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  Prologue


  “Bingo!” Jane North said, her hands hovering over the camera controls.


  John Simonsen stood behind her, watching the two monitors, each with the same fuzzy color picture of the ocean floor.


  The ship rolled a bit, still caught in the aftermath of the summer’s first tropical storm, Zelda.


  Simonsen braced himself against the cabin wall. “Bring her to a stop, Tom,” he told the captain, pressing the button down on the radio.


  “Shit. It’s gone,” North said, turning to Simonsen. She was frustrated. Pissed off. She had picked up something in her screen, and now there was nothing but the beginning of a steep underwater ridge. Some broken rock and the ever-present tiny bits of debris.


  Simonsen stepped closer to her.


  “It’s okay, Jane. Just rewind the tape. We should be able to hold our position here.”


  “That’s a laugh.” It was Reilly, the cocky young biologist and general pain-in-the ass. “We might as well be using inflatable boats, Dr. John. This goddam barge has all the handling of a washtub.”


  One of the monitor screens showed the current view from the Prom II underwater sled. There was only the one camera, compared to the two cameras on Argo, a Class-A sled now working the East Pacific Rise. But with one camera, Simonsen knew, there was a lot that could be missed, a hell of a lot. With just one, straight down view, there was about 270 degrees of ocean floor that could be missed.


  In fact, if North found something, it would be amazing. Simonsen had pitched this project to Woods Hole and the NSF knowing it was underfinanced, and underequipped.


  But it was this or nothing. Better a shitty shot· at a major discovery than sitting in an office reading other people’s monographs.


  Because this was where the action was, the brave new world of the hydrothermal vents. A couple of miles down sat gigantic stone towers, the black smokers, spewing forth smudgy gases, heating the water up to 500 degrees Fahrenheit. But it wasn’t the geological stuff that had everyone freaking out.


  No.


  It was the animals. Over 300 new species, with the number climbing every month. Unbelievable… 300 new species, living in the most stressful habitat imaginable… no light, incredible pressure, surrounded by toxic water.


  It was like discovering a new planet. And Simonsen had to be there.


  “Ready,” Jane North said to him.


  Reilly lit up a cigarette.


  “Hey!” North screamed, turning in her seat. “Will you put that goddam thing out? How the hell are we supposed to breathe?”


  Simonsen turned to Reilly, but already the biologist had thrown down the butt on the floor, rolling his eyes. The door opened.


  “Got something, kiddies?”


  It was Allan Beck, the team geologist and good friend to the oil industry. He made no secret that his interest in the Achilles expedition was strictly commercial. Everyone knew that the vents promised an incredible bonanza of ore and petroleum possibilities. Except nobody had the foggiest ideas how to get them up to the surface. “Where there’s a will there’s a way” was Beck’s position.


  “I have the tape ready to roll,” North said.


  She looked back at Simonsen and he nodded, signaling her to run the playback.


  Now the left screen replayed images from a few minutes ago. The digital VCR was delivering pictures at one-fourth the normal speed, while an elapsed time counter at the bottom of the screen told the time of the “event.”


  “Looks pretty normal so far,” Beck said, taking a few steps closer to the screen.


  “Just wait,” North said.


  Then there was something there.


  “Hold it!” Simonsen said, pushing back his glasses that were always slipping down his nose. He was sweating even though the ship pumped cool air into the windowless room.


  The image froze.


  The sled had been hovering over the ridge, a volcanic scarp that meandered away from the major vents in the Gulf of Mexico. It looked like a dry riverbed. Dry, and totally devoid of life.


  But. At the upper right comer of the screen, Simonsen saw a fluffy white patch.


  A bacteria mat…


  “How far away is it?” he asked North.


  She pushed her long brown hair back and checked the navigational computer. The data logger on Prom II fed information directly to her computer. She could match every frame on the tape with a pinpoint location on the bottom of the sea.


  “We’ve drifted about half a mile away,” she said.


  “How about a few more frames, Janie,” Reilly said, draping an unwelcome hand on her shoulder.


  It was the smallest team that Simonsen ever worked with, but, damn, they were easily the most irritating. The crew of the Achilles, including the Woods Hole interns, all got along fine. But the scientists had developed an immediate loathing for one another.


  He had to take who he could, however.


  “Go ahead,” he said. “See how much more of it we can see.”


  A few more frames crawled by, each shot lingering on the screen before being replaced by another, almost identical shot.


  Simonsen watched a bit more of the fuzzy white patch come onto the screen. Then he saw the dark shadow of the crack leading away, off to the right.


  Another frame, and it was all gone, replaced with yet another shot of the empty barren scarp.


  “Well done,” he said at last, quietly to North. She was a dead-serious, no nonsense scientist, and damned good at what she did. Simonsen was attracted to her, probably all the men on board were. But she kept up a professional, icy wall that clearly discouraged any such musings.


  Good thing too. That kind of problem he didn’t need.


  “So what now, John?” Beck said.


  But Reilly was already at the door.


  “Why it’s show time, boys and girl,” Reilly said. “Time for Lil Shit to do his stuff.”


  Reilly walked out, laughing.


  The ship bobbled, and Simonsen stumbled against Reilly, who was working on the ROV, the remote-operated vehicle. Though Simonsen wasn’t prone to seasickness, the constantly churning waters of the Gulf were starting to get to him. He skipped breakfast, and he wasn’t too sure that last night’s dinner had completed its safe passage.


  Two of the interns, barely paid grad students who treated their presence on the expedition as if they’d won the lottery, were under the ROV checking that all the cables were in place.


  Simonsen looked at the whitecaps and said, “I don’t know, Ed. It’s a bit rough out there.”


  Reilly was attaching specimen vials, the small plastic cylinders that the remote operated vehicle used to scoop up samples.


  “Hey, John, down below it’s as gentle as a lake. So we bounce around a bit up here, what’s the big problem?”


  “The problem is that I’m responsible for Lil—for the ROV.”


  “Look, once it’s away the only problem you have is staying on your feet. The ROV will be fine.”


  “And if the swells start up again?”


  “We’ll pull it the hell out. Besides, the storm is over. If anything, the sea’s going to get calmer.”


  Simonsen nodded.


  Then why am I so worried? he wondered.


  Because the ROV cost half a million? Not as expensive as Jason, the ROV that explored the Titanic. No, it wasn’t even a distant relative. Jason carried seven thrusters, three cameras, its own data logger and navigational computer. But the S-202, “Lil Shit,” had only three thrusters—really cutting down its maneuverability. And only one video camera, with an effective pill and tilt range of 180 degrees. The manipulator arm was sufficient, almost identical to Jason’s, but the ROV had no side scan sonar—which could be a problem in tight spots.


  But it still was an expensive toy—his responsibility—and he didn’t like Reilly acting so damn cavalier about it.


  “Hey, John,” Reilly said to him. “Don’t worry. We’re fine… no problemo.”


  The interns scuttled out from under the ROV and Simonsen stepped back and watched them attach the Achilles’s winch hook to Lil Shit’s lifting bail.


  The captain came out of the bridge and called down. “Ready?”


  It’s my decision, Simonsen thought, as the ship rolled back and forth. My goddam decision. My goddam ass.


  “Ready?” the captain called down again.


  Simonsen nodded.


  The winch groaned, a painful shriek as the diesel engine took up the slack in the cable, struggling to hoist Lil Shit’s squat 3000 pounds into the air.


  The umbilical cable, consisting of the video and computer lines, as well as the tether, dangled behind it. Prom II, the imaging sled, was still dripping wet, sitting on a nearby pallet, its work done.


  The cable tugged and Lil Shit was in the air, looking too heavy for the winch. The engine groaned in a different way, and then the ROV swooped out, over the rolling waters of the unquiet Gulf.


  The captain lowered it. The lifting bail sprang open. The ROV splashed leadenly into the water.


  It was dead weight now, and after a moment’s hesitation, it quickly vanished under the surface.


  Nobody was talking.


  The room was crowded, not with just the scientists, but the interns, squeezed into every corner.


  “Cameras okay,” Jane North announced. “Navigational data good.”


  “The arm?” Simonsen asked. If the ROV’s arm didn’t work, there was no point in sending the vehicle down. And according to the Woods Hole tech boys, Lil Shit had a history of going gimpy.


  “I’ll test it when we’re down. I don’t want to put too much stress on it while it’s diving.”


  Simonsen knew what she meant. The ROV was careening straight down, dropping thousands of meters in minutes. An aquatic free-fall that would be stopped only when sonar reported the bottom rushing up.


  Then everyone had to hope that the thrusters worked. Simonsen’s stomach gave a little kick. He felt a funny pulling in his bowels, a tightening. Hit middle age, and the damn human machinery starts to fail.


  Shit, he thought. Not now.


  The find, the white bacteria mat—if that’s what it was—lay at 3200 meters. When the monitor showed 2800 meters, North hit the thrusters. The readout slowed.


  “Three thousand,” the ROV operator said.


  “Three thousand fifty.”


  Then, after a pause, “Thirty-one hundred.”


  Simonsen looked over her shoulder at the green screen, watching the depth indicator slow down. 3120. 3130. 3140.


  “I’m going to hold it at 3150. To start with, at least,” North said.


  “Good idea.”


  “Everyone bring their binoculars?” Reilly joked. The interns, all fans of the bearded biologist, laughed.


  Simonsen cleared his throat, about to explain his caution… his timidity.


  But the hell with it, he thought. He was tired of fighting Reilly’s sarcasm, his easy popularity.


  The monitor screens went pitch-black, but then North turned on the 2000-watt high-intensity lights and everyone got a clear look at the Gulf floor.


  “How far away are we?” Simonsen asked her.


  “Not far.” The thrusters made a tiny whirring sound heard through speakers in the control room, letting the operator know that the ROV was moving under its own power.


  “Take us away, Janie,” Reilly said.


  Beck came close to Simonsen and whispered in his ear. “Can’t you get that asshole to shut up?”


  Simonsen shrugged.


  He just hoped everyone would settle down once the ROV started working.


  “Here we go,” North said.


  At first, it was more of the same boring scene. The silty sand of the sea bottom, dotted by the occasional erratic rock or boulder. But then the ROV picked up the main rift, the cleft in the sea floor.


  “Should be just ahead…” she said quietly.


  “There you are, babe!” Reilly announced as the white fluffy mat came onto the screen. Everyone clapped, and grinned. A few of the interns whistled.


  Simonsen cleared his throat, feeling a need to restore order, some semblance of scientific atmosphere.


  But he also smiled. Because this discovery proved that his ideas were at least half right.


  Despite what everyone believed…


  The oceanographic community—the Office of Naval Research, The Scripps Institute, and all of Woods Hole—were beside themselves with the discoveries at the hydrothermal vents. And nobody seemed dismayed that there were more questions being raised than answers.


  Lots of questions…


  For example, there was the mystery of the twelve-foot worms found near the vents. They were white animals, topped by a blood-red feathery plume. They were exciting, strange, and there were dead specimens in every marine biology lab in the country.


  Yet nobody had a clue how they lived.


  There was no light down there, and no free-floating biotic material. They existed outside the normal chain of photosynthesizers. It was a new niche. An alien niche.


  They were chemosynthesizers, able to create food from the poisonous hydrogen sulfide that gushed out of the hot vents. And why were they red? That was even more peculiar. They used hemoglobin to ferry oxygen through the system.


  Just like people.


  Pretty strange stuff…


  And there were other problems…


  The worms had no mouth. No gullet. No digestive organs at all. Instead, the worms, Riftia pogonophosa Jones, played host to a chain of parasitic, toxin-eating bacteria, bacteria that lived inside the worms and somehow produced sulfites and free carbon. The parasites enabled the worms to grow to gigantic size in a deadly environment.


  Nobody knew how it worked. Who called the shots? The bacteria or the worm? Who was landlord and who was tenant? And how the hell did the Riftia worms reproduce—if they reproduced? How did they move to different vent openings—if they moved?


  There were more than enough mysteries to fuel research for the next century.


  Which was how Simonsen got his research grant.


  It was a simple idea, too simple most of his compatriots felt.


  But it seemed obvious to him.


  There had to be a web of underground channels that were used by the sponges, the crabs, the Riftia worms, by the whole community of chemosynthesizers.


  A hidden planet.


  The smokers, the towering vents that everyone was exploring, were only pricks in the sea floor’s crust. A more wide-ranging search would reveal the real extent of the new discovery.


  At least, that’s what Simonsen proposed.


  And, he thought, maybe he’d find another 300 species living in even more bizarre ways.


  The geobiologists had their doubts. But if the vent system was only the gateway to a subterranean warren, it would have gigundo implications for the commercial ore interests. Money reared its head. The vents could be a bonanza for the mineral resources of the world.


  If Simonsen was right, they had only begun to imagine the true size of the treasure trove.


  “Well done, Doc,” Reilly said, clapping Simonsen on the back.


  Reilly sounded almost genuine.


  Almost.


  Simonsen smiled, watching the screen. Here it was, a fluffy white bacteria mat well away from any large vent. As the ROV sailed over the furrow, Simonsen guessed that there had to be hot springs under the crust, leaking superheated water and chemicals.


  “Crabs,” North announced, pointing at the screen. And there was more applause as a few large albino crabs, eyeless monsters, scuttled away nervously at the approach of the ROV. The trench deepened, and there were giant clams, all tinged with the weird crimson color typical of so many vent creatures.


  “Maybe there’s just a vent ahead,” Beck said.


  “Possibly,” Simonsen muttered. “But I doubt it…”


  If there was, his theory was blown away. This would simply be a new smoker, another interesting discovery off the Florida Escarpment, but nothing more.


  “But there’s no Jones yet,” Reilly said, calling the rift worms by their nickname. Jones… like the Worms, new, undesirable neighbors.


  The white bacteria mat gave way to a brilliant orange colony that took its color from the zinc and copper in the water.


  Another good sign, Simonsen thought.


  The ship rocked.


  “Oh, shit,” one of the interns said, sloshing her coffee onto the floor. Again, the Achilles rolled to the left. There was enough slack in the ROV’s tether that it probably felt nothing down below.


  But it was getting mighty bumpy in the control room.


  Simonsen picked up the radio speaker. “Tom,” he said. “Are we okay… should we bring up—”


  The captain’s voice cracked over the cheap speakers in the room.


  “No, Dr. Simonsen. It’s getting a tad rough out there, but mostly we’re just hitting the swells at a bad angle.”


  “Okay,” Simonsen said.


  He put the speaker down. The ship had to follow the ROV… the captain had a constant display of the course. And they weren’t moving more than a few knots an hour. But if the Achilles was at a bad angle, there was nothing he could do about it.


  He tasted something burning, something acid at the back of his throat.


  It was close in here, filled with the scientists. and the interns.


  The air was damp with sweat. A few of them could have done with a shower.


  He took a big breath through his mouth.


  He looked at the monitors.


  As a whole field of rift worms filled the screen, looking like alien wheat, ripe for harvesting.


  It was a dense field, the ruby-red color of the worms waving, rippling, brilliant in the glare of the ROV’s light.


  “Hello, Jones,” Reilly said.


  Without waiting for an order from Simonsen, North stopped the ROV, letting it hover above the field. And then, very gently, she started to bring Lil Shit farther down.


  “Did someone fart?”


  Again Reilly made the interns laugh.


  But Simonsen knew the biologist was feeling the tension, just like him. Feeling it, and trying to dissipate it.


  After all, if this find panned out, all their careers would be made. No question about it…


  Everyone’s eyes were glued to the monitors, their link to the underwater vehicle miles below them. Simonsen took a step closer to Jane North, wanting to be close to it all. He patted her shoulder.


  And the field of Riftia disappeared.


  “What the—” he started to say.


  “Good-bye, Jones,” Reilly said.


  “Well look at that,” Beck said appreciatively.


  The ridge—just a narrow cleft in the sea floor—suddenly widened, turning into a basin. The water was shimmering, the usual tip-off to vent activity.


  But there was nothing. No vent. No worms. Nothing.


  “What’s the temperature?” Beck called out from the back of the room.


  “Three-fifty, and rising,” Simonsen said.


  Reilly came closer, suddenly serious now.


  “What happened to the tube worms?” he asked. “One minute they’re there, and the next—”


  “Hold it,” North said. “Getting something strange from sonar.”


  There was nothing on the screen except the ever-widening basin, the bottom falling deeper, the walls receding. “I’m going to let the ROV drop a bit,” she announced.


  She looked up to Simonsen for his agreement. “Go on,” he said.


  Then he saw what sonar had picked up. This little crack in the floor had opened up into an enormous, deep fissure. Not especially wide, but incredibly deep.


  Simonsen looked at the computer readout. The numbers spun around like the cherries and grapes on a slot machine.


  “God,” he said, watching the digital depth indicator spinning out of control. “How deep is it?”


  Beck was at his side now, his small yellow note pad out, quickly copying down the information just as fast as the computer spit it out. Simonsen turned to him. Beck was the expert, their underwater rock man.


  Maybe he’d have some fucking idea what they were looking at.


  “What’s going on here, Alan?” he asked.


  The interns were quiet, stock-still, obviously aware that an important find was being made.


  “I don’t know… The temperature’s too high for a dormant fault, and it’s too damn low for an active vent.”


  “And there’s no smokers,” Reilly said, referring to the typical chimney formation that capped the hydrothennal vents.


  “In other words,” Simonsen said, “you don’t know what the hell it is?”


  Beck smiled. “Right, Chief.”


  “Can I take the Lil Shit down some more, John?”


  He turned back to North, to the screen.


  It might be better to pull the ROV out, he thought… send the sled back down. If anything happened to Prom II, it was a fraction of the cost. Get some more sonar readings, let it glide over the fissure, check the pictures some more. A little caution…


  Just wait a bit.


  But Reilly was at his elbow.


  Like he’s reading my mind, Simonsen thought.


  “Hey, come on, Simonsen,” Reilly said. “We’re here—let’s take the robot down into it, for Christ’s sake. For all we know it’s just an old vent that just went quiet. I say let’s get a look at it while we can.”


  “How come there’s no fauna?” Simonsen asked. There was nothing there. None of the typical bacteria mats. No brittle stars, no eyeless crabs. No worms. “What the hell happened to everything?” he asked.


  “Maybe it’s too hot,” Reilly said. “Or not enough hydrogen sulfide.”


  “It’s almost four hundred degrees,” North said.


  “I don’t know what’s going on…” Reilly said.


  Simonsen licked his lips.


  “Take a water sample,” he said. North pressed a button and the ROV stopped moving while it filled one of the plastic specimen tubes attached to its side.


  “All done,” she said.


  Simonsen nodded. “Okay. Let’s take it down. But slowly. I don’t want it to get hung up down there.”


  And everyone crowded around Jane North, and the odd images on the monitors…


  At first there was nothing unusual. The high-intensity lights of the ROV illuminated the sheer, smooth walls of the deft. But the blackness below it, blackness that should have ended in a rocky lava bed, just never appeared. As the cleft narrowed to an irregular, jagged bumpiness, their sonar became useless.


  “Temperature?” Beck asked again.


  “Getting cooler,” Simonsen said, looking down. The water around the ROV was cooling fast. “Take another sample,” he said.


  And everyone took a breath, in the damp, stuffy room, while Lil Shit’s vacuum pumps sucked in another two ounces of water.


  “Okay,” North said, flicking back her now-limp, stringy hair. The ROV started down again…


  Then the floor moved under their feet.


  The Achilles made a sudden tremendous lurch to the left. Simonsen grabbed at Jane North’s chair, but he was too late, slipping to the floor.


  Beck fell into Reilly.


  “Didn’t know you cared,” Reilly cracked. The ship jostled them back the other way.


  “What the hell—” Simonsen said, trying to get back on his feet.


  The radio crackled. “Sorry, Doc. But things are acting up out here again. You may want to—”


  “Jesus H. Christ!”


  It was Reilly, scrambling to his feet, bringing his face right up to the monitors. “What the hell are those things?”


  Simonsen, his left knee hurting from his landing, stood up and looked at the screens.


  The walls of the cleft had changed. They were no longer smooth. Now they were pitted with holes, big, black holes. They looked about the size of bowling balls, they looked like—


  “Right there!” Reilly said. “Unbelievable… Will you look at that…”


  Something emerged from one of the holes, something big, like the Riftia, but thicker, coiling as it came out. As if it sensed the intrusion of Lil Shit.


  A worm.


  “Is it a Riftia?” Beck asked Reilly.


  Simonsen watched the screen, fascinated, as the wormlike thing pulled back into its burrow, and another emerged from a different hole. It might have looked curious if it had anything resembling a face, eyes—


  Which it didn’t.


  It had a mouth, though. At least, it had something like a mouth.


  “No way it’s a Riftia,” Reilly said. “It has no plume at the top, nothing to capture the bacteria with. And look at the way it moves. The damn things seem mobile.”


  Jane North stopped the ROV, then used the thrusters to turn it. Now the camera was facing the burrows along one wall. Facing them, as more and more of these worms popped out.


  “Can you get one?” Reilly said, leaning close to North. “Huh, Janie? Can you just grab one of those suckers?”


  Simonsen said, “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Ed. Let’s just—”


  “Can you do it?” Reilly asked North again, insistent.


  “I can try,” she said, looking over her shoulder at Simonsen. “I mean, if the arm can snag one—”


  “Look,” Beck said.


  Now all the holes were filled with the worms, curious, poking out of their holes. They were large, twice as thick as a Riftia. And whatever the hole near one end was, it sure as hell looked like a mouth.


  “Incredible,” Beck said.


  Reilly grabbed Simonsen. “We’ve got to get one, John. Now.”


  The radio crackled just as the ship lurched again.


  “Doc, you’d better get off the bottom. There’s going to be a lot of pull on your cables.”


  Simonsen licked his lips. A new geological formation. A major new species. Things were looking good. But if he lost the ROV it would ruin everything. Woods Hole didn’t look kindly on those who lost its toys.


  “Okay,” he said abruptly, “let’s—”


  “Get one!” Reilly hissed in his ear. “Damn, let’s bring one up.”


  Simonsen looked around, as if it was someone else’s decision. Jane North turned and looked at him. “I think I can grab one, John. Get it into the compartment.”


  It would be dead by the time they had it up, he knew. Everything they brought up from the deep ocean always was. The strange animals were adapted to life under phenomenal pressure. Brought topside, their cells popped like overfilled helium balloons.


  He watched the worms, twitching and writhing around in their holes.


  “Okay,” he said. “Try to get one. But one shot. That’s it. And then I want the ROV the hell out of there.”


  Reilly patted his back. “Atta boy,” he said. “Now we get to make history.”


  Simonsen nervously watched North.


  She inched the ROV closer to one of the holes. Lil Shit had only a fraction of the maneuverability of Jason II. But North played the three thrusters off against one another. And the ROV nudged so gently close to burrows.


  Reilly stood next to him. Simonsen saw that his face was flush with excitement, knowing this find will make his reputation, no doubt about it.


  “I’m moving the manipulator arm,” North said.


  At first, they didn’t see the arm on the screen, but then it crawled from the bottom of the screen, its twin mechanical fingers wide open, a hungry mouth.


  And Reilly muttered something.


  “Wurm,” he said quietly.


  The arm inched toward one hole, and the fat worm that waited there.


  “What’s that?” Simonsen said.


  “Wurm. An Old World myth. Something from an undergrad Lit class… from Goethe’s Dr. Faustus… ‘to die, to meet the cursed wurm.’”


  “Easy,” Beck cautioned North as the arm closed on a worm.


  “Don’t spook it. Don’t—”


  But when Simonsen turned, he saw that she had moved quickly. Perhaps she thought she’d lose it to the darkness of its hole. Or maybe she just wanted it over so she could bring the ROV up and get the hell off her chair.


  But the arm suddenly jutted forward, grabbed at the worm—


  Missing it.


  “Shit,” she said.


  But then the worm was out again.


  “Get it!” Reilly screamed. “He’s right there! Get the fucker.”


  And this time the claws of the manipulator closed around the fat body of the worm, just below what might be a mouth.


  The hungry wurm, Simonsen thought. Watching the mouth open. It filled the monitor now, twisting, turning. No teeth in the mouth. Nothing to cut, or rip or—


  “Shit,” North said. “Something’s—” She fiddled with the ROV’s controls.


  “What’s the problem?” Simonsen asked. “What’s wrong?”


  Her voice was high, frantic. Everyone was watching the monitor, watching the bizarre worm twist around the arm. It was at least two meters long, and it still wasn’t completely out of its burrow.


  “Goddam it!” she yelled. “Something’s smashed the electronic thermometer.” Then a soft pinging sound began.


  And on the monitor, the ROV rocked to the left.


  Simonsen watched Jane North look up, her face bathed in the glow of the green monitor and the glare of the video screens. “Something’s wrong.”


  Then the monitors flashed, and went to snow.


  “Shit,” Simonsen said. “Get the hell out of there.”


  “I’m trying,” she said. “But the thrusters aren’t working right. Damn! There goes sonar. Now I don’t know where the hell we are.” She turned, and looked at Reilly. “I’ve got to let the specimen go. I mean, if I still have control. I’ve got to pull back the arm, and I don’t have any time to try and get some of the worm into the specimen compartment—”


  “Just do it!” Simonsen yelled. “We can always go back.”


  And he prayed. Please God, don’t let me lose their fucking ROV. Don’t let me screw up.


  North hit some buttons, and leaned back in her chair…


  “There,” she said with a chilling finality. “That’s it. Ballast is away and the syntactic flotation on—if it’s working. That’s all I can do. The arm should be back, tight against the body of Lil Shit, and it should be pulling straight out of gorge.” She turned and looked right at Simonsen, almost apologetic, he thought.


  The ship rocked continuously now, and a few of the bilious interns had ducked away to toss their cookies in private.


  “Let’s go outside,” Simonsen said.


  And then, he added quietly, “And see just how big a screw-up this has been…”


  It was raining, a warm, soothing tropical rain.


  But the steady downpour made it difficult for Simonsen to see anything, the sheets of water running off his glasses.


  I need goddam windshield wipers, he thought.


  Jane North stood next to him. She felt bad, he guessed. It wasn’t her fault. But if the ROV didn’t pop to the surface, she’d blame herself.


  “Where do you guess she’ll surface?” he asked.


  Normally she’d sit at the console and guide Lil Shit right next to the ship. But blind, with no navigational data, it didn’t matter. Either the ballast was released… or not.


  “I don’t know. Not too far away from the ship. She was about at the end of her tether.”


  He nodded. The captain was on the deck ready to help get the submersible on board just as soon as it surfaced.


  They waited.


  And Simonsen had just about lost hope when the bright red dome of the ROV broke the rough surface.


  Everyone clapped and whistled. The captain wasted no time getting the Achilles alongside.


  And Simonsen looked over at the ROV, just the upper few inches of its domelike body bobbing on top of the water. The surface was all scratched, like it had been scraped with a knife, or a razor, over and over, a mazelike pattern.


  The captain lowered the hook of the winch.


  The hook slid past the lifting bail. Once, then again. But then the ROV was finally snared and Simonsen gave the captain the signal to haul away.


  The churning sea splashed against the ship, against Lit Shit. Everyone was soaked.


  But they all wanted to see what had happened to the submersible.


  It popped out of the water. Streams of water rolled away from it.


  “Holy shit,” Reilly said.


  The arm was still extended. Extended, and twisted at a sick angle. It was broken.


  But that’s not what Reilly was excited about.


  There was a big chunk of the worm still held tightly to the manipulator arms.


  “We’ve got a piece of it!” Reilly yelled over the wind and the rain. Simonsen watched him hurry to a sullen Jane North and give her a hug. “Way to go, doll, even if you did fuck up Lil Shit.”


  The ROV dangled in the air, still swinging over the water. Then the captain swung it over onto the main deck, beside Prom II.


  Simonsen kept looking at the chunk of worm.


  Well, that’s good, he thought, glad to have a piece of it.


  But there was something about it that bothered him.


  He watched Lil Shit come to a gentle landing on a wooden pallet.


  Reilly hurried to the front of the ROV.


  There was something wrong…


  Reilly knelt down, next to the broken manipulator, a big grin plastered on his soaking face.


  Simonsen took a step close to him.


  And then he remembered.


  He had seen Riftia worms brought to the surface before. And he remembered how they looked all squashed, exploded by the change in pressure. Every cell of their bodies dead.


  But this worm looked different.


  It looked—


  Alive…


  The smell, the rotten egg smell, was strong, even while the wind blew the warm rain into their faces. It was the stench of sulfur. Powerful but familiar… expected.


  But this was too strong. He could taste it!


  “Ed, don’t you think you’d better get some gloves, a specimen bag, some—”


  And he thought…


  Everything dies when it’s brought to the surface.


  Everything.


  Simonsen took another step. “Ed…”


  But this piece of the worm wasn’t dead. No, he could see that. The way it shimmered, rippling, moving in the pincer grip of the manipulator’s claw. No, not dead at all.


  “Don’t,” he started to say. “Don’t touch that.”


  But Reilly’s hand had already grabbed the worm, trying to circle its thick body. He was grinning at his prize, holding it up like a suburbanite gone fishing… not seeing it move, not caring—


  “Don’t!” Simonsen yelled again.


  But it was, of course, too late…


  Part One: Coney


  


  Chapter 1


  “Yo, Doc! How’s it hanging?”


  Michael Cross made a small grin, an obligatory acknowledgment of the fist-up greeting of the proprietor of Grandma’s Attic.


  How’s what hanging? Michael felt like asking as he jogged by the garage-cum-storefront that seemed to deal mostly in nearly new bicycles (just ripped off!) and repossessed fiberboard furniture.


  There was a row of these depressing “antique” stores leading the way into the wonderland, the tingling grandeur that was Coney Island, circa 1991.


  He came to the corner. The sign said “Don’t Walk,” but with a runner’s peripheral vision, Michael saw that the nearest car was somewhere down near the crumbling Belt Parkway. He ran right into the street…


  The street was layered with wrappers and garbage, like the underbelly of his desk back in grade school-the way it grew all pock-marked with the stalagmites and stalactites of chewing gum. Hey, he thought, as he did nearly every time he made his lunchtime jogging loop through Coney Island. Is this much decay legal? How can one place be so forgotten?


  And Michael would remember the vivid black and white photographs of Coney Island from the turn of the century, and Weegee’s post-war photography, capturing the last innocent decade, the last clean decade before Coney, and a good portion of the rest of the country began a seemingly irreversible plummet.


  His Nikes smacked down into an isolated pond collected at one curb. The street was so twisted and bent that there was little chance for rain, or piss, or whatever to find its way to the sewer. Who the hell is in charge of repairing them? And how much are they making?


  And why doesn’t somebody fry their ass?


  Then he was up onto the sidewalk, dodging the people who couldn’t stomach the beach anymore. (It’s clean, the Health Department said. Only a few needles this year, over at Manhattan Beach. Miles away. Miles. Everything’s just hunky dory here.)


  That was good enough for most people. But the more fastidious Coney Island habitues, the older people who walled themselves inside their apartments in Brighton Beach, knew better. This isn’t the way a beach is supposed to look. The old ones remembered clean sand, clean water.


  Amazing…


  He heard the calliope. So incongruous, with the smell of French fries and the stale salty air, the jumble of languages and accents that were part of this new New York.


  A calliope!


  Louder now as he neared the shedlike building that housed the carousel.


  At least this made Michael smile. These were his friends, these wild-eyed horses prancing and rearing, with their brightly tinted nostrils flaring, as if they were startled to be trapped on the platter, going round and round to the crazy thumping music.


  And every day he saw the same man at the controls, the same face every day—a novelty along the Coney Island strip. It wasn’t a particularly warm face. Even as the kids squealed, grabbing at the rings he disinterestedly fed to them, the man was completely deadpan. Sullen.


  What’s his story? Michael wondered. Is this one of the job opportunities open to ex-cons fresh out of Sing Sing? Hey, Leftie, we’ve got you a gig. Yeah, out on Coney…


  And though the carousel operator had been watching Michael jog by since last summer, then winter, and now summer again, he never looked up. He just rang the great bell, signaling that the frozen race was once again about to begin. Same clanging bell, whether there was one shivering kid on the ride in the middle of a frosty January or if it was crowded with souped-up teenagers, flying on whatever was the drug of choice of the moment.


  Michael reached another corner. A few cars were turning onto Surf Avenue, so he jogged in place, ignoring the wisecracks and glances of the dudes standing near Elsa’s Fudge, the sweet smell mixing dizzily with the foul fumes of fat old cars from the early seventies.


  Once across, he ran past a souvenir shop, and then McCann’s Bar, already two deep with desperate characters putting away enough bats and balls to blot out the glaring Coney sun.


  Then Michael cut across Surf Avenue, dodging the cruising cars, over to Nathan’s Famous.


  Ah, Nathan’s… Here at least was one Coney Island landmark that, like the Parachute Jump just down the street, still stood tall. Nathan’s still served incredibly tasty fries, great chunky things gouged out of potatoes, and a hot dog that said, yes, some things don’t change. Many a night Michael locked up, and walked down past the blaring ghetto blasters, past the stumbling crowd whose fun-loving appearance was completely deceiving, to enjoy a genuine Nathan’s Famous “with the woiks.”


  But now all he wanted was to get back, have a shower, and get back to—


  Another sound roared from ahead of him.


  It was music. At least, it was labeled music. Horrible screeching, the scratching of a needle skating across a record, then a mindless, percussive roar while someone rapped about “gettin’ it on.”


  The music bellowed out of JJs Bump-o-Rama. The outside of JJs was limned with glitter and flashing bubble-gum lights that looked like they were lifted from squad cars. Once in a while, the sound from inside the massive bumper car hall screamed out into the street.


  And he remembered the first time he saw JJs. And why it gave him a sick, icy feeling every time he looked at it.


  He had Jo with him. She was all wide-eyed, as only a kid can be. Looking at the rides, and the cotton candy, and only seeing the fun.


  They had just fished a royal lunch at Nathan’s, and were walking back.


  They passed JJs, and Michael was lost, thinking about the marriage that had just bit the dust-a casualty of modem science, his ex-wife Caryn said. And he was lost in his. thoughts, a not-uncommon state. Science dealt with manageable things, quantifiable. Relationships threw all that shit right out the window.


  He walked on. Not noticing that Jo had lingered, snared by the thumping beat of the Bump-o-Rama. She had stopped, near the entrance.


  And when Michael finally snapped out of his reverie, turning, ready to say something, she was gone.


  He imagined that the street people were looking at him then, with their strange, alien faces-we’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto. Certainly not on the Berkeley campus. Looking at him, laughing, grinning… lose something, mister? Kind of a bad place to lose something… or someone.


  But the faces looked away, as if embarrassed by the look of panic, the terrible sick look of fear that bloomed on Michael’s face. He didn’t wait a second before screaming… “Jo! Jo!” as he ran back.


  Thinking in those milliseconds that she could be anywhere. Snatched up, hauled away, just like that. Anywhere. The people who did those things, they were pros, they knew what they were doing. Sure. Didn’t take too long. Like professional safe-crackers, blink your eyes and your kid could be gone.


  Poof.


  “Jo!” he screamed.


  She didn’t answer.


  Some crazy wailing, a James Brownish call of the wild screamed from the Bump-o-Rama.


  He looked in there. A spinning mirror ball sent glittering specks of white careening across the metal floor, across the iridescent bodies of the cars, and up the wall, onto the wire mesh that innocently hid the thousands of volts needed for the bumper cars.


  It was dark. Black shapes in the cars, more shapes waiting in the discolike darkness.


  Until something, a strand of her hair, a bit of a ribbon that held her ponytail, caught one of those glittering specks.


  And he ran over to her, standing there, entranced by the music, the lights, the noises, the fun, oblivious to the hulking shapes Michael was convinced had their eyes on her.


  He grabbed her, pulled her out.


  Roughly at first, but then he just gave her a hug, so damn relieved to have her back. We don’t always get second chances. It’s not in the rules, Mikey boy…


  Jo wanted to go back, to ride JJ’s finest.


  Michael said something about some other day.


  And the name of that day? Michael said to himself


  Is Never.


  He reached down and felt his pulse for fifteen seconds. Then he multiplied that by four: 120.


  Not a bad run. Keep the ticker pumping that blood on through.


  He was almost at the Cyclone, one of the world’s great roller coasters. It’s probably another death trap, he thought, looking at the splintery paint, the mesh of girders, the high-pitched shriek of the coaster as it took a corner and dropped into space.


  But it was a benevolent death trap. Honest in its intention to scare the hell out of you by risking your life. Michael had taken Jo on it once. And he might do it again. It was like flying. The kind of risk that you tried to parcel out.


  He cut through an opening in the parking lot, only a few cars dotting the mostly empty space. The hot summer sun always did that… the sun, and the influx of fun loving degenerates.


  He sprinted up to the entrance, to the side staff door, hoping he remembered his key. He felt in the tiny pouch pocket inside his running shorts. He stopped in front of the door, fishing out the key, looking at the door, and the sign beside it.


  Staff Entrance, The New York Aquarium. Dr. Michael Cross, Director.


  And with one final breath, he opened the door.


  His hair was still wet from a quickie shower when he left his office and walked across the S-shaped open area to the penguin bays.


  And he felt oddly reassured to see his daughter crouched upon the spattered rocks—penguins can be the messiest animals—flipping herring to the noisy Antarctic fowl.


  Jo was making sure everyone was fed… not just the loudest, most obnoxious ones. She scolded the bigger, more pushy birds greedy for another fish.


  She didn’t notice him until he was standing by the railing, beside two moms with a bunch of kids all so excited to see a kid—one of their own—feeding the funny-looking birds.


  He watched her for a minute. Quietly.


  Thinking.


  There was a lot of her mother in her. The hair, certainly. A brilliant blond, glowing yellow. And her eyes, a gray-blue that didn’t seem to brook any deceit.


  Was it too much to ask? he thought. To have a marriage that worked? To go against the odds, and keep the whole thing together? How hard could that be?


  Too hard. For Caryn, certainly. After one warning too many, one more night trying to nail down some research money before middle age claimed him. Or planning to spend a weekend together until she flew away to cover some cheese-ball politician trying to create news on a slow Saturday.


  Then she accused him of cheating.


  Not true, he said.


  Not true, he lied.


  But how could you call it cheating? An overeager grad-school assistant. She did everything but pull down his fly. He was only human.


  Then, the minute he denied her accusation, he saw something in her eyes.


  You too, he wanted to say. You too… Angry at her, knowing that she had done it too.


  But he understood its inevitability. Sure, their relationship had nose-dived into a business relationship, a corporate planning session. Who’ll take Jo to ballet? Who will be here this weekend? Who will be home for dinner?


  And does anyone give a shit about anyone else anymore?


  And only when it was all over, nice and friendly, so different from their many friends who fought over every inch of communal property, did he realize what happened. Their divorce was civil, intelligent. “Humane,” he smiled to her, even as he signed almost complete control of his daughter to his wife, now a cold-eyed stranger.


  Only when it was all over, and he was truly alone, living a few blocks away from the Aquarium in a one-bedroom apartment, did he think that yes, he probably still loved her.


  It was just too late.


  Cue twanging guitars and Waylon Jennings.


  Jo looked up, flashing a wonderful smile.


  “Dad! You’re back. How was your run?”


  The attendant moms and children looked over at him.


  “Hot and sweaty, pumpkin. You taking care of everybody here?”


  One of the small brown and white penguins, a first-year bird, came up to Jo and nipped her elbow.


  “Looks like you missed one.”


  He watched her shoo the bird away. Then she dug out a silvery herring and flipped it to the penguin. She laughed, standing up, and picked up the pail of fish. Some of the penguins waddled after her, eager for a try at seconds.


  Michael went to the gate and opened it for her.


  No scars to look at her, he thought. She’s acting so grown-up, so mature. Lots of her friends had divorced parents, she said. Lots. No big deal.


  He ran his hand through her hair.


  “Having fun?” he asked.


  She nodded. “It’s great, Dad. Super. Just that—”


  “Just what?”


  She turned to him, squinting in the sun. He heard the tumbling sound of waves crashing, just past the east wall of the Aquarium.


  “What about the sharks? I’d love to feed them.”


  He laughed, as she returned to her favorite topic of late.


  “Sorry, Jo. That’s still out of the question.” He started walking back to the main building. “Penguins are noisy and obnoxious. But the sharks, well, they’re something else.”


  Jo ran in front of him, walking backward, making her plea.


  “But I’ve watched Annie and Steven feed them. I could do it, you know that.”


  “Sure. And I know what your mom would say if she called and I told her that you had joined the Aquarium in a permanent way.” He stopped, his face earnest now. She really thought she could do it. Really wanted to.


  “Try me in a few summers, Jo. I’m not going anywhere—not for a while. And the shark tank will still be here. Now,” he said, smiling again, “I believe you have customers waiting at the Petting Pond?”


  She threw her hands up in the air, not mad, but putting on a fetching show of exasperation. “Right, sea turtles and hermit crabs. Boy,” she said, rolling her eyes, “I’d better be careful feeding those monsters.”


  He laughed again, watching her walk away.


  One weekend a month. A few midweek visits. And two weeks at summer. That was the extent of his relationship with his daughter.


  He kicked open the door to the main exhibit hall, startling an elderly couple about to come out.


  He walked right past them.


  Thinking of Jo, and Caryn, his life. Thinking… Did I blow it or what?


  Chapter 2


  Jo reached in to the shallow pool, watching the hermit crabs hurry around, so timid and nervous. She picked up a sea star and held it out for a chubby curly-headed kid sitting on his mom’s lap. The little runt grabbed at it as if he wanted to jump into the pond.


  “See, Steven,” the mom cooed as Jo held up the golden sea star. “touch the starfish.”


  Groan. It’s not a fish, lady, Jo wanted to say. Do you see any fins, any gills?


  Duh.


  But the kid, all drooling and wearing a goofy grin, batted the animal away, sending it flying roughly into the pond.


  “Oh, did it scare you?” the mother asked. And then little Steven nearly made a flying escape from his mommy’s chunky arms, into the warm, foot-high water of the Petting Pond.


  Unfortunately his mom caught him.


  Jo didn’t like this. Not at all.


  Everything else—feeding the penguins, testing the water in the tropical tanks, even slicing a bucket of fish for the killer whale and its baby—that was fun. But sitting here in the hot afternoon sun and showing shellfish to toddlers, well that was something she could do without.


  The woman and her brat finally left, and there were just two other kids—looking like they also were in sixth or seventh grade, like her—at the pond. They kneeled at the other end of the bench that surrounded the pond. They were having a great time lifting up the rocks, startling the tiny flounder that liked to hide in the shadows.


  Then she watched them drop the rock roughly, as if they wanted to squish the fish.


  “Please be careful,” she said.


  But the kids just grinned at her, as if to say “Who are you?”


  One of the kids picked up a too-heavy rock and it slipped from his grip, splashing noisily into the water.


  “Oh, shit,” he said, obviously sending the rock down on some poor animals. The kids ran away then, spinning around, poking each other, doing all that goofy stuff that boys liked to do.


  And she was alone by the pond.


  The sun glimmered off the now-still water.


  So peaceful…


  She heard the waves crashing in the distance. Sounding inviting, even if she’d never swum there. You’d have to be positively mental to swim anywhere near New York. No… at least back at her mother’s co-op there was a health club, and a big pool with clean blue water. And not too many kids. It was mostly—what did her mom call them?


  Yuppies.


  Sounded like a new breakfast cereal.


  Try some Yuppies in the morning! The only way to start your day!


  She took a breath, then blew a stray strand of her hair off her forehead.


  The pond water, despite a pair of bubblers in the center of the tank, smelled. A dry, salty smell. The way her body smelled, walking back from the beach in Provincetown—P-Town, her dad called it.


  Last summer…


  A family vacation. Everyone together, just having fun. It was great, the fudge, the ice cream, swimming together, and she couldn’t help notice how her mom and dad got along so well. No real arguments, and lots of hugs, and, at night—when they thought she was asleep…


  She felt herself redden at the memory, or was she just getting hot, ready to faint right into the pool?


  She understood divorce. She read all the books, the Judy Blume stuff, and other stories about kids with parents that split. It happens. It’s not the end of the world. No big deal at all.


  She let her hand drop into the water.


  But it didn’t feel cool. A large hermit crab scuttled out from a rock thinking that something good to eat had just dropped near his home. The crab raised up his big pincer and squeezed her finger.


  “Ouch…” she said, surprised by the crab’s grip. She looked at her finger. For a little critter he had made a good-sized indentation in her skin. She rubbed it, watching the skin rise, the bump fade.


  The dry, salty smell made her thirsty, made her want to go inside.


  She turned around. And she saw the entrance to the smallest of the three aquarium buildings. It housed just one tank, but a big one. Filled with giant turtles, and rays that seemed to fly through the water, and crusty, bumpy puffer fish that looked like rocks, and—the big attraction—sharks.


  She looked at the entrance.


  Some people missed the building, caught up with the whales and the tropical fish in the main building, or the penguins outside, or the dolphin show that all her dad’s staff was sick of running.


  Everybody loved to see the dolphins nose a volleyball into the air and then beg for a fish. They called it training but it was just stupid pet tricks…


  She stood up, tasting the sweat running off her upper lip, the seat of her khaki shorts sticking to her bottom. She wrinkled her nose, all itchy from tiny drops of sweat.


  And she looked at the building behind her.


  She knew the combination to that lock too, leading to the back of the tanks, to the rooms where they fed the fish.


  Her fingers played with her shirt buttons.


  And, with one quick look at the deserted Petting Pond, she walked away, into the building.


  “Give me a break,” he said to himself, looking at the register tape from his desktop calculator. As director, Michael had to file budget estimates and expenditures four damn times a year. And given his lack of interest in such matters-tallying what he’d spent and what he would spend-usually turned into a nightmare.


  Everything else went to hell while he played accountant.


  How come I never saw any of this shit on Wild Kingdom or Jacques Cousteau? He wondered. Can’t picture old Jacques hunched over an adding machine figuring out how he was going to pay for the Calypso’s next jaunt to the South Pacific.


  The knock at his door was a welcome interruption.


  “Come in,” he said.


  “Dr. Cross, Wally looks in trouble,” Martin said.


  Michael nodded. Martin Langelaan, one of his two research assistants, was a bearded, new-age scientist. He wasn’t afraid of his odd theories that ignored every previous supposition.


  Even if there was nothing to support them.


  And Martin had no interest in land-based research. His current position, he assured Michael with no attempt at masking his dismay, was strictly “temporary.” Soon as he got a good opportunity for some field-based research, hopefully working the deep Pacific hydrothermal vents—the oceanographer’s Disneyland—he was out of here.


  Michael punched in one last number, and then let the machine add up his numbers. Then he stood up. Grabbing his microcassette.


  “What seems wrong… more twitching?”


  They walked out the door together, past the inflatable dolphins of the souvenir stand, toward the cramped lab behind the main pool.


  “Worse. It’s been moving violently, snapping its tail back and forth, rubbing its plates together, then stopping… like it was waiting for the next attack.”


  Michael nodded.


  Trouble with Wally wasn’t unexpected. Not at all. In fact, since Wally and his brethren had been found-forty-six of them, 1500 feet deep in the Gulf of Mexico, 150 miles west of Tortuea—all of them had died.


  Except for this one.


  And Michael took no small satisfaction in that. It proved his ideas were right, that there was something to his concerns—


  He opened the door to the lab and saw that Wally was in deep distress.


  He hurried to the tank, and turned on his recorder.


  “July fifth, 1990, 1:35 P.M.,” he said, speaking into the recorder. “Bythnomus giganteous, labeled ‘Wally,’ is writhing at the bottom of the tank, its plates rubbing together”. He clicked the recorder off.


  It was dying. No doubt about it.


  For a while, they had the animal on display. It was a big attraction.


  But people found it disturbing. The visitors from the city thought it looked like an enormous, nasty-looking cockroach. But the suburbanites rightly saw what it was. It looked like an isopod, a pill bug, a sow bug, one of the countless names for the armored little insects that gathered under the tops of sand boxes or under a lawn chair, liking the damp, the darkness.


  Except that Bythnomns—Wally—was gigantic, nearly half a meter in length, larger than a lobster. And it was pure white, an eerie opaque albino creature. Its eyes were not real eyes at all… just odd light-sensing organs.


  After all, it came from a place where color was superfluous.


  There was no light. It was dark all the time, dark, cold, and under tremendous pressure.


  And how did Wally and the other creatures survive such conditions? After a year of study, no one had a
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