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  one


  “Dr. Bill, how you doing down there, buddy?”


  And Dr. Bill—Dr. William Steiner, professor of paleobiology at USC—moved the tiny mouthpiece of the microphone closer to his mouth.


  “Er, fine … everything is …” He hesitated, hearing how thin his voice sounded in the cramped twenty cubic feet of the submersible. “… A-OK.”


  After he said it, he felt ridiculous. A-OK. As if he were some kind of astronaut. Though he did feel like some kind of inner space astronaut. He looked at the depth gauge.


  Eight thousand feet below sea level, and still going down.


  Still going down, God, like an elevator to a watery hell. Next stop, the human weenie roast.


  And that analogy wasn’t a bad one. Things were roasting down here—though hopefully not his weenie.


  “Sounds good, Bill. Just watch your air, outside temp … you know the drill.”


  That he did. He had practiced ‘the drill’ for weeks in a dock not far from the college campus. And after all that practice, he still didn’t feel at all comfortable in the spherical submersible. Smaller than Alvin, this diving minisub was much less sophisticated than Alvin. Modeled by the French on the Russian Mir subs, it shared the same thrown-together technology found on the infamous Russian space station. Nothing in the inside cabin screamed “Relax … what could go wrong?”


  It kind of whispered … “You know, you’re a mile down and a hell of a lot could go wrong.”


  He had to pee.


  For the second time since the eight-hour dive began.


  And damned embarrassing—since he knew everyone topside could hear the fumbling, the hiss of water. He grabbed one of the bottles and looked at his watch. Another forty-five minutes until he hit target depth.


  He unzipped his fly.


  Elaina Dali—no relation to Salvador, she was quick to point out—grabbed the stack of printouts and riffled through them.


  Interesting stuff, she thought.


  No—way more than interesting.


  She looked up. Her window overlooked the Hudson River from the hillside office in Ossining. The morning was beautiful, the sun glinting on the distant city.


  She looked at the stacks of paper, two sets of identical information. And she knew she wanted to get this information out of here. She looked around the office, at the rows of cubicles peopled by young computer techies, isolated from the main offices of the fashionable business types who ran the people side of GenTech.


  Business was booming for GenTech.


  Ever since the human genome had been cracked, a new world in copyright and patenting had opened—actually less a world than a legal minefield. But GenTech—currently valued at twice what it was last month, and still growing despite the market slump—believed that there was gold in them there genes. Designer genes promised a lot … the end to cancer, no more AIDS … blond hair and blue eyes for everyone, though Elaina was happy with her matching dark brown eyes and hair.


  She looked at the pages in her hands. For a moment she wondered if she should throw the data on a floppy and shred the hardcopy.


  Might be safer doing that.


  Safer.


  Amazing that she even thought in such terms. Safer. As in … there’s danger here. She felt chilled—and it wasn’t the sleek building’s carefully controlled AC raising goosebumps on her arms.


  No. Best to get up, stuff the pages in her purse, and walk out as though she were going to get a cup of coffee.


  Safer. She thought for a second … what’s the danger I feel? The GenTech brass? The government? No. Then … who?


  And that was it. She wasn’t sure, she only knew that the pages in her hand, all filled with numbers and code, were bad.


  There was no way she could just toss them in the trash and forget about it. Everything you do these days leaves a trail. It was too late to pretend it hadn’t happened, that she hadn’t found this file, looked at it, and printed out two copies.


  She looked at the name on the top of the page … Einbank.


  Einbank. What was it? A project? A code name? The name out of a fantasy story? And at the end of the file, two initials … MR. The coder for this bizarre genetic string?


  Elaina got up—took a breath.


  She grabbed her purse and started walking toward the commissary and the bank of coffee machines, casually stuffing the papers into her bag.


  She felt as if she could barely walk.


  Sophie leaned against the smeary window of the commuter train.


  The ride out of London on a good day was an hour, an hour of the gray city slowly melting into deep green suburbia and farmland. Usually Sophie hardly ever looked out the window, immediately jumping on her homework so she’d have some kind of life when she got back home.


  Tonight she wanted to just daydream a bit.


  Already it was dark, and the long walk from the station to her home would be chilly. She’d want to do nothing but grab some supper, and go to bed.


  To start the whole thing again tomorrow.


  It was worth it—at least that’s what her dad said. She went to the best girls’ school in London, the London Academy, with a full scholarship. She should be grateful.


  Instead she was usually exhausted. No friends—nobody lived this far away from London, no social life, no way she could do anything after school.


  There was another problem … falling asleep on the train. Despite an interior color scheme that screamed clowns gone mad, with seats of crimson and flaming orange, more than once Sophie had fallen asleep on the train, waking up in Piggotts-on-Bromley, or some other nowhere stop miles from home.


  She looked up and saw an old woman hovering in the aisle beside her. “Now, dearie, is this seat free?”


  Strange, thought Sophie. The train is virtually empty and this woman has to sit next to me. Sophie shrugged, nodded, and then scrunched over.


  “There,” the lady said, exhaling, a great sigh of relief. She clutched an umbrella and an oversized handbag.


  “Been threatening rain all day, it has …”


  God, thought Sophie, she wants to talk.


  “Yes, I’m sure it will rain,” the woman said. Then she reached out and patted Sophie’s arm. “Just hope we can get home safe and sound before all the trouble starts, hm?”


  Sophie smiled. She knew that people—like this lady—often thought she was younger than twelve. She wasn’t going to be tall like her dad.


  Thank God the next stop was hers because it didn’t seem like the woman needed absolutely any feedback to go rambling on. Sophie turned to look out the window again—and just at that moment, a single spear of lightning shot to the ground.


  Miles away, she thought.


  I’ve got plenty of time.


  And the woman went on talking about weather, and trains, and the unpredictability of England.


  Nature’s call answered, Dr. Bill put the HRE—the human range extender, essentially a soda bottle to collect pee—in a small compartment to his right. It joined a second bottle.


  Maybe I can go for a new record, he thought.


  “Everything okay down there, Bill?” Topside had been quiet for the past hour.


  The privacy thing was getting to him.


  “Yes, just fine. Couldn’t be better.”


  “And your depth shows …?”


  Bill looked at the gauge … thirteen thousand feet, more than halfway toward the five-mile mark. Every few seconds he heard a little disturbing squeak as the metal adjusted to even more pressure. He remembered a joke they’d made topside.


  Don’t worry, you’re diving in the best Russian technology available.


  They all laughed.


  He didn’t.


  “Thirteen point one and counting,” he said. “Everything looking good.”


  “Lights working fine?”


  He flipped the exterior light switch back and forth. Wasn’t much to see outside save for the ever-present rain of organic snow dribbling down from the surface—bits of algae, fish scales, and debris that made the ocean outside look as though it were in the midst of a snow squall.


  “Lights work fine and ready to party.”


  As soon as he said the line he regretted it. He never could pull off any macho poses. He might as well have said “Lock and load,” “Make my day,” or—


  Thud.


  He looked up, eyes wide, his heart immediately clicking into a higher rate. Something had smacked the small viewport of the submersible. It took a second to see that it was … a fish—hard to identify—and it seemed stuck to the port for a second and then it slipped away, trailing a filament-thin tail. It was a creature from another planet, all mouth and teeth and nearly sightless … a gulper, aka Eurypharynx pelecanoides. Giving it a Latin name didn’t make it any less weird.


  “You okay, Doc?”


  “Fine,” he said. Then he repeated himself to reassure them. “Just fine.”


  “You’re dropping pretty fast, Doc. Start giving your down props a little blast.”


  Down props. For a second, the scientist froze. He had rehearsed this endlessly; they should be … right there. But he could see only flat black metal where the switch should be.


  He muttered to himself: “Can’t give them any thrust… if I can’t find them…”


  “What’s that, Bill? Missed that.”


  “Nothing.”


  Too loud. Revealing anxiety.


  Anxiety. He remembered one of the sessions with the shrinks. Watch out for anxiety, because anxiety can turn into panic.


  And panic can kill you.


  Where the hell is the switch?


  He shot a look to his left. And there it was. Exactly where it always was. Just anxious, he told himself as he got close. Never been five miles under the surface before. Could be a dream come true.


  I wanted this, he thought. Wanted to do this dive real bad.


  And now I got it.


  “Yo, Bill, everything okay down there?”


  “Yup.” He hit the switch, and squeezed the right throttle. For a second he thought that nothing was happening but then he saw the depth meter slow, growing sluggish as if the submersible had suddenly hit molasses.


  “Slowing the dive. Looking okay down here.”


  He looked out the viewport and noticed that when the gulper hit the thick port, it left a smear … not a red smear exactly. More like the mottled color of a bird flying into a window.


  No wipers to clear it off.


  Not down here.


  He took a breath and prepared for hitting bottom.


  As Elaina walked she noticed how carefully she moved, as if revealing the slightest intent to hurry might somehow signal that she was doing something wrong.


  Workers in their cubicles looked up, nodded, and smiled—and she smiled back. The papers stuffed in her purse felt as if they were burning, flame red.


  Anyone can see I have something I shouldn’t have.


  God, she wondered. Why am I doing this?


  She only knew one thing. She came from a fierce family of Catalans. She had grown up with her wonderful gentle father railing against Franco, explaining how the dictator had nearly destroyed Spain, the crown jewel of Western culture. She had grown up with the idea that when bad things happened, you acted. You did something.


  She didn’t quite understand everything in the papers she had. She didn’t even know if they were really that dangerous. She just knew that the information had been well hidden, a secret meant never to escape—and she needed to talk to someone from the outside, maybe from the old genetics team. Someone like Peter.


  Yes, he’d be good. Safe. Tucked away in his Manhattan apartment, working on his book, his research, far from the real world of genetic commerce.


  But first she had to get out of the building without fainting dead away.


  She reached the bank of elevators and stood there. As usual the elevators took forever when you most wanted them. She watched the indicator tick off the floors.


  “Elaina?”


  She turned and saw chubby Andy Pastore. Not her favorite person at GenTech.


  “Bit early for lunch, girl? Or are they sending you on some god-awful road trip?”


  She glanced up at the elevator indicator.


  “No. Just need to—”


  She didn’t even have a story. She licked her lips.


  She thought of something. Fast. Stupid.


  “Female emergency, if you must know.”


  Andy made a big O with his mouth. A world he didn’t comprehend.


  Of all the lame excuses.


  A high-pitched ping sounded.


  She walked into the elevator and Andy followed.


  “Are you going to the little goodbye for Walter on Friday?”


  She turned and looked at him. Can he read anything on my face, anything that would make him mention something to someone later … Say, did you see Elaina? Looking all nervous, upset, almost as if she was hiding something.


  She forced a smile.


  “Yes,” she lied. “Wouldn’t miss it.”


  And Andy, happy for the bone, smiled back. “Great.” The elevator stopped, door slid open. “See you then.”


  A nod, another light smile, and she walked out, turning toward the stairs leading to the underground car park.


  Was Andy watching her from behind, standing there, wondering … female emergency? What female emergency?


  After an eternity, she got to the stairway door, opened it, and went down the stairs leading to the cavernous garage and her maroon Buick Century.


  Sophie trudged past the small village center, right past the Lamb and Slaughter Pub—such a charming name, and already inside it was glowing warmly with the twilight and smoke. She passed the scattering of shops, a news agent, a Royal Mail post office the size of a big closet. … it wasn’t much of a village.


  And she started up the winding road that led to Portlach Hill. Her father could have picked her up, but he was always so busy, so preoccupied. With Mom gone, he had slipped even further into his work. Further, deeper, until almost nothing else existed.


  She thought of the picture zipped in her backpack … the family at the beach, all together, so many years ago. Before Mom disappeared into the middle of the Atlantic Ocean after her plane just dropped out of the sky.


  Now, Dad didn’t have much time for anything else but his work.


  Not, Sophie had to admit… not even me.


  His work was everything.


  More than that. Her father had left the big project in Einbank to move to this sleepy village, to a small house off by itself at the end of a tiny road that literally went nowhere.


  He even seemed … what was the word … paranoid.


  He asked Sophie sometimes, “Do you ever talk to anyone about what I’m doing? What we’ve talked about?”


  With soup stains on his shirt and his glasses smeary, dotted with flakes of dandruff. A new wife was completely out of the question.


  “No, Dad—you see most of my friends would rather talk movies and music than physics. Amazing, hm?” She laughed. But he didn’t… though he would force a smile after a bit, as if getting it, nod, and go back to his notebooks, or back to his lab in the rear of the small house.


  And each week he would hand her a small object in tinfoil the size of a matchbox.


  “A thumb drive,” he said. A tiny storage device. “Has all my work. Just in case,” he said, smiling. “Just keep it in your backpack.”


  I’m a walking backup, Sophie knew. A backup—but also she knew … something more.


  Looking at the cottage, no one would ever suspect that virtually half of it had been taken over by so much strange equipment that Sophie didn’t have a clue about. Long ago she had learned not to ask about it. Though she was pretty sure that one of the machines was some kind of laser. Probably purchased from Dr. Evil’s Supply House.


  One laser, please.


  She shifted her backpack to the other shoulder.


  She worried about Dad. And—she worried about herself.


  Now Sophie looked up the road. Her small house was just visible now, off the side of the road, at the end of the cul-de-sac. A few windows in the house glowed warmly but that meant nothing. Nothing, because the lights would have stayed on all the time, her father either falling asleep in his chair, or stumbling off to bed exhausted leaving lights on, dishes piled up.


  She blew air out of her mouth.


  So cold, that now a little puffy cloud formed. Be nicer to live close to London. Pointless to ask him, she knew. Never going to happen.


  She looked up. The sky, nearly dark now, still showed the gunmetal gray of a cloudy day. At least it wasn’t raining. Could easily have been raining.


  She turned off the road onto the winding yellow-stoned gravel driveway that led to the house. She didn’t question whether this was wrong or right. He was her father; this was how they lived. Though lately she had been inching closer to asking him more questions—What exactly are you doing right now? And why here? And why do you need secrecy? And… and—


  He had told her some things. But always handed out the information in little pieces. The information and—like the thumb drive—special instructions.


  She reached the door.


  Which was ajar.


  Strange.


  Her dad might have gone out.


  Sure he could have done that, got his daily gulp of fresh air then hurried back in. But he would have closed the door tight. He always complained of the cold, and the heating bill; money was tight.


  The door was open.


  She pushed it open more, and let her backpack slide to the floor.


  “Dad! I’m home …”


  She looked around. The clutter and mess was unchanged from the morning, exactly as she had left it. Crumpled bits of paper, opened mail, a tin of biscuits uncovered, now probably gone quite soggy, and—


  Through the hallway, she saw a kitchen chair overturned.


  Lying on the floor.


  And there was something about that chair that wasn’t right. A quick thought: If Dad had knocked it over he would have picked it up. And I didn’t do it this morning, so, so—


  Another thought, remembering:


  The door was ajar. Open.


  As if someone had come in.


  She knew how alone they were up here, so far from the tiny village, all alone. But she never felt scared.


  But now—


  “Dad,” she called again. She took a few steps to the right, toward his lab. Sometimes she would just let him be, to continue working, and go up to her bedroom on the second floor, start her homework, and try and catch an episode of Microsoap on BBC.


  But no—


  She took a few more steps. “Dad, everything okay? How was your—”


  A sound. Movement from the lab area. As if … as if … in response. She stopped for a moment, heart beating, thumping loudly.


  And she happened to look down.


  To the floor.


  To the shut door of the lab.


  As something seeped out from under the crack. Glistening, thick, red.


  She took a step backward. Then another. And another.


  And then she tumbled backward, falling over her backpack, crashing to the hardwood floor, her eyes locked on the door—as the handle rattled and the door slowly opened.


  two


  He pulled back on the rear propellers’ throttle, and the small submersible moved forward.


  There, Bill thought. Not so hard. Kind of like flying a plane without the danger of crashing.


  He leaned forward to see if he could spot the bottom—but the viewport and the reach of the light were both too small to show anything other than the organic-snow-filled water ahead.


  No matter. The depth gauge gave him a smooth picture of the surface below. A smooth, sandy bottom. And it would stay that way for the next couple of hundred meters. He looked left, to the temp gauge. A chilly eighteen degrees Fahrenheit. A deep freeze at the bottom of the ocean.


  But that would change.


  “Kind of quiet down there, Dr. Bill? How’s your ride?”


  “Couldn’t be better. Nice and smooth, all systems”—he looked around—”are fine.”


  And Bill did feel relaxed. For the first time since he had begun the mammoth plunge nearly eight hours earlier, he felt good.


  “Yup, everything’s looking perfect.”


  Ping.


  The sharp, high-pitched sound was an unwanted punctuation to his report.


  A little warning bell, warning of—


  He looked at the slide-sonar display of the bottom, and he ‘saw’ the change in the bottom, dead ahead. The sonar showed a slow rise, then a jagged underwater outcrop of sea floor. According to the depth gauge he was still fine. He’d pass over the escarpment without a problem.


  Everything was still okay.


  And by then he should see it, the hydrothermal field, filled with such strange creatures, the bizarre wonderland of animals that should never exist.


  This is exciting, he thought.


  This is going to be cool.


  He grabbed the throttle firmly in his right hand while his feet rested gently on the pedal operating the small wing-style flaps outside the sub. He leaned close to the viewport, his nose touching it, until he could see nothing, just the constant ‘snow’—and then—


  He saw a shape. Rising like some behemoth in the distance, the blurry outline of something. An outcrop of volcanic rock. He looked down to the depth gauge. The rock looked mighty close, as if the sub might scrape it … but everything was okay according to the sonar.


  Back to the port, the murky shape resolved itself, turning into something recognizable. A nasty bit of jagged rock.


  Back to the gauge, still showing plenty of room … but… but—


  I’m going to hit it, Bill thought.


  Something’s wrong here, the gauge isn’t picking up one of those stony fingers that could prick the shell of the sub like a balloon.


  He pressed down on the wing flap, and the sub slowly tilted up.


  Why was the gauge wrong? It was sending him right into the rock. Or did I just panic, lose it, and—


  Christ, now he was shooting up at a ten-degree angle; he’d lose sight of the bottom completely, miss the thermal field and, damn. He was screwing up.


  “Whoa, what’s going on down there? You were fine, Bill, and then—up periscope?”


  He hesitated. Maybe he should tell them that he thought something was wrong with the gauge. But then maybe they’d scrap the whole dive, or worse … think that he was losing it.


  He took a breath.


  “I wanted to come down on the thermal with a better visual, guys.” He waited. “That okay?”


  They hesitated.


  “Guess so, Bill. Guess so. But next time tell us, Doc. Got a little worried here.”


  “Will do.”


  As he spoke he tilted the floor pedal to aim the sub down. He got a better visual of the field swooping down like this, a bird’s-eye view of one of the strangest places on the planet.


  He eased up on the throttle. The sub had enough thrust to glide downward, slowly.


  Then, from out of the mist he saw … something. Scattered boulders, giant rocks sitting on the bottom, probably all volcanic. Then movement. A whitish blur darted across one rock, fell to the sandy bottom … scurried away. The giant albino crab kept moving like the rabbit from Alice in Wonderland, hurrying away frantically. Five miles down, and somehow a giant crustacean figured out a way to live.


  Strange, but things would get even stranger.


  He checked the digicam. Everything looked okay.


  Bill eased back on the floor pedal, straightening out the sub, bringing into view—


  The smokers! Dead ahead, the giant stone columns spewing superheated, deadly poisonous sulfides into the water, underwater chimneys heating the water to a cloudy three-hundred-plus degrees.


  Incredible, like a vision from Brueghel, he thought. Welcome to hell


  And yet, it all seemed beautiful, the dozen stone chimneys, the black smoky gas bubbling into the water.


  Ping.


  Ping!


  He snapped around to check gauges. Depth okay. Close to the bottom, but he was okay. Temperature was rising fast though. The outside temp seventy degrees and climbing fast. A hundred and fifty was his limit, and the sub could stand that for only a brief time. After that, no telling what the superheated water could do to the quirky Russian technology.


  Closer to the smokers, and then, just behind the first row of chimneys, Bill saw what he was looking for.


  A cluster of giant albino mussels, the size of dinner plates, ghostly white, mouths open, sucking in the nutrient-rich sea water.


  Nutrient-rich because, just behind the mussels, there was—


  He still couldn’t see …


  Still … couldn’t—


  And then there they were!


  The giant tube worms.


  Bill gulped, licked his lips.


  He wasn’t prepared for the feeling that looking at them this close gave him.


  Like a patch of lawn sprouting giant weeds and tall grass, the tube worms clustered together around the smokers, the bacteria in the worms feeding off the poisonous sulfides, the worms feeding off the bacteria, a perfect symbiotic relationship … waving in the thermal currents of the water. Some twenty feet… maybe—God—thirty feet tall. Weaving, dancing in the hot currents.


  Bill released the throttle button, drifting, floating dreamlike toward them.


  “Dr. Bill, you there? How’s everything look?”


  He nodded. He drifted a bit closer, the treelike worms waving in the blurry swirl of hot water. Closer still—and—


  “Fine. God, they’re beautiful, strange, I—”


  Ping.


  Then again.


  Ping.


  And Bill Steiner—for just a second—removed his gaze from the viewport.


  Elaina Dali dug her keys out of her purse and hit the unlock button.


  But in her nervousness, she hit the panic button and her Century gave out a loud squealing noise that filled the underground garage.


  “Shit,” she said, and she quickly hit the unlock button, silencing the shriek.


  She stopped and looked round.


  So quiet down here. The cars sitting quietly, lurking. She took a breath. A few minutes and she’d be out.


  She heard a door shut.


  Then sharp sound of a door slamming.


  Someone else … down here.


  She opened her door, slid into the car, and quickly hit the lock button. She heard the muffled sound of a car engine.


  Steady, she told herself. Calm down. No one could know anything yet.


  She stuck the key in the ignition, started her car, and eased out of the parking space. There was no sign of the other car.


  She pulled up to the gate and stuck her credit-card-sized pass in the slot. After a second, the gate began to so slowly rise. And she didn’t wait until it was fully up before pulling out.


  Once out, the bright midday morning sun hit her face, feeling good, safe. She looped down the GenTech driveway, to Route 9, filled as always with heavy traffic going in both directions.


  What was she doing? Did she have any idea?


  She looked at the stream of cars going left and right. Staying here was no good, that’s for sure.


  Got to get away from all this, think, plan …


  Elaina waited until the light turned green, then pulled out onto Route 9 and headed north. She went only a few miles down the road before she saw a small turnoff. She made the left onto the Bear Mountain Parkway, a sleepy winding road that cut around Peekskill to the mountains of Harriman State Park.


  No matter. She was across, and climbing up to the hills, away from the traffic, toward the isolation and ancient hills and the trees already tinged with gold and orange.


  I’ll drive a bit, she thought. Then I’ll find someplace to pull off to the side of the road. Then she could look at the pages again—take another look and figure out what the hell they really meant—and what she was going to do about them.


  She looked in the rearview mirror.


  No one was there when she looked.


  But then her eyes immediately shot forward to follow the winding road leading to the Hudson River Valley.


  The door opened. Not in a hurried way, not like someone was rushing out after hearing the noise.


  No, Sophie saw, the door opened slowly.


  For a second she thought of her dad, letting the terrible possibility hit her, that he was gone.


  Before something even more urgent took its place.


  She had to move. Had to get up. Fast.


  She put her hands to her sides and pushed up, standing quickly, one hand dragging her school bag up with her.


  All the time, her eyes locked on the opening door. Until she saw a hand, a leather glove, and a dark, shiny floor-length leather jacket. A black hat, the collar of the jacket turned up.


  He might as well be invisible.


  She was backing away, sensing where the front door was, just a few steps more, and then she could turn and run.


  She thought of class today. Geometry and the circle. How it has three hundred sixty degrees. Every circle, everywhere.


  Three hundred sixty directions.


  Sophie was almost at the door, when the figure looked up, the brim of the hat rising—and now she saw something of his face. Eyes dark, glowing, widening. He hadn’t known she was there—but now he did.


  Sophie reached behind her, flailing with one hand for the doorknob, feeling nothing. Another step, and she backed into the wall. The door—was to her left.


  She quickly slid over and opened it.


  The man held something in his hands … some papers, and those blank CDs her father used. Blood dripped from them.


  Horrible moment—she turned. Now her back was to the man while she made the all-important steps to the open door, wondering if maybe her legs would refuse to move, that they would freeze, and she would find herself turned into a statue.


  She heard a voice.


  “No,” calm, almost soothing. A voice filled with calm … authority.


  She bolted, running out the door, opening it and then out, to the crisp night air, pumping her arms as hard as she could.


  She looked up—half expecting that someone would be there, blocking her way. But no—the road was clear.


  Though she did see a black car parked to the side. She hadn’t noticed it racing home. Now she kept running as fast as she could, looking over her shoulder only once.


  To see … the man outside the house, standing there as though the house were his, as though he couldn’t be less interested or concerned about her escape.


  She needed to hide, to think …


  To remember.


  Everything her father had told her. Those long conversations where she had only half listened, thinking him a bit dotty, lost to his work. To his half-crazy speculations. She had to remember it all.


  Because now—she knew, she knew—her dad was dead. His work was gone. Except for what she had.


  And now she thought she knew just how important it all was.


  “Dr. Bill, we’re picking up some severe temp spikes. Maybe you better—”


  “Yeah, yeah …” He kept his gaze on the gauge. The outside temperature was climbing way too high … as if a smoker were right below him, suddenly turned on full blast, pumping superheated water straight at him.


  “I don’t know what the problem is. I should be—”


  Thwack!


  He looked up.


  Something covered the viewport. It looked like he had hit one of the tube worms. Where the hell was he? Had he drifted into the worm field? Then—shit—he saw that he was too close to the vents and had to—


  Thwack! Thwack!


  The sound again, now coming from both sides of the submersible.


  Bill’s eyes widened.


  “Bill, maybe you better come up a bit. Take a look from above the field, see—”


  Bill nodded. Good idea. Get out of here, and try a new approach, and—


  Thwack, thwack, thwack!


  What was happening? The DV cameras were capturing whatever was happening—but Bill was completely in the dark.


  All he could see was the pinky-rose-colored flesh now glued to the viewport. Surely a tube worm. Looked like it. But then—why wasn’t it simply sliding away?


  Bill flipped a switch and gave the up props a little burst. He heard a whirrr, then a sluggish grinding sound, as if the prop had hit a giant clump of seaweed. Another burst now, keeping his finger on the button.


  But he only heard the sick sound of the prop struggling.


  Doing nothing.


  Bill felt a small droplet of sweat fall off his upper lip. And he felt how hard he was breathing too, the air being sucked in and out so fast.


  “Bill, you out of there yet? Still showing you at depth. Come on, get up now, a few hundred feet at least!”


  He wanted to tell them that he was trying to do exactly that, trying so hard—and going nowhere. But then he was sure they’d hear the sound of panic in his voice. Can’t let them think I’ve panicked, he thought. I can’t fold under the stress. Just tangled a bit, and if I can use the other props …


  He threw a switch, shifting power to the rear props. A moment’s hesitation, fearing the worst. Then he hit the button.


  Please. God. Work.


  He pressed the button.


  The sickening whine made his stomach tighten.


  The props … did nothing.


  What did that leave? What the hell other options—


  Thwack!


  Another noise from behind. And now he placed the sound. Sort of like the sound of mud being tossed at a window, hitting hard and sticking there.


  He looked ahead.


  At what he thought was a tube worm.


  The pink flesh—in the light of the sub cabin—had turned rosier, deepened. And now—he thought he saw movement on the surface. He leaned close to the port.


  And on the surface of the fleshy meat covering the port, movement … small, oversized amoebalike creatures shuttled left and right, like crazed ants seeking the path. Their movement kicked up speed as the color of the flesh behind them deepened in color … as if excited.


  Which is when he heard the groan.


  The sound of the sub protesting.


  The metal moaning.


  He looked up and around, as if there were something to see.


  “Bill, you got your butt the hell out of there yet?”


  Now he would speak. Had to speak. He licked his lips, nodded.


  “I—I… I’m trying, but there seems …”


  Groannnnnnnnn.


  “To be—”


  The flesh was so bright red now, the movement of the surface creatures dizzying, frantic, and—no.


  The movement seemed almost hungry.


  Impossible.


  Can’t be a tube worm. Has to be something el—


  “Bill, what’s wrong?”


  He gave the only answer he could say. A fragment. Incomplete. Useless.


  “I … don’t …”


  He looked down at his thumb, constantly hitting the props under the sub. The whine turned sluggish, resigned. Not going anywhere.


  Groan.


  And then the submersible imploded on him in the tiniest fraction of a second.


  The Bear Mountain Parkway was quiet; the endless parade of auto malls, diners, and fast-food joints that filled nearby Route 35 was a world away.


  Where am I going? she thought. What exactly do I think I’m doing?


  It was all unfocused in her mind, unclear.


  She just knew she needed time and—


  Damn, she could use one of her laptops. Do some quick searches, send out a few e-mails, alert people.


  But that would mean going back to GenTech or to her home. And that was impossible, not until she knew what she had.


  More than anything she needed time to plan.


  If the papers in her purse were … what she thought they were, she’d have to decide quickly what to do. Maybe call a newspaper—and tell them what?


  Just explaining it would be so hard.


  I work for this company, you see, a genetic engineering and analysis company, a place that holds patents, for God’s sake, on genetic adaptations. And I found something that is mind-blowing … not only that, it looks dangerous.


  She looked at her purse, the wad of papers stuck there like some kind of giant shopping list. Quickly back to the road, she saw a curve to the right coming too fast. Her tires screeched as she peeled around the bend.


  Steady, she thought. Calm down.


  Then—she pictured where she might go. A little motel on 9W just past Bear Mountain, Heidi’s … something. She could call ahead if she remembered the name—Heidi’s Alpine Inn? Though there certainly wasn’t any inn there, just a row of sad little rooms.


  A good place to hide and think.


  She turned onto the 9W bridge, and saw that the span was deserted. Busy and bustling in summer, during the week, the region went sleepy and quiet when fall came. She drove across the bridge and past Fort Hood—passing a rusty brown World War II tank left outside … Lucy.


  Not a very appealing ad for signing up. Lucy could use a coat of paint.


  Her eyes flickered to the mirror.


  To see another car.


  Not that deserted, she thought.


  Off the bridge, she took the traffic circle around to start curling up the mountain road that led to a small cliff, then down to the Bear Mountain Bridge. She passed the Old-stone Restaurant, overlooking the whole river valley, and then an abandoned fieldstone toll house, probably not used in fifty years but still standing by the side of the road like a fairy-tale cottage.


  Back to the mirror—but the car wasn’t on her tail.


  Good thing, since the two-lane road was narrow and twisting—not something to take fast. In winter, it would often be closed due to ice—but even on a hot summer’s day, it was treacherous.


  She swerved left and right, climbing steadily. Another quick look in the mirror, and again she saw the car. It disappeared behind one curve, and then reappeared.


  Nothing alarming about it, she thought. Just a car.


  Another look. Not there.


  But funny, the way it came out of nowhere.


  Just appeared, on the empty road, right behind her.


  She looked back to the road, cut the wheel and—almost imperceptibly—she started going a little faster, just a bit. Not so fast to make the road dangerous—but …


  Up to the mirror again. The trailing car maintained its distance, the same length behind her. Speeding up too, just to
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