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ONE


 


 


 


 


“Shark,” warned Deela in seatalk, pointing to her left,
toward the Deep.


The high-pitched word
carried clearly through the water, and Darrin “Dinker” Cross slowed the sweep
of his fins. He breathed out and sank toward the grayish, rocky floor of the
Caribbean.


His gaze followed her
pointing arm, and as he settled toward the bottom he reached back to his
support pack for the stinger. He turned in a circle, holding the weapon ready
for use.


They hovered in the
center of a vast blue bowl. Two hundred feet below the surface, the sun seemed
light-years away. A feeble bluish glow, faintly tinted with a wash of white,
arched over their heads, deepening to cobalt and then to navy as the sea met
the sandy, rock-strewn plain.


He finished his sweep and
looked back toward Deela.


She’d swum ahead a few
feet, bare legs scissoring slowly, dropping to the very lip of the Deep. He
glanced down at the stinger, a meter-long shaft of black-chromed steel tipped
with an ultrasound head, checking that the safety ring was set on Off. He took
a dry breath of argon-oxygen, craned around again, then swam downward to follow
her.


From above she was hard
to see. Both of the Kids had been designed with the countershading typical of
most large marine animals, and the darker skin of her back and legs blended
with the bottom in the dim blue light. The small five-liter oxygen tank, all
she wore, was slung across her back. She glanced at him as he approached. Her
mouthpiece hung free, and she vented a small stream of bubbles. “Careful,
Dinker. Couple of them. Over the edge.” 


He nodded, touched down
lightly on one hand, and peered over the edge into the Deep. 


From Hispaniola and
Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands, the Continental Shelf slanted slowly down,
dropping as the land was left behind. It rose briefly in a last barrier of
submerged plateaus and reefs; the Caicos, Silver Bank, Navidad Bank. Then, very
suddenly, fell away. Here, fifty kilometers out, was the true edge of the
continent. Beyond it lay the Atlantic abyss. 


Though he was weightless
in the sea, Cross clutched at the rock as he looked down. He couldn’t see far; light
was swallowed up below them in a night far darker and more profound than any
midnight. Inky, vast, the deep ocean lay below them, as mysterious as space,
and as unexplored. 


And now, he thought bitterly,
it will stay that way. Forever. 


Deela gripped his arm
through his wetsuit at the same moment a flicker of motion from below drew his
eye. A grayish shadow detached from the gloom, moving slowly upward along the
projecting rocks and fissures of the face of the cliff. He barely had time to
swallow before a second shadow appeared behind and below the first, long thin
tail sculling unhurriedly. Also, like the first, heading up.


He glanced at Deela. Her
eyes were vast and dark, pupils wider in the dimness than Human Surface Norm;
but something else, very human, showed in the way small white teeth gripped her
lower lip. He smiled tightly behind his mask at her. It wasn’t often one of the
Kids looked their actual age. But just then, she really did look only sixteen.
He reached a gloved hand to squeeze her shoulder reassuringly, and turned his
attention back to the sharks. 


From up here at the edge
of the drop, the slowly approaching predators looked like tadpoles seen in a
creek, the same thick body tapering to a sinuous whip of a tail. But they were
already growing larger, and his jaws tightened as he realized how close they
were. He had to correct for the distortion of the water (unlike Deela,
he thought), but still the sharks could not be more than fifty meters away, and
still rising deliberately along the edge of the shelf. 


By the same token, they
were big. From the long pectoral fins, the tips of which he could now
see as they rose, and the grayish color, carcharhinids. If that identification
was accurate, he and Deela were in for trouble. He frowned, puzzled. There was
something wrong about them, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on, but
that smelled fishy.


Right, Dinker, he thought wryly. The
end of the world and you’re cracking puns. He clicked the stinger’s safety
ring to Ready, wincing at the sound.


The lead shark swung leisurely
toward them. 


“Cover,” he squeaked at Deela,
articulating the high-pitched seaspeech with difficulty. It hurt his throat;
replacing fricatives and sibilants with high-pitched, clicking consonants had a
price. She nodded and they back-pedaled from the edge toward a low jumble of
rocks a few feet away. He dropped to swim below her. In the dim light the girl’s
paler underside seemed to glow, outlining small breasts and streamlined, hairless
groin. That always jarred, that neither Kid had body hair.


The sharks were at least three
meters long. They could be duskies, blacktips, or reef sharks, all genus carcharhinids,
all dangerous. Too big to be smalltails, a number of which he’d killed around
the Station in the last two years. It was hard to tell one kind of shark from
another, from above.


He and Deela reached the
rocks, a pile of tan flat boulders, as Cross’s support pack began beeping. He
reached back to toggle the alarm off. The Mark 39 closed-circuit rebreather was
a fine air supply, versatile, tough, and efficient. Had to be, for the Navy to
make it standard; but it was cumbered with too many gadgets for his taste. The
alarm that had just gone off was a warning his oxygen usage was above normal. 


Of course it is, stupid machine, he thought, reversing
the stinger to hold it out butt-first as the lead shark sailed over the edge.
His breath whistled in and out. He glanced around to see Deela, mouthpiece in
her teeth, working furiously to dig a rock out of the sand.


When he looked back, he
knew they were in for it. These weren’t duskies or reef sharks; dangerous, but
not killers. The first view of their silhouette told him that. The dorsal was
broad, rounded, like the rudder of a World War I fighter. As the leader turned
to circle them he noted light patches where the tips of the grayish-brown fins
and tail seemed to have been dipped in chalk. 


Whitetips.


No time to wonder what
they were doing here, these open-ocean killers. Their element was the deep, the
endless sea without bottom or boundary to hem them in. Every rule has an
exception, I know, Cross thought, watching the second whitetip, a bit
smaller, coloring more brownish and irregular, follow the first into the lazy
circle. But why here? Why now, after everything else? 


Deela had stopped
digging, resting her hands on the loosened rock. Her mouthpiece was out again,
hanging against her chest. She was ready for ten minutes of all-out effort
before she’d need another breath. The Kids used oxygen much more efficiently
than the poorly ‘designed’ Human Surface Norm. 


Like her, Cross was
frozen into immobility, his back to a large rock, the metal rod held diagonally
out butt-first like a medieval quarterstaff. Motionless, he should be almost
invisible to the sharks. The closed-circuit Mark 39 absorbed his carbon dioxide
and monitored his blood and enriched the argon demand-flow gas stream with
oxygen from an integral tank. There were no bubbles. His dark suit blended with
the seabed. Seldom a bottom feeder, they should have lost sight of him, lost
interest, moved away. 


These didn’t. The leader’s
tiny dark eye was expressionless, fixed. Fixed, Cross saw, on him. It circled
closer, the slightly smaller companion trailing. He made out clearly the ugly,
slightly-parted gash of a mouth, the gill slits like parallel knife cuts in the
rounded powerful body, the long, tapering, slightly curved pectoral, trailing
edges a little ragged, as if it had been gnawed by rats.


Carcharhinus longimanus, he thought. The gray
shark with the long hands. 


It turned suddenly,
wheeling with a single powerful thrust of its tail, and came directly for him. He
crouched and parried easily; in a career of underwater work he’d met scores of
sharks, mastered them all, and eaten well of many. The butt of the stinger
grated audibly on the shark’s rough skin, shoving it away, so that it passed
overhead. He could easily have killed it had he struck it with the rod’s
business end. But it was a long way back to the Station, over a klick, too far
to tow a large carcass.


And after so much dying, thought Dinker Cross,
looking after it, There’s no thrill in killing. No thrill at all. 


The big whitetip circled,
tail flicking side to side. It seemed annoyed, appeared to be studying him, but
he dismissed that thought. He knew enough marine biology to realize the
futility of attributing human emotions to fish. Or even to the porpoises,
civilized though they’d become as a result of the Station’s work.


And a shark was far below
any mammal in intelligence, by any measure. Pure instinct, he reminded
himself as the leader came in again. Frustrate it a few times and it’ll go
away. He poised the rod, ready for the thing’s mindless rush.


It did not come in as
fast as the first time. But at the last possible instant it swerved, and the
open jaws narrowly missed his exposed left arm. 


Son of a bitch. Cross’s spine prickled
under his wet suit. This joker don’t wanna play by the rules.


“Dinker!” Deela’s voice,
high-pitched both in seaspeech and alarm. And he remembered, belatedly: The
other shark.


He turned, to see her
trying to fend off its attack with the too-large chunk of rock. It scraped
against the thing’s nose and was torn from her hands. A thin black mist bloomed
around her hand, blood, dark in the dim blue light. 


He twisted his neck to
search. The mask narrowed his vision, obscured by the burned-out and no longer
functioning heads-up displays. Then found the bigger whitetip overhead, its
light belly melting into the bluish whiteness. He constricted his larynx to the
seaspeech. “Over here. By this boulder.” 


He pulled her beside him
against it, to the left; he was right-handed. Then reversed the stinger to hold
it point-first and turned the ring to On. A thin whine drilled into his ears as
it built up charge, while he eyed the sharks. 


The sense of wrongness
was overpowering now. There were no whitetips around the Station. Had never
been. Whitetips did not come in from the open ocean. They did not attack
targets that blended with the bottom, that did not move, that did not present
high contrast. And he remembered now what had seemed so eerie at first. Most of
all . . . they didn’t school.


Sharks met only to mate,
or when the same stimuli attracted them, like blood, or chum. They were loners,
independent predators, abiding the presence of their fellows only when they
were too large to be eaten; or for mating. 


Yet these were both males.
He could see the claspers behind the pelvic fins. And he and Deela had been
swimming quietly; there’d been nothing, so far as he knew, that would attract
more than one shark to their area. 


He was diverted from his
thoughts by the smaller shark, which darted in low over the bottom, between two
hillocks of rock and sand, straight for them, like an immense arrow. Cross reared
up, drawing its attention, then dropped at the last second, whipping the tip of
the humming stinger up to its belly. 


The sound smashed not at
his ears but into the top of his head, a sharp blow that came close to blacking
him out. He looked back, blinking, in time to catch the shark’s last
convulsions as momentum carried the relaxing body on in a shallow glide down to
the bottom, where it slid to rest on the sand. The stinger’s millisecond-long
burst of 100-kilohertz ultrasound had ruptured every cell membrane in the
forward half of the fish, leaving it a skinful of homogenized protoplasm. 


The rod hummed again,
recharging from its integral battery. He glanced quickly around, looking for
the larger shark. 


Deela punched him. “There
it is.” 


He followed her pointing
finger. It was some distance out, still circling, and obviously had seen the
whole action. It passed near its dead companion, but made no move either to
investigate or eat. 


It seems so deliberate, he thought, taking a
fresh grip on the rod. So calm, so slow. As if it has all the time in the
world, as if we’re being served up on a plate. Well, next time it tries it’ll
find out differently.


As if on cue, it turned
inward again, the fins making it a fat bodied star seen from head on. He lost
it for a second behind an outcropping. When it reappeared, from an unexpected quarter,
it was very close and coming in very fast and he was turned the wrong way to
hit it with the rod. He hurried to shift the stinger’s tip as the shark veered
farther left, so he had to hold the stinger out at arm’s length to reach it. 


And the long, stiff
pectoral came up as the shark rolled, knocking the humming weapon out of his
hands. The stinger tumbled over the rocks and sailed gracefully down, over the
Edge.


The humming faded. It was
gone. 


He watched it disappear,
stunned. When he was quite sure it was out of reach forever he shifted his gaze
to the shark. “Watch it,” he squeaked to Deela. “If we lose it now,
we’re toast.” 


“Okay, Dinker. I see it,
behind you.”


He craned around,
cursing. It was behind them, the cold dark eye staring unwinkingly,
unfathomable, unreachable. Deela pressed against him. He reached down to feel
for her tank harness and pulled. She struggled for a moment as they left the
semishelter of the rocks, then twisted free and swam beside him toward the edge
of the Deep. 


He pumped hard, sucking his
breather for all it could deliver. The dry air tasted of cardboard, or maybe it
was fear. He glanced back as they neared the edge. The whitetip was overtaking
them, but slowly; either it had learned caution from the fate of the smaller
one, or did not yet understand what Cross was trying to do. 


He no longer doubted
that, somehow, it could understand. All too well.


They reached the edge and
started over, still at full speed. Head downward, swimming hard, he had a
dreamlike sensation of falling into a nightmare. Below him the dimly-lit cliff
merged into misty blue-blackness, then into midnight. They were falling, dropping
fast into something endless and without light. 


He risked another glance
back to see the shark come over the edge above them, bank, then spiral out away
from the side of the cliff as it too turned downward, but farther out. When it
began to close again he stopped. He pulled Deela with him against the cliff. A
slow beat of his fins sufficed to keep them pinned against it, protected by the
protruding rocks, though in air they would have tumbled endlessly down into the
dark. 


The shark approached,
sheered off, and turned again, sliding by so close he could have reached out to
touch it. As he watched it circle away after the second approach he nodded
slightly. It was working; the shark, slightly heavier than water, could not
stop, or it would begin to sink. Nor could it get at them against the craggy
face of the dropoff. They had plenty of air; his pack held LOX enough for a
day, and Deela could make a five-liter last for hours. At a pinch, they could
buddy-breathe, sharing air as long as either’s equipment held a sip of oxygen. 


The whitetip circled
higher. It was swimming faster now. Finally giving up, he guessed, craning his
neck upward to follow it. Good work, Dink. Thought you’d bought it there for
a moment, you and Didi both. 


The shark passed over
them, just at the lip of the cliff, swimming hard, whipping the big gray tail
in short powerful strokes. Puffs of sand and mud clouded the water. Small rocks
came sliding down, falling slowly, as in a dream, down the face of the drop. 


He watched them come,
unbelieving, as they gathered speed. One hit Deela’s tank, making a hollow bong
like the toll of a cathedral bell.


The whitetip emerged from
the cloud, slowed, turned, and swam back, a trifle closer to the cliff this
time. The cloud grew denser, and the wash of water from the tail rocked several
larger stones poised just at the lip, directly above Cross and Deela. 


He sighed into his mask. It
was bound to come, he thought. For us, like all the rest. He glanced
upward, at the feeble blue glow that was all that remained, at eighty meters,
of the Sun he had not seen for two years. He remembered in that split second
the days, years before, when he’d walked with the Pats in its splendor, had
breathed the open air without fear.


The days before the Dying
had cancelled it all. Cancelled his life, cancelled humans and all their
grandiose and pitiable dreams. 


He bent to tug his knife
from the sheath on his leg. A puny weapon against hundreds of kilos of shark,
but there was a minuscule chance he could occupy its attention long enough for
Deela to get away. 


He pushed off from the
cliff as the first really big rock came tumbling down, and turned to say
goodbye. 


She was smiling. 


He drifted slowly upward,
following her look, and saw, silhouetted against the shifting light above, the
shapes of two human beings and a large dolphin. And also that of the shark,
disappearing slowly, in the opposite direction, into the bright blue haze that
lay in the direction of the open sea.






TWO


 


 


 


Twenty years before, the Navidad Bank Subsea
Research Center had been built as a permanent base for aquaculture and
delphinology. After the Kids, known at first as the Subsea Adaptation Program, were
conceived, it had been expanded. Thirty 20-meter graphullerene-impregnated
concrete cylinders were sited on a level brown sand plain, average depth seventy
meters. From a distance, provided visibility was good, they resembled a small
city, a daisy chain of low buildings. Later, as the Kids grew, the pressure in
the Station had been gradually increased, the atmosphere replaced by an
argon-oxygen mixture, and the squat pressure-resistant concrete tubes supplemented
by light plastron bubbles.


At its peak, just before
the Dying, the Station had been home, office, and laboratory for over three
hundred scientists, engineers, divers, and delphinologists, who worked at the
nearby Annex. 


Now it was all but empty.



A red light burned over
the concrete overhang that shielded Lock III, the main entrance. Cross ducked
under it and swam upward. Inside the lock, sea pressure and the Station’s
atmospheric pressure balanced, and he broke through the surface, into air.


Behind him, splashing up
one by one, came Deela and the two other divers. 


Treading water, Dinker jerked
his mask off. Hauling himself onto the concrete platform that covered half the
cylinder’s interior, he tripped his gear belt. Carefully extracting the blood
gas analyzer from his upper arm, he plugged it into the keeper socket, then
shrugged the pack off and placed it in a wall mount, plugging in power and gas
connections to recharge it. He stripped off the wet suit and carried it into
the shower. He washed himself and his gear with three liters of fresh water,
hung everything to dry, and stood in front of a hot-air blast. 


The others came in,
headed for the showers. He took a small bottle from his locker, squirted disinfectant
into both ears, and shook his head to clear them. He broke out a pair of
submarine-issue khaki shorts, pulled them on, and slammed the locker closed. 


The automatic door slid
open, and he stepped into a short, rather low-ceilinged corridor. Steel
gratings rang underfoot; looking down, he could see the dark water that filled
the lower half of the tube. The next door did not open automatically. He waited
for a second, then pulled it open, and walked into another, larger cylinder,
most of which was taken up by a colorfully-furnished dining area, with seats
for at least a hundred. 


Deela was already at one
of the corner tables. Her left arm – brown above, white below – was stretched
out under the stern gaze of Dr. Matthew Oursler. The old man, scowl framed by
gray hair and short white chin beard, glared up as Cross padded wearily in. “Commander.
I suppose you’re responsible for this?”


 “That’s right.” Cross
lowered himself gingerly onto a chair. He touched his arms where bruises were
beginning to show blue. “I tortured those poor whitetips till they had no
alternative but self-defense.”


“Whitetips?” Oursler’s bushy
eyebrows kneaded. “No. Carcharhinus longimanus is a pelagic species.
Probably they were only – “


“Dinker’s right, Matt,”
said a short, dark-skinned younger man, pausing at the door of the lounge. He
mopped moisture from the dense curly hair on his chest with a green towel and
grinned at Cross. “I’d have doubted it too if I hadn’t of been there. Two of ‘em,
big mothers. Eight to ten-footers. Dinker, you got one, right? It was lying
dead near the Edge. Aquaman here was getting ready to feed himself to the other
one when we showed up. Sheila and me and Engines.”


“Aah,” said Deela softly.
Cross looked at her. She was hugging herself with her free arm, and tears had
gathered in the corners of her eyes. 


“Almost done, Didi,” said
Oursler reassuringly. “Remember, when you run out of first aid spray, iodine
will do, or even alcohol.” He covered the raw red scrape on her hand, where the
rough skin of the shark had abraded her, with a sterile dressing and taped it
quickly and professionally. “Just like that. Keep it clean afterward.”


“And what will they do
when they run out of dressings?” said Cross. 


The professor glared down
at the girl’s arm. “That, sir, is beyond our power, or our knowledge. Ian and
Deela will have to discover solutions for themselves. Their future, Humanity’s
future now, lies under the sea. All we can do is give them as good a start as
we can.” 


Cross shook his head, but
said nothing. A world dead up above, gone over two years now, yet Oursler had
never wavered in his belief in the future of the Kids. 


Future. What did that
mean, in a world empty of people, yet still deadly to them? A world where a new
Red Death rode the wind above deserted cities, seethed in the soil around the
piles of bodies that were by now becoming only junk-heaps of bone? 


The old dinosaur story, Cross thought. Only
it happened so fast, and to us. Humans had been reaching for the planets,
beginning to modify themselves for new worlds, preparing for the leap outward.
The unholy triptych of World Wars finally past, the Coordinate given the
grudging consent of the great powers, humankind at last united, at least
provisionally, and ready for the new Age of Expansion. 


Then the Dying had begun.
And barely a year later it was over. The virus had penetrated everywhere,
air-carried, virulent. Those who breathed air, died. 


That, at the end, had
left alive only the skeleton crew at the Station, along with the two Kids.
Oursler thought they could survive, rebuild a society underwater with the
dolphins’ help, and someday carry the torch back into the open air.


“What’s the trouble,
Dinker?”


“Sheila.” He looked up,
then pulled out a chair next to him. He registered the soft press of her hip as
Sheila Klassen curled into it. He rubbed his face to erase whatever expression
had interested her – she’d been the Station’s psychologist, primarily concerned
with the dolphins, though humans, too, came within her purview. “No trouble. A
little shaky, I suppose. I thought we were about done for.”


“You were,” she said,
mock-sternly. She shook her head, tossing thick waves of dark damp hair and
setting her breasts rolling. Like most of the Station crew, she wore only
shorts. He caught himself staring and looked away, missing her amused glance. “What
the hell were you doing? Where was your stinger?”


As he explained Oursler
and Graham listened, exchanging glances when he described the way the sharks
had varied their attacks. 


“You saw all this, Ken?”
said Oursler to Graham. 


“Well, no. Only the last
part, at the cliff-edge.” 


“I know what I saw,
Doctor,” said Cross. “Granted, I’m not a scientist. But I still know sharks.”


“I never understood that,”
said Oursler. “How your submarine could be sent on a scientific expedition
without a single qualified person aboard. But I intended no imputation. It’s
just so unexpected.” The old man shook his head. “Well, I’m glad you both
escaped intact. Though I can’t help feeling you must have annoyed or attracted
them in some way. At any rate, it’s over.”


“One thing puzzles me,
Ken,” said Cross. “How’d you happen to come by just then? Your party was
scheduled to hunt to the northeast today, wasn’t it?”


“I can answer that,” came a high whistle in
seaspeech. Cross jerked his head up, grinned, and left his seat to walk to the
edge of the room. Water lapped there, part of the canal system that threaded
its way through the entire Station. As he approached a grayish rounded bulk
lifted itself, and he knelt and rubbed it affectionately between liquid brown
eyes.


“Hi, Engines. You ‘heard’
us, eh?”


“We can ‘hear’ fright
from far away,”
piped the dolphin, narrowing its eyes in a smile. 


“I’ll bet every dolphin
in the station could hear me today,” said Cross, smiling down at her. ‘Engines’
was a contraction of her formal name, ‘Sound of Ship Going Over,’ which like
all dolphins she’d chosen for herself at puberty. She was a New Dolphin; new
not physically, but culturally. Interaction with human beings, the evolution of
a shared speech, training in a thousand human concepts and ideas – culture – had
changed the once wild Delphinus delphis. Making them valuable partners
in the sea, with remarkable talents of their own. 


“We were almost to the
hunting area,” said Sheila, kneeling beside him to stroke the animal’s back. “When
she ‘heard’ something. It’s a wonderful gift. For a long time we thought the
cetaceans hadn’t any speech, because we couldn’t break their code. But they did:
telepathy. Apparently it works, at least occasionally, between all the higher
animals, especially those capable of sympathy with one another. Even between
dolphin and human. Ian and Deela have been learning from them. Engines probably
picked up Deela’s fright, Dinker, not yours.”


Cross glanced over. Her
love for the dolphin she was touching had softened her face, and he remembered,
almost against his will, the times it had softened for him . . . “Well, I’m
glad she did,” he said. Then, to Engines, “Hey, want a fish? I owe you for
that rescue.”


“Thank you, no,” squeaked the dolphin. “Hunting
was good today; the Herd is well fed. Many fish are moving in from the Deep.” 


“How about a bite
yourself, Dink?” Graham stood to stretch. “It’s lunchtime.” 


“Thanks, no. Got to get
with my guys and check out the boat today. I’ll skip lunch.”


 “Your stomach, your funeral.”


Graham, Oursler, and
Klassen left for the kitchen. Cross, still scratching Engines’ head, looked
around. Deela was sitting at the table, bandaged hand cradled on her lap,
watching him. He was suddenly touched; she looked so young. Was so
young, though she and Ian had grown fast and matured early. But her expression
was so lost, so helpless, he had to say something. “It’ll heal, Didi. Won’t
hurt for long.”


“It’s not that.” She used
the standard English that she and Ian called ‘airtalk.’ “I’m just . . . scared.
I thought  . . . .”


 “Well, it’s all right
now.” He gave Engines a last pat and stood. “I’ve got to go out to the boat. Better
get some lunch with the rest. Right?”


“Well . . . okay.” She
slid off the chair and padded off on bare feet.


He crossed to the status
board that covered one wall, and stood studying it. 


Once it had tracked three
hundred people and five anthropic ‘bots through the Station’s five kilometers
of corridors and thirty departments and five berthing areas, as well as the
satellite research camps at Fifty-Meter, One-Sixty Meter, and the
massively-walled glass-steel sphere at 790-Meter. Now the rows of names were
dark. Only a few glowed here and there, standing out like fading beacons on a
forgotten shoreline. Under the heading SCIENTIFIC STAFF, he read:


 


 Chief, HSO Project:        Dr.
Matthew Oursler


 


    HSO, thought
Cross. Homo Sapiens Oceanus. The Kids.


 


    Head, Dept of Marine
Biology, Mammalian:


    Dr. Kenneth Graham


    Chief Psychologist,
Director, Delphinus delphi project:           Dr. Sheila Klassen


     Interns: 


     Roger Comiskey, Heather
Johnson


    


    His gaze dropped, to
rows of unlit names. They’d answered the call topside, to Atlanta and Cambridge
and L.A., when the Coordinate had needed researchers to combat Carsonella.



They’d failed . . . and
died. 


Next was a blank section,
hand-lettered in red grease pencil:


 


MISCELLANEOUS ADDITIONAL 


Crew, DSRVN-3, Research
Vessel “Pilgrim”


Commanding officer        Lcdr.
Dinker L. CROSS


Chief of Boat        DSCS
Joseph C. SVEC


DS1 Paula S. WELCH


MF1 Lewis PARRISH


 


His crew; his ship.


The message, OP IMMEDIATE
via a very-low-frequency covered satellite link, had reached them a thousand
feet down, drifting slowly south along the coast of Africa with the equatorial
current. Their three-month cruise had been extended. And extended. They’d not
known why until, hearing nothing at last, they’d surfaced. Fortunately, they
hadn’t cracked the hatch before the Chief found one of the last active radio stations.
They’d dived again at once, and headed west. Two weeks later they’d beached Pilgrim
and joined the few left at the Station. 


The next lighted section
of the board held only two names: 


 


RESIDENT CHILDREN


 Deela HUNTER


Ian SILENT 


 


Like the dolphins, the
Kids had picked their own last names at puberty. Though, he mused, it was
getting harder to think of them as ‘kids.’


And after that, in a
separate blue-lighted section of the board, was a roster of the Station’s
dolphin colony. Cross knew several, having been out hunting in mixed parties
many times over the last two years, but the only ones he really considered
friends were Engines and a large male friend of hers named Swimming Fast.
Graham and Klassen, who’d been working on the Delphinus project since long
before the Dying began, knew them all by sight. 


He looked back up at the ‘crew’
section, and saw, by the locater code glowing next to Svec’s name, that the
Chief was already out at the boat.


 


 


From a hundred yards
away, the DSRVN-3 was a sixty-meter slaty-gray whale stretched comfortably out
on the brown sand of the bottom. Fore and aft, Cross noted as he swam closer, the
blue subsea running lights were on, meaning Svec was aboard and
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