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Chapter 1 An Unwelcome Discovery 
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Research Vessel Charles Proteus Steinmetz wallowed and groaned toward trouble. The expanded-metal mesh topping the broad central catwalk gave my boots a reassuring grip against the increasing roll and pitch of my ship. The painted steel pipe railing under my hand provided a chill but welcome third point of contact. Pitch black filled the converted tanker’s windowless interior wherever the sparse lights did not reach; safety lights spaced along the overhead and the uneven spill of artificial sunlight from the coral breeding tanks left most of the interior in deep shadow. Fumes of random lab reagents and ozone traces from the all-electric conversion tempered the pervasive smell of seawater and petrochemical leftovers. The storm’s waves played the hull like an enormous drum, rolling boom after boom like a slow warmup to a marathon taiko performance. Being inside the drum, I felt each beat in my gut and skull. 

My heartbeat sped up in polyrhythm as I recognized the body floating in the coral tank in front of me. Dirty blond hair spread in a wavy corona from the bloody crown bumping against the transparent aluminum port, leaving a crimson smear and trailing fine tendrils in the water. No new blood appeared to be flowing. The body’s heart had stopped. I could see clear to the far wall of the tank three meters away. The corpse floated face-down, its back against the tank cover, both hands visible, relaxed, and empty. Standard shipboard clothing and shoes looked intact. Swimming had not been on his agenda.

At least now I knew why the tank readouts were higher than they should have been.

I rested my off hand against my thigh, counting off one two three four, thumb to tip of each finger in rapid succession, four three two one and back again.

My first concern was for how a corpse in the coral tank might contaminate the years-long breeding program. Then I realized that any blood or other normal biological materials were well within what the ocean fauna and flora were evolved to deal with. I just needed to get the corpse out of the tank before any odd contaminants in its clothing or pockets could interfere with the corals’ environment.

My second concern was for how the presence of this body would affect the rest of my research. I had moved my lab to the middle of the Pacific specifically to avoid interference from officials and other busybodies. A fresh corpse was almost certain to attract unwelcome attention from persistent and powerful investigators. Those same people might have the authority to order the RV Steinmetz to shore for who knows how long, taking us off station, interrupting all the studies in progress, and opening up my proprietary processes to thumb-fingered poking by the ignorant and suspicious. I had had enough experience with those surly breeds that I did not want any more. Both financially and scientifically, the stakes were too high. All my resources were wrapped up in the work underway on this ship.

Belatedly, I realized I was standing alone with a fresh corpse in a converted Very Large Crude Carrier’s cavernous cargo area during a storm in the middle of the north Pacific Ocean. It was far too easy to disappear a body under these circumstances. Whoever made the corpse might be lurking in any of the shadows around me. I needed witnesses and backup, immediately.

The next of kin who were aboard must be notified, too. Ye gods and little fishies! I was the worst possible person to do that, insensitive and oblivious to nonverbal nuance. But I might have to. It would be worse if they found out by accident.

I keyed my throat mic. “Doctor Goodwin to Captain Grero. Doctor Goodwin to Captain Grero.”

Crackles and hisses. The storm’s electrical discharges overpowered the wireless comm system, making any reply too noisy to understand. Dared I try to make it to one of the wired comm stations? Leaving the corpse unattended and giving a murderer a shot at my back? Try the wireless again.

“Doctor Goodwin to Captain Grero. Doctor Goodwin to Captain Grero. Sorry to bother you during the storm, but we have a situation on our hands.”

More crackles and hisses, then, “Grero here.” Hiss, crackle. “What’s the situation? Over.”

“Goodwin here. I found a body in one of the coral tanks. Over.”

The comms burst with static and one last loud crackle, then fell silent. I had no idea if my last transmission had gone through.

The lights went out. The battery-powered emergency lights came on dimly.

Just great. Murphy was working overtime and Finagle had taken an interest. 
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Chapter 2 Arrivals
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Three weeks before the storm...

The Pacific lived up to its name for the moment: sunlight bright but not oppressively hot, clear skies to the horizon, and glimmering reflections off the solar decking all the way back to the superstructure. The ever-present salty sea air flowed cleaner here on the weather deck, uncontaminated by the vapors and fumes that lingered in even the best-ventilated spaces below. The long ocean rollers passed slantwise in order along the hull with only a soft hissing of foam. The length and breadth of the Steinmetz smoothed out the waves’ motions, leaving the deck stable underfoot.

The quiet still took me by surprise on occasion. My memories of the incessant thump and belch of the ship’s diesel engine tried to impose themselves on the present, insisting that we were adrift, denying that I had fitted silent electric drives years ago.

I contemplated our younger sister ship as it paralleled our course two thousand meters to port. The latest member of our cloned recycling fleet neared completion and no longer required umbilicals for power or other essentials.

The peaceful scene called for a deck chair and a cool drink, but a dopplering electric whine snapped me out of my reverie. My crew knew my idiosyncrasies and had not disturbed me, but I needed to be “on” for my arriving guests. 

I quickly reviewed the minimum necessary social scripts and shifted into mental high gear, what I privately called Emily Post Overdrive. Smile. Make eye contact. Don’t stare. Find a reason to look somewhere else. Phatic communication. Don’t take everything literally. Stay in the conversation. Don’t wander off down rabbit holes. Etiquette. Act as host. Act happy to see them. 

I was sure to fumble at least one script. I hoped it wouldn’t be worse. I wanted this to go right. I had only a short time at this level of mental exertion before I would be exhausted and nonfunctional.

Right on schedule, an aircraft appeared two points off the port bow, rapidly increasing from a tiny dot to the size of a seabird and finally to the sleek white amphibious electric Vertical Take-Off and Landing delivering our new guests and a few supplies.

Old friends and an unknown quantity. Who was I fooling? They were all unknown quantities. I hadn’t seen any of them in years, and emails and texts and video chats could conceal any number of crucial details. People change. And the third person: a complete unknown, yet profoundly important to the other two, and at a delicate and sensitive stage of development. It would be so easy for me to foul this up. Why had I extended the invitation?

Because they are your friends. This is what friends do.

The aircraft slowed and hovered as it drew level with the heliport circle etched into the solar decking. The wing segments rotated fully now, pointing the arrays of electric jet exhausts at the deck. The down blast ruffled our clothing as the eVTOL descended the last ten meters to a smooth touchdown. The engine whine immediately spun down to silence as the deck crew hustled to set wheel chocks and tie the aircraft down. This was so much safer and more civilized than the old helicopters had been!

The gull-wing door swung up and the stairs swung down. The first person to deplane appeared: tall, broad-shouldered, once fit but starting to thicken a bit around the middle, clean-shaven with piercing blue eyes, dirty blond shoulder-length hair starting to recede and thin. He spotted me and strode forward, hand extended. “Robin! Good to see you!”

I took his hand, remembering to set a firm grip and not let him take control. “Welcome aboard, Jake. Flight OK?”

He gave up on the silly dominance game and dropped my hand. “Fine, fine. Looks like you’re doing well for yourself here.” He stared at the newly cloned ship to port, ignoring the deck crew and neglecting the other passengers climbing out of the aircraft behind him. I couldn’t place his expression, but something about it didn’t fit.

“Yes, we’re just finishing up the conversion. It’s our first third-generation refit. I can give you a tour if you like.” I was trying to recall if Jake had ever expressed an interest before. He was a marine biologist, not ship’s crew.

“Robin! Permission to come aboard!” I didn’t need to remind myself to smile for the next person off the plane. Medium height but seeming taller, always poised, never empty-handed. Dark eyes that lit up any room. Auburn hair she didn’t fuss with but seemed to fall perfectly. Someone else might have taken her for a fashion model, but I knew her as one of the world’s top marine biologists. She gave me a one-armed hug, as she was holding the hand of another person. 

“Permission granted. Welcome aboard, Amanda. And who is this?”

Amanda’s eyes sparkled at our little boarding joke. She was just as punctilious about naval formalities as I was about responding to them, but always with smiles between us. Her smile broadened as she began to speak, but was interrupted.

“I am Doris. Doris Buckland-Rucker. Are you the captain?” She pronounced her full name with the careful diction and forcefulness of a child eager to set aside the lisps and whispers of babyhood and careful of the whistles due to a missing front tooth. Clearly, her mother’s child by both physical appearance and attitude.

I shook my head and held out my hand. “Hello Doris, welcome aboard the Steinmetz. Pleased to meet you. I am Doctor Goodwin, and this is my ship. I can introduce you to the captain later, if you like.”

Gravely, she took my hand and shook it once, then let go. Someone had been studying etiquette. Book or personal instruction? This was an interesting child.

“So do you tell the captain what to do, or does the captain tell you what to do?” Doris tilted her head to one side and squinched up her face.

“What an excellent question! The captain and I are good friends. She keeps the ship and crew running well, and we talk about the work I would like to do with the ship. Sometimes we have to talk a lot if what I want is hard to do.”

“She? The captain is a girl?” This seemed to be a new idea to Doris; her eyes were round and her mouth hung open.

“Yes, Captain Grero is a woman, like your mother. So are some of the crew. You’ll get to meet them soon.”

Jake had been reacquainting himself with a few of the deck crew. He stepped back beside us and said, “Well, that’s enough of wasting Dr. Goodwin’s time, Doris. Come along.” He began walking back along the central walkway toward the superstructure, empty-handed.

“Amanda, Doris, do you need any help with your bags?” I asked. Doris held up her small animal-themed day bag, which seemed mostly filled by a fuzzy blue dolphin stuffie. 

Amanda reached back and grabbed a heavy daypack that she’d dropped to hug me. “This is all I need for the moment. We have larger bags in the plane.”

“No problem, my crew will take those to your quarters.” I nodded to the crew chief and got a nod and thumbs-up. The longtime crew all exchanged smiles and waves with Amanda. They clearly remembered and liked her.

“Miss Doris, may I assist you with your bag?” I bowed stiffly from the waist in her direction, one hand palm-up for the little day bag.

Stretching her neck to be taller and more ladylike, Doris handed over the bag, saying “Yes, you may.” She took her mother’s free hand, and we set out along the walkway. 

I kept to the opposite side from Amanda, so we had Doris between us. “Doris, your mother and the other adults on board will talk to you about staying safe on my ship. For now, we are walking along the middle of this deck to stay as far from the sides as possible. The edge of the deck is dangerous, from waves and wind that could knock you off into the water. I would like you to promise your mother to stay away from the edge of the deck unless your mother or an adult you trust are holding your hand. Can you do that?”

Doris, reasonably enough, looked at everything going on around us: the ocean, the sky, the deck, the superstructure, the crew working at their various tasks. Despite this, I believe she heard every word. 

Doris looked up at Amanda. “Do you want me to promise?”

“Yes, sweetheart. Please promise me you’ll stay away from the edge.”

“OK, I promise.” Then Doris reached up and took my free hand.

I don’t know what I was feeling then, but I know I couldn’t have spoken if my life depended on it.

[image: DNA helix.]

I excused myself as soon as I had handed the little family off to Maja Nielsen, our purser, at their suite, assured that all their immediate needs would be taken care of. Considering the travel time from the East Coast, I was fairly certain that all three were ready for naps.

As was I. The overdrive had taken its toll, and I needed a painkiller and several hours in a darkened room. It was worth it. Amanda was back aboard, and I had made a good first impression with Doris. 

The cat flap to my quarters beeped and Nelson, one of the ship’s cats, slipped inside. The scarred and formerly one-eyed old tom stared at me through the darkness with the softly glowing green cyber-eye I’d given him. I slow-blinked at him; yes, buddy, I trust you. When I lay back down, Nelson hopped up and stretched out beside me. I stroked his flank and scritched behind his ears and under his chin, jangling the attachments on his collar. He purred, rumbling softly against me. I felt calmer, reassured that I’d done well so far.

As I drifted off to sleep, I thought again about the expression on Jake’s face. What did it mean?
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Chapter 3 Body Bag
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Back in the storm...

“Jeez, Doc, we all know he was a jerk an’ all, but why’d ya have to whack ‘im?” Jimmy Leota reliably worked hard as a deckhand, and just as reliably ran his mouth with no filters. His eyes fixated on the corpse floating in the coral tank, fitfully lit by wobbling flashlight beams. 

“He was like this when I got here.” I replied to Jimmy, but I kept my eyes on First Officer Silva, whose gaze shuttled between the corpse and I. I knew who I had to convince.

Their headband flashlights added a welcome brightness to the dim glow of the emergency lights. I heard their heavy footfalls ringing on the catwalk’s grid long before I could see them. The creaking and groaning of the Steinmetz’s hull straining under the storm could have concealed the sounds of any number of killers lurking in the shadows. Standing with my back to the coral tank gave me the best chance of seeing any approaching threat, but having a fresh corpse behind me tempered that reassurance. After a quarter hour of waiting, their appearance relieved me even if it meant dealing with Jimmy.

The lights came back on and the hums and thumps of compressors and pumps coming online surrounded us. The coral tank daylights gave us a more comprehensive view of the corpse; Jimmy recoiled. Despite having the same imposing height and muscular build as Silva, Jimmy’s slack face and unconcealed emotions made me think of him as a child.

“Jimmy, if you would please unroll that body bag across the catwalk. I’ll just be a moment.” I needed to talk with Silva, but I did not want to discuss matters in front of Jimmy.

I jogged down Broadway, the main catwalk, to the next workstation and retrieved an augmented reality headset from its storage drawer. I put on the AR goggles and checked the battery and storage levels; all good. I set it to record to local storage and to stream to the ship’s network. Belt and suspenders.

I walked back to Silva, Jimmy, and the corpse. The thermal vision overlay showed two of the three at normal body temperature. I hit the button to retract the coral tank cover. The rolling of the ship slopped water out of the tank and over the catwalk.

“Excuse me.” I stepped between them, standing on the bottom of the body bag. I stood on my toes, doubled over the safety railing  at the edge of the tank, and grabbed the corpse’s shirt collar. “If you gentlemen would take an arm each, let’s get him onto the bag.”

We heaved the sodden corpse over the railing and dragged it to lie full length on the body bag. I stepped out of the way and hit the close button for the coral tank cover. As the cover moved, I scanned the inside of the tank; no floating debris, no foreign objects on the bottom. “And turn him face up.”

Jakob Rucker had looked better.

His face glistened pale and gray, his eyes half open and mouth slack, strands of dirty blond hair trickling seawater. My AR goggles’ thermal vision showed him at the same temperature as the coral tank, well below normal human body temperature. I turned on the goggles’ Schlieren filters and lights, and I could find no air turbulence, no respiration or thermal convection currents around the body.

Jimmy said, “That’s a dead man.” No shit, Jimmy, I thought.

I felt for a pulse at Jake’s throat with little hope, just going through the motions. After half a minute, I gestured to Silva. “I can’t find a pulse; you try.”

Again, I needed to convince Silva; Jimmy remained too flighty and unreliable as a witness.

Silva tried both sides of Jake’s throat, and after nearly two minutes gave up and shook his head. “How long do you think he’s been out?”

“He wasn’t moving when I got here, and I called the captain immediately, so the system should have logged it. This tank’s log showed a sudden spike of sixty-five liters”—I checked my wrist terminal; 03:28—”over forty minutes ago. I came down to check on the tank after I finished securing more critical lab spaces and my own quarters for the storm. I think that spike was Jake going into the tank.”

“Forty minutes. Long gone, then.” Silva looked thoughtful. His many duties included Ship Security Officer, SSO, responsible among other things for reporting security incidents to the appropriate authorities. It made sense that Captain Grero would send him once she heard that I’d found a body; Silva would be filling out all the paperwork and knew what questions to ask.

I waited more or less patiently, resting my off hand against my thigh, counting off one two three four, thumb to tip of each finger, four three two one and back again.

Jimmy stuck in, “Should we try one’a the zappers?”

I said, “If I thought there was any chance, I’d have hauled him out myself and tried CPR and one of the defib units. He’s an adult, not a child, and the water isn’t cold enough for diver’s reflex or hypothermia. I’m pretty sure he was gone when I first got here.” I stood up. “Let’s get this zipped up and carry it down to medbay.”

Silva nodded. Jimmy said, “Carryin’ a dead man. Not a good start to a major blow.”

Jimmy, you got a real talent for stating the obvious, I thought to myself.

The body bag zipped up, anything Jake might have been carrying zipped up with him. I’d rather wait to go through his pockets until we had more witnesses and recordings running. The fact that Jimmy, not the sharpest knife in any drawer, had leaped to the conclusion that I’d killed Jake was worrying me.

Silva said, “Jimmy,” gestured with his chin, and he and Jimmy each took a head and midsection carry handle on opposite sides of the body bag. I picked up both foot handles. Thirty-odd kilos of dead weight each, distributed more or less evenly among us. 

Silva and Jimmy sidled along the main catwalk, the big men making nothing of the weight between them and I trying to keep up and keep my balance against the pitch and roll of the ship. Jimmy’s flow of excess commentary broke unevenly, either from the physical labor or his emotional disturbance. 

The walk back to the superstructure dragged on. I didn’t recall the Steinmetz being this long. My arms threatened to pull out of their sockets and my long muscles ached. My lower back started to twinge when we reached enclosed hallways and the marine elevator. When we finally got to medbay, Silva calmly balanced on one foot and tapped the other against the door.

Dr. Dalisay opened the door, looked us over without changing expression, and stepped back. The examination table lay flat, covered with a heavy tarp. We lifted our burden, Silva and Jimmy walked up on either side of the table, and we lowered the body bag onto the tarp.

“Jeez, Jake was heavy!” Jimmy burst out, shaking his arms to work out the kinks. 

Silva gave him a look. “Jimmy, have a seat and try to stay quiet for a few minutes.” He pointed to a wheeled stool in a corner. Jimmy sat, then started spinning back and forth.

I flexed my arms for a moment, then gestured to the doctor and Silva to join me at the door. I leaned in and whispered, “Silva, I’m not second-guessing you, but why Jimmy?”

“Everyone else was doing something more important.”

I nodded. “That makes sense. But the moment he’s out of our sight, everyone aboard is going to know everything we know. I’m not convinced this was an accident. There may be a killer aboard.”

Silva and Dr. Dalisay nodded, brows wrinkling in concern. We all glanced at the body bag and did our best not to look at Jimmy.

“I know this is going to be inconvenient, but Jimmy needs to be closely supervised every second. And we all have necessary work to do. And we don’t want to bring in another babysitter; we have to keep this under wraps until we know more.” I drummed my fingers on my thigh as I tried to come up with a solution.

“Dr. Goodwin. You’re overlooking something.” Silva regarded me gravely.

“Hm? What’s that?” I was distracted now.

“If even Jimmy can assume you killed Jake, lots of other people are going to do the same. You found the body. You and Jake had a major blow-up just hours ago, and now he’s dead. You are the number one suspect.”

“Oh, crap.” I had thought of that at first, but had lost track.

Silva continued, “You can’t be the only person with access to the evidence. You can’t even be around the evidence without better supervision than Jimmy.”

I thought furiously as Dr. Dalisay and Silva watched me.

I breathed deeply. “Silva, you are absolutely right. That I know I didn’t kill Jake doesn’t matter. I have to prove a negative, and since that is impossible, I—no, we—have to prove whether this was an accident or a murder, and if the latter, who did it.”

Dr. Dalisay said, “I’m not a pathologist. I’m a GP, with a few marine hobbies. I’m not sure I can do what you need.”

I shook my head. “You’ll be fine. Let’s not borrow trouble, we have enough as it is.”

I turned to Silva. “Try this. I stay here with Jimmy while Dr. Dalisay examines the corpse. Everything gets documented and recorded. Neither Jimmy nor I touch anything. You inform Captain Grero of the situation. When she has time, you and I and Dr. Dalisay review what we have learned, what we suspect, and our options going forward. Meanwhile, you lock down the ship as tightly as possible to limit the actions of our theoretical killer. If I’m the killer, Jimmy is big and strong, and Dr. Dalisay is smart and knows how to kill things. Make sense?”

Dalisay looked offended, then thoughtful, then laughed. “I guess so.” 

Silva nodded slowly, then more firmly. “Sounds workable. I’m going to post someone else outside this door as soon as the ship is secured. Meanwhile, dog this after me and don’t open for anyone else.”

I took off the AR goggles, turned them off, then handed them to Silva. “These have a continuous recording from the time I put them on down by the coral tank. If Captain Grero wants to see that or if something happens to me, you’ll have this recording.”

I didn’t mention the copy I’d streamed to the ship’s servers. I was paranoid; but was I paranoid enough?

I stuck out my hand and shook Silva’s. Keep up the appearances of trust.

Once the door closed behind Silva and I’d dogged it securely, I turned to Dalisay. “Bato, I think the first thing to do is to bag the contents of his pockets for his next of kin.”
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Three weeks before the storm...

When I arrived for the welcome dinner that evening, the other guests and our host were mingling over drinks. Maja, tall, blond, and blue-eyed, spotted me over the heads of the crowd and turned to Amanda and Doris standing near her. 

“Doris, would you like to have dinner with my daughter Sara and some of her friends your age?” Maja pitched the invitation in the voice a mother might use to announce a party to the guest of honor.

Doris looked to me like she might have been growing bored with the adult conversations, but now her eyes lit up. She looked up at Amanda. “Can I?”

Amanda nodded, smiling, and Doris followed Maja out of the room. As they passed me, I whispered, “Thank you, Maja.” I could trust our purser to make Doris feel welcome, not just from professional responsibility but because Maja was a genuinely nice person.

Once the door closed, Captain Grero moved smoothly to the head of the table and said, “If you’d all be pleased to take your seats. Jake, you’re with me.” She gestured to the seat at her right hand. Only medium height but with a trim, muscular build, dark hair and eyes, the captain projected confidence and authority. Without being told, First Officer Silva, taller and heavier but with similar coloring, moved to stand behind the chair at her left hand.

I moved to the seat at the foot of the table. “Amanda, if you would, please.” I opened my hand toward the chair at my right. “Conn.” I nodded to the chair at my left. Poised, with a slender build and dark, wavy hair over a classic Gallic profile, Constantin Delmare might have stepped out of a Romantic portrait in the Louvre.

With the head and foot of the table neatly filled, the remaining guests sorted themselves into the pair of chairs facing each other across the middle of the table: between Silva and Amanda, Dr. Dalisay, stocky and dark-haired, and between Jake and Conn, Sorcha Ferguson. Wiry and compact, she kept her shock of brilliant red hair cut high-and-tight to accommodate clean-room bunny suits. 

Captain Grero sat. We all took our seats.

That Grero chose to formally host this dinner as a captain’s table relieved me enormously. It took most of the host duties off my shoulders, although my place at the foot marked me as co-host in some respects. I could relax a bit from my Emily Post Overdrive, as all those present were well known to me and they were likewise aware of my peculiarities.

As the stewards began filling everyone’s glasses, Grero said, “Thank you all for being here. Tonight we welcome Jake and Amanda on their return to the Steinmetz. As they have been away for some time, we thought to bring them up to speed on some changes.

“As it was the last time you were aboard, I am captain and Antu Silva is my first officer. Anything you need from shipboard operations, please run it through Mister Silva.” Jake nodded across the table at Silva, and Amanda smiled and opened one hand in a small wave in the first officer’s direction. Silva nodded and smiled in return.

Grero gestured with her glass in my direction. “Robin is owner aboard and the person to ask about anything regarding scientific research, or specifically about any of the, er, novel devices we have aboard.” A chuckle ran around the table at her diplomatic phrasing. I smiled and nodded, choosing to take her words as a qualified compliment as they were intended.

“I’ll ask the remaining persons to introduce themselves and to answer any questions from our new guests.” A steward set a plate in front of her, and Grero attended to it.

Apparently in order of seniority, our ship’s doctor said, “Thank you, Captain. Bato Dalisay, MD. Ship’s medical officer. Anything to do with the health and well-being of the humans aboard, please come to me. I’m usually on duty in the medbay, which hasn’t moved since you were last here. That’s also the place to ask for bandages or prescriptions, it’s a one-stop shop.” He turned to Jake and then to Amanda. “I still have your medical files, but they haven’t been updated while you’ve been gone. Let me know, privately, about any changes, if you would. And I should start a file for Doris, when you have a chance.”

Amanda put one hand on the back of his wrist and said, “Oh, thank you so much, Bato. I’ll have her pediatrician back home send you a copy of her file.”

Bato smiled and nodded, then applied knife and fork to his plate. I smiled to myself at the thought of how his wife Ligaya was no doubt riding herd on their children in Bato’s absence. His growing family had proved themselves valuable crew ever since I hired them aboard from Manila. 

Jake had been looking down at his plate throughout the doctor’s reintroduction. Odd. The fish course with a light citrus sauce was excellent, but not demanding of that intense attention. Jake usually made steady eye contact. Come to think of it, Jake usually talked a lot, even over other people, and he hadn’t been jabbering away at either Silva or Grero. 

Conn looked across the table at Amanda. They both smiled; he dimpled. He said, “Constantin Delmare.” Conn looked up the table at Jake. “My current title is Senior Marine Scientist.” He returned his gaze to Amanda. “So anything you need, from expedition boats to lab reagents, I’ll do my best to provide. Oh, and any non-human patients; I’m the veterinarian aboard, now.”

Conn was slick, I thought. He didn’t mention his doctorate or other degrees. That neatly avoided embarrassing Jake by highlighting his lack of a terminal degree in contrast to Amanda’s well-earned doctorate plus teaching and research time at her university. Jake seemed to be stabbing something on his plate rather more energetically than required.

Amanda’s eyes lit up. “Conn, thank you. I do want to sit down with you and go over all your current research work. And the animals you’ve rescued!” Their smiles didn’t waver.

Sorcha looked up from her plate and paused for a moment, her glance passing from Amanda to Conn and back again. She cleared her throat, then said, “I’m new since you were last aboard, I understand. I’m Sorcha Ferguson, Chief Production Engineer for the Steinmetz. I think that’s a new position to you, too. Anything you need built, 3D printed or nanite, talk to me and we can probably make it for you.” She waved her fork at the walls. “All this fancy decoration came out of my labs. If you need a part or a piece of gear and we don’t already have it stocked, we’ve just about every material on Earth and the means to shape it to suit. We’ve also some fine designers aside from myself, so if you’ve ideas we’ve the talent.”

Amanda said, “Nice to meet you, Sorcha. Your work sounds fascinating!”

Jake interrupted, “Just about every material?” His plate was suddenly less interesting.

I said, “My filters and nanites pull all kinds of stuff out of the ocean. We keep working stockpiles, then sell off the excess.” I didn’t
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