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The Web

The web shifted under Ruby's feet, synthetic proteins and spun fiberglass cables twisting and moving as she did. Around her the plants of the hanging garden grew and shifted towards the sun far overhead. Only dim grey-green light drifted down to her at this level of the web, filtered by layers of leaves and the crisscrossing web that supported all of their lives. 

Ruby couldn't see the sun but the plants knew it was there, hidden behind the ever-present storms that swept in from the Pacific Ocean to pour rain down over what used to be the Puget Sound.

Rain from the latest storm coming in pattered down through the web's many levels of vegetation. The web was an artificial jungle that humanity had created as the sea rose up over Seattle, people's desperate attempt to keep this plot of land despite the ravages of the rising sea. For all its flaws, Ruby loved it. The web was home, better than boats or land or leaving the Earth entirely to go live in space.

She shivered. Ruby's warm-suit had a tiny leak just below her shoulder blades that let the rain and cold seep in though it was just that one spot that felt cold. Ruby ignored it as best she could. Her hood protected her well enough despite the wet chill that never faded out on the web. 

If it wasn't rain from above dampening her skin, there was fog or waves from below. Why bother fighting the wet when it was a constant? It would be nice to get back to the nest for dinner, though. At least there she could get dry and warm though without food gathered from the garden there wouldn't be much for dinner besides fish.

Ruby gathered tomatoes and peas, sampling a couple tart pea pods before slipping the rest into her harvest bag. Her elongated toes gripped well enough that Ruby didn't even glance over when someone else bounded downwards, catching a strand of her web to slow their descent. It was probably just one of her cousins anyway. They never got as much work done as they should.

A second person bounded towards the waves and submerged buildings below. Then a third, a fourth, and then several at once. Ruby frowned, finally flicking on her comp system despite the irritating static from the storm's lightning strikes over the sea.

A dozen warnings flashed on her retina's, flickering so fast that Ruby barely managed to register that there was a ship drifting out of control towards the web. Her section of the web. Right underneath the nest that she shared with her parents, brother and young cousins.

Ruby spun and ran for the closest down-anchor that led to the farthest out sky scraper foundation for the web on Fourth and University, the site of the old Fairmont Hotel. Food could wait. It would wait. It had to. The last time debris had hit the web Ruby had been ten years old. A larger than normal storm surge had broken several old buildings loose from their submerged foundations, crashing a huge swathe of the web.

She'd been asleep, curled up in her sleeping net with her little brother Pike in her arms. The net had lurched, dropped and then swung so hard that Ruby's back had smacked into a support strut. Ruby had screamed, broken ribs causing enough pain that she nearly dropped Pike. 

Their nest had lurched again, then again, silencing both Ruby and Pike's screams for a moment. Then the bottom of her world had dropped out from under her, free-falling Ruby and Pike down towards the ocean below as their section of the web collapsed entirely.

"I'm safe," Ruby panted as she ran along web lines and dropped levels recklessly, risking dislocated shoulders with every leap and drop. "I'm safe. I'm safe. I'm safe."

It got darker as she got closer to the sea, not that it mattered. Ruby could smell the salt that always crusted the support stanchions. Her eye implants automatically increased the amount of light they gathered, giving her night vision. The closer she got the more shouting she heard. People were arriving from all over the web. Most had as little as Ruby did, bags and comp systems and nothing more.

"It's coming on a storm surge!" Pike bellowed up at the crowded web lines. "We need to get buoys out and a line onto it somehow. We've already got a winch system set up to tether it and ground it against the outer buildings. As long as we can hook the damn thing we can keep it from dropping the web."

Ruby tapped the slender rings around her fingers together, shifting her retinal displays so that she could see infrared. The web disappeared, becoming pale grey lines clustered with hot red-yellow bodies. Beyond, Ruby could see the waves, ice blue-black mountains of water threatening them all. They were at the outer edge of the web, close to the wave generators and broken rooftops of the skyscrapers that had once been the heart of downtown Seattle.

The skyscrapers were barnacle-encrusted black skeletons of their former glory, nothing more than urban reefs for the sea life that Ruby, Pike and Father harvested. So far, she couldn't see the ship but a flick of her fingers gave her the web scanner's view of the ocean. The ship was approaching quickly. If it kept direction and speed the damage would be horrific. Given the storm surge coming in, it would crash directly into the main support stanchion Ruby perched on.

Ruby scanned the crowd, triggering her system to tell her who was there with another tap of her fingers. Father wasn't. Mother wasn't. They were probably working to evacuate people further into the web so that a repeat of the collapse, and the loss of life, wouldn't happen.

"We need a good swimmer," Pike shouted. He held up his broken arm, the one the shark had nearly bitten off a month ago. "I can't go."

"I will," Ruby called.

She snorted at his automatic headshake, passing off the harvest bag to old Mrs. Morishita. Logically, Ruby should go. She had the eye mods to be able to see underwater, even in this darkness. More importantly, she had the gills and lung mods for swimming deep. None of the others perched on the web had the mods necessary to survive the swim out to the farther sky-scrapers. More importantly, even if her warm-suit had a slow leak, it would still keep her alive in the chilly waters below.

"No one else is available, Pike," Ruby said as she clambered down to his side. "I need a jet. Do we have a strong one?"

They should. Hopefully. Given the storm, the other fishers had probably taken their jets further into the web, hauling them up and out of the range of the storm surge so that they weren't swept away. But not everyone had the luxury of getting higher. Some fishers lived low and waterproofed their homes. One of them might have a jet she could use.

"No," Pike sighed. "But we do have an orca that's willing to help."

"Orca?" Ruby gasped. "Pike!"

"They don't want the web to fall," Pike explained. "They'll get tangled even worse than they do already if the web falls. You know they hunt under here."

He waved towards the portion of the web that used to be their home. Tumbled stanchions, broken and worn by a decade's worth of waves, stuck up out of the surging waves. The web tangled under the water, a few cables drifting across the surface deceptively like seaweed. Seaweed wouldn't cut you in half if you got tangled in it, though.

An orca, military barcode vividly white against its black eye patch surfaced a few yards from Ruby's perch. It cleared its blowhole impatiently before slapping its tail against the surface. Ruby winced as she recognized the jagged edge of its dorsal fin.

"War Tooth?" Ruby demanded.

"He's the strongest," Pike said. "The rest of his pod has already retreated under the web. He's risking his life just as much as you are."

"Except he's marine and I'm land," Ruby snarled at him.

He held up both hands when Ruby glared at him. Lightning flashed overhead. In the flash she saw the ship. It was coming on fast, driven by the waves and the storm that was moving inevitably closer. Out here on the edge of the web the wind was much stronger than it would be inside. Thousands of people's lives depended on stopping the ship.

War Tooth slapped his tail impatiently. *Give me a line and I will do it!*

"You don't have hands anymore," Ruby snapped at him, allowing her system to carry her words to him despite her dislike for the marine. "The military took them away."

Ruby didn't need her system to know War Tooth wanted to bite her in half for that jab. He'd been military, one of the marine mammals modded to fight in the highland dweller's stupid wars. But after the war ended he'd been decommissioned and lost the prosthetic hands that had allowed him to manipulate objects like a human. As far as Ruby knew, no one in the web was willing to make him a replacement pair, not when he'd said many times that humans had no place living above his ocean.

She grabbed a flipper from Adane, the boy who lived two levels below them, wiggling her toes until she had a good grip and the strap tightened properly around her heels. Pike frowned but he passed the harness over to her. As he helped her adjust it to fit her smaller rib cage and broader hips, Pike sighed.

"Be careful," Pike murmured. The only reason she heard him was because he sent the words through the system on their private family channel. "The storm is a bad one."

"I know," Ruby replied the same way. "But the web will fall if someone doesn't go now."

He nodded. The cable added a heavy weight onto the harness but it was bearable. Ruby smiled, nodded once, and passed her hood to Pike. He passed over his cuffs with their grippers specially designed to help a human cling to things underwater without trusting their fingers. Then she dove into the icy water.

The cold hit like a hammer to the forehead. Ruby's breath caught until she forced the air out of her lungs. Then ice-cold water slid down her throat and flowed through the gill slits along her sides. A strong thrust of the flipper sent her at War Tooth. He barely let her grab hold of his jagged dorsal fin before he swam straight at the on-coming ship. She managed to lock Pike's wrist cuffs onto his dorsal fin straps but it was a close thing. Even with that, the drag of the water made it hard for her to keep her grip.

*Where's it from?* Ruby asked. Her fingers and cuffs barely held their grip on War Tooth's dorsal fin but she wouldn't ask him to slow down, not with seas this rough and the danger so great.

*No idea,* War Tooth grumbled. *Somewhere far side of the deep. Maybe China, Japan, India. One of the floating cities, I think. Got that sound to it.*

He sang. His voice rattled through Ruby, making her system glitch for a second. A few moments later the song returned, glitching her again in a slightly different way. War Tooth swam harder, nearly tearing her free.

*Floating city,* War Tooth confirmed. *Think it might have legs in it.*

*Fuck,* Ruby complained. *Adults or kids?*

*Can't tell,* War Tooth replied. *Hull's too thick and the seas are too rough. Lots of projections for you to climb, though.*

*If they don't impale me,* Ruby said.

The cable strung out behind them. Drag increased the farther they went, making it harder for Ruby to hang on. It was harder for War Tooth too since he was the one dragging them both. He slowed as they approached the bobbing ship, letting Ruby see what she was getting into.

It had to be from one of the cobbled together floating cities on the far side of the Pacific. She could see kanji decorating the patchwork hull pieces through a forest of spars sticking out from the sides of the ship. It looked solid as a rock. Would have to be to survive the trip across the Pacific this way. If anyone was alive on the ship they'd be half starved and low on water.

If.

Probably no one had. If they were lucky no one had. Resources were always tight on the web. New people would stretch them even thinner and it wasn't like the land dwellers would allow refugees in. They'd be killed outright if they tried to go to the shore. Ruby pushed that worry away as her system scanned the ship in infrared (nothing useful), visible light (very little, not helpful) and then radio waves. That finally let her system map out the spars so that she could see how to get onto the deck. Maybe.

*Hate that,* War Tooth complained. *Makes my implants glitch.*

*Your sonar does the same to me,* Ruby said. *Carry me low. I'll climb up. See if Pike can get someone else out here with a second line. Maybe a third. It's big and heavy.*

*On it,* War Tooth said. *Try not to die. Leg blood stinks up the water.*

She let go of his dorsal fin without commenting. It wasn't quite an insult as War Tooth implied that she wasn't food but it certainly wasn't a compliment to her strength and ability to survive either. War Tooth's anger at humanity was well earned after the way the military had treated him and his war-pod. Still rankled to be assumed to be nearly incapable after she'd been born over the sea and washed clean in these very waters. He was from a distant pod. This wasn't his proper home, either.

He dove and spun back towards the web, powering away from her. The currents caught her, trying to drive her back towards the web and the shore miles beyond. Ruby thrust hard with the flipper, driving straight at the ship. It felt as though every thrust gained her only a couple of inches but that was deceptive. Both she and the ship moved unpredictably in the heaving water.

The waves and currents surged around her. Three flipper thrusts later she caught a back-surging wave the drove her straight at one of the spars sticking out from the side of the ship. Ruby twisted aside at the last instant so that she could grab on. She thrust hard with her legs while reaching for the next spar, then the next.

Water surged around her, driving her forward and back. Memories of the collapse flitted around the back of Ruby's mind. She forced them down. 

Another spar. That one there, close to a porthole that looked as though it was completely covered inside. Ruby's head broke the surface for a moment as the ship rolled and pitched underneath her. She kept her mouth shut so her lungs and gills didn't get confused about which she should be breathing.

Another roll pitched her back down into the water but it also pushed her up towards the railing. Ruby flipped over the rail and scrambled for the line on her back. Places to secure the cable were everywhere, underfoot and hip, awash with ice-cold black-blue water. A wave surged over the rail and slammed Ruby into the wall.

Water poured out her gill slits while air rushed into her lungs. She coughed, gasped, sucked as much water as air as she scrambled for a secure handhold. Her flipper caught on something that held, giving her one solid point of contact. Ruby found a second point with her free hand and then managed to sling the cable around a huge pole that had probably always been used for mooring the ship. It was too big and solid for anything else.

*Secured the ship!* Ruby shouted through her system on the widest channel possible with lightning crashing around her and water intermittently muffling her signal. *Draw the cable in!*

She rolled away from the line, hauling herself up over the rail just as a wave crested over the ship's bow. It swept her off the deck and out into the tangle of spars extending from the sides of the ship. Ruby bashed into one, rebounded into a second and then snapped a third with her thigh.

Screams were silent underwater. The bubbles of the remaining air in her lung burst out of her mouth. Ruby sucked in water, pushed away from the spar and caught a fortunate wave surge that took her away from the ship. Under the surface of the water it was quieter though her thigh hurt so much that it was hard to swim away from the ship.

She could see the cable drawing tight. Somewhere, somehow, another cable had hooked onto the ship. The two cables tightened slowly at first and then faster as Ruby struggled to swim away from the ship. It was all on the crews manning the winches now. Ruby had done what she needed to do. A dark shape loomed up out of the deeps, brushing past Ruby.

Shark, not War Tooth. 

Ruby cursed mentally as she twisted away from the shark. It didn't care if her blood stank. Sharks only cared about food and mating. The surprising part was that it was even cruising for food with the storm churning up the water.

Ruby swam deeper, under the surging waves overhead. Down meant calmer water though she'd have to deal with stronger currents and less connectivity to the net. The shark followed, slow, lazy flips of its tail sending it along behind her without any issues.

*War Tooth?* Ruby called without expecting an answer. *Got a shark on my flipper. Appreciate some tooth applied to the damn thing.*

*Busy!* War Tooth sent back. *Other swimmer broke his hip getting off the stern of the ship.*

*Fuck,* Ruby sighed. *Him first. If you get free before I make it back, give me a call.*

*Will do,* War Tooth said. Surprisingly, he didn't immediately sign off. *Go deep, through the short buildings. Sounds like a White. They don't like the short buildings. Sets off their electrosensors in weird ways.*

*Got it,* Ruby replied. She signed off and swam deeper, her thigh aching with every thrust of the flipper.

Light disappeared as she swam deeper. Normally, on the rare days when the sun came out, you could see all the way down to the submerged city. Not now. Ruby switched over to radio waves, scanning everything around her. Unrelieved blackness turned purple, blue and gray, revealing the shapes of everything around her. The shark jerked and swam a little away only to turn and follow her again a few seconds later.

Fish usually swam in huge schools between the buildings. Not now. They had to have retreated inside of the skyscrapers where the currents were less likely to hurt them. Ruby thought about doing the same but Pike and her parents would worry if she didn't make her way home soon. As soon as she neared the shorter skyscrapers, the ones that were only ten or twelve stories high, the shark veered off. 

Ruby nodded, relieved. It would probably be back but she'd deal with that when the time came. This deep, the currents were slower, more powerful things. Sea weed decorated the broken windows of the buildings like grape vine trailing down from the upper levels of the web. It would be nice to rest inside one of the buildings but she knew there would be giant octopus inside. Better not to risk that encounter when she was already sore and tired. Octopus were too smart for her to challenge in their own caves.

She caught a current that went straight up Pike towards the old I5 highway. She couldn't go too far east or she'd be caught in the tricky currents that ran around and through the convention center but it did get her closer to the support stanchions for the web. Ruby passed Fifth Street, veered out of the current when she hit Sixth and then swam with all her might towards the surface. The currents around the convention center dragged at her, trying to suck her down into the warren of fast-moving water and hard concrete tunnels where nothing lived besides barnacles and crustaceans.

*Ruby?* Pike asked as she neared the lower edges of the support stanchions. *Damn it, Ruby! Answer!*

*I'm coming," Ruby complained. *Had to go deep to avoid a shark.*

*Thank fucking God,* Pike sighed. His voice strengthened as she went higher and higher in the water. *Where are you? War Tooth had to help someone else.*

*I know,* Ruby said. *Above the Virginia Mason Medical Center, heading for Delta Blue stanchion. Should be back up in the web shortly.*

Her radio waves swept outwards just as a dark dangerous shape drove at Ruby. 'Shark' flashed through her mind as she spun and flipped in the water. She had just enough time to see the shark's gaping mouth filled with hundreds of teeth before it was on her. 

Ruby managed to shove her flipper in the shark's mouth, desperately grateful that the synthetic rubber had no touch sensors built in. The shark bit down, savagely throwing its head as it chomped once, twice, a third time. Every jerk of the shark's head swung Ruby around like a child shaking its doll.

*Let go, you bastard!* Ruby shouted even though the shark was just a shark. It couldn't hear her. It had no sensors, no mods.

An especially hard shake smacked Ruby into the stanchion so hard that something popped in her shoulder. She screamed silently. Left arm useless. Flipper shredded. Ruby shivered as the cold from the leak in her warm suit abruptly became impossible to ignore.

*War Tooth!* Ruby screamed. *Help!*

No answer.

The shark opened its mouth to chomp further up on the ruined flipper. It felt like time stopped. Ruby curled her body, bending her knees and waist so that her good hand could slap against the shark's eye.

It let go.

Ruby kicked as hard as she could with the shredded flipper as the shark swam away into the dark waters. Gone, gone, it was gone. She was almost home, almost back to the web. Without the wide vanes of the flipper it was so hard to move through the water. Her broken, dislocated, whatever was wrong, arm didn't help.

*Keep going,* Ruby muttered. *Keep going.*

She was so sore. So tired. And cold. Damn leak. Should have fixed that ages ago. Ruby's flipper was next to useless but it was better than nothing. The Delta Blue stanchion rose up through the Virginia Mason Medical Center like a tree growing through an abandoned building. Anemones and oysters clung to its great column. The anemones looked like flowers drifting in the wind, especially as she neared the surface.

Something big bumped against her belly just before she broke the surface near one of the web access ladders. Ruby screamed only to curse as War Tooth laughed at her. He rolled one eye, nudging her belly with his nose until she moved backwards towards his dorsal fin.

*You bastard,* Ruby grumbled at him. *You could have warned me you were coming.*

*And ruin that fine cursing you did?* War Tooth asked. *Not happening. Lost a leg and an arm?*

*And the damn flipper,* Ruby sighed. *Stupid shark.*

*It was curious,* War Tooth said dismissively enough that Ruby wanted to glare at him, not that he'd care. *Otherwise you'd be dead.*

*Still a stupid shark,* Ruby muttered.

War Tooth carried her away from the probably impossible to climb access ladder. With a bad leg and a bad arm she wouldn't have been able to do more than cling for a little while. Climbing would be impossible for a bit. He headed further in under the web where waterproof lights hung down to perpetually illuminate the ocean. She didn't comment on his slow pace. It was the only thing that let her hang on.

The further in under the web they went, the calmer the seas got. They swam through faintly glowing clouds of jellyfish with dangling paralytic tendrils. Ruby tucked her face against War Tooth's fin. Her suit would protect the rest of her body. Once past the cloud, he went for the surface.

*Here?* Ruby asked.

*Pike put down a hammock on a winch,* War Tooth explained. *Told him you'd need it to get up to the web again. Didn't expect you'd need it this much.*

He nudged her into the gently floating embrace of the hammock, maneuvering her as gently as the mother of a new-born calf. Ruby snorted despite the pain and cold. She put her good hand on War Tooth's nose.

*Thanks,* Ruby said.

War Tooth blew a blast of air through his blowhole, rolling his eyes. *Didn't want you stinking up our waters.*

Ruby grinned at him. *Your waters? I was born here, not you.*

The way War Tooth snapped his jaws at her was almost affectionate. He dove back under the water. Ruby sighed. Hopefully her shoulder wouldn't be anything too serious. The family couldn't afford two of them down at once. She triggered the winch, clearing the water from her gills as the hammock pulled her up out of the waves.

"Then again," Ruby said as people appeared at the lower levels of the web over her head, "maybe this will get my damn cousins to pull their weight for once."

She laughed quietly. As if that would happen. More likely that the sun would come out, the ice form at the poles again and the ocean retreat back to where it had been a hundred and fifty years ago. Better to deal with the world as it was then to expect the impossible. 

Ruby smiled. At least her home was safe for the moment. Everything else could wait, including the storm, the possibility of people on the drift-ship, and the dinner supplies she hadn't managed to gather. Pike could handle that. Ruby was going to rest for a bit.



The End




Scavenger

Noa licked her lips before peeking out of her nest's door. Her mouth was sour with nerves but nothing, no one, looked back. She looked up towards the Web stretched overhead, to each side at the empty cables covered with sea spray and then scanned down towards the ocean below. 

Still nothing. 

The anchors of the Web looked clear as far as she could see. Every cable stretched up towards the gray, cloud-filled sky, though most of the sky was hidden by the dark masses of plants growing at the higher levels of the Web. Here, where her nest hung from a major support beam, it was as dark as dusk unless she looked out towards the emptiness of the open ocean beyond the Web.

Water dripped from above down into the slowly moving sea below. At her level nothing grew but barnacles and algae. And Noa. She lived here. Not much else could live here, but she survived. Even in the water there didn't seem to be anything. Yeah, she could see fish and clams, oysters filtering the water as it flowed past them. But no orca with their cyborg arms or sharks with their flat-dead eyes. That rock might be one of the giant octopus that lived in the drowned city below but it might not.

Noa couldn't tell for sure.

Her eye mods weren't good enough for that. The gills were good, solid, best anyone could get outside of the military. Not the eyes. They were just enough to keep her eyes from freezing in the ice-cold water, just enough to let her see in the darkness of the deep where her work took her every day.

Work. That was a joke. Noa didn't work. She scavenged, picked over the drowned buildings of what used to be Seattle for any scrap that might bring her some food or synth to make her nest stronger, dryer, safer. Ma had gotten her the gills, back when Noa was tiny, barely hip-high to her mother's side. But then the Web had collapsed and they'd lost Noa's Pa, her brothers so big and strong. Lost Ma not that long after that, to decompression sickness and nitrogen in the blood.

Ma's gills hadn't been good ones.

A quick check of her system showed no one else around. Granted, Noa didn't know enough to tell if someone was watching shielded. But the coast looked clear. Nobody lived this low to the water if they could help it, much less so close to the edge of the Web where the wind and water lashed at your nest. Her nest was washed with waves every time a storm blew through.

"Find something good today," Noa whispered as she pulled her warm suit hood up, slipped her grip-gloves on. "Get some good synth. Fix the leak. Maybe catch a fish t'eat."

Something to eat would be good. Noa couldn't remember the last time she'd had more than scraps to eat. Back before the storm, the one that brought the drift-ship in. And wasn't that lovely? Even more people to scramble for what little existed under and in the web. Funny how strangers swept across the sea got more kindness than kids who'd been born here.

Noa pushed her bitterness away. No point in dwelling on that rot when she dove. It'd just distract her and that's how sharks got you. Her flipper, precious high-tech flipper that her next oldest brother had bought from shore before the Web fell, slipped around Noa's ankles. The straps were finally tight enough. At first she'd had to pad the toes so that the flipper wouldn't fall off. Not anymore. She'd grown enough in ten years to be woman-high, though Noa would always be short and scrawny compared to the people who lived high on the web where the good food grew.

Only after her nest door was sealed tight against the rain and intruders did Noa dive into the water below. It was only a dozen feet or so but hitting the water always made her flinch from the impact. People said hitting water was like hitting steel. Noa knew better but it still hurt to punch through the surface tension into the world below.

*Didn't expect to see you,* War Tooth said.

Noa screamed the last of the air out of her lungs as War Tooth swam up underneath her. His mouth gaped open in silent amusement, tail jerking with the force of his laughter. She glared, not
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