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“It is with great satisfaction that we give the council the report that the mutineer, Miranda Stillwater, was summarily executed this evening in accordance with statute 617A of Archipelago Naval Law. Any threat to the stability of our great experiment is a threat to our very survival, not just as a nation, but as a species. Today that threat was once again held at bay. This victory belongs to all citizens of the Archipelago, and we now declare the official end to the Stillwater Mutiny.”

Milo Korevich, Representative of Orion Station

June 5, 2509

••••

“As we mourn our losses and celebrate our victory, remember what we fought to protect: the Archipelago is all that stands between humanity and anarchy, and those who would see us fall would do well to remember that we carry the seeds of civilization in our holds.”

Josephine Comita, Admiral of Polaris Station

September 5, 2513

••••

“Archipelageans are full of shit.”

Orca, First Mate of Man o’ War 

Every Fucking Day
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			Captain’s Log

Captain Miranda Stillwater

Man o’ War

February 23, 2514

5°06’46” N, 50°01’02” W

Increased blooms have kept us subbed more than usual to spare the filters. The toxins from the algae alone could end us if they get into the drinking water, and while Rose has kept us clear of the worst of it, the crew misses sunlight. Our sonar screens are white with noise. Jellyfish everywhere. My scars burn. These mindless, ravenous sacs will outlast us all.

 

Fuck ’em.

			





Chapter One

There is no such thing as true north. This was the first thing they taught us about navigation in Fleet Preparatory Academy. Or rather, true north existed, so long as we bore in mind that the exact location shifted with the poles. I remembered the lesson the same way I remembered my first whiff of hydrogen sulfide: bitter, rotten, the poisonous truth beneath the fragile crust of logic that sustained everything I knew.

This gave me nightmares for years. I dreamt I stood on the bridge trying to chart a course, but my inner compass spun and spun, unable to settle, unable to align, and I’d wake up in a cold sweat to the sound of my own voice chanting the only words that had ever brought me any guarantee of clarity: north, east, south, west.

I missed those nightmares. These days, my dreams were full of blood.

••••

Coordinates spooled out of my fingers as I stared at the charts, taking stock of our location and the distance between us and the coastline we’d agreed to map for Admiral Comita. I could see the course we’d take: a meandering thing, avoiding the treacherous shallows with their sunken cities while we searched for signs of mineral deposits and other anomalies that might one day be of use. Secret coves where sonar couldn’t penetrate, signs of other pirate fleets, a host of dangers known and unknown that could end an unwary navigator and her crew. The ocean pulsed. Each minute shift of the current tugged at my blood as the iron in my veins adjusted to crosscurrents and cardinal points. I was quicksilver. I was light. I was a compass needle, singing to the poles.

I sank into the work. Beside me, Miranda flicked through a notebook, checking inventory and periodically crossing something out with a pen. A sheaf of partially transcribed whale song lay on the table between us. The shorthand flickered in and out of my focus as I pictured the charts before me in three dimensions. Danger above, danger below. Miranda’s knee brushed mine as she turned another page.

So easily distracted, I scolded myself as my attention drifted to her instead of my work. Sunlight limned the strong lines of her fingers and blurred the thin scars spanning the backs of her hands. I traced them, sometimes, when she was drifting into sleep, half-believing there was meaning in their patterns.

I knew better. Miranda was an unlikely oracle, and in the three months I’d spent sleeping beside her, I sometimes felt like I’d come no closer to understanding her than I had my first day on the Man o’ War. Other times, she seemed as familiar to me as my own breath. She sensed my gaze and favored me with a crooked smile, lifting one of those scarred hands to brush my jaw.

“Trouble?” she asked.

“Just you.”

Her low laugh echoed in my chest as she turned the page of her notebook and made a mark by one of the columns. I refocused my attention on the charts. Admiral Comita, my former superior officer, hoped to find new deposits of minerals and iron ore close enough to the shore for Archipelago Station drills. She’d commissioned our help—albeit grudgingly. Thinking about how close we’d almost come to death at her hands still churned my stomach. I’d never be able to prove whether or not she’d meant us harm. Some days I wondered if not knowing was worse than the betrayal itself. Miranda had shrugged off my attempts to lure her into speculation. 

“Does it matter?” she’d asked.

“How could it not?”

“We’ll always be a liability for her. Trusting her will never be an option. Let it go.”

The distant sound of running footsteps shattered my concentration. I forced myself to exhale, then inhale again as I listened for the ship’s alarm bells. Five seconds. Ten. Thirty. I willed the footsteps to mean nothing. Quiet moments with Miranda during our days were as rare as whales themselves, and the tenor of my thoughts felt too much like foreshadowing.

The footsteps faded. Children, maybe, chasing a cat around the upper decks.

Coordinates welled once more. The Archipelago stations would be drifting south this time of year, closer to the African coast than the curve of South America, where we currently sailed. A week away if not more, depending on the dead zones. Far away from Admiral Comita and Archipelago stations. 

More footsteps clattered on the grates. I set down the thin sheet of bioplastic.

“Should we be worried?” I asked my captain.

“Hmm?”

“What are you reading anyway?” I reached for the transcript, but she folded it in half and slid it into her notebook.

“Just a scout’s report. Nothing relevant.”

I was still learning the code Miranda’s ship used to communicate with scouting vessels and other mercenaries over long distances. The ancient whale recordings were haunting to listen to, but I could only pick out the most basic sequences. Translators had a shorthand for the calls—because translating them directly into the language most of us onboard spoke was, apparently, too simple—but none of the looping symbols on Miranda’s paper made any sense to me. Comita didn’t use whale song. Archipelago code relied on sonar clicks adapted from dolphins, which translated more efficiently into binary.

“Sounds like something’s going on out there,” I said as raised voices followed the footsteps.

She made no move to investigate. “There’s always something.”

“Captain Stillwater, are you hiding?” I pushed the charts away and propped my chin on my fist.

“A good captain doesn’t hide. She practices elusion.”

“I see. And who are you eluding?”

“Right now? Everyone but you.”

“That was almost sweet,” I said, reaching out to tug the collar of her shirt.

The alarm bells clanged.

“Neptune’s balls,” said Miranda. She sprang for the door. I pushed back my chair and bolted after her onto the catwalk outside, which overlooked the unfinished open interior of the midship where a garden would be on Archipelago vessels, and shoved past a woman carrying a load of laundry.

“Watch it,” she shouted at me over the sound of the bell. I didn’t bother reminding her I was second mate and could shove who I liked. Chances were high she’d challenge me to a boxing match I’d lose, and Miranda was already half a flight of stairs ahead of me. The added muscle I’d put on during training did little to compensate for the fat I’d lost on Man o’ War’s feeding regimen. I remained slight and unimposing.

Cats scattered out of my way as I took the stairs to the bridge two at a time. I still hadn’t gotten used to the sheer number of cats on this ship. Back home on the Archipelago, cats were carefully regulated, but here the healthy rodent population sustained their swollen numbers.

The hatch to the bridge stood open in Miranda’s wake. I rounded it and collided with Orca, who stabilized me with what might have been a punch to the midsection or a helping hand. Odds were even either way. The red eyes of the orcas tattooed on her arms glared at me from her biceps, and the shells and bones in her braids clinked as she shook her head at me.

“What’s wrong?” I asked when I regained the ability to breathe. Miranda stood in a cluster of frowning crew members, staring at the instrument panel. Blue water shifted past the thick plex of the helm. Glittering shafts of late afternoon sunlight filtered through the several meters separating us from the surface.

“Breach in the portside bulkhead,” said Orca. She patted me on the back as I coughed, which did not help my winded lungs. The first mate had an estranged relationship with gentleness.

“Orca, take the helm.” Miranda’s order scattered the sailors around her, and her long braid whipped through the air as she turned away from the ocean.

“But—” said Orca.

“Now. Rose, with me.”

Orca opened her mouth to argue, but settled for a curt nod when Miranda raised her hand to cut her off. Only the slant of her eyebrows conveyed the frustration she otherwise concealed.

Miranda set off for the stairs at a jog. I kept pace with her and tried to read the severity of the situation from the set of her jaw. 

“How bad?” I asked.

“We’ve lost the first deck, but engineering sealed the storage rooms before they flooded.”

“Did everyone get out?”

Miranda slowed to allow a flustered young man herding a group of children into a crèche to pass. “We’ve got a work crew trapped in one of the storage rooms.”

Hiding from enemy sailors in a ballast tank. The feel of water rising over my head, only the sound of my breathing in the oxygen mask keeping me company through the dark hours. I chewed on the inside of my cheek as the memory faded, ashamed at how relieved I felt that I was not trapped with the work crew. 

Tubes filled with bioluminescent algae shed their bluish light on the landing to the engineering level. Miranda gripped the hatch and rotated it, and, as always, my lips dried at the sight of her muscles tensing with the effort.

“How large is the breach?” I asked.

“We’re about to find out.” She held the hatch open for me and I entered a world of chaos.

“Seal the fucking door,” someone shouted as Miranda locked us in. Whoever it was had not bothered to look up to see who had entered, and under the circumstances I doubted Miranda would take umbrage.

The giant pipes that filtered our water and cooled the engines wrapped around the room, and access to the bulkheads was partially obscured by the control panels monitoring our systems. I saw a familiar head of curly hair emerge from behind one, followed by an order shouted in Harper’s clear voice. Admiral Comita’s daughter knew her way around an engine room.

“Captain,” she said as we approached. Sludge streaked Harper’s coveralls, and a smear of something green marked the brown skin of her cheek. “We’re not totally screwed, but the pump is jammed, and something gave on the portside valve. We need to bring the ship to the surface.”

“You.” Miranda stopped a passing engineer. He pocketed his wrench and came to attention. “Tell the first mate to bring the ship up.”

“Miranda,” I said as he took off. “We’re in a dead zone.”

“All vents are sealed,” said Harper. “And we don’t have a choice. We’ll need to pump it manually, unless you want to say hello to Davy Jones. CO2 scrubber on the algae tanks gave out, too. No air in, no water out.”

“What do you need?” Miranda asked.

“I need her topside and I need divers,” said Harper, looking around at the crew of people at her disposal. “Plus a new valve.”

I ran through the inventory of what we’d brought from Polaris Station before we’d departed three months ago: new algae cultures for the biolights and printers; seeds; parts to upgrade the dilapidated technology that kept the ship afloat; minerals; vaccines; antibiotics. We were running low on all of them, though the algae, at least, was capable of reproducing.

“Do we have a valve replacement?” I asked Harper.

“If we don’t, we won’t be able to sub without risking the rest of the ship,” she said. “I don’t trust the pressure locks on the inner doors.”

Miranda met my eyes and waited.

“If we can’t sub in a dead zone . . .” I trailed off, running the calculations. Submerging the ship kept us safe from storms and waves and hydrogen sulfide, not to mention the toxic algae and swarms of jellyfish that clogged our filters. I would never have taken us under a dead zone if I’d thought this was a risk. Then again, mitigating risk was my job—I should have considered all eventualities. I cursed myself and felt for the currents, closing my eyes. The pull of the Northern Equatorial was weak, but if we could get out of the North Atlantic gyre, we’d find cleaner waters. That, at least, was in my power. I visualized the charts I’d been staring at just minutes before, orienting myself in the earth’s magnetic field. Dead zones lay inside the gyres, contained by the currents—with a few exceptions. Luckily for us, this was one of them. If we could use the nearest current to get out of this zone, we’d stand a chance. 

I opened my eyes. “I can get us out.”

“Good.” Miranda touched my elbow—a light brush, fleeting, but enough to calm me. “Let’s see the breach.”

Harper shooed a tech away from one of the control panels. The indicator for the portside aft bulkhead was lit up in red, and more red flashed from the storage level below us.

“I ran a systems check last week and nothing showed up.” Harper’s brows furrowed as she tapped commands into the ship’s ancient computer. “Which could also mean we’re having a problem with diagnostics. I’ll run another check manually once we get this sorted out. The crew is in L7. They’ve got two hours of air, max, assuming they were able to seal the door in time.”

“What kind of mess are we looking at?” Miranda asked me.

“We’re going to be surfacing in the middle of a swarm.” I sensed the pulsing pull of the jellyfish field above. “And we’ll lose any jellies we can harvest for the squid tanks once the algae gets in.”

“Lovely. Not only will we get stung, we’ll get poisoned,” said Harper.

“We’ll deal with that later.”

I ran calculations while Miranda and Harper discussed the likelihood of making repairs before a storm boiled out of the sky. In a worst-case scenario, once the crew got to safety, we could let the level flood again if we needed to sub and repairs could not be made in time. I reached for the currents again. Nothing indicated a brewing hurricane, but that didn’t mean a squall wouldn’t whip up out of nowhere.

“. . . can’t send a diver out in this,” Miranda was saying. “Not at dusk.”

“We don’t have a choice.” Harper turned away from the panel and I jerked my attention back to their conversation.

“It’s feeding time.”

Miranda, of course, would know all about the things that rose from the depths to feed on jellyfish at night, lured by the promise of the only reliable non-algaeic food source in the seas. I didn’t like thinking about the days she’d spent drifting, buoyed by Portuguese man o’ war, and left for dead by Gemini Station. The scars on Miranda’s skin gleamed in the low light of the engineering hold.

“Then we’ll send out spears to keep off the squid. I need that valve fixed, Captain.”

“Parker, get a diving team together,” Miranda said. A massive woman in hemp coveralls looked up from her work and nodded with a grim smile. Miranda didn’t need to tell her to take spears. Parker’s eyes flickered over to me, and I stiffened. There were still members of the crew who would never forget where I’d come from, and all the antibiotics and Polarian tech in the world weren’t going to change their minds. I couldn’t let it matter. Not everyone needed to like me, but I needed to keep them alive—even the people who might wish me dead.

The ship groaned. I felt the vibration through the thin soles of my shoes. Harper turned back to the panel, keyed in a command, slammed her fist down on it, and cursed.

“It’s frozen.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Who the fuck knows? The wires shorted, total system failure, the—” Her mouth slackened, and her eyes narrowed as she followed her thoughts in silence. “Rose.”

“What?”

“We need to get the ship back to Polaris.”

“We’re a week out at least,” I said.

“Why?” asked Miranda.

“Because if this means what I think it means, we don’t have the right parts.”

“Make do without,” said Miranda. “That’s what we do out here.”

Harper bit her lip. “But—”

“Print a new part. We’ve got the bioplastic.”

“I need metal.”

“Print a plastic part for now, then,” said Miranda. “We won’t make it to the Archipelago.” 

Harper nodded reluctantly. “We’ll still need a replacement soon. I’ll have someone check the hold for metal scrap once we get it drained.”

“Good.” Miranda surveyed the room. “Keep us stable.”

“Yes, Captain.” 

I hung back with Harper as Miranda strode off. 

“You okay?”

“You know how I said I wanted to be chief of engineering?” Harper wiped at the smeared algae on her cheek with a dirty sleeve. “I’ve changed my mind. I want to be a hydrofarmer.”

“No, you don’t.”

“No, I don’t.” She grinned as adrenaline lit her eyes and the challenge ahead brought some of the life back into her face. Disaster was her drug of choice. “Shouldn’t you be figuring out how to keep us alive?”

“That’s your job,” I said. “I just tell you all where to go.”

“And when to go fuck ourselves. If we survive this, you owe me a drink.”

“How do you figure?”

“Rose,” Miranda said from across the room.

“Your captain calls.” 

Harper made a lewd gesture with her tongue and shoved me away. I trotted toward the hatch, shaking my head, reassured by Harper’s ability to joke in the middle of a crisis.

••••

Someone finally turned off the alarm as we climbed the stairs back to the bridge. My brain cleared as the claxon faded.

“We need a contingency plan,” Miranda said, nodding to a passing cluster of sailors. 

“Like what?”

“A place to stay surfaced.”

“We could head for the nearest station.”

“You know as well as I do what kind of welcome we’d get from the Archipelago,” said Miranda.

“Polaris is close enough—”

“We’re not going to Polaris.”

“There’s nowhere else, unless you want to take the ship into the coast, and that’s suicide.”

“Not the coast.”

“Which leaves Polaris.” I stopped on a landing, forcing traffic to swerve around me. Her eyes, blue-black in the hold, met mine.

“We could make for the islands.”

“Miranda.”

“It’s what, a day or two closer?”

“Depending on the currents, yes, but we need decent material. There’s no guarantee we’ll find that on Paradise,” I said, stumbling over the name of that island, “and then we’ll have twice as far to sail. It isn’t logical.”

“We can’t trust Comita.”

“No, but I trust Archipelago supplies.”

“I said no, Rose.” She softened the command with another swift touch to my elbow. “Chart a course.”

Back in the chart room, I pulled out the binder corresponding to my captain’s order with fingers slick with sweat. Miranda returned to the bridge to help Orca keep the ship stable while I sat alone with my coordinates and the taste of dread metallic in my mouth. Miranda’s decision risked crew and ship, and her refusal to listen didn’t make sense. I was her navigator.

Maps blurred as I visualized currents and dead zones. We were a two-day journey from the Caribbean islands, which was a distance I was more than happy to maintain. We didn’t belong on—or anywhere near—land. Especially not land marked by our recent past. I felt bodiless, floating, as I once again saw the pirate Ching Shih’s bloodstained sword at Admiral Comita’s feet, followed by Miranda’s assurances that Ching had been taken care of—neutralized, killed.

I wanted to believe my captain. I wanted to forget about the prisoner we’d dropped off on Paradise’s foreign shore, the slender body hooded and alone, and I wanted to forget, too, my own fear. I couldn’t think Ching’s name without needing to throw up.

Pirate queens and mutineers and admirals. Who the fuck was I in the middle of this?

The course was easy enough: follow the current, stay out of the swarms, and pray for fair weather. No doubt Miranda was currently barking orders to deploy the tie-downs which would keep our possessions from hurtling across holds and rooms, preparing the ship for troughs and waves and wind. In the hold, our trapped sailors would do their best to conserve their air. I’d learned the tricks myself in fleet preparatory. Deep meditation. Measured breaths. Counting, three breaths per minute, first flushing the lungs, then steadying. Panic killed underwater, but if I couldn’t get us to safety, we might all die anyway.

I returned to the helm at a walk. The ship boiled around me. Children were shepherded into crèches—not so different from the nurseries of my home station—while their parents lashed down anything that could move. In the hydrofarms, technicians would be draining the pipes and deploying algaeic foam to shield the roots. Kitchens would secure utensils. The laundry would seal the water tanks. Everywhere, people prepared for a disaster I was somehow supposed to avert as second mate.

“Jelly,” Orca said by way of greeting. The bones and shells in her braids clinked as she looked up.

“Where’s Miranda?”

“Back in engineering.”

Of course. The captain went where there was trouble, and it was not my place to wish her here with me when she was needed elsewhere.

I fed Orca the coordinates and the disturbances I’d calculated, and she adjusted our trajectory. Already I felt the list of the ship as the pumps purged water from the other ballast tanks. We’d be lucky if we even managed to surface.

A monster of a man entered the helm. My face split into a smile as Kraken sought me out, the tentacles tattooed on his bare chest and arms rippling as he moved. His shaved skull wore the mask of his namesake, and within it his brown eyes crinkled at the corners.

“Orca,” he said in his deep voice as he pulled me into a one-armed embrace. “Tell Mere I’m diving.”

“Tell her yourself.”

“I can’t disobey an order I don’t hear.”

“Why are you diving?” I asked him, fear contorting my heart into a misshapen lump of cortisol and dilated vessels.

“Parker’s dive crew is down a man.”

I craned my head back to see his face. He squeezed me and let go.

“Miranda will be pissed,” said Orca.

“Then let her piss. You know as well as I do they’ll be safer with me out there.”

Sweat prickled my armpits as I thought about Kraken and the engineers swimming in the murky waters near the surface with the threat of jellyfish from above and squid from below. This was my fault. If I hadn’t taken us on this route, then the valve might have broken in clean waters, and we could have sent divers out safely. Kraken shouldn’t have to risk his life for my mistakes. Pulse pounding in my throat, I said, “I’ll come too. I can at least keep a lookout.”

“Like hell you will,” said Orca and Kraken simultaneously. I shoved aside my relief.

“But what if—”

“—you get eaten? Yeah. Then we’re stuck with the captain, which is the only reason I haven’t tossed you overboard,” said Orca. “Besides. We need your freaky navigation shit here.”

“I’ve given you the coordinates. You don’t need me to—”

“You’re staying,” said Kraken. “You’re more use to the ship here.”

“Bring back some calamari,” Orca told him as he headed for the door. To me, she said, “Don’t be a fucking idiot. You’re not a diver. You’re a liability.”

“You always know exactly what to say to make me feel better.”

She showed me her teeth. I couldn’t quite call it a smile.

The ship rose through the water as the ballast shifted, the compressed air generated by the algae tanks forcing brine back out into the ocean. We listed farther to port. The crew gritted their teeth and adjusted their stances as the first tendrils of the swarm came into view through the plex. Yellow and purple sacs followed as the lower ranks of the swarm rode the current. Their transparent bodies moved with lazy purpose, the edges rippling as they pulled in water, then expelled it, bells hung to ring into the deeps. I wondered if Miranda had retreated to engineering to escape this view.

I still found it beautiful. Sunlight lit the upper ranks of jellyfish with reds and liquid purples that shifted with the blues and greens of the sea. The tentacles caught the light and sent refractions down to the bells of the jellyfish below. For all that they had the potential to damage my ship, and for all that they had marked my captain with their indifferent malice, there was an elegance to their motion that entranced me.

“Hey.” Orca jabbed me in the side with a finger and I snapped myself back to attention. “Any way we can scatter them?”

Something rumbled through the deck, shrill with the sound of shearing metal. The ship shuddered.

“The fuck—” Orca said.

I ran for the hold.

Harper screamed into the steam of the engine room as I shut the hatch behind me. Her voice sounded raw as her orders fought to drown out the horrible sound of something crumpling. I slipped in a pool of condensation, righted myself, and grabbed her arm.

“Pressure tear,” she said when she saw me. “We’ve got to get the crew out of there. The storage rooms are breaching.”

I imagined water pouring into the hold, jellyfish drifting, hunted by the predators who followed them, and our sailors trapped there in their midst. “How many people do we have down there?”

“I sent Jeanine and a team to do some repair work in L7. They should have time to get out. Unless . . .” Harper’s eyes widened in horror.

“Unless what?”

She bared her teeth as another shudder shook the hold, then sprinted toward the etched map of the ship hanging below the busted console. “The system’s down, but . . .”

Again, she trailed off.

“Harp, where was the breach?”

Steam screamed in the pause before she spoke. “L7.”

“They’d still have time to get to the hatch before it sealed. Right?”

“They have three minutes.”

Less, now.

“Do these doors open from the inside?” On North Star each hatch, provided the airlock functioned, had an override code for crew in emergencies like this one.

“Tia,” Harper shouted at a passing engineer. “Override on the hatch doors?”

Tia shook her head.

Irascible Jeanine, always handy with a wrench and a quip. I held my breath. On a good day I could hold it for more than two minutes. We’d know if they made it out of L7 when my lungs gave out. Harper took in my stilled chest and expression of concentration. 

“Screw that. Come on.” She pulled me toward the hatch to the stairs.

Our footsteps echoed in the comparative silence as we pounded down. The lower storage bays were usually empty of personnel save for a few guards. Several cats streaked past. Five guards clustered around the airlock at the base of the staircase, staring at it with rigid expressions.

“Who are we waiting on?” Harper asked them as she skidded to a stop.

“Two of your crew, one medic—”

The medic in question tumbled into the hatch on the far side of the airlock with his arms full of supplies. A guard opened the hatch on our side and yanked him out. Brine soaked his clothes from the waist down. There was no sign of Jeanine.

“How fast is it coming in?”

“Fast.” He panted to catch his breath. “Must be huge. Whoever’s in there—”

A wall of water hit the airlock’s window. Harper keened deep in her throat as it frothed over the far plex. I couldn’t even summon a curse. Curses were inadequate against the ocean’s fury.

“Get a dive team,” said the medic.

“They’re all deployed.” I’d never heard Harper’s voice so empty of life.

“If they got into a room in time and sealed it—” But the medic stopped. There was no way to seal the rooms effectively enough to make a difference. Not without a dive team on the way.

“How long will it take them to repair the valve?” I asked Harper.

“Too long.”

“Then we find someone else. We’ve got other tanks.”

The medic shook his head in resignation and answered before Harper could speak. “Not with the debris you’ll find in there, and if it filled this fast, there’ll be worse than debris. You need a team, not a solo diver, or you’ll just have more bodies.”

The froth darkened as the water level rose against the plex window.

Harper’s fists clenched. “I’m chief, and I say we send someone. Jeanine wouldn’t leave anyone in there.”

“I’ll go,” said one of the guards. “I know the layout.”

“You’re not a diver,” said the medic. I considered throttling him. Time slipped away with the air. Jeanine had been one of the first to welcome me aboard the Man o’ War. Her cutting humor and shrewd observations were not always warm, but she cared about her ship and her crew and had risked her life for both. For her to die like this was unthinkable.

“We don’t have time to argue this,” said Harper. The emergency oxygen tank in its plex case mocked us. “Fuck it. I’ll go.”

She yanked open the case and began fumbling with the straps. I remembered a tug and the sensation of floating as the Man o’ War rushed over me, and then the stars bright and hard in the ship’s wake. The memory shone with brutal clarity. Fitting—it was refreshed regularly in my nightmares. Cold sweat slicked my skin.

Harper did not stand a chance in the maelstrom beyond the door. Her swimming had only ever been passable, and in the darkness without protection or light she’d be easy food for squid. I, on the other hand, had been the best swimmer in our fleet prep class and could navigate blind. My throat closed over the words I knew I had to say.

“Rose?”

My hand rested on hers, I realized. I tried to speak again. When I’d offered to dive with Kraken, I’d known they would refuse. This was different. Visions of hanging at the bottom of a rusty ladder with Annie looking down assaulted me. Black water. Black sky. The diving knife strapped to my thigh and the weight of the empty tank on my back.

North. South. East. West. There was only one choice I could live with. “Let me.”

She tried to shrug me off, but I tightened my grip.

“Harp.”

I could see her running the calculations in her head. We didn’t have time. Jeanine didn’t have time, and Harper knew it. The cold, brittle look that crossed her face told me everything. She knew what needed to be done, and she was commander enough to swallow her conflicts of interest.

“Move fast.”

“I always do.”

She secured the tank to my back and nodded at the guard nearest the airlock. He opened it. I stepped through and placed the mask over my nose and mouth.

My resolve wavered as I faced the second hatch. Beyond could be anything—metal sharp as light, hunting squid, jellyfish, and mangled material that could tangle and trap me. Someone else could go in my place. I did not need to risk my life. This wasn’t really my fault. As navigator, I’d had no way to predict an equipment failure. Guilt was dumb. I was dumb. This whole damn—

The hatch opened.

			




Chapter Two

Water exploded. I braced myself behind the open door, waiting for it to fill the airlock before I faced the torrent. Seconds ticked by. The water level rose, and within it, as I’d feared, I saw a few luminous bodies. Their bells caught the light from the hatch window. My skin tensed in anticipation of pain. I felt for the pulse of their bodies in the brine, then slid out the door, wishing I had a suit and fins as I eased the hatch shut and cranked the handle. Biolight barely illuminated the water beyond. The hallway gaped like a broken mouth and jellyfish floated in its midst, mindless, drifting, their tentacles brushing the walls in search of prey. I swam as close to the ceiling as I could. Up here, only their bells touched me, not their tentacles, and I could see anything else that might mistake me for a meal.

The tear lay out of sight, and without seeing it I didn’t know the scope or the size of the predators to expect. I knew, as did every child of the sea, that squid could squeeze through spaces impossible for vertebrates. They stalked the horror stories we told each other as children. Don’t swim in the pools at night, we whispered. They can reach out from the shower drains and break your ankles. My mother had worked in the eel beds on Cassiopeia Station, and I used to worry she’d be eaten—or worse, that I would be as I helped her, swallowed by alien mouths.

These fears came back to me now as I kicked through the darkening water. At least this time I was fairly certain anything I encountered would be a manageable size, instead of the monster I’d battled with Orca and Kraken months ago. A jellyfish turned in front of me, and a glistening strand of stinging cells skimmed my arm. Pain seared. I bit down on my mouthpiece in lieu of cursing, and swam on, my body tingling with the stinging cells clinging to my skin.

Most of the storage rooms were sealed. One, however, had ruptured in the pressure change, and debris floated in a cloud ahead of me. Barrels bobbed amidst the jellyfish, labeled with numbers and letters that made sense only to the people in charge of inventory. I could not guess at their contents; I only knew each barrel blocked my view of the hallway ahead.

The current stabilized as I rounded a corner. I paused, holding on to a light tube, and felt the settling weight of the ocean. Nothing rushed. Nothing spurted. Everything hung, suspended, trapped in the body of my ship. Only the jellyfish moved. I felt their lazy motions in ripples and electric static, and as my eyes adjusted to the murky light, my fear evaporated. Clicks and groans were the only sounds. My breath came evenly. I treaded water with deliberate strokes. The cardinal directions sang in my blood, louder here than on the crowded bridge. Ahead, a dark shape jetted toward a luminescing bell and enveloped it in a snarl of tentacles. The squid was no bigger than a housecat. Not a threat. I pushed off the wall and swam past.

My position as head navigator did not require me to spend much time in the lower levels. I was familiar with engineering only because Harper worked there. Harper had found a following among her work crew once she’d revealed her enthusiasm for moonshine. I tried not to begrudge her the ease with which she’d settled in. Nobody had cut her loose from the ship to drown. Nobody had beaten her black and blue. Nobody called her fleet scum, for all that she was more Archipelago fleet than I was. 

A barrel thudded into the back of my head as I misjudged a stroke. This was not the place for self-reflection. Water distorted distance, and the debris field forced me to alter my trajectory as I swam down hallways and stairwells. One of the stairwells had an airlock that hadn’t flooded, and seawater pummeled me to the floor in the ensuing tumult of displaced air and held me down until the pressure stabilized. The next level, however, was just as flooded as the one above, and so I continued on—albeit more bruised than I had been before.

As I rounded yet another corner in the increasing black, a squid made a dive for my hand. My fist closed instinctively. The beak scraped across the back of my knuckles, and I curled my body in on itself as I fumbled for my knife. It wasn’t a large squid. Its body looked bluish, though it was hard to tell, and lights pulsed down its mantle as it retreated a few feet to survey me.

Fucker, I thought at it, hoping it was alone and not part of a pack. Luck like that, however, didn’t come my way often, and so I inched backward until the wall met my spine.

The second squid appeared as I adjusted the air tank on my back. It hovered behind the first, appraising me with wide round eyes. I bared my teeth around my mask. This would not be how I died.

Lights pulsed down their sides. The shifting colors suggested language, nuance, an intelligence determined to find its way into the soft meat of my body. I edged along the wall with my knife hand ready.

The third squid hit me from below. I felt tentacles close around my leg as the beak tested the resiliency of my pants, rearranging my hamstring muscle in the process. My knife sank into its head, and the skin parted with a rubbery ease I did not have time to contemplate as the other members of its pack made their moves. One went for my knife arm.

The other went for my face.

I felt the give of my mask as its powerful body ripped the tubing from my mouth. Spluttering, I bit into the tentacle and screamed in a stream of bubbles as its beak raked down my cheek, sending my blood into the water along with a cloud of ink. The squid on my leg released me—hopefully to die—and I scrabbled at the squid around my head and neck with my other hand. Slippery flesh slid against my fingers. My lungs ached. I needed air, and the squid on my knife arm was twisting my bicep against my humerus with vicious intent. The tentacle in my mouth writhed as it tried to get away. I bit down harder. If I let go, I would try to breathe, and water would flood my lungs as it had flooded my ship.

The squid doing its best to remove my bicep released me without warning. In relief I dropped my knife, then cursed—freeing the other squid from my teeth—and lunged after it. I kicked toward the bottom of the hall with my lungs crackling and sparks dotting the edges of my vision before I realized my head, too, was free, and jammed the breathing apparatus back between my teeth. That first breath of air blinded me. Oxygen raced through my veins as I forgot about my attackers. When I recalled my predicament several breaths later, closing my hands around the hilt of my knife, I found myself in a fog of ink. 

Neptune, no. 

I swam back to the ceiling with slow kicks, my leg and arm aching and my face leaking red around my vision, and passed over the cloud and down the hall with a tight rein on my panic. Only one thing would have distracted the squid from wounded prey, and I had no desire to meet any more predators.

Sure enough, when I looked over my shoulder, my enemies were engaged in a battle for their own lives as an even larger squid shredded the one I’d wounded. Humboldt hybrids—vicious and ruthless in their pursuit of their own kind. This, I reminded myself, was why divers went out in groups with spears instead of six-inch knives. Praying my blood didn’t draw any more unwanted attention, I pushed on through the swarm.

The door to the room where the crew were trapped opened at my touch. Bioluminescent algae swirled in the water, which meant the light tubes must have shattered, and I paused in the doorway to feel for life. Blue light arced from each steadying sweep of my hands and feet and clung to the fine hairs on my arms. 

Something moved in the corner. I jerked my knife out before me, bracing myself for another attack, and then kicked toward it as I recognized the shape of a human leg in the luminous clouds.

My eyes struggled to parse what the shifting light revealed. The shapes did not add up. Eventually, however, I realized there were two people huddled beneath an overturned storage crate. The crate would retain the air inside so long as they held it in place, though not enough to last them for long. It had to be mostly carbon dioxide by this point.

Rescue protocol stated you always brought along a spare tank. Otherwise, a drowning crewman might kill you both in their panic. I didn’t have an extra tank. All I could do was take a deep breath, hold out my hand to get their attention, and duck into their shelter. 

Jeanine’s grinning skull tattoos shimmered in the reflected light as her eyes found mine. I passed her the rebreather. She fastened it over her face and took several long breaths before passing it back to me. I gestured at her companion to indicate he should take it first, and then my heart constricted. I knew him: a boy no more than sixteen, training up to be an engineer. Jeanine supported him, but no breath stirred his chest. Numbness spread from my stomach to my limbs. A child. He was a child.

She pushed the rebreather into my mouth. I gulped air.

“He got stung. Allergic reaction.” Jeanine’s tone was matter of fact, but I’d seen her in the dining hall with the boy—Dev was his name—joking and tousling his hair. I’d come too late. Had she held him, here beneath this crate, while he asphyxiated as venom overrode his system?

“What happened to your face, Rose?”

“Squid.”

Jeanine nodded. She didn’t ask what had happened to the ship. All that could wait. As for Dev, I sized up his frame. He was taller than me, and heavier. Dragging him back through the debris field for his family would be difficult, but I couldn’t leave him here to be eaten.

“If we carry him—”

“Don’t be a bleeding idiot.” Jeanine sucked air to replace what she’d expelled from her lungs in her outburst. Without another word, she dove. Shock still had my limbs in its sluggish grip. She’d returned by the time I managed to convince them to move, towing the lid of the crate behind her. “We’ll seal him into the crate.”

Efficient. Cold. How many people had she seen die over the years, that she could react like this?

“Jeanine—”

The look she sent my way silenced me. Bioluminescence painted the scene as Jeanine tipped the crate. Bubbles erupted, briefly crowning Dev’s head of black curls before vanishing into the gloom. The crate sank to the floor. Jeanine folded his body into the empty box with a tenderness that raked across my ribs more fiercely than any squid, then fastened the lid. I offered her air. It was all I could do.

A scan of the room for threats revealed the crew had been doing repair work on a maintenance panel. A length of pipe connected by a single screw floated nearby. Jeanine worked the screw free with the tip of my knife. Packages had settled back to the floor, save for a few with air bubbles trapped inside. I pried the lid off a smaller crate. Sodden bags of rice flickered in the light. The lid was small enough for one of us to carry without slowing us down, and would act as a shield between our bodies and the waiting swarms. I couldn’t bring myself to look at the crate where Dev lay tucked in on himself as if asleep.

Armed with her pipe and with my knife back in my waistband, makeshift shield in hand, we traded the rebreather back and forth. The door to the hall yawned darkly. I motioned for her to stay close as we kicked off and began our swim.

Nothing remained of the squids that had tried to make a meal of me. Even the ink had dissipated, and while I saw shapes flitting in the distance, nothing attacked. I held the lid between my body and the trailing jellyfish. Jeanine swam directly above me. The magnetic field fizzled against my blood as I oriented myself to the darkness of the hall. It wasn’t a far swim under normal circumstances, though admittedly there were no normal circumstances in which an entire bay flooded enough for a swim, but the hazards of floating scrap and supplies and boneless predators changed the terrain. Water displaced by Jeanine’s hands rippled over the back of my neck. Glowing jellyfish drifted, menacing and aimless, and their bells hit the lid with soft thumps.

The strike came from behind. Jeanine twisted and her pole scraped against my leg as she struggled. I fought to turn as a line of stinging cells brushed my bare feet. Pain seared. I had the rebreather, and I inhaled sharply. The tank swung on my back and threw me off balance. By the time I righted myself, dropping the shield in the process, a squid the size of Kraken had Jeanine wrapped in its tentacles.

Orca, floundering in the water beneath the behemoth. Finn, lying senseless on the floor while Kraken launched himself at the squid. Diving beneath that massive body. Closing my hand over Orca’s wrist.

The memory assaulted me. Ink spiraled in black swirls as Jeanine tried to drive the pole into the squid’s mantle, but it had its tentacles wrapped around her torso. I could barely see her in the darkness. My knife came to my hand as I slashed at the muscular appendages, but without a clear view of Jeanine, I worried I might stab her, too.

She needed air. I grabbed hold of a limb and pulled myself closer, driving my knife into the rubbery flesh. A sucker fastened to my left forearm. The pressure burned against my skin. My knife dug into the tentacle as I sawed back and forth. Another tentacle slapped me across the face and sent me tumbling through the water. Jellyfish brushed me with pulsing strands, leaving trails of electric agony.

The floor met my feet. I pushed off again, desperate to get to Jeanine. She couldn’t have much oxygen left. This time, I collided with the body of the squid. It writhed as I drove the blade into the mantle as deep as it would go. The heart lay toward the mantle’s posterior, and its brain sat between its eyes. That, however, was too near Jeanine. My arm twitched as jellyfish venom fired through my muscles. I clenched my teeth on the rebreather and drove my blade deeper still.

The monster shuddered as blood poured out of the wound. With a tangle of arms, it released Jeanine and jetted away, leaving me to catch her. 

Not all the blood in the water belonged to the squid. I pressed the rebreather into Jeanine’s slack mouth. She did not respond. I shook her. Performing CPR beneath the water was impossible, but I prayed to Neptune anyway. Her head, with its inked sharks, lolled against my shoulder.

I scanned her body for signs of damage and choked on a cry. Her chest was a ruin of muscle and exposed bone. The squid’s beak had sliced her from sternum to belly button, and while the worst of the damage had been inflicted on her ribs, the iron in the water from her spilled blood soured my mouth. I had to get her back to the airlock. 

Abandoning hope of immediate resuscitation cost me several seconds. At last, spurred on by another sting, I took back the rebreather and lifted Jeanine. Her weight bore me to the floor, and, damning the jellyfish, I swam the long hallway back to safety, each kick another second of oxygen deprivation for my burden.

Light from the airlock broke through the murk as we rounded the last corner. I pounded on the hatch while Jeanine’s unconscious body slumped beside me, partially suspended in the water. It opened. The sound of compressed air fell on my ears like a lullaby.

The airlock took five minutes to drain. I knew this, and knew it could not be hastened, and yet those five minutes meant the difference between life and death. I brought Jeanine to the expanding surface and did what I could. Compressions on her ragged chest stained my hands red with her blood, and her lips were cold as I blew air into her lungs. I repeated the motions until hands pulled me up and I found myself on the wet floor, surrounded by dying jellyfish and the motionless body of my friend.

The medic took over. He shouted something, and footsteps echoed. Harper hauled me out of the airlock and away from the jellyfish, where I collapsed while she removed the tank from my back. My limbs twitched with venom. A familiar voice shouted in the distance as Harper looked me over, noting the damage to my face and the welts on my exposed skin, and then Miranda knelt before me.

“Jeanine,” I said. My throat burned. Somewhere along the way I had swallowed salt water.

Miranda pulled me into her lap and held me close with a strength both tender and vicious.

“Never do that again,” she whispered into my hair. “Never fucking do that again.”

“I had to save her—”

“I would let this whole ship drown before I lost you.”

Not the whole ship, I thought as she clutched me tightly to her. Just Jeanine. Her body remained still and lifeless on the floor beside me, and my hands were sticky with her blood.

••••

My stings were treated in the infirmary by a vast, muscular, tattooed woman with gentle hands. Jeanine’s body lay on a table nearby. Finn, her partner and the ship’s communications specialist, sat beside her. He did not weep. He clutched her fingers in his, and his lips moved as he spoke inaudibly into the private bubble of his grief. I lay silent, feeling the venom leech out of my skin beneath the compresses, and wished myself dead.

“You did everything you could,” Harper said hours later, around a mouthful of rum. I’d wanted to crawl back to my quarters and burrow deep into the mattress and my despair, but Miranda was needed on deck, and she’d refused to let me mourn alone. Instead, we sat at a bar table, drinking to Jeanine’s memory.

Harper slumped with her head on Orca’s shoulder. Kraken sat on Orca’s other side, tossing his lucky dice into the air between sips of the bitter drink the bartender, Nasrin, kept replenishing for him.

I sat beside my captain and wondered if Dev’s parents, or Jeanine’s, were on ship. I’d never thought to ask. Each time I blinked, I saw her chest, splayed open to reveal cartilage and bone, and I longed to scrub the feel of raw tissue from my hands. I’d come so close to saving her.

“You got the valve replaced,” Miranda said. I tried to tune into the conversation.

“Replaced is a stretch. More like patched. It won’t hold up under pressure, so we can’t sub very deep. Pray for calm weather.”

“It won’t need to hold for long. I sent out an SOS. A friend of ours is in range.”

I hauled myself out of my grief-induced stupor. There was only one universal rule on the ocean: never ignore an SOS. It didn’t matter the captain or who they served. Nobody left another ship to drown. Ships that broke this rule knew they would be blacklisted, and, if they ever needed help, might be turned down. Even Archipelago ships obeyed the unwritten mandate, unless, of course, they were in the middle of a war.

The news of help on the way came as a distant relief. I couldn’t feel much around the inconceivable ache of our loss, but I was aware enough to realize this also meant we
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