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            ‘Totally gripping and terrifyingly believable, I raced through this. Strong climate fiction with themes of injustice, friendship and family. I was rooting for Betty and Maia all the way. Can’t wait for the next instalment.’ Kathryn Clark, author of Things I Learned While I was Dead

            ‘A deep-sea thriller – timely and tense, this is going to haunt my nightmares.’ Wren James, author of The Quiet at the End of the World

            ‘A gripping thriller that plunges you into a sinister, claustrophobic world.’ Amy McCaw, author of They Own the Night

            ‘A creeping, claustrophobic thriller with a scientific twist. I was totally absorbed!’ Melissa Welliver, author of To The Death

            ‘Instantly submerges you in deep-water (literally), dark secrets and murky loyalties … I wasn’t expecting that ending! Proper twist!’ Kenechi Udogu, author of Augmented

            ‘Grabs you with its tentacles from the very beginning and doesn’t let go.’ K. L. Kettle, author of Control Alter Delete

            ‘A chilling, hyper-realistic look at a future that might come to pass. I adored the unlikely duo of Maia and Betty. Their grit and honesty were a beacon of light in the darkness.’ S. A. Gales, author of iNSiDE ii
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            To my brilliant ocean-loving daredevil, always riding the wave
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            Prologue

            Audley

         

         
            From: Audley McVeigh, assistant biologist to Dr Ansel, Head of Sciences, Green Valley Sumac™

            To: Surface

            Date: 03/7/2089

            File attached: TastyPrint summer fruits pavlova.prntpro (AI-enhanced end-to-end encryption)

         

         
            Hey Mum,

            I figured you’d have heard the news, so I’m just checking in, letting you know we’re all fine down here.

            I know you worry, but no need – we’re safe and sound … not even a blip in energy production! Two miners were slightly injured – they’re in medical, and all signs point to a simple accident caused by inexperienced lower-class crew piloting a rig beyond their ability – they’re barely older than me! Anyway, as the saying goes, ‘we don’t have accidents Down’ but in truth, nothing is completely infallible, especially at the bottom of the ocean.

            That aside, I hope all is good, Up. I’ve attached the recipe you asked for – the chefs were happy to oblige when I said it 2was for you! They said to add real egg rather than printed if you can.

            Miss you, always,

            A xx

         

         On the surface, the recipient opens the file, accessing not a recipe for pavlova but an encrypted data file and a vidlog labelled: AJM 3/7/2089 … On-screen, Audley McVeigh is serious, furtive. The room lights are dimmed, and he leans in close to his recording device, probably a small, discreet contraband screen. He rubs his buzzed hair and looks tired … older than his eighteen years.

         ‘Obviously, it wasn’t an accident,’ he says. ‘I’ve attached as much scraped data as I can get my hands on, but this might be more serious than we thought; you were right to put me in position. You probably know that the Chief of Engineering was surfaced this morning, and two miners – old-timers, mind, none of this inexperienced BS – are in our medilab under strict no-visitor orders. I’ll try to access the medilab’s records without leaving an imprint—’ He pauses and listens for a moment before continuing in a whisper, ‘And report back, but listen, someone sent those miners to find something – and I think they did. It might just be what we’re looking for.’
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            1

            Maia

         

         
            Green Valley (Sumac4) is ProCorp’s flagship deepwater mining station, where the ProLEC bacteria is collected and processed. Situated 4km below sea level, NE of New Zealand. It is home to up to 200 miners, engineers, scientists and ProCorp/support staff, all working together to provide ProLEC energy for the entire planet.

            —Excerpt from Living Below: A Guide to Life in Green Valley, Introduction

         

         There’s something about the word ‘descent’ that makes me deeply uneasy. Maybe it’s because everything that goes with it sounds bad: descent into hell, into madness, into darkness … well, that last one is true for sure. Our descent – four kilometres, straight down to the bottom of the ocean – began three days ago, and most of it in the pitch black, the sun a distant memory. Perhaps, then, I shouldn’t be surprised by my sinking feeling. What am I saying? This is me we’re talking about … I shouldn’t be surprised at all. 4

         The journey to the seabed – in the large pod-like ‘Cousteau’ submersible – takes seventy-two hours, which, after such a frantic rush to get boarded, is maddeningly slow. It leaves me way too much time for my number-one hobby: overthinking. I thought I was prepared for the plunge into this new life, but it turns out that was a front, like so much else. Sure, I know what to expect and how to behave and what I need to learn, but how to be me … or more to the point, how to hide who I am … down here? I can feel the pressure rising already, and I’m not talking about the weight of the ocean outside, or the muggy exhalations of all the people on board with us. I take a deep breath of it, filling my lungs with piped-in oxygen from the surface I won’t see for months. The sterile taste of it is a visceral reminder of where we are, and my breathing stutters, but a quick glance at my older brother, Zavv, calms me immediately. It’s what he does. Brings me back to earth, makes everything seem okay.

         Sometimes, he covers for me. Lies for me.

         Because I shouldn’t be here. And it’s moments like this it feels so obvious that it’s just a matter of time before I’m outed and sent packing. Back ‘Up’. The weight of carrying that secret is like a diving bell dragging me down … that’s my descent.

         It’s weird – four kilometres on the surface is no distance at all: fifteen minutes in an e-cab to get my nails and laser threading done, or to the deli where Mum terrifies the staff in case they get her order wrong. 5But there’s something about a vertical trajectory – it feels different, and after three days of travel, I already feel so very far away from my previous life.

         The mood on board is making me uneasy, too. Everyone is quiet and self-absorbed. I thought people would be buoyant, returning from their three-month holiday, but I guess no one wants to go back to work. Still, you’d think they’d look more refreshed and rested.

         The majority of the other passengers are wearing ProCorp uniforms: turquoise comfort fit, with a coloured badge to show their role and therefore class. Only a few are like us, still in our normal clothes. It probably marks us out as newbies, but I don’t care. My own garish uniform is packed, and it can stay that way for as long as possible. Fashion doesn’t feature at the bottom of the world, apparently.

         I’ve tried making eye contact with a few people, especially the higher-class ProCorp staff, with their red badges, but it’s like everyone’s in their own bubble, all waiting for the descent to be over. I really hope people are more friendly once we reach the station. It would be nice to have someone to talk to for the next nine months!

         Mum snaps me from my thoughts by handing me a beaker of lychee Vit-juice and a neat little module lunch in a green plastic tub: cute mini ‘chicken’ sandwiches made with lab-grown protein and oat bread and what might be real dried fruits, apricots, apples and raisins. Might be. I try to read Mum’s expression, 6wondering if she can see into my thoughts, see my worries, my secrets, but as always, her attention is distant. I wondered if we might have time to connect as we travelled – one of the reasons the Cousteau trip is so long is for acclimatisation, so we can all get used to living in close quarters, but she is already focused on work.

         In Bristol High Downs, where we live – Up, I guess I should say – I have a three-room annexe attached to our main residence, with a training pool, an all-integrated AI study office, and plenty of space to be … me. Once we disembark and board the deepest living space in the world, I’ll get my own sleeping room, but it’ll be barely wider than the simple bed provided. Still, at least I’ll have my privacy, unlike now.

         Someone coughs, and everyone looks around, but it’s just a Digger – a miner, with their mud-brown badge, spluttering on their Vit-juice. It’s not a good look.

         When there aren’t people on board, a four K descent actually only takes a couple of hours, but for crew transfer, ProCorp slows the Cousteau. It’s supposed to weed out anyone who might have a last-minute meltdown.

         (Breathe, Maia)

         Or suddenly realises they are scared of the dark, or the ocean, or the depth. But they won’t see me. I am totally fine. Totally.

         The other reason is to check for signs of infectious diseases. Something as simple as the common covid 7could spread through the tight-knit community in days, and that would be a nightmare for the Corporation’s energy production … for the planet. I can’t imagine how devastating an outbreak of something really serious would be.

         
            *

         

         I feel better after eating and flick through the list of available VR books – I know it’s weird, but my comfort reads are climate disaster stories. The visuals of places like New York and London flooding are iconic buuut … maybe a bit inappropriate, so I start a romance instead, and find I can actually concentrate today. An improvement; I spent the whole of the first day on board worrying – did I say enough goodbyes, and to the right people? Did I pack everything I need into my tiny holdall? We were fast-tracked and left in a hurry, but now I realise that I’ve moved on. My confidence grows with the depth, and maybe I’m okay with having said my goodbyes to the sun. Now, time to do what I came here to do … and not lose my shit.

         That’s the first challenge: make a good impression on the company people – on ProCorp.

         ‘You plotting to take over the world?’ says Zavv, pushing his VR goggles to the top of his head. ‘You’ve got that look.’

         ‘Of course.’ He’s always teased me about my ambition to get a top job with ProCorp, and maybe that’s why he helped me get down here – feeling the guilt!

         ‘Does Sinder know you’re after her job?’ He winks, 8and I cringe at how loud he is.

         ‘I think you have to call her “sir”, now she’s our boss. Or at least Ms Dacre.’ I flap him away. ‘Go back to your games.’

         He adjusts his goggles. ‘No time for playing now,’ he says cryptically. ‘Bro’s got serious shit going on.’

         When I first told him I wanted to grow up to be just like Sinder Dacre, head of ProCorp Biotech, he called my plan Mission: Maia, like it was something impossible. It kind of was … is … what with us only being engineers, and he thought I’d be annoyed, but I embraced it, wore it like a badge, and now here we are, heading down to ProCorp’s flagship mining station and the first step on my climb up towards my future career. It’s not unheard of. After all, Sinder did it herself.
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            Maia

         

         
            ProCorp is a multi-trillion-dollar bioengineering company. It owns the world’s largest fleet of Sumacs (Subsurface Mining and Colonisation Stations), their support vessels, and the ProSOL space programme. ProCorp is best known for providing green energy to the world.

            —Excerpt from Living Below: A Guide to Life in Green Valley, Chapter 1

         

         Mum is fully on board with my ambitions. After all, she’s the template for getting what she wants, when she wants it. Although our sudden move to the Sumac was more luck than Mum’s judgement: good luck for Mum, bad luck for the previous Chief of Engineering, who was fired.

         Yesterday, we passed the other Cousteau, transporting him back Up, felt its tiny wake, fell silent at the thought of being ‘surfaced’. It was horrible. How terrifying and humiliating that must have been for him, to suddenly have no job and no future, in a 10world of ten billion people fighting – literally, in some places, or so I’ve heard – for space and resources.

         As he passed, it made me wonder why we were suddenly chosen to come Down almost a year sooner than expected … and what happened to cause the accident that got the old Chief sent to the surface.

         Mum would just say she was in the right place, at the right time … having worked hard to put herself there, to be hand-picked for the most sought-after job in her field. Simple as that.

         If I had to guess what was under Mum’s school yearbook pic, it would say: Work Ethic Rules! Right now, while everyone else is taking a rest break, she’s logged in, interfacing her avi with the Sumac’s Core AI systems, looking for areas to ‘improve productivity and efficiency’. Zavv, on the other hand, is on his VR, again, this time chatting up some Downer called Jacks he ‘met’ on day one. I often wonder if my brother was swapped at birth. I mean, he’s a bit like Mum in that he’s settled in right away, but I don’t think arranging a hook-up is quite what the staff handbook means by ‘forming strong working relationships’. And yes, I am super-jealous of his ease around people, but as Mum said: we’re here to work, not make friends, so I’m going to wait and see who I get introduced to when we arrive.

         
            *

         

         Nearly there, about an hour to the seabed, and it feels like I have a stomach full of jellyfish. I’m so nervous I’ve even done some VR-assisted study to take my mind 11off it (‘exams may be over, but learning never stops’: Mum). I’ve recapped main engineering protocols, risk assessments and AI comms support – all things I’ll get tasked with working on once I’ve completed my intro training and orientation – and I was going to watch a movie but got lost in the multitude of choices, so instead I’m staring out into the black ocean at nothing. The majority of marine creatures live in the euphotic – or sunlight – zone, which is astonishingly shallow, only about two hundred metres. We left that behind on the first day: the light diminished, gradually becoming deepening hues of blue that quickly succumbed to this pure blackness outside. So much darkness. It’s incredible to me that our star, powerful enough to sustain almost all life on Earth, can be so impotent in the face of a little bit of water.

         Trying to focus out of the windows is impossible – most of the time, there’s nothing for the eye to latch on to, and it makes my brain feel tight. Occasionally, we’re treated to a display of tiny chemical fireworks by little shrimp. It’s like watching stars winking in and out of existence in a universe on fast-forward. I touch my hand to the Pevlar window and shiver at the thought of how little there is between me and a deep blue death. I look over at Zavv and Mum.

         Please don’t let us all get crushed.

         My breath is all up in my chest, too high, so I tap my slapwrap, activate voice and whisper ‘How strong is Pevlar?’ to my wrist. The answer, which I 12already know, comes back on my screen in a scroll of information about tensile strength, and the different commercial grades of the material that make up the Sumac and all the deep ocean vehicles and equipment. I breathe through my nose until I see what I need in order to calm down: Pevlar can withstand as much as 1,000 bar of pressure, making it the perfect material for deep-sea exploration.

         Strong enough, then.

         I scold myself for being silly. People have been living and working at the bottom of the ocean for over thirty years, using the Cousteaus to travel and the subs and mining rigs to work in. It’s perfectly safe. The accident, the one that resulted in the old Chief getting surfaced, happened Outside on a mining rig, nowhere near the Sumac. Human error. Humans are nearly always the limiting factor when things go wrong. It’s scary, obviously, but nothing to do with my role in engineering, nothing to do with me, nothing to do with the Pevlar beneath my fingers.

         My breathing returns to normal, and I look away from the infinite innerspace of the sea. I’m going to have to make friends with the dark. In a few days, I’ll be out there, swimming, training for work. I rub my head, newly buzz cut as standard, and a prickle of anticipation replaces my inner flutterings.

         Mum flings a communication from her slapwrap to mine. ‘Well done, Maia. Nice of them to send that down – your last surface comms for nine months 13and it’s a special one!’ My slapwrap flashes with a notification that I’ve passed my finals: AI-assisted systems control was the last result to come through, and I’ve gained a distinction. ‘Congrats. I’m proud of you.’

         I should feel elated, at the result, the closure, the praise … but I don’t. I’ve already crossed into Down life, and all the congrats feel distant, like something from another world.

         ‘That’ll look dry in the yearbook,’ says Zavv, slapping me on the shoulder. ‘Officially graduated school underwater. Nice.’

         Couldn’t have done it without you.

         
            *

         

         The Cousteau meets the seabed like a lift arriving at the ground floor. I don’t know what I was expecting – some kind of fanfare? There’s a shudder, the first external sensation – apart from the ghost of a nudge from the other pod – since we left the chop of the surface. The two pods travel on vertical rails so they always meet and connect with the Sumac perfectly. No need to worry about currents, or earth movements, or pilot error – there is no pilot, only AI.

         I’m trying not to think about that as we dock, but I’m failing. At home, we use driverless e-cabs, like everyone else, and all our deliveries arrive by drone, but down here … I can’t help thinking there ought to be some human backup at the very least, even if humans are flawed. What if the automation were to fail, or 14there was a power cut, or … another gentle shimmy of the craft accompanies the electrical switch-off, and I realise we’ve arrived perfectly safely, as they said we would. Still, my mouth is dry, and I don’t mean as in ‘awesome’, but rather, literally devoid of saliva, as we wait for the green light to signal us for boarding.

         The main door panel flashes ‘hard seal’, indicating that we’ve docked with the station and that the pressure of both Cousteau and Sumac is equal. Amidst the hum of excited chatter, Mum reaches out for me. For a moment, I think I’m getting a reassuring hug as my life changes forever, but no. She’s checking I look neat and tidy. Then she stands to attention, as stiff as the stick up her arse. We will be the first to disembark. Of course.

         The door breathes out, and I breathe in.

         Seawater is not going to come rushing in and fill the pod and drown us and simultaneously crush our lungs and soft tissues and …

         It doesn’t, and the door slides open with a hiss, like an ordinary door. On the other side, a tall man and a short girl are smiling, but only one of them is doing a good job at faking it.

         The smiling man, who I assume is our Engineering Rep, shakes our hands. ‘Welcome, Maxons. You must be Maia? Always a pleasure to welcome a new young person to the team.’

         I’m only eighteen months younger than Zavv. For info.

         Still, I’m excited to have caught the Rep’s attention. 15The Reps are our point of contact for ProCorp, there to oversee the smooth running of the zones, so if I’m ever to get a job in the company, it’ll help to make a good impression with them first. I turn my attention to the girl and gift her a friendly smile – at least one of us ought to make the effort. She’s not exactly selling this place with her sour look.

         ‘This is Betty Styles.’ The Rep points to the brown logo on her turquoise zip top. ‘One of our Diggers, with nothing better to do.’ He smirks like he’s made a most amusing joke.

         Betty’s smile twists like there’s a seed between her teeth and she’s pretending not to get at it.

         ‘Betty will be your buddy for two weeks, Maia, while I orient the adults. She’s very experienced and smart, believe it or not, so you’re in good hands. Her station access has been temporarily upgraded above her usual Zone 1 level so she can show you around engineering in Zone 2. Of course, you can go to Zone 1 any time you want, although I can’t imagine why you would!’

         O … kay. So I’m paired with a Digger?

         Mum flinches beside me. Her displeasure at her daughter being received by someone so Lower fills the docking bay like a bout of bad biogas. I wonder if it’s some kind of test, though; Mum has been reviewing the old Chief Eng’s files and there’s a suggestion that he got too friendly with the miners, was even talking about integration between classes, and it had somehow contributed to the accident … sorry, incident – there 16are no accidents at this depth, apparently. But, fine, I can play along. I shake Betty’s outstretched hand, as if we’re going to be firm friends. If she’s as experienced as the Rep just said, maybe she will be useful. Mission: Maia, indeed!
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            Betty

         

         
            Each Sumac serves a different purpose within the Corporation. Green Valley is a mining station, situated within the Kermadec Trench, on the edge of the world-famous Hollister Deep – home to the ProLEC organism.

            —Excerpt from Living Below: A Guide to Life in Green Valley, Chapter 2

         

         Every time I do this gig, right before the hatch opens, I think two things: that my past self is a squidshit for agreeing to do this again, and that I am too old to be a babysitter. This newb is sixteen, same as me – I have to fend for myself, why can’t she?

         The door opens and there she is. Neaty Ms Neat Face. The Fixits, aka the engineering people, are always neat, even when they’ve been here a while. Which is easy when you have more privileges. More space, more credits, less shit to deal with. But I forgot, we’re all one happy family.

         From her Up clothes, I get a hint of what the richies 18are wearing these days; nice … as long as you don’t have to do manual work. They’ll have their bespoke, ever-stylish turquoise uniform with them in smart little cases, but the higher-class newbs never put it on in the Cousteau. Still clinging on to Up life … it’s sad.

         Maia Maxon. A posh name if I ever heard one.

         Even with her buzz cut, she’s pretty. She glances back at the other crew, who all seem to be waiting for her royal family to disembark, and I notice the back of her hair is shaved into cresting waves – obviously done by a hairdresser. Pap does mine; I make a mental note to ask him to shave a dolphin into the back of my head next time.

         Joking.

         The mum and older brother share the same expression: professional, engaged, eager … but Maia? Am I imagining it, or does she look bored?

         I give her my best smile, augmented with a hint of superior knowledge, which is promptly wiped from my face when the smarmy Eng Rep practically introduces me as Digger girl.

         
            *

         

         I lead the way towards Zone 2: engineering, where Maia and her family will live and work for the next nine months. I refuse to be intimidated. Yes, I’m a Digger and she’s an engineer, but she’s also new, and if she knows what’s good for her, she’ll listen and learn. Fortunately, my tour-guide spiel isn’t as rusty as I’d feared. I used to show newbs around all the time 19(crew would come and go a lot more in the old days) but now things are pretty stable. It’s kind of a shame ’cause it used to be lots of families Down, but most of the kids I started out with have moved on. Probably why I agreed to do ‘just one more tour’ – to see the new girl. And yeah, to get a sniff at the massive tinge of intrigue: the old Chief Eng leaves, and this new lot arrives hot on his heels … coincidence? Colour me curious.

         Zone 2 is pretty smart; not as slick as sciences in Zone 3, but still, everything is shinier than Zone 1. We pass Maia’s mum in Main Eng – she’s clearly shrugged off the Rep’s orientation already and got stuck into work. I’m reluctantly impressed; it can’t be easy stepping into the shoes of someone recently surfaced. She barks orders at her minions, and I hurry Maia on before we’re seen and she turns that tone on me. I’m a miner … we’re all minions down here.

         The five zones of Green Valley are circular domes sitting on the ocean floor, like onions cut in half, connected to the central domed Hub by long corridors. Zone 1, my home, is basic and dull. Zone 3, science, is like a rabbit warren, full of cool stuff and cooler people … at least they think so. Maia gets to exist somewhere in between.

         As we walk, I explain how each zone can only be accessed by those with the right clearance. Then, using the map on the Zone 2 corridor wall, I begin describing the dual-layer structure of the Sumac itself. Behind the 20walls of the corridors is the maintenance layer, lined with pipes and cables that preserve the environmental balance and keep us alive. Around the circular zones, that same layer is used for food and materials storage. The outer layer, the skin, is lined with sensors that monitor the Sumac hull integrity and … okay, so I try to make it sound more interesting than it is, but oh, this girl. The expression: bored and aloof, and she knows it all already. I’m sorely tempted to lead her into the skin and leave her there, but if she gets lost on her first day, I’ll be surfaced too.

         Rising above, I tell her how the credit system works, how much you get to spend on leisure time – which as an engineer will be more than I get – then I point out the recycle points, water refills, and the bright spots lining the ceiling and floor: ‘In the event of an emergency, the spots will guide your way as you walk to the exit. Down here, we never run.’

         Actually, in the event of an emergency, we’d be screwed, but whatever.

         I lie by saying she’ll get used to the light. If there’s one thing I can’t get over down here, it’s that it’s never dark. My brain dares me to put on that posh woman’s voice from the ProLEC advert and do the jingle: ProCorp, keeping the lights on, but I wouldn’t want to crack Maia’s indifferent face with a smile, so I don’t bother.

         We pass one of the many CorePads linked to the main server of the Sumac: the Core AI system. Core is 21always there, generating data, monitoring … it sounds creepy, but it’s a safety thing. Someone is always in the Core room with it, but I swear they’re usually watching VR movies. Anyway, I’m supposed to show her the techy stuff, so I do. The Reps say it ‘showcases the excellence of the Sumac’s education programme’. As in: even our Diggers go to school down here.

         And who knows, I might even graduate one day.

         ‘You can access the CorePads anytime with your slapper … slapwrap, WristWrap, whatever you want to call it. Scan here like you would normally. If, for some random reason, you actually cared about the zone’s environmental data, it’s always displayed.’ It never changes – temperature, humidity, oxygen saturation, always the same. I’ve never seen it change, and I never want to. Down here, change is bad. That’s why everyone is so jumpy about the recent surfacing.

         She still looks bored, so I show her something I hope will be more interesting: the location and status of all the ProLEC dig sites in the Hollister Deep. Three rigs are working at various depths in the abyss. Seven crew working a forty-eight- or seventy-six-hour shift – actually, my mum is out there at the moment, she and her crewmates are drilling, digging, pulling huge bacterial mats out of the rock.

         She mutters what sounds like ‘deep’ under her breath – finally, a reaction! She’s right; one of the rigs, shown as active by a blue flashing dot, is working at almost seven kilometres’ depth, and I swear she shivers.22

         ‘My room is just here, yes?’ she asks, pointing a little further along the corridor. She looks … pale.

         Have I been reading her wrong?

         It’s very possible. Nuance and me aren’t that well acquainted.

         We head to her room, which connects both to the corridor and to her family’s living area at the rear. Her name is already programmed into the panel. Nice.

         ‘It looks like your door activation is already coded into your slapper. It’ll only open for you.’ I usher her forward to try it out, waving my own wrist ineffectually across the access panel by way of a demonstration.

         ‘We learnt all this on the Cousteau.’ She gives me this baby-engineering-queen-bee scathing look as her door slides back.

         Guess I wasn’t wrong – she really is the most arrogant newbie I’ve ever been stuck with.

         ‘It’s even smaller than I imagined,’ she complains, stepping in and shoving her rucksack into an overhead locker. Like the rest of the Eng accommodation, the bed is a smidge wider than in Zone 1, the walls a smidge less scuffed.

         ‘Not enough space to swing a blobfish,’ I agree through gritted teeth. We’re the same age, but she gets a private room. I’m sure it’s not the glamorous apartment living she’s used to, but she should think herself lucky; I’m still on a pull-out in the living area, waiting for ‘something to become available’. And that, in turn, is better than half the planet gets. I want to 23tell her to check her privilege, but honestly, right now, I can’t be arsed. I make a mental note to tell the Reps I’m done with buddying. No amount of engineering tea is worth this. I should be concentrating on qualifying for dig crew in eighteen months instead.

         Thinking of tea … ‘Come on, let’s go to the Hub. I’m guessing you’re not interested in seeing the docking bay in Zone 4? The submersibles, the moon pool? I could use a cuppa.’

         She perks up. ‘You have tea down here?’

         ‘Oh, shit, sorry. No, it’s not actual tea, that’d be too much to hope for. It’s algae. The brown stuff, so that’s what we call it.’ I try to smile like an enthusiastic tourer again, but she looks properly disappointed. I picture her on a balcony, overlooking some post-sea-level-rise newly created beach, sipping leaf tea and dairy milk like it’s no big deal.

         ‘It’s nice, once you get used to it. Honest.’

         I wonder if she can tell I’m lying.
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            4

            Betty

         

         
            Green Valley is made up of five zones connected to a central dome, like legs on a starfish. Each zone includes workspace and accommodation for: miners (Zone 1), engineers (Zone 2), scientists (Zone 3), and the docking bay for subs, rigs and other personnel (Zone 4). Zone 5 is self-sufficient and can be isolated for astronaut training. It also doubles as accommodation for VIP ProCorp employees. Access to Zones 2 to 5 is strictly limited.

            —Excerpt from Living Below: A Guide to Life in Green Valley, Chapter 2

         

         ‘She’s a princess,’ I say, eyeing Maia from the far side of the Hub.

         I left her at a table drinking ‘tea’ while I went to the loo, and on my way back found myself waylaid by Jacks Lancer. Jacks was so entirely brazen about getting the lowdown on the new girl that he was waiting for me, carton of pineapple-flavour Vit-juice 25in hand, by way of a bribe. It’s my favourite, as he well knows.

         ‘She’s engineering, yes? Squids, if she’s a princess, what does that make me?’

         ‘Oh, you’re definitely a princess!’ I laugh. Jacks may be ProCorp, and technically an adult, but he’s nice. He’s been a Downer since 2084, on and off, and even though he’s a Higher, I’ve never met anyone so devoid of airs and graces.

         We watch as she carefully places her cup on the table, inside the red circle outline meant for tremors. I snigger, unkindly.

         Jacks nudges me. ‘Betty Styles … be nice.’

         I roll my eyes. ‘This one doesn’t exactly make it easy.’ On the way to the Hub, I tried again to find common ground and asked how she felt about doing lessons on the Sumac, only to discover she already finished school and passed her finals … with majority distinctions.

         ‘You’re jealous.’

         ‘Am not.’

         ‘Are you sure? You’re not annoyed at her because they fast-tracked her exams, and you’re still stuck with home school?’ Jacks sees right through me, as per.

         ‘I love the way you say “home” school – it sounds so wholesome. Not at all like I’m being educated in a school-for-one by a chronically glitchy algorithm.’ But crush him, he’s right. Although it’s more than jealousy. Once again, I’m left behind with the rest of the Lower people. 26Maia and I are both sixteen, but I’m still treated like a child.

         I’m so busy being cross with Jacks for being clever that I don’t realise we’ve got company. Audley McVeigh is standing right next to me. Towering over me. Close enough that I could just shift my weight and brush against his arm.

         ‘What are we discussing?’ he asks.

         I snort and spill Vit-juice on my chin. Sometimes I am such a Digger.

         I quickly switch into ‘be dry around Audley’ mode, which is every bit as glitchy as my homeschooling app and tragically underused. He hasn’t spoken to me in ages … I mean, I don’t think he’s actually speaking to me now – he’s looking at Jacks, but still, it’s the most excitement I’ve had all day. He smells of the swimming pool, and something else, something delicious.

         ‘Bets’s best friend,’ says Jacks, tilting his chin in Maia’s direction. ‘Even though I thought that was me.’

         ‘Oh, I heard your best friend was her brother – Zavvius, is it? Fast moves, mate.’ Audley wears a cheeky look – as a Zone 3 scientist, he’s almost equals with the ProCorpers – but Jacks doesn’t bite. His expression is like a calm sea.

         ‘We are way more than friends, mate.’

         Audley grins, and his face comes alive, but he also looks tired. I doubt anyone else has noticed, but there are bags under his eyes. I hope he’s okay. There was 27a time I’d have asked him … but that was before. I make a silent wish that Audley might say something about us being friends, even if it was years ago. But he doesn’t. And why would he? He’s eighteen now, and a brilliant, beautiful biologist, and I’m … a Digger. And that’s the way it is.

         He seems distracted, though, as though he’s only half with us. Maybe he’s concerned about the incident with the injured miners – I heard they’re being cared for in Zone 3 medilab, which is unusual. Or maybe it’s the rumours that his boss, Chief Sci Dr Ansel, is grooming him to take over in the next few years … as if he wasn’t out of my league already. But then he smiles at me, and I draw it in by osmosis. I’d be so happy, the rest of my life, if I could bottle that smile.

         ‘Nope, we’ve lost her,’ says Jacks, and I realise I’ve missed something during my deep dive into all things Audley James McVeigh. I must look confused because Jacks says: ‘Her Royal Engineeringness beckons,’ by way of explanation.

         Fishfarts!

         He’s right. Maia is waving me over. I take a last breath of Audley McVeigh deliciousness and then slope over to her.

         
            *

         

         ‘You don’t need to do that,’ I say, pointing to the circle outline on the table. ‘They’re for tremors, and only if a big one hits. It’s all magnetic – your cup will zip on to the table, nice and secure. We have tremor drill every 28second Thursday, but they’re really boring.’ Jacks is right – no more newb shaming. It’s beneath me. I will be kind and generous.

         As well as the red circle for a mug, the dining surfaces of the tables have outlines in the shapes of a plate and cutlery. Everything has its place down here, and things are either nailed down or magnetic. But, more interesting than that – the tabletops slide open and double as consoles for VR games or study, so they get well used.

         ‘A big what … hits?’ Maia’s eyes are bugging out like a dead fish.

         Squids!

         So much for nice. She’s gone pale like before, and I’m back to wondering what I’ve missed. Is she faking the arrogance? She’s a well-practised actor, if so. But here she is, mouth flapping like a landed cod.

         It’s odd, but I don’t have time to consider it, as Jacks and Audley casually throw themselves into the remaining two seats around our table.

         Guess you’re joining us, then.

         I imagine my eyes are bugging out now. It’s been a long time since Audley and I spoke, even longer since we actually sat together.

         ‘You know – a tremor. Earthquake,’ I say, defaulting to tour guide.

         ‘Bets, be nice,’ Jacks cautions again.

         Sea snake.

         I introduce them, but she already knows who Jacks 29is because her brother is dating him. Then she goes ahead and strikes up a conversation with Audley, like they’re equals.

         I’ve known Audley four years and not said as many words to him as she has now. Not since we were kids, anyway.

         ‘What do you think of the place?’ asks Audley, welcoming and warm. A natural leader.

         Maia has calmed down, miraculously, and she’s practically beaming at him. ‘It’s a little different than I was expecting. I’ve done multiple projects on Green Valley and the other Sumacs, and ProCorp and …’ She pauses, checking if she’s gone overboard on the nerd scale, but the lads – both massive nerds themselves – are rapt. She continues, telling them way more than she bothered to share with me. I start to wonder if I should just leave them to it. ‘I’ve been waiting my whole life to come down here. It’s embarrassing, but Sinder Dacre is kind of my hero. She gave me my first-ever school science prize when I was twelve. I want to be just like her.’

         That makes sense – Sinder Dacre is some also-posh boss of ProCorp … or something. I’m not sure. I don’t really pay too much attention to things above my pay grade. Jacks, on the other hand, is paying a lot of attention. So is Audley.

         ‘Wait – Maia Maxon … I knew that name sounded familiar.’ Audley is searching for something on his slapper. He finds whatever he’s looking for, then turns 30the screen to Maia. She blushes bright pink and puts her hands over her face.

         ‘No! It’s still down here? So embarrassing!’

         ‘That is you, then?’ He smiles at her so sweetly, and my feeling of being left out grows. I wish he’d look at me like that. Still, curiosity pulls and I lean forward to see what all the fuss is about.

         ‘It’s what I got the science prize for. My Year Eight project on Green Valley. Part of the prize was for it to exist as a digi-copy on the bottom of the ocean. Too cringe.’

         ‘No! It’s great.’ Audley taps off the screen. ‘I’ve been studying a bunch of old data recently, and it popped up. I don’t know if I should tell you that it’s been archived now … but you should still be proud.’

         I don’t ask what the project is, or if it covered the crucial mining operations that go on just outside, mere kilometres from where we sit. She’s already the centre of attention and I can’t be bothered to waste the O2. C’est la vie, as they say … somewhere posh.

         The conversation moves on, and Jacks starts showing off  about  how  deep  his  swanky  new  maintenance sub can dive. Any other day, I’d be interested, but this whole conversation has got me annoyed. I drift off and stare at the hexagonal Screen instead – our imaginatively named broadcast/viewing panel on the wall to my right. It runs tightly curated transmissions and Down news, and it’s currently running a mood aesthetic  in  swirls  and  slices  of  aquamarine  and 31emerald: mesmerising and tranquil. Except … it’s flickering. I’ve never noticed it do that before, and it’s adding to my pissy mood. Then it blinks off for a second and goes completely blank, which is very weird, before coming back on to continue its green calm.

         ProCorp is big on green. The ethos is green, the walls are green, even the cutlery is green. The Hub walls are decorated with natural-fibre artworks and cute digi-pics drawn by kids from ProCorp academy schools, and I’m sure if I looked, I’d find a drawing from tweeny Maia down here somewhere. Everything is designed to calm and pacify; to keep us all focused and ‘nice’. Getting annoyed or upset doesn’t gel with isolated living on the sea floor. I’m forced to accept that being green with envy doesn’t fit well either.

         I turn my attention back to Maia, who’s suddenly quiet. I notice she’s not eaten much. In fact, she’s looking a bit green herself.

         ‘Lunch okay?’ I ask. Being nice.

         ‘I’m still getting used to the tea. Trying not to think of it as algae.’

         Be kind, be generous. Don’t mention that the snack bars are made from insect protein.

         Audley leans over to her. ‘You’ll be fine. You’re probably a bit Downsick. It’s the recycled air and the slightly higher atmospheric pressure … and all the synthesised food.’ There’s concern in his eyes and I feel the sting of jealousy. ‘Do you feel dizzy?’ he 32continues. ‘Anxious? Claustrophobia can take a while to show itself.’

         ‘No! I’m fine,’ she barks, and seems about to protest more when her mum appears out of nowhere, suddenly looming over us, looking for all the oceans like she’s eaten a raw wasp.

         ‘I hope you’ve had a productive morning, Maia. Are you up to speed?’ Ms Maxon might be the most intimidating person I have ever seen. Even the way she holds herself makes me feel shabby and small.

         I stand and smile primly, ignoring Jacks’s barely hidden smirk. ‘Ms Maxon, it’s a pleasure to see you again.’

         She nods dismissively. ‘I didn’t expect to find you sitting around chatting. There’s lots to do if you’re going to make an impression.’ Her words are for her daughter, but her tone is clearly meant for me.

         I wait for Maia to explain how she’s spent the whole morning rolling her eyes at me, and that she was the one who brushed off a gripping tour of Zone 4 and the outer layers, but she just sits there nibbling on that damn snack bar, looking equally as cowed as me. This explains so much.

         I wait as long as I can for her to take responsibility without me seeming like an idiot, and then I decide to make my own impression. I put on my tour-guide voice again. ‘Not all the protein is printed Down. Interestingly, the snack bars are made from insects, harvested on the surface and ground into flour. Good job roaches are so tasty!’ 33

         Maia makes a hiccuping sound in her throat, stands so suddenly her chair clatters over, and runs from the Hub, her hand over her mouth.

         Her mum looks at me like I’m the insect, and leaves.
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            Maia

         

         
            In the centre of the Sumac is the Hub, the large common area where crew gather to eat, socialise and relax, watching vids or classic VR. It takes up most of the central dome and is furnished with tables, sofas, viewing platforms and screens. It’s a shared space, but as on the surface, classes tend to group together. All zones can be accessed from the Hub (appropriate clearance allowing).

            —Excerpt from Living Below: A Guide to Life in Green Valley, Chapter 3

         

         Day two on board Green Valley and Mum had me up early to start on health and safety training, then a quick trip to the small yoga studio so I could ‘face the day with a clear mind’. When she suggests things like that, I wonder if I’ve been too harsh on her and that maybe she does get me.

         Then again … when I got back, she was gone without a word, off to Main Eng to crack the whip at her new staff. She has ambitious plans for engineering upgrades 35approved by Ms Dacre herself. Zavv is working too, and surprise, surprise, he’s been placed with Jacks, tinkering on submarines, so they are basically spending all their time together. I’m pleased for him, I really am, but I miss having him around as my anchor. It doesn’t help that I haven’t been allocated any work yet, so I’m not sure what to do with myself other than follow Betty around
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