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Chapter 1

Shuffling the yellowed blueprint sheets across the scarred mahogany desk, Dorothy Gomez traced the design lines of the Inquiry’s main hatch. The paper was brittle, twenty-four-pound vellum that smelled of cellar damp and old ammonia from the diazo copier. Along the margins, silverfish had nibbled the edges into tiny, lace-like patterns, but the structural draft itself remained legible. Her fingers, calloused from years of handling deep-sea rigging and salt-encrusted ROV consoles, hovered over the drawing of the primary pressure seal. It was a double-quadrant neoprene O-ring, spec’d for twelve thousand pounds per square inch. She knew that seal. She had analyzed its deformation rates in three separate forensic models after the accident, calculating the exact millisecond it had taken for the cold North Atlantic to crush the life out of Hector Gomez.

Across the cramped office, the radiator hissed, releasing a thin plume of steam that smelled of wet iron and coal dust. Daniel Thompson’s office was located in a late nineteenth-century brick building near the St. John’s harbor front, a structure whose masonry wept saltpetre in the damp Canadian winters. Dorothy’s eyes drifted from the schematics to the exposed brick wall behind the attorney’s desk. White efflorescence coated the mortar, a clear indicator of moisture ingress and slow, structural neglect. She treated the room like a marine archaeological site, cataloging the decay: the dry rot in the baseboards, the green verdigris eating the brass sash-locks of the window, and the thick layer of grey coal-soot settled on the legal volumes lining the shelves.

“The creditors are not inclined to wait,” Daniel Thompson said, his voice dry and scraping like a flat shovel across concrete. He adjusted his spectacles, the low afternoon light from the salt-filmed window reflecting off the round lenses and hiding his eyes in twin pools of grey glare. Shuffling a thick manila folder labeled GOMEZ, HECTOR - ESTATE/PROBATE 449-A, the attorney laid three separate blue-backed legal documents over the blueprints. “Price & Sons Underwriters have already filed an in rem action against the submersible chassis in the Federal Court. They are treating the Inquiry as abandoned salvage. If the estate does not contest the arrest within thirty days, Samuel Price will own your father’s ship for the cost of the dockage liens.”

Dorothy did not look at the legal papers. Instead, her focus shifted to the man sitting in the leather armchair to her right. Max Gomez sat with his knees nearly touching hers in the narrow space before the desk, his frame heavy and slouched. He smelled of hydraulic fluid, diesel exhaust, and the sulfurous gear oil that never quite washed out of his skin. His fingers, twice the width of hers and stained with black engine grease beneath the nails, played with a cheap blue ballpoint pen. He did not look at her. He had not looked at her since they had crossed paths on the icy wooden stairs outside the office.

A sudden gust of wind rattled the windowpanes, forcing a draft of freezing salt air through the poorly sealed frame. Dorothy pulled her wool coat tighter around her shoulders, her jaw tightening. “Samuel Price has no legal claim to the Inquiry,” she said, her voice clipped, professional, and entirely devoid of the vibration that threatened to rise from her throat. “The submersible was registered under a private research charter. The salvage rights to the Coralind were granted to Hector Gomez personally by the Ministry of Transport. They cannot be transferred to a creditor without a probate hearing.”

“They can if the estate is insolvent, Dorothy,” Thompson replied. He tapped his finger on the manila folder, a rhythmic, maddening sound that matched the clicking of the radiator. “Your father died four hundred and eighty thousand dollars in debt. He mortgaged his house, his slipway lease, and the raw materials for the Inquiry’s port-side electronics suite. The only reason the bank hasn’t seized the hull is because it is currently sitting in a private warehouse owned by Ray Myers, and Ray has refused them entry without a formal court order. But that order is coming.”

“Ray is keeping the bank out because he knows what the ship is worth,” Max said. His voice was a low, gravelly rumble, the product of too many winters spent shouting over the roar of two-stroke auxiliary engines in unheated metal sheds. He stopped clicking the pen, his thumb resting on the plastic barrel. Dorothy noticed the microscopic tremor in that thumb. It was a tiny, persistent twitch, a physical echo of the high-vibration power tools he had spent his life operating. “The pressure hull alone is worth half a million in scrap titanium. If Price gets his hands on it, he’ll melt it down just to keep us from diving the wreck.”

“He won’t melt it,” Dorothy said, her gaze fixed on the tremor in Max’s hand. “He’ll use it. Price knows as well as we do that the Inquiry is the only manned vehicle on this side of the Atlantic designed to reach ten thousand feet without requiring a dedicated support ship. He wants the safe, Max. He wants the cargo manifests before anyone else can verify the insurance claims from 1913.”

She looked back at the blueprints, her mind instantly translating the lines into structural stresses. The Coralind sat on the abyssal plain, ten thousand five hundred feet down, where the water temperature hovered just above freezing and the pressure was three hundred atmospheres. For ninety-nine years, the steel steamer had remained untouched, her wooden decks preserved by the low-oxygen environment of the deep ocean. But she was decaying. The rusticles—long, fragile columns of oxidized iron created by iron-eating bacteria—were slowly consuming her bulkheads. In another decade, the decks would collapse, sealing the Purser’s Office and the heavy iron safe inside under thousands of tons of structural debris.

“The salvage lease is conditional,” Thompson said, breaking the silence. He turned a page in the probate folder, his dry fingers leaving a faint smudge on the white bond paper. “Under Section Four of the codicil, your father left the salvage rights to the Coralind and the physical chassis of the Inquiry as a joint, indivisible bequest. To you both. As joint tenants with right of survivorship.”

Dorothy felt a cold sensation settle in her stomach, distinct from the draft blowing through the floorboards. “Indivisible,” she repeated, the word tasting like copper.

“It means exactly what it sounds like,” Thompson said, leaning forward. The grey glare on his glasses vanished, revealing two small, tired eyes that had watched forty years of maritime families tear themselves apart over rusted steel and waterlogged timber. “Neither of you can sell your share without the other’s consent. Neither of you can operate the submersible without the other’s signature on the insurance waivers. And most importantly, the estate’s executors cannot release the research funds held in escrow unless you both execute the recovery of the Coralind’s purser’s safe together.”

“No,” Dorothy said. The response was immediate, instinctive, and delivered with the flat finality she used when rejecting a compromised sonar profile. “That is an operational impossibility. The Inquiry is a dual-pilot system. It requires two operators who work in absolute synchronization. The port-side console manages the life support, the high-frequency acoustic arrays, and the forensic recording suites. The starboard-side console controls the thruster manifold, the variable ballast pumps, and the heavy manipulator arms. It cannot be run by one person.”

“I know how the sub works, Dorothy,” Max said, his tone sharpening. He turned his head slightly, his profile silhouetted against the harbor light. His jaw was heavy, covered in a three-day growth of grey-flecked beard. “I built the starboard console. I ran the hydraulic lines through the penetrator plates. I know every valve on that board.”

“Then you should know why we can’t dive together,” she said, turning her head to meet his gaze for the first time.

His eyes were the same washed-out grey as the Atlantic outside, but they were ringed with dark circles, the skin dry and lined. He did not flinch from her look. He simply held the cheap pen between his thick fingers, his thumb steadying now, locked in place by tension.

“We don’t have a choice,” Max said. “If we don’t sign, Thompson hands the keys to the bailiff on the first of the month. Samuel Price buys the Inquiry at auction for fifty grand, and Ray Myers gets evicted from his own slipway for harboring disputed assets. Is that what you want? To let Price have the ship? To let him cover up what happened to the Coralind?”

“What happened to the Coralind is historical record,” Dorothy said, her voice dropping an octave, cold and level. “The ship sank due to boiler failure during an early winter gale. What happened to our father is what I care about. And I am not getting into a three-inch steel sphere with a pilot who operates on instinct instead of checklist protocols.”

“Instinct is what kept the Inquiry from imploding during the sea trials when your port-side telemetry failed,” Max spat back, his voice rising, the gravelly tone turning harsh. He leaned forward, his grease-stained hand slamming onto the mahogany desk, right over the blue-backed legal documents. “The transducer had a micro-fracture in the ceramic housing. Your screens showed forty percent battery capacity, but the actual voltage was dropping fast enough to boil the cells. If I hadn’t blown the main ballast manually, we’d still be sitting in the mud off Cape Spear.”

“You blew the ballast without verifying the overhead clearances,” Dorothy said, her heart rate rising, though she kept her posture rigid, her hands folded neatly in her lap. “We came up under the hull of the support vessel. We missed their propeller by less than four meters. That wasn’t instinct, Max. It was reckless negligence. It’s the same negligence that certified the hatch seals before the September dive.”

The room went completely silent. The hiss of the radiator seemed to grow louder, filling the space with a dry, mechanical whistle.

Daniel Thompson did not move. He sat behind his desk, his spectacles resting in his hand now, his eyes tracking the two of them with the clinical detachment of an examiner observing a fracture test.

Max’s hand slowly retreated from the desk. His fingers clenched into a fist, the knuckles turning white against the dark engine grease. “The hatch seals were brand new,” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper that sounded like dry sand shifting in a current. “They were military-spec silicone, rated for seventy-five hundred meters. I checked them twice with the micrometer before we sealed the lock.”

“Then why did the seal fail?” Dorothy asked. She did not raise her voice. She kept her tone clinical, dry, and forensic. “Why did the forensic team find silicone extrusion in the locking ring threads? Why did the inquest find that the hatch had been torqued past the technical tolerance?”

“Because the locking ring was machined wrong,” Max said, his eyes narrowing. “The thread pitch was off by half a millimeter. Our father knew that. He knew the machine shop in Halifax had shaved the tolerance to save money on the lathe time. He went down anyway.”

“He went down because you told him the hull was green-lighted,” Dorothy said.

She turned away from him, her gaze returning to the blueprints on the desk. The blue-lined drawings seemed to swim slightly in the cold light, the white lines of the hatch locking assembly looking like teeth. She remembered the inquest. She had sat in the third row of the wood-paneled courtroom in Halifax, her hands clamped together so tightly her fingernails had cut into her palms. She had listened to three different marine engineers explain how the microscopic tolerances of the locking ring had allowed the high-pressure water to find a path through the silicone, transforming a tiny air pocket into a high-velocity jet that had cut through the internal wiring harness in seconds.

The report had called it an accident. A “concurrence of manufacturing deviations and operational haste.” But Dorothy knew better. Haste was Max’s department. Max was the one who worked with his sleeves rolled up, his hands covered in oil, scoffing at the three-hour vacuum-leak tests she insisted on before every descent. He called her checklists “academic overhead.”

“If you two are quite finished,” Daniel Thompson said, his voice cutting through the tension like a dull knife. He picked up his gold pocket watch from the desk, the cover clicking open with a dry, metallic snick. “I have a probate filing at four. The situation is very simple. If you do not both sign the conditional acceptance of the bequest today, the salvage lease for the Coralind expires at midnight on the thirtieth. At that point, the salvage rights revert to the Crown, and Price & Sons will file an immediate application for the site. They have a vessel—the Sentinel—already fitted with a deep-water ROV spread. They can be over the wreck in forty-eight hours.”

Dorothy looked at the window. Outside, across the gray water of the harbor, she could see the masts of the fishing boats rising and falling against the dark, leaden sky. A low-pressure system was moving in from the Grand Banks, carrying sleet and heavy swells. The weather window for the North Atlantic was closing. If they did not mobilize within the next two weeks, the winter storms would make it impossible to launch or recover a submersible from the deck of a research vessel.

If she refused to sign, her father’s research was dead. The Inquiry, the work of nine years of engineering, would be sold for scrap or, worse, bought by Samuel Price to be used as a corporate trophy. The truth of what had happened to the Coralind—the insurance fraud that had cost forty-two lives in 1913—would remain buried under ten thousand feet of black water. And the truth of her father’s death would remain frozen in the ambiguous language of a compromise inquest report.

“The agreement,” Dorothy said, her voice steadying as she turned back to the desk, “requires us to execute the salvage together. What are the specific performance milestones?”

Thompson reached into the folder and pulled out a single sheet of cream-colored paper. “You must mobilize the research vessel Marrow within twelve days. You must conduct a minimum of three forensic dives to the site of the Coralind. You must recover the Purser’s safe and deliver its contents to the maritime registry office here in St. John’s within thirty days of today’s date. If these conditions are met, the outstanding debts of Hector Gomez will be paid from the research escrow fund, and the title of the Inquiry will be transferred to you both, clear of all liens.”

“And the crew?” she asked. “Who coordinates the surface support?”

“Ray Myers has already agreed to act as surface chief,” Max said, his voice quiet now, almost flat. He was looking at the cheap pen again, turning it over and over. “He’s got the Marrow in the slipway. He’s been working on the diesel generators since Tuesday. Sarah Hamilton is lined up for the sonar array. She’s already got the historical bathymetry loaded into the workstation.”

Dorothy felt a slight shift in her assessment of the situation. Max had already been organizing this. He had been behind her back, talking to Ray, setting up the ship, preparing the gear. She felt a familiar prickle of resentment, but she forced it down, analyzing the data rather than the emotion. Ray Myers was the only surface chief she trusted. He had been her father’s diving partner for thirty years; he knew the Inquiry’s acoustic telephone systems better than anyone alive. If Ray was willing to risk his slipway on this, he must believe the submersible was structurally capable of the dive.

“I will require a full material diagnostic of the pressure hull,” Dorothy said, her eyes fixed on Thompson, ignoring Max. “I want a high-frequency ultrasonic scan of every weld on the titanium sphere. I want the hatch locking ring replaced with a new unit machined to the original military specifications, certified by an independent surveyor. And I want the entire life-support system—including the lithium-hydroxide scrubbers and the oxygen regulators—completely overhauled before we wet the hull.”

“That will cost fifteen thousand dollars,” Thompson said. “The escrow fund cannot release those moneys until the agreement is signed.”

“Then we sign,” Max said.

He reached out, his grease-stained fingers wrapping around the cheap ballpoint pen. He pulled the blue-backed document toward him. He did not hesitate. He flipped to the signature page, his eyes scanning the dry, legal text for only a fraction of a second before he scrawled his name: Maxwell Gomez. The signature was jagged, thick, and slightly crooked, the “z” at the end tailing off into a sharp downward stroke.

He slid the document across the mahogany desk. It stopped right in front of Dorothy, the clean white paper contrasting sharply with her dark wool sleeves.

Dorothy looked at the pen in his hand. He held it out to her, his fingers steady now, his eyes watching her face. She saw the grease under his nails, the small scar across his knuckle where a hydraulic line had burst during the sea trials, and the pale skin of his wrist where his dive watch usually sat.

She took the pen. The plastic was warm from his grip, carrying the faint, metallic scent of copper and diesel oil.

She looked at the signature line: Dorothy Gomez, PhD, Marine Archaeologist.

To sign this was to lock herself into a steel sphere with a diameter of seventy-two inches. It meant sitting knee-to-knee with her brother in the dark, two miles below the surface, where the only thing separating them from three hundred atmospheres of freezing water was three inches of HY-100 steel and a set of seals she did not trust. It meant relying on his hands to control the thrusters while her hands controlled the sensors. It was a forced partnership, designed by a dead father who had known they would never speak to each other again unless they were bolted into a pressure hull together.

Grabbing the document with her left hand, Dorothy pressed the pen to the paper. Her signature was small, precise, and perfectly level, each letter formed with the economic strokes she used to label archaeological samples. Dorothy Gomez.

She laid the pen down on the scarred wood of the desk, its plastic barrel rolling slightly until it hit the edge of the yellowed blueprint sheets.

“The agreement is executed,” Daniel Thompson said. He took the signed documents, his fingers sliding them back into the manila folder with a dry, paper rustle. “I will file the notice of contest with the Federal Court this afternoon. The arrest warrant on the Inquiry is stayed for thirty days. You have until the thirtieth of the month to deliver the safe, or the ship goes to the bailiff.”

Dorothy stood up, her wool coat swinging around her legs. She did not offer her hand to Thompson, nor did she look at Max. “I will be at the slipway at eight tomorrow morning,” she said, her voice dropping into her professional baseline. “I expect the ultrasonic scan equipment to be on-site and calibrated. If the hull scans show even a single micro-fissure in the titanium welds, the dive is cancelled, regardless of the thirty-day limit.”

“The welds are clean, Dorothy,” Max said, standing up beside her. He was half a head taller, his shoulders broad and slightly curved from decades of working in the cramped cabins of workboats. He looked down at her, his expression unreadable in the grey twilight now filling the room. “I scanned them myself last month.”

“I don’t trust your scans, Max,” she said, her tone level and cold as she turned toward the door. “I want my own data.”

Crossing the creaking floorboards of the office, she grabbed the heavy brass handle of the door. The metal was freezing to the touch, carrying the chill of the unheated hallway outside. She did not wait for her brother or the attorney. She stepped out into the dark, narrow corridor, her boots echoing on the old floorboards as she walked toward the stairs.

Behind her, the office door clicked shut, the sound dry and final.

As she descended the wooden staircase, the sound of the harbor grew louder: the rhythmic clanking of the metal rigging on the fishing vessels, the low, throbbing hum of a diesel engine warming up on the wharf, and the high, thin cry of the gulls wheeling through the grey sleet. The air smelled of salt, rotting kelp, and the coal smoke of the city—the old, familiar smell of St. John’s.

She walked out into the cold street, the sleet stinging her face and turning her pale skin red. Down at the end of the pier, three hundred yards away, she could see the silhouette of the Marrow sitting in the dry dock, her black hull streaked with orange primer and her A-frame crane rising like a skeletal finger against the dark sky.

Dorothy pulled her collar up against the wind. The clock was ticking now. Twenty-nine days, fourteen hours, and thirty minutes until the salvage lease expired. Two miles down, in the dark and the cold, the Coralind was waiting. And so was the truth about her father.




Chapter 2

Stepping onto the frost-rimed deck plates of the Marrow, Dorothy felt the high-frequency vibration of the auxiliary generators travel straight through the thick rubber soles of her boots. The scent of heavy fuel oil, wet rust, and brine hung thick in the damp harbor air, standard for an active salvage deck but heavier here, as if the ship itself were sweating under the weight of its impending voyage. Above her, the massive A-frame crane loomed against the pale morning sky, its steel support beams showing orange primer patches where the crew had hastily scraped away salt corrosion. She paused by the starboard rail, her fingers tracing the rough edge of a fresh weld on the launching cradle. The metal was cold enough to numb her fingertips within seconds, yet she maintained the contact, assessing the weld’s bead pattern with the practiced eye of a marine inspector. It was functional but rushed, the work of a team operating under the shadow of a ticking clock.

Across the deck, Ray Myers stood near the heavy umbilical winch, his thick fingers adjusting a hydraulic valve with a greasy crescent wrench. The wind caught his greying beard, scattering droplets of freezing drizzle across his faded canvas oilskins. He did not look up when Dorothy’s boots clanged against the deck plates, though his shoulders squared slightly, a subtle shift in posture she had learned to recognize as defensive during her years on salvage sites.

“The wind is coming around from the northeast,” Ray said, his voice a low gravelly rasp that barely carried over the steady thrum of the engine room blowers. He wiped his hands on a rag, keeping his eyes fixed on the greasy drum of the winch rather than meeting her look. “We’ll have a three-meter swell by the time we clear the harbor limits. If we don’t get the Inquiry secured in the hangar before we hit the open water, we’ll be fighting the cradle the whole way east.”

Pulling her waterproof notebook from her pocket, Dorothy flipped to the structural checklist. “The weld on the starboard cradle leg has a five-millimeter undercut, Ray. It needs another pass before we launch. I won’t risk a seven-ton pressure sphere swinging on a compromised mounting plate.”

Ray turned his head slowly, his weathered face creasing as he looked at the steel cradle. “That weld held your father’s weight for five years, Dorothy. It’s not going to fail because of a five-millimeter pocket.”

“My father is not the one diving in it next week,” Dorothy replied, her tone remaining flat and level, stripped of any emotional inflection. “The ultrasonic scans I ordered are scheduled for nine. I want the transducer reports for the entire aft frame before we load the ballast weights.”

A brief silence fell between them, filled only by the rhythmic creaking of the mooring lines against the wooden pilings of the slipway. Ray shifted his weight, his eyes drifting toward the harbor mouth where the grey swells of the Atlantic broke against the concrete breakwater. Nine years ago, he had been the one on the radio when the signal from Hector Gomez’s dive went silent, and that weight still seemed to sit in the slope of his neck.

“The sonar logs from that season,” Dorothy continued, her pencil hovering over the margin of her notebook. “The raw data files from the starboard transponder on the day of the accident. Sarah says they aren’t in the main server archive. I need the unedited bathymetric profiles to calibrate my port-side mapping suite.”

Ray’s grip on the wrench tightened, his knuckles whitening against the rusted metal. “The archives are complete, Dorothy. Everything we pulled off the recorders after the recovery was filed with the insurance underwriters. If there’s a gap, it’s a software glitch, not a missing file.”

“Software does not selectively delete three hours of high-resolution acoustic data from a localized sector,” Dorothy said, her voice dropping into the quiet cadence she used when identifying structural discrepancies in a wreck. “The sector covering the Coralind’s stern collapse is completely blank. I want the physical backup tapes from the ship’s locker.”

Turning away from her, Ray began packing his tools into a heavy canvas bag, his movements sudden and deliberate. “We don’t have time to go dig through old storage lockers in St. John’s, Dorothy. We have twenty-nine days before Samuel Price’s lawyers freeze our operational accounts. If you want to spend your time calibrating sensors for files that don’t exist, that’s your business, but my deck crew is preparing the vessel to sail.”

Watching his retreating back as he walked toward the bridge companionway, Dorothy noted the slight limp in his left leg, an old injury from a snapped tow line that always flared up in the damp cold. He was hiding something about the sonar files, or perhaps he was simply tired of the questions that had remained unanswered since the inquest. She did not press him further; the data would have to be found elsewhere.

Descending the narrow metal companionway into the port-side science suite, she was met by the dry, warm air of the electronics bay. The smell of hot solder, ozone, and damp wool filled the low-ceilinged room, which was crowded with racks of processors and high-definition monitors.

At the main console, Sarah Hamilton sat with her head tilted, her fingers flying across a mechanical keyboard while her headset crackled with static. The screen in front of her displayed a three-dimensional wireframe model of the Coralind, its virtual hull twisting in a slow, digital rotation.

“I’ve got the acoustic telemetry from the predive scans loaded,” Sarah said without turning around, her voice bright but carrying the strain of a twelve-hour shift. “But the salinity profiles we’re getting from the harbor mouth are throwing off the calibration. The sound velocity equations are completely skewed.”

Dorothy leaned over the back of Sarah’s chair, her hand resting on the edge of the steel rack. “What velocity are you using for the deep-water column?”

“I calculated fifteen hundred meters per second for the abyssal layer,” Sarah said, tapping a section of the screen where the wireframe broke into jagged, disconnected lines. “But when I run the beam-forming algorithm, the stern section of the Coralind deforms. It looks like we’re getting an acoustic shadow right where the purser’s office should be.”

“It’s not a shadow,” Dorothy murmured, her eyes tracing the pixelated contours of the digital wreck. “It’s a density anomaly. The hull plating at the stern was reinforced with double-riveted steel to support the steering gear. If the ship went down stern-first, that area would have pocketed air before the final implosion. The resulting debris field should be highly concentrated, not scattered.”

Taking the mouse from Sarah’s hand, Dorothy adjusted the frequency parameters, shifting the multibeam sonar from ninety kilohertz to a higher, more precise frequency. The digital image resolved slightly, the jagged lines smoothing into a recognizable silhouette of a collapsed deck house.

“We need a localized sound velocity profile for the target depth,” Dorothy said, her pencil resuming its rapid notation in her notebook. “The cold Labrador Current meets the Gulf Stream right over the site. It creates thermal layers that act like acoustic mirrors. If Max doesn’t keep the sub’s speed below half a knot during our approach, the sonar will register a phantom bulkhead fifty meters from our actual position.”

“Speaking of your brother,” Sarah said, pointing her chin toward the small window that looked into the adjacent submersible hangar. “He’s been down in the bay since four this morning. He’s already completed the vacuum leak tests on the starboard battery pods.”

Through the thick, double-paned glass of the observation window, the yellow hull of the Inquiry sat in her steel cradle like a dormant deep-sea predator. The sub’s seventy-two-inch pressure sphere was clean, her titanium viewport frames polished until they caught the glare of the overhead halogen lights.

Max was visible from the waist down, his legs dangling from the open hatch on the starboard side of the sail. He was covered in black grease, his hands working inside the thruster manifold with the slow, deliberate movements of an engineer who trusted machines far more than he trusted the people who designed them.

Leaving the science suite, Dorothy walked down the short, damp corridor that led into the hangar bay. The temperature dropped immediately, the air here smelling of hydraulic oil, battery acid, and cold steel. She stopped at the base of the boarding ladder, her hand resting on the yellow fiberglass fairing of the sub.

“The oxygen-scrubber logs for the port-side suite are missing the final signatures from the harbor sea trials,” she said, her voice echoing slightly in the cavernous metal room.

Max’s head appeared from the hatch, his face smudged with graphite lubricant. He pushed his safety glasses up onto his forehead, his dark eyes level and unreadable as he looked down at her. “The scrubbers are running at ninety-eight percent efficiency, Dorothy. I packed the chemical canisters myself. They don’t need a signature to scrub carbon dioxide.”

“They need a signature to satisfy the maritime insurance underwriters,” Dorothy replied, her voice remaining level. “If we have an atmospheric failure at ten thousand feet, the first thing the maritime court will look at is the predive maintenance log. I want the signatures on the clipboards before the hatch is bolted.”

Max wiped his grease-stained fingers on his overalls, his gaze lingering on the port-side sensor array she had calibrated the night before. “The sensors you mounted on the bow frame are drawing too much power from the auxiliary bus. If I run the heavy manipulator arm at the same time you’re pinging the sub-bottom profiler, we’ll trip the main breaker.”

“The profiler is essential for locating the safe through three meters of silt,” Dorothy said, stepping up the first three rungs of the ladder. “The structural collapse of the lounge has buried the purser’s office. If we don’t have the high-frequency penetration, we’ll be digging blind with the hydraulic arms.”

“And if we trip the breaker at ten thousand feet, we lose the thrusters,” Max said, his voice dropping into a low, tense register. “We don’t have a backup battery for the starboard propulsion array, Dorothy. If the main bus goes down, we drift until the ballast drops—assuming the emergency explosive bolts actually fire this time.”

Dorothy stopped on the ladder, her face level with the sub’s main viewport. Through the thick acrylic glass, she could see her own station: the compact port-side console with its rows of grey switches, the sonar display screens, and the scientific sampling joystick. Just eighteen inches to the right sat Max’s station, his thruster controls and ballast levers identical in their layout but representing an entirely different philosophy of survival.

“The bolts were serviced last winter,” she said, her voice dropping as she looked at the heavy steel pins that held the emergency drop-weights in place. “They are rated for three hundred atmospheres.”

“They were serviced by the same technician who certified our father’s regulator,” Max said, his eyes narrowing slightly as he met her look. “The report said those seals were clean too.”

The mention of their father hung in the cold air of the hangar, as heavy and unyielding as the pressure sphere itself. Dorothy did not flinch, though her fingers tightened around the metal rung of the ladder until her knuckles turned white.

“The forensics of that dive showed a mechanical failure in the external depth gauge, Max,” she said, her voice clipping each word with clinical precision. “It was a calibration error, not a maintenance failure. If you had checked the secondary transducer before you initiated the ascent, you would have seen the depth differential.”

Max did not answer immediately. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a small brass pressure gauge, and began threading it onto the manifold with slow, rhythmic turns of his wrist. “The secondary transducer was dead before we hit the bottom, Dorothy. But the court didn’t want to hear about that. It was easier to blame the pilot than the company that built the sensors.”

“The court went by the physical evidence,” she said.

“The court went by the files they were given,” Max replied, his voice flat. He gave the gauge a final, tight turn with his wrench, the metal clicking against the fitting. “And some of those files never made it to the registry.”

Before she could respond, the heavy steel door of the hangar bay clanged open, the sound echoing off the metal walls and cutting through the tension between them.

Sarah Hamilton stepped onto the deck, her face pale under the harsh fluorescent lights, her hand holding a fresh printout from the satellite receiver. “Dorothy, we have a problem. The radio operator just intercepted a commercial transmission from the Sentinel. They’ve cleared the harbor at Halifax and are heading straight for our coordinate block.”

Dorothy turned on the ladder, her boots sliding slightly on the wet metal rungs as she came down. “What is their estimated time of arrival?”

“If they maintain fifteen knots,” Sarah said, her voice shaking slightly as she handed over the paper. “They’ll be sitting on our site in forty-eight hours. That’s two days before our salvage window officially opens.”

Taking the paper, Dorothy scanned the coordinates. The Sentinel was Samuel Price’s primary salvage vessel, a state-of-the-art catamaran equipped with dynamic positioning and dual-line heavy-lift winches. It was twice the size of the Marrow and carried a team of corporate lawyers capable of filing injunctions from the middle of the North Atlantic.

“They’re trying to establish physical possession of the site before we can deploy the Inquiry,” Dorothy said, her technical mind immediately calculating the legal distances. “Under maritime law, if they have an active ROV in the water within the coordinates, they can claim a safety zone and block our launch.”

Max stepped down from the sub’s sail, his boots hitting the hangar floor with a heavy thud. He stood beside her, his grease-stained face turning toward the paper in her hand. “We can’t launch in forty-eight hours, Dorothy. The port-side ballast tank valve is still showing a minor pressure drop during the twenty-four-hour hold test.”

“How much of a drop?” Dorothy asked, her eyes remaining fixed on the satellite track.

“Zero point three bar over twelve hours,” Max said, his brow furrowed. “It’s small, probably a micro-fissure in the Teflon seat of the solenoid valve. But at three thousand meters, that micro-fissure will leak a liter of water every ten minutes. It’ll make the sub stern-heavy before we even reach the wreck.”

“We’ll compensate with the forward ballast weights,” Dorothy said, her pencil already scratching calculations into the margin of the satellite report. “We can adjust the trim by adding fifty pounds of steel shot to the bow tray. It will limit our ascent speed, but it keeps us within the safety envelope.”

Max shook his head, his hand coming down on the yellow fairing of the sub. “No. We don’t adjust trim with deadweight on a leaking valve, Dorothy. That’s how you get stuck on the bottom. We replace the valve seat. It takes six hours.”

“We don’t have six hours, Max,” she said, turning to face him. “If the Sentinel gets her anchors down before we launch, we are locked out of the site for the next six months. The estate will be liquidated, and the Inquiry will be sold for scrap to pay Thompson’s creditors.”

Max stared at her, his expression tight, his jaw clenched so hard the muscles along his cheek pulsed. “I’m not risking our lives for a steel safe full of wet paper, Dorothy.”

“It’s not just paper, Max,” she said, her voice dropping until it was barely audible over the hum of the hangar ventilation. “It’s the original logbook. The one our father spent the last five years of his life trying to find. If Price gets his hands on it, the record never gets corrected. Our father remains the pilot who made a rookie error, and we remain the family that let him do it.”

For several seconds, the only sound in the hangar was the steady drip of condensation from the overhead pipes, hitting the concrete floor with a metallic, irregular rhythm. Max looked from Dorothy to the yellow hull of the sub, his hand still resting on the cold fiberglass.

“The valve seat,” he said finally, his voice low and hard. “I’ll change it in four hours. But you help me bleed the hydraulic lines. I want your hands on the wrench so you know exactly how tight that seal is when we’re down there.”

“Agreed,” Dorothy said. She turned to Sarah, her pencil snapping shut against her notebook. “Tell Captain Moore to prepare the engines. We leave the slipway at noon. If the weather breaks, we’ll run the calibration sequence while we’re underway.”

Sarah nodded and hurried back toward the science suite, her soft-soled shoes squeaking on the wet deck.

Dorothy stepped back toward the workbench, her fingers reaching for a set of hex keys. The cold of the hangar seemed to settle deep into her bones, but her hand was steady as she selected the proper tool. The Marrow was a rusted, vibrating platform, and the brother she was about to climb into a steel sphere with was a man she had not spoken to in nine years, but as she looked at the yellow hull of the Inquiry, she knew there was no other way down. The descent was beginning, and the dark water of the North Atlantic was already waiting for them.




Chapter 3

Cold mineral oil coated Dorothy’s fingers as she held the catch bottle beneath the primary manifold. Opposite her, squeezed into the narrow gap between the yellow fairing and the main pressure sphere, Max braced his shoulder against the fiberglass hull. His hand gripped a chrome-vanadium spanner with a familiarity that made Dorothy look away, focusing instead on the tiny, red droplets pooling in the plastic container.

With a sharp, rhythmic grunt, Max applied pressure to the bleed screw. A thin, frothy stream of crimson hydraulic fluid hissed into the bottle, carrying suspended bubbles of trapped air that looked like tiny glass beads in the harsh work lights of the hangar.

“Hold it there,” Max muttered, his voice muffled by the tight confines of the sub’s stern. Tightening the screw until the metal-on-metal seat groaned, he wiped a smudge of black grease from his forearm with the back of his wrist.

Dorothy watched the level in the bottle, noting the slight cloudiness that indicated moisture contamination in the auxiliary loop. At three thousand meters, that moisture would freeze into micro-ice crystals, potentially jamming the valve spool in the open position and leaving them unable to dump ballast.

“The oil is milky,” she remarked, tapping the side of the plastic container. “The desiccator in the reservoir line must be saturated. If we don’t flush the entire block, we risk a valve freeze at depth.”

Reaching for a fresh roll of absorbent paper, Max didn’t look up. “We don’t have enough dry hydraulic oil to flush the entire auxiliary loop, Dorothy. The primary drive is clean, and that’s what controls the main thrusters. The auxiliary is just for the backup trim. We’ll have to rely on the manifold heaters to keep the temperature above freezing.”

Underfoot, the deck plates of the Marrow began to vibrate, a deep, resonant thrumming that rattled the wrenches on the nearby steel workbench. The auxiliary diesels were warming up, sending rhythmic pulses through the hull as the ship prepared to leave the St. John’s slipway.

Glancing at her waterproof wristwatch, Dorothy noted they had exactly twenty minutes before the harbor tugs arrived to assist them out of the basin. The smell of diesel exhaust was already drifting down through the ventilation ducts, mixing with the damp, salty air of the hangar.

“We need to run the diagnostic on the manifold heaters once we clear the breakwater,” she said, her voice competing with the rising hum of the ship’s machinery. “If the heating elements fail, the backup trim won’t save us if the main tank solenoid sticks.”

Max gave a single, tight nod, his fingers already twisting a fresh Teflon seal into the spare solenoid casing. “I’ll run the resistance check myself. I want to make sure the wiring harness isn’t frayed near the penetrator plate. Our father wasn’t known for replacing cables before they reached their wear limits.”

The mention of their father hung in the damp air, heavier than the scent of hydraulic fluid. Dorothy tightened her grip on the plastic bottle, her mind flashing to the old schematics she had found in Daniel Thompson’s office, their edges yellowed and smelling of cellar dust. Those drawings had shown a double-redundant heater loop that their father had designed but, according to the maintenance logs, had never actually installed.

Gathering the used tools into her canvas kit, Dorothy stepped back from the sub’s sail. “He prioritized structural thickness over auxiliary systems. He always said the hull was the only thing that didn’t have a backup.”

“He was wrong,” Max said, his voice dropping as he reached for a torque wrench. “A perfect hull doesn’t mean anything if you can’t get it off the bottom.”

Without waiting for her reply, Max leaned back into the machinery space, his shoulders disappearing into the yellow shadow of the fairing. Dorothy stood for a moment, her fingers tracing the smooth, cold titanium of the pressure sphere. The metal was clean, free of the deep pitting that she had spent her career analyzing on historical wrecks, but it felt remarkably fragile given the two miles of water they were about to put between themselves and the sky.

By mid-afternoon, the calm, green waters of the harbor had given way to the long, gray swells of the open Grand Banks. Within the cramped confines of the science suite, Dorothy sat before the main sonar workstation, her eyes tracking the green cascade of the sub-bottom profiler. Beside her, Sarah Hamilton adjusted the filters on the side-scan sonar display, attempting to clean up the backscatter caused by the rising sea state.

The screen showed the jagged bathymetry of the continental shelf dropping off into the deep abyssal plain, a featureless blue desert that stretched for hundreds of miles.

“The sea state is up to a four,” Sarah noted, pointing to a series of vertical spikes in the water-column data. “We’re getting a lot of acoustic noise in the upper two hundred meters. If the wind keeps building from the northeast, our telemetry link with the Inquiry is going to suffer during the descent.”

Dorothy adjusted the contrast on her monitor, her focus fixed on a small, steady return on the radar repeater in the corner of the console. A tiny, yellow triangle had appeared five miles to the north-northwest, traveling on a course that mirrored their own.

“Is that the Sentinel?” Dorothy asked, her finger tracing the projected path vector on the screen.

Tapping her keyboard, Sarah brought up the Automatic Identification System (AIS) overlay. “It’s her. Price isn’t even trying to hide his track. He’s running at twelve knots, keeping just outside our three-mile safety circle, but his closest point of approach is closing. He’s angling to reach the Coralind’s coordinates about two hours before we do.”

The graphic on the screen updated with a fresh sweep, the Sentinel’s vector line extending directly toward the wreck site. To Dorothy, the yellow icon was not just a competitor’s vessel; it was a physical barrier, a corporate shadow waiting to deploy its heavy work-class ROVs to claim the site under the guise of active salvage.

“He wants to establish physical possession of the seabed before we can deploy,” Dorothy said, her technical mind analyzing the legal distances. “Under the 1989 Salvage Convention, if he has an active tether in the water within the coordinates, he can claim a safety zone and legally block our launch. We need to be on-site and ready to drop as soon as Captain Moore gets us over the center of gravity.”

“We can’t launch in this swell if it gets any worse,” Sarah said, looking toward the small porthole where gray water splashed against the thick glass. “The Marrow’s A-frame isn’t rated for high-heave recoveries. If the sub starts swinging while we’re lifting it off the cradle, it’ll damage the thruster guards before it even touches the water.”

Dorothy stood up, her hand automatically reaching for the overhead handrail as the ship rolled heavily to port. “I’m going to the bridge. We need to know if Moore can find a lee to launch in, or if we have to run a dynamic positioning track to keep the stern into the wind.”

Climbing the narrow steel companionway to the bridge, Dorothy felt the cold Atlantic air bite at her face as she stepped out onto the starboard bridge wing. The wind was blowing a steady twenty-five knots, whipping the gray crests of the waves into long streaks of foam that drifted across the dark water.

Through the saltwater-spotted glass of the bridge, Captain Richard Moore stood with his hands resting lightly on the console, his eyes fixed on the horizon where a sleek, white silhouette was cutting through the swells. Beside him, Ray Myers peered through a pair of heavy marine binoculars, his shoulders hunched against the chill.

“She’s a SWATH design,” Ray said without lowering the glasses, his voice rough and dry from years of sea air. “Small waterplane area twin hull. She doesn’t care about these four-foot waves. She can run her survey arrays at full speed while we’re rolling our guts out.”

Taking the binoculars from Ray’s hand, Dorothy adjusted the focus until the sharp, angular superstructure of the Sentinel filled her field of vision. The vessel was massive, easily twice the displacement of the Marrow, painted in the clean, sterile white and blue of Price Marine Salvage. On her aft deck, a massive yellow A-frame crane towered over an enclosed hangar, which Dorothy knew housed a dual Triton-class ROV system capable of operating at four thousand meters.

“They have their transponders active,” Dorothy observed, handing the binoculars back to Ray. “They aren’t just shadowing us. They’re running a parallel search grid to map the debris field before we can lay our acoustic transponders.”

Captain Moore adjusted the thruster controls, compensating for a sudden gust of wind that pushed the Marrow’s bow off-course. “Under international maritime rules, they have the right to navigate the area. Until we put our sub in the water and establish a localized diving zone, I can’t legally compel them to shear off.”

Turning to Ray, Dorothy watched his eyes drift back to the sea, his expression clouded by a familiar, defensive caution. “Ray, did Price’s office ever contact you directly before we left St. John’s? They had our coordinate files. The only way they could have plotted this direct an intercept is if they knew our exact launch window.”

Ray pulled his collar tighter around his throat, his gaze remaining fixed on the white hull of the Sentinel. “Price has ears in every port from here to Halifax, Dorothy. He didn’t need me to tell him when we were sailing. Your father’s old claims are public record in the registry office. If you look at the filings from the probate court, the coordinates were attached to the motion Daniel Thompson filed three weeks ago.”

The explanation was logical, but the evasiveness in his tone was familiar—a subtle shifting of weight that Dorothy had noticed every time the conversation turned to the raw data from the original dive. It was the same tone he had used during the formal inquest nine years ago, when the inspectors had asked why the telemetry logs from her father’s sub had been partially overwritten by a calibration sequence.

Before she could press him further, a sharp, electronic chime rang out from the bridge’s VHF radio. Captain Moore reached for the receiver, his thumb pressing the talk button as the speaker crackled to life.

“Expedition vessel Marrow, this is the salvage vessel Sentinel,” a voice announced, cold and clear through the static. “We are conducting scientific survey operations within the designated sector. Please be advised that we are preparing to deploy a tethered instrument array. Request you maintain a safe distance of two nautical miles from our stern to avoid fouling.”

Moore glanced at Dorothy, then spoke back into the microphone. “Sentinel, this is Marrow. We are the designated salvage administrators for this site under the court order of the Newfoundland Probate Court. We have a manned submersible deployment scheduled within twelve hours. We advise you to clear the immediate coordinates to avoid interfering with our descent line.”

A long silence followed, filled only with the rhythmic hiss of white noise over the channel. When the radio crackled back to life, the voice was different—smoother, more deliberate, and instantly recognizable to Dorothy from the recordings of the original insurance inquest.

“Captain Moore, this is Samuel Price,” the voice said, the transmission clear despite the widening gap between the vessels. “We are well aware of your probate filing. However, until your vessel actually deploys a manned unit and begins physical recovery, your claim to exclusive salvage rights is purely theoretical under the 1989 Convention. We have an equal right to protect our historical interests in this sector. We advise you to coordinate your activities to avoid acoustic interference.”

Dorothy stepped closer to the console, her fingers curling around the edge of the navigation table. The implication was clear: Price was daring them to dive in marginal weather, knowing that any delay would allow him to drop his ROV first and claim active possession of the seabed.

“He’s trying to force our hand,” Dorothy muttered, her technical mind assessing the risk parameters. “He knows the sea state is rising. If we wait for the swell to subside, he’ll have his ROV on the Coralind’s deck before dawn, and we’ll spend the next six months in court trying to prove he violated our salvage circle.”

Ray shook his head, his hand coming down heavily on the radar display frame. “We can’t launch the Inquiry in anything over a sea state four, Dorothy. The launch-and-recovery system on the Marrow isn’t active-heave-compensated. If the sub swings when we’re lifting it off the cradle, it’ll smash against the transom.”

Max’s voice sounded from the companionway behind them, his face still pale from the exhaust fumes of the hangar. “The valve is sealed. It held at three hundred bar on the static test, but the seal is tight. We don’t have room for a rough launch.”

Dorothy turned to face him, observing the dark circles under his eyes and the grease that still lined his fingernails. Between them lay the memory of their father’s final launch—a cold, rushed deployment in a rising sea, driven by the same corporate pressure that was now closing in on them from five miles away.

“We didn’t come this far to watch Price lock us out of the safe,” she said, her voice steady but quiet.

Max looked past her to the horizon, where the Sentinel’s twin hulls were cutting effortlessly through a gray wall of spray. “Then we launch at first light, regardless of the sea. But you and I run the predive checks together, line by line. No shortcuts.”

Dorothy turned back to the window, watching the yellow triangle on the radar sweep slowly close the distance. The gray water of the North Atlantic seemed to rise up to meet them, and she knew that the margin of safety they had spent the morning rebuilding was already beginning to slip away.

Stepping back into the wheelhouse, Dorothy focused on the navigation plotter. The coordinates for the Coralind were blinking in amber text at the center of the screen, representing a tiny patch of ocean floor exactly ten thousand five hundred feet below their keel.

“Captain Moore, what’s the drift rate if we position-hold over the stern?” she asked, her voice returning to the analytical register she used for site surveys.

Moore tapped the GPS interface. “We’ve got a two-knot current setting to the southeast. If we launch from the lee side of the superstructure, I can use the bow thrusters to hold us steady for about forty minutes before the wind shear pushes us off. But that means Max has to drop straight down. There won’t be time for a lateral trim check at sixty feet.”

“We’ll do the trim check on the descent,” Max said, leaning against the chart table. “If the solenoid leaks, we’ll know by the time we pass five hundred meters. If the bow starts getting heavy, we dump the steel shot early and abort.”

“Aborting at five hundred meters means we lose the launch window entirely,” Ray warned, his eyes darting between the twins. “Once you dump that shot, you don’t have enough ballast to descend again without a full reload from the deck crane. And we only brought three sets of drop weights.”

“Then we make sure the valve doesn’t leak,” Dorothy said, her tone leaving no room for negotiation. “Sarah, start the acoustic transponder calibration. I want the positioning grid active before we reach the drop point. If the Sentinel tries to deploy their ROV, I want our transponders to register their acoustic signatures so we have physical proof of interference.”

Sarah nodded and hurried back down the companionway, her sneakers squeaking on the steel steps.

Dorothy remained on the bridge, her eyes fixed on the distant silhouette of the Sentinel. The white ship seemed to ride the swells with an unnatural stability, its massive hull barely pitching as it cut through the gray water. It was a physical representation of the resources Samuel Price had at his disposal—resources that had been built on the insurance payouts from the very wreck they were trying to reach.

According to the historical archives Patricia Miller had unearthed, the Coralind had been carrying more than just passengers when she sank in 1913. The manifest listed fifty-two tons of industrial machinery from Price’s family ironworks, machinery that had been heavily insured against loss at sea. But the private letters Patricia had recovered suggested the crates had been filled with common pig iron, while the high-grade steel had been sold off-market in Montreal three weeks before the sailing.

If the original safe in the purser’s office still held the unaltered cargo manifest, it would prove that the Price family fortune was built on a deliberate act of maritime insurance fraud—a fraud that had cost the lives of eighty-four crew members and passengers who had been locked below decks when the boilers failed.

“Our father knew about the pig iron,” Dorothy said, her voice barely audible over the hum of the bridge instruments.

Ray looked at her, his posture tightening. “Your father was looking for a wreck, Dorothy. He wasn’t a lawyer.”

“He was looking for the truth, Ray,” she corrected, turning to face him. “And so are we.”

Ray didn’t answer. He turned his back to her, focusing his binoculars once more on the white hull of the Sentinel as it began to alter its course, turning slowly to run a parallel line just three miles to their north.

The sun was beginning to set, casting a cold, orange glow across the gray water. The light reflected off the Sentinel’s windows, making the ship look like a burning brand on the horizon. Dorothy watched it until the orange faded into gray, and the first cold drops of rain began to splatter against the bridge glass.

Below them, in the dark hangar, the Inquiry sat on her cradle, her yellow hull gleaming under the fluorescent lights. She was a tiny, fragile wedge of steel and titanium, designed by a dead man and maintained by two siblings who could barely look at each other without seeing the ghost of their father’s failure. But as the wind began to howl through the rigging of the Marrow, Dorothy knew that the sub was the only tool that could take them where the truth was buried—two miles down, where the cold and the dark would finally silence the doubts that had kept them apart for nine years.

By midnight, the storm had settled into a steady, rhythmic pounding. The Marrow’s hull groaned as it rose over the crest of each wave, then fell with a heavy, shuddering impact into the trough.

In her cabin, Dorothy lay on her bunk, her eyes fixed on the ceiling where the emergency light cast a faint, red glow. Every motion of the ship was a calculation in her mind: the pitch angle, the roll period, the tension on the tie-down straps holding the Inquiry in the hangar below.

She had spent her life analyzing the aftermath of disasters—the twisted metal of collapsed bulkheads, the patterns of corrosion that revealed where a weld had first failed, the sediment layers that showed how long a vessel had slid along the seabed before coming to rest. But those were cold, dead things, preserved in the silence of the deep ocean.

This dive was different. The Inquiry was a living system, its atmosphere scrubbed by lithium hydroxide, its survival dependent on the balance of pressure and voltage. And the man who would be controlling those systems was her brother—the brother she had blamed for their father’s death ever since the day she had stood in the dry, crowded inquest room and heard the investigators declare that “pilot error” was the most probable cause of the accident.

Max had been the surface coordinator that day. He had been the one who had cleared their father to dive, despite the telemetry showing a fluctuating pressure reading in the oxygen system. He had been the one who had heard the final, broken transmission from the deep—a transmission that he had never shared with her, claiming that the static had made it unintelligible.

Dorothy rolled off the bunk, her bare feet hitting the cold linoleum floor. She
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