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  There were sailors who knew how to count these things,

  but they knew no songs strong enough to tame the sea,

  and they spent their voices counting their breaths to the last . . .

     —Tychasis, from Count More Than the Tides
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No Songs Strong Enough









The eighty-meter rig support ship Serina Beliz was homeward bound, pushing through the smooth seas of the Yucatan Channel about twenty miles off western Cuba, when she suddenly shuddered to a crawl, rocking forward and back, her own wake rolling over the low stern in a wash of white foam across the decks. The Serina pitched in the shallow swells, shipping water, the sea moving heavy and sluggish through the crane mounts and swinging chain.

Still up on the bridge, Captain Valentin Nersesian jammed down the callbox button: “Chief? What is this?” A rush of noise and static, then a man’s shouting voice that sounded like “me cago en el mar.”

Nersesian’s voice came out calm, but the effort to keep the fear locked down poked through in a couple of places, like jagged wedges of rock off a dangerous cape. “I have the helm.” He gestured astern, catching the eye of the second mate standing at the nav. “Santo, check on the chief, please.”

The second returned a concerned nod and dashed off, cutting around the captain’s chair to take the bridge stairs two at a time. Nersesian scanned the navigation screens again—Automatic Identification System traffic, weather view—and twisted around to grab his coffee, still calm.

It wasn’t time to panic. Not yet.

The captain had one arm reaching back for the mug in the cup holder, his fingers inches away from the handle, and then he sensed something . . . wrong, a prickling up the arms and around his collar. It made him snap back to the navigation controls, scanning the depth numbers, ship movement, anything out of place.

All the electronics blew, a series of dull thumps behind the panels, screens dying, and the stink of burning insulation. Then a sharp clicking, the snap of stressed plastics in some of the instruments as they cycled through superheating and cooling.

Captain Nersesian’s gaze moved over the panels; he saw nothing but blank screens, the entire navigation space unlit, empty of data and information. He looked up, disoriented for a moment—like an airline pilot who had been relying on instruments the whole flight suddenly looking out over the nose of the plane to see what was coming.

And then being surprised by . . . Nothing.

He frowned at the empty sea, light weather, bands of thinning clouds way out. It was almost impossible to believe.

The captain leaned forward, closer to the windows, and the horizon jumped, a shift in his balance that made him grab the nav panel.

The line of dark blue at the world’s edge moved into the sky. He felt the motion in the floor under his boots.

It wasn’t the water rising. It was his ship falling. Nersesian spent a second on the idea that falling was the correct word; sinking didn’t seem to apply, because the Serina didn’t list or pitch steeply. She seemed to be going straight down with a level hull, and he didn’t know what to call that—except that it wasn’t sinking.

He punched the distress horn—compressed air-driven—seven short and one long blast that repeated every ten seconds, and then he was pushing through the nearest door, skidding along the railing on the portside. The Serina was already deep in the water, and sliding lower. By the time he grabbed the bar at the stairway, the Caribbean was creeping over the hull on three sides, spilling into the ship evenly, smooth falls of seawater moving gracefully over the broad, flat deck.

He met his first officer, Adista, at the bottom of the stairs.

She just looked at him, but didn’t bother saying, “Ship’s taking water, Captain,” because it was already up to her knees. She just gestured at the coils of foam and blue, one eyebrow raised, more curious than afraid.

Then she waded toward the bow, up the stairs and back the way he had just come.

He wanted to ask her what she was planning to do, but then the whole world went sluggish, his own muscles fighting against a heaviness that settled over him, everything gliding in slow motion around him as if the air was thick as oil. The shrill of the abandon-ship tones smeared into the roar of water and motion around the Serina, breaking, and sounding far away.

The sky darkened with a web of sleek crisscrossing shapes, like birds without wings, thousands of them shooting from the surrounding sea, threading a domed pattern over the ship.

He moved past the back stairs to stand under the aft side of the ship’s superstructure, the wings of the pilothouse jutting out on each side against the closing sky. He was pointing up to the freefall boat, the only safe way off the Serina, but everyone seemed to share his slow-motion prison—except two of the crew, his first officer and her friend Tychasis, both of them experienced hands from Rhodes.

Tychasis crawled up from the stores, wading through the water, “Something in the sea, Captain. I can hear the motion . . . biologika. They are pulling the ship below.” He gestured vigorously to the deck. When he looked up at the thickening web across the sky, he froze, staring for a moment, and then his knees gave way. A reflexive grab for the rail failed, and he fell back into the flood, skidding across the deck under the rising sea.

The captain had one hand out, too slow to help. Water up to his thighs, unable to move, Nersesian just stared down at Ty, because the Greek wasn’t making sense. Biologic? They? More than one? Or is he talking about the thousands of shapes in the sky?

Behind him, the chief engineer stumbled through the stern door, dark coveralls soaked through, and he was dragging the lifeless body of his assistant. The chief coughed up water between weeping and cursing in Spanish, gesturing behind him while he stared up at the ink-black lines of diamond-shaped shadows folding over the ship. The sea was pouring in below decks, into the engine room. He coughed and shouted above the roar of the flood. “She’s shut down, Captain!”

Nersesian wheeled and staggered back as Adista landed in the water beside him, seawater blasted out of her way. It was as if she had jumped off the control tower to the deck; she moved with purpose and power, the sea itself obeying her and clearing a path for her. The rest of the world continued in slow motion, and Captain Nersesian worked against it at the same syrup-thick speed. He had no time to react as Adista cupped her hands over his ears, pulling his face to hers, eyes locked on his, her curiosity gone—madness and terror replacing it. “Do not be afraid, Captain. We will try to set you free.”

Then she was screaming over the thunder for Ty to help her.

Something was drumming against the ship like the hooves of an army of galloping horses. Nersesian tried to turn, didn’t want his back to whatever was pulling his ship under, but Adista yanked him toward her. The cold reached up and stopped his breathing; the air darkened around him. Adista was sobbing, tears running down her cheeks.

Choking out a long stream of words—almost a song—Tychasis had crawled through the water across the deck to them and climbed to his feet, eyes wild, blood running from his mouth. There was a rush of noise, the red pushing through his teeth went black, and the faraway sun cast vivid blue stripes across his face.

They were underwater; the drumming sounded more like laughter now, and Captain Nersesian opened his mouth to the sea and closed his eyes against the cold.

The Serina Beliz didn’t roll, or even list to one side or the other. She was spinning gently, clockwise, and then something monstrous pulled her through six hundred fathoms to the bottom of the Caribbean.
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Three days later, World Maritime News reported that the Serina Beliz, bound for Port Fourchon, Louisiana, made one routine port communication from the Yucatan Strait around 1400, broadcasting no sign of distress, and that was the last contact from the platform support vessel. US Coast Guard and SEMAR jointly conducted sweeps for survivors or wreckage and found nothing. Valentin Nersesian, captain of the Serina Beliz, and a crew of eight were presumed lost with the vessel.
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The Recovery of the Serina Beliz









“Hey Rusty, what d’ya got for us?” Captain Jay Wilraven pressed the phone against his ear and listened intently, trying to cut out the machine noise from the deck. “I’m standing on the Marcene. Where else would you find me?” He stamped on the floor of the bridge with one cleated boot just to emphasize the point, and then turned to kick the portside door closed. The room suddenly went quiet. “The Irabarren is in the Gulf side, berthed in Tampa. Adam said call her for any job. No, I’m not going to sit down. What’s up?”

Wilraven glanced over at his first officer, Angelo, whose demeanor changed from mild interest to wide-eyed questioning when he saw the captain’s unguarded expression. Wilraven looked away, toward the unlit video panels and instruments and then through the bridge windows of the salvage ship Marcene. His gaze roamed anxiously along the sunny Fort Lauderdale docks, never stopping or focusing on any of the other vessels and stacked cargo containers.

When Wilraven thumbed off the call ten minutes later, he was breathing hard and finally turned to his first, giving him a nod.

Angelo made an open-handed gesture. “What is it, Cap?”

“A well-known ghost. We’re going to raise the dead.”




[image: * * *]




Wilraven shut the door of his tiny cabin, locked it, and pulled open the workspace, a wide shelf that slid out from the wall with all his shit on it: stacks of hardcopy bills, manifests, not very neatly folded charts, ship’s plans, colored pencils, logs, port inspection papers. His old aluminum Mac was open in the middle of it, humming. He tapped the touchpad and videoed the Ocean Eight Salvage head office in Portsmouth, New Hampshire.

Rusty Vaneaton’s face swam into view: square jaw, circular wire-rim glasses, short spiky angles of reddish-blond hair sticking up all over the place. No smile this time—and Rusty was the smiling sort. Even on a bad day.

Wilraven returned the serious look and was about to ask the one question he hadn’t asked over the phone, but Rusty—who ran logistics from the company office in Portsmouth—jumped in first with standard stay-on-task info for any job.

“Hey, Cap. I’ve arranged food, water, a regular supply schedule. We are going to need the cranes. April will be out to see you this afternoon. She’s with the Carla, doing a lot of platform work, but she says she’s free enough the next two weeks to keep us supplied. She’s already talking to Corkran.”

There was a pause, and then Rusty seemed to burst with questions and information, as if he could no longer keep in the details the captain needed to know. “Have you done anything for Wade Corkran before? He really is an odd one, called this morning asking specifically for ‘Captain Success’—you. He’s got money, so no concern over getting paid. He won’t agree to the Lloyd’s form, but sent his own agreement over this morning—along with an upfront allowance, which our attorneys required in order to move on this. Legal’s still going over the agreement, but it’s pretty much signed and ready to act on. Here’s his number—secure line. He wants to talk face to face, but I’d cabin his call. And damn, he’s working a really tight schedule. Wants the thing done inside two weeks. With high security.”

Wilraven tapped his fingers on the desk, rubbing his eyes. There was a long space of thoughtful silence, and then he said, “I know the name. Know he made a lot, mostly Caribbean freight. I never worked for him or any charter of his. Did you tell him I knew Val? Captain Nersesian?”

There was another long stretch of silence, and then Rusty sighed. “Look, I don’t know if it matters, but I had the feeling Corkran didn’t need to know. He started asking questions about the Serina—like if we’d heard of the ship, heard about her last charter. I told him we saw the news a few months back.”

Like everyone else.

It was strange that the loss seemed so long ago, when it was actually only two-and-a-half months—ten weeks. There had been no follow-up investigation, no continued surface or subsea searching, nothing. Almost as if the Serina had never existed.

Wilraven didn’t answer for a minute, still trying to pick apart Corkran’s interest—and really, how the fuck this old wealthy run-aground shipper knew where to find the Serina Beliz when—within a day of her sinking—the US Coast Guard with several vessels and choppers, as well as a frigate with escorts and half-a-dozen patrol boats from Mexico’s Gulfside naval ops, couldn’t find one scrap of her or her crew on the sea.

Rusty came back flustered. “I know, Cap; I know you’re a play-it-clear sort. I hope I didn’t get you in trouble.”

Wilraven laughed grimly, and Rusty shut up. “Don’t worry about it. Probably better if Corkran doesn’t know how well I knew the Serina and her captain.”
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Not Alone in the Water









Jon Andreden was playing with expensive toys half a kilometer off the California coast and thirty meters down when he realized he and Theo weren’t alone.

“I’m live, Martin. Start the sense tests from the top. I want to see a boot, enviro check, and how long Theo takes to load and understand the first task,” Andreden said into his mouthpiece. “Let’s see his reaction to waking up away from the lab and deep in the water.”

Andreden clutched the neoprene half-ring in his teeth, trying to hold onto it, breathe, and talk at the same time.

“Ninety seconds to reset, Jon.” Martin’s voice came in clearly through his earpiece. Martin Allievi was up in the sea lab. “I’ll let you know when Theo completes the boot.”

“Good.”

Andreden looked up through the frame of the mask. Far above him, the feathery yellow and brown bands of kelp formed the roof of a marine forest, swaying, pulling, and dropping in a gyratory dance with the tidal surge. As the crest of each wave passed overhead, shafts of sunlight shot through every tiny opening between the tangled seaweed stipes and blades, almost reaching the diver and the machine at the bottom. With every passing swell, the canopy of the kelp forest folded into itself and darkened the floor of Monterey Bay.

The machine—Theo—drifted in front of Andreden. About half the size of a man, its body was made up of a tight bundle of tubes and spherical organs; jointed limbs and fist-like claws tucked up defensively against its face and sides like a pugilist starting a round in the boxing ring.

Andreden and Martin even called the default posture Put up your dukes.

Theo was still in the prototype phase, which usually ran long for intelligent underwater machines capable of extended autonomous activity. It was one of Andreden’s personal projects, and he had quietly ignored concerns in the dive center about being out in the water alone.

Alone?

He would have said he was out in the water with Theo.

The project team’s concerns weren’t entirely unfounded. The scenario testing was just out of alpha, and this was one of a series of runs he and Theo and Martin were going through. Several of the prior tests had ended abruptly with mechanical and software failures, typical problems that appeared in early testing.

When Theo ultimately functioned without errors, he would be able to perform planned underwater tasks for years: everything from wide-area search-and-rescue tasks to continuous monitoring of seafloor cables and pipelines to tracking and counting individual species of marine fish or mammals.

The machine’s name, Theo, was stenciled in blue paint on one of the side plates of its body, just above the Knowledgenix logo: three waves circling each other.

Martin’s voice cut in. “Okay, reset’s complete. Theo’s a go.”

Andreden’s fingers worked the backlit keyboard on his wrist, and he looked over at the mechanical arms and video eyes. He started the day’s run.

“Confirmed. Theo’s lit up.”

The machine unfolded its arms into a ready position, manipulators in front. It circled slowly, opening and closing its fingers, extended its body into the low-drag speed config, then curled back into the default compact, blocky look. Andreden watched the machine motion a few meters away while drifting in the surge, holding his breath when he glanced down at the scrolling text on the logging screen on his arm.

Theo dropped heavily, and then rose higher in the water column, above Andreden, testing its buoyancy functions. It stopped and faced the man in the dive suit and mask.

And then it spoke. “Hello, Jon.” He even sounded like a Theo. He had been given a polished male voice, an educated west coast American tone and inflection.

Andreden released a breath with a burst of bubbles and gave him the thumbs up.

Theo acknowledged the sign. “Everything is functioning properly.”

“Good to hear. Give me some environment data, Theo.”

“Atmospheres: 10.16. Depth: 21.2 meters. Temp: 53.9 degrees Fahrenheit. Latitude: 36.808 North. Longitude: 121.798 West. We are north of Monterey, California, about a kilometer from the Knowledgenix lab.”

“Fahrenheit?”

“Twelve point one six Celsius.”

“Good. What are you going to do today?”

“Count the individual members of Neomacrocystis pyrifera-twelve in a ten-square-meter area from my startup position.”

“I for one would love to know how many there are.” Andreden sounded overjoyed, gesturing with open hands. “Tell me a little about Neomacrocystis pyrifera-twelve?”

There was a moment’s hesitation, as if Theo was gauging Andreden’s precise level of interest and then apparently decided there wasn’t enough sarcasm to respond with anything less serious than, “It’s a large, deepwater fast-growing member of Phaeophyta. A genetically altered variation of an indigenous Macrocystis species. The brown algae and their congeners have complicated reproductive cycles that include being—”

“Hold on, Theo.”

Andreden held up a hand and turned toward a moving shape in the water, a tiny submersible about the thickness and length of his outstretched arm. It was coming right at them. And it was moving fast. There was something organic about the shape and movement in the water, but it was definitely a machine of some kind.

Beams of sunlight broke into the depths, lighting up the sub as the canopy of kelp overhead opened up with the roll of the surf.

Andreden and Theo both drifted in a slow turn, following the unusual submersible. It spun on the long axis, drilling through the water. There was something about the motion that was almost bacteriological—only macro scale. Details became clearer as it closed on them, driven by what looked like flagella, long whiplike appendages that coiled together as the thing rotated, creating an extended propeller.

“Has to be doing twenty knots,” Andreden whispered, letting his body relax, squeezing the buoyancy controls on his vest.

“Didn’t catch that, Jon.” Martin’s voice came in over the comm.

Without thinking about what he should do next, Andreden adjusted his weight in the water and slipped lower in the sea, touching down on a massive rocky shelf. Theo followed him, and the small, twirling sub passed right over their heads in a straight line toward the mouth of Elkhorn Slough, just north of the Moss Landing piers.

As it passed, Andreden kicked up three or four meters off the shelf and spun in the water to follow its course. The miniature sub changed course, the sharpened tail bending, flagella whipping into a new shape to adjust for the terrain. At twenty-five meters, it blended into the background of the ocean and slipped away.

“Theo, did you pick that up?”

“I had visual but no sonar or any other proximity detection on the unidentified submersible.”

“What submersible?” Martin’s shocked voice was loud in his ears.

“You didn’t catch anything on the monitors?”

“When?”

“Just now. Anything in the last ten seconds?”

“I’m looking at Theo’s passive feed. The hi-res. There’s nothing unusual.”

Andreden stared along the path of the sub. “It was small, about as thick as my arm—my forearm, and about as long. Unusual propulsion. I didn’t see any markings. The thing was quiet. Extremely quiet. It passed within five meters of Theo and me, moving fast. At first I thought it was headed right for us, but it continued toward the Landing.”

There was a long space of silence between the test team from Knowledgenix—just Andreden’s loud breathing over the comm.

Theo broke it with, “Where did it come from?”

Andreden gave the machine a nod. “Are there any vessels in the area? Anything that looks military? A scientific or commercial launch vessel?”

“Checking,” said Martin.

Andreden and Theo drifted up and down with the tidal surge, blending in with the tangled stipes on the edge of a kelp forest.

“Nothing but a few rec boats visible to the horizon. The scope doesn’t show much more. The largest vessel is more than sixty kilometers away, passing up the coast, marked as commercial freight. You think the sub’s something from NOAA or the Navy?”

“Don’t know. Never seen anything like it.” Andreden paused for a second while he ran through the information on the meters and screens on his wrist and vest.

After scrolling through the last minute of Theo’s logged data, he said, “First thought? A crazy one, is that it’s some sort of industrial espionage play, a stealth pass to get a look at what we’re doing with Theo, but I don’t know anyone making subs like that.” said Andreden. “We don’t have anything that small and quiet—or unusual. I mean, the thing looked alien.”

Martin’s hurried voice cracked over the comm. “I’m sending security up to Moss Landing to have a discreet look around, see if anyone’s picking this thing up. Just an observe-and-gather team for now, see what’s up.”

Andreden was barely listening. He looked down the path of the sub; his voice sounded as if he was thinking aloud. “And what’s the point of showing your hand, coming in for a near miss without a sonar sig? I swear the thing came right at us. This is a big bay, bigger ocean. The way it moved, it was just . . . scary.”

Martin sounded concerned. “You want to call the test?”

Andreden’s voice came back slow, distracted. “Yeah, maybe not a good idea to have Theo out here if there’s a possibility it’s—”

He stopped, and Martin cut in with, “What is it?”

“It’s coming back.”

The spiraling shape appeared, a smear of dark horizontal motion against the vertically moving background, angling to head right for him like some eerie hole in the ocean, ringed by the feathery trail from the propulsion. Andreden crouched, trying to move with the bay’s currents. Things this close to shore that didn’t move with the tidal surge stood out.

“Someone knows we’re here, Martin.”

Can’t be remotely operated from a ship, he thought with another glance at the screen on his arm. There were no in-vicinity launch vessels. It had to be autonomous or controlled from the shore. It didn’t look at all like a weapon, but then it didn’t look like any other man-made submersible of any kind.

Andreden looked over at Theo. Its dark camera eyes stared back at him, making the machine appear to have a skull-like face.

The light hum of the flagella-drive became clearer.

“Let’s get a closer look at this thing. Catch it, Theo.”

Andreden’s machine spun as smoothly as a cat, unfolding its arms. It twisted up and seized the miniature submarine in two powerful claws. For a second, Andreden thought the little sub had tried to evade Theo, flexing to one side like a maneuvering fish, but no machine reacted like that.

The little sub bucked and pulled, trying to break Theo’s grasp; the six flagella whipped around to work at breaking the hold—each one almost a meter long, thick as a finger where it grew out of a rotating drive collar—a wide, spinning band about two-thirds of the way up the sub’s body, each one ending in a pointed tip.

Theo’s claws were twice the size of human hands and more than twice as strong. The whips went limp. It gave up.

Andreden kicked a few times, grabbed Theo’s right arm for support, and pulled up next to the sub.

No markings. No lights. No numbers, codes, or safety warnings. The thing was dull black, a stretched-out teardrop shape with six whippy arms growing from the rotating band that circled the hull. No dive planes or rudder, but the thin end of the teardrop was flexible and had to be articulated under the skin, allowing the sub’s body to bend for direction.

“This is beautiful.”

Andreden reached out one gloved finger cautiously, pressing the tip against the sub’s forward dome. It was coated with a thick spongy material, and Theo’s claws were digging half an inch into its skin.

“Not your typical sound-absorbing coating. Stuff feels alive. Martin, are you getting this?”

“I’m looking at it, and I’m thinking what the fuck is that?” As if catching himself reacting with a not very well thought out answer, Martin cleared his throat and followed up with, “Theo’s vision’s coming in nice and clear.”

“What do you think?”

“Looks like some kind of marine insect crossed with a blown-up version of one of the nastier Gram-negative bacteria.” Then he cleared his throat again and reined in the excitement. “Could be military, but I’d think anything of ours would be marked. And if it’s not our Navy, then whose? Could be an academic team. Can’t be NOAA or one of the other scientific orgs. Everything they deploy is painted bright orange, yellow, or white. Or at least it’d be marked. What would this thing be doing hanging around Moss Landing and the sloughs?”

“No idea,” Andreden said. “We can take a closer look. See you in fifteen. I’ll bring in the gear from the shore and send our new friend back to you in the lab.” He tried to laugh through the mouthpiece. “Don’t do anything until I get there.”

Andreden looked at Theo, his voice suddenly serious. “You got that, Theo? Don’t give it to anyone but Martin.”

“That is what I will do.” There was a second’s pause. “Jon?”

Andreden kicked around. “Yup?”

“Does the word or maybe the name ‘Telkeenays’ mean anything to you?”

He stared at Theo for a moment, wondering if the question was somehow connected to its test scenario with the seaweed, something the machine couldn’t shake after the test had been cancelled. “No. What is it?”

“The submersible spoke to me—not clearly. It said this is where it comes from, or maybe who it belongs to? Its maker?”

Andreden pushed himself all the way around, a chill making its way through his suit and the feeling that they weren’t alone pressing in on his thoughts.

“Is it saying anything else?” He didn’t want to say he didn’t hear anything. He also didn’t want to ask how Theo had managed to hear it. That could wait for a better look at the thing.

“No, just that.”

“Okay.” He waved toward the labs. “Meet Martin at the sub-pool.” He made a spiraling gesture in the water. “And record anything else it tells you.”

Theo spun up its drives, its body of rounded panels and bundles of components unfolding into a sleek low-drag shape that sped off toward the underwater development lab of Knowledgenix, a cluster of buildings perched over the water on the south side of Moss Landing harbor.

Speaking silently or not, the little sub with the flagella seemed to be dead in Theo’s grip.
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A Separate Communication









Captain Wilraven pushed a stack of papers aside and leaned forward over his workspace, the webcam’s function light telling him it was sending his face far away.

“Mr. Corkran?”

The charterer’s office came into focus on the Mac’s screen: dark wood paneling, a leather couch, one wall dominated by an oil painting of an aggressive-looking four-masted barque, sails rigged for speed ahead of stormy seas. Then a fit sixtyish guy with a full head of gray hair and sad-dog blue eyes filled the screen.

Corkran smiled, showed some very white teeth, but there was nothing happy in it. There was hope in the smile, the hope that something terrible could finally be resolved, that a weight was about to be lifted from this wealthy shipper’s mind. A smile that said Corkran was hoping he had found the right salvor for this job.

“Please, call me Wade.” He went on without a pause. “Captain Wilraven, I know your reputation. I don’t go near the sea anymore, but I know someone who knows the sea.”

Wilraven had been called “Captain Success” in a couple of the trade journals, Work Boat and Salvage, because he got the job done—in cost and without unreasonable losses. Marine salvage didn’t get better than that.

He had patched and pulled ships off reefs, run oil-disposal on some rough coasts around the world; taken on tankers on fire; floated ships, barges, and pieces of oil rigs from their graves. Wilraven shook his head, and didn’t know why he said it, but it seemed to fit. “Yeah, my rep’s slipping. I lost a good diver—a good friend—on a job in the spring.”

“Your dive master.” Corkran looked away with the sound of crinkling paper. He was going over some notes, found what he was looking for, and read them aloud. “Regina Lowell was on your team almost five years. Killed during an op involving the dismantling and moving of a sunken DP rig?” Corkran swung his gaze back to the screen, his eyes cold points of blue steady on Wilraven. “It was a mistake you didn’t make, and you were down there as well. My research says you risked your life to find your diver. That kind of loyalty is what I’m looking for.”

Wilraven sighed and came right out with it. “What do you want with the Serina Beliz? How do you even know where she is?”

“I want you to raise her from her grave.” Corkran said nothing more, as if the second question hadn’t been asked.

Wilraven rubbed his eyes, looked at the blue sky through the porthole above his bunk. Somewhere a ship’s horn sounded a long, moaning cry across the harbor. “Yeah, that’s what Rusty told me. Why?”

There was a flare of anger in Corkran’s features. “You need to ask why, then maybe I’m wrong and you’re not the right salvage master for this. Or are you looking for something besides ‘she’s worth thirty million dollars and I’m the only one who knows where she is’?”

“Sure, a good place to start. Is there more?” He clamped his mouth shut, wishing he could call back the question, and hoping Corkran wouldn’t bring up Captain Nersesian, and that they had known each other for years.

Corkran leaned back, away from the screen, folding his arms. “The rest is none of your business. Your lawyers already signed off on this. Do you want the job, or do I have to find someone else?”

“No, I’m in.” Crap, he sounded desperate.

Corkran unfolded his arms.

Wilraven took a deep breath, let it out slowly. This might be his only chance to really find out what had happened to his friend Val, and to the Serina. “Fine. If you know where she is, and she’s intact and resting in less than twelve hundred meters, I’m pretty sure we can do it. I’ll have the Irabarren with me—she’s our deepwater crane and dive platform. I’ll sail with the Marcene. We can be just about anywhere in the Gulf inside two days. We’ll dive or remote down and see what we see, get a clear picture of what it will take.”

Corkran nodded his head fractionally, as if the deal had been made, and Wilraven swallowed hard because it felt as if it had just been made in blood—without feeling anything sharp.

“The Serina Beliz is in water less than twelve hundred meters. I will follow up with exact location details. For now, I can tell you that she’s just outside Cuban territorial water.”

Wilraven stumbled over a follow-up question to that, but pushed it aside and filed it with things to bring up in a moment. One important issue had to be resolved first. “Are you coming with us?” He didn’t really want that, but it wasn’t uncommon on a job like this—a time charter. Usually the guy paying for the recovery of a ship as new as the Serina had more than scrap interest. The Ocean Eight Salvage attorneys had okayed a job that wasn’t using the standard Lloyd’s Open Form. It smelled of gray insurance payouts, but he left that alone. No need to pick at someone’s scabs. Not when he had plenty of his own to scratch.

“No.” Corkran said the single word firmly. Then he looked down, and his voice went rough at the edges with fear and memories. “I don’t go near the water anymore.”

Something obviously haunted the man, but Wilraven kept his reaction locked down, managing to reply as if he had not heard the emotion in the other man’s voice. “Very well, Mr. Corkran. We’ll take the job. I have to square a few details with the Ocean Eight offices. We’ll leave in the morning, run a quick survey of the site after I gather the dive and crane teams.”

“Great.” Corkran didn’t sound as enthusiastic as he should have, but Wilraven’s thoughts had already moved down the list.

“One more thing?”

“Yes?” Corkran’s voice was steady again.

Wilraven decided on the delicate approach. “Mr. Corkran—Wade. There are specific dangers—political dangers—working on a stationary rig for weeks just outside Cuban water. Or any nation, for that matter. No one likes secret or suspicious commercial work going on on their doorstep. In the past, I’ve had visits from the Cuban navy—one of their corvettes—and even a few gunboats. Most of the time they’re cool. Others that I don’t think were official were not . . . cool. That area of the world’s just a rough place to do business, you understand?” The complications shouldn’t be piling up this close to signing onto a job, but there they were.

“I know the dangers. I’ve taken care of things. What time are you leaving tomorrow? I’ve already hired a security team to go with you.”

Wilraven felt the heavy thud of his heart, and then a shiver rushed up his back. He was thinking hazard pay, something he could stack on top of the paychecks for his crew. Security on board—guys with guns—wasn’t what he had wanted at all. He tried to sound casual. “Really? Well, I’m not—”

Corkran cut him off. “They are going with you. That’s a requirement. It’s in the terms I sent your office.” As if trying to soften the idea, Corkran added, “I’m well aware of the dangers the Caribbean poses to ships and their crews. This is a capable, handpicked team. Only a few of them. They won’t get in the way, and I have a backup ready to rotate in. Just think of my security staff as trouble you don’t have to worry about.”

Fuck. Wilraven let out a breath, not very happy about being backed into a corner. “Okay. Just get them here tomorrow before two in the afternoon.”

“They’ll be there. You have my number. I also want you to keep me informed.” Corkran jabbed a demanding finger at the screen. “A couple of other things we have to be clear about: One, you don’t lift the ship without telling me. Two, let’s talk as soon as you’re done with your survey. I need to know how long you think this will take. I’ll tell you right now, you don’t have the Serina moved off the floor inside twelve days, you can forget it.”

“Rusty said that. Best I can say is I’ll try—and as long as the weather cooperates.”

“Sure. I hear you.” It sounded like it was Corkran’s turn to rein in some anger, taking a couple of deep breaths. “Look, Captain, do the survey. Tell me what you think it will take—long as it’s not too long.”

Yeah, yeah. Everybody always wanted everything right away. It was useless to argue. The job would take as long as it took. Wilraven navigated the conversation back toward useful. “When are you going to tell me where to find her?”

“In a separate communication.”

Corkran cut the call, and the screen went black.
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Cold









Jon Andreden laughed over his shoulder as he rushed through scanning at Knowledgenix security, lugging his dive gear. The guard at the front gates, also amused, had relayed Martin’s extremely high-priority message. Two words: “Hurry up.”

Once inside, Martin couldn’t wait to start. He was talking before Andreden had dropped his gear. “It certainly looks advanced. Dying to scan it or open it up.”

“If it can be opened up,” said Andreden from across the room, kicking his backpack under one of the desks. “Without breaking it. Seriously. Thing looks like it was grown, not bolted together.”

Martin didn’t look up from the empty stainless steel tank where he’d transferred the sub for study. He bent closer. “We’ll see. Just waiting for you. Going off what I’ve seen so far, Theo’s visuals, and your description of its behavior, I have to say it’s tiny for its capabilities. I thought we built the world’s smallest, smartest U-machines, but someone’s beaten us to it.”

“No markings, right?”

Martin shook his head absently. “Nothing but the soft dark-blue skin. You’re right, an unusual material. Not one of the standard insulation and anechoic skins. This stuff definitely feels . . . organic.”

Andreden leaned over the other side of the tank, adjusting the overhead lighting. “Yeah, that’s what I thought, but I had gloves on. Did you run it by anyone? Search MISTIC for any kind of identity? Nanoskin’s not my area.”

“Yeah,” said Martin absently, staring at the sub, running a finger along it. “The Cons and MISTIC aren’t talking to us, which probably means they’re still thinking.”

Andreden looked up, met his eyes across the tank. “What do you think?”

Martin said “Yeah,” reaching in with bright green surgical-gloved hands, rotating the submersible. “The Navy’s newer anechoic skins have that wet and slimy feel. But they dry when they’re left out of water, and when you squeeze them you know you’re pushing your finger into some polymer, something man-made, some advanced kind of foam. It compresses, and you can feel the compression. This thing has something . . . new.” He pulled off one surgical glove to touch the skin with his bare hands. “Look at the way the skin moves out of the way, as if the molecules slip over one another. It doesn’t compress.”

Andreden glanced up at Martin. “Bacteriological?”

Martin Allievi cranked one eyebrow up. “Probably. Our microbial skin is still years away from this though.”

Andreden hadn’t even bothered with gloves. He was up to his elbows in the empty tank, lifting the sub gently out of Martin’s hands, tilting it on end, one hand cupping the fore dome, while he manually shifted the long cone of the tail one way then the other. “It’s almost insect-like.” He tugged the long flagella around, gathering them into a bundle and twisting them gently into a spiral. “Corkscrew propulsion and a flexible tail-end hull for maneuvering. Just brilliant.”

Allievi let out a snort, clearly unhappy about what they were looking at. “Can’t believe this. We’re a decade ahead of anyone else. Thought we were, anyway.”

Andreden ran his fingers over the sub’s hull, pressing gently to see if he could feel any structural features beneath. “Except these guys.” His voice came out in a low whisper. “Not just the skin. Everything about it.”

Martin gestured toward the end of the lab where the hall led to the sub room. Theo lived there in his house pool—Theo, who could talk to you like a human, reason better than some, and had no trouble with complex conversations. “Well, not everything. You still have the superior intelligence engine. No one on earth has created an expressive interface like Personifex.”

“How do we know?” Andreden looked up as he spun a valve and started filling the tank with seawater pumped in from the bay. “The damn thing hasn’t spoken to us yet.” He waved toward Theo’s room with one wet hand, inadvertently flinging water across the floor. “Did you talk to Theo? This thing talked to him. Or it told him where it was from or who made it. Something like that.”

Not really listening, Martin pointed out, “Whoever it is, they’re not selling these. They’re not at the shows. Very low profile. Has to be military.”

Andreden pulled a frown, but nodded in agreement. They hunched over the machine for a few more minutes, just staring at it. Beyond them, high on the lab’s wall, Alan Turing looked out from a giant poster, a blown-up reproduction of the Father of Computing superimposed over a block of 1s and 0s. The image was from an old twenty-cent stamp from St. Vincent and the Grenadines.

An hour later, after putting the sub under several different ultrasonic and tomographic scanners to determine what it looked like on the inside, they were back to staring at it, up to their elbows in the evaluation tank full of seawater. The submersible appeared solid on all the screens, using any sound or X-ray or magnetic imaging devices they had access to. The machine’s hull was impenetrable.

It lay dormant in the tank, flagella stiffening over the last hour as if the long whiplike appendages were going into some sort of programmed hibernation state—or even worse, something Andreden didn’t want to think about: death, with rigor mortis setting in.

Legs drawn up, boots hooked into the rungs of a tall stool, Andreden hunched over the machine, slowly rolling it in the tank water with the tips of his fingers, his eyes focused intently on the soft dark surface. A scalpel and a few other tools lay nearby, unused. Martin dragged a stool to the other side, leaning on the tank rim, his long legs touching the floor, one hand rubbing a day’s white chin stubble.

Andreden pulled his hands out of the tank, dropping the sub. “Ouch.”

There was a tiny dot of blood on the pad of his index finger. He had been stabbed by something sticking up through the pliable blue skin.

Martin looked over. “What is it?”

Andreden was examining the tip of the finger. “Don’t know. It bit me.”

He reached over, rubbing the sub’s skin with his thumb. The membranous material stretched and moved a little. If he scraped hard with a fingernail, the skin hardened and tiny ridges rose up, rough against his skin like sandpaper. If he handled it gently, the skin remained smooth.

“Can’t find anything sharp.” He lifted the sub out of the water. “I still can’t believe the hull covering is completely wet where it’s been above the water.”

Martin leaned in, eyebrows jumping with what looked like a new idea. He grabbed the sub from Andreden and moved it gently back into the water. He let it sit there on the surface for a moment and then pushed it to the floor of the tank, half a meter deep. When he pulled out his hands, the sub remained on the bottom.

Andreden glanced up at him. “That’s unexpected.”

It was his turn. He reached in, curled his fingers under the sub at each end and lifted it about halfway to the surface before letting go. It remained there, mid-water in the tank, neutrally buoyant.

Martin Allievi leaned over the tank, staring down into the water. “No vents, no noticeable fore and aft ballast adjusting. It’s as if it knew you wanted it to be level in the water about halfway between the floor and surface of the tank.”

“Shit, this is beautiful.” Andreden reached in and lifted the sub out of the water, holding it in front of him like some weird technology offering. “I’d give a fortune to talk to the man who built this.”

“You mean woman, Mr. Andreden.”

Andreden spun around. Martin nearly fell off his stool and had to skip a few steps sideways to catch his balance. He thrust one hand out, hooked the rim of the tank, and braced himself against the end. The stool went down, bouncing and skidding loudly across the floor.

A woman stood just inside the door at the sub-room end of the lab. Water ran off her in rivulets to the floor, pooling at her bare feet. She looked as if she had just stepped out of the sea—without any diving gear.

“What?” said Andreden quietly.

“You meant to say you would give a fortune to talk to the woman who built this.” She spoke with a rich, old-world sounding accent, but Andreden couldn’t get a handle on it. Not Slavic. Not exactly Greek, but definitely Mediterranean.

Her long dark hair twisted into wet curls around her ears and throat. Her gaze was sharp, petitioning and pointed at Andreden. She gestured to the sub as if she wasn’t sure he understood her. She opened her mouth for a second—perhaps still not sure he was getting it, about to repeat herself—then closed it in an irreverent smile. Her mood and intention were made clear in the way one side of her mouth sharpened: urgent, demanding, uncooperative.

Stunned, Andreden stood staring at her with water running off the sub in his hands, down to his elbows. dripping to the floor. On the other side of the tank, Martin mirrored Andreden’s expression—and silence.

She was barefoot and wore a faded navy-blue sweatshirt and shorts. The wet blue material looked almost black; the sleeves were pushed up her forearms. The material was bunched up around her waist and looked a couple of sizes too large. Her face was unafraid and aristocratic. Her clothes were insurrection. She gave him a nod and raised her eyebrows, a little impatient, as if she had expected him to respond by this point. Her eyes locked on his for another moment, then dropped to the submersible in Andreden’s hands.

She walked up to him and pulled the sub out of his grip, and he let it go.

He let his open hands turn into a questioning gesture. “Who are you?”

“I’m not ready to tell you.” She didn’t turn back the way she had come into the lab, but continued past Andreden and Martin toward the front Knowledgenix offices, which led to the fenced lot, the main gate, and the security pass-through.

Andreden followed her out of the lab, Martin not far behind him.

“Who do you work for?”

“How did you get past security?” Martin called from behind Andreden. “How did you know we had your sub? Where did you launch it from?”

She didn’t turn or reply. She went through the offices and out through the reception area as if she knew the way, skirting the reception desk, heading for the big glass front doors. Outside in the cool summer air Martin slowed down, expecting security to stop her at the gate, but she went through without being noticed. Andreden jogged to catch up to her, waving off the stunned guard, who was already pulling the hold-downs on his holstered gun.

“No problem, Carl. We’re good.”

Despite her bare feet, she kept her pace, angling toward the north end of the fenced Knowledgenix grounds. It wasn’t completely dark beyond the streetlights; the night sky lit up with three-quarters of a moon. Andreden caught up to her as she turned at the corner of the lot, heading back toward the bay.

“Let’s talk about this. The skin. The buoyancy system. It’s like nothing we’ve seen before. Brilliant.” He made another open-handed gesture. “And I’m assuming you know we’re pretty good at this stuff.”

“Secrets, Mr. Andreden,” she said over her shoulder.

“Then tell me where you’re from?”

She half-turned while walking, motioned toward the Pacific with a tilt of her head. “My home begins where the land ends.”

That made him stop for a second, and he had to jog to catch up. “What?”

Still walking, she swung the sub around and pointed at him with it. “Look. My purpose was to meet you, Mr. Andreden, and to determine what you and your company are capable of. I am done. Goodnight.”

“Done?” He caught up and was keeping pace beside her.

Holding the sub in one hand, waving it around, petitioning. “What is the phrase you use? Touch? I will be in touch? I think that’s it.” She was speaking in a low voice, as if to herself, and then she looked directly at him. “I like you. I like what you are doing in the sea, and I want to help you. I will help you—if you will help me find my sister.”

Andreden followed her along the north-facing side of Knowledgenix and down to the beach. The whole world seemed to shift under his feet. He felt like a teenager stammering out some lame conversation with the most popular girl at school. And he stopped on the rocky edge of the shoreline. She kept walking, her pace increasing as she approached the waves.

“You know my name. At least tell me yours.”

She glanced back, a quick, capricious smile on her face. It was the smile of a goddess playing a trick on a mortal. Stepping lightly over the slick, rockweed-covered boulders, she said, “I will think about it.”

Then she was in the surf. Andreden hesitated and then jumped across the rocks, calling after her. “Where are you going?”

The dark water sloshed against her knees. “Home.” She said it simply, as if it was the only obvious answer.

That stopped him at the edge, thoughts in disarray, none of them making sense, and so he picked one at random. “But it’s cold out there.”

Her shoulders jumped. She may have laughed a little, wading deeper into the black waves with the submersible, the flagella starting to whip around in her grip as if it sensed how close it was to the water.

Andreden jumped into the surf, hands out to keep his balance, watching and not really believing as the woman vanished. Without a breath or wave goodbye, she slid beneath the waves. And without thinking, Andreden pushed forward through a shallow swell, the water slamming against his knees.

He waded into Monterey Bay, the crest of the next wave hitting him in the chest. Then there was saltwater in his mouth, the spray blinding him for a moment. He lost his footing and kicked up, boots heavy on his feet as he headed straight into the following wave. He went under, opening his eyes when the world went silent. Nothing but darkness and swirling motion where a faint moon hit the rolling surface just right.

Andreden kicked harder and broke through the waves, sucking in air. He let the tidal surge take him and lift him with the rise of the next roll of surf. Teeth clicking together, his body shaking violently with the cold, he paddled back and forth, looking for her.

She never surfaced.
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Seven Pounds of Broccoli



The ghost of Regina Lowell kicked Captain Wilraven out of the dream. He woke up sweating and disoriented. Regina had been reaching for him, screaming for him to stop the sea from taking her away, her gloved hands clawing in panic at the dark. “Promise me, Jay. Promise you won’t let me go!”

“I won’t, Regina, I won’t.” He reached for her, the lights from his dive hat dancing across the flat faceplate of her diving helmet with the Don’t Fuck with Chuuk sticker across the top. Regina was right there, right in front of him. And he would promise anything, trade his own life for hers—if the sea allowed him to.

But the cold sea coiled up his limbs, holding him back, and he knew he couldn’t keep that promise. He also knew he had never promised to hold onto Regina; she had been deep in the water and on the other side of the sunken rig when ninety feet of structural support broke loose and swung into her, dragging her with it. The rusted edges had cut through her comm and air lines, casting her into the airless night, feeding her to the violent pressure of the deep.

He knew Regina didn’t panic—ever. Like everyone else on the Marcene, he had heard her calm voice telling them what was happening as it was happening—sharp, clear, deadly serious, deadly calm to the end. That was Regina Lowell. “The structure’s
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