it as gone,” Axel said.

      Axel was right, but Jose’s words gave Eva pause. His autism meant he had trouble communicating, but not understanding. And in fact, due in part to his strong bond with baby Chico, he often intuitively comprehended the nuances of the dolphin language better than anyone else—better even than the Delphi Imago AI program.

      As the image from the first click train began to take shape, Eva could make out a large object with what appeared to be a rudder. “A hull of a boat, maybe?”

      Other objects formed off to one side. Perhaps a pod of dolphins? But something surrounded them. “That could be a net,” Axel said.

      “Taken,” Jose said.

      Axel nodded, conceding. “Ja, I see.”

      Eva shook her head in disgust and made herself count to ten, pushing her rage response aside. Anger wouldn’t help find these stolen dolphins. Strategy would. And as in all things, knowledge was power.

      “Okay, I’ve seen enough,” she said. “Axel, take a high-res photo of it, then let’s look at the next one.”

      The next click train was the one Axel had predicted from the start. Eva wiped her clammy palms on her shorts as she watched the images of several tylosaurs form in the sand on the top of the Cymascope. Their posture was that of a pack of marine lizards hunting prey, but there was no prey in the image. Eva concluded that once his wild pod had been taken, Romeo was on his own in the open ocean and was hunted by the few tylosaurs that roamed the reef.

      “The sequence of events is clear,” Eva said. “Romeo’s pod was taken, and once he was alone, he was threatened by the tylosaurs. Now Romeo has decided to come to RIMS, seeking safety in numbers. Clearly the tylosaurs remain a problem—a big one. But first things first: we have to find Romeo’s family.”
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      Eva and her team were back on the dock, asking Romeo some questions to better clarify what had happened to the wild pod, when Ranger Oliver Sterling pulled up in one of the Roatán Marine Park boats.

      “Hello, there, Dr. Paz,” Oliver said, his British accent thick over the boat’s engine.

      Eva didn’t like the interruption, but Oliver rarely bothered her, so she assumed it was important. Besides, she owed him one. Oliver, a former SAS officer, had helped get Eva’s mother back when she’d been kidnapped by Julian not so long ago.

      “Hello, Oliver. Anything I can help you with?”

      Oliver gave her a polite nod. “A local fisherman reported unusual activity out at Atlantis, so I thought I’d check it out. Since most of it’s underwater, I figured it’s a job Captain Owens could help with, and I thought you might want to come along. He said he could pick you up on his way out in the Denise 2. Are you game?”

      Eva’s friend and colleague, Captain Denis Owens, was still in possession of the Denise 2, a submarine prototype transparent to sonar and based on his original and eponymous Denise design, which was on loan to him from DARPA for testing purposes. Atlantis was a long-abandoned offshore mariculture farm that once belonged to the wealthy megalomaniac Julian, who had liked to play God with genetic engineering. If there was new unusual activity out there, Eva wanted to see precisely what was going on.

      “I’m game. Radio Denis and tell him to pick me up. In fact, I may have an idea what we’ll find.” She showed Oliver the high-res photo of the haunting images from Romeo’s click trains.

      Oliver shook his head. “The tylosaurs don’t surprise me. They’re like our invasive lionfish or the bloody Xiphactinus hybrids. Once you’re infested with fleas, you got ticks, too, and you can’t get rid of them—you can only manage them. But poachers… of our own wild pod? That’s horrific. I’ve never seen anything like that in our neck of the woods.”

      That was saying something. Oliver, as head ranger of the RMP, had seen a lot in his career—not only poaching of smaller species like langostas and conch, but also a great deal of cartel crime—and he was driven by a desire to protect the reef. The invasive lionfish eradication program had been his brainchild, and it had later been the basis of the eradication program for the CobiX, a dangerous hybrid between Cobia and the Cretaceous-era Xiphactinus that Julian had engineered.

      Oliver would be a great ally in investigating the missing wild pod—she could see in his eyes how troubled he was by the images. He would undoubtedly also help in creating a strategy to deal with the tylosaurs. But where to start? There was one place in the islands that malevolence always seemed to lead back to.

      Atlantis.

      Eva had to first visit that oceanic ghost town.

      A place she never wanted to see again.
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      Eva sat in the cool damp submarine with Denis, making nervous small talk as they approached Atlantis. Neither had visited the abandoned mariculture farm since the day they’d rescued her mother from Julian’s ticking bomb not so long ago. She twisted the St. Raphael bracelet around her wrist, a nervous habit.

      Denis pulled up the controls on his tablet. “I’d better deploy the radio antennae,” he said. “We’re getting close.”

      Soon after, Oliver’s scratchy voice came over the sound system, with a cacophony of whistles in the background. “Brace yourself, Eva. It’s not good.”

      The clear water in the tablet’s view window became cloudy, and Eva gasped when the net of the first enclosure came into view.

      It was full of dolphins.

      They swam listlessly in circles, looking confused and depressed at their confinement.

      A sudden rage engulfed Eva. “This must be Romeo’s pod,” she said. “Who could do such a thing?”

      Denis shook his head as he tapped controls to slow the submarine and hover beside the enclosure. “Well, at least we know who couldn’t have done it—Julian.”

      That was for certain. Julian was dead, having met his demise at the hands—or rather the teeth, both rows of them—of one of his own genetically engineered creatures. But who else would have captured the wild pod and used Julian’s old enclosures to imprison them? And why?

      Eva ran through the possibilities: entertainment venues, whalers, militaries, private collectors… even other researchers. A wave of guilt washed over her at the last thought. She’d garnered significant media attention for her breakthroughs in dolphin communication, and she’d encouraged more researchers to enter the field. But she would never have wanted it to happen like this.

      She took in a deep breath. “For now, it doesn’t matter who did this or why. What’s important is getting those dolphins out—ASAP.”

      Denis surfaced the Denise 2 and popped the hatch open. Eva climbed over to the RMP boat, which was tied to one of the poles of the enclosure, and conferred with Oliver. To open the nets, they’d have to go underwater, and Oliver had two sets of gear. They quickly decided he and Eva would dive, while Denis would take the submarine back to West End. The submarine posed a risk to the dolphins, since it was transparent to their sonar, meaning they could easily run into it and injure themselves.

      Oliver also called for backup. But instead of summoning his own staff, he called Eva’s stepfather Mel, an ex-Navy SEAL diver who’d helped them out of more than one pickle, and told him to bring Dr. Flores, the veterinarian who cared for the RIMS dolphins.

      “I want to keep this on the down-low for now,” he explained. “And besides, I’d like Mel’s insights.”

      It was only when they were gearing up that Eva noticed several dead dolphins floating on the surface at the far side of the enclosure. She didn’t know if they’d died of starvation or from the stress of their capture. Either way, there were undoubtedly many more sick and injured dolphins here, and she was relieved Dr. Flores would soon be on his way.

      When they had given each other’s equipment a final check, Eva and Oliver rolled off the sides of the RMP boat into the swells of the royal-blue ocean. The deep water out here was much cooler than the shallow water of the reef just off Roatán, and Eva folded her arms against her chest for warmth. As she hadn’t been expecting to dive, she hadn’t brought her wetsuit and wore only her bikini.

      As they descended, Eva observed that the enclosure’s openings were now closed with modern locks. Someone had been restoring Atlantis. But Oliver, apparently anticipating this, had brought surgical scissors—he kept them on board to cut off venomous lionfish spines—and began to cut an opening in the net.

      Dolphins gathered on the other side, watching with restrained curiosity, and Eva hoped the dolphins sensed that she and Oliver were there to help. She expected they did; dolphins had often demonstrated empathy for humans and were known for helping stranded swimmers.

      Yet Eva regretted not having her research team present to talk to the pod using Delphi Imago to explain what was going on. After their capture, the dolphins might not trust people anymore. Why should they?

      I wish I’d brought Taffy. She could tell them it’s going to be okay.

      When Oliver had made an opening several feet in diameter, plenty large enough for several dolphins to swim through, Eva motioned for the dolphins to swim through to her. But they remained motionless, hanging limp in the water, peering at her with their dark liquid eyes. Eva turned to Oliver, who looked as surprised as she was at the dolphins’ behavior.

      Why won’t they leave?

      Eva kicked her fins, propelling herself forward into the enclosure, but Oliver grabbed her arm, pulling her back. He shook his head, motioned at the enclosure, and made an ominous hand gesture.

      Eva remembered her mother being trapped inside one of these enclosures, sitting on top of a ticking bomb. Does he think it’s rigged?

      Oliver led her in a swim around the outside of the soccer-field-sized enclosure, inspecting it. They didn’t see any signs of explosive rigging or even an invisible fence or barrier. It was a long swim, and they’d used their air instead of their snorkels. Eva told herself to remember to check her air level when they got back around, but the dolphins still hadn’t left, distracting her. She signed to Oliver that she wanted to try one more time to get the dolphins to leave the enclosure, and he nodded in response.

      Many of the dolphins still hovered a short distance from the opening, watching the two divers. Eva felt a vibration in her body, then heard clicks. They were echolocating on her. Then they exchanged whistles.

      Eva beckoned to the dolphins and swam through the opening toward them. This time Oliver didn’t stop her. But the dolphins skittered away from her, clearly scared, and Eva’s heart sank.

      Unexpectedly, she found herself rising toward the surface. She tried to manage her breath to control her buoyancy, and let some air out of her BCD, but still she rose. She checked her air level and saw that she was almost empty. With an almost empty tank she floated better.

      Which meant she had to leave now, or she’d be trapped in this enclosure. The last thing she wanted was to leave the dolphins, but she knew she must if she was going to mount an effort to help free them.

      She swiftly kicked her fins, swimming back toward Oliver and the opening.

      She had one thought on her mind.

      How are we going to get them out?
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      Eva surfaced to Oliver’s cursing the “bloody stubborn dolphins” and the sound of a boat approaching. It was the Aggressor, with Mel and Dr. Flores aboard, along with Mel’s friend Charlie, a fellow Vietnam veteran. Thankfully, Mel had had the sense to leave Eva’s mother and young Luis Junior behind.

      Eva and Oliver climbed aboard Mel’s boat to find one more passenger aboard: Carlos, Charlie’s Chihuahua. As Eva ascended the ladder, the dog ran to her and licked her face. But after she had greeted him back, Carlos whined and growled. Clearly, he was out of sorts at the sight of the trapped wild dolphin pod stuck inside the enclosure, and he seemed to think Eva could do something about it.

      Mel helped Eva out of her equipment and handed her a warm, dry towel along with one of her mother’s coverups. “Put this on or you’ll catch a cold, girl.” He was always prepared, and Eva was glad. She was shivering.

      Oliver was already out of his equipment and didn’t bother toweling off. Usually calm and collected even under fire, he was obviously livid as he paced the deck. “Why won’t the bloody dolphins just leave? Who told them to stay in there, and why? What are we going to do? We can’t just make them leave! Who would want to poach our dolphins, anyway? Whoever they are, they’re going to pay for this!”

      The abandoned mariculture farm was outside his jurisdiction as the RMP ranger, and Eva knew that was a good part of what frustrated him. And since Atlantis was also outside of Honduras’s territorial waters, Eva’s home country was unlikely to help either. They were on their own.

      While Dr. Flores tried to calm Carlos, Mel and Charlie observed the dolphins in the enclosure. After a long moment they looked at each other, a look that spoke volumes.

      “You thinking what I’m thinking, Chief?” Charlie said. “They’re like POWs.”

      Mel nodded. “It’s not easy rounding up a pod of wild dolphins like that. It takes resources. And manipulating them to stay put even if they have a way out, that takes something more. Technology—and a knowledge of how to communicate with them to manipulate and threaten them to stay.” He turned to Eva. “Who else has access to that Delphi Imago program of yours?”

      Eva gasped at the implication. “Just my team. It’s proprietary. I’ve published our findings—all the vocabulary we’ve deciphered and how image-based language works—but not the code behind my program. Any researcher who wants to use the program for their research must apply to come work for me. I check references and do background checks.”

      “Is there any chance anyone has gotten access to your server?” Mel pressed.

      Eva shook her head. “Not a chance. We even brought in an outside consultant to put lots of cybersecurity on it. Anything money can buy, it’s on there. It would take an army of hackers to get in there.”

      Dr. Flores chimed in. “Do you think one of the theme parks could have done this? Or perhaps a private collector? Dolphins are trendier than ever with all of Dr. Paz’s discoveries. That’s probably fueling the black-market trade.”

      Eva shook her head and shrugged. “I don’t know. Just feeding this many dolphins would be really expensive. It’s hard to imagine how this could be profitable for anyone.”

      Oliver stopped pacing, and his eyes widened. “Government. Only a powerful government could have done something like this.”

      “Exactly,” Mel and Charlie said in unison, as if they’d already come to the same conclusion.

      Eva ground her molars. “You mean the US Navy? You think they’re rounding up dolphins for their Marine Mammal Program.”

      “No,” Oliver said gruffly. “The US, the UK, Canada, New Zealand, Australia, not even Germany would do such a thing. And none of the other European nations would have the capacity for it.”

      Eva wasn’t so sure about that. She wouldn’t put the military of any country past doing something this unconscionable.

      “But who then?” Dr. Flores asked.

      “Russia,” Charlie answered. “They love military cetaceans. Remember that beluga whale that broke loose from them and ended up in that harbor in Norway? And I recall Thomas telling a story about running into another beluga in the Baltic. Russia has military dolphins.”

      Mel nodded. “They’re definitely on our suspect list. But I wouldn’t limit it to Russia. There’s a few other—”

      But before he could finish, Dr. Flores gasped and pointed at the enclosure. “There’s a dolphin in distress in there. It looks like the others are holding him up to breathe. I’ve got to get in there—now!”
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      Eva, Oliver, Dr. Flores, and Mel all geared up to dive while Charlie inflated a Zodiac and equipped it with a sling that could be used to transport a dolphin. After Eva’s adventures in the Panama Canal and the Hawaiian Islands, she now kept one aboard the Aggressor at all times, so an injured or sick dolphin could easily be transported when needed.

      The plan was to get the distressed dolphin out of the enclosure, then onto the Zodiac, and then back to RIMS where Dr. Flores could better attend to it. Every step of that was going to be a challenge, and Eva wasn’t sure if they had the manpower to pull it off; it could easily take six people to load a dolphin into the sling. This dolphin appeared to be on the smaller side, but Eva asked Charlie to radio back to RIMS to get Jose, Axel, and Gilberto to come out and help.

      While Charlie got on the radio, the rest of them faced a different obstacle: getting the injured dolphin safely out of the enclosure.

      The divers stepped off the back of the Aggressor, exchanged the okay sign, and began their descent. Eva now wore one of her old wetsuits she kept aboard Mel’s boat along with a fresh air tank. They went through the opening in the net, then approached the group of dolphins who had gathered to hold up their injured pod mate. But as they drew near, the wild pod began making a high-pitched distress signal and used their rostrums to push Eva and her team away.

      Eva couldn’t talk to the dolphins through her regulator, and they wouldn’t understand her anyway. Nor would they recognize her hand signals. What could she do to show them she was no harm to them? Their behavior was so out of character. Usually, cetaceans could sense when humans were there to help.

      What’s going on here?

      She and her team moved a short distance from the dolphins, surfaced inside the enclosure, and conferred.

      “Anybody got any ideas?” Eva asked.

      Dr. Flores shook his head. “I only brought enough sedative for one sick dolphin, not an entire wild pod.”

      Oliver spit his regulator out of his mouth. “We could just push through and drag the bloke out of here, but I don’t know if we’d survive it.”

      Mel looked thoughtful. “By now Axel should be on his way with your sound setup. I say we wait for him to arrive, then try convincing the dolphins that we’re here to help.”
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      Cleo tried once more to explain to Romeo that they needed to jump the docks since the sea gates were now closed. But Romeo was reluctant to leave. That nice lady closed the gates for a reason, Cleo. There are Luscas out there, he said.

      Cleo surfaced with a chuff. So? My pod eats sea monsters before breakfast. Right, guys?

      Yeah, Chico whistled back.

      Romeo had explained to her where his pod was being held, and Cleo had recognized his description immediately. Their prison was the haunted place where that bad man had kept monsters. The humans called it Atlantis. Cleo was sure that was where the humans had gone now—including Axel and Jose, who had left with Gilberto a short while ago—and she needed to join them. She knew she could help.

      If Romeo wouldn’t go with her, she’d go it alone. She’d done that before. But she’d rather he come along. The wild pod would know him, trust him.

      Frustrated, she turned to Taffy for help. Tell him to jump the dock, Cleo pleaded.

      Taffy was like a mother to Cleo, and Cleo loved her—along with Finn and Chico—with all her heart. They were her family, her pod, which included non-dolphins too—Eva, Axel, Jose, and Rascal. They made for a rather non-traditional pod, but they were a pod all the same.

      Taffy turned to Romeo and worked her matriarchal magic. Look, youngster, she whistled. I’m old, and I can jump that dock even without one of my pectoral fins. Want to see? I can show you.

      I believe you, Romeo whistled back.

      Taffy swam closer to him. Are you scared? I’ve been scared too. You have to be at least a little scared to be brave.

      I’m not scared. Well… maybe a little, Romeo whistled.

      Taffy turned to Cleo. Maybe he can’t jump. He is a wild dolphin. Perhaps he never learned.

      Perhaps, Cleo whistled, bobbing her head up and down.

      No, I can do it, Romeo insisted. He clearly didn’t like these two females, especially Cleo, thinking he wasn’t capable.

      Then what’s the problem, young man? Taffy whistled, challenging him. She swam toward his tail and began echolocating on his hidden private parts. Are you missing your…?

      That did it. Romeo streaked away from her in embarrassment, swam to the far side of the enclosure, then raced toward the dock and leapt over it in one glorious, beautiful arc.

      Cleo was mute for a moment, admiring him. Romeo was like the Adonis of dolphins in her eyes.

      Taffy rubbed Cleo’s side with her intact pectoral fin. You’d better go after him, girl. I don’t think he should be out there alone.

      Yes, Mama Taffy, Cleo whistled back. Thanks for your help.

      She leapt over the dock to join Romeo in the open ocean, and the two began their journey toward Atlantis.
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      Romeo had agreed to go with Cleo to the prison where his pod was held, but he was still uneasy about it. The truth was, he was fearful of what they might find. When he first found them trapped there, his pod was altogether not the same dolphins he’d left that morning when he escaped the men with the nets. Some were sick. Others were injured. All were listless. He found his sister, and she couldn’t even explain how she’d gotten there, which made no sense, as she never forgot anything. He asked some of the other dolphins, and they babbled nonsense that sounded like a bad dream.

      Romeo didn’t want to think about what his pod would be like now. So as he and Cleo swam, he distracted himself by trying to get to know his new friend better.

      What he really wanted to ask was how many calves she wanted to have and what signature whistles she might want to name them. Ever since he first saw her—when his pod had helped get the injured Finn back home—he had known she was the one for him. She was the most beautiful dolphin he’d ever seen.

      But it seemed too soon for a discussion of calves, so he asked something else.

      What’s your favorite fish to eat? he whistled.

      CobiX, Cleo whistled in reply.

      You mean those giant monster fish with the big teeth?

      Yes. Those are my favorites.

      Do your people bring them to you to eat? Romeo asked.

      No. We hunt them, Cleo whistled. With the people’s help. It’s a team effort.

      Romeo whistled in admiration.

      As they continued to swim, Romeo noticed that Cleo occasionally sent out strings of echolocation clicks. Are you looking for something? he asked. We aren’t nearly there yet.

      I know, Cleo whistled. It’s just a little too quiet out here, don’t you think?

      Romeo sent out some clicks himself and got no images back. The ocean seemed empty. But that wasn’t unusual for the deep waters they now traveled.

      Cleo sent out another string of clicks, then slowed abruptly. Oh no, she whistled. Lusca!

      She turned to Romeo and quickly mimicked a return click train, sharing with him her mind’s-eye picture of what she’d just seen with her sonar. The picture showed several small Luscas. No other creatures in this area had that shape.

      Romeo sent out his own echolocation clicks again, and this time he spotted them. The creatures were out of visual range, but not too far away—and they were heading straight for the two dolphins.

      Swim! Cleo whistled.

      The pair did a U-turn in the water and swam as fast as they could back toward Bailey’s Key.

      Hurry! Cleo whistled.

      It surprised Romeo that she was faster than him. After all, he was the wild dolphin, whereas she’d been born in captivity. But he was having trouble keeping up.

      The two surfaced with a chuff to take a rapid breath, then powered through the water again as fast as their fins could take them. Still, Romeo sensed that the tylosaurs were gaining on them. He and Cleo weren’t going to make it.

      He couldn’t let these monsters get Cleo. Not on his life. They’d already taken the lives of several of his pod mates. They wouldn’t get Cleo too. Never.

      He swooped around back toward the monsters and sent out a click train.

      No! Cleo whistled. Come back!

      But Romeo didn’t listen. Go home! he whistled to her as he swam as fast as he could toward the enemy. He sent out another click train and got back a detailed image, right down to the tylosaurs’ sharp conical teeth. He braced himself, ready to attack.

      Hold, hold, hold... he told himself.

      Now!

      He sent out three hard bangs in quick succession. The tylosaurs slowed—but barely.

      He did it again. Three more bangs. But it wasn’t only his bangs this time. Someone had joined in.

      Cleo.

      And still the tylosaurs came at them.

      Together he and Cleo banged again and again and again. Their bangs were so strong that Romeo felt them vibrate through his body. How was that possible? Then he turned and understood. Taffy, Finn, and Chico had joined them.

      Stunned by the bangs of all five cetaceans, the tylosaurs finally slowed to a stop. Romeo and Cleo rushed in and headbutted the largest tylosaurs with their rostrums.

      No! Taffy whistled. You two go. You need to help Eva. Let us take care of this.

      Are you sure, Mama Taffy? Cleo whistled.

      I’m sure. Go! Taffy replied.

      Cleo quickly rubbed her pectoral fin against Taffy, Finn, and Chico. It was her way of telling them goodbye. Then she rejoined Romeo, and the two dolphins were once more darting through the open waters toward the dangers of Atlantis.
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      Having arrived on the RIMS boat just outside the enclosures at Atlantis, Axel and Jose got the sound equipment set up in no time, and Eva fired up her Delphi Imago program. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, trying to decide what to type, and how to ask. She settled on two simple words: we and help. She hoped the wild pod would understand it as, “We’re here to help.”

      The dolphins in the enclosure whistled in response, their spectrograms overlapping on Eva’s screen as Delphi Imago struggled to make sense of it all. Her program was designed to translate one dolphin whistle from one dolphin at a time, not the absolute cacophony coming from this wild pod all whistling at once.

      Jose traced a line on her laptop’s screen, then closed his eyes. It was as if he had memorized the pattern and now parsed it out in his head. He rocked back and forth, then spoke. “No. Help. Go.”

      Eva’s heart sank. “Are you sure, Jose? They don’t want us to help? They want us to just go away?”

      She knew better than to question Jose. He’d proven to have a true gift when it came to understanding what the dolphins were trying to say, but she had to be sure.

      Jose opened his eyes and looked at her directly, a rare thing for him. He looked so sad. “Jose, sure,” he said.

      Eva tried to communicate with the wild dolphins several more times, using different words to convince the pod that they truly were here to help, but it was no use. Eva grew increasingly frustrated. The young, injured dolphin was still in distress, and though the others took shifts to hold him up to breathe, it was clear that they were all tired and not in good health. Something needed to be done, and soon.

      Eva sat down in the captain’s chair and put her head in her hands. If the dolphins wouldn’t let her help, what was she supposed to do?

      That was when she heard a familiar whistle, followed by Delphi Imago’s monotone translation of it: “Eva, Cleo here.”

      Eva ran to the side of the boat and found Cleo bobbing above the water, her permanent grin affixed to her cute dolphin face. And she wasn’t alone: she had Romeo with her.

      Eva exhaled the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. “Good girl, Cleo. I could use your help.”

      Cleo understood a great deal of human speech, in addition to hand signs, so Eva felt comfortable giving the dolphin a quick verbal run-down. “Cleo, there’s a sick dolphin in there who can’t breathe. The other dolphins won’t let us get him out so we can take him home on the Zodiac to help him.” Eva made hand signals and pointed to the enclosure and the Zodiac as she spoke in order to make her meaning clearer.

      Cleo whistled and bobbed her head up and down in understanding, then turned to Romeo and chattered away.

      Eva turned to her laptop, and her fingers flew across the keyboard as she typed in specific commands for Cleo. Go, talk, dolphins, we, help, take, young dolphin, small boat, our water, our pod, help.

      When Eva finished, Delphi Imago translated her words to whistles over the hydrophone. She was sure the stilted speech must sound primitive and infantile to the dolphins, but if Cleo thought so, she didn’t show it. She eagerly repeated the whistle commands back to Eva, and Delphi Imago translated them in confirmation.

      Eva nodded. “Yes, girl. That’s right.”

      Cleo then turned to Romeo and repeated the whistles—but clearly she interjected quite a bit more information in there.

      Eva looked to Axel. “Please tell me we’re recording this.”

      Axel took a headphone off one ear. “Ja, boss, we are.”

      Romeo whistled back at Cleo rapid-fire, then transmitted click trains. He seemed to be frustrated and trying to explain something to his girlfriend. Cleo whistled back angrily. If Eva wasn’t mistaken, the two lovebirds were sharing their first argument.

      Eva watched the show impatiently for a bit, but there wasn’t time for this. She returned to her keyboard and typed: young dolphin, die, soon.

      When Delphi Imago translated the whistles, Romeo looked up at Eva with his dark liquid eyes, as if trying to decide something. He whistled once, but it was a whistle Eva didn’t recognize and her screen couldn’t translate. A signature whistle maybe? The young dolphin’s name? Then Romeo took off toward the enclosure.

      Eva and the others watched from the boat as Romeo surfaced beside the other dolphins, whistling and clicking away. The other dolphins whistled and clicked back, and there were so many overlapping voices that Delphi Imago once again couldn’t tell what was being said.

      But then silence fell, the conversation suddenly over as if a decision had been reached. The dolphins began to carry the young dolphin toward the side of the enclosure above the opening. When they reached the side, they stopped. This was as far as they would go.

      Eva saw that Oliver and Mel had already started gearing up. Eva and Dr. Flores quickly did the same, and soon they were all back in the water.

      They entered the enclosure and met the wild pod where they held up their young one. The team waited until the young dolphin took a breath, then they immediately pulled him down and through the opening. He was only under the water a minute at the most before they had him back at the surface outside the enclosure. With the help of Axel, Jose, and Charlie—as well as Romeo and Cleo—they soon had the distressed dolphin in the sling and onto the Zodiac.

      Mel drove the Zodiac, with Eva and Dr. Flores attending to the young dolphin. There was no room for anyone else on the small boat, so the others were on the Aggressor and Oliver’s RMP boat. Romeo and Cleo followed behind the Zodiac, maintaining a constant string of calming whistles.
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