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Chapter One
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Midshipman Nathaniel Demming glanced at his pocket watch again, the luminous face easily readable through the water. T minus four to launch. No worries, old boy, he told himself. After all, we're about to attempt the first launch of an untested ship with an untried crew and an uninformed captain, on a mission to an unexplored domain after an unexplained target.

Why fret?

"T minus four to launch," Lizette Mills reported from the helm. Demming hid a smile. She was half a second off in her count, but what did that matter? And what would he possibly gain by pointing that out now? Far better to keep silent and rib her about it later, in the officers' mess. Lizette was always a fun one to rib.

"Roger that," Captain Mendez replied, sitting tall in the command chair. From his position behind her Demming could still make out the topknot of her dark blond braid beneath her cap. Not a hair out of place, as usual. "Are we secure?"

That last was directed at him, Demming realized after a heartbeat, and scanned his console, studying the readouts. "Secure, captain," he confirmed a few seconds later. His heart was thudding so loudly it was a wonder the water was rippling all around him. "All crew in their harnesses, all ports locked down."

"Good. Mister Dittmer?"

"All secure, Captain," the quartermaster replied right away, his voice as lazy as always. With any other man Demming would have assumed he had taken the time to double-check while the captain was waiting for his answer first, but with Dittmer he knew that wasn't the case. Dittmer didn't need extra time. He already knew where every scrap of material was on this ship. The man had a memory like a clamshell, latched on tight.

"T minus three," Lizette updated. Everyone on the foredeck tensed with anticipation. Behind him Demming heard someone, most likely one of the ensigns, gasp for breath—and start choking as water filled his lungs. Classic rookie mistake. A wave of quiet laughter filled the cabin. Demming could hardly blame the ensign, though. It was all he could do to keep his own mouth closed, nostrils clamped shut, gills narrowed. What he really wanted was to start gasping himself, but that would never do. He was a midshipman of the line, for current's sake! He had not only his own dignity but the dignity of the entire ship and the entire Royal Navy to maintain!

Plus the others would laugh at him just as they were all laughing at the ensign now. And that was no way to begin a mission. Especially this mission.

"T minus two."

"Throttle us up, Miss Mills," Mendez ordered. Lizette nodded, her hand going to the smooth coral inlay of the throttle and easing it down a quarter toward the console. Beneath and all around him Demming could feel the thrum as the ship's engines started to spin.

Soon. Very soon.

"T minus one."

"Ready on my mark," the captain warned. She reached for the speaking tube built into the arm of her chair, and her next words echoed faintly, as they repeated from speakers all throughout the ship. "Ladies and gentlemen, we are about to embark on our mission. I consider it an honor and a privilege to lead you into history. May the waves grant us success, and water save the queen."

"Water save the queen," Demming repeated softly, along with the other officers and, no doubt, the seamen in their compartments. And water save us, he thought. But did not say out loud.

"Mark!" Mendez hissed, and Lizette's quick fingers tapped controls, releasing the clamps that bound them to the docks and slamming the throttle down full. With a roar and a twist the ship's engines boomed to life, revving instantly to full speed, and with a mighty rushing sound the HMES Remora shot up from the ocean floor, her long, tapered prow pointed up at the air and at the stars beyond.

The force of their acceleration slammed Demming back in his seat, and he was grateful for the webbing that secured him there. He gripped the armrests on either side, feet planted flat on the floor, and kept his eyes squarely on the narrow windows that sliced down over the foredeck and arced along it toward its nose. For now all he could see was water, lit by the Remora's powerful searchlights but shifting past too quickly to leave any real impression. This was the easy part, however. He had seen all of this before.

It was what came next that would be a shock.

In what seemed only moments but Demming knew had to be closer to an hour the water began to lighten. He could make out fish and reefs rushing by. They were nearing the surface. He felt his lungs constrict at the very thought of it.

The surface!

"Prepare for wave breach!" Lizette announced, her hand tightening on the throttle to one side and her fingers poised over the sonic pulse array to the other.

"All hands, hold fast!" Captain Mendez ordered through the speakers.

The water continued to brighten, forcing Demming to squint against the glare. He fought the instinct to turn away, or close his eyes. He had to watch this. After all, how many could say they had experienced true wave breach? And he wanted to remember all of this journey, every second, so that he could chronicle it later. For posterity.

Or for those who wondered what became of them.

With a surge of sound that set the hull ringing, the Remora's prow burst upward through the waves. The light was blinding. Demming blinked, trying to clear his sight, and after a few seconds he found he could see again. It was so bright! And so empty!

His body pushed back in his chair, feeling heavy and sluggish. The Remora groaned around them. The noise had increased when they'd broken through, but the sense of momentum had dimmed rapidly. Now it felt as if they were barely moving, yet he could make out strange white shapes, filmy like jellyfish but puffed out like ink clouds, appearing in view and then vanishing below. So they must still be rising.

But for how long? Even now the waters exerted their hold, attempting to draw the ship back into the deeps.

"Sonic pulse on my mark!" Captain Mendez told Lizette. She didn't shout—their two chairs were less than a body-length apart—but every word was crisp and clear.

"Aye aye, captain!" Lizette tensed at the ready.

"Mark!"

The pilot's fingers jabbed down on the array, and the Remora shuddered as a rush of energy exploded behind her. Demming held his breath. All of this had worked in theory, and on the probe, but they had never had the chance to test it on a real ship, with a real crew.

This was the test.

Right now.

With them in it.

He waited, not sure what he was expecting. But after a second he realized that the Remora was still rising. If anything, her velocity had increased. It had worked!

"Again!" Mendez ordered, and Lizette complied. The ship shook again, though some of that faded as Lizette throttled down the impellers to three-quarter speed, and the Remora leaped skyward again, forced upward by the focused sonic burst it had just released behind.

And above—

Demming peered through the window. The sky was lighter and lighter in color as they rose, approaching pure white now, and through it he could just make out the twinkling of lights.

The stars.

They were close.

"How soon?" Mendez demanded. The question didn't seem aimed at anyone in particular, so it was her first lieutenant, Daniel Holst, who answered.

"Fifty kilometers and closing, captain," he reported. "And all systems are performing admirably."

"Thank you, Mister Holst." Demming could hear the smile in her voice. "Miss Mills, please continue."

"Yes, captain." Lizette fired off another sonic pulse, the energy wave pushing off the waves and earth below and propelling the Remora further. The pressure was immense, slamming everyone into their seats, causing whines and creaks from spots along the hull and around the inner port, making it hard to breathe, hard to focus, hard to think. Demming kept his eyes trained on the stars beyond and took short, shallow breaths, letting the water filter into his gills almost of its own accord. The scientists had all agreed this pressure would let up once they breached the air. And they were so close! Almost—almost—

Wham!

The Remora lurched as if she had slammed into a strong current head-on. The ship flipped onto its side, all its momentum spent, listing and drifting with the dregs of that lost velocity. Water buffeted Demming, slapping his face and hands and chest and legs, and again he resisted the impulse to gulp for breath. Beyond the window, the glare had suddenly winked out, replaced by a darkness as deep as any abyss. There had been no lights in the cabin—none had seemed necessary—and in the sudden darkness only the telltales on various consoles could be seen. And here and there the gleam of those lights reflected in wide, terrified eyes.

And there was silence.

Demming had found the noise deafening as they'd shot through the air, but its absence was far worse. He had expected normal sounds, if slightly diminish—the roll of the waves, the rush of water through the impellers, the hum of the engines, the song of whales and chatter of dolphins and flutter of fish.

Here? Here there was nothing.

Everyone, it seemed, was holding their collective breath.

And then the sounds came all at once. But only from within the Remora herself.

Shouting. Whispering. Cursing. Whimpering. Even crying.

The ship generated its own wave of noise as crew and officers alike began to panic.

Demming fought down his own urge to do likewise. This would not do! This was a ship of the line! They had their honor to maintain!

He forced himself to calm down, to breathe slowly and evenly. He unclenched his hands where they had dug into the armrests. He uncurled his toes and set his feet flat against the floor once more. And he waited.

Waited for the captain to tell them what to do.

Captain Mendez was an experienced captain. Not of a ship like this, of course—no one was. But she had years of training handling other vessels, and crews this size and even larger. She was quiet and competent and very much by-the-books. He knew that, once she had taken time to collect herself, she would regain control and restore order.

So Demming waited.

The seconds seemed to stretch on. The cacophony did not diminish. If anything, it grew in volume and diversity as more of his shipmates found their voice. There was thrashing as many wrestled with their harnesses, and banging throughout the Remora indicated that at least some had already worked their way free, though to what end Demming could not imagine.

He was content to sit and await orders.

Until he heard the one thing he had feared the most.

It began as a whisper. Rapidly it grew into a wail, a single ululation that sound spread into words.

Words that chilled him to the very soul.

"Oh, great wave!" were the words that struck terror into his heart and blood. "Great wave, we're lost! We've been consumed by the abyss! Our souls will be devoured by the darkness!"

All other sounds on the foredeck ceased, then, as every officer turned to stare at the command chair—and their tall, blond captain, who curled up in it, sobbing and crying out in despair.
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It isn't supposed to be like this! Demming thought desperately, gritting his teeth to keep his own cries from escaping where they had begun rising like bile in his throat. This isn't how we were told it would happen!

His thoughts flashed back to that time a few months before, when the Queen herself had spoken to them at the Great Assembly. Then his mind wandered back still further, to when it had all begun.

He had been in the gymnasium, he remembered, lifting weights. He took physical fitness very seriously—he hadn't as a youth, but once he'd enrolled in cadet school Demming had begun to discover its importance. He had thrown himself into the comforting routine of working out, and had quickly lost the baby fat that had stubbornly clung to him all through his teen years, his features shifting from pleasantly soft to angularly handsome. When he had been selected for officer training he had increased his daily work-outs, putting as much effort into getting into shape as he did into his studies and the leadership exercises their instructors threw at them. And he had begun to excel at all three.

Demming had been concentrating on leg lifts, arms locked in place at his side, hands flat on the bench to support his upper body, legs straining to raise the heavy metal rings from the base. As a result, he'd barely heard the commotion, and hadn't noticed anything until he'd finished his reps and let the rings drop back down with a clatter, collapsing with a sigh against the bench's padded back.

That was when he realized everyone else in the gymnasium was clustered around the large, curved window that took up one wall.

"What's going on?" he asked, levering himself up and floating across to join the others. They were all gazing upward, craning their necks to peer out past the gym's sloping roof, and Demming looked in that direction as well, though he didn't know what he was looking for.

"There!" someone in front shouted. "I see it!"

"Where?" a dozen others replied. Then a second took up the cry: "Yes! I see it too! It's right there!"

Demming peered with the others. What were they all looking at? He saw nothing in that direction save the endless ocean, an unremarkable trawler drifting past with its bulging nets, a few fish darting about, and—

–what was that?

"What is that?" he asked softly, squinting to see more clearly. There was something there, something behind the trawler and the fish, something that seemed to be coming from up above.

Something bright.

Very bright.

As he stared, the light resolved itself. It was definitely bright, but he couldn't make out any shape, any edges. It was merely a glow. A small one, too—no bigger than his thumb from this vantage, though Demming suspected it was far larger than that. Especially because he had a feeling he was seeing that light from a great distance.

But how great?

Was it something in the upper waters?

Or could it be beyond even that?

"Amazing," someone beside him whispered, and Demming turned. It was Talbert Reeves, one of his fellow cadets.

"Tal, what's going on?" Demming asked him quietly. "What's with that light?"

His classmate turned and glanced up at him, for Tal was ironically not very tall. "Didn't you hear?" He snorted at Demming's headshake. "Let me guess, you were too busy studying—or exercising." The snort became a chuckle. "Look around you, Nate—get your head out of those books and your eyes off those weights. There's a whole world going on here!"

"Just tell me what happened," Demming asked again. He didn't mind the ribbing. He knew Reeves was just teasing him.

"Did you see the light?" Reeves nodded. "That's what's going on! There was an announcement, just a few minutes ago. You might have heard it, if you were paying any attention! The Royal Science Brigade said they'd spotted something strange, a small, bright light."

"So what?" Many of the others were still plastered by the window but Demming drifted back toward the weight equipment, and Reeves floated alongside him. "So it's a light? Big deal."

"It is a big deal," his classmate insisted. "Because it's not in the water."

"Up in the air?" That was news. They rarely went above the waves—there was nothing there but fierce winds and glaring sunlight and driving rain, and a few small, dreary clusters of rock and soil. The sunlight filtered down to them, of course, but it was a gentle, diffuse light, nothing like this tiny, glaring presence.

"Not in the air." Reeves looked like he was about to burst, his round face turning red with glee. "Beyond!"

"Beyond the air?" Demming reached out and grasped the nearest machine, halting his forward motion and leaning on the equipment while his thoughts raced on ahead. Beyond the air? That was impossible!

Scientists had been arguing about what lay beyond the air for years. The air had a definite end, they claimed, and a few airborne probes had seemed to support that theory. There was a curvature to the air, just as there was to the water, with one globe surrounding the other. And both globes had an outer limit. Beyond water and wave was air. But what lay beyond air? That was the question, and one no one had a clear answer for.

Or, rather, there were plenty of answers. But no one could prove any of them.

Some felt there was nothing, that the air was the limit of their world and beyond was emptiness. That seemed unlikely, as anything that could form such a complex system as their world—call it the Creator or the Scientific Principle or the Laws of Causality—would not have stopped with them. What force would leave a single world hanging in a void? Why not continue to create, and fill that space with other objects, even other worlds?

Others felt that past the air must be more water, so that they were a water bubble within an air bubble within a much larger ocean, one that stretched farther than they could comprehend. If that were the case, they argued, Man could traverse the air and reach the outer water and live there as well. That was a tantalizing thought, but not without risk. What if they were wrong? What would happen to those men and women who did make the journey upward and outward?

Still others felt there was something beyond the air but that it was not water. They argued that air was lighter than water, which was why it filled the space above the waves. Whatever was beyond the air, then, would have to be even lighter. They had dubbed that theoretical substance "ether," and suggested that it filled a vast space beyond the world, and possibly contained other worlds like flowers floating in a calm pool.

There were lights up above the air. That much they knew—they had seen them with airborne probes, when the sun had vanished below the horizon and allowed the smaller, fainter pinpricks to become visible. But there were as many theories about those lights and their meaning as there were about what held them, or about the meaning of life in general.

None of those theories, as far as Demming knew, allowed for the possibility of a new light.

Especially one so bright it could be seen down here in the deeps.

"What do you think it is?" Reeves asked him as Demming released the machine he'd been clutching and let himself float back toward his own weight bench.

"I have no idea," Demming admitted, sinking down onto the bench and reaching down to lift a hand weight just so he could feel its comforting bulk cold in his hand. "But I have a feeling it's going to change everything."

A week later, his guess had been proven correct. That was when the Queen's Royal Science Advisor had made an announcement.

Demming had been in a lecture at the time, but the instructor had halted her lesson so that they could all listen to the words spilling from the speaker.

"People of the world," the advisor had stated, "your attention, please! By now all of you know about the unprecedented phenomenon we observed a few short days ago. A bright, almost blinding light that lit up the night yet seemed to emanate from beyond the waves." He took a deep breath. "My colleagues and I have studied this phenomenon carefully, and with Her Majesty's kind permission we are now prepared to share some of our preliminary findings. The most important of which is this—that light did indeed come from beyond the water, beyond the air, and beyond our world."

A ripple of sound swept through the lecture hall, and the instructor waved them all to silence as the advisor's voice continued.

"That the light's origins are beyond the limits of our world we have determined without a doubt. Probes sent up into the air registered the same light, only more intense, and isolated its location in the sky. But the distance readings were incredible, almost impossible to credit. They were of such a magnitude that our finest instrumentation could not calculate them. Further, each probe rose to its maximum height in the tumultuous air, and pinpointed the light's location as best it could. But comparing their calculations, the only way to reconcile them was if the light came from beyond the air, and indeed at such a distance as to appear to be in the same fixed location from several observational points."

He paused for breath again, or for dramatic effect, and again there was a wave of murmuring. Demming did not participate—his attention was locked on the speaker, and the strange new information emanating from it.

"The light's presence, and its sudden appearance, have led us to conclude that one of the prevailing theories about what lies beyond our world must be correct." Everyone leaned forward eagerly, Demming among them. "The light's unwavering nature indicates that it did not travel through water before reaching the air above, yet its existence shows clearly that there is more than emptiness beyond. Therefore, our world must be surrounded by ether, and in that lighter-than-air substance other objects and perhaps even other worlds exist."

Now the murmur rose to a flood, as everyone turned to argue or ponder or crow to their neighbors. Demming stayed silent.

"Her Majesty has authorized us to begin further studies on this matter," the advisor stated, and Demming strained to hear him through all the noise. "We firmly believe that the light indicates other objects in the ether, and its occurrence suggests those things are no more static than our own world. Discovering the location and nature of the light would provide us with answers as to the nature of the universe in which we exist, and might well reveal other great truths such as how our own world was created. In the days and weeks to come, we will be consulting with other scientists and scholars as how best to proceed, and we will keep Her Majesty and the public advised as we make new discoveries. Thank you."

"Can you believe it?" One of the other students asked Demming as the announcement ended and the speakers' sound faded to a faint crackle of static before switching off entirely. "Ether! Amazing!"

"Amazing," Demming agreed. But he was not really listening. His mind was awhirl. Ether, indeed! That was not the important part, however. No, what he had latched onto was the advisor's closing remarks. "Discovering the location and nature of the light," he had said. They would send probes first, of course. But probes could only be trusted so far, especially in such unfamiliar territory. To really discover the truth, there was only one answer:

A ship.

Somehow, they would have to send a ship out into the ether.

Where no one had ever gone before.

Demming leaned back, his fingers absently knitting themselves together atop his books. A grin began to stretch its way across his face.

I will be on that ship, he vowed.
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And here I am, Demming reminded himself grimly, fingers tightening on his armrests. Just like I said.

Only now it looks like I may die here, only moments after we've breached the air.

The thought made him growl softly, and an answer erupted in his head, thrumming simultaneously through his blood:

No.

No, I don't think so.

I will not die like this, he declared silently. Not strapped into my chair like an old man unable to navigate his way to the head, and not on the thinnest edge of the greatest adventure mankind has ever conceived. That is simply unacceptable.

He closed his eyes for a second, filtering out the moans and whimpers that had begun to spring back up, and the continuing sound of Mendez's wails. Blocking it all out. He took several slow, deep breaths, forcing his own heart to calm.

Then he snapped his eyes back open.

First things first.

Swiveling his head about, Demming took in as much of the cabin as he could. The Remora had been built partially along standard scoutship lines, and he'd been well familiar with those from his training even before the hours of drilling here. He knew the cabin's shape and dimensions, knew its layout, knew where each station was placed. Ahead of him were Lizette and the captain, and just behind the captain's chair were the two lieutenant's posts, one to either side. Holst was to the right, as befitted his rank as first lieutenant, and Gist Jacobsen, second lieutenant, was on the left. Then his own station and the quartermaster's. Behind them were the two ensigns, Pyle and Craddick. Jeremy Pasic, the ship's doctor, had a solitary post by the door, where he could get out and down the hall in a hurry if there was a problem elsewhere. And that was it. The Remora's other officers were in their own places: Amelia Scott, chief engineer, was down in the engine room where she could deal with any trouble immediately, while Howell Kesselman, the boatswain, was in the general crew compartment to make sure the regular sailors kept calm. On a normal scout ship the ship's gunner would be in the weapons room, near the firing controls, but this was an exploratory mission into what was thought to be empty ether, so Molly Cuny was with the general crew instead. So was Quentin Watkins, unless he had insisted on staying in the ship's galley during launch—a foolish notion, but Quentin took his duties as cook very seriously.

So. Nine of them here on the foredeck. Demming could see Lizette, who was standing stock-still, one hand clutching the throttle as if it were a lifeline, the other placed palm-flat atop the sonic pulse controls. Mendez was still curled up and sobbing. Holst—Demming studied him, eyes narrowing to piece the gloom and the distance and the water, then widening as they registered what they were seeing. Holst lolled in his harness, unconscious. Or worse.

Demming craned his neck, trying to see around the chair directly in front of him. What about Jacobsen? After a second he saw movement, just wriggling but enough to confirm that the second lieutenant was at least awake. Good enough for now.

Dittmer was not moving, however. The distance across the deck was great enough that Demming could not make out if the quartermaster was breathing or not. His head was back, at least, rather than loose to one side like Holst's. That was a good sign, though he'd have to get closer to make sure.

That accounted for the four in front of him, and the one alongside. There was no way he could see behind him, not while he was still strapped in.

Which answered the question of what to do next.

Demming let his fingers stroke down the harness's webbing until they slid from smooth rubber to cool metal. There! It was harder to work the complicated, double-safety clasp without light, but they'd trained for situations like this and his fingers knew what to do. After a few seconds of struggle they found the right combination of pressure points and the harness released with an audible click. Demming swallowed a sigh of relief as he shrugged free of the webbing. Too much left to do to celebrate just yet.

Still, it felt almost sinfully good to brace his feet, tense his legs, and shove off, floating upward out of his seat and letting the warm water buoy him. Effortlessly he turned to study the trio behind him. Pyle's eyes were wide and staring, reflecting the dim light of the consoles, while Craddick's seemed to be squeezed shut. No help there.

But Pasic—Pasic sat upright in his seat, his head shifting slightly to follow Demming's movement, but the rest of him still. Demming drifted closer, a slight kick carrying him most of the distance, and the ship's doctor smiled as he approached.

"Mister Demming," Pasic said softly as Demming reached him and grabbed the handhold built into the doorframe to steady himself. "Good of you to check on me."

"Just doing my job, doctor," Demming replied, the light banter helping to calm him further. It was true, too, as far as that went—as midshipman, part of Demming's job was to help the captain and her lieutenants make sure the officers and crew were all safe. Right now he was simply doing that without their orders. "How are you feeling, sir?" Technically Pasic outranked him, though a ship's doctor wasn't in the command structure.

"Fine, thank you," Pasic answered. Demming could see his long, handsome features slacken slightly as the doctor seemed to consider the question fully. "Heartbeat is racing, blood is rushing, slight lightheadedness—I'd say we were experiencing significantly decreased pressure."

Demming nodded. He'd noticed, somewhere in the back of his brain, that he'd lifted into the water with very little effort, and had floated up farther than he'd expected—far enough that he'd had to duck his head to keep from grazing the ceiling. "We knew that would likely be the case," he pointed out. "The ether is supposed to be lighter than air, after all. At least the hull pressurization seems to have held." If it hadn't, the sudden decrease in pressure would have given them all bends, ruptures, and worse.

"Indeed." Pasic's face creased in a tight smile. "I assume you did not leave your post to discuss my health, or the ship's status, however?"

"No, sir." Demming glanced behind him, toward the command chair. "Can you do anything for her, sir?"

The doctor frowned, then nodded. "Yes, I believe so." He unlatched his own harness—with only a little more fumbling than Demming, Demming was pleased to see—and reached beneath his chair for the emergency medical kit stowed there. Then he rose into the water and drifted up alongside Demming. "I can give her something to calm her down, at least," he explained softly, his words barely carrying through the water. "What will you do?"

Demming grinned at him. "Try to snap everyone out of this," he answered.

In truth, he had no plan beyond that. That was typical for him, however. "Doesn't plan well in advance," his evaluations had reported, and he couldn't really argue that. He tended to act first and think about the consequences later.

At least his instructors had been honest enough to add, "Has excellent instincts, however, and typically does the right thing, even if sometimes in an unusual way."

That's what he was counting on now. Right, even if it was unusual.

As Pasic slid past him, Demming turned to the two ensigns. "Snap out of it, lads!" he told them sharply. Pyle jerked upright, hand leaping up into a salute. Craddick just hunched in further and shook his head. "Mister Craddick!" Demming let a little more iron seep into his voice. "Enough lollygagging! Hop to it, man!"

That did the trick. Craddick's eyes popped open, and he straightened and saluted, some color returning to his face as he flushed slightly. "Yes, sir! Orders, sir?"

"The two of you get to the crew quarters and locate Mister Kesselman," Demming instructed. "Make sure he has everything under control down there."

"Aye aye, sir!" Craddick wrenched at his harness, trying to tear it off first before calming down and remembering how to work the clasp. Pyle, who had stayed calmer, was already out of his chair and turning toward the door by the time Craddick got loose.

As the door slid open, however, Pyle glanced back at Demming. "Will we—will we be okay, sir?" the young ensign asked. The shakiness in his voice said he was close to tears.

"We'll be fine, Mister Pyle," Demming assured him with as much confidence as he  could muster. "Now get along to the bo'sun."

"Aye, sir." The two ensigns disappeared down the gangway, and the door slid shut again behind them.

That was two more taken care of, Demming congratulated himself
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