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ONE: THE GROUND
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Six days out and the Saint Brendan had eleven thousand pounds in the hold, which sounded like a number until you knew what the trip had cost to make and what the fish would bring at the dock, and then it sounded like what it was, which was not enough.

Rós Moreau knew the number the way he knew the sound of his own engine, without thinking about it, all the time, under everything. Eleven thousand pounds. Mixed, mostly hake, some monk, a little of the good stuff that would pay and a lot of the cheap stuff that would barely cover the ice it sat in. He stood in the wheelhouse in the gray end of the afternoon with the mug going cold in his hand and did the arithmetic he had been doing since they cleared the harbor wall, the fuel against the catch, the catch against the note the bank held on the boat, the note against the months he had left before the bank stopped being patient, and the numbers came out the way they had come out every day of the trip, which was short.

Below him on the deck the crew were working the last of the day's haul, and he watched them through the salt-blind glass without really seeing them, six people he had known for years doing the thing they knew how to do, gutting and sorting and icing in the cold wet light, and he thought, not for the first time, that they did not know how bad it was. They knew the season was poor. Everybody knew the season was poor, it was poor for the whole fleet, what was left of the fleet, the boats tied up at the wall with grass on their lines and the men who had owned them driving trucks now or gone. But they did not know about the note. The note was his. He had kept it his, the way you keep a thing that would change how men looked at you, and the men worked the deck believing they were on a bad trip on a sound boat, and only Rós knew they were on a bad trip on a boat that would not be his by spring if the trip stayed bad.

He drank the cold coffee because it was there and because drinking it was something to do with his hands.

* * *
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Danu came up to the wheelhouse a little before dark, the way she did at the end of a working day, to look at the plot and the glass and say whatever needed saying, and she stood in the door a moment shaking the wet off before she came in, because she was the kind of person who would not bring the weather into a dry room if she could help it.

“Eleven and change,” she said.

“I know what it is.”

“I know you know. I’m telling you so you know I know.” She came in and pulled the door to behind her and stood at the glass looking out at the same gray nothing he had been looking at. Danute had been his mate for nine years and his deckhand for six before that, and there was very little she did not know about the boat and not much more she did not know about him, and the not-much-more was the part he worked to keep. “Weather’s making up to the west,” she said. “Henning’s got the glass falling.”

“I saw it.”

“Two more days of this and we steam home with eleven thousand pounds and a fuel bill, and we tie up, and we go out again in a week and do it again.” She said it flat, not a complaint, a statement of the known world. “It’s a poor year, Rós. It’s a poor year for everybody. Nobody’s going to look at our trip and think we did anything wrong.”

“I’m not worried about how it looks.”

“I know what you’re worried about.”

He looked at her then, because that was close to the part he kept, and she looked back at him with the plain gray eyes that had read weather and fish and men for twenty years and did not flinch from much, and for a moment he thought she was going to say the thing, the note, the bank, the part he had not told anyone, and he did not know how she would have it, and then she did not say it. She let it go back under, the way you let a fish go that you have not decided yet to keep, and she turned back to the glass.

“There’s the deep ground,” he said.

He had not meant to say it yet. He had meant to wait until he had looked at the chart again and the glass again and made it a decision before he made it a conversation, but it came out of him into the gray quiet of the wheelhouse, and once it was out it was out, and Danu went still in the particular way she went still when she did not like a thing and was deciding how much to say about it.

“The deep ground,” she said.

“Over the edge. The west drop. There’s water out there nobody’s touched in years.”

“Nobody’s touched it because you can’t work it. It’s too deep for the gear and it’s too far to steam and there’s nothing down there worth the wire to drag it.”

“There’s fish down there.”

“There’s fish at the bottom of the sea, Rós, that doesn’t mean you can catch them and sell them.” She turned from the glass. “What’s out there is deep-water trash. Stuff nobody’s got a name for and nobody’ll buy. You’d burn two days’ fuel steaming out past the shelf to drag a ground that’ll either tear your net on a rock you can’t see or bring up a haul of things you can’t sell, and either way you come home worse than you went out.”

“Or we bring up one good haul of something nobody else has been working because they’re all too smart to go out there, and we land it fresh into a market that hasn’t seen it, and it pays for the whole trip and then some.”

Danu didn’t answer that right away. She looked at him, and he watched her doing the arithmetic herself now, the fuel and the distance and the depth and the chance, and he knew her sums were better than his because hers were not carrying the note, hers were clean, and a clean reckoning on the deep ground came out the way she had already said it, worse than you went out.

“You’ve decided,” she said.

“I haven’t decided.”

“You’ve decided. You’re just doing me the courtesy of letting me argue with it first.” She picked up his cold mug off the chart table, looked into it, set it down. “What’s really out there, Rós. Not the story. What do you think is out there that’s worth steaming two days past where anybody fishes.”

And he told her the truth, because she had earned it and because she would know a lie, and the truth was thinner than he wanted it to be. “I don’t know,” he said. “I know the ground’s there. I know it’s never been dragged. I know a man who worked a boat out of the north port forty years ago swore he took a haul off the west drop that paid for his season in one set, and everybody called him a liar, and maybe he was. That’s what I know.” He set the mug down too, next to hers, two cold mugs on the chart table. “And I know that if we go home with eleven thousand pounds I’m in a hole I don’t climb out of. So I’ll take the liar’s ground over the sure thing, because the sure thing is the hole.”

There it was, closer to the note than he had been with anyone, and Danu heard it, the shape of it under the words, and she did not push the last inch, because she was his mate and not his confessor, and some things you let a man keep even when you can see the edges of them.

“The crew won’t like it,” she said.

“The crew works for me.”

“The crew works for you and they’ll do what you say and they won’t like it, and a crew that doesn’t like a thing is a crew that’s slower and clumsier and gets hurt, two days out past help. That’s all I’m saying. I’m not saying don’t. I’m saying you should know what you’re asking before you ask it.” She pulled the door open and the wet came in around her. “I’ll have Henning look at the fuel.”

* * *
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They told the crew at supper, in the galley, with the boat rolling easy on the swell and the smell of Sola’s stew filling the warm little room, and it went about the way Danu had said it would go.

Rós laid it out plain. The trip was poor. Everybody knew the trip was poor. He was taking them west, past the shelf edge, to drag the deep ground, because there was a chance of a haul out there worth more than two more days of the same, and because the alternative was steaming home with a hold that did not pay. He did not mention the note. He made it about the season and the chance, and he made it sound like a skipper’s gamble rather than a drowning man’s grab, and most of them took it the way he meant it, which was to say they took it badly but quietly, the way a crew takes a thing they have already decided they cannot change.

Cole was for it, loud, because Cole was for anything that sounded like more money and a story to tell, and because Cole was twenty-eight and strong and had never once been hurt badly enough to be careful. Henning was against it the way an old engineer is against everything that costs fuel and strains gear, which was to say he grumbled and would do it anyway and do it well. Pip, the boy, the green one on his first deep-water trip, said nothing at all and looked from face to face trying to learn from the older ones how worried he was supposed to be. Danu had said her piece in the wheelhouse and said nothing more here, which said as much as a sentence would have, the mate not backing the skipper out loud.

It was Sola who said the thing.

She had not said anything through the whole of it, had stood at the stove with her back to them serving out the stew, and Rós had thought she was not listening, which was a thing he should have known better than to think, because Sola listened to everything and said little and what she said was usually the thing nobody wanted to hear. She set the last bowl down in front of Pip and she wiped her hands on the cloth at her waist and she looked at Rós across the little room.

“Which ground,” she said. “West of the edge. Which part.”

“The west drop. Over the seamount, the deep water past it.”

“The deep water past the seamount.” She said it slowly, the way you repeat a thing to be sure you have heard it, and the galley had gone a little quiet, because Sola going slow and careful was a thing the older ones had learned to notice. “My grandfather worked these waters,” she said. “And his father. And they had grounds they fished and grounds they didn’t, and the ones they didn’t weren’t about the depth or the distance. There’s water out past the edge they wouldn’t set a net in. Not because there’s nothing down there.” She looked at him. “Because there’s something down there, and it’s down there for a reason, and the reason it’s down there is that it’s the kind of thing that’s supposed to stay down.”

Cole laughed, not unkindly, the way you laugh at an old woman’s story. “Sola, there’s nothing out there but ugly fish and cold water.”

“Maybe.” She picked up her own bowl and did not eat from it. “My grandfather had words for grounds you don’t drag. He had a word for that one. I won’t say it at a table.” She looked at Rós and only at Rós now, the rest of them gone out of it, just the two of them in the warm rolling room. “You’re the skipper. You’ll take us where you take us and we’ll go, because that’s the work. I’m only telling you what I was told. Some ground you leave alone. Not because it’s empty. Because it isn’t.”

Rós held her look for a moment, and he felt the thing he had been holding off all day move in him, the small cold doubt under the arithmetic, and then he put it down the way he had put everything down for six days, under the number, under the note, under the hole that was the sure thing.

“We set on the deep ground at first light,” he said. “Eat your supper.”

And they ate, the six of them, in the warm galley with the weather making up to the west, two days past the last boat and one night from the ground that was supposed to stay down, and Sola did not touch her stew, and Rós did not look at her again, and outside the little lit windows the dark came down on the water the way it comes down out there, all at once and complete, with nothing in it anywhere as far as a man could go.
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TWO: THE SHOT
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They steamed west through the night and into the next day, and the sea changed under them the way it does when you go off the edge of the part of it that people use.

Rós took the first watch and Danu took the middle and Henning the dawn, and through all three watches the boat pushed west into water that got emptier the further they went. It was not a thing you could point to. The swell was the same swell, long and gray and rolling up out of the west the way it had all trip. The sky was the same low sky. But the radio went quiet, first the chatter of the other boats thinning out and then gone, the channels that were never silent inshore going to a soft hiss that was only the sea talking to itself, and the radar swept its circle and found nothing on it, no boats, no marks, just the green line going round and round over an empty plate, and somewhere in the night Rós realized he had not seen a light on the water that was not their own since the sun went down.

He stood the watch and watched the depth sounder more than anything, because the depth sounder was the thing that told the story. Inshore it had read the bottom close and busy, the way it always did, sixty fathoms, eighty, the comfortable floor of the working grounds with its rises and its gullies that he knew the way he knew the streets of the port. Through the night the number climbed. A hundred fathoms. A hundred and forty. The bottom dropping away under them as they crossed the shelf edge, the floor of the known sea falling off into the dark, and then past two hundred the sounder lost it entirely, the bottom gone, too deep for the machine to find, and the screen showed only the boat sitting on top of a column of black water that went down further than the gear could reach.

It was a strange thing to watch, the bottom falling away to nothing. Rós had crossed the edge before, every fisherman had, but always on the way to somewhere, never to stop and work it, and there was a difference between passing over deep water and meaning to put your net down into it. He stood in the dark wheelhouse with the green glow of the sounder on his face and watched the number that was no longer there, the blank where the bottom should be, and he felt the smallness of the boat on top of all that water, seventy-eight feet of steel on a sea that went down two thousand feet beneath the keel, and he thought about Sola’s grandfather and the word he would not say at a table, and then he thought about the note, and the note was bigger than the dark water, the note was always bigger, and he held the wheel and steamed west.

* * *
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By the second forenoon they were over the deep ground, and Rós brought the boat down off her steaming speed and put her into the slow working idle, and the change in the engine note brought the crew up onto the deck the way it always did, because a working crew feels the boat slow down in their sleep.

They came up into a gray morning with no horizon in it, the sky and the sea the same flat color, and they stood at the rail and looked at the water and nobody said much. There was nothing to see. That was the thing Rós watched them notice, one after another, the absolute emptiness of it. Inshore there were always birds, the gulls and the gannets working the boat, diving on the offal, screaming over the deck, the constant noisy company of the working sea. Out here there were no birds. The sky was empty. The water was empty. No birds, no other boats, no marks on the radar, nothing breaking the surface anywhere from the boat to the gray edge of the world, and the silence of it, under the idle of the engine, was a silence that the crew felt and did not like and did not have a name for.

“Where’s the birds,” Pip said. He said it to nobody, to the rail, the way the boy said the things he was afraid of out loud without meaning to.

“Too far out,” Henning said. “Nothing for them out here. They stay where the fishing is.”

“We’re here for the fishing.”

“We’re here because the skipper thinks there’s fishing.” Henning said it without heat, an old man stating the order of things, and he hawked and spat over the rail and watched it go down into the gray. “Birds know better, maybe.”

“That’s enough,” Danu said, not sharp, just closing it, and Henning shrugged and went aft to see to the gear, and Pip kept looking at the empty sky a moment longer before he went after him.

* * *
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Setting the net on the deep ground took most of what the gear had and more than Rós liked.

The trawl was rigged for the working grounds, for sixty and eighty fathoms, and the deep ground was not that, and there was a long argument in it between Rós and Henning and Danu about whether the gear could even be put down that far and brought back, an argument conducted in the shorthand of people who had rigged a thousand sets together, about wire and warps and the strain on the winch and the angle of the doors at depth. Henning was against all of it, on the engineer’s principle that the gear was meant for what it was meant for and asking it to do more was asking for a parted wire and a lost net and a man’s hand taken off at the wrist when the warp let go under load. Danu thought it could be done if they did it slow and watched the winch and did not get greedy with the depth. Rós listened to both of them and then did the thing he had brought them out here to do, which was to put the net down deeper than the boat had ever set it.

They paid out the warps and watched the wire run off the winch drums, more wire than they ever used inshore, the doors going down and out and down, the net sinking into the black water under the boat, and the winch took the strain and held it, and the wire went tight and trembling off the stern and angled down into the depth, and the boat felt heavy and strange at the tow, dragging a net through water so deep that the gear took an hour to find a working depth and settle. Rós watched the wire and watched the winch and watched the engine gauges, the strain of the tow showing in the fuel burn, the boat working harder than she was built to work to drag a net through cold dark water that no one had any business dragging.

They towed for three hours. That was the thing nobody had quite reckoned with, how long a set took out here, the tow itself slow and the gear so deep that you could not change anything quickly, could not haul fast if it fouled, could not do anything but hold the tow and wait and watch the wire. Three hours of the boat dragging through the dark, the crew with not much to do but wait, the deck quiet, the galley quiet, Sola not speaking, Pip green and restless, Cole sharpening his deck knife on the rail the way he did when he was bored, the slow scrape of it going on and on under the idle of the engine.

Rós stayed in the wheelhouse the whole tow. He watched the sounder, which still found no bottom, the net dragging through mid-water two thousand feet over a floor the machine could not see. He watched the wire. And somewhere in the third hour he watched the wire change.

* * *
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It came up heavy, and it came up wrong, and Danu felt it before the winch did.

She was on the deck when the tow changed, and she said afterward that she felt it through her boots, a change in the way the boat pulled, a heaviness coming on the stern that had not been there, and she was at the wheelhouse door calling up to Rós before the winch gauge had finished moving. The strain came on. The wire that had been angling down steady and trembling went hard, the way it went when the net filled, except it went harder than Rós had ever seen it go, the gauge climbing into the red, the winch motor laboring, the whole stern of the boat dragged down and back by a weight in the net that should not have been there.

“We’re into something,” Danu called up. “We’re into something big, Rós.”

“Fish?”

“Too heavy for fish. Or too much fish. Or we’re fast on the bottom, except there’s no bottom.” She was at the winch now, watching the wire, and Henning was coming up from below at a run, the way the old man moved when the engine note changed under load, and Cole had put his knife away and come to the rail, and even Pip had come aft, the whole crew drawn to the stern by the thing that was now plainly happening, which was that the boat had caught something in the deep water that did not want to come up.

“Haul back,” Rós said. He had come down out of the wheelhouse and he stood at the rail looking at the wire going hard and tight off the stern into the black. “Slow. Watch the winch. If she parts, everybody back, nobody near the wire.”

“If she parts somebody loses a leg,” Henning said. “That warp under that load, it comes back like a sword. Everybody hear that. The wire parts, you don’t look, you just get behind steel.”

They hauled back. Henning ran the winch himself, would not let anyone else near it under that load, and he brought the wire in slow, a foot at a time, the motor laboring and the drum turning and the wire coming up off the black water stiff with the strain. It took a long time. Whatever was in the net was a dead weight, no fight in it, no run, just a heaviness that hung off the stern and had to be dragged up foot by foot out of two thousand feet of cold dark water, and the boat listed to it and the winch screamed against it and the crew stood back from the wire the way Henning had told them and watched it come.

The doors broke the surface first, the big steel trawl doors, and they came up wrong, scarred and battered in a way Rós had never seen, as if they had been dragged across something hard in the deep, and then the net came up behind them, and the net came up full.

It was a big haul. That was the first thing, before the wrongness of it, the simple size of it, the net bulging and heavy with more catch than they had taken in any set the whole trip, the cod end swollen and dragging, a haul that inshore would have had Cole whooping and Rós doing the good arithmetic for once. They got the doors aboard and they brought the net up over the stern ramp with the winch, the whole straining mass of it, and they swung it over the deck, dripping, enormous, the cod end hanging heavy and full six feet over the deck boards with the seawater pouring off it, and in the gray light the crew looked up at the haul they had dragged out of the deep ground, and the whooping did not come.

Because there was something in the middle of it. You could see it through the mesh, in among the pale unfamiliar fish and the strange deep things, a shape in the center of the haul that the rest of the catch was packed around, bigger than anything else in the net, and dark where the deep fish were pale, and the wrong kind of still. Rós stood under the hanging net with the water pouring down on the deck and looked up at the shape in the middle of his good haul, the thing the boat had dragged up out of water that was supposed to stay down, and he found that his mouth had gone dry, and that he did not, after all, want to open the cod end.

“Well,” Cole said, into the quiet, looking up at it with the grin already starting because Cole could not look at a full net without grinning. “Let’s see what we got.”
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THREE: WHAT THE NET HELD
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Cole opened the cod end the way he opened every cod end, with the careless confidence of a man who had done it ten thousand times and never once been surprised by what came out, and he reached up under the hanging net and found the knot and pulled it, and the catch came down onto the deck in a wet roaring slide.

It came down heavy and it kept coming, more of it than the deck was ready for, washing out across the boards in a flood of fish and seawater that ran to the scuppers and went pink and then red and then a color Rós did not have a name for, and the crew stepped back from it the way you step back from a haul coming down, and then they stepped forward again to work it, because that was the job, and then they stopped, because the catch was wrong.

Rós had been fishing for thirty-five years and he had brought up some strange things in his time. Every fisherman had. You worked the sea long enough and the sea handed you things from time to time that did not belong to the daylight world, the deep oddities, the rare ones, the ones you sent off to a museum or threw back or kept in a jar of spirits to show in a bar. He knew the strange ones. These were not the strange ones he knew.

The fish that came out of the cod end were pale. That was the first thing, the way the whole catch had a bloodless underwater pallor to it, the white of things that had never been in the light, and they were soft in a way that working fish were not, and many of them had the great staring eyes of deep-water fish, eyes grown huge to gather a light that down where they lived did not exist, and a few of them had lights of their own, little dead lures hanging off them, organs that had glowed down in the black and now lay dim and useless in the gray morning air. There were fish with teeth too big for their heads. There were things that might have been fish and might have been something else, soft jellied things that came apart when they hit the deck, and long pale ropes of flesh that could have been eels or could have been the guts of something larger torn open in the net, and over all of it the smell, which was not the clean cold smell of a working haul but something under that, a deep smell, a smell of cold and pressure and rot that did not belong up here in the air.

“What is that,” Pip said. He had his sleeve up over his nose and mouth. “What is all that.”

“Deep stuff.” Henning had crouched down at the edge of the slide and was looking at the fish without touching them, turning one over with the toe of his boot. “Things from down deep. I’ve seen pictures.” He nudged a pale eyeless thing the size of a cat, soft, finned, gray. “Never seen them on a deck.”

“Anybody buy this?” Cole was already past the strangeness and into the arithmetic, because that was Cole, and he stood over the catch with his hands on his hips looking at it the way he looked at everything, for the angle. “There’s got to be a market for some of this. Weird stuff, restaurant stuff, the city places pay for weird stuff. That’s a whole haul there. That’s the biggest set of the trip.”

“It’s the biggest set of the trip of fish nobody’s ever bought,” Danu said. She had not crouched down to it. She stood back from the slide with her arms folded, reading it the way she read weather, and Rós could see she did not like what she was reading. “You can’t sell what the buyers don’t have a name for, Cole. They put it on the sheet, what do they write. They write nothing, because there’s no box for it. It goes for trash or it goes for nothing.”

“Somebody’ll buy it, somebody always buys something, you just”

“Work it,” Rós said.

He said it because the alternative was to stand on the deck arguing over a haul while it spoiled, and because a working crew was a crew that was not afraid, and the boy with his sleeve over his face was afraid and Cole was getting loud and Danu was reading bad weather in a pile of fish, and the cure for all of it was the work. “Work it. Sort what we know from what we don’t. The hake and the monk go in the hold with the rest. Anything you can put a name to and ice, ice it. The rest we look at.” He made himself crouch down to the catch the way a skipper has to, made himself put his hands in it, because a crew will not touch what the skipper will not touch. “Come on. It’s a haul of fish. We’ve worked stranger.”

They had not worked stranger, and he knew it, and from the way nobody answered him they knew it too. But they came to the work, because he had told them to and because the work was a thing to do with your hands instead of standing on a deck two days past help looking at a pile of the deep dark made visible. They sorted. They found, here and there in the mess, fish they knew, ordinary hake and monk that had been dragged up with the rest from the mid-water on the way down or up, and those went in the baskets and down to the hold and were a comfort, the known fish, the sellable fish, and for a while the work went almost normally, six people on their knees in a catch, the old motions, the slide of the fish and the scrape of the baskets and the run of the seawater to the scuppers.

And then they got down to the middle of it, where the thing was, and the work stopped again.

* * *
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It had been in the center of the cod end, and the catch had come down around it, and now it lay on the deck in the middle of the cleared slide with the crew standing back from it in a loose ring, and nobody said anything for a while.

It was big. Not whale-big, not shark-big, but big for a thing in a net, the size of a man curled up, maybe larger, it was hard to tell because it was hard to look at the whole of it at once. The eye kept sliding off it. Rós found that when he looked at it he could take in a part, the dark hide of it, the wrong sheen, a place where it might have had a limb or a fin or something that was neither, but when he tried to hold the whole shape in his head it would not stay, the way a word you have said too many times stops meaning anything. It was dark. Not black, exactly, a dark that had colors moving in it, deep reds and a green like the green that lives at the bottom of old glass, colors that should not have been on a dead thing on a deck. And it was wet in a way the other catch was not, a heavy oily wet, and where the seawater ran off it the water went that color again, the one he had no name for.

“That’s not a fish,” Pip said. His voice had gone high. “That’s not a fish, is it. Rós. That’s not a fish.”

“Be quiet, Pip.” But it was not unkind, the way Danu said it, and she had come up beside the boy and she was looking at the thing the way the rest of them were looking at it, which was the way you look at something your eye does not want to hold.

Henning crouched down near it, closer than Rós would have, the old engineer’s curiosity in him stronger than the thing that was telling the rest of them to stay back. He did not touch it. He looked at it from a foot away, his head on one side, and after a while he said, slowly, “It’s got no eyes I can find. Nothing on this end that’s an eye.” He moved a little along it. “Don’t know which end is which. There’s a, this might be a mouth. Or might not.” He sat back on his heels. “I don’t know what it is. I’ve looked at a lot of fish, Rós, and I’m telling you I don’t know what this is, and I don’t much like looking at it.”

“Is it dead?” Cole said.

Nobody answered, because nobody knew, and that was the question that had been sitting under the whole thing since it came down on the deck, the question none of them had wanted to be the one to say. Is it dead. It lay still. It lay completely still, no gill-heave, no twitch, nothing, the way the dead things from the net lay still. But there was a wrongness to its stillness that the dead fish did not have, a heaviness, a held stillness, like a thing that was being still on purpose, and Rós looked at it lying there not moving and could not have said why the not-moving frightened him more than movement would have.

“It came up from two thousand feet,” Danu said. “Nothing comes up from two thousand feet alive. The pressure alone. Anything that deep, you bring it up, it’s dead before it’s halfway. It’s dead. It has to be dead.”

“Then why are we all standing back from it,” Sola said.

It was the first thing she had said since the net came up, and Rós realized she had not come to the work at all, that she had stayed back by the rail through the whole sorting of the catch and had not put her hands in it once, and she stood there now with her arms wrapped around herself, not cold, and she was not looking at the thing on the deck. She was looking at Rós.

“It’s dead, Sola,” Cole said. “Danu just said. The pressure. It’s a dead thing from the bottom and it’s probably worth more than the rest of the haul put together, some university’d pay for a thing like this, nobody’s ever seen one. We get it on ice and we land it and we”

“Put it back.”

She said it quietly. She did not raise her voice. But the deck went quiet around it, and Rós felt the thing he had felt in the galley the night before, the small cold doubt moving under the arithmetic, stronger now, here, with the thing lying on his deck in the gray light.

“Put it back,” Sola said again. “Whatever it is. Open the rail and put it back over the side and let it go down to where it came from, and we ice the rest of the haul and we work this ground or we don’t but we put that thing back in the water. Now. Before.”

“Before what,” Rós said.

And Sola looked at him, and for a moment he thought she was going to say it, the word her grandfather had, the word she would not say at a table, and the whole crew stood on the wet deck in the empty gray morning waiting to hear what she would say, with the thing lying still between them, and the only sound was the idle of the engine and the run of the colored water to the scuppers.

She did not say it.

Whatever the word was, she kept it, and what she said instead was smaller and worse, because she said it like a fact and not a fear. “We dragged a ground my grandfather wouldn’t set a net on,” she said, “and we brought up the reason he wouldn’t. That’s all. You asked me before what, and I don’t have a before what for you, Rós, I just know that thing didn’t get to be the only thing the whole sea agreed to leave at the bottom by being worth money. Put it back.”

“If it’s dead it doesn’t matter where it is.”

“Then putting it back costs you nothing.”

That landed, because it was true, and Rós stood over the thing on his deck and felt the trap of it close, because she was right that if it was dead it cost him nothing to put it over the side, and they both knew he was not going to put it over the side, and so the dead was not really the question. He looked down at it. He made himself look at it properly, hold it in his eye as long as the eye would hold it, the dark shifting hide, the place that might be a mouth, the heavy oily wet of it, and he tried to make himself feel about it the way Sola felt about it, the old clean fear, and he could not get there, because over the top of the fear was the other thing, the number, the note, and a thing nobody had ever brought up before lying on his deck two days past the last boat.

“You know what a thing like this is worth,” he said. He said it to Sola but he was saying it to all of them, and to himself. “Not the fish. This. A thing nobody’s got a name for, off a ground nobody’s worked. There’s people would pay for the body. There’s people would pay just to come look at where we took it. I bring this in, it’s not a trip that paid, it’s a thing they write about. You understand. It’s the kind of thing that fixes everything.”

He had said too much. He heard it as it went out of him, the fixes everything, the crack in it, and he saw Danu hear it too, saw her eyes come to him and go careful, because everything did not need fixing on a trip that was merely poor, and a man who said a thing like this fixes everything was a man with more wrong than a poor trip. He shut his mouth on the rest of it.

“We’re not putting it back,” he said, flat now, the skipper and not the man. “We ice it with the rest and we keep it cold and we deal with what it is when we’re not standing over it on an open deck. Henning. Can we get it below.”

Henning looked at the thing, and looked at the hatch, and rubbed the back of his neck the way he did when he was being asked to do a thing he would do and did not want to. “It’s heavy. It’s heavy and it’s a bad shape to handle, nothing to get a hook into that I can see. We’d crane it. Net it again and crane it down into the hold same as a tote.” He did not move yet. “You’re sure, Rós.”

“I’m sure. Net it and crane it down.”

* * *
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It took four of them and the deck crane and the better part of an hour, and every minute of it Rós liked less.

The thing did not handle like a dead fish. A dead fish, even a big one, you could read, you knew how the weight would shift when you rolled it, you knew where it would fold. This rolled wrong. When they worked the net back under it, hauling it across the boards, the weight of it moved in a way that did not match the shape, sliding inside itself, settling, as though what was under the dark hide was not packed the way a body is packed but loose, heavy, shifting, like a sack half full of wet sand. Cole had the worst of it because Cole would always take the worst of a job to show he could, down on his knees working the net cords under the low side of it, his hands right against the hide, and Rós watched the boy’s face the whole time, watched Cole’s grin get tighter and tighter until it was not a grin at all, just a thing his mouth was doing.

“It’s cold,” Cole said, low, almost to himself, his hands under it. “It’s, that’s cold like, that’s not. Fish out of the cold’s cold, this is.” He pulled a hand back, looked at it, wiped it hard down his oilskin. “That’s a different cold.”

“You want out, get out, I’ll take it,” Danu said.

“I don’t want out.” He put the hand back. “I’m saying it’s cold. That’s all I’m saying.”

They got the net under it and they took the strain on the crane and lifted it, and it came up off the deck slow and heavy and turning, and for one moment it hung there in the gray air over the open hatch, turning on the wire, the whole wrong dark shifting mass of it, the seawater running off it and falling into the dark of the hold below, and the eye still would not hold it, Rós still could not have drawn it after, and then Henning let it down and it went down into the hold out of the light, down among the ice and the totes of good fish, and they could not see it anymore, and that was better and it was also worse, because now it was down there and they could not see it.

They iced it heavy. That was Rós’s order and the one part of it Sola did without being told twice, shoveling the crushed ice down over it in the hold until it was buried, packed in cold the way you pack the catch you mean to keep, and if there was something more than fish-keeping in the way she did it, the heaping of the cold over the thing, the burying of it, Rós did not say so and neither did she.

* * *
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The rest of the day they worked the ground, because that was what they had come for, and Rós would not steam two days out and take one haul and turn for home.

They set again and the second set came up ordinary, or near enough, a smaller haul of the same pale deep fish with nothing in the middle of it, and the third set the same, and by the end of the day the strangeness had worn down into work the way strangeness does, the crew handling the deep fish with less and less ceremony, Cole back to his grin by the second set, Pip stopped holding his sleeve to his face. You cannot stay frightened of a fish for a whole working day. The deck went back to being a deck. The thing in the hold went quiet in their minds the way a thing goes quiet when you have buried it in ice and put a day’s work on top of it, and by supper the talk in the galley was almost ordinary, the catch, the weather to the west that Henning said was still making up, whether they’d get another day on the ground before it ran them off.

Only twice did Rós feel it come back. Once at the end of the afternoon when he went to the hold himself to check the ice on the good fish, climbed down the ladder into the cold dark with the work light swinging, and stood among the totes and felt, with no reason for it, that he did not want to go to the back of the hold where the ice was heaped over the thing, and did not go, told himself it was checked, and went back up. And once after supper, late, when the boat was quiet and he was in the wheelhouse with the dark all around and the radar turning on its empty plate, and he heard, or thought he heard, under the idle of the engine and the working sounds of a boat at night, a sound from below that he did not have a place for. Not loud. A settling. The kind of sound ice makes when it shifts, a tote moving as the boat rolled, nothing, the ordinary noise of a hold full of catch on a rolling sea. He stood and listened for it to come again and it did not come again, and he told himself it was the ice, the way he had told himself the rest of it all day, and he went back to the glass.

Below him the boat slept, the crew in their bunks, the engine turning over slow, the good fish and the deep fish packed in their ice. And at the back of the hold, under the heaped cold where Sola had buried it, the thing from the deep ground lay still in the dark, the way it had lain still on the deck, the held kind of still, and the ice that was packed over it had begun, very slowly, in a way no one was awake to see, to melt.
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FOUR: THE FIRST NIGHT
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In the morning the weather had come on enough that Rós would not set the net, and a crew with no net to work is a crew with time on its hands, and time on a boat finds the thing nobody wants to think about and goes straight to it.

It was Cole, of course. Rós had known it would be Cole before Cole said anything, because Cole had been quiet at breakfast in the way that was loud for him, turning his mug, not eating much, and a quiet Cole was a Cole working up to something. The wind had come round to the west in the night the way Henning said it would and the glass had kept falling and the swell had got up enough that the boat was working at her anchor over the deep ground, not bad, not yet, but enough that setting the gear was off the table for the morning, and so they sat in the galley with the rain starting on the ports and nothing to do, and Cole turned his mug, and then he said it.

“We should have a proper look at it.”

Nobody asked at what. There was only one it.

“We got it iced,” Sola said. She was at the stove with her back to them. “Leave it iced.”

“It’s a day’s steam back to anybody who’d know what it is, and that’s if we turn around now, which we’re not.” Cole said it reasonably, which was the dangerous Cole, the one who had thought his way to a thing and found it sensible. “Rós wants to land it. Fine. I want to land it too, I’m not arguing the landing. But we land it knowing nothing about it, we look like fools, and worse, somebody at the dock looks at it for ten minutes and tells us it’s some common thing we should’ve known, and the price goes to nothing. We want to know what we’ve got before somebody else tells us. That’s all I’m saying. We have a proper look. Measure it. Get the camera on it. Figure out the end that’s the head.”

“You want to take it back out of the ice,” Danu said.

“I want to look at it.”

“It’s the same thing, Cole. You don’t look at a thing buried in a hold. You take it out of the ice and you get it under a light, which means you warm it, which means whatever the ice is keeping, you stop keeping.”

“It’s dead. You said it yourself, on the deck. The pressure. You can’t bring a thing up from that deep and have it live, you said that.” Cole spread his hands. “So what are we keeping it cold for. We’re keeping it cold so it doesn’t rot before the dock. That’s all the ice is for. Taking it out for an hour to look at it doesn’t rot it. We look, we measure, we ice it back. Where’s the harm.”

And the thing was, Rós thought, sitting at the head of the little table with his own cold mug, that there was no harm in it that any of them could name. That was the trap of it, the same trap Sola had walked him into on the deck. If it was dead, there was no harm. And it was dead, because the alternative was a thing that could not be, a thing that came up alive from two thousand feet, and no one at the table believed that, not even Sola, whose fear was not the fear of a live thing but something older and worse to put words to. So the argument could not be won on the harm, because there was no harm anyone could point to, and a crew with a wet day and nothing to do and a thing in the hold nobody understood was a crew that was going to look at it, and Rós knew that, and he made the call the way he had been making calls the whole trip, by deciding which way he was going to go and then telling himself it was reasoned.

“We look at it on deck,” he said. “Not in the hold, not in the galley. On the open deck where there’s air and light and room, and we look at it, and we measure it, and Pip gets the photographs, and then it goes straight back in the ice. An hour. Henning rigs the crane. Anybody doesn’t want to be part of it, that’s your right, you stay below.”

He looked at Sola when he said the last of it. She did not turn from the stove.

“I’ll be part of it,” she said. “Somebody who doesn’t want it on this boat should be standing there. So when it’s time to put it back in the water, there’s a voice saying put it back in the water.”

* * *
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They craned it up out of the hold a little before noon, in the rain, and the second time was worse than the first because the second time they knew.

The first time, on the deck after the haul, it had been a strange thing in a pile of strange things, one wrongness among many, and there had been the cover of the work, the catch to sort, the ordinary mess of a haul to fold it into. Now it came up alone. Henning took the strain on the crane and it rose up out of the open hatch slow and streaming, the ice they had packed it in sliding off it and falling back into the dark of the hold, and it turned on the wire the way it had turned before, and there was nothing else on the deck to look at but it. The whole crew stood and watched it come up out of the hold, and the rain came down on it, and the rain where it ran off the dark hide went that color again, the one Rós had no word for, and ran to the scuppers thin and wrong.

They set it down on a spread of net on the open deck. It lay there in the rain. And Rós saw the first thing that was wrong before anyone touched it, before Cole got near it with his measure and his deck knife, and he saw it because he had spent thirty-five years looking at dead fish and he knew, in his body before his head, what a dead thing looked like.

It did not look as dead as it had.

He could not have said how. It had not moved. It lay on the net the way it had lain in the hold, the same heavy wrong shape, the eye still sliding off it. But a fish that has been a day on ice has a look to it, a flatness, a going, the light gone out of the hide and the body settling toward the thing it is becoming. This had none of that. A day in the ice and it looked, if anything, fuller than it had on the deck the day before, the hide tighter, the colors in the dark of it deeper and more awake, the oily wet of it heavier. It looked less like a thing a day dead and more like a thing that had been resting.

“It looks different,” Pip said. He had the camera, the boat’s old waterproof camera on its cord around his neck, and he was not taking photographs. He was just looking. “Doesn’t it look different. From yesterday.”

“It’s wet from the ice,” Henning said, but Henning had crouched down to it again, and Henning was looking at it the way he had looked at it the first time, the head on one side, and he did not sound like a man who believed it was wet from the ice.

“Ice doesn’t make a thing look fed,” Sola said.

Nobody answered that. Fed was a bad word and she had chosen it and it sat on the deck with them in the rain.

Cole crouched down at the thing with his folding rule, all business, because Cole’s answer to being frightened was always to get busy and loud, and he laid the rule along the length of it and called the measure to Pip to write down, and the length of it was a thing Rós did not like either, because it measured longer than it had looked, the way it had craned heavier than it looked, everything about it more than the eye wanted to give it. Cole measured the length and the girth and the strange uneven swell of it, calling the numbers, Pip writing them with a hand that Rós could see was not steady, and for a few minutes it was almost a working task, the measuring, the numbers, the rain, and the thing lay still under Cole’s hands and let itself be measured like the dead thing they all needed it to be.

And then Cole got out his knife.

“What are you doing,” Danu said.

“Seeing what’s under the hide. You want to know what it is, you got to look under the hide. Same as anything.” He had the knife open, the deck knife he kept like a razor, the one he’d been sharpening on the rail two days ago waiting for the tow. “I’m not gutting it. Just a cut. See what it’s made of.”

“Rós,” Sola said.

Rós stood in the rain over the thing and the crew, and the wanting in him was the same wanting as everything, to know what it was, because a thing you could name was a thing worth money and a thing you could not name was a fear, and he wanted it to be the first one so badly that he heard himself say, “One cut. Careful.”

And Cole set the point of the knife against the dark hide, in the place that was maybe the side of it, and leaned his weight on it, the way you lean into the first cut of a tough-skinned fish, and for a moment the hide resisted the blade the way nothing on the deck of a boat resists a blade that sharp, held it, dimpled under it and held, so that Cole had to lean harder, his shoulder into it, swearing under his breath at the toughness of it. And then the hide gave.

What came out was not blood and was not the watery slop of a gutted fish. It came out slow, and it came out warm.

Rós saw the steam before he saw the fluid. That was the thing that stopped him, the thin curl of steam that rose off the cut in the cold rain, the way breath rises, the way a fresh-killed thing steams when you open it on a winter deck because the inside of a living body is warm. The thing had been a day in the ice. It had been packed in crushed ice in a cold hold on a cold sea, and Cole had just opened it, and the inside of it steamed in the rain. And then the fluid came, welling up dark out of the cut, slow and thick, and it was warm, Rós could see it was warm by the steam of it and he could see Cole feel it, because Cole had his off hand braced against the hide and he snatched it back the way you snatch a hand off a stove.

“It’s warm.” Cole was up off his knees and back a step before he seemed to know he’d moved, the knife still in his hand, staring at the cut. “Inside it’s. That’s warm. That’s.” He looked at his braced hand, the one that had been against the hide, turned it over, looking at the palm. “A day in the ice and it’s warm inside. That’s not. Fish aren’t warm, nothing’s warm inside after a day in the ice, Rós, you put a thing in ice and it goes cold all the way through, that’s what ice does.”

“Maybe it ferments,” Henning said. He did not sound like he believed it. He was an honest man even with himself, and he had crouched closer to the cut, looking at the slow dark welling, the steam off it. “Things rot, rotting makes heat, a compost heap’s warm in the middle. Maybe it’s started to.”

“It doesn’t smell rotted.” Danu had not moved back. She was the only one who had not moved back. She stood over it with her arms folded and her face shut down to the working blankness Rós knew, the look she got when she was making herself keep looking at a thing the rest of her wanted to walk away from. “A day-dead thing warming up rotten, you’d smell it. It’d stink. This doesn’t stink. This smells like it smelled on the deck yesterday. Cold. Deep.” She crouched, slow. “That’s not rot heat. Rot heat comes with the stink. This is warm and it doesn’t stink and that’s. That’s something.” She stopped. She was looking at the cut. “Rós.”

“I see it.”

He saw it. The cut was closing.

Not fast. Nothing about the thing was fast. But the lips of the cut Cole had made, the slow dark welling of it, were drawing together, the way the surface of cold fat draws and skins over, except this was not cooling and skinning, this was the two sides of a wound coming back toward each other, slow and certain, the warm dark fluid sinking back into the seam of it, the hide knitting toward the place it had been whole. Rós had opened ten thousand fish and not one of them had ever started to close.

“That’s the cold doing that,” Cole said. His voice had gone thin and fast. “The cold’s contracting it. Cold contracts things. It’s contracting the cut shut, that’s all that is, that’s a, that’s a physical thing.”

“Stop talking, Cole,” Sola said. Not unkindly. She had come up to the edge of the net and she was looking down at the thing with no surprise in her at all, only a kind of terrible confirmation, the face of a person watching a thing they had been promised their whole life come true. “You know it’s not the cold. Stop saying things so you don’t have to know it.”

And then the thing moved.

* * *
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It was a small movement and afterward they argued about it, in the way people argue about a thing they all saw and none of them want to have seen.

What it did was this. The cut had nearly closed, and the body of it, the whole heavy wrong mass of it on the spread net, drew in, once, a slow gathering pull inward and then a settling, the way a hand half-closes and opens, the way a thing that is sleeping shifts when you touch it and goes still again. That was all. It drew in and it settled and it lay still. But the whole crew saw it, all six of them standing in the rain over it saw the dead thing move under its own power, draw itself in around the wound and settle, and Pip made a sound and went back hard into the rail and the camera swung on its cord and Cole was already ten feet away without seeming to have crossed the deck and even Danu was up and back a pace, and only Sola did not move, Sola who had been waiting for it.

“That was the cut,” Henning said, but his voice had no bottom in it. “You cut a thing, the muscle, even a dead thing the muscle can. You ever see a fish on a slab jump, hours dead. It’s the nerves, the salt on the. That’s a dead-nerve thing. That’s.” He stopped. He was a long way back from it now too. “That’s a thing that happens,” he said, quieter, to nobody.

“It happens when you cut them,” Danu said. “You cut a fresh-dead thing and it twitches, yes. That’s the cut. But he cut it a minute ago and it held still for the cut and it moved now, on its own, when nobody touched it. That’s not the cut, Henning. A dead thing doesn’t wait a minute and then move.”

“Then what.” Henning turned on her, and it was not anger, it was the thing under anger, the thing a man does when you are taking away the floor he is standing on. “You tell me what, then. You’re so sure what it isn’t. You tell me what it is. Because I’ve worked this sea forty years and I don’t have a what it is for a thing that comes up alive from two thousand feet and goes warm in the ice and shuts its own cuts and moves when you look at it, I don’t have that, Danu, nobody has that, so don’t stand there telling me what it isn’t.”

And nobody had it. That was the silence that came down on the deck then, under the rain, the six of them spread back from the thing on the net in a wide loose ring, nobody with a what it is, because the only what it is was
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