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Author’s Note
 

Much of what you will read about in this novel is based on real science. The deep sea is mostly an undiscovered place, full of diverse and extremely unusual life. While mankind has spent trillions to explore the universe, there’s still so much we don’t understand right here in our oceans. Our oceans are overfished, polluted, and taken for granted. I’m a scuba diver, and I can tell you firsthand that I’ve seen evidence of man on almost every dive, no matter how remote the location. I hope you enjoy this story enough to become curious about our endangered oceans and the deep-sea life herein, and go on to do some research on your own. We all need to be aware of the destruction of the world’s reef ecosystems and the growth of what is known as the “ocean gyre garbage patches”—vast mini-continents of floating plastic trash. The future of the ocean depends on all of us.



 

Dedication
 

This book is dedicated first and foremost to my wife and best friend Patty, who continues to be my biggest motivator and literary fan. Patty, Rachael, and Alex are the center of my universe. They are also my own personal dive team. I look forward to our days underwater together, in tranquil seas that don’t hide monsters.
While Mom won’t get to read this one, I’m thankful that Dad is here and still reading. At 85, he’s reading on the 89-year level.
My family, Eric, Stacey, Missy, Jesse, Jake and Mike, Kathy, Kathleen and Gabriel, and way too many awesome friends to list . . . thank you for your encouragement and friendship. I am surrounded by people I love, and I am truly blessed.
Thank you to Jon Ford for editing assistance.
To Anthony Ziccardi and Michael Wilson at Permuted Press, my extreme gratitude for making me part of the team. You guys rock!
And finally, I can never do an acknowledgments page without thanking those who have served in uniform in defense of this country, particularly those who have come home injured, sometimes with invisible scars. Thank you for your service. Because much of the action in this book takes place underwater, I’d like to add a special dedication to the members of SEAL Team Six who killed Osama Bin Laden, and those same SEAL Team Six members and Night Stalkers who died when their Chinook went down in Afghanistan. True American heroes.




PROLOGUE
 

Since the beginning of life on Earth, the majority of the planet’s creatures have resided in the ocean’s depths. From that first human contact with the edge of the sea, early man understood that there was food to be had in the mysterious ocean—and death awaited those who did not respect both the water and the creatures that called it home.
As humankind advanced over the ages, its populations flourished along the coasts, using the water for food, transportation, trade, and exploration. And whether it was Norse legend or tales from Boston whaling ships—every culture that lived with the sea told stories of terrifying creatures.
Like biblical stories that explained “that which cannot be seen,” old seagoing tales warned of the hidden dangers that lurked deep below the water awaiting careless sailors. Those early sailors and explorers brave enough to set out into waters unknown returned with stories dismissed by modern, educated men. But why? Is it because believing such tales would keep us all on land forever?
Old engravings from the whaling era show giant squids pulling entire tall-masted ships under the waves. Impossible? Not to those who have seen giant squids destroy a sperm whale, or who have seen schools of Humboldt squids shred their prey in a feeding frenzy.
And while many of the world’s giant fish have disappeared over the eons, who knows, really, what lives in the deepest parts of the ocean? The Marianas Trench is deeper than the Himalayas are tall, with creatures living in the cold darkness more terrifying looking than any monster from Hollywood. As man turns his exploration from the stars to the oceans, he finds new life-forms here on his own planet that seemingly defy the laws of science—creatures that can live without sunlight or oxygen, and entire ecosystems that exist in ways we cannot yet begin to understand.
Throughout modern history, man has almost always engaged with a new species by conquering it in some way. He has turned it into a new food source, used its hide or fur for clothing, researched its potential uses for medicinal purposes, or hunted it for sport. The arrogance of armed man has always pushed him to pursue exploration and exploitation of the natural world with impunity. No creature has ever successfully repelled the invasion of the human race for very long.
Until now.
 

************
 

When President Jeff Roberts was elected president in 2020, his inaugural address included references to exploring “inner space” and the oceans as a priority that could no longer be ignored. While his predecessor had promised a Mars mission that excited NASA, President Roberts immediately began making sweeping changes in the funding priorities of NASA, NOAA (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration), and the United States Navy. The fact that President Roberts was a retired naval officer wasn’t lost on any of the protesting department heads at NASA.
Not since Thomas Jefferson had the United States seen such a Renaissance man in the Oval Office. A US Navy hero, Roberts was also a brilliant physicist, scientist, and statesman. Within two months of taking office, Roberts had replaced the head of NASA with former US Navy pilot-turned-astronaut Rear Admiral Thomas Antus and unveiled his bold plan to see a deep-sea research station built to rival the International Space Station. Citing the need to address similar hurdles in both space and deep-sea exploration, Roberts announced that the station would be a joint effort between NASA, NOAA, and the navy. What it meant for the Mars mission was a huge budget cut that would essentially shelve the program for decades, but for those scientists who had been the pioneers of deep-sea exploration, it meant funding the likes of which they never could have dreamed.
With a budget of six billion dollars (the cost of two Virginia-class submarines), the deep-sea research station quickly became a reality. By comparison, the Alvin, one of the most famous deep-sea exploration vehicles ever built, was constructed and later refurbished for under a million dollars. With six billion dollars, the new Office of Deep Sea Research could take deep-sea exploration to the next level—tantamount to NASA first going to the moon.
Putting astronauts, astrophysicists, and rocket scientists alongside submariners, navy research scientists, and divers caused as many immediate problems as it did offer up new ideas. While forming ODSR, President Roberts noted the similarities between space travel and deep-sea exploration and claimed to have assembled “the brightest minds in American science to achieve the vision of real deep-sea research—one that could lead to great discovery and perhaps undersea colonies.” But when it came to the hazards of each environment—space versus the deep ocean—there were quite opposite problems to overcome.
Space was a cold vacuum that threatened to suck a ship’s life-sustaining atmosphere and even its occupants out into the endless black void. In contrast, the deep ocean, also completely dark and cold, exerted enormous pressures on the undersea ships, and the thousands of pounds per square inch threatened to crush vehicles like thin aluminum cans. In either case, everyone died. But in trying to engineer vehicles for these two modes of travel, there were two worlds of science that didn’t speak the same language.
To the NASA bureaucrats, the new Office of Deep Sea Research was an insult that destroyed their Mars project and sucked out their budget like the vacuum of space. They referred to the Office of Deep Sea Research acronym ODSR as “ODS-Are” and would say things like, “Odds
are they’ll spend six billion dollars to drown a bunch of guinea pigs.” Of course, the early days of the space race weren’t much different, as the navy bunch would always remind the complainers.
To his credit, the new head of NASA, Admiral Antus, used his background to smooth feathers in both camps. Over the course of his illustrious career, the retired rear admiral had been a navy combat pilot, an astronaut who flew a space shuttle mission, and a scientist who lived aboard the International Space Station for six months. He ultimately returned to the US Navy to finish his career in the Pentagon heading the fleet research department. He had the respect of both groups of scientists, and both camps felt they had a sympathetic ear with him. In his role as director of ODSR, Admiral Antus played referee with only one goal in mind—completing his mission of establishing the world’s first deep-sea research station.
At fifty-eight, Admiral Antus was still a striking figure with his thick white flattop crew cut and slim build. He wasn’t particularly large in stature, but he had a presence that was felt when he entered the room. He managed the teams well, separating their missions into projects that made sense for each of their areas of expertise. Inside of eighteen months, ODSR staff had designed new metal alloys, hull designs, oxygen production and atmospheric scrubbing systems, biofuel systems that could run on algae, synthetic diamond double-paned glass viewing portals, and revolutionary new concepts in undersea living. After approval of the final plans, construction was finished thirty months later—on time and on budget, thanks to Admiral Antus’s oversight. When the Challenger rolled out of the specially built dry-dock in Joint Base Pearl Harbor-Hickam, in Honolulu, Hawaii, its enormity shocked the world.
The three-hundred-foot, nearly spherical sea lab was almost as wide as a United States Navy Seawolf-class submarine, but that sub was only forty feet at the beam—not three hundred feet tall. If placed next to the Statue of Liberty, the Challenger would only be five feet shorter with its legs retracted. The five short, weighted, telescopic legs on the bottom of the ship would be deployed to stabilize the vessel when it neared the seabed. These same weighted legs would be jettisoned when it was time for the Challenger to surface.
The name of the ship, Challenger, made both camps happy. It paid tribute to the astronauts of the space shuttle Challenger that exploded January 28, 1986, while also acknowledging the proud history of deep-sea research. The Challenger Deep is the name given to the deepest surveyed point in the ocean, located at the southern end of the Marianas Trench. At a depth of nearly thirty-six thousand feet, Mount Everest could be placed on its bottom and still have almost seven thousand feet of water over its summit.
While the maiden voyage of the Challenger was not, in fact, to the Challenger Deep, it was tasked with a one-year trip to the hadal zone at a depth of twenty thousand feet—roughly four miles down. For the NASA teams, a year in such an isolated, dangerous environment would serve as an experiment for a Mars trip they hoped to someday resurrect. For the navy scientists, this was the journey they had always dreamed of. The deepest oceanic explorations by humans never lasted more than a few hours—to place humans on the deep seafloor for a year meant observations and experiments that would change history.
And, in fact, it would.




ONE
Office of Deep Sea Research
 

Admiral Antus was seated at the end of a long table in a nicely appointed conference room. He was surrounded by the seven-person crew that would spend the next twelve months almost four miles below the surface of the ocean. It was a send-off breakfast and rehearsal of sorts for the media show that would follow. After the meal, they would board a sub tender and sail west before entering the submersible and testing fate. When everyone had been seated, the director stood up.
“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” he began, toasting them with fresh-squeezed orange juice. They raised their glasses back to him and showed their excited smiles. “Next week at this time, God willing, you will be comfortably seated twenty thousand feet below the sea. I can’t help but smile as I look around at your tans. I can see you’ve all been soaking up every ray you could get before you go under. I don’t blame you. The tanning beds we have onboard for you won’t be the same.”
There were some polite and nervous chuckles.
“Although we have individually gone over most of the following presentation countless times before, I thought we’d take one final run through our amazing journey thus far as a group. You’ll notice you’re the only ones here. You’re to speak absolutely freely and express any final questions or thoughts about the mission as we go through the presentation. Commander Lewis will be operating the slides from the laptop. If he screws this up, I suggest you all abort the mission now.”
A few more nervous chuckles, and a stiff salute from Jim Lewis, the Challenger’s pilot and mission commander. A former US Navy ballistic submarine captain, he would be guiding the Challenger down to its new home in the deep black sea. Like Tom Antus, he wore his white hair in a military flattop, although he was a head taller and much wider at six three, 220 sinewy pounds of muscle. Jim pressed the button on the laptop and a photograph of the Challenger appeared on the white screen.
“Sleek she’s not,” joked the director as they gazed at the giant white ball. “But with a hull constructed of HY-950 titanium alloy, she’s the toughest thing to ever enter the water. The US Navy attack sub Seawolf was constructed with HY-100 steel, rated for one hundred thousand pounds per square inch for a maximum operating depth of sixteen hundred feet. With our new titanium cobalt-fiber steel alloy, your operating depth exceeds twenty thousand feet. Crush depths are almost theoretical at this point, but we believe the ship’s hull specs are in excess of the deepest parts of any known trench.
“This mission has many parts, and the seven of you will be extremely busy. I dare say this will be the fastest year of your life. I’ll review each of your specific missions, which you’re free to discuss with the media later on, in general terms. This mission is considered classified until all the data has been collected, if for no other reason than to piss off the Russians and Chinese.”
That brought a few laughs. There had been pressure exerted by both Russia and China to be included in the project and make it “international” like the space station. They had been politely told “no.”
“We’ll start with Commander Lewis. Jim will have total oversight over all individually tasked missions and final say over everything that occurs. He will guide the Challenger down in a controlled decent that will take almost two days, with the help of Dr. Clark and Sonar Chief Martinez.
“Dr. Clark will be conducting various experiments of her own while on this mission, but she is also responsible for crew health and safety. Since the atmospheric conditions are theoretical to some degree, she will be drawing blood and performing psychological evaluations during your mission. While we don’t anticipate narcosis problems, we simply can’t be sure.”
The others glanced at Dr. Jessica Clark. She was somewhat of an unknown to the crew and hadn’t been involved in their training very much. An attractive, athletic woman of forty, Jessica had been a navy doctor her entire career—including several tours aboard nuclear submarines. Although a pretty woman, she was a no-nonsense type who could handle herself in the roughest of naval liberty ports.
“Chief Martinez will be your sonar operator,” Admiral Antus continued. “He will assist with ascent and descent, computer imaging and modeling, videography and photography, sample collections, and ship maintenance.”
“Yeah, leave it to the navy to stick the Mexican with cleaning up the ship,” joked Tony Martinez with a chuckle. Of the entire crew, he looked most like the stereotypical sailor you’d find in an engine room, with his shaved head and tattoos covering his massive arms. His joking aside, Tony had been trained to operate the sophisticated new sonar systems that NASA had helped design for the ship, as well as the infrared cameras that could view and record anything that moved in the black cold water. He was technically gifted and had excelled in his years as a sonar man in the navy, reaching the rank of chief petty officer in only eight years. If his naval career didn’t work out, he looked like he might have a future as an NFL linebacker.
“Tony will be making sure your ship doesn’t leak—he won’t be cleaning the head,” said Antus with a smile. “Doctors Theresa Meyers, Michael Ammiano, and Ian MacMullen will be the research arm of this mission. They will have a to-do list a mile long, and all of you will assist them as your own schedules allow. They will be collecting samples via the revolutionary new lock system. The lock system—as well as all mechanical systems, telescopic docking legs, atmospheric systems, and fueling rigs—are under the supervision of your number two officer, Ted Bell. With the exception of Commander Lewis, Ted has spent more time than any of you learning the systems and operation of this ship, and I suggest you listen to him when he speaks. You are on an extremely sophisticated research vessel. Mistakes may be catastrophic. Take your time, be vigilant, check each other, and remain focused. Ted, tell them about the changes to the lock system.”
Ted was the oldest of the crew but, at sixty, remained an amazing athlete. He could out swim anyone onboard, although on this mission, if they were swimming, they had a serious problem. He was also a dedicated runner, biker, and martial artist. Most importantly, he was a genius. Ted could run any computer system on the ship—many that he had helped design, including the sonar systems. He was also the responsible for the biofuel plant, desalinization systems, and the sophisticated animal capture and decompression system created for the Challenger.
Ted was also the only crewman who came from NASA, and his slight resentment toward the entire process wasn’t lost on anyone. After spending years gearing up for a Mars mission, he had been reassigned to the deep-sea research project. It should have been considered an honor to be chosen, but for Ted, it was a crushing disappointment. He knew that, at his age, he would not be a part of any Mars mission that would now be many years away. And while it clearly wasn’t the fault of any of his new shipmates, there was a strain in his relationship with the others, in particular Tony and Ian, whose personalities seemed to clash with the “genius from NASA.” Personalities notwithstanding, the crew worked well together, which was essential aboard such a sophisticated vessel. Ted had worked extremely hard on the project, not because of his interest in oceanography, but because the vast financial resources dedicated to the cause enabled him to assist in developing systems that might also one day be used aboard a deep-space vehicle.
Prior to the Challenger, most deepwater submersibles were either run by remote control or a crew of two or three individuals who had extremely limited bottom time because of the effects of the vast pressure on the human body. They would collect samples outside the ship and not be able to analyze them until the sub had surfaced. This wouldn’t do for the Challenger mission. Instead, the vessel had several compartments that could be sealed off independently, and their atmospheres were controlled through a central computer. The bottom portion of the sphere contained the lab and the collection lock.
The lock’s design was based on the principles of a torpedo tube. Outer doors on large collection tubes could be opened and flooded, then sealed off. Once the outer doors were sealed, the tube contents could be inspected via infrared cameras and then transferred to large vaults inside the ship. Once sealed in the sample tanks, the crew could observe any collected animals up close and personal at their leisure.
It was hoped that over the course of the year, animals could be captured, the tanks slowly depressurized, and the animals brought inside to be examined while still alive. Of course, it was unlikely that living specimens would survive such a huge change in pressure. If the sample tanks were merely “opened” after collection, any animals inside would most likely just explode from the pressure changes.
Ted Bell stood and addressed the room. He had a midwestern accent and thin, sandy hair. Although he wasn’t particularly popular, he was well respected, and when he spoke, the others listened. “Morning, folks. Captain . . .” he said, nodding his head at Commander Lewis. “For the first six months, every design we came up with led to the conclusion that we’d either kill everything we collected in the process or blow the bottom of the station to oblivion.”
“Sounds promising,” said Tony quietly.
Ted ignored him and continued. “The system we ended up going with has never been tested at the depths we will be working in—but, what the hell, nothing has.”
“True dat,” said Tony, and the rest of the crew forced smiles.
“What we are aiming to do is collect as diverse a sampling as possible from the hadal zone. Ideally, we’d like to keep the samples alive, and we’ve constructed holding tanks aboard ship to bring the animals up. We believe, even going through slow decompression, that this may be impossible, however. Like most of what we’ll be doing, this is yet another experiment. As much as the research team wants to examine these animals and collect data, my primary duty is ship safety. Much of what we’ll be doing will be ‘learn as we go.’ At the first sign of any system stress or malfunction, we will attempt to devise alternate means of collections.”
“If we haven’t imploded,” said Tony.
“True dat,” answered Ted with his toothy grin. That brought a few louder chuckles.
“At least we’ll be entertained this year,” said Jess, shaking her head at Tony.
Tony responded by wiggling his eyebrows at the pretty doctor, as if to offer more than entertainment. “You
wish,” she muttered.
Ted continued. “One of the great unknowns, as you are aware, will be the effects of our breathable atmosphere. On other submersibles, the crew all sounded like Mickey Mouse from all the helium. This ship will be kept at a little over one bar of atmosphere in a surface-air mix. The hull will be taking the pressure, not us. That said, we’ll still be four miles down in thirty-four-degree pitch blackness that no human has ever experienced for the length of time that we will be down there.” He paused. “You people sure you really wanna do this?” he asked with a big smile.
“Hell yeah!” responded Ian MacMullen. Although he was an American citizen and had lived in the United States for twenty-plus years, he still had his thick Scottish brogue.
“You’re just trying to make this an International Sea Station,” said Tony.
“I thought that was your job?” asked the commander to Tony, which brought several low “Ewwwws . . .”
“That is so not PC,” said Tony, feigning great hurt.
Dr. Clark spoke up. “I can see I’m gonna need baseline readings on Martinez to know if he’s going crazy from narcosis or he’s just being his version of normal.”
Ted laughed and motioned for Commander Lewis to change slides. The next picture showed a schematic diagram of the ship. “This is a large vessel for such a small crew. We are forced to operate understaffed because of the atmosphere issues. It means all of you have been cross-trained for multiple tasks. Teamwork will be essential to mission success and our personal safety. The computer system that NASA has designed is similar to the system used by the space shuttles. Quite frankly, the master computer can probably do this mission without us, except it doesn’t like getting wet.”
“At four miles down, I don’t wanna get wet either,” said Ian.
Ted laughed. “Most of the heavy lifting will be done by the MC. It will constantly monitor the atmosphere and make adjustments to oxygen and CO2 levels, internal pressure, and energy consumption.”
“HAL gonna take over the ship?” joked Ian, referring to the classic film 2001: A
Space
Odyssey.
“Why
are
you
turning
me
off, Dave?” asked Tony in his very bad HAL impersonation.
“I don’t remember HAL sounding like a Mexican,” said Ian.
“Yeah, and I don’t remember him sounding like that dude in Braveheart, either,” said Tony. The joking was typical military machismo—the fact was, most of them had grown to be close friends over the past two years of training.
“The MC will not take over the ship,” Ted went on. “While it will make minor adjustments and do most things automatically, everything can be manually overridden. Mission-critical adjustments will be done with notification alerts on a regular basis. We will be in charge of the computer, not the other way around.”
“That’s what dey thought in the movie, too,” said Tony. If nothing else, the guy was entertaining.
Ted cleared his throat and they quieted down. “My point was, while we are only a seven-person crew for a large vessel, we’ll be fine. Everyone knows their tasks for descent. Once we are in position and the legs are locked off, we won’t be moving for a year . . .”
“Unless we all get eaten by something down there,” said Tony very quietly to no one in particular.
“Don’t worry, those sea creatures never had Mexican before,” said Theresa.
“Hey, but you know what they say—once you’ve had Mexican . . .”
“That is not what they say,” she whispered back. She hid a devilish smile and threw her blonde ponytail over her shoulder. Like Jessica, she was also athletic and outgoing, quite used to be being one of the few females in the room. Her oceanographic specialty—annelids—was not a field very popular with women.
Ted stared at Tony until he shut up again. “So. We’ll be a small sea colony on the ocean floor at twenty thousand feet in total blackness. Mr. Entertainment will be in charge of giving us a glimpse into the unknown world without disturbing the inhabitants. While most bathyspheres have used strong floodlights to record the undersea inhabitants, we will be using advanced infrared cameras that can see well in the dark. We’ll be able to observe and record sea life without disturbing it, which is something remarkable at this depth. In the past, other submersibles have blasted high-intensity lights at creatures that have never been exposed to sunlight. It will be a great advantage to observe deep-sea animals in their natural environment without stressing them. If we are able to bring anything aboard and depressurize it enough to be able to physically examine it without killing it, that will be another major milestone. Tony—want to go over the equipment?”
Tony switched mental gears from wiseass to wizard and went through a dozen slides explaining each of the high-tech gadgets designed for their mission. The Challenger boasted new sonar systems that even the United States Navy didn’t have yet. It also had next-generation computers that worked in tandem not only with the sonar but with every mechanical system on board the ship. The sophistication of the vessel enabled such a large ship to operate with such a tiny crew, and because the inhabitants were sharing a manufactured atmosphere at four miles below the waves, a small crew was all that was possible.
The more they all spoke about their separate missions, the more excited they all grew. Without question, they were pioneers into an unknown world that was every bit as inhospitable as deep space. Like the great explorers of history—Magellan, Columbus, da Gamma—to the astronauts and cosmonauts of the space age, the crew was embarking on a mission for which they had trained and studied and theorized. But until their vessel landed safely on the seafloor twenty thousand feet below the ocean’s surface, it was all just a lot of conjecture.
 

***********
 

NASA Research and Development Lab
 

The parking lot behind NASA’s research and development laboratory was dark and almost empty. Ted sat in the dark waiting for what seemed like hours for his colleague to emerge from the building. Eventually the man appeared, walking a bit too quickly with his face aimed at the pavement the entire walk from the lab door to Ted’s car. He pulled the passenger door open and hopped inside, placing a small duffel bag between them. The man was a nervous wreck, his bushy gray beard only partially concealing the sweat running down his face. His thick black eyeglasses fogged when he hit the air-conditioned interior of Ted’s car.
“Relax,” said Ted quietly. “You look like you just robbed a bank, for Christ’s sake.”
“You relax. Anyone finds out I gave you these, it’s my ass.”
“How many strains did you get?” asked Ted.
“All six,” said the man while scanning the parking lot for witnesses.
“Good job. How long did the orangutan last?”
“She’s still
alive,” he answered.
Ted leaned away from the man, his face showing disbelief. “Are you shittin’ me?”
The man looked at Ted and removed his glasses, which he wiped with his cheap black tie. His thin white short-sleeved shirt had no less than six pens jammed in the pocket. “It’s been forty-three
days, Ted.”
Ted’s smile filled the entire car. “Unbelievable. Temperature?”
“We’ve got it up to three hundred. Oxygen levels down to three percent. Sulfur dioxide and CO2 are twenty-five and ten. She’s fine.”
Ted shook his head in disbelief. “At three
hundred?”
“Raised it twenty degrees a day after day ten. She lost her hair and stopped eating solid food, but it’s just like you predicted. This keeps going and she’ll be ready to walk Mars by Christmas. It’s unbelievable.”
“Behavioral and psychological changes?” asked Ted, his face showing its amazement.
“Yeah. Well, we’re observing. She’s lethargic—probably the heat.”
“Three hundred degrees? Ya think?” interrupted Ted.
“Seems a bit aggressive at times. We’re going to keep increasing all levels until she dies, then do a full autopsy. We don’t want to try and run any tests now—we’d have to take the temperature and pressure back down. It would stop the whole process.”
“Of course. What’s the pressure in the tank?”
“Eight atmospheres. We’ll keep increasing. Max for the unit is twenty, although I doubt she’ll make it that long. Forty-three days. Jesus,” said the man.
“This is the most significant work NASA’s ever done,” said Ted.
“Shame no one will ever know about it,” said the man, replacing his glasses.
“Well, they may not know about the chimp—fuckin’ PETA folks—but when we’re ready for deep space in any environment, they’ll see the genius in our work. I need to get out of here. Good luck with the orangutan.”
The man looked Ted in the eye for the first time. “Good luck to you, too. You figured out how yet?” He raised his hand. “Never mind. I don’t wanna know anyway. A year, huh?”
“Yeah. I’ll see ya in a year. Maybe the ape will still be alive.”
“If she is, she’ll be flying to Mars without a suit.” Reaching for the handle, he said, “We never had this conversation. You get caught, you’re by yourself, you understand?”
“Stop worrying. You did your part. You’re out. I never saw you. Now go play with the orang.”
The man looked at Ted and started to speak, but then he shook his head, patted the bag, and left in a hurry. Ted stared at the windshield of the car, not really even looking through it. “Three hundred degrees. Unfuckingbelievable.” He grinned broadly.




TWO
USS Frank
Cable (AS 40)
 

The Challenger had been moved out of its huge hanger by railcars to the water, where the navy’s largest sub tender used its massive cranes to guide the spherical sea station along its port side. Going slowly to prevent the two hulls from touching, the cranes floated the sphere alongside the tender until the Challenger towered over its deck.
It was a simple enough–looking design from the outside. Just a big white ball. Inside, the ship was divided into five decks. The bridge was located on Deck One—the brains of the ship. The crew quarters and sickbay were on Deck Two. The power plant and biofuel room were located amidships on Deck Three. Deck Four housed an observation room, storage areas (some refrigerated), computer systems, and the galley. Finally, the lab was on Deck Five. The lab was state of the art, and ODSR had spared no expense in making sure that the scientists would have everything they needed to complete their work. They would be completely self-reliant, with lab equipment that even major research facilities would envy.
Five telescopic legs looked like nubs around the bottom of the ship. They would only be deployed once, at landing. Hidden doors for animal collection were located at the lab level of the sphere. It was perhaps the single most sophisticated sea vessel ever constructed—and still, from the exterior view, one of the least impressive looking.
Only by looking at the American flag painted above the ship’s name would anyone have any clue at all about what they were seeing. To the casual observer, it looked like it could be the world’s largest buoy. To an oceanographer, it was a dream that surpassed the wildest imagination.
Her enormity was an issue. Even in the deepwater port, she was only allowed to submerge to 80 feet, leaving 220 feet of white spherical ball above the waterline. It looked ridiculous to see what looked like a giant bobber sitting next to the dwarfed sub tender. The Challenger crew watched helplessly from the deck of the Frank
Cable as the tender crew worked feverishly to keep the Challenger stable in the water.
A senior chief stood watching next to Commander Lewis at the rail. He chomped a cigar and snarled at Jim, “Ya think you could have come up with a more unstable design? Jesus. It’s a fucking cork.”
Lewis was unflappable. “A sphere is the strongest design on the planet against pressure, Chief. You ever go to twenty thousand feet?”
The senior chief stared at him waiting for a punch line. “You shittin’ me?”
“Nope. Twenty thousand. For one year. Wanna come?”
“You’re off your fuckin’ rocker,” he said quietly and walked away. He muttered under his breath as he chewed the wet cigar stub. “Twenty thousand feet . . . one year? Shit . . . I give ’em one minute . . .”
From their positions along the dock, several small news crews snapped photos and video of what was being billed as “the Sea Lab Mission.” While Fox and CNN would probably devote no more than thirty seconds to the launch, a cable network had already planned to run a lengthy special the minute the Challenger returned with its countless hours of undersea video, photos, and perhaps even live samples. The network had lobbied hard to be allowed to join the crew and film the entire mission, but with such limited crew space, there was simply no way. If anyone was to be added to the crew, it would be an additional sailor, not some Hollywood type. The cameramen had to settle for shots of the Challenger being towed out to the Pacific, and then one cameraman would be on board the tender to capture the lab as it submerged. That would be a long trip for thirty seconds of a big white ball slipping beneath the sea.
The tender cranes locked into place and the lines were cast off the starboard side of the ship as she slipped out of port with the Challenger alongside. As they entered deeper water, the Challenger was allowed to submerge deeper until only the top fifty feet were above the waterline, placing it at the same level as the deck of the tender. The Challenger crew members took a few deep breaths of salt air, looked up at the blue sky and sun, and climbed out a gangway to the top of their stark white ship, where they would say good-bye to the surface. Many of the thirteen hundred officers and crew of the tender stood alongside the rail as the submersible crew took their positions around the top hatch of their new home. The captain blew the ship’s horn, and the sailors snapped a sharp salute to their comrades. It was an emotional moment for the seven adventurers as they watched this show of respect for their bravery. Commander Lewis sensed the emotion of his crew and shouted out his commands.
“That’s it, ladies and gentlemen! Time to get belowdecks and seal this sub watertight!”
The crew moved quickly and climbed down the ladder to the top deck. Because of the shape of the vessel, the top and bottom decks were the smallest. They also were the most crammed with equipment and windows. The top deck was the bridge, and the captain’s consoles were situated near windows, with rows of computer screens between every porthole. The twelve windows were spaced evenly about the top deck, offering a 360-degree view. The monitors between each window offered a night-vision view of the same area using the outside infrared cameras. Each member of the crew hustled off to their station as Ted sealed the hatch manually behind him after the hydraulic system closed the massive vault-like door.
The sub tender’s cranes gently moved the Challenger around to the stern of the ship and released it to float while a large cable connecting the two vessels was let out slowly. In this manner, the sea station would be towed almost eleven hundred miles to its new home. The two-and-a-half-week journey would allow the crew to train live instead of in a simulator as they descended fifty feet below the surface behind the tender. Dragging such a giant cumbersome shape in the water slowed the Frank Cable’s progress and pissed off the skipper of the tender, but a mission was a mission, even if it was the most ridiculous-looking contraption he’d ever seen.
The crew of the Challenger settled into their work quickly, enjoying the view of the blue ocean and its abundant life. Being towed meant the deck pitched by almost ten degrees and occasionally shifted underfoot, but the Challenger’s large mass kept her stable. The sun’s rays lit up the clear water, and thousands of fish schooled through the open ocean. It sure wouldn’t look like that at twenty thousand feet.




THREE
Sunlit Ocean
 

Tony Martinez sat next to Jim Lewis on the bridge on Deck One running systems checks.
“This reminds me of Batman,” said Jim.
“Why? ’Cause you’re sitting with the Joker?” asked Tony.
“No,” he laughed. “The original TV series. The floor was always tilted in these weird angles on the show. I’m not exactly sure why they did that, but it always looked bizarre. I’m looking at this room and I feel drunk.”
Tony yelled over to Jessica Clark, who was reading her own to-do list. “Uh-oh! You hear that, Doc? Skipper’s gettin’ narced out already!”
She laughed. “At one bar, I think he should be okay.”
Tony laughed. “Ya know, they say that you have the equivalent of one drink for every bar of atmosphere . . .”
“The martini rule,” responded the doctor.
“Yeah—right. So like, if you’re scuba diving at ninety feet, you’ve had like three martinis. So lemme ask you—how many martinis is it at twenty thousand feet?”
“I actually figured that out before we left. It’s about six hundred sixty-seven martinis. That’s a lot even for you, Tony,” said Jim sarcastically.
In actuality, the ship’s inner atmosphere would be kept at just over one bar, the equivalent of sea level, unless they had to make unplanned adjustments to slightly increase pressure at the bottom.
Ted Bell walked into the bridge. “Everything seems to be fine. I’ve walked the entire vessel and can’t find any bugs.”
“Oh, great. You had to say that. We’re fucked now,” said Tony.
“Language, sir. There is a lady present,” said Jim.
“Yeah! Watch your fuckin’ mouth!” said Jessica, very blasé.
Ted looked at the two of them. “Did I miss something?”
Commander Lewis shook his head. “Nope. They’re just practicing bugging the crap out of each other for the next three hundred sixty-five days.”
Ted and Jim spent the next hour reviewing technical information. Below, on Deck Four, the three researchers relaxed in front of the heavy double-paned synthetic diamond windows, watching the sea life.
Theresa sat on large chair with her feet tucked under her sipping a cup of tea, gazing in wonder at the blue ocean and its inhabitants. “Best seats in the house,” she said quietly, to no one in particular.
“Yeah, and we’re bloody spoiled, too,” answered Ian, his thick brogue making everyone listen carefully as he spoke. “Ya know, I did a dive on the Alvin a few years back. We froze our arses off. On that vessel, you could only wear cotton or wool—no synthetic fibers because of fire safety rules in the oxygen-rich atmosphere. I don’t mind the cold normally, but it was god-awful. And no toilet either. And here we are, sitting in big recliners, sipping tea, looking out windows that cost more money than we’ll make in our entire lives. Spoiled, I tell ya.”
Michael Ammiano laughed. He leaned closer to Ian and whispered, “I’ll tell you just how spoiled. If you’re a good boy, on our one-month anniversary, I’ll share the bottle of scotch I brought with ya. But keep it between us for now—I didn’t ask the captain when I brought it on.”
Ian grinned from ear to ear. “Mum’s the word.
“I assume I’m invited to the party, too—or I go straight to the boss,” whispered Theresa with an evil smile. With her blonde hair up in a bun and her black glasses, she looked like the librarian that shakes out her hair and takes off her glasses to reveal the bombshell.
“It wouldn’t be a party without a hot blonde,” said Mike with a smile.
“Careful now. We have a sexual harassment policy aboard this vessel,” said Ian.
“I didn’t sign nuthin’!” said Mike, with his hard-ass Jersey accent.
“Whoa!” exclaimed Theresa.
“Scared?” asked Ian.
“No, no! Look!” she said, pointing through the window at a tremendous school of squid.
The three of them sat in silence as the squid seemed to fly through the crystal-clear water. Their translucent bodies glowed a pastel lavender, and there were thousands of them. Their banter forgotten, the three scientists smiled at the spectacle before them, each wondering about what else awaited them in the deep unknown.
 

**********
 

On the bridge, Commander Lewis sat next to Tony and Jessica running computer checks.
“Let’s take her down to two hundred,” he said.
“Aye-aye, Skipper” said Tony quietly, his usual joking manner replaced with his navy professionalism. “Descending to two hundred feet.”
Jessica and Jim looked at the system monitors and occasionally glanced out the windows. Their descent was slow and steady, and the water went from crystal-clear aqua to a much deeper blue. The fish outside were larger in the deeper waters of the Pacific, with large tuna, swordfish, and the occasional shark gliding past their windows.
“God, it’s beautiful,” said Jessica, barely above a whisper.
“Sure is,” said the captain. “Ya know, US Navy submarines in World War II operated at about two hundred feet. Four hundred was considered deep. When I think about being down four miles, it blows my mind.”
“Well, let’s just hope your mind is the only thing that gets blown,” said Tony. Then he added a “Sir.”
“We’ll be fine, Tony,” said the skipper. “We could sit on the bottom of the Challenger Deep and we’d still be well above our crush depth.”
“In theory,” said Tony, watching the monitor. “We’re at two hundred feet, Skipper.”
“And not leaking!” said Jessica with a grin, patting Tony’s strong back. He smiled and looked at Jessica. She was a pretty lady, and Tony looked her in the eyes until she broke eye contact.
“The skipper on the tender must feel like he’s dragging an anchor,” said the captain. “Computer reads twenty knots, and I bet he has her pegged!”
“Yeah, well, we ain’t exactly designed for speed. I feel like a little kid screaming ‘Are we there yet?’ I just wanna get down to the bottom, know what I mean?” said Tony, watching the screen in front of him.
“Don’t be in such a rush,” said Jessica. “Enjoy the view and the sunlight. In another couple hundred feet, it’s going to be dark. The water looks gorgeous here.”
“Yeah, well, gorgeous or not, don’t open the windows,” said Tony.




FOUR
Lab
 

The three scientists sat in the lab, at the lowest level of the ship. The lab had no windows, but several very large monitors revealed what the outside cameras were seeing, even in the darkest ocean. The lab was a single large room with a few freezers, refrigerator units, holding tanks, large tables with sinks, and various items found in any other state-of-the-art laboratory. It was very well lit with overhead LED fixtures. The perimeter of the room was round like every other deck on the ship, and there were workstations with comfortable chairs and large plasma screen monitors everywhere.
Ian sat in a large chair reading a manual on decompression.
“Ya know,” he said. “Even if we are lucky enough to get a live animal in one of the entry tubes, we’d have to decompress it for months to be able to bring it aboard without having it explode. By the time it was safe to bring it in, it would be dead from starvation anyway.”
“It won’t be months—maybe a week or two,” said Theresa. “And there’ll be the bait in the tubes. The sea creatures at these depths are used to going for long periods without food. It’s why their mouths and stomachs are so huge—they don’t get many opportunities to feed.”
“Yeah, Theresa, I’m quite familiar with the feeding habits of deep-sea animals, thank you. But I’m also reading the timetables for decompression. This is all theoretical bullshit. No creature’s gonna go from twenty thousand feet of pressure to thirty-three feet and not just fuckin’ explode internally.”
She smiled and crossed her arms. “Wanna bet?”
Ian smiled back. “What’s the bet?”
“That we can decompress whatever we catch in less than a week and bring it aboard our holding tanks without killing it.”
“And if we can’t, you have to get naked,” he said with a huge grin.
“You wish. If we can’t, I’ll publish a report that credits you with your prediction. And if we do have any success, you have to write a report that says ‘the brilliant Dr. Meyers, in contradiction to accepted theory, was able to safely keep a deep-sea creature alive, etc., etc., etc.’ The animals at these depths have developed without air spaces. It’s the air spaces that get compressed and then cause all the problems. I think these creatures can be decompressed much faster than the generally accepted theories.”
Mike chimed in. “I like the idea of you having to get naked better.”
“Yeah? And if Ian loses, you wanna see him naked, too?” she asked.
“Good
God, no. I’d be scarred for life.”
“Yeah, well, me
too!” she laughed.
Ian stood up and sucked in his small belly. “Come on now! It’s not that bad!”
Mike made a serious face, deep in thought. “Let’s give it a test run,” he said.
“The tubes?” Theresa asked.
“Yeah. Why not? We’ll bait ’em up and see if we can catch anything.”
“We’re doing twenty knots, genius,” she said. “You going to try and go trawling from the inside of a tube?”
Mike thought about it. “Yeah. We’ll use the bluefish bait on wire leaders so they extend to the end of the tube. That stuff stinks to high heaven. It should attract something that can swim twenty knots.”
Theresa and Ian looked at each other and shrugged. “Better clear it with the skipper first.”
Mike was just about to call up to the bridge when he started laughing. “Holy crap—I just got it.”
“Got what?” asked Theresa.
“We’re explorers, right? Our leaders are Lewis and Clark! That’s funny!”
Ian and Theresa shook their heads. They hadn’t made the association either, but now that Mike had, it was obvious and ironic. Mike called the bridge and explained to “Meriwether” that they would like to run a test on the Animal Capture and Decompression Units. The ACDs looked exactly like oversized torpedo tubes. Although they had been water-tested many times, they had never actually tried to capture any fish in them. Although Commander Lewis, who didn’t know that the science team was now referring to him as Meriwether, didn’t think they’d be able to snag any fish at twenty knots, he agreed to the drill.
Mike baited a large hook with some bluefish out of their freezer and attached the metal leader to the back of the tube on a mechanical line feeder. He then opened the inner door, attached the line, and sealed the door shut. The seal on the outer door was then opened slowly and the tube was allowed to flood. Once the tube was full of water, the outer door was opened and an interior robot arm was used to release the baited hook out into the strong current, where it sailed along next to the giant sphere.
Up on the bridge, the MC announced in its calm female voice, “ACD
door
one
has
been
opened . . .”
Inside the lab, the three scientists repositioned the camera to be able to keep an eye on their bait. For fifteen minutes, nothing happened and the three of them grew bored. Just as they were about to go on to other tasks, a medium-sized yellowtail hit the bluefish bait and tried to take off. The hook caught its strong jaw and the fish darted wildly up and down the side of the hull. Mike grabbed the controller for the winch, and slowly the line began retracting. The large arcs the fish made through the water grew smaller as the line pulled it tighter toward the outer hatchway. The strong fish tried its best to fight, but the contest wasn’t fair, and the mechanical winch would not grow tired. Eventually, the exhausted fish ended up confined inside the ACD, and Mike closed and sealed the outer door.
“We got us a fish!” Mike exclaimed victoriously.
“And a tasty one, too,” said Theresa as she looked at it closely on the monitor. “It’s a yellowtail amberjack. My favorite sushi on the planet. Please tell me we have wasabi and soy sauce aboard this vessel.”
Ian laughed. “I doubt it. Nice grab, though. I didn’t think we’d catch shit.”
The three of them got up and pulled over the smaller containment tank. It was basically a fifteen-hundred-gallon glass fish tank on wheels. The specs were different than a typical household fish tank, which typically had one-inch-thick glass even on a tank this size. These tanks were three inches thick, with metal-reinforced corners designed for high pressure. A large hose fit over a cowling at one end of the tank that attached to the flooded ACD.
As the ACD was slowly depressurized through an interior hose, its inner door was opened and the contents—water and fish—were dumped down into the containment tank. The only complication was the fact that the fish was still hooked to a line which now ran through the hose back to the interior of the ACD. Mike used the mechanical arm to cut the line and clear it, then resealed the inner door. Thirty minutes after they had baited their first hook, the three of them stood with huge grins, watching a nine-pound fish freak out inside their fish tank.
“It will be a bit more complicated when the fish is coming in from twenty thousand feet, you know,” said Ian.
Theresa called up to the captain. “Skipper, is there wasabi in the galley?”
A pause. “You kidding me? You catch a fish?”
“Yellowtail. No kidding.” She was quietly beaming with pride.
“Impressive, Doc. Sorry to say, I don’t recall seeing wasabi on the manifest. Typical government operation. Drop us into the ocean with no preparation for fresh seafood.”
The three doctors could hear Tony upstairs in the background of the transmission. “Probably because they figured the fish had a better chance of having fresh beef than we had of fresh seafood.”
“I did see ketchup in the galley,” said the skipper.
“See? And I bet no hot sauce or salsa. Discrimination in the workplace again,” said Tony.




FIVE
11"23' N. Latitude; 142"18' E. Longitude
 

Using his GPS mapping computer, Commander Lewis had been watching his vessel move closer to their destination point. He sat at the bridge sipping coffee and trying to stay alert, with Tony on his right. They’d been pulling extremely long shifts, anxious to get to their descent point. Jessica Clark was sleeping in her quarters, having been relieved by Commander Lewis after he grabbed a four-hour nap.
“Feel that?” asked Tony quietly.
“Yeah,” said the skipper very quietly.
The two of them sat in silence as the ship began to move to true horizontal. They had slowed down, and the large sphere was finding its balanced center. Neither of them spoke for almost five minutes, each concentrating on the feeling of slow motion they were experiencing. Their thoughts were interrupted by the speaker on the bridge.
“Skipper? It’s Ted on Deck Four. We slowing down?”
“Roger that. Looks like we’re about here. You can alert anyone who’s awake that we’ll be getting ready for descent within the hour. You’re all welcome on the bridge if you want to watch live by the portals.”
“Thanks, Skipper. I’ll see who’s around. I think the fishermen are sleeping,” he said, referring to Ian, Theresa, and Mike.
“You better wake ’em up,” said Tony. This may be the last glimpse of sunlight they get for a year. They’re gonna wanna see it.”
Commander Lewis grunted in affirmation. “You’re right. Ted, I’m waking the crew—stand by.”
The skipper pressed the all-call button and spoke into the mic. Every speaker in the ship turned on at his voice. “Attention all hands, this is your captain speaking. We are approaching our destination and will be preparing for descent. All hands are invited to the bridge to observe. This is not mandatory. Bridge out.”
Within a few moments, the entire crew had assembled on the bridge. Jessica joined Jim and Tony at the console, and Ted, Mike, Ian, and Theresa stood by the windows looking out into the deep blue sea. Somewhere above their heads, above the ocean waves, the sun was shining its warm rays into the Pacific. At their present depth, the ocean water was a beautiful deep turquoise, with bright fish occasionally darting past their windows. Tony’s voice brought them back to the present.
“Sonar systems are operational. GPS indicates position to be on target. Present depth two hundred and forty-seven feet—depth to bottom registering at twenty thousand three hundred and four feet.”
“Understood. Prepare to begin flooding ballast tanks,” said the skipper. He looked away from the consoles and addressed his small crew. “Ladies and gentlemen, our ‘takeoff’ will lack the drama of a space lift. I anticipate our time of descent to be almost thirty-eight hours. These will be busy hours. I’ll need all of you sharp and focused on your individual tasks. After we reach the mesopelagic zone at six hundred fifty feet, we’ll be in total darkness and the view won’t change much from there to twenty thousand. Use those hours to get some serious sleep in shifts. Tony and I will take care of the descent with some help from Jess, and Ted will monitor the internal atmosphere. Jess will also be running physical tests on all of us every few hours. If any of you feel any symptoms of narcosis, or anything else for that matter, I need to know immediately. No heroes, please. If you become ill or incapacitated, it could indicate a problem to the entire team. Report it immediately. We all clear?”
They all grunted their affirmations.
“Take us down, Tony. Seafloor.”
“Aye-aye, Skipper. Initiating descent.” Tony’s fingers flew across his keyboard, and the computer’s digital female voice announced that the descent sequence was initiated.
“And you don’t think that sounds like HAL?” asked Tony.
“HAL was a boy,” said Ted. “This must be his sister.”
“Yeah, well if she gets pushy, I’m pulling her damn plug,” he answered.
The three fishermen stood by the windows, watching huge clouds of bubbles as the ballast tanks were dumped and flooded with seawater. Their giant ball of people began to sink slowly into the unknown. Ian was grinning ear to ear. Mike and Theresa each looked totally mesmerized, their thoughts known only to them. The sun appeared to set slowly on the ship with each passing moment as the water grew colder and deeper blue until it was completely dark outside the windows.
Ten minutes later, the skipper made his announcement. “We’ve just crossed into the mesopelagic zone, people. I suggest you hit the rack if you aren’t on your shift.”
Ted sat in his seat at the console and read the data on his computer screen. “Internal atmosphere is standard. Nitrogen seventy-eight percent, oxygen twenty-one, argon less than one, and carbon dioxide showing point-oh-four percent. Outside temperature fifty-two degrees, internal is seventy. We’re maintaining one bar internal pressure.”
“I can hear the hull,” said Tony quietly. After years aboard submarines, sailors knew the sounds of their ship. The walls spoke to them in groans as thousands of pounds of pressure squeezed the thick metal walls.
“She sounds happy,” said the skipper, just in case Tony’s comment unnerved any of the less experienced submariners.
“Aye-aye, Skipper. Let’s just hope she’s still smiling at twenty thousand.”
The three fishermen took leave of the bridge and headed down to the lab to run some computer models before grabbing some shut-eye. When Mike said, “Good night, Meriwether,” the skipper missed the pun, but Theresa playfully punched him in the arm.
The sub groaned again and seemed to shutter. “She’s getting cold and squeezed,” said Commander Lewis. “Long way to go yet.” He was talking to himself as much as to Tony. Tony was staring at 3-D images of the ocean floor as the sub’s deepwater sonar tried to map the area where they would ultimately make landing.
“Yes, sir,” he said as he watched the depth gauges. “Long way to go . . .”
 

*********
 

Aboard the submarine tender USS Frank
Cable, the senior chief stood at the bridge rail peering into the white foam as the large sphere sent up a torrent of bubbles in her dive. He chewed what was left of his wet cigar and looked up from the water at the petty officer next to him.
“You know them sumbitches are goin’ to twenty thousand feet for a year?”
“So I hear,” replied the sailor.
“That’s fucked,” he growled quietly.
“Think they make it?” asked the younger sailor.
The senior chief flicked his butt into the foam, aiming at where he thought the sub must have descended. He muttered another low growl and walked away without a real answer.
On the stern of the Frank
Cable, a lone cameraman filmed the colossal white ball as it disappeared under the Pacific waves. White foam hissed and crashed over the top of the bridge as the awkward vessel displaced almost fifteen thousand tons of water. The cameraman pulled his head away from the lens for a quick moment and eyed the Challenger just before she disappeared. The colors of the American flag at the top of the hatch disappeared under the briny surface.
“Good luck,” he said quietly, waving to a crew that couldn’t see him.
After spending two-and-a-half weeks aboard the tender to capture his brief shot of the sub disappearing into the depths, he hoped that the news would even show it.




SIX
Lab
 

Mike was sitting in front of his computer when Theresa walked up behind him and made him jump.
“Shouldn’t you be sleepin’?” he asked, sounding pretty drowsy himself.
“I couldn’t—too excited I guess.”
“Excited about what? Another thirty hours of sinking to the bottom of the ocean? I think it’ll be more exciting when we start to surface—wondering whether or not we actually make it!”
“Gee, thanks, Mr. Optimist. What’re you working on?”
“Ted asked me to run some checks on the automated internal atmospheric controls. The computer is in charge of running the CO2 scrubbers and dehumidifiers, and I’m just checking the tolerances one last time. So far, the air inside the sub is exactly the same as on the surface.”
“How come I don’t feel that summer breeze?” she asked with a smile. Mike looked at her, trying to size her up. Was she flirting? With only two women on board, and thank God they were both attractive, it could be a very long year indeed.
“No breeze. And don’t open any windows, either. The big test will be in another couple of days when we’ve been at thirty-five degrees for a while. It can get pretty frosty in deepwater subs, and then condensation becomes a problem. With the dehumidifiers running, you end up with pretty dry, cold, stale air after a while.”
“And I wasn’t allowed to bring perfume, either,” she said. It made Mike wonder what she smelled like.
“Yeah, well, luckily, we have soap aboard.”
“Enough to last a year?”
“If not, we abort this mission! Jesus. Between the dead fish and ripe sailors, this place will stink.”
“Live fish! You keep saying we’re gonna kill everything!”
Mike’s face went more serious. “You an ichthyologist?”
“Yes, with a specialty in annelids, specifically polychaetes. The deep-sea tube worms.”
“Planning on examining them up close and personal, huh?”
“Examining a live specimen would be fantastic. They’re amazing creatures.”
“They give me the creeps. No offense, Doc. I’ll stick with fish. Hell, even the fish at this depth give me the creeps. Part of my brain just keeps sayin’, You
ain’t
supposed
to
be
down
here, human! Know what I mean?”
“You did volunteer for this, Mike! Now you decide you don’t want to be down here?”
“I just said part of my brain. The majority of my brain is too curious not to be here. When I was a little kid I wanted to be an astronaut and discover new worlds. And now I am—right here on Earth. This will be a different world.”
Theresa smiled, feeling his excitement. “The deep-sea animals amaze me. The giant tube worms—they live on bacteria in an environment that would kill almost anything else on Earth. It convinces me that there’s life on other planets. Maybe nothing like humans—but life exists. If the worms can live in thermal vents that are boiling, in water chemistry that would be poisonous to any other creature, then why can’t life exist outside an oxygen atmosphere? We always assume there would need to be water and oxygen to find life. It’s a wrong assumption.”
Mike nodded. “You believe in God?”
Theresa laughed. “Where did that come from?”
“I just look at the diversity of species and shake my head. Was God playing when he came up with all this stuff? Did all the creatures of the world really just evolve from bacteria? Sometimes when I follow a species through its varieties, it makes my head hurt wondering about the adaptation process and what must have happened over a few million years.”
Theresa smiled and cocked her head at him. “So maybe there’s actually a deep-thinking scientist inside the wiseass from Jersey?” She looked him over. He was a few years younger than she was, with a lean runner’s frame. His black hair was long on top and combed straight back, but cropped on the sides. Dark eyes, olive skin—one hundred percent Italian. A tattoo of a mermaid showed from under the short sleeve of his uniform.
“Mostly just wiseass. And lots of questions. So, do ya?”
“Believe in God? Yes. And I prayed to him very hard before we submerged, too.”
“Yeah, when the sub started creaking, I said a few myself.”
“You feel how quiet it’s gotten? I mean, it was already pretty muffled in here to begin with—but as we’ve been submerging, the silence has gotten eerie.”
“I know what you mean. When the ship’s making noise, or the computer fans are running, at least there’s something. When it’s totally quiet, I start to feel like we’re in a coffin.”
“Gee, thanks
again.”
“Seriously—it’s so quiet I think I can hear my cells dividing. If you get scared, you can come to my room . . .”
“Uh-huh,” she said sarcastically, but she felt some chemistry. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 

*********
 

Tony sat up in his small bed. “What the fuck was that?” he grumbled. It was a familiar noise, but it took a second to place it. Then he heard it again.
 “WoooooooOOOOOOooooooooooooooooOOOO…EeeeeeeeeeeeeeooooOOOOOOOooo…EeeeeEEEEEEeeeeee…Weeoooo…Weeeooooooo….”
He smiled. Humpback whales. He remembered from his submarine days. Haunting, lonely sounds in a very quiet world. He got goose bumps.
 





SEVEN
Descending—Change of Plans
 

Ted was at the helm while the skipper and Tony were both catching some much-needed sleep. He glanced around the room to make sure no one was around, then plugged a thumb drive into the computer console. His screen lit up with new coordinates for the landing site. The main computer busily ran new sequencing lines for its automated navigation system. While the sea lab wasn’t designed to be self-propelled like a submarine, it was designed to adjust its ascent and descent. Small screws on four sides of the sphere came on and off at variable speeds to move the big white ball slightly as it slowly dropped to the seafloor. As soon as the new location was locked, Ted pulled the thumb drive and slipped it back into his pocket. He deleted the history of the past few moments from the MC databank and changed screens in case anyone walked in.
Sitting in the muffled quiet of the bridge, Ted sat sour-faced, wondering what it would have felt like to be in a similar control room, but in deep space as he headed toward Mars. The “new direction” that the president had set for NASA may have gutted his Mars project, but the research he would be able to conduct at the new location at the bottom of the sea would reawaken interest in deep-space exploration. Although the ship hadn’t been designed for placement so close to a “black smoker,” Ted was confident the hull could withstand anything, including the superheated cocktail of acidic sulfides that blew out of the Earth’s broken crust at these hydrothermal vents. Collecting life-forms in this environment would be akin to examining life on Mars or Venus. Surely creatures that could thrive at seven hundred degrees Fahrenheit, in total darkness, feeding only on bacteria in an acid soup, could occur in other parts of the solar system, or beyond.
Ted sat back and looked out at the blackness outside his window. Not even a star to look at. “You’ve got your agenda, and I’ve got mine,” he thought to himself.
The haunting sounds of a lone humpback whale echoed through the bridge, snapping Ted out of his thoughts. He turned on the infrared cameras and activated their homing system. Sonar systems on the cameras began searching the vast ocean. As soon as they locked on to the huge mammal gliding through the open water, the cameras rotated and zoomed in on the target. Ted turned to the monitor and watched an immense humpback whale come into view.
Tony walked into the bridge and saw the image appear on the screen. “You heard it, too? Woke me out of a dead sleep. Damn, man. How big is that fuckin’ thing?” Tony had sleep lines on his face from his pillow and looked half out of it.
Ted’s fingers flew over the keyboard and the sonar began running its computations. “Forty-seven feet.”
“Adult male. Probably sixty thousand pounds.”
“Should I wake Ian and see if he wants to try and catch it?”
“Might be a little big for the observation tanks,” said Tony sarcastically, rubbing his tired face. He sat down at his station and turned on his own sonar array. They sat listening to the whale’s song as Tony scanned further and wider in the limitless deep. “Hey—I think I got his girlfriend.” He punched keys as fast as Ted, and a small dot appeared on his sonar screen. “Too far out for a camera image, but she’s headed for her boyfriend.”
“Well if she gets close enough, you can film it. It’ll be the world’s first whale porno.”
“I leave you alone for a few minutes and you guys start watching porno?” asked Jessica as she walked into the lab.
Ted looked at her and back at Tony. “Aren’t you guys supposed to be sleeping?”
“Who the hell can sleep with that giant fish out there screamin’ all night.” She walked closer to the monitor and watched the giant male glide through the water effortlessly. “Amazing how something that big can be so graceful,” she said to no one in particular.
“You talking about me again?” asked Tony, zooming in closer on the whale.
She walked past him and patted his shoulder. “Nice try.” Standing closer to the monitor, she folded her arms and watched the enormous beast in silence.
“Positive sonar contact, fifteen hundred yards and closing,” said Tony, slipping back into submarine mode without even realizing it.
“What is it?” asked Jessica .
“Female, most likely,” answered Tony as he tapped away on his keyboard. “Cameras are attempting to lock on. Give me a sec.”
They sat in silence for a moment, until the male’s long call reverberated throughout the ship. The female, somewhat smaller, came into view.
“There she is,” said Tony, zooming a second monitor on to the female.
“Hey, you weren’t kidding,” said Jessica. “They gonna do it live on camera?”
“Negative,” said a new voice in the room. It was Mike. “They mate near the surface. And the singing and calling isn’t how they attract females. That requires a bigger show—breaching, tail slapping, and so forth. These two probably know each other already. Probably just finding each other.”
Jessica nodded, impressed.
“So we don’t get to watch whale porn?” asked Ted.
“Not unless Tony is gonna get nasty,” said Mike.
“Hey Jersey—fuck you,” said Tony.
Jessica leaned over and patted Tony’s belly. “It’s just a couple of pounds. Nothing that a year on the ocean floor won’t take off.” She smiled and headed out of the bridge. “I’m going back to sleep. Mike, tell your friends out there to shut the hell up.”
Ted glanced at the ship’s GPS screen and smiled at the coordinates, then changed screens to the atmospheric readout as they continued their slow descent into the darkness.




EIGHT
Morning
 

Jessica walked into the bridge with a coffee in her hands. “The relief column has arrived,” she said to Commander Lewis. “It’s morning.”
“Ya sure wouldn’t know it looking outside,” he answered quietly. “Gonna be strange to be in the dark for a year.”
Jessica, as the ship’s doctor, didn’t miss an opportunity to remind the crew about possible problems. She chimed right in without missing a beat. “You know, lots of people suffer from seasonal affective disorder. I’m going to talk to the crew about it. The tanning beds aren’t just about catching a tan. The beds will also help fight depression and anxiety after a few months of zero sunlight.”
“Thank you, Doctor—so noted. I’ve been underwater for extended periods before. I’ll be just fine.” He faked a polite smile. He stood up and stretched. “Wake me up before we reach the bottom. Everything looks fine so far.” He had no way of knowing the coordinates he was looking at weren’t the original ones—only that the ship was on course.
Jim walked out of the bridge to find his bed. It had been a long, boring shift without much to do other than stare out of a black window at nothing. The sonar contacts were becoming fewer, as most creatures didn’t venture so far down. The occasional whale and large fish were the only things that broke up the monotony.
Jessica took her chair at the bridge and ran through the screens to check the ship’s atmosphere. She was sure that the skipper had probably checked up on the MC a few times before, but there wasn’t much else to do. Tony surprised her when he walked in with coffee.
“What are you doing up?” she asked.
“Getting into sub mode. When I’m under, I tend to sleep a lot less, but with a nap every now and then. Without the sun and moon telling me when to sleep, I make my own time zone.”
“It’s not uncommon. In old experiments with circadian rhythms, subjects tended to sleep more frequently, but with less duration, when their exposure to natural light was disrupted,” she replied matter-of-factly.
He eyed her, trying to size her up. “You’re a navy doc, right?”
“USS Alabama. Ballistic sub. I’ve been around you nasty-ass sailors plenty.”
“Well, you’re not in the navy right now—so you can fraternize with us enlisted men now if you want to.”
“Only if I want to. So far, I don’t want to. How are you feeling?” she asked, keeping her professional demeanor, which Tony felt. He responded professionally.
“Feeling fine, thanks. No change from my baseline,” he added with a smile.
That brought a smile. “Good. Let me ask you . . . your wicked sense of humor—it cause problems in your career?”
“Best sonar man in the navy. I was given some ‘latitude.’”
She laughed. He probably wasn’t bullshitting her either. She had read his file, along with everyone else’s, before the mission. The man’s record was exemplary.
“What do you think about the equipment on this vessel?”
“Honestly? It’s amazing. Ted Bell is a NASA guy. This place is more spaceship than submarine. We never had equipment like this on any boat I ever served on. I bet this will all become standard issue in the next generation of subs. The visual stuff is amazing. I think back to the old movies where you got the skipper looking through a periscope, and then you look around this bridge at plasma TVs that show what’s out there up close and in the dark, and you shake your head. We’ve come a long way.”
“Let me ask you another question. What’s the longest you ever stayed underwater?”
“Classified, ma’am,” he said with a smile.
“I’m being serious.”
“So am I.”
They stared at each other. “Okay. I know some subs have stayed under their entire three-month rotation. And some can double that if they bring extra rations. Let’s say, for example, you were submerged on a sub for five or six months. Did you ever see any problems among the crew?”
“Ahh, now I get your question. I thought you were just being nosy. Let me put it this way. It’s entirely possible for a US Navy submarine to stay underwater indefinitely, as long as we don’t run out of food. We make our own electricity, our own water from seawater, our own oxygen . . . anything we need. So in theory, I could have been down much longer than three months. In that time, I never saw anybody freak out, if that’s what you mean. But a lot of guys did suffer from depression, I think. By the time we got off, we were ready to get the fuck off, ya know what I mean?”
“But nothing extraordinary. Nobody snapped. Nothing like that?”
“No. These were all seasoned crew. Why? You afraid we’re all gonna snap after a few months?”
She smiled. It was a real smile that made her eyes crinkle in the cutest way. “It has crossed my mind. The sub is designed to operate at a little over one bar after we land on the ocean floor. It won’t be much different than being on land—but it is different. It will be an interesting observation. I’d like to interview you every month if it’s okay with you. Totally confidential. But I want to monitor your reaction to confined space over time.”
“You’re just trying to get me alone in your room,” he said with a toothy grin.
She laughed. “Dream on, big fella. And by the way, I’m used to being one of the few females aboard ship. I get a lot more attention under water than on top of it.”
“Yeah, right. You never got married? No boyfriend?”
“Divorced. Something about not being home for three months at a time that doesn’t lead to great relationships.”
“Well, how about a one-year relationship at twenty thousand feet?”
“You asking me to go steady already? We haven’t even reached the bottom yet.”
“I figured I’d better get my request in now before your dance card fills up. Five to two isn’t great odds.”
“Um-hmm.” She crossed her arms. “You married?”
“Divorced. Twice. Something about not being home for three months at a time that doesn’t lead to great relationships.”
“Yeah, I think I’ve heard that before. Maybe we can just have great sex and skip the relationship.”
“You know—I’m starting to really like you.”
“And I’m kidding. You have no shot.”
He grabbed his heart in mock anguish, but the truth was, he felt a bit crushed and it showed in his eyes.
“Well, maybe a little shot. But only after the six-month mark. I never kiss on the first tour.”
“I may have to swim in the locks at thirty-four degrees to keep under control.”
“Try Theresa. I hear she’s a slut.”
“For real?”
She laughed. “No. Not for real. I think the only slut aboard is you!”
The two of them sat together, alone in the bridge for over an hour. They enjoyed each other’s company, and each was glad the other was aboard. A year was a long time to be at sea. And whether or not it ever amounted to anything beyond flirting and joking, at least an attractive friend of the opposite sex would help pass the time. The computer screen lit up in mid sentence, and the MC started speaking in its gentle female voice.
“Multiple
sonar
contacts. Multiple
sonar
contacts. Fifteen
thousand
three
hundred
six
feet
and
descending . . .”
Tony quickly started typing. Jessica watched his fingers fly over the keyboard, impressed with his ability to go from joker to chief petty officer in a split second. He tapped the keyboard slower as he tried to hone in on the contacts.
“They’re small, whatever they are.” He grabbed his mouse and selected a portion of his screen, then enhanced and zoomed in. The black ocean became bright green, and strange creatures seemed to glide effortlessly through the water by the thousands. They looked like squid or octopus, but they had coiled shells where a body should be. “Any clue what the hell they are?” he asked.
“Nope. Can you record this?”
Tony typed as he answered in the affirmative, and the computer recorded everything they were watching for the “fish geeks”—Theresa, Mike, and Ian—to examine later.
“Whoa! What the hell is that?” Tony exclaimed.
A large “thing” moved through the water, lit up like an electric neon sign. Its lights pulsed as it appeared to fly through the water, enveloping one of the small creatures.
“Jellyfish,” replied Jessica.
“Damn. Never saw one like that before! You see the lights on that thing? That’s wild.”
“After looking at what we just saw, I am wondering if we are underwater or in outer space.”
Hours later, the fish geeks would examine the video and conclude that a previously unknown species of nautilus had just been discovered. Known to migrate between the surface and depths of twenty-five hundred feet, nautiluses are a member of the class Cephalopoda. They resemble squid, but have chambered shells and up to ninety tentacles. They haven’t changed much over the last few million years. They had also never been known to occur at anywhere near the ship’s current depth before. The Challenger had already made its first discovery—and they hadn’t even reached the bottom yet.




NINE
Deep Water
 

Soft lights came on all over the ship as the Challenger neared the landing site. Tony and Jessica were on the bridge, having spent several hours in enjoyable conversation, but now turned back to professional mode. Tony called down to the captain’s quarters.
“Good morning, Skipper. We are approximately forty minutes away from initiating the landing sequence. Shall I slow descent, or are you good with that timetable?”
A groggy voice answered back. “Continue on course. Forty minutes is plenty of time as long as the coffee machine is on. I’ll be right up.”
“I saw the manifest once before we left. The amount of coffee seemed ridiculous for seven people. Now I’m hoping we have enough,” said Tony.
Jessica smiled, thinking back to her days aboard the submarines. The subs made their own water from seawater, and the coffee was always great because of the purified water. And when the sub’s air had grown dank and stuffy, nothing was more welcomed than the smell of coffee brewing. The galley was located below the bridge, on Deck Four, and Jessica stood up, now wanting her own cup of java.
“You talked me into it. I’m getting one for me and the skipper. You want one, too?”
“Sure,” said Tony, watching her butt as she walked out of the bridge. Ted walked in as she was walking out.
“Take a picture, it’ll last longer,” he said stoically to Tony.
Tony shrugged innocently, and then pulled up their coordinates on the screen.
“What are you doing?” asked Ted.
“We’re close to starting the landing sequence. Just getting ready to check the bottom surface before we deploy the legs. We only get one shot at landing, know what I mean?”
Ted looked uncomfortable. “The MC can handle it. Flip the screen to the diagnostics test. Let’s check the pressure and atmosphere.”
Tony made a face. “Diagnostics? Now? I’ve been running that shit all night. It’s show
time, baby. Let’s see where we’re going.” He tapped away at his keyboard and a screen lit up showing a green sonar image of the seafloor. It was a three-dimensional rendering that the sonar computers had created after taking hundreds of readings of their destination. Based on extensive seafloor mapping that had been done prior to their expedition, their chosen location was a flat bit of sand and rock bottom. Expecting to see a planar surface, Tony’s hair stood up when he saw what looked like a lunar landscape below them.
“We got a problem,” he said quietly. He punched a button and called the skipper’s cabin, but got no answer.
“I’m sure he’s on the way up. What is it?” asked Ted.
“See for yourself,” said Tony, transferring the image on his screen to the larger overhead monitor in the bridge. The plasma screen showed the same mountainous terrain that Tony was viewing on his own screen.
Ted tightened his smile. “This doesn’t look like the abyssal plain.”
“Hell no! We got issues.” He punched in some keys and the voice of the MC computer spoke to the bridge.
The calm female voice greeted him. “How
may
I
be
of
assistance?”
“Check coordinates of landing site immediately,” said Tony.
“Checking
coordinates
of
landing
site. 11"25'
north
latitude; 142"17'
east
longitude. This
is
correct. Landing
sequence
initiates
in
twelve
minutes. Telescopic
legs
are
functioning
correctly.”
“Bullshit,” said Tony, who began typing feverishly.
“Relax, Tony. The skipper will be up in a minute.”
“You relax! This tub doesn’t exactly turn on a dime. We’re gonna end up landing on a fuckin’ mountain.”
“The legs will compensate automatically for any differential in terrain. There’s nothing to worry about,” replied Ted.
“Yeah? And what if we miss the mark and end up dropping into the trench? We’re scheduled for twenty thousand feet—not thirty-six! This ball might collapse before we could start the surfacing sequence.”
“We could sit on the bottom for a year just fine. The crush depth of this ship exceeds the trench.”
“In theory!”
“In fact. Relax. The MC has it all under control.”
Tony hit the all-call button. “Skipper, you’re needed on the bridge immediately.”
Ted sat in an empty chair at the bridge console and waited for the skipper to walk in. Commander Lewis walked in with Jessica in tow, he with a coffee in hand, Jessica with two.
“What’s up, Tony?” He spied the large monitor. “Holy crud. That’s our current location?”
“Yes, sir. That’s why I called you. We’re supposed to be on the abyssal plain. What the hell is that?”
Jim looked at Ted. “You double-check the landing coordinates?”
“Tony just did. This is where we’re supposed to be. The mapping must have been inaccurate. It shouldn’t be a problem, though. The telescopic legs will level us out.”
“Tony—zoom in on the exact landing location. Bring it up to max power,” said Jim.
“Aye-aye, Captain. Zooming now.”
A moment later, the screen shot zoomed up to show a small, flat surface on the side of what looked like a conical formation. They all studied it in silence for a moment, but the MC interrupted them.
“Telescopic
legs
are
prepared
to
deploy. Landing
site
is
locked
in
sonar
guidance
system. Anticipate
landfall
in
seven
minutes.”
Jim crossed his arms. Tony and Jessica both glanced at his face, looking for a show of concern. Ted sat quietly and said nothing. The three fish geeks entered the bridge together.
“We landing soon?” asked Ian in his Scottish brogue. Everyone turned to his voice. “Sorry—we walk in at a bad time?”
The captain pointed to the screen. “An interesting time. That’s our abyssal plain.”
“Hell it is,” he said quietly. “It’s a black smoker.”
“Shit,” said Theresa behind him.
Jim walked quickly to his seat at the bridge console and hit a button for the MC. Before the voice could even begin to ask how it could help, he blurted, “Is this landing location safe?”
“Landing
sequence
is
initiated. Telescopic
legs
are
functioning
properly. Sonar . . .”
“Is it safe? Can you land us at this location without a problem?” asked Jim, his voice sounding tense.
“If we’re gonna abort, we need to do it now before the legs come out!” exclaimed Tony.
“Landing
location
is
safe. Surface
is
one
thousand
four
hundred
thirteen
square
feet. Beginning
telescopic
deployment
at
your
command,” said the MC.
“Better check the water temperature,” said Ian quietly to the captain.
Jim nodded. Tony was typing before Jim could move. Tony blurted out, “Seventy degrees and rising.”
“Gonna get hotter before it gets colder,” replied Ian.
“How the hell did we end up on the slope of a friggin’ volcano?” asked Jim to no one in particular.
“Deployment
sequence
must
be
initiated,” said the MC.
Jim made a face. “Deploy telescopic legs,” he said, sounding angry.
“You gonna put us on a black smoker?” asked Ian.
“We’ll be fine. We’re not in the vent,” replied the captain.
“One hundred degrees and rising,” said Tony.
“We’re okay,” Jim said again, this time reassuring only himself.
Tony punched a few keys and computer images lit up around the bridge showing the exterior of the ship. The large legs began extending, the ship looking like a giant metal crab preparing to land after a swim.
Ian spoke to the captain. “Can you turn the cameras until you find the vent?”
“Tony?” asked the skipper. “Can you?”
Tony began typing at hyperspeed, the cameras moving as they tried to find the mouth of the black smoker. It was empty black sea outside, with only an occasional glimpse of some strange, otherworldly creature gliding by the camera. One of the cameras honed in on a plume of gushing black volcanic chemicals spewing out of the top of the mountain they were about to land on.
“There!” shouted Ian. “Zoom in on that!”
Tony brought the image up closer and they all stood in silence watching a black chemical stew of poisonous gas and liquids blow out of the mountaintop like a volcano.
“Jesus,” said Jessica quietly.
“Outside temperature one hundred and two degrees.”
“Jacuzzi,” said Mike.
“Or soup,” responded Tony.
The MC voice filled the room again. “Bottom
contact.”
The crew members each grabbed something to hang on to, although the landing was so slow and gentle they could hardly feel it. At first, the floor seemed to angle sharply, but the legs were designed to compensate and right themselves to level. Within a few seconds, the ship was perfectly level and still, 21,354 feet below the waves.




TEN
Black Smoker
 

“Okay, I hate to be the only one who doesn’t know what’s going on, but what’s a black smoker?” asked Jessica to anyone who would answer.
Mike walked over to where she was sitting and spoke quietly to her. “A black smoker is like a volcano underwater. It’s a crack in the Earth’s crust where superheated gas and liquid escape under tremendous pressure. The stuff pouring out is loaded with chemicals and heavy metals. When the superheated flow hits the thirty-four degree water, the chemicals and metals come out of solution and rain down on the seafloor, creating the mountain we’re sitting next to now.”
Ted listened quietly but couldn’t help himself. “It’s the primordial soup, Doctor.”
The crew turned to Ted’s voice.
He eyed his audience and chose his words carefully. “The sulfuric gases and heavy metals would be poisonous to any sea creatures living in the sunlit depths above—but down here, in the near freezing depths of the deep ocean, it creates an alien world full of creatures that can only survive here.”
“Impressive for a space guy,” said Ian.
“I did my homework,” answered Ted.
“And what about the outside temperature?” asked Tony. “When you were doing your homework on this ship, you ever run any scenarios where we’d be sitting at a hundred and three degrees instead of thirty-four?”
“I’m not a metallurgist, but I think the water temperature is only important as it affects water pressure,” he said.
“Yeah, well if you increase temperature, you increase pressure, right?” asked Tony, looking a bit shaken.
“We’re all sitting here just fine. No leaks. No problems. Just a slight change in scenery. I think it’s an excellent opportunity, actually. The diversity of life near a smoker will be much more interesting than the abyssal plain,” said Ted.
“He’s right there,” said Theresa. “As far as I’m concerned, we hit the jackpot. My specialty is annelids—the deep-sea tube worms. I wasn’t sure I’d see any on the plain, but here? This place will be loaded with them.”
Commander Lewis, who had been checking and rechecking their coordinates, was half-listening to the conversation when he interrupted. “Tony—you and I studied the landing zone for hours. There was no black smoker at this location.”
“Roger that, Skipper.”
“So where the hell are we?”
“It’s quite possible it wasn’t here when they did the sonar mapping six months ago. It may have erupted after the mapping was done,” said Ian.
“Very true,” said Theresa. “These things pop up all the time along the subduction zones. We’re very lucky.”
Ted smiled.
“We’re very lucky we didn’t get cooked,” said Tony, eyeing Ted.
The captain still wasn’t one hundred percent satisfied. “MC—is our present location correct according to our programmed coordinates?”
The MC responded. “Current
location
is
approximately
three
feet
west
of
target
location, with
corrections
made
for
surface
angle.”
“Pretty hard to bitch about three feet in the middle of the Pacific,” said Mike.
Commander Lewis scowled. It didn’t seem right, but like it or not, they had landed and were “home” for the next year.
“Well, that’s it, then. We’re here. We’ll deploy the first buoy with the following message—you ready Tony?”
Tony nodded and looked at his captain.
“Successful landing, but surface map was incorrect. We are located on the side of a black smoker in twenty one thousand three hundred and fifty-four feet of water. Water temperature is . . . ?”
Tony checked his gauge. “One zero four.”
“Temp is one zero four. Ship is functioning fine. We will send up the next buoy in thirty days.”
Tony finished typing and hit send. The data was sent to a solid-state disk inside a small exterior buoy that was jettisoned and immediately began its long trip to the surface. When it hit the surface, it would send a signal and the message would be collected by the ODSR office on the mainland. Unfortunately, communication over the next year was one way, with no means for anyone to contact the seven crewmen at the bottom of the ocean.
“So that’s it, people,” Jim said. “My main job was to get you all here and later bring you back up alive. I did the first part. Now we get busy with our individual assignments. You’ll work at your own pace, but we’ll debrief in one a week here on the bridge. My door is always open if you need me.”
Tony leaned back to Jessica, who was standing behind him. He whispered, “And mine’s always open for you, too.”
She smiled and punched his shoulder.
Ian piped up in his heavy brogue, “How about I make us a meal to celebrate our arrival?”
“Are you shittin’ me?” exclaimed Mike. “Who the hell ever heard of a Scotsman who could cook?”
“You think you could do better then?” he replied.
“Hell, yeah. I’ll cook. Meet in the galley in one hour.” He stood up and headed downstairs, Theresa walking behind him. He stopped when he saw her following him and gave her a questioning look.
“I just want to make sure you wash your hands,” she said.
“And I’m coming, too, to see what the big fuss is about a cook from New Jersey,” said Ian.
“It’s not about Jersey, my Scottish friend, it’s about Italy. Mom taught me well . . .”
After they left, Tony looked at Jessica. “Looks like the fish geeks are also the kitchen staff. Think they can make burritos and quesadillas?”
Jim sat at his console zooming out a few miles at a time, trying to understand how an abyssal plain turned into a black smoker in six months.




ELEVEN
First Meal
 

As it turned out, Mike Ammiano was a damn good cook. Using the basic ingredients found in the ship’s freezer and pantries, he managed to cook an authentic Italian feast for the crew. The main dish, fresh yellowtail, was the last fresh fish they’d be eating unless there was something edible at twenty-one thousand feet below sea level, which was pretty unlikely. The smell of garlic sautéing in olive oil had all of their mouths watering.
Tony offered to clean up, since the fish geeks had done the cooking. Jessica offered to help, which brought a smile to his face. After the rest of them cleared out, Jessica dried dishes as Tony washed.
“So how’re you feeling?” she asked.
“Is this, like, an official question?”
“Yup. I’m multitasking. Drying dishes and interviewing a deep-sea subject.”
“I feel fine.”
“So you do dishes on land, too?”
“Yup. Momma stopped doing my cleaning a long time ago.”
“Excellent. Just making sure it wasn’t narcosis setting in that had you being such a gentleman.”
He smiled. “That man can cook. No shit. I’ll clean all year if he agrees to cook.”
“You can’t cook?”
“Not like that. Just the basics. But I’ve spent my adult life in the navy—the food was never that great. This was a treat.”
“Your ex cook?”
“Exes. And they were both shitty cooks.”
“So why’d you marry them?” she said with a smile.
“’Cause they could cook—know what I’m sayin’?”
“Um-hmm,” she replied, trying to look disgusted.
“But, apparently, while I was away months at a time, they was cooking for other guys, too. So . . .”
“Yeah, we had that discussion already. So seriously, you feel any different down here than you did at the surface two days ago?”
“Nope. You?”
“No, I don’t think so. The noise takes some getting used to, though. Or lack of it, I should say. It’s so quiet it’s eerie.”
“Yeah, well you served on subs. You should be used to that.”
“Yes, but that silence was for brief intervals when we were engaged. Usually, there was always background noise, you know? This ship is just quiet.”
“Yeah, we should pipe in some tunes. I brought my iPod. Wonder if we could patch it through the MC?”
“Ask Ted. I bet he could figure it out.”
Tony made a face and looked around the galley to make sure they were alone. “You trust that dude?”
She made an odd face at him. “Why would you ask me that?”
“I’m just askin’. You trust him?”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“You always answer a question with a question?”
“I’m a doctor and research psychiatrist. Of course.” She smiled.
“That guy was a NASA jock. He wants to be on Mars, not underwater. Something about him I don’t like.”
“Just because he came from NASA and not the navy?”
“That’s not all of it. Something else. I haven’t put my finger on it.”
“Paranoia could be a symptom of narcosis,” she said with a smile.
“You know, I knew a dude who used to think people were after him.”
“And?”
“Somebody killed him.”
They stared at each other for a while.
“You messing with me?”
“Nope. Of course, the dude was a serious fuckup. But still—sometimes it’s okay to be paranoid. Anyway, I’m gonna keep an eye on that dude.”
“Good—that’ll take some of the pressure off me.”
He stepped closer. “You feel pressure from me?”
“Not really. I’m kidding. Sort of.”
He smiled. “Listen. I’m a joker—I know that. But I’d never cross the line, know what I’m saying? A year can be a long time. I’m just glad you’re here, that’s all.”
She patted his muscular arm. “Me too,” she said, and disappeared out of the galley before he could see her flushed cheeks.
 

***********
 

In the lab, the three fish geeks sat down at a small conference table to discuss their first experiments.
“First things first,” said Theresa. “I gotta say—Mike, you can cook for me anytime. That was amazing. Only thing missing was a great bottle of wine.”
“Yeah, son of a bitch. I took the whole galley apart—there is no wine aboard,” he answered. “But thanks. I like to cook.”
Ian smiled and leaned forward. “After that meal, I refuse to cook. You’re right. Scottish food is shit.”
They all laughed.
“God, your accent is thick!” exclaimed Theresa with a laugh.
“You should hear me brothers! They’re still in Edinburgh.”
Mike and Theresa laughed again.
“Well, it sounds better than the Jersey accents I usually hear,” said Mike.
“So—what’s our first mission?” asked Theresa.
“Landing without being crushed to a pulp. We did that one already, thank God,” said Ian.
“Okay, so now what? We go fishing again?” asked Theresa.
“Absolutely,” said Mike. “Although it’s gonna be a lot harder down here. I’ve been thinking about that a lot, actually. I think we should bottom-fish for starters. There’s more life scavenging at this depth than free swimming. I think we hook up some bluefish, put on some weights, and lay it out on the ocean floor for a few hours and see what happens.”
“Fine with me,” said Ian. “I’ll even bait the hook for us after your brilliant meal.”
He disappeared to the freezer and Mike and Theresa got up and assembled their tackle to fish at four miles underwater.
“Where’d you learn to cook?” asked Theresa.
“My last name is Ammiano—all Italians can cook. It’s in the blood. I got three cousins who own restaurants in Jersey, an uncle who runs a hotel, and my mom could outcook any of ’em. I was born to cook—when I’m not underwater.”
She laughed. “How did you go from a family of cooks to being an ichthyologist?”
“My dad had huge fish tanks in the house when I was a kid. I was alone a lot when I was little—my parents worked a lot. Don’t laugh, but I used to talk to the fish. I even trained ’em. You know—turn on the light and feed them for a few weeks so they’d come up when the light came on. Then I got this one fish to jump out of the water at feeding time by holding up a piece of krill by the surface. Before long I had my own little circus act. Anyway—I ended up getting a scholarship to college. I just followed the fish.”
“You also cook a mean fish.”
He genuflected and crossed himself. “Forgive me for eating my pets.”
Ian walked in with a bloody chunk of bluefish. “Let’s go fishing!”




TWELVE
First Experiments
 

Ian, Mike, and Theresa baited up a series of hooks of various sizes and weighted the lines. They opened the inner collection door and shoved the long metal lines and baited hooks inside. The lines, almost two hundred feet long, were attached to the winch of the internal mechanical arm. They closed the door and pressed the button, which allowed the compartment to slowly flood. It was a tense moment as they watched the tube fill with water from their monitor, each praying that the inner door wouldn’t blow off in their faces and flood the entire deck before it could be sealed off from the rest of the ship.
“I just thought of something,” said Ian. “That water is over a hundred degrees. That bait fish is gonna boil and come apart out there.”
“It’s only a hundred closer to the vent. The ship’s thermometers are amidships. At the bottom here, we’re a hundred feet further away. I bet it’s no more than fifty or sixty down on the seabed.”
“Well, that beats thirty-four,” said Theresa. “We’ll record the temperature of whatever we pull inside.”
They opened the outer door once the compartment was flooded and the telescopic arm extended far outside. Mike played with the controls on the robotic arm and released the baited hooks, which floated down to the ancient sea floor. They watched what the infrared cameras were showing on their monitors, stunned at the amount of activity that appeared from nowhere.
“Little fuckers can smell food a mile away,” said Mike to himself as he watched what looked like albino eels slither through the water like white ribbons. Small lights appeared on their screens as deepwater predators used their phosphorescent lures to attempt to attract whatever they were smelling. When they could no longer wait, they attacked the bait and opened their enormous mouths, sucking in huge chunks of the oily bluefish.
“Jesus,” said Theresa quietly. “I thought we’d be sitting here for hours or days trying to catch a fish. I had no idea there was so much life down here.”
“It’s the black smoker. Gotta be,” said Mike. “I was on a submersible before. There was nowhere near as much activity. This is bizarre. Give it another minute and we’ll reel it in.”
Ian hopped up and grabbed a specimen containment tank. “Remember, if the specimens blow up all over the lab, Theresa has to take off her clothes.”
“You were the one that had to get naked, not me. As I recall, Mike was dying to see you in the buff,” said Theresa.
“You’re both narced,” said Mike. “I’m reeling them in now.”
The three of them watched the monitor in amazement as three albino eel-looking creatures and two large anglerfish were reeled into the tube. They sealed the outer door and pressed a button to start the decompression sequence that would allow them to attach the collection tank. Following the same procedure they had practiced when they caught the yellowtail, they watched the alien specimens flow into their tank. The thermometer on the tank read seventy degrees.
“Jesus fuckin’ Christ! What the hell is that?” moaned Ian as he watched the water in their collection tank turn into a milky slime.
“Hagfish. Shit. They’re gonna ruin the other specimens.”
“Hagfish?” asked Ian.
“Yeah. Eptatretus
stoutii. We call ’em slime eels. One fish can produce enough slime to fill a bucket. It’s a protective film, and it smells awful. They make a cocoon out of the shit when they sleep or if they feel threatened. I guess they didn’t like being put in the tank next to the fangtooth. I really wanted to get a chance to see one of them alive. Damn, I can’t see shit in there now.”
True enough, the tanks were so filled with goo that the cameras inside couldn’t penetrate the slime to capture images of the fish. They were simply looking at the inside of a milk container.
“So much for experiment number one,” said Theresa. “We’ll see if we can depressurize the tank for a day or two and try to open it up then. Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky,” She looked at Ian. “And no—you aren’t getting lucky if I’m wrong.”
 

***********
 

Ted walked into the lab on the lower deck unexpectedly. “Skipper says you caught some fish?” he asked.
Theresa smiled, her good nature glowing in the artificial light. “Sure did! Some nasty eels and a fangtooth.”
“Fangtooth?” asked Ted.
Ian pulled out a fish identification book he had been looking through. He held up a page that showed something out of a horror movie. The fangtooth, Anoplogaster
cornuta, is a deepwater predator whose tooth-to-body size ratio is one of the largest differentials in the ocean. While only about six inches long as an adult (with fangs over an inch long), they can easily eat sea creatures almost their own size with their huge mouths. Ted eyed the picture and smiled.
“A mouth and stomach with a tail,” he said. “Looks alien.”
Ian smirked. Ted was always equating everything to his Mars mission that would never happen. “Yeah, I guess so. But there’s so much about the deep water we don’t know. Shame we waited so long to really commit to exploring our own planet. Every day will be a new discovery down here.”
Ted’s face proved the comment wasn’t lost on him. He kept his cool. “What about the eels?”
“Friggin’ nasty,” chimed in Mike from across the lab. “Slimed the whole friggin’ tank.”
“You’re so
Jersey,” said Theresa with her usual smile.
“Yo—what exit?” asked Mike. She wasn’t a Jersey girl and had no idea what his parkway reference meant. He turned back to Ted. “Those eels—Eptatretus
stoutii, what we call slime eels—they eat their prey from the inside out.”
“Charming,” said Ted.
“Sounds like my mother,” said Ian.
Theresa made a squeamish face. “I’m not up on my slime eels—you serious?” she asked, her face contorted as if it hurt.
Mike looked at her and cocked his head. “You seriously wanna know?”
“Of course. I do worms—not so much up on my fish.”
“The slime eels aren’t known to be predatory parasites. They usually go after dead or dying fish. We’re not a hundred percent sure, which is one of the things I hope to learn down here. They attach themselves to an injury site on a fish—like a hole or cut in the skin. Once there, their jawless mouths bore through the fish right into its guts. It starts by eating the intestines and organs first, then the meat. Leaves a bag of bones when it’s done. Fishermen pull them up sometimes inside of dead fish by accident. And if the fisherman is really lucky, the little fucker will slime all over his catch and ruin everything. One little hagfish is good for a couple of gallons—hence the fucked-up tank.”
Ted interrupted him. “Do you have to curse every five seconds?” he asked, perhaps trying to show Theresa what a gentleman he was—or how astronauts were classier than fish geeks.
“Fuckin’-A right I do. Those little bastards slimed our observation tank. You wanna clean it out when it depressurizes?”
“No thanks,” he muttered as he walked over to the tank and tried to peer into the milk. Occasionally something fluttered against the glass, still hooked on the line and in a foul mood, but lost in the white milk-like slime water. “You guys have fun.” He turned back to the group. “Are you going to be able to get any sea life off the black smoker?”
“I’d love to,” said Theresa. “The tube worms are my specialty. If we can get some samples from the side of the smoker, I’ll be thrilled.”
“I spent a lot of time studying the bacteria inside the worms at NASA,” said Ted. “Anyone who knows anything about them can’t seriously question whether life exists on other planets. They thrive in superheated sulfur, poisonous gases, and heavy metals. Zero sunlight. Almost zero oxygen. Pitch darkness. Pick a planet—there’s life out there.”
“Too bad about the Mars mission,” said Ian.
Theresa and Mike shot him a surprised look. He really was being a prick to Ted.
“I’m sure the information gathered here will be a great help in the Mars mission,” Ted said with a cold stare. “And if it weren’t for the Mars mission, this ship could never have been built. The alloys, the computers and sonar—everything on this tub is a hybrid of our work at NASA, so don’t think you’re such hot shit, fish-boy.”
Ted turned back to Theresa, trying to cool off. “When you have time later, I’d like to discuss the black smoker with you.” He shot Ian a look and left the lab.
“Yo, man—that was cold,” Mike said to Ian.
“Fuck him. I had to listen to his shit for two months before this mission when we were working together on the lab design. He’s all about NASA. Well, he’s underwater, not in space—so he can kiss my Scottish ass.”
“Tell us how you really feel,” said Mike sarcastically.
“Well, he’s right about the black smoker,” said Theresa quietly, not wanting to argue with Ian, who was obviously in a pissy mood. “The life that exists on the smokers defies all commonly held logic about life on Earth. Being accidentally placed on a smoker was very fortunate. We can gather a ton of new information.”
“Yeah, maybe Ted can swim over and pick you a worm,” said Ian.
“I think you are being nasty to him for no reason,” said Theresa. “The guy is brilliant.”
“Yeah, with his own agenda, too. I don’t trust him,” said Ian. His accent was thick, and the others always had to strain to catch every word. “Anyway—the hell with him. Let’s try and depressurize the tanks and get the specimens out before they’re all dead from that slime.”
“The eels will be fine in their own slime. The fangtooth may suffocate, though. The eels will be easier to save anyway—they have no swim bladder. The fish has a gas-filled bladder—open it too early and it may burst.”
“So what do you want to do?” asked Ian.
“Just let the pressure-relief valve slowly do its thing. We should wait until tomorrow at least. I think either way, the fish dies—but maybe we can examine the eels alive.”
“You can play with those nasty things. I think I wanna fish for something else!” said Ian.
Theresa chimed in, “Next time we go fishing, let’s use the ACD unit on the other side. It’s the side closest to the smoker. I’d love to try and snag some tube worms.”
“She’s so low maintenance. Most chicks want flowers—just give her a gooey worm and she’s happy,” said Mike.
She stuck her tongue out playfully. “And they aren’t gooey. Unless you pull them out of the tube.”
“I know there’s a dirty joke in there somewhere,” said Mike.
 





THIRTEEN
Primordial Soup Theories
 

Jessica was taking Tony’s blood pressure in his small cabin. Each of their sleeping quarters, including the captain’s, was identical: a small bed and a bureau built into the wall. That’s it. They shared toilets, sinks, and shower areas in a large common bathroom. All of the water that was used aboard the ship was made from their own desalinization plant located amidships next to the power station.
They sat on Tony’s bed and Jessica pumped the bulb of the sphygmomanometer in her hand.
“If it’s higher than normal, it’s because you’re sitting on my bed,” he said quietly. She shushed him and took her reading. “Feeling normal?”
“Yeah, why? Something wrong?”
“Nope, totally normal, which is why I’m concerned. I figured it would be higher with me sitting on your bed, and it’s normal. I must not be looking that good today. Maybe there’s something wrong with me.” She smiled, her big white teeth perfect.
“Nothing wrong with you,” said Tony. He reached for her to pull her close, and she quickly stood up.
“Simmer down, now. I was just playing. We’re down here to work, not start dating.”
“Who said anything about dating? You said you just wanted great sex.”
“I must have been narced out myself,” she responded. She patted his muscular shoulder. “I want to take some blood.”
“Just my blood? No other bodily fluids?” He smiled broadly.
She punched his arm. “Pig. Just your blood.” She tried to act tough, but he could see her little smile beneath the facade. “Roll up your sleeve.”
When she had finished poking and prodding him, she thanked him for being her guinea pig and started to walk out.
“That’s it? You give me a shot and don’t kiss the boo-boo?”
She walked back in, pecked his cheek, and then patted his shaved head. “That’s it. Be good!” She walked back to sickbay where she had her own small lab setup, a secret little smile on her flushed face.
 

**********
 

Ted returned to the bridge, where he sat at his console and began operating his computer. He had a remote water-sampling device that could be extended from the ship like a long pole with sensors on the end. It was located on the side of the ship next to the black smoker, and he began slowly extending the pole.
The readings began appearing on Ted’s screen as the device got closer to the vent. He watched the pole move through the water via a live feed from an outside infrared camera that lit up the darkness. The emissions coming from the vent itself looked similar to the oil spill of the drilling rig Deepwater
Horizon in the Gulf of Mexico back in 2010. Instead of oil and gas, superheated sulfur, zinc, gold, copper, and other heavy metals blew out of the vent in billowing black clouds. The temperature near the vent registered 633 degrees. A spectroscope attached to the device sent chemistry readings to the computer, which would later print a report of the elements contained in the poisonous cloud.
Ted scanned the camera across the surface of the mineral-crusted wall until he saw the cluster of tube worms. He smiled. Theresa would be happy to see them. Although not as happy as he was. He and his NASA team had used the black smokers as the basis for their hypothesis of life on other planets. The giant deep-sea tube worms thrived in an environment that would kill almost anything else on Earth. How? The answers to that would be similar to the answers they were seeking on Mars and beyond the solar system. He called Theresa down in the lab and told her he wanted to show her something.
Ian and Mike heard Theresa’s end of the conversation on her speakerphone.
“Maybe he wants to show you his tube worm,” said Ian
She batted her eyelashes. “Maybe I have a thing for astronauts,” she said in her most dramatic voice as she raised one shoulder and tossed her hair.
She rushed up the stairs to the bridge. Mike leaned over to Ian. “She is the smoker around her.”
 

**********
 

Theresa walked into the bridge and found Ted watching the giant tube worms on his monitor. “You found them! My God! Look at the size of them. They must be seven feet long.”
“Impressive specimens, no doubt,” said Ted.
She folded her arms. “That doesn’t make sense, though. If this smoker just popped a few months ago, they couldn’t be this large. They grow maybe thirty inches a year. This vent would have had to been here for three years or so.”
Ted looked away. “Perhaps the vent was open and the worms were growing, but it didn’t really start growing the walls until more recently. The worms would be brought up the sides of the chimney as it grew.”
“I suppose. Weird. Anyway, zoom in. Look deep into the cluster. See what else is in there.”
“I have been. Mussels and clams. A few fuzzy-looking crabs. There’s an entire ecosystem in here. An ecosystem foreign to this planet. It’s amazing.”
She smiled at Ted’s excitement. Very few people in the world spoke her language. “You know, until recently, it was believed the tube worms swallowed bacteria as larvae which they trapped in their bodies as they grew. As adults, they have no mouth or anus. The bacteria provides all of their food and energy in a symbiotic relationship. That theory went out the window two years ago. Now we know the bacteria enter the worms like a type of infection through the skin. Then the bacterium oxidizes hydrogen sulfide to create energy. It’s amazing. We’re only beginning to have a clue how these organisms live down here.”
Ted smiled. “I and my colleagues believe that the bacteria which live in the tube worms may be what’s left of the original primordial soup. The most basic and ancient of all life on this planet. And perhaps it didn’t start on this planet at all.”
“Ah—so you’re thinking that the life on Earth that began in the sea didn’t begin on Earth at all?”
“Who knows? What I do know is I intend to collect some of the bacteria from the worms, the mussels, clams, and anything else down here and isolate it in the lab. The work down here will be the catapult into space. Your little fish geek friends down in the lab can make all the snide comments they want, but this mission is about a lot more than fish—no offense.” He considered telling her more about his work at NASA on the bacteria, but he didn’t trust her enough quite yet. They’d be down for a year. There’d be time for more intense discussions. Especially after his own private experiments had begun. He pictured the orangutan in the superheated pressure tank back at the research lab.
Theresa cocked her head and folded her arms. “None taken,” she said cautiously. She found herself stuck between the war of egos going on between Ted and Ian. She was pretty sure Mike would side with Ian as well. As for herself—she was there to learn more about her deep-sea tube worms, and Ted seemed much more interested in the subject than Ian and Mike. She’d have to walk a fine line and attempt to keep the peace. A year was way too long to deal with egotistical bullshit. If it continued, she’d have to go to the skipper. The mission was too important to spend any part of it being a babysitter. In any event, Ted had her extremely excited.
“Have you thought about how to collect samples? We need to get them inside. Can’t exactly fish for them,” she said.
“That may not be true,” he said.
She crinkled up her little nose, her glasses slipping down a bit. “What do you mean?”
“They can leave their tubes.”
“I’ve seen free-swimming worms in photos. But they have no mouth—they aren’t exactly looking to feed on a piece of bait.”
“I’m not so sure about that. They may make direct-feed through their skin. Perhaps the bacteria can absorb nutrients through the outer membrane to supplement the sulfur metabolism process. Most animals down here don’t miss a chance to feed. I think if the tube worms come in direct contact with food, they’ll find a way to extract nutrition from it.”
Theresa was fascinated. “Amazing. I’ve never heard that theory, but it certainly could make sense. They feed by contact, return to the tube to digest . . . interesting. We have to try.”
“Well, if your friends downstairs can see fit to allow us some bait and a few days of trying, perhaps we’d have some success. And for the record, the clams and mussels are full of bacteria as well. Without it, they’d be cooked just like on your stovetop. The bacteria protects them against the temperature, changes their feeding process—hell, it changes their entire anatomy and metabolism. Not proven yet—but my personal theory is this whole deep-sea environment centers around the bacteria. It’s the key.”




FOURTEEN
Old Days
 

Tony had returned to the bridge after his checkup by Jessica and sat with the skipper, who was using the MC to run checks on the entire ship, from the power plant to water production. He looked up when he saw Tony and said hello.
“How’s it going, Skipper?”
“Excellent. I have to tell ya, this vessel has been nothing short of amazing. It will change everything going forward.”
“Yeah, I said the same thing. When the navy starts using this technology on their subs, the Russians and Chinese are smoked.” Tony sat down. “I gotta tell you—it feels so weird to be down here and be so relaxed. I feel like we’re on vacation, know what I mean?”
Jim smiled. “Sure do. On the subs, there’s always that feeling of tension and being on duty all the time. This is total recreation compared to that. How many times did you think you were gonna pop a fish at some Ruskie sub over the years?”
Tony laughed. “Plenty. I can remember a cat-and-mouse game that lasted three whole days with a Soviet Akula-class sub.” He leaned closer. “Classified—can we talk?”
Jim nodded. As two submariners, they shared a bond—and information—they’d never share with outsiders, a firing squad notwithstanding.
Tony spoke barely above a whisper. “These two Akulas were off the coast of Cali, so we go after them to tail ’em, right? So they split up and the skipper picks the one headed north. We tailed it for two days and they had no clue. On day three, they must have picked us up on their array, and they start taking all kinds of evasive action. The skipper knows the water around those parts and he’s laughing the whole time, saying how this Ruskie captain is gonna get his guys killed haulin’ ass through the canyon like that.”
“Canyons up north?”
“Yeah—you know the spots, right?”
“Hell, yeah. If you go deeper than eight hundred, you better be going five knots.”
“How about twenty? This Ruskie is trying to make a run through the canyon and he’s got her half opened up. The skipper is trying to hang with her, but careful, ya know? And the Akula is gaining some distance but we have her and we’re not sweatin’ it. So the skipper, all of a sudden, orders dead slow, and we have no idea why he’s gonna give up. We watch the Akula moving away from us, and then wham—she’s down, man.”
“What happened?”
“The skipper knew that canyon run inside out. There’s a spot where the current runs wicked through a narrow channel. At high speed, it can move you five, six degrees on a dime. The Ruskies put their nose right into the canyon wall. We actually surfaced and called for a DSRV. I heard later that the president called the premier to tell him they had a sub in US waters that was down. Offered to assist. Ruskies denied the sub being there and let those guys die somewhere down in the canyon. Coulda been us, ya know? It was creepy, man—‘enemy’ or not. I was on sonar. Had my headset turned way up. I could hear ’em screaming inside their can before we surfaced. Banging metal wrenches on pipes looking for help. I still can hear ’em. Fucked up, man.”
Jim sat back and folded his arms, staring at the ceiling. “So many times I’ve had that nightmare. Flooding. The panic. The helplessness. If you let it, it will cripple you and keep you topside. You gotta let it go. But I know exactly what you mean. You know what Akula it was?”
“Skipper guessed it was the Gdanuslav, but we never had confirmation. All I know is, I was glad our skipper knew the canyon inside out. Anyway—I never told anybody about that. Still classified. But I figured it was okay with you, know what I mean?”
“It’s cool. Just don’t repeat it again, and we never had the conversation. You good now? At twenty thousand?”
“Yeah, yeah. I had plenty of other tours after that. I’m good. Just was thinking about it I guess when we started talking about what a breeze this post is.”
Jim smiled. “We just started, Tony. Let’s see how much of a breeze it is after a year.”
The ping of a large sonar contact interrupted them, and Tony quickly hit the camera record button as the image popped up on their large monitor. A twenty-five-foot sleeper shark cruised effortlessly past the camera, inspecting the huge white intruder to its ocean floor. They watched in silence as the giant fish examined them and disappeared into the depths.
“Fish geeks woulda liked that one,” said Tony. “I’ll shoot ’em the video clip. Make their whole day.”
Jim smiled. “You see the fish they caught down in the lab yet?”
“No, I heard it was some eel or something.”
“Slime eels and a fish. The eels made a mess of the containment tank. I think they’re going to open it tomorrow if you want to watch.”
“Yeah, um—no thanks. They can send me the video of that.”
“Pussy.”
“I like my fish in a can, like God intended, thank you very much,” said Tony with a grin. “Slime eel? I don’t think so.”




FIFTEEN
Day 4
 

The fish geeks, along with Ted and Jim, assembled in the lab and stood around the large room. The slimed tank had been depressurizing for forty-eight hours and was almost at one bar. The occasional flutter of an eel by the pane of glass proved at least one of the inhabitants was still alive inside the opaque mess.
Ian and Mike locked off a few valves and began opening the tank from the top. There was only the slightest hiss of escaping pressure when they raised the metal hood.
“Jesus,” said Ian under his breath. The stench was awful.
“I’m not cooking fish tonight,” said Mike, turning his head away from the slime-filled tank. “Drain this before I puke.”
Theresa pressed a few buttons on her console and the bottom drain opened, sucking the fouled water into a waste line. In short order, three slime eels of various sizes flopped around in the oozy white remains at the bottom of the tank. Two smaller fangtooth fish lay dead. Mike pulled down an overhead hose and pipe and turned on a showerhead, rinsing off the contents with seawater. Ian pulled out the line that the robotic arm had cut and lifted out the two dead fish first, allowing Mike to rinse them off. One of them had its guts hanging out of its mouth.
“Looks like he burst. Swim bladder rupture,” said Mike. Theresa and Ian nodded. Ian pulled up the rest of the line, noticing that the eels had come off the bait by themselves after being captured. They hadn’t actually been hooked but rather had attached themselves and bored into the bluefish bait. When they were pulled into the tank they tried to swim away, but they were caught in the tank with the fangtooths and panicked and slimed the water. The slime might have suffocated the fish even if they hadn’t exploded internally anyway.
Theresa locked off the drainpipe and Mike refilled the observation tank with fresh seawater, immersing its three coiled inhabitants. They stared through the thick glass at the three creatures. Jim walked over and took a closer look.
“So these are some kind of deep-sea eels, huh?” he asked
“Actually, no. Everyone calls them slime eels, but the hagfish is an interesting species, genetically speaking. They haven’t changed much in three hundred million years. They’re also the only creatures on Earth that have a skull but no vertebral column. They also have five hearts. Taxonomists have been arguing for years where to stick these guys. They’re part of the superclass Agnatha, but they break some of the rules. I hope to use these guys to answer some of the questions we’ve pondered over the years. Having them alive will help. Room temperature inside our station is almost the same as outside. I think they’ll do fine in here.”
“We should cover the tank, though,” said Ian. “The light will probably stress them out.”
Mike nodded. Although the fish had very small, primitive eyes that most likely didn’t see images, they could detect light. Keeping them in the dark would make sense. Mike grabbed a black plastic tarp and threw it over the tank. “Show’s over for now. We’ll be here all week—be sure to stop back.”
Jim gave a cursory salute and left the lab. Ted stayed behind and looked at Theresa. He cleared his throat.
Theresa broke the silence. “Hey guys—Ted and I are going to use the ACD on the opposite side and try and collect some samples off the smoker. It will take a day or two, we’re guessing.”
Mike shrugged. Ian glanced only momentarily at Ted and mumbled, “Suit yourself.”
Ted and Theresa baited up some bluefish on hooks, but also wrapped metal wire around and through the oily baitfish. At the smoker, the water would be extremely hot and the fish would literally be cooking. They secured it as best they could so it wouldn’t merely fall apart and feed the animals without capturing anything. By the time they finished getting the hooks ready, they were both blood-covered, stinky messes. Theresa looked up just in time for Mike to snap a picture of her with his camera.
“Nice! You look like a chick from a horror flick,” he said laughing. She flipped him the bird. He snapped another picture with her one-finger salute.
She and Ted rinsed off in the slop sink, then brought the bloody mess to ACD 2 and opened the inner door. They attached the wire leaders to the robotic arm and winch and sealed off the inner door. After washing off a second time, they went through the flooding sequence and allowed the ACD to fill with water before opening the outer door. The robotic arm extended outside the Challenger and the hooked bluefish were released into the water unweighted so the current could carry the bait up toward the smoker vent where the tube worm colony was located.
Ted and Theresa kept track of the bait moving through the water on their monitor, adjusting the arm to position the floating bluefish. When the leader was fully extended and the bait was as close to the tube worms as they could get, they sat back in their chairs and just watched.
Mike and Ian, busy with their own notes on the hagfish, snuck peeks at their monitor, trying not to look too interested in anything Ted was working on. They listened in on Ted and Theresa’s conversation about the importance of the bacteria to this mission, but didn’t bother to comment.
 

***********
 

Jessica walked into the power plant on Deck Three amidships where Tony was checking some of the machinery manually. Even though the MC monitored all functions aboard the Challenger, safety protocols still required visual inspection. Tony had worked up a sweat and was in a sleeveless T-shirt and cargo shorts. He turned when he saw her walk in.
“Hey. What brings you here?” he asked, stopping to wipe the sweat off his head.
“Just checking to see what you’re doing. You’ll be happy to know your blood work came back normal. I also tested you for STDs, and you’re okay there, too.”
“Excellent. That mean you wanna jump me right here?”
“Um, no. You’re gross.”
“I could shower and meet you upstairs in an hour . . .”
“Nice try. You’d have to ask me out on a date first anyway.”
“Right. I can take you out for a swim or something. So what’s up?”
“Nothing, really. I’ve never been in here before. It wasn’t part of my assignment. Pretty cool looking down here. Wanna give me a tour?”
Tony pulled out a rag and wiped off his face.
“It is hot in here, huh?” she commented.
“Yeah, the desalinization plant puts out some heat, ironically.”
“Ironically?”
“Well, yeah. It’s a low-temperature thermal desalinization plant. You’d think it would be cold. The short version goes like this: the system pulls in the cold water from outside—thirty-four degrees—and then uses vacuum pumps to create a low-pressure environment. Combine low pressure and low temperature, and the water boils. That causes condensation, which is purified water. The process inside the machine is cold. The energy it uses makes it hot as hell in here, though. The internal fans circulate the air in here through the double hull of the ship and keep the ship warm, so nothing gets wasted.”
“Very cool,” commented Theresa, as equally impressed by Tony’s understanding of the system as she was of the system itself.
“Very hot, actually. The coolest part of this room is the biofuel synthesizer.”
“I’m all ears,” she said.
“Well, this ship runs on rechargeable batteries that are powered with biofuel. We have diesel emergency backups, but that’s strictly short term. The system was designed to pump the wastewater, which is full of algae, into an oil cracking system. Long story short, we run on seawater.”
“For real? Why doesn’t the whole world do that?”
“It’s expensive. It’s clean, but it’s expensive. This is an experiment of sorts for the NASA boys. If they can figure out a way to use algae for fuel that’s cheap and efficient, they can use it for long voyages and whatnot. Anyway—at some point, I’m sure algae will be a more common fuel, but maybe not in our lifetime. I just hope the system doesn’t break, because other than looking at a very complicated manual and praying that the MC or Ted can fix it, I’d have no clue. I’ve worked on desalinization plants on the subs with the mechanics—just an extra pair of hands or whatever—but I’d never seen an algae cooker before this. There’re a few rooms on this deck full of algae-growing tanks and crazy shit that I don’t even have access to. Pretty wild, huh.”
“Yeah, no kidding. Well—don’t touch anything.”
He looked her up and down and grinned. “Anything?”
“Be
good!” she said and smiled. “Let’s get out of here before we melt.”
Tony laughed. “You go on. I have to finish going through the checklist. Catch you on the bridge later. Oh, and thanks for letting me know I don’t have syphilis. I was worried.”
She laughed. “I was relieved myself. Just in case I kiss you before the end of the year.” She quickly turned and walked out. Tony nodded and laughed, and then gave a loud “Uh-huh!” to no one in particular.




SIXTEEN
Tube Worm
 

Ted and Theresa left their bait floating beside the smoker wall overnight. They were both up early, coffee in hand, and back down to the lab. They hopped into the console seats and zoomed the camera up on the floating bait, which now appeared white, having been boiled overnight. With the bait moving around in the current, it was hard to see if they’d had any takers.
“One observation—at this temperature, no other fish have gone after it. Those hagfish and fangtooth fish don’t get too close to the vents,” said Ted.
Theresa nodded. “Not surprised. That water’s gotta be well over a hundred, even this far from the vent. I’ve never understood how the mussels, crabs, and clams don’t cook at those temperatures.”
“Like I was telling you before, the bacterium offers some sort of protection and affects the metabolism. You’re right—you can cook clams and crabs on your stovetop at lower temperatures than they’re running around in right now out there. It’s why this research is so important to any space exploration. We always assume some carbon-based life-form needs our temperature range and breathable atmosphere to exist. If we described the atmosphere outside this ship to any scientist from thirty years ago, they’d tell you that life simply couldn’t exist under these circumstances.”
“I think that was Ian’s point—that if we’d put some of the resources we’d used for NASA into exploring the deep oceans and inner space, we’d know a hell of a lot more about our own planet.”
“Oh, jeez—not you, too,” he mumbled.
“No disrespect, Ted. I think you and Ian need to talk about this stuff. We’re down here for an entire year. You two can’t be pissing on each other every day. You just said it yourself—the research here is vital to your space programs. Our own planet may have clues you need for what your ultimate goal is. There’s no reason we can’t all work together on this.”
Ted folded his arms across his chest. “He started it.”
“What are you—five?”
“I’m just sayin’. I’ll play nice, but you tell that prick to show some respect. I’ve been to the space station and back. I’ve run space missions for other crews. Other than go fishing, what’s Ian ever done?”
“Oh my God, this is going to be a painful year,” said Theresa. “Hey! Check the monitor!”
Ted spun in his chair and watched a fluttery ribbon hover by the bait. At first they both thought it was another hagfish, but they looked closer, zooming in tight with the camera. It was definitely a tube worm that had swum out of its casing.
While in their calcareous casing, the tube worm looked like a white pipe with a feathery red plume sticking out of the end. The plumes were actually a form of gills that pulled oxygen from the seawater using hemoglobin to transport the oxygen and hydrogen sulfide to create energy. On the rare occasion a worm left its protective casing, the free-swimming creature looked like an oversized earthworm with long, wing-like flaps along each side of its body that it used for locomotion. The red plumes fluttered back over its body like a scarf in a breeze, and the eyeless, mouthless, stomachless creature flew through the water the same way its ancient cousins did a few hundred million years ago.
The two of them watched in silence as the worm swam over the bait, rubbing its body against the cooked fish.
“Start bringing in the line. Real slow,” said Ted quietly, as if the creature could hear him outside the sea lab.
Theresa pressed the button on the winch and they both watched in silence as the worm continued to dance along the surface of the bait. Although it looked smaller out of its tube, the worm was still over four feet long and perhaps as thick as Theresa’s wrist.
“Slow . . . slow . . .” whispered Ted.
“There’s only one speed, Ted. I’m keeping it as steady as I can. I’m bringing in the arm a little at a time as we go. If it senses the temperature change too fast, it’ll take off for sure.”
Ian and Mike walked over and watched from behind them. The each quietly cheered for Theresa to capture the bizarre-looking creature.
“Stop! It’s moving away!” barked Ted.
“Easy, easy . . .” coached Mike from behind her.
“Shh! Everyone just shut up! I’m getting it!” snapped Theresa. She gingerly retracted the arm back toward the ACD’s outer door. The worm had slowed its movements, perhaps because it was getting cold, but it stayed with the bait.
Mike was now standing right behind her chair, cheering her on. “That’s it, baby! That’s it! Get it inside!”
Theresa pulled the arm in as the winch finished winding up the leader, and the cameras inside the ACD showed the worm was still there. Mike slapped the button that closed the outer door without needing to be told. “You got it!” he shouted.
Theresa pumped her fists into the air and screamed, “Yes!”
Ted slapped her back in triumph. “Unbelievable! First try!”
Even Ian was smiling. “Great job, Theresa. Let’s ’ave a look!”
The four of them placed a collection tank against the seal of the inner door and began the depressurization process of the ACD tube. They watched the worm from their monitor, still dancing around the meat, although now moving slower.
“Think it’ll die outside of its tube?” asked Mike.
“Not necessarily,” answered Theresa. “But we do need to raise the temperature of the water, I think. It’s about sixty-eight in here—I think it needs to stay warmer.”
“Not sure how you can do that,” said Mike.
“We can move the collection tank to the power plant. It’s always hot in there,” said Ted.
They opened the sealed hatch on the inner door, and the worm and cooked bait poured into the collection tank along with the hot seawater. The four of them stood around the tank watching the creature rubbing against the food.
“Primitive-looking thing,” said Ian.
“Yes and no,” said Theresa. “Simple organism in some ways, yes—but it’s figured out a way to survive down here in an environment that defies convention. And I’m going to figure out how.” She smiled broadly, her excitement radiating out of her face.
The four of them were interrupted by Jessica. “Well, don’t you all look excited,” she blurted as she entered the room.
Theresa couldn’t help herself. “We are! We just captured a tube worm off the smoker! This is my dream come true for this trip. I’ll be busy for months studying this!”
“Excellent—and I’ll be busy studying all of you. Now everyone roll up your sleeves . . .”




SEVENTEEN
Life in the Petri Dish
 

After much debate, it was decided that the worm shouldn’t need much time to decompress, as it had no swim bladder or gas-filled organs. The fish geeks decided that getting the creature back to the proper temperature was more important than a lengthier decompression process, and Theresa opened the vents to allow the tank to bleed off the pressure. As soon as it was finished hissing, they opened the top and looked down at the long worm with the red feathery face.
“I’m not sure if it’s beautiful or absolutely hideous,” said Ian.
“That’s what your mom said when you were born,” said Mike.
“Play nice, boys. We’ll cover it so the light doesn’t stress it.”
“It doesn’t have eyes,” said Mike. “You think it knows light from dark?”
Theresa looked at Ted, who shrugged. Ian shrugged as well. “I guess you do have a point. Okay—skip the cover.”
“Let’s get this rolled out to the lift and bring it up to the power plant,” said Ted. Although the sea lab didn’t have an actual elevator from the top to the bottom, it did have a small lift to accommodate heavy machinery or crew from the lowest deck, the lab, to the crew quarters and sickbay level on Deck Two. The tank was six feet long by two feet wide and two feet deep and weighed over two thousand pounds when full. It wasn’t going to be carried anywhere.
“Should we leave the bait in the tank for food?” Theresa asked Ted.
“No, it will foul the water. Besides, I want to examine the bluefish. If my theory is correct, it will have traces of the bacteria on it already.”
Theresa furrowed her brow and mulled that over. “Okay, let’s get him up to the power plant and warm him up.”
“How do you know it’s not a she?” asked Mike with a grin.
“Anything this nasty looking has to be a male,” said Theresa.
Ted and Mike each grabbed an end of the tank, which was on a heavy-duty wheeled cart. They maneuvered it carefully out of the lab and down the hallway to the lift, where it was rolled into the small steel cage. Mike squeezed in next to the tank, barely making it, and Ted closed the gate behind him. With the touch of a button, Mike and the sea creature took off for the mid deck where the air was warm.
When the lift stopped on the power plant level, Mike remained stuck inside until Ted jogged down the hall and opened the gate. They pushed and pulled the heavy tank and cart down the hall until they got to the power plant, where Theresa was waiting with the door wide open. Ted and Mike found an out-of-the-way spot in the back of the cavernous room and parked the tank and awful-looking worm. There, in the heat and hum of the ship’s heart, the worm heated up and awaited its fate.
The three of them returned to the lab, and Ted put on rubber gloves and a face mask. He began removing thin exterior slices of the foul-smelling bluefish, to be examined under the heaviest magnification available on their vessel. Mike watched Ted and Theresa operate for a while in silence and then finally walked over to where they were working.
Mike leaned over Theresa’s shoulder, near where a piece of boiled bluefish bait was lying on the table. “You gonna eat that?”
She didn’t look up from the slide she was preparing. “Help yourself. Ketchup is in the fridge.”
“Whatcha doin’?” he asked, peering over her shoulder.
“Getting pissed because some guy from Jersey is leaning over my shoulder,” she answered, but she was smiling.
“Maybe it’s because you smell so good.”
“It’s probably the bluefish,” she quipped.
“Ah—that’s it. Eau du Poisson. Very nice.”
“I’m impressed. You speak French?”
“No. I only speak two languages—English and profanity.”
“Nice.”
“Seriously, what are you two doing?”
“Ted is very interested in the bacteria. I’m helping him prepare slides.”
Mike walked around the table and sat across from Ted, who was working in a petri dish under the microscope. “Okay, so clue me in. What has you so intrigued?”
Ted looked up and fought the urge to tell him to piss off. Instead, he sat up and looked Mike in the eye. “You really want to know? I mean—in detail?”
“Sure.”
“The symbiotic relationship between bacteria and animals is nothing new. You’ve got plenty of bacteria living in your gut right now, which helps you digest your food. If you eat yogurt, you intentionally ingest billions of bacteria that are good for you. But we, as humans, are under the impression that we are running the show and the bacteria are just passive, benevolent hitchhikers. Typical human ego. What if it’s the other way around? What if the bacteria are the life-forms running the planet, and we’re just here to transport them wherever they need to go?”
“Nice. Maybe the yogurt should go shopping at the human store instead of the other way around,” said Mike sarcastically.
“Maybe,” snapped Ted. “The bacteria living in those vents survive in an atmosphere that would kill almost anything on this planet. They’ve lived the exact same way for a few hundred million years. They’ve seen creatures come and go, and they’ve found ways to survive. You think they only exist on Earth?”
“I knew this would somehow lead to your space mission,” said Mike, looking annoyed.
“Damn right. These bacteria have enabled these worms to live in water that should boil them! The bacteria are so efficient, the damned worms don’t even have to eat anymore! There are more secrets to the universe in this petri dish than you could ever imagine.”
“Exactly. Which is why this project should have been funded forty years ago,” said Mike, bringing up the old argument yet again.
Theresa looked at him, obviously angry. He caught her glare and raised his hand in apology. “Okay, look. You and I don’t decide where the country spends the money on research. You’re right—the bacteria is every bit as important to our research as the actual sea life. I get it, okay?” He extended his hand to Ted, who looked as shocked as Theresa.
Ted shook his hand, and Theresa breathed a long sigh of relief. Mike continued. “We’ll get a lot more accomplished if we work together. Peace, okay?”
Ted actually smiled. “Thank you,” he said quietly. “I understand your frustration. You’re also right in your own way—if the funding had been available to your research years ago, we’d know a lot more. And the truth is, as strange as it sounds, our lines of research are totally connected. What we learn here will help get us to Mars and beyond. And the technology of the space missions has made this mission possible.”
“Thank you,” said Theresa. “Both of you. Let’s focus on our research and forget the BS, okay?”
Ian, who had been listening to the entire exchange, shot Mike a look and headed toward the lab door. As he walked by Mike, he whispered, “Pussy.”




EIGHTEEN
In Hot Water
 

The skipper called Tony to the bridge, sounding more urgent than usual. Tony double-timed it up the stairs from the power plant. He knew from his navy days when the skipper’s voice meant serious business.
He walked into the bridge only a few moments later. “What’s up, Skipper?” he asked, using a towel around his neck to wipe the sweat off his shaved head.
Jim sat back and pointed to his computer screen. “The MC keeps flashing the alert to increase internal pressure. All the calculations and scenarios that were run on this design assumed the surrounding water would be around thirty-four degrees. The readings at bridge level nearest the smoker vent are over a hundred and sixty. Even at the lab level, they’re seventy.”
Tony nodded as he absorbed what the captain was telling him. “Increased localized temperature, uneven expansion of the hull, increased pressure . . . Any stress alerts from the MC?”
“No, it’s strictly a safeguard. MC says to go to over one atmosphere.”
Tony thought about that. One atmosphere was the same as diving down to thirty-three feet. A scuba diver could stay at that depth for a very long time without any issues. But a year? “So what are ya gonna do?” he asked.
“I already told the MC to take us to point nine bars. We’ll see if that’s enough. We’ve had zero issues—no pressure seals blowing, nothing like that. Just the sensors issuing precautions.”
“Well, at four miles below the surface, I think cautious is probably a good idea,” said Tony, faking a smile. He shook his head.
“What?” asked the skipper as he watched Tony’s reaction.
“What are the odds? I mean, that was the joke, right? ‘Odds are.’ The whole ODS-R thing. What are the odds that we land in a spot that’s supposed to be an abyssal plain and it ends up being on a fuckin’ black smoker.”
Jim motioned for Tony to sit next to him. He leaned forward once Tony was seated and spoke barely above a whisper. “I don’t think this was some bizarre million-to-one shot, Tony. The sonar readings we used to map the seafloor were only six months old. I spoke to Theresa about the deep-sea tube worms they found. Based on their size, they had to be three years old. They didn’t just suddenly appear out of nowhere.”
Tony’s brow showed his confusion.
“We’re here on purpose. Only three people on this ship are familiar enough to change our landing site, and two of them are sitting here.”
“Ted?”
“Yup.”
“Why the hell would he put us right on top of a thermal vent? He could have killed us.”
“No—Ted knows this ship’s tolerances and capabilities. He was with the NASA design teams every step of the way. He wasn’t trying to kill us—but you can bet your ass he wanted the alien environment of the smoker. In his mind, it makes this mission as much about a space voyage as it does about an undersea voyage.”
Tony made a sour face. “I checked our location on the MC. It says we landed exactly where we were supposed to.”
“Yeah, I know. I checked it also. But I still don’t believe it. I think Ted changed everything in the navigation software.”
Tony wiped his face with the towel again. “So what do we do?”
“For now, nothing. We just keep an eye on him, that’s all. Don’t say a word to anyone.”
The sound of footsteps made them sit up and stop talking. Jessica walked in and saw their expressions. “Am I interrupting?” she asked.
“No,” responded the skipper. “Actually, I’m glad you’re here. We’ve had to increase internal pressure slightly. I’ll need you to run some tables and check the crew.”
“Define slightly,” she replied, looking very concerned.
“Under one bar. Maybe thirty feet.”
She nodded and rubbed her chin. “If it stays under thirty feet, it shouldn’t be a problem, but you’re getting close to changing the entire picture down here.”
“I know,” said the commander. “The MC will adjust the gas mix automatically. We’ll be fine. I just want you to be aware of it. If anyone has any narcosis issues, I need to know immediately. The trip up will end up being weeks instead of days to depressurize safely.”
“And if you increase to over a bar, the mission down here gets shortened. Jesus. What happened? We have a leak or something?” she asked, still looking concerned.
“No, no—nothing like that. The MC is just being supercautious. The temperature down here is much higher than anticipated. It increased the pressure. We’re fine. Just a precaution.”
“So we increase internal pressure to offset the outer pressure?”
“Exactly. You just need to check everyone for nitrogen buildup, that’s all. I don’t want to scrub this mission, but crew safety comes first.”
She looked at Tony. “You’ve been my baseline guinea pig. I’ll start with you tomorrow.” She broke eye contact quickly, feeling as if Jim could read her attraction to Tony. She told the skipper she’d run some dive tables and get back to him, walking out quickly.
The two of them watched her leave, enjoying the wiggle in her walk. “Attractive woman,” said Jim to Tony, perhaps looking for a reaction.
“After a year down here, you might start looking pretty good.”
“Jesus, you’re narced out already,” said the skipper. He dropped the topic and began running diagnostics with Tony.
“My ears just popped,” said Tony.
“Guess the secret is out,” said the skipper. “I’m sure the crew will be asking soon enough...”




NINETEEN
Strange Creatures
 

The fish geeks had woken up early the next morning, according to the ship’s scheduled lights, and had breakfast together. Mike had cooked eggs, made from refrigerated egg batter, and bacon that had been frozen. All things considered, it was a pretty good breakfast for four miles underwater. The bacon and coffee smell filled the ship, and it brought the rest of the crew to the galley like a magnet.
As the captain walked in with Tony to find the other five already eating, everyone laughed. “Nothing like coffee and bacon to make sure everyone is still alive,” said Ian. “I was going to make haggis for you all, but we lacked the proper ingredients.”
“Yeah, I’m pretty sure there’s no sheep stomach in the pantry,” said Mike.
“What about the lungs?” asked Ian.
“Use the hagfish!” said Theresa.
“Okay, you guys are being disgusting,” said Jessica. “Can I just enjoy some coffee and bacon before you start taking apart disgusting sea creatures again?”
Ian laughed. “Haggis isn’t disgusting! My ma makes it!”
“And see how you came out?” answered Tony.
“So what’s on your agenda today?” Jim asked his fish geeks.
“Reproduction,” said Ian.
“You wish,” said Mike, which brought a few chuckles.
Ian ignored him. “We captured an angler the other day. She was carrying a male.” He looked very excited about that.
Jim waited but sensed Ian needed more prodding. “Okay . . . so what does that mean?”
“Ahh!” said Ian, very happy to get to tell the story to someone who didn’t know. “The female anglerfish is many times larger than the male—like a pea to a basketball, follow? He swims up beside her and bites her, never letting go. Eventually, his mouth fuses to her body and he becomes a total parasite.”
“Sounds like my ex,” said Jessica.
“Yes, except this male’s entire body disintegrates.”
“Nope—still sounds like him,” said Jessica, which brought some guffaws.
Ian looked at Jim, ignoring her. “The male’s entire internal body fuses with hers, sharing nutrition and blood. He loses his eyes, his organs, everything. He simply becomes a source of sperm.”
“Oh my God, it is him!” screamed Jessica, feigning great drama. Even Jim was laughing.
Ian was annoyed with her interruptions. “In any event, it’s quite remarkable. I’m looking forward to documenting the dissection.”
“Dissection or divorce?” asked Tony.
“Well, the female gets everything, having sucked it all from the male, leaving him dead and disintegrated—so yes, I guess it is like a divorce,” said Ian. Now everyone was laughing.
When everyone settled down, Jim addressed the crew. He explained the need to increase internal pressure and watched the nervous looks around the galley. Ted was expressionless. “Jess will be checking all of you more frequently. I’d like to remind you that oxygen narcosis can be subtle. If you feel anything unusual—confusion, nausea, loss of memory or coordination, anything at all—you tell Jess or me, okay?”
They all agreed. Theresa remarked that her ears had popped a few times, and everyone else chimed in that theirs had, too. Jim assured them it was normal. He also told them that their trip back to the surface would now be much longer, so even in an emergency, there was no quick help coming. Jess reminded them all she’d be visiting them one-on-one to observe them over time.
When breakfast was over, they cleaned the galley and broke out into their assignments. Ian and Mike descended to the lab in excited discussion over their pending dissection. Theresa had agreed to work with Ted observing the bacterium’s behavior in different environments. Tony followed Jessica back to her cabin, where she had a few tests for him to perform. Jim returned to the bridge to work with the MC on the internal atmospheric changes. If needed, they had helium aboard which could be used if narcosis issues ensued, but that was only if the crew’s health appeared at risk. The skipper would be busy all day running scenarios as he tried to anticipate his crew’s condition over time.
Tony and Jessica sat on her bed so she could take his blood pressure. When she was finished, she pulled out a small bag.
“I have a puzzle in here that consists of twenty pieces. I am going to time you putting it together. We’ll repeat this in a few days to check your coordination. I need you to take this seriously. Do it as fast as you can every time. If it starts taking you longer to complete, we’ll know . . .”
“Yes, dear,” he said sarcastically. “I’m certified for deepwater diving. I know the drill. There’s a better test than this, though.”
“Really?” she asked, curious about something new she hadn’t heard of yet.
Tony leaned over and pulled her close, then kissed her full on the mouth. At first she pulled away, but then she kissed him back, allowing it to get slower and more intense. They broke off after a moment.
“I’ll have you test the rest of the crew,” she said. “You can start with Ian, Ted, and Mike.”
“I don’t think so,” he said, and began kissing her again.
Jessica eventually pulled away and wiped the hair out of her face. “What happened to the sexual harassment policy aboard this ship?”
“Oops.”
Tony’s phone beeped. “Saved by the bell,” he said quietly. He answered it. It was Mike downstairs asking him if he could help them photograph something outside the ship. “I guess we’ll have to continue this session later on,” he said, standing up.
Jessica was still seated, facing his crotch. She patted his cargo shorts between his legs. “We just might,” she said with an evil smile.
 

**********
 

Ted was seated next to Theresa, studying a monitor that was attached to their microscope. The camera showed a twenty-five-inch picture of what they would be squinting at under their microscopes, in full color with excellent resolution.
Ted was pointing to one of the four-leafed, clover-shaped cells. “This is it. Deinococcus
radiodurans. These type of bacteria are radio resistant and polyextremophile. In other words, they can thrive in radiation, in any temperature extreme, in all types of atmospheres—they are almost perfect organisms. If humans could exhibit some degree of their survivability, we’d already be on Mars. Hell, we’d be in another solar system already.”
“So that’s the connection for you. This bacteria—this whole mission—how it relates to deep-space travel?”
“In a nutshell. Life on Earth at the bacterial level—cell interaction under the microscope—it’s the secret to space travel. Inner space is the key to outer space. It’s quite profound, actually.”
Theresa smiled. This line of reasoning was fascinating to her, and in fact had been her doctorial thesis as it related to the tube worms—not the deep-space part, but the concept that the bacteria living within the creature was every bit as important as the creature itself. In some ways, the bacterium was more vital. The bacterium could find another host—it could survive some other way—but the host, without the bacterium, would simply cook and die in the thermal vent.
Ted stared at the screen and thought about the orangutan back at NASA. They had named her Lucy, in honor of the famous human ancestor fossil found by the American paleoanthropologist Donald Johanson in 1974. He wondered if she was still alive, and if so, at what temperature and pressure? He smiled as he felt the hairs on his arms stand up. The contents of the six small vials in his room had already been combined with the bacteria he now had under the microscope.
Theresa broke his chain of thought. “Ted?”
“Huh?”
“I asked if this sample came from the worm or the bluefish.”
“Ah—yes. It came from the fish. As I had hypothesized, the worm was rubbing itself against the flesh. It was absorbing the nutrition right through its skin and, in the process, transferring some of the bacteria to the bluefish. In this manner, the bacteria itself can feed as well as spread to another host.”
“The dead piece of bluefish becomes a host?”
“No, no. But a passing crab perhaps. Or even a hagfish. Or perhaps the decaying matter is brought into a mussel or clam via its siphon filter feeding. Understand? The bacterium isn’t static. It isn’t a yogurt bacillus living in a gut. It’s more like a higher-thinking organism that’s organized and purposeful in its actions. Like a tiny animal. And its powers are awesome.”
Theresa’s eyebrows rose. “Maybe a slight overstatement?”
“Not at all. It may sound overreaching right now, but wait a year.” Ted smiled as he pointed to a cell that was dividing on their screen. “Everything on this planet wants to feed and reproduce. That’s it. The great secret of life.”
Theresa suddenly found herself leaning away from Ted.




TWENTY
Germs
 

Ian was sitting in his room reading a thick reference book on the anglerfish he had been dissecting earlier. It had been an amazing dissection. Almost all traces of the small male fish were gone, having been ingested into the female’s body. What was left was a small parasitic organism that manufactured sperm cells, which the female used at her own whim when she decided to produce eggs. When he had cut away the small male’s body from the larger female, almost all traces of its original anatomy had either been altered or completely disintegrated, yet it was still a separate living organism.
Ian jumped when Ted entered his small room unannounced.
“Can I come in?”
Ian looked up at him coolly. “You are in.”
“So I am. Listen, Ian, I came by to bury the hatchet. I spoke with Mike, and we’re on the same page now. I’d like to make peace with you and be able to work together without any animosity. We’re on the same team.”
Ian looked into Ted’s eyes, trying to see what was inside his head. “We’re fine,” he managed to say.
“I’m serious, Ian. We can help each other. We can even learn from each other.”
“You mean I could learn from you,” he said.
“You can. But I know I can learn from you as well. Like I said—we’re on the same team. Tell me about what you’re working on.”
Ian chewed the inside of his cheek and cocked his head at Ian suspiciously. “Like you care what I’m working on all of a sudden?”
“I do. I care about everything that happens on the sea lab. And the work you’re doing isn’t so far removed from mine. You’re examining a parasitic relationship. I’m studying a symbiotic relationship that may end up being parasitic. It’s all related. Now tell me about your anglerfish.”
Ian relaxed a bit. He was always excited to discuss his findings about his studies with anyone who would listen. “Pull up a chair,” he said. Ted walked over and sat in the small chair next to Ian’s bed, where he sat with his large book. As Ian was finding a page in the book, Ted poured the contents of a small vial on Ian’s pillow before carefully putting it back into his lined pocket. He smiled and feigned interest in Ian’s stupid fish.
 

**********
 

Tony had gone to the lab and showed Mike how to maneuver one of the cameras and change filters to best capture images of the various life-forms he and Theresa had been studying. When Mike and Theresa were better trained, he returned to Jess’s room, quite happy to find her still there. He walked in and quietly said, “Knock, knock . . .”
“Close the door,” she responded.




TWENTY-ONE
Busy Morning
 

The ship’s automatic timer turned on the “daytime” lights. Jess’s suggestion about creating a day-night cycle had been popular with the crew, who were each struggling to get acclimated to their new environment. Time was an odd concept on the sea lab. The MC had the ship’s lights scheduled to simulate a day-night interval and help the crew’s natural waking and sleeping patterns, called circadian rhythm.
The crew members awoke to the smell of coffee and slowly found their ways to the bathroom to wash and dress, mumbling quiet “good mornings” to each other as they passed in the hallways. They eventually assembled in the galley on Deck Four, where Jessica and Tony were already seated, having coffee.
Mike walked in, unshaven and looking tired. “Well aren’t you two chipper for such an early hour,” he grumbled.
“Already two cups ahead of you. You look like crap,” said Tony with a toothy grin.
“Coffee me, baby,” Mike responded.
Tony poured him a large mug. “Up late?” he asked.
“Yeah. Lost track of time. The whole day-night thing has me all screwed up. I gotta start keeping track of my sleep hours.”
Tony nodded his head. “Life on a sub, man.”
“I’d like to work with you on that,” said Jessica. “We can set your watch with timers to tell you when you should turn off your lights and try and get to sleep. And napping is fine, too, if you find yourself sleeping less hours than normal.”
“Thanks, mom,” he grumbled.
“I’m serious, Mike. Lack of sleep will hurt your effectiveness. It can even make you more prone to narcosis.”
“She’s right, man. Take it from a submariner. You gotta sleep.”
The rest of the crew filed in and commented on the smell of coffee. As Mike started preparing breakfast, having been unofficially named the ship’s cook, Tony realized Ian wasn’t present. He looked at Jessica, “Well, at least one of us knows how to sleep late.”
They chuckled. “Not even the smell of coffee woke him up? He must have been up late, too,” said Jessica.
Tony leaned very close and spoke so quietly Jessica could barely hear him. “We didn’t get much sleep, and I feel fantastic,” he whispered.
She blushed and looked away. “I’m starving!” she yelled over to Mike, trying to change the subject quickly.
“Worked up an appetite?” Tony whispered.
“Shut up!” she whispered back. He hid his smile. It had been quite a wonderful evening.
As they were finishing breakfast, Ian finally showed up. He was looking in even worse shape than Mike had when he first arrived. Mike saw his face and laughed. He yelled over as Ian took a seat. “No worries, my good man! We have coffee!”
Ian forced a smile.
“You okay?” asked Jessica.
“Yeah. Just need coffee,” he mumbled as he wiped his face. The low-grade fever gave him a headache.
The group of them enjoyed Mike’s breakfast cuisine and bantered over coffee. Ted was his usual standoffish self, more of an observer than active conversationalist. Jim had each of them describe what they were working on. When it was Ian’s turn, his usual excitement over his research was missing. He was quiet and flat in his presentation, to the point where even Jim asked what was wrong. Ian finally admitted he wasn’t feeling that great. Jessica had him follow her up to sickbay, where she could examine him in private. They entered the large office and Ian sat on the exam table. He forced a smile.
“It’s probably that Jersey boy’s cooking,” he said.
“After what you’ve eaten, I doubt it. Haggis? Seriously? Disgusting.”
“It’s good! Don’t knock it ’til you’ve tried it. Better than black pudding, anyway.”
She stepped closer and took out a small penlight. “Open wide and said ahh . . .” she said with a smile.
She looked in Ian’s throat, which did appear red. “Sore throat?”
“Yeah. Sinuses, too. Head as well. My guts are burnin’ up. Honestly, I feel like shit. How do ya get sick down here?”
“Mike probably didn’t wash his hands after he used the head . . . then cooked your food.”
“Oh, gee—thanks, Doc! I feel so much better.”
She laughed. “You probably caught a cold from one of the sailors on the tender. It can take a week to ten days sometimes to show up. I’m sure it’s no big deal. Let’s check your ears. Any issues there?” She looked into his ears, which also looked inflamed slightly. “Hmm. We better take your temperature.”
She took a digital temperature reading, which showed a 101.5-degree fever. “Yup. You got it good. You make any friends aboard the ship on our trip out?”
“Hey, Doc, I don’t kiss and tell!” He forced a smile.
“Seriously.”
“Just a little making out. You know—‘departing hero’ and all. ‘Might not make it back,’ ‘suicide mission’—it was a good line.”
“Oh that’s great, Ian. I guess I should check you for STDs now, too?”
He laughed. “Nah, I didn’t get that lucky. Just a good luck kiss.”
“How long that kiss last?”
He smiled and shrugged. “A few hours?”
“Ian!”
“We didn’t have sex.”
“Oral?”
“Doc, that’s a little personal, doncha think?”
She folded her arms across her chest. “Ian, I need to know if this could be anything beyond a cold you shared with her.”
“You can’t get anything from that!” he protested.
“Says who? Jesus Christ, Ian. What are you, in high school? You can get pregnant standing up, too, you idiot! Now did you or did you not have oral sex?”
He turned red and shrugged an embarrassed “yes.”
“Okay, roll up your sleeve. I’m drawing blood.”
“Jesus, Doc. Can’t you just give me an antibiotic or something?”
“Yes, but it would help if I knew what I was treating. And you, sir, are confined to sickbay until you’re better. I don’t need an entire crew sick with your creepin’ crud.”
“She was a very nice girl,” he said.
“Yeah, I’m sure.” She wiped the inside of his elbow with alcohol and drew some blood.
“Hey, Doc,” he said quietly.
“Yeah?”
“I really feel like shit. Like, worse than when I woke up.”
“Lay down and get some sleep. I’ll check back in a little bit.”
She looked back over her shoulder as she walked out, taking his blood to the lab. He was already fast asleep on her exam table.




TWENTY-TWO
Lab
 

Jessica entered the lab to find Mike and Theresa working over one of the hagfish, which lay dissected over the table. They spotted Jessica.
“How’s Ian?” they asked in unison.
She forced a smile. “Not that great. Might just be a cold or virus, but he’s running a fever and looks like hell. You both feel okay?”
They nodded. “I’m just going to take a look at his blood. I think Ian was swapping spit with a friendly sailor aboard the tender.”
They laughed. Jessica raised an eyebrow and pulled the vial of blood from her pocket. “Yeah, not so funny. If I see a spirochete swimming around in his blood, he’s gonna be grounded.”
“Oooh! Someone’s in trouble!” said Theresa with a laugh.
They went back to work on the hagfish as Jessica prepared a slide. They were all in deep thought when Jessica blurted out, “Have you two seen Ted?”
They jumped from their deep concentration. “Jesus, you scared me. No, not since breakfast,” said Mike.
Jessica had her hand over her mouth and looked horrified.
“What is it?” asked Theresa.
She looked up and shook her head no.
“What?”
She was still shaking her head no. Mike walked over and politely moved her away from the microscope. He refocused the image for his eyes. “What am I looking at?”
“The things that look like four-leaf clovers,” she said quietly.
“What are they?”
“Bacteria. The same bacteria from the tube worms.”
 

***********
 

Jim was going over the atmospheric readings with Tony when his radiophone buzzed. It was Jessica’s voice, sounding very upset.
“Hey, calm down. What are you talking about?”
Tony stopped his work and looked at Jim, listening to half of the conversation.
“How would that get into his bloodstream?” asked Jim. Tony’s face showed his concern. “Okay, I’ll be right down. Where’s Ian? Okay. Sit tight.”
Jim closed his phone and looked at Tony. “Ian’s infected with Deinococcus
radiodurans.”
“In English?”
“The bacteria from the tube worm they brought aboard.”
Tony thought about that for a second. “So what’s that mean? He need antibiotics or something?”
Jim shrugged. “Not sure, but he feels worse. Come on, we’re going to sickbay.”
Tony followed him down the stairs. “How would he get infected?”
“How the hell do I know? Call Ted and have him meet us in sickbay. He’s the expert on the bacteria. Maybe he’ll know something.”
Tony called Ted, who was in his room, and told him to meet them in sickbay. When they arrived a moment later, Jessica was standing over Ian and looked very upset. He was pale and clammy looking, in a sweat. His eyes were closed.
“Jesus,” said Jim under his breath. “He looked fine last night.”
“He’s got a hundred and three degree fever,” said Jessica quietly. “I think you should all stay outside. I have no idea if he’s infectious. Jesus.” She looked at Jim. “Commander, it’s the same bacteria as the tube worms. We were all exposed as much as he was. I think I should get blood samples from everyone.”
“What about him? Treatment, I mean,” said Jim.
She shrugged. “Antibiotics, I guess. Strongest stuff I have in the largest doses I can give. His throat is so red it looks like it’s gonna close. I’ve never seen anyone get such severe symptoms so quickly. I thought it was a cold or maybe an STD from some skirt on the ship, but this is definitely a bacterial infection from the tube worm. We’ve got a serious problem.”
As Ted walked in, Jessica saw him and raised her hand. “Stop, Ted. I think all of you should stay outside. Commander—you and Tony, too. You should step out.”
Jim and Tony took a step away from Ian, who hadn’t moved a muscle since they walked in. Ted ignored her and walked inside.
“Deinococcus
radiodurans? You’re sure?” he asked.
“The slides are down in the lab. Looked like the same stuff you showed me off the tube worm and the bluefish. Oh Jesus—Ted, did you handle that stuff without gloves?”
Ted shrugged. “I guess so. You think Ian handled it and absorbed it through his skin?”
“I don’t know. He’s really sick. I need to start an IV with antibiotics,” she said to no one in particular.
“You sure?” asked Ted seriously. “I mean, until you know what’s going on, maybe we should wait. It might make him worse.”
Jess pulled open a closet and opened a sealed baggie. It had a plastic disposable biohazard suit in it. “I want everyone out of here. This room is quarantined until I figure out what to do.”
“I can help,” Ted said. “The bacterium is my specialty.”
Jessica looked him in the eyes. Like Tony, she didn’t feel totally comfortable with Ted either, but he was the resident expert. “Okay—Ted stays, in a suit. Everyone else is out.”
Jim took Tony by the arm and walked out. “Okay, Doc says it’s quarantined, it’s quarantined. She’s responsible for crew safety, so what she says goes. Jess, I need to know exactly what’s going on. If he gets much worse, we may need to abort and surface.”
Ted’s face fell. “Abort? He’s sick, Skipper—he’s not dying. Just give us a couple days—I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
“You gonna guarantee that, Ted? I’m responsible for this crew.”
“I understand that. I’m just saying—if this was a Mars mission and we were a hundred thousand miles away from Earth, we couldn’t just turn around and go home. With all due respect, the mission has to go on. I’m sure Jess will have him up and about in no time.”
Jessica handed Ted a bag with a suit in it. She kicked off her soft shoes and stepped into the biohazard suit, sealed it at the ankles and wrists, and put on gloves. She tied up her long hair and pulled a cap over it, then pulled a mask over her face. “If you’re staying, you’re following protocols.”
Tony eyed Ted, his face looking hard. “If that was you lying there, would you tell us to continue the mission, Ted?”
“Absolutely,” he said, without hesitating. He pulled on the suit over his clothes.
“Bullshit,” said Tony.
“That’s enough,” said Jim. “You’ll do whatever you think is best and report back to me every hour with an update. I’ll check the MC for a timetable if we need to abort. I don’t think we could hit the surface faster than three or four days, even in an emergency ascent.”
Jessica looked at Jim, her eyes above her mask showing her concern. She didn’t have to say it. Three or four days if he continued to get worse might be too long.




TWENTY-THREE
Deinococcus
radiodurans
 

Ted and Jessica had discussed the bacteria for almost an hour when Jessica finally decided to ignore Ted’s warning and administer an antibiotic. Ted’s anger was hard to understand, and Jessica finally told him to shut up or leave. He opted to stay and keep his opinions to himself.
Jessica wiggled Ian’s shoulder. “Can you hear me, Ian?” she asked.
He opened his eyes slightly and tried to lick his lips. “So thirsty,” he whispered.
“It’s the fever. Listen—I’m gonna give you a powerful antibiotic and a saline drip to keep you hydrated. I think it will help you, Ian. But I have to tell you—I’m just not sure. It’s the bacteria from the tube worms. You got infected with it.”
Ian’s eyes fluttered. “Ian? I want your permission to give you the antibiotic.”
He nodded slightly and closed his eyes. He was burning up. Jessica hooked up the IV and ran two separate drip bags. Ted folded his arms and watched in silence as the antibiotic dripped slowly into Ian’s vein.
Jim and Tony had each taken a precautionary shower, scrubbing hard before putting on new uniforms. They bagged up their old clothes and sealed them in a bag, just in case. Jim ordered the rest of the crew to do the same, and then updated them on what had happened to Ian.
Jessica called up from sickbay and told Jim that Ian was asleep, but seemed to be holding his own. His breathing was slightly labored because of the throat inflammation, and she had run a breathing tube up his nose to make it easier. Normally, the hose would contain a higher mix of oxygen, but because they were under slight pressure, she was afraid to over-oxygenate him. Oxygen was toxic at high pressure, a problem divers had to deal with all the time, and it complicated her already stressful situation. While they weren’t at very high pressure, it was higher than normal, and Ian was already in rough enough shape.
For now, it was time to just wait and see.




TWENTY-FOUR
Stress
 

The crew continued to work in glum quiet as they awaited word on Ian. Tony checked in with Jessica regularly, concerned that she had been exposed to the bacteria and could also get sick. The ship’s dehumidifiers were cranked up, which made the air uncomfortably dry but would also be less hospitable to airborne bacteria. Crew members washed their hands repeatedly, and they scrubbed every surface in the lab with antimicrobial cleaning products.
Theresa sat with Mike in the empty galley, drinking coffee and commiserating over their sick friend.
“I don’t think Ian handled the stuff any more than we did. How is it that he’s sick and we’re not?” asked Theresa.
“I dunno,” said Mike quietly. “I keep wondering about the same thing. The bluefish contained the bacteria after the tube worm had rubbed itself on it. It transfers by contact and is absorbed through the skin. I can’t believe we’re not all sick by now.”
“Poor, Ian. He’s in bad shape . . .”
Mike leaned back and looked at Theresa—looked through her. “You think Ted would do it on purpose? Infect Ian as a little experiment?”
“Jesus Christ, Michael!” exclaimed Theresa.
“Yeah, my mother only called me Michael when she was pissed, too.”
“How could you even think that? I know you and Ian don’t like Ted, but that’s a far cry from intentionally infecting someone with a lethal virus! God!”
Mike shrugged. “Think what you want. I don’t trust him.” He could see Theresa was genuinely pissed and was surprised. “What’s with you? You his defense attorney?”
“You don’t want to know what I think,” she said, sounding cross.
“Sure I do,” he answered coolly.
“I think it’s petty macho bullshit because the guy’s brilliant. You and Ian have been jealous since day one that maybe someone on board might be smarter than you are, and you’ve been busting his balls every minute since you got here.”
“Hey, we went through this already. I made peace with the guy, and I tried to be nice. But by some coincidence, Ian wouldn’t make peace with him, and then wham—he gets infected with the same bacteria that Ted’s working on. Coincidence?”
Theresa stood up and placed her coffee gently on the table. She walked out without saying anything else. Mike shook his head. “We’ll see,” he said quietly, then headed up to sickbay to check on his friend.
 

***********
 

When Mike arrived at sickbay, the door was closed and locked. He knocked, but Jessica told him to stay out. She informed him that Ian was asleep and there was no change.
Mike walked up toward the bridge and ran into Tony.
“Hey, man, how’s it going?” asked Tony.
Mike shrugged. “Okay, I guess. I wanted to see Ian, but Jess’s got us locked out.”
“And what about her? She’s in there all day. I hope she’s gonna be okay,” said Tony quietly.
Mike nodded. “You two seem pretty tight,” he said.
Tony made an annoyed face at him.
“No, man, it’s cool. I didn’t mean it like that. It’s nice to have company down here. I kinda thought maybe I had some dial tone with Theresa, but shit, man, she’s so impressed with Ted, she doesn’t even see what’s going on.”
“And what’s going on?”
Mike looked around and made sure they were alone. He reiterated his theory to Tony. Tony took it all in quietly and shrugged. “I dunno, man. Let’s just say I don’t trust that cat a hundred percent, either.” He looked around and leaned closer. “And Skipper thinks maybe he put us on the smoker on purpose—keep that to yourself.”
“How?”
“He knows the computer better than anyone. Skipper says only three people could have done it, and I know it wasn’t me and Skipper knows it wasn’t him, know what I’m sayin’? Neither of us are buying this story about the smoker just popping up out of nowhere on the abyssal plain. Theresa said the worms had to be there for three years to reach that size. I think Ted put us here on purpose. You ever hear him talk about the bacteria?”
“Yeah—like it’s more important than anything else down here.”
“Well, maybe it is and maybe it isn’t, but I think he thinks so. And I think he’d do whatever he needed to do to conduct his research. He’s a space jockey, man, not a squid. He don’t give a shit about anything other than getting to Mars.”
“You think he infected Ian?”
Tony shrugged and screwed up his lips. “Yeah, man. I wouldn’t put it past him.”
“Ian’s really sick, man,” said Mike.
“Yeah, I know. Skipper may pull the plug on the whole mission. And I’m not even sure if that would help. It’ll take a few days to surface, and then what? We’d have to have a chopper come and try and airlift him? Nearest real hospital’s gotta be a couple of days away after that. We either fix him here, or I think he’s fucked, man.”
Mike shook his head. “You know, I had this bottle of scotch I was saving for the one-month anniversary. Fuck it. Let’s get a drink.”




TWENTY-FIVE
Sickbay
 

Jessica and Ted moved the small X-ray machine to Ian’s bed. They were still wearing their hazmat suits, and Ian was still unconscious. Jessica had decided to get some pictures of his stomach area. His stomach had become swollen and distended since getting sick, and although Ian hadn’t awakened from any pain, it didn’t look good. In fact, it looked downright bizarre.
Ted was quiet, following Jessica’s instructions. When she had turned her back, he pressed Ian’s swollen belly. It felt like a squishy water balloon. Ted’s mask hid his smile.
Jessica took four pictures and waited for them to transfer to the computer. It was a sophisticated machine—as good as anything in a new orthopedist’s office or hospital, and had been put on the ship for the sickbay as well as lab use. As the pictures came in on Jessica’s monitor, she and Ted stood, arms folded, awaiting the images.
The first picture opened and showed a very faint X-ray of Ian’s stomach area. It was a very low-resolution picture. “Damn it,” mumbled Jessica. “I must have done something wrong—I can’t see anything.” She switched to the next picture, slightly lower than Ian’s stomach. The resolution was no better. “Jesus!” she cursed. “What’s with this machine?” Ted stared at the picture. What should have been defined outlines of Ian’s abdominal organs were extremely faint and out of focus, as if his organs had simply started melting.
The third picture came up on the screen. Ian’s small and large intestines should have been showing on the monitor. Instead, there was what appeared to be a clearly defined sack, much larger than his stomach. It appeared to be filled with liquid. Ted tried his best to contain his excitement under his mask.
“What the fuck is that?” exclaimed Jessica, sounding horrified. She leaned closer to the picture and stared. “Ted?”
He looked into her eyes and saw the fear. He was enjoying this moment but didn’t want to gloat openly. “I think we should get a sample from it. Use a syringe and draw out some of the fluid . . .”
“What is it? That shouldn’t be there! Is it a tumor? It’s giant! His midsection is so swollen—whatever that is, it’s huge . . .” She was half talking to herself as she babbled and tried her best to hold it together. She had seen thousands of X-rays in her life, but nothing ever like this. “Ted, what do you think?”
“It would appear that the Deinococcus have taken over their host—just like in the tube worms. Ian appears to have developed a trophosome.”
“A what?”
“A trophosome. It’s the central organ inside the tube worm. Basically, a large holding tank for the bacteria. Quite amazing, actually, how fast the transformation occurred.” Ted was staring at the X-ray, deep in thought.
“What does that mean? What are you saying? Will the antibiotics kill it?”
“When you say it, I assume you mean the bacteria in the gut? I’m not sure. So far, the bacterium appears to have multiplied by several orders of magnitude, to the point where it has changed his anatomy already.”
Jessica was staring at the X-ray.
“Those other pictures—you took them correctly. It wasn’t the machine. You can’t see his other organs very clearly because they are dissolving. They no longer have any purpose. His body is adjusting to the bacteria in the same manner that the tube worms do. I wonder if he’ll keep his mouth . . . ?” he questioned quietly.
Jessica screamed.
“Get a hold of yourself, Doctor. We need a sample. Shall I do it, or would you like to do it yourself?”
Jessica stumbled back to a chair and sat down. She started to put her hands to her eyes to cry.
“I wouldn’t do that!” said Ted smugly. “Touch your eyes with your gloves, I mean. Easy entry point for bacteria and all. Shall I take the sample?”
She nodded and blinked away a tear. Ted opened drawers until he found a syringe. He swabbed Ian’s belly and stuck the needle into the large, bloated ball that was his abdomen. As he drew up the syringe, Jessica’s face fell beneath her mask. The fluid inside was bright red—redder than any blood she’d ever seen.
“Stop!” she screamed, running over to the bed. “Oh my God! He’s bleeding internally!”
Ted held his hand up as if to calmly say “stop.” “He’s not bleeding out. It’s the hemoglobin production. Amazing.”
“What are you talking about?” she said, finally breaking down into tears. “Ian!” She shook his shoulder, but he didn’t wake up.
Ted spoke to her calmly. “Jessica. You have to relax. You’re no good to Ian this way. Sit down and catch your breath . . . and don’t touch your eyes.”
Ted finished drawing up the sample and held a cotton ball against the tiny hole on Ian’s belly until it stopped draining. He held the syringe up to the lights and smiled beneath his mask. “Incredible, really. Deinococcus is the toughest bacteria on the planet, but this is remarkable. It’s the increase in hemoglobin. Exactly as it occurs in the worms.” He turned back to Jessica, who was wiping her face with a handful of tissues, careful not to touch her eyes with her gloves.
“It’s the hemoglobin that makes the feathery appendages in the worms bright red. Those appendages, they’re lungs, really—absorbing gases from the water and then using them for fuel and food for the bacteria. Ian’s body is already producing larger amounts of hemoglobin than any human.” He looked up at Jessica. “It’s quite amazing.”
“He’s not a fucking experiment, Ted! He’s sick! I don’t know how to get him better! I have to call Jim—we need to get him to a hospital . . .”
Ted walked over and stood between her and the phone on the wall. “It’s already too late. Have a look for yourself.” He walked over to Ian and pulled his eyelids up. Ian’s eyes had glazed over to a silvery color, no longer showing any hint of an iris. He looked like a corpse. “The eyes are no longer needed. His skin will change soon, I would think. The skin—the body’s largest organ—it will become part of his digestive system, I would expect. We’ll have to exercise caution there.”
Jessica looked at him, speechless.
“The tube worms absorb nutrition through the skin. Same way the bacteria entered the body. Now that the bacteria are taking over, I can only surmise they will change their host to accommodate their needs.”
Jessica stood up and brushed past Ted to the phone. She ignored him when he started to speak and called the bridge, where Jim answered immediately.
“How is he?” Jim asked.
Jessica started to speak but began sobbing uncontrollably. Jim asked her repeatedly how Ian was—was he alive?—but she couldn’t respond. She handed the phone to Ted and dropped into a chair crying.
“Jim, I believe Ian’s infection with the Deinococcus is beyond treatment.”
“What’re you saying?” asked Jim in shock. “He was only slightly feverish this morning!”
“Yes, well, a lot’s happened since. The bacteria have apparently taken over their host. It’s only a matter of hours I would guess before he’s officially dead. Quite honestly, he’s gone already. Ian, I mean. He’s no longer the Ian that started this mission.”
There was a pause. “Are you telling me that Ian is dying and there’s nothing we can do about it?”
“I’m afraid so.”
“Put Jess back on the phone!”
“I’m afraid she’s very upset. Um—give me a moment.”
Jim was standing now, hunched over the console. Tony and Mike walked in and found him red faced on the phone and stopped in their tracks.
“I’m sorry, Commander,” said Jessica between sobs. “It happened so fast. He was sick—I mean, I knew he was sick, but my God!” She was trying her best to keep composed. “In a matter of two hours he went from sick to I
don’t
know
what!”
“Jess—take a breath. Is Ian alive?”
“I don’t know!” she screamed. Ted took the phone from her hand and spoke calmly to Jim.
“Skipper, I think Ian’s gone. His heart is beating and his brain has function, but he is going through severe metamorphosis. He’s not coming back.”
“Are you telling me there is nothing we can do? You tried antibiotics? What did you do for him?” He was shouting into the phone.
“Doctor Clark did everything she could do, Commander. She administered an IV of the strongest antibiotics aboard. As strong as anything in any hospital in the States. The bacterium is too strong. It’s more than bacteria, really. It’s like a separate organism.”
“This bacterium is going to kill Ian? Is that what you’re telling me?”
“I believe it already has. His body is functioning only to serve the bacteria at this point. It’s like coral, if you will. A colony of polyps that together look like a plant or single organism, but are actually separate organisms sharing a central stomach through multiple mouths and feeding apparatus. I’ll need to study this further to fully understand what’s happening.”
Jim’s face was bright red. “You are not conducting a fucking experiment down there, Bell! That’s a member of my crew! I’m coming down there!”
He slammed the handset down and realized Tony and Mike were standing there. After taking a moment to gather his composure, he spoke to them.
“Ian’s gone. Jess and Ted say they can’t help him,” he said barely above a whisper. In the quiet of the ship, it was a thunderclap.
Tony and Mike stood with their mouths open. “Gone? He just got sick! What the fuck happened?” yelled Mike.
“Is Jess okay?” blurted Tony.
“I don’t know,” said Jim quietly. “I’m going down there. You two take the bridge for now and make sure the MC is operating correctly. We haven’t been down here a fucking month and we’ve already got a casualty. Jesus fucking Christ. Run the MC’s diagnostics—make sure this ship is functioning correctly, especially the atmospheric controls. Sterilize this fucking ship!”
Jim walked out of the bridge quickly, making a beeline for sickbay.




TWENTY-SIX
MC
 

Mike and Tony sat in stunned silence for a moment on the bridge.
“I can’t believe it,” said Mike.
“I know. This is fucked up. When the skipper gets back, maybe he’ll fill us in.” Tony shook his head in disbelief and snapped himself back into action. “Okay, we’ve got orders. I know the bridge ain’t your station, but help me out as I give you instructions. We’re gonna have the MC run UV sterilizers on all the gas pumps and run diagnostics again on everything . . .”
Tony and Mike worked well together, with Mike following commands effectively. The MC’s calm female voice began reporting back to the requested information.
“Outside
temperature, seventy-six
degrees
Fahrenheit. Inside
temperature, sixty-eight
degrees
Fahrenheit. Suggest
increasing
internal
pressure
to
thirty
feet. Stress
indicators
in
yellow
zone . . .”
“What the fuck does that mean?” asked Mike to Tony.
“I
don’t
understand
your
question . . .” began the female voice.
“I wasn’t talking to you! Shut up!” he snapped.
“The MC is getting warnings about the hull. We’re next to the smoker and the temperature differential between the port top deck and the starboard keel is probably seventy degrees. It puts a lot of extra stress on the metal—hell, we’re probably not even spherical anymore.”
“That’s comforting,” said Mike.
“The MC wants to increase internal pressure again, but I don’t know, without asking the skipper . . .”
“Well, can’t you just turn it down later if we need to?”
Tony nodded. “Yeah, I don’t see why not—better safe than sorry. We spring a leak in this baby at twenty thousand feet, and we’re done.” Tony pressed the button to activate VAL, the MC’s latest nickname, as a female version of HAL. “Increase internal pressure to thirty-three feet.” He looked at Mike. “I hope I didn’t just fuck this up.”
“How?”
“Thirty-three feet is gonna have an effect after a couple of days. We can’t stay at that pressure for weeks at a time.”
“We were just at twenty something?” asked Mike.
“Yeah, and there’s a difference. You can stay at twenty feet of pressure for a year. Increase to one bar and you’re limited to hours—maybe a couple of days with extended decompression, but you can’t just stay at thirty-three feet forever without getting narced.”
“Great. That’s great. The ocean’s trying to crush us, the computer is trying to boil our blood, and some fuckin’ virus is trying to eat us . . .”
“Maybe it would have been safer going to Mars. Okay, run the following commands . . .”
Tony and Mike continued working through the protocols over the next forty minutes, happy to be busy and distracted from the plight of their friend in sickbay. They were interrupted by Theresa, who walked in fighting back tears.
Mike turned in his console chair and said hello.
“I stopped by the sickbay. The commander’s in there with Ted and Jess. They wouldn’t let me in. I think Ian’s dying . . .” Her voice trailed off as she took a seat.
Mike got up and walked over, placing his hand on her shoulder. He gave it a little squeeze. “Yeah, we know. This whole mission’s screwed up. We’ve been waiting for the skipper to come back up. So far not a word.”
“How is it even possible? He was fine yesterday!” Tears ran freely down her cheeks.
“There’s a lot we don’t understand. It’s why we’re down here, I guess. Damn—my ear’s just popped.”
“Mine too. How come?” asked Theresa.
“We had to increase internal pressure again. Safety precaution,” said Mike quietly.
The skipper’s voice came over every speaker on the ship on an all-call. “Ladies and gentlemen, it is my sad duty to inform you that Ian MacMullen has passed away. For the safety of the remaining crew, we will give him last honors in traditional United States Navy fashion. If you wish to pay your last respects, be in the lab in fifteen minutes. Captain out.”
The three of them sat in silence, feeling empty inside. It was unfathomable that one of their own could be dead so quickly from something that was supposed to be harmless. Tony stood up and cleared his throat. He looked at Mike and Theresa, and they both stood up. The three of them headed downstairs in silence.




TWENTY-SEVEN
Last Honors
 

Tony, Mike, and Theresa stood in the empty lab for what seemed like a long time. Commander Lewis entered the lab in a hazmat suit, but no mask. He was followed by Ted and Jessica, who were guiding a gurney. Ian’s body lay under an American flag. It had been wrapped in sheets and covered with black plastic specimen bags that had been cut open to fit around his body. The sickbay had no body bags—no one was supposed to die.
Tony looked at his crewmates and realized none of them knew exactly what to do. Having served aboard military ships for his adult life, he snapped to attention and gave the traditional order: “All hands bury the dead.” Using hand signals, Tony repositioned everyone around the gurney as pallbearers. They slowly wheeled the gurney to the nearest ACD, which happened to be ACD 2 nearest the black smoker. Tony hesitated for a second when he realized that, but then kept moving. What was the difference at this point?
When Ian’s body was in front of the large door, they stopped and faced each other, three on each side of Ian, following Tony’s lead. Tony called everyone to attention, then eyeballed Jim, who bowed his head. The commander quietly called “parade rest” and said a short prayer as best he could. When he was finished, he looked up, teary eyed, and spoke softly. “We give our brother to the deep. May he rest in peace.” Tony, who was closest to the door, opened the ACD and the six of them lifted the body into the tube. When Ian’s body was inside, Tony reached to retrieve the flag.
“Leave it. It all goes,” said Jim quietly. He wasn’t taking any chances on contamination, no matter what. Tony understood, and turned and faced the door, which he closed and sealed.
Tony’s body went rigid and he barked the command, “Uhhh-tennnnnnn-tion!” He snapped a hard salute, which was repeated by the crew. They held it there for a moment, watching Tony for guidance. Jim walked over to the console and pressed the command, which flooded the ACD. He then opened the outer door, Ian’s body floating slightly in the tube, awaiting the current to take him out. Tony slowly brought down his salute, which was repeated by the crew. Jim quietly said, “Dismissed.”
The crew looked at each other in silence, and after a moment Theresa and Mike filed out of the lab, followed by Tony. Jim told Jess and Ted to bag their suits, along with his, to be jettisoned and then they were all to scrub in the shower. Their bagged suits would also be jettisoned. As soon as that was done, there would be a team meeting on the bridge to decide the future of their mission.
 

**********
 

Theresa, Mike, and Tony sat in the bridge, sipping coffee. No one spoke—they were drained. A while later, Jim entered with Ted and Jessica, and Tony tried his best not to show his worry over Jessica’s health. He was dying inside, wanting to run over and hug her and ask her how she was. He settled for making eye contact and raising his eyebrows, as if to ask her if she was okay. She merely looked at him with sad eyes and turned away. Jim, Jessica, and Ted were each in fresh clothes, having scrubbed their skin till it glowed red.
Jim walked to his console chair and sat down, waiting for everyone else to find a chair. When everyone was seated, he rested his elbows on his knees and tried to find the right words.
“Ladies and gentlemen, we need to come to a consensus. Although I’m commander of this ship, this isn’t a warship. We’re a research vessel staffed by civilians. You don’t have to be here. You aren’t required to give your last breath to this mission.” He paused and looked each crew member in the eye. “We have issues, people. Ian is dead, the ship’s hull is stressed because of the temperature gradient, and we have the fear of possible contamination, although we’ve done everything possible to avoid that. I’m asking for a vote. We can abort right now, or we can stay and try to finish this mission. A vote to stay doesn’t mean we stay the entire year no matter what; it just means we don’t abort right now. We’ll take it day by day. A vote to abort means we drop legs and spend a week or so decompressing to the surface. Quite honestly, I’m at a loss for making the decision. This certainly hasn’t gone the way it was supposed to. If you’ve got something to say, now’s the time.”
The crew members sat in silence for what seemed like hours. Eventually, they started looking at each other, waiting for someone to start a dialogue.
Jessica took a deep breath and spoke quietly, looking mostly at the floor. “I feel like I failed. I failed Ian and I failed the mission. I’m the ship’s doctor. I didn’t know what to do . . .” She did her best to hold back her tears, but it was a losing battle.
The other crew members quietly offered words of support, telling her that it wasn’t her fault. Finally, Ted spoke up louder than the rest.
“It wasn’t Dr. Clark’s fault. I’ve been studying that bacteria for years, and no one could have predicted what happened. Quite frankly, what we’ve witnessed was tragic, yes, but scientifically speaking, it could change how we think about life on Earth.”
Tony shot him a look that had daggers. He bit his tongue not to say anything. Mike looked at Theresa, trying to gauge her reaction. The tension in the room was obvious.
Ted continued. “I know you don’t understand all the research I’ve been doing. Yes—I’m the NASA guy in a crew of sailors. I get that. But you all need to understand that a good part of this mission isn’t just about deep-sea research for the sake of the ocean. It’s about learning things down here that can take us to deep space. The bacterium is the key to all of this. We need to be careful, but I vote for staying. We’re only scratching the surface of what can be learned down here. And as far as the ship goes, I know this vessel inside and out. The materials used to build this hull could sit inside a volcano at forty thousand feet and be completely safe.”
The crew exchanged glances, wondering who would pipe up next. Theresa cleared her throat and spoke softly. “Ian was my friend and colleague. If aborting the mission could have saved him, we all would have voted to surface immediately. But he’s gone. I’m with Ted—we stay and finish the mission. Maybe we learn something so important it means Ian didn’t die in vain.”
The room stayed silent again for a moment until Tony finally said, “I’ve never been on a ship that didn’t finish its mission. I vote for staying.”
Jim looked at Mike, who merely said “Yeah.” He looked at Dr. Clark.
“Jessica?”
“One day at a time. We stay,” she said quietly.
“Okay, that’s it then. One day at a time. Take the rest of today off to sleep and try and unwind. Tomorrow we start a new day.”
Mike stood up and cleared his throat. “Um, Skipper . . . I have some unauthorized contraband aboard this vessel. If everyone wants to meet in the galley in a bit, we can have a toast to Ian and I’ll make something to eat.” He walked out before he had to see Jim’s reaction to his smuggled booze.




TWENTY-EIGHT
Galley
 

By the time the crew had reassembled in the galley, Mike and Tony had finished half the bottle of scotch. Jim took one look at the two of them drinking out of water glasses and smirked.
“And how much of this contraband did you sneak aboard my boat, mister?” asked the commander.
Mike responded slowly, his tongue feeling a bit thick. “Is the question being asked officially by the commander, or unofficially by my drinking buddy Jim?”
“Officially.”
“This is the only one.”
“Unofficially?”
“How many bottles you want?”
Tony piped up. “Hey! You told me you had one!”
“Of course I did! Fuckin’ sailors are all lushes! You’d finish the whole case before the second month!”
“A case?” exclaimed Tony.
“A case?” repeated the skipper.
Mike shrugged. “Hey, maybe it’s a Jersey thing. You don’t go underwater for a year without some booze. What can I tell ya—now you want me to pour you a tall one or not?”
Jim pointed to an empty glass and Mike grunted. “Ice?”
Jim made a face. “We’re surrounded by a billion gallons of ice-cold water—keep it out of my scotch.”
“Good man,” said Mike.
The six of them sat down with healthy glasses and Mike held up his glass. “To our friend Ian, may he rest in peace . . .”
They clinked glasses, took deep swigs, and listened to Jessica and Theresa cough for several seconds on the harsh whisky.
“Girls,” said Mike.
“Jesus. Trying to kill us?” asked Theresa. “Can’t you make me a piña colada or something?”
“Sorry, that’s made with rum. You can’t bring alcohol aboard this research vessel,” said Mike, now obviously slurring. “I’ll make us some chow.” He walked to the galley, shoulders brushing the hallway as he weaved his way to the kitchen area. Theresa smiled and followed him.
“I better make sure he doesn’t cut his fingers off,’ she said.
Jim, Jessica, Tony, and Ted were left at the table, Ted sitting slightly further away. His physical distance only served to illustrate the feelings of the crew.
Tony spoke to Jessica. “How’re you feeling?”
“Tired. No—exhausted. Completely exhausted. I think I’ll skip dinner. I just hit the wall. Can’t keep my eyes open. I’ll catch you guys in the morning, whenever that is.” She stood and walked out, and a few minutes later, Tony hopped up. He looked at the skipper and said he’d be back in a second, he just wanted to talk to Jessica real quick.
He caught up to her as she was entering her room. He went inside and reached for her, but she put up a hand. “Don’t,” she said.
He looked hurt. “Sorry, I just . . .”
“It’s not you, Tony. For all I know I could be infected. I don’t want to get you sick. Just stay away for a day or so and let me see how I feel.”
“Jesus, Jess . . . Are you sick?”
“No, just tired. I think I’ve been awake for forty hours. I need to close my eyes. Thanks, Tony. Seriously. I appreciate your concern. I’m sure I’m fine.”
He started to leave, then stopped. “What happened to Ian?” he asked.
She immediately teared up. “I have no idea. It’s like he melted inside. His organs—they just, I dunno, melted. He was so full of bacteria it made his belly swell up. And inside—he had this huge thing that was full of the bacteria. I don’t even know what I was looking at, Tony! Then he just stopped breathing. I couldn’t get a pulse, nothing. We used the defibrillator on him, but it did nothing. He just died, Tony.” She wiped away tears.
“Okay, okay,” he said. He instinctively reached for her to give her a hug. She put her hand up again.
“I’m quarantining myself. Thanks, Tony. I need to sleep.”
He forced a smile and left, closing the door behind him. He prayed silently that she was okay.
When Tony returned to the galley, Mike was just serving up some salmon and vegetables.
“Very healthy,” said Jim. “Catch the salmon down here?” he joked.
“I wish. Frozen fish, frozen veggies, and if things don’t improve, maybe frozen crew,” said Mike.
They ate quietly, although Mike mostly pushed his food around and drank his whisky. After they ate, Mike said he was turning in, and the little dinner party broke up. He was lying on his bed, propped up against a pillow drinking scotch, when Theresa walked in. He looked up in surprise.
“Hey,” she said quietly. “Just wanted to apologize for getting in your face before about Ted. I feel like I keep getting stuck in the middle of him and everyone else. Anyway—how’re you doing?”
Mike shrugged. He patted the bed next to him. “Have a seat.”
Theresa sat down and looked at his glass, which was almost empty. “You can finish mine if you want.”
He laughed and reached under his pillow, pulling out a new bottle and waving it at her. She laughed. “I bet you always got in trouble in school, too.”
“Nope—never got caught. Did plenty I shouldn’t have done, but never got caught.”
Theresa leaned over and gave him a kiss on the lips. “I shouldn’t have done that, either,” she said. “But it seemed like a better way to end my day.”
Mike was pleasantly surprised. “Wanna stay?” he asked.
Theresa stood up and smiled, but looked sad and drained beneath her smile. “Nope. Just needed a kiss. I’m going to bed. See you in a few hours with a hangover.”
He called after her as she walked out. “Hey! I’ll be down here on the bottom of the ocean for another eleven months or so if you need me again.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said as she disappeared out the door.
“What about the four-mile-low club?” he yelled.
She stopped and turned around. “The what?”
“The four-mile-low club. It’s like the mile-high club, only better . . .”
“Good night, Michael!” she said, trying not to laugh.




TWENTY-NINE
A New Day
 

The crew woke up slowly the next morning. Tony was the first up, as usual, and made coffee. The smell of coffee carried through the dry air of the ship, and hungover crew members began waking up. Tony poured a mug and took it upstairs to Jess’s room. He knocked on her door and let himself in. She was fast asleep. He closed the door behind him and sat on the edge of her bed. He watched her for a while, and then gently rubbed her back. She opened her eyes and looked at him for a minute as she realized where she was. He held up a mug of coffee.
“I must be narced out,” she said quietly. “I’m dreaming that a handsome sailor brought me fresh coffee in bed.”
“Yup. I’m a figment of your imagination. How’re ya feeling?”
“Better after that coffee. You’re an angel,” she said, sitting up. “This is what I look like every morning—it’s not the bacteria. Scary, huh?”
Tony smiled. “Guess you’re feeling better. You look fine.”
“Actually, I do feel fine. It’s weird.” She reached for the coffee and took that first delicious sip of the day. She closed her eyes and enjoyed it for a moment, then took another sip. “God that’s good, thank you . . .”
“You were saying?”
“Oh,” she smiled. “The coffee made me lose my train of thought. I was saying how surprised I am that I woke up alive. I was pretty sure I was going to end up sick. I can’t understand why he got sick and no one else did. I was with him for hours and hours. How did I escape infection? It’s weird.”
Tony sipped his own coffee. He decided not to comment about Ted. “I’m glad you’re feeling better. I was really worried.”
“You’re sweet. If I’m still alive in twenty-four hours, I’m gonna make out with you again.”
Tony grinned, his teeth big and white against his dark skin. He leaned closer and whispered, “We did more than make out.”
“Shh! It’s a secret!” she whispered. “Now get out of here and let me shower and dress.”
“Don’t want me to wash your back?”
“Talk to me in twenty-four hours,” she said.
“You just want me for my coffee.”
She smiled at him, looking cute with her blonde hair messed all over her face. “Hardly,” she said, patting his leg. “Now get.”
He kissed his fingertips and put them on her forehead, then left. She sipped coffee quietly and smiled under her warm blanket.
 

***********
 

Mike arrived in the lab to find Ted busy at work under the microscope. He skipped a greeting and just walked to the refrigerator where his anglerfish dissection was stored. He was going to finish photographing and taking notes on the internal structures of the consumed male imbedded in the female’s skin. Ted said a quiet hello without looking up from the scope.
Theresa walked in and greeted both of them with equally warm “good mornings.”
“Mike, I’d like to go fishing again. Mind if I use the cameras and monitor to find potential targets?” she asked.
“Of course not,” he said, and flipped the switches to turn on the infrared cameras. The cameras scanned the darkness while the computer looking for thermal images to lock in on.
Mike and Theresa froze when the camera locked in on Ian’s body, tangled in a large colony of tube worms on the side of the vent.
The top of the black plastic bags that had been wrapped around him had melted in the seven hundred–degree water and disintegrated, leaving the top half of his body exposed out of the bag much the same way the tube worms were exposed at the tips of their hard exoskeleton tubes.
Theresa screamed and buried her head in Mike’s shoulder. Ted looked up from his microscope and stared at the image on the monitor. There was Ian, feet and body tangled in the colony of worms, wrapped in remnants of sheets, but bare chest and open arms swaying in the invisible current. His mouth was open, almost like a silent scream into the ocean, a large swollen tongue extending into the water. His silvery eyes were open. His arms looked white on the screen, held apart, almost Christ-like in his pose. He swayed back and forth like he was calling for help.
“Oh
my
God,” said Mike quietly.
Ted walked over to the computer and punched some commands. The monitor went from a live camera shot to a thermal image of Ian. His body heat showed up slightly yellow in a sea of black, but his chest and stomach showed bright reddish-purple.
“It’s the bacteria. The colony is growing inside him and giving off heat. It’s why the camera located him.”
“How do we know he’s dead?” asked Theresa, fighting back tears.
“Jesus Christ—he has to be,” said Mike, mostly to himself.
“Interesting question, really,” said Ted.
Mike’s face grew red in anger. He fought off the urge to smash Ted’s face.
“The bacteria in Ian’s body are thriving, the way they do in a tube worm. And the tube worm hosts live quite well in that manner. I suppose there is the possibility . . .”
“That’s enough!” bellowed Mike. He slapped the button and turned off the monitor. “Goddamn it! What the hell’s wrong with you? He’s not one of your fucking experiments, Ted.”
Ted didn’t speak, but was thinking quite the opposite to himself.
“We’re scientists, Michael. We have to be rational and willing to open our minds to unknown possibilities. Did you notice his skin? His eyes and tongue even?”
Mike made a face. “I was trying not to look,” he spat.
“Well if you had looked, you’d have noticed they looked perfectly healthy. He should have been boiled out there. He should look like a rotten corpse, for God’s sake! But he doesn’t! He looks alive!” This time it was Ted who was shouting. Theresa ran out of the lab. Ted pressed the camera button and the image came back on the screen—a live shot of Ian swaying in the current.
“Look
at
him, Michael! Look!”
Mike didn’t want to look, but he couldn’t take his eyes away from his friend. Ian was looking just off-camera at some unknown object, his tongue sticking out grotesquely like a large, purplish-red clam foot, his silvery eyes appearing to stare straight ahead. It was horrific looking.
Mike’s eyes welled up. “Ian . . . oh God. What happened to him?” he questioned out loud.
“It’s the bacteria. It’s what I’ve been saying. It’s already protected his skin. For all we know, it could be producing oxygen and energy for metabolism. Even his tongue—look at it! Like the feathery red protrusions of the worms. It may have already morphed into something else. It may be collected oxygen . . .”
“That’s enough, I said! Jesus! Don’t you ever quit? Let the poor guy rest in peace.”
“He may not be resting at all,” said Ted quietly.




THIRTY
Ian
 

Commander Lewis listened to Theresa’s rambling, almost incoherent report of what she had just seen. Jim listened, horrified, and then asked Theresa to follow him. He ignored her questions about where they were going, until she realized they were headed to sickbay. When they walked in, Jessica was there, scrubbing the lab.
“Commander! I’m fine!” she protested.
“Jess, I’d like you to check Theresa’s blood nitrogen levels.”
“Oh my God!” Theresa said. “That’s what this is about? I’m not narced out, Skipper! Go see for yourself!”
“I intend to.”
Jessica walked over and took Theresa by the arm, guiding her to an exam chair. “Sit down, Theresa. What’s going on?”
“It’s Ian. I think he’s alive.”
Jessica cocked her head and looked at Theresa sadly. “I know how hard it is, Theresa.”
“No! You don’t understand! I just saw him!”
Jim walked to the radiophone and called down to the lab. Mike answered.
“Mike, it’s Jim. Theresa is up here at sickbay with me. Did you see Ian’s body outside the ship?”
“Affirmative, Skipper. I think you should come down here.”
Jim and Jessica exchanged glances, and Theresa stood up. “I’m coming with you. I’m not narced out and I’m not crazy.”
The three of them walked downstairs to the lab. The ship groaned a long, low, ghostly moan. “What’s that?” asked Jessica, now spooked herself.
“Just the hull—relax,” said Jim quietly.
The three of them arrived in the lab to find Mike and Ted seated by a large monitor. As huge as their ship was, their giant white ball was dwarfed by the underground volcano. The black smoker rose on one side of the ship like a giant chimney, almost four hundred feet tall, but only fifty feet across at its widest point. Most of the smoker was encrusted with the bizarre sea life that only existed in that harsh alien landscape. Mussels, clams, fuzzy crabs, odd varieties of shrimp, and the giant tube worm colonies formed an outer layer on the walls of the superheated pipe.
The three of them looked over Ted and Mike’s shoulders to see what they were staring at. It was Ian—out on the black smoker. Jessica’s hands went to her face and she gasped. Jim’s face contorted, almost a pained expression. Theresa looked away and found a chair. Jim walked over and slapped the all-call button on the wall. “Tony—wherever you are, come to the lab.”
He walked to the monitor and stared at Ian. “His arms are moving,” said Jim quietly.
“It’s the current,” said Mike.
“No. His arms are moving. Look at his fingers.” Jim was speaking so quietly they could barely hear him. “It’s like he’s wading.”
Ted took the joystick that controlled one of the cameras and maneuvered to get a better look. He zoomed up. Ian’s fingers were moving. Ian’s face turned to the camera and silent lips mouthed two words . . .
“Help
me.”
 

***********
 

Tony walked quickly into the lab to find his horrified crewmates seated around the room in silence.
“What is it? What’s going on?” he asked.
Jim stood up, looking sick. “It’s Ian. The infrared camera picked him up and locked on. Live feed zoomed in on him. He was trying to speak—his arms were moving.”
Tony’s revolted face said it all. “Skipper—Ian’s dead. He’s in twenty thousand feet of water.”
“Yeah, I know,” he responded quietly.
“Look, Skipper—the MC had me increase pressure to thirty feet. We all need to check our nitrogen levels. Maybe we’re all getting narced, ya know? Think about what I’m sayin’, Skipper. Hell, think about what you’re saying.”
Jim rubbed his face. “When did you increase pressure?”
“When Ian was still in sickbay. It’s gotta be over ten hours. I can check the computer. We all need to check our nitrogen.”
Jessica exhaled slowly. “That’s got to be it, Skipper. I didn’t see his fingers or mouth move. Maybe you’re just getting narced out. We weren’t supposed to be under pressure on this mission.” She looked at Tony. “Why did the MC increase pressure?”
“The MC didn’t actually do it; it just warned of thermal differentials in the hull that could be dangerous. I only took us to thirty feet, less than what was suggested,” he offered, almost apologetically.
Jim put up a hand. “Okay, everyone take a minute and really think. I’m the only one who saw Ian’s mouth move. Maybe it’s just me. Jess will check me out. She’ll check all of us out. If we have a problem, we can either decrease pressure, or we can inject helium in the air mix. We’ll be fine, okay?”
Jim signaled Jessica, who left the lab quickly, followed by the rest of them to sickbay. Only Ted remained in the lab, where he turned the camera back on and zoomed in on Ian’s body. The arms still extended out in a huge embrace of the superheated water that should have boiled his flesh, but didn’t.




THIRTY-ONE
Sickbay
 

Jessica drew blood from the crew, starting with Jim. She had the computer analyze each sample. When Jim realized Ted wasn’t there, he called down to the lab, informing Ted it wasn’t optional to report to the sickbay.
They sat in silence around the sickbay waiting for the computer to finish its report when Ted walked in and sat, pulling up his sleeve. He quietly informed whoever was listening that he was fine.
“How long you need, Jess?” asked the skipper.
“Yours is done already. Levels are a hair over normal. Honestly, it’s so borderline that you may or may not have any issues. I’d like you to assemble a puzzle and check you again for coordination in a couple of days if we stay at this pressure. Tony, I’d like to check your time against the baseline reading as well.”
Tony considered a wiseass answer but opted for an “okay” instead.
After reviewing everyone’s levels, including her own, Jessica advised the commander that while the crew was showing signs of increased nitrogen in their blood, it wasn’t remotely dangerous.
Jim asked Tony to follow him to the bridge to run some tests with the MC and excused everyone else to work as they saw fit. He also suggested that they not use the camera that pointed at the vent for another day or so, until perhaps Ian’s body was carried away by the current.
As the crew broke up and left the sickbay, Tony managed a quick second alone with Jessica. “How ya feeling?” he whispered.
“Are you asking me out of grave concern or because you’re trying to get lucky?”
“I am asking out of grave concern that I won’t get lucky,” he whispered with a smile.
She smiled and patted his broad shoulder. “I’m fine. Might even give you a kiss later if I still feel okay. And I do need to time you with the puzzle when you have time later. Now scoot.”
He started to walk out, then rushed back in, kissed her full on the mouth, and ran out as she tried to smack him. “I’ll take my chances!” he said with a laugh as he ran. She smiled, happy to have met such a nice guy at such a bad time.
Belowdecks in the lab, Mike continued his work on the anglerfish “pair” while Theresa sat down next to Ted, who was comparing bacteria samples under the microscope. He was looking at those that had been taken from the bluefish bait versus bacteria from the gut of the actual tube worm. It was identical. He pulled another petri dish and prepared another slide.
“Where’s that one from?” asked Theresa.
Ted pretended not to hear her. She repeated her question.
“It’s a control sample I had.” He focused under the scope and was concentrating so hard he didn’t even notice that Theresa had turned on the camera so she could see what he was looking at on the large plasma television screen.
“It looks totally different, Ted,” she said. He was so engrossed that this time he really didn’t hear her.
“It mutated? Or is it a strain from a different animal?”
Ted realized she could see what he was looking at and looked up from the microscope. If he was angry about her butting into his work, he didn’t show it.
“Both, actually,” he said quietly.
“What animal?” asked Theresa suspiciously.
“It’s just a sample I had,” he said dismissively. He was using a pinpoint-sized pipette to extract DNA from one of the cells.
“She asked you a question,” said Mike, his tone sounding like a Jersey guy in a bar looking for a fight.
“I said it’s a sample. Now let me work.”
“Is it from Ian?” snapped Mike.
Ted looked back up from the scope and decided he didn’t have the time to waste fighting with Mike. “No. It’s a sample I brought from previous work at NASA. Now if you’ll leave me alone, I can concentrate . . .”
Theresa patted Mike’s shoulder and motioned with her head for him to back off, which he did. Mike walked back to his workstation and sat by his work. Theresa turned back to Ted.
“Ted, I’m trying to understand. I really am. Explain the significance of the bacteria as it relates to space exploration. This bacterium, which you yourself said acted more as an organism than a bacteria, just killed one of us. How is this good for space exploration or anything else? Please tell me this isn’t some secret Department of Defense germ warfare agent or something.”
Ted sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “This is not a germ warfare experiment, Theresa. I work for NASA, not the DOD. This bacteria isn’t a harmful germ agent; it’s the hardiest living thing on the planet—and maybe the universe. Who knows? What I do know is, if we can use the powers of this bacterium, if we can harness its power, then maybe we can withstand extreme temperatures, radiation, poisonous atmospheres—you name it. It will change the way we think about everything.”
Mike couldn’t remain silent, as hard as he tried. “It killed one our crew, Ted, and you’re telling us it’s not a harmful germ agent? Semantics. So it’s a harmful bacterial agent instead.”
Ted waved him off dismissively. “You mock what you don’t understand.”
“I’m trying to understand, Ted,” said Theresa.
“And if I attempt to explain anything, Mr. Ammiano over there is going to jump down my throat.”
Theresa looked at Mike and made a face. “He won’t say a word. Now tell me what it is I don’t understand.”
Ted exhaled and looked to the ceiling to summon patience in dealing with less intelligent humans. “Very well. The first time I am interrupted, I give up. Ian MacMullen is floating in water that should have quite literally cooked his flesh and disintegrated him by now.” He eyed Mike, who got up and left the lab, knowing he wouldn’t be able to contain himself.
“Instead of his tissue being destroyed, it’s perfectly intact. In fact, it may be completely viable.”
Theresa’s face fell. “Viable? Ian’s dead. What are you saying exactly?”
“Dr. Clark found no pulse or respiration; therefore, Ian was pronounced dead. I suppose that given current medical parameters, she was correct. Ian, your friend, was no longer alive as you knew him. However, his body was literally teeming with life. And this life wasn’t just some infectious disease that killed him and then would simply die itself. This life was morphing its host to create a new animal altogether. Ian the human was dead, yes—but had we been given more time to study him as scientists, we may have witnessed something so profound it would have changed science. Instead, your emotional friends made sure they protected a corpse and destroyed evidence of a new life-form.”
Theresa tried to remain unemotional and absorbed what he was saying. “So you believe that Ian’s body was literally changing to accommodate this bacterium, and he wouldn’t have actually died and begun to decay like a regular corpse?”
“That is more or less correct. I believe, given enough time, Ian may have surprised all of us. In fact, he still may.”
Theresa felt the hairs on her arms stand up. “Is he alive out there, Ted?’ she asked very quietly.
“I think we should see for ourselves.”
Theresa’s face fell. “It’s impossible. No air, the pressure . . .”
“And yet the deep sea is full of creatures, isn’t it.”
“Jim thought he saw something . . .” said Theresa quietly. “Did you see anything?”
Ted shrugged. “We need a closer look. We need to examine him.”
Theresa made a face and sat back in her chair. “How? What are you saying?”
“I’m saying he shouldn’t have been jettisoned. And now that he is, we need to bring him back aboard.”
“Even if the skipper would allow it, how would we do it? It’s impossible, Ted.”
“I’m not so sure. In any event, you’re right. Our sentimental commander wouldn’t allow it anyway. It’s irrelevant. We’ll have to settle for studying tissue samples.”
“That last sample—it’s from Ian, isn’t it?”
“What if it is? Going to run and tell Mike? He’s an ichthyologist with no concept of what I’m working on. This is way over his head. You eat a yogurt and the bacteria lives nicely in your gut helping you digest. This bacterium is ingested and it changes the host’s entire anatomical makeup, perhaps for the better. The tissue samples I am studying show combined DNA strands, Theresa. The bacterium wasn’t just living inside Ian; it was becoming something else with Ian. It isn’t recombinant DNA manufactured in a lab—it occurred naturally. It’s a major breakthrough.”
Theresa stared at the image on the screen and wondered what to think. Ian had been a colleague and a friend, but he was gone. Studying his tissue might lead to astonishing scientific breakthroughs. She owed it to him to make something good out of the tragedy. “Okay, Ted. I’ll help you however I can. We’ll keep this between us.”




THIRTY-TWO
Nighttime in the Deep
 

Tony and Jessica were curled up in her small bed, her head resting on his thick tattooed arm. Their lovemaking had been gentle and comforting after such a rough two days.
“You know, if we end up hating each other, this sub’s gonna get real small,” said Jessica with a satisfied smile.
“I’ll have you know this isn’t a sub. I know subs. This is giant ball of people sitting on the bottom of the ocean like a brick.”
“Still . . .”
He kissed her neck. “All joking aside, I never in a million years thought we’d end up together, ya know?”
She smiled and rolled over to face him, still lying on his arm. “I know. I’m such a hard-ass usually. All business. Sailors have been hitting on me forever. I never screwed around on a mission.”
“Never?”
“Never. You?”
“I was in the navy longer than you.”
She stuck her tongue out at him and he leaned over and kissed her. When they broke off their kiss, she asked him if he thought the mission would go to the scheduled end.
“I don’t know. We all knew it was a high-risk deal, but I figured the danger was of the sub failing under the pressure, not some crazy fish bacteria. Ian was so excited about this whole thing. Studying his fish. It sucks. Hate to say it, but it’s
not
fair.”
“Well, I hope we make it through the year. And I hope we do, too.”
Tony smiled. “Me too. Although it may get harder to hide the fact that we’re an item after a while.”
“Well then you better stay for a while longer so no one sees you leave my room,” she said, and reached down to start round two.
 

**********
 

Tony quietly dressed and left Jess’s room. She was fast asleep. It was four in the morning according to the clock. Tony closed the door behind him and walked quietly down the hallway to his room. He was startled to see Ted walking up the other end of the hallway, dripping wet.
Ted faked a polite smile and said, “You’re up late. Or is it early?”
“I was gonna say the same thing to you.”
“I couldn’t sleep,” said Ted. “Took a long, hot shower to relax.”
“Feel better?” asked Tony.
“Actually, yes. I think I’ll sleep in tomorrow, in fact. ’Nite.”
Tony watched Ted hustle down the hall to his room, relieved that Ted hadn’t asked him what he was doing up so late—or early. He walked to his room, hit the sack, and was fast asleep in seconds.




THIRTY-THREE
Relationships
 

As had become customary, the smell of morning coffee brought the crew to the galley. Mike was pleasantly surprised when Theresa offered to help him cook pancakes in the cooking area. They made the batter quietly, but there was a physical attraction between them that was palpable. They quietly flirted as they cooked.
“Better take breakfast orders,” he said. She smiled and licked the batter off her finger, then squealed when Mike grabbed her hand and finished sucking off what was left on her finger. “Hurry before I bite it off,” he said quietly.
Theresa returned a moment later and told him how many pancakes and eggs to make. Everyone was seated for breakfast except Ted, who, according to Tony, said he was planning on sleeping in.
“Good, I was gonna spit in his anyway,” said Mike.
Theresa put her hands on her hips. “God, Mike. I was enjoying cooking with you. Now you can do it yourself.” She stormed out to sit with the other crew.
“Whatever,” he muttered.
When he walked out with some plates of food, Tony and Jessica hopped up to help serve. Mike sat at the opposite end of the table from Theresa, and it was obvious something was up, but no one spoke.
“Another great breakfast,” said Tony after he had finished, patting his belly. “Thanks, bro.”
“Open twenty-four hours, but no drive-through,” said Mike. Everyone helped clean up, except Theresa who had walked down to the lab.
“What’s up with her?” whispered Tony to Mike as she walked out.
“Who knows? Women. Maybe she can’t decide if she likes Ted or me better.”
“She gotta choose?” asked Tony.
“Oh shit, man—not you, too . . .”
“No, man, not like that. You know I don’t trust Ted either. But maybe you should just lay off him in front of her, know what I mean?”
“I would, except that guy’s a fuckin’ asshole,” said Mike.
“You should tell me how you really feel,” said Tony.
When breakfast was over, Mike reluctantly joined Theresa in the lab while Tony, Jessica, and Jim went to the bridge to run a hull analysis through the MC.
When Mike walked in, Theresa was sitting by the monitor looking at the black smoker through the infrared camera. She heard him walk in and said, “He’s gone.”
“Ian?”
“Yeah. Current must have carried him off. I guess it’s just as well. It was hard seeing him like that.”
Mike nodded. “Yeah. Poor guy. Rest in peace, brother.” He sat in his chair. “You scanned around for him?”
“No,” she answered. “Guess I was afraid I’d find him.”
“Okay—do your thing and I’ll take a quick look around. I’m with you, though—it’s just as well. Ted been down here?”
“No, I guess he slept in. I didn’t mean to bite your head off before, Mike, but I’m really sick of the bullshit. You gotta stop.”
Mike scanned the sides of the black smoker looking for Ian, but listening to Theresa. He didn’t speak.
“You hear me? I like you. Don’t fuck up our relationship over Ted.”
Mike stopped looking and turned around in his chair. “We have a relationship?”
Theresa’s face turned bright red. “I, uh, never mind—I just . . .” She felt humiliated.
“No—say it. What?”
“Nothing, Mike. Forget it.” She buried her face in her microscope and jumped when Mike’s hand touched her shoulder.
“Tell me. What relationship? Something I should know?”
She wouldn’t look up at him. Her face was still red and hot.
Mike squeezed her shoulders very gently. “Before, in the galley. I thought maybe you were gonna let me kiss you there for a second.”
“Oh yeah, sure. Just the six of us standing around in the galley. That would have been smart.”
Mike smiled a little. “So you’re saying that if no one else was around, maybe you would have let me?”
“Before or after you pissed me off?” she said and looked up from her microscope, then around over her shoulder at Mike.
“That would be before. I’m trying, Theresa. Seriously. I’m trying. We’re like oil and water, Ted and me. I’m doing the best I can. Ian was my best friend on this ship, other than you. Ted’s more excited about his fucking experiments than he cares about Ian being dead.”
Theresa rested her face on her hand, her elbow on the counter. “It’s not like that, Mike. Let’s just leave it, okay? I like you. But if you keep up the war with Ted, it’s gonna make our time together really strained.” She looked up at him. “Please? For me?”
Mike looked down at her and faked a smile. “I’m trying.” He patted her shoulders, contemplated a kiss, but walked back to his chair and started scanning for Ian’s body again. They worked in silence for almost five minutes, until Theresa couldn’t take it anymore.
“You just gonna work over there or are you gonna come over here and try and kiss me?” she asked.
Mike turned to her, surprised. “I’m playin’ hard to get,” he said. “Besides, we have that sexual harassment policy and all.”
“I thought you refused to sign it without your lawyer?”
Mike stood up and walked back to her. “That’s true. I forgot about that.” He leaned over and kissed her for a long moment—a very nice kiss. Theresa smiled at him. “That’s so much better,” she said quietly.
“I agree,” said Mike, and he returned to his chair only a moment before Ted entered the lab, changing the chemistry in the room instantly.
They exchanged quiet good mornings, and Ted pulled some petri dishes out of the refrigerator. Theresa spoke up. “Ian’s gone, Ted.”
“Oh? You scanned around the bottom of the smoker? Maybe he dislodged and sank?”
“I looked. He’s gone,” said Mike, quietly happy that his friend was no longer a subject of scientific interest by Ted. “Current, predators, whatever. It’s over.” He looked over at Theresa and stopped speaking. He would really try to behave.
“I’m finished with the anglerfish dissection,” announced Mike. “I’m going to go fishing again.”
“Good luck,” said Theresa. Ted also added polite well wishes.
Mike pulled the bluefish from one of the large freezers and baited up several large hooks, which he secured with wire to account for the bait cooking in the hot water near the vent. He rigged up ACD 2 and flooded the tube, very conscious of the fact that the last time the tube had been used, it was to jettison his friend Ian.




THIRTY-FOUR
Losing It?
 

Jim and Tony ran through the MC’s diagnostics, which only added to their concern over the hull. According to the MC, the ship’s location next to the extremely hot water of the vent was causing expansion of the hull in only one localized area. Because the temperature gradient was so extreme from one side of the ship to the other, the MC was reporting that the hull was now bulging two feet further out of round than when they reached the bottom. Jim and Tony decided on a visual inspection of the area in question on each deck, with Tony starting in the lab and Jim starting at the bridge. They’d meet somewhere amidships. What Jim didn’t tell Tony was that he was stopping by sickbay first to speak with Jessica.
Jim waited a few minutes for Tony to leave and then headed to Deck Two, where Jessica was running some blood work in sickbay. He knocked and said hello as he walked in. She knew it was something serious when he closed the door behind him.
“I need to talk to you,” he said quietly.
“Sure, Commander—everything okay?”
“No. Everything is not okay,” he said, dropping into the nearest seat. “Jess, this is confidential.”
“Of course. Anything said to me as the ship’s doctor is always confidential. What is it, Skipper?”
“Ian. I saw what I saw. I know Ian was trying to say something. It’s like he was looking right at me. I know he couldn’t see me—couldn’t see us—but he must have known we could see him through the cameras. He was alive, Jess. And if he wasn’t, then I’m seeing things. And if I’m seeing things, I’m unfit for command and that’s a whole other kettle of fish.”
Jessica crossed her arms and studied his face. He looked exhausted. “Have you been able to sleep?”
“Not since that day. Every time I close my eyes, I see his face asking for help. He was practically reaching out for us. I know what I saw. I mean, I think I know what I saw. I don’t know if I’m losing it or not.”
Jessica told him to relax and started checking his pulse and blood pressure. “We can check your nitrogen concentration. It could be the narcosis building up. You were also traumatized by the death of a crewman. Sometimes it can cause psychological manifestations due to stress, or grief . . .”
“I’m not buying that, with all due respect. If it’s nitrogen building up, I can understand that—but stress? I’ve commanded nuclear ballistic submarines—this is a vacation. I think…I just . . .”
“What?”
“I know it sounds crazy, but I swear I saw Ian trying to speak. He was alive and moving, Jess. Check my blood. I know I’m not crazy.”
Jessica patted his shoulder and grabbed a syringe. “Okay, Skipper. We’ll take a look at your nitrogen levels. It’s just . . .”
“What?”
“Well, honestly, we were all standing there. You were the only one who saw Ian trying to speak.”
“Ted saw! He had to see.”
“Well, if he did, he didn’t say anything to anyone. Sorry, Commander.”
She drew his blood and pushed the sample into a vial that was then placed into the computer analyzer. “Just relax. Maybe you should sack out for a while. I can give you something to help you sleep.” She looked at him. “What is it?”
Jim put his hands to his face. “I’m afraid to sleep,” he said quietly. “Every time I close my eyes, I see Ian’s gray face. Those silvery eyes and purple lips looking right at me, begging me to help him. We left him out there to die . . .”
 

***********
 

The skipper was sitting in Jess’s chair, waiting for her to finish his blood work, when Tony called him.
“Hey Skipper—where are you?” asked Tony, sounding very stressed.
“I stopped by the sickbay to check on Jess. What’s up?”
“Come to the power plant, double-time!”
Jim stood up and said “I’m on my way” as he headed out the door before Jessica could stop him. He was talking as he was jogging. “What is it?”
“Water! We got water coming in from somewhere!”
Jim’s face paled as he broke into a full run for the stairs to the power plant.




THIRTY-FIVE
Water
 

Jim ran full speed down the hall until he got to the power plant. When he entered the huge room, he found Tony on his hands and knees looking under pipes and equipment. His pant legs were stained dark with water.
“Hull breach?” Jim shouted as he ran across the room.
Tony stood up and turned to face the commander. “No. I don’t get it. I came in here and found water all over the deck. It scared the shit out of me. I checked everywhere—pipe fittings, valves, wall and deck joints. I can’t find shit.”
Jim put his hands on his knees and caught his breath. “Jesus,” he mumbled.
“Sorry, boss. You know I don’t panic. But I’m telling you, there was a lot of water on the deck. I thought we were cooked.”
Jim walked through the water and put his hands on the deck, then tasted his finger. “Salt water,” he said, looking very concerned.
Tony shrugged. “I can’t find a leak. It had to come from the desalinization plant. If we had a hull breach, we’d all be dead by now.”
“Agreed,” said Jim, walking to the large array of pipes and tanks. “Be quiet for a second and let’s listen.”
“Been there, done that, Chief. Just the low hum of the plant. No drips, no hiss, no nothing. I’m telling you—it was a fluke. I’ll have the MC run a log of every pressure reading through every pipe on this deck, but I don’t know—it’s just weird.”
Jim walked through the large room until he came across the large specimen tank from the lab way in the back of the room. There were two large hagfish dead on the floor, one looking half eaten, but both looking fairly dried up. The top of the tank was open and the tank was only half full of water. “What the hell is this doing here?” he asked.
Tony walked back to Jim and spotted the mess. “Specimen tank. The fish geeks, uh, Mike and Theresa, they wanted them kept warm.”
Jim folded his arms across his chest. “I’ll fuckin’ kill them. They left the top open on the specimen tank and gave us a heart attack for nothing. Jesus Christ.” He let out a long, relieved breath. “Well, better two dead fish than six dead sailors. I’m gonna run down to the lab and rip them a new one.”
 

***********
 

Jim walked into the lab and found Mike watching a night-vision monitor as he eyed his bait floating in the darkness. Theresa and Ted were working under their microscopes.
“Okay, people, take a break,” said Jim curtly as he strode into the lab looking steamed.
The three of them stopped what they were doing and eyed their commander, surprised to see his foul mood.
“You guys stuck a specimen tank in the power plant to keep it warm? You left the damn cover open and your two fish jumped out and flooded the room! Tony and I thought we had a hull breach because of the water up there. I almost had a damned heart attack. Pay
attention! If you’re gonna keep stuff up there, secure
it!”
Mike and Theresa exchanged surprised looks. Theresa spoke up. “Commander, that tank was closed and locked! I don’t know how it could have . . .”
Jim cut her off. “It wasn’t locked. There’s a hundred gallons of water up there on the floor. You can go up there and clean it up.” He stormed out of the lab and headed back to sickbay.
“What’s up his ass?” said Mike.
Theresa looked at Mike with pleading eyes. “Mike—that tank was locked. Did you go back up there for anything?”
“Nope. I was working on the anglerfish before, and fishing today.” He looked over at Ted, who was back under the microscope. He looked at Theresa and made a questioning face. She turned to Ted. “Ted? Did you go up there for anything?”
He didn’t take his face off the scope, but replied with a quiet no. Mike made a sarcastic face and stood up. “C’mon Theresa. I’ll help you swab the deck for Captain Bligh.”
The two of them left the lab to go clean up and Ted looked up from his microscope, eyes gleaming with excitement. He was dying to examine Ian again but would have to again wait for everyone else to fall asleep.



 

THIRTY-SIX
Ian and the Night Before
 

The crew ate a quiet dinner together, but the tension was palpable. Jim was still in a dark mood and Tony wasn’t his usual joking self. Tony’s foul mood rubbed off on Jess, who was trying to quietly monitor Jim’s behavior after seeing his blood levels showing the increase in nitrogen. Mike and Theresa sat together and made quiet small talk while Ted read a science journal as he ate. Ian’s empty chair sat at the table, only adding to the tension in the room.
Tony finished first and excused himself, clearing his plate and leaving. That was apparently the signal to leave, and everyone else started finishing up and clearing as well. Only Ted stayed, continuing to read his journal on cell mutation. He sat and read alone in the galley for two hours and then took a quiet walk through the ship. The rest of the crew had returned to their sleeping quarters to read, write, and relax—or, in the case of Jess and Tony, to have a late-night rendezvous.
Satisfied that his shipmates were settled in for the night, Ted returned to the power plant room amidships. He walked quietly to the back of the room, past the now empty fish tank. He cursed himself for being so careless the night before, but the truth was, it had been exhausting and somewhat dangerous work.
Ted thought about what had transpired the previous night.
Fishing Ian out of the tube worms on the smoker was difficult enough, and it took over an hour to hook the tarp and sheets that were wrapped around his legs. Once he had managed to pull Ian’s body into the ACD, he transferred him to a specimen tank, using the same methods they had done for the other sea creatures. Ian barely fit into the tank, and Ted was actually thankful it was too cramped for Ian to move. If Ian had started waving his arms at him or something, Ted might not have been able to control his nerves.
Ted released the decompression valve and watched as Ian’s body jerked and shimmied in the tank as air hissed out. Whatever airspaces had been in his body were already full of seawater or bacteria, so the decompression wouldn’t affect Ian like a normal scuba diver. Working quickly, Ted opened the top of the tank and, wearing heavy rubber gloves, he cut away the black plastic tarps and scraps of sheets until Ian’s gray body was naked in the tank. In fact, with the exception of his grotesquely swollen purple tongue, his entire body had changed to a slightly purplish gray. Ian’s eyes were open, but his eyeballs now appeared black. They seemed to move and try to focus on Ted, but Ted couldn’t bear to look and rolled Ian’s body in the tank to avoid his gaze.
Once Ian’s body was free from debris, Ted closed the tank and quickly pushed the heavy cart to the lift. He closed the lift and sent it up by itself, running the stairs as quickly and quietly as he could since he couldn’t fit in the small elevator with such a large tank. The tank sat waiting for him on Deck Three, with Ian bobbing in the warm seawater. Ted pulled and pushed the tank down to the power plant and worked his way to the heavy doors marked “Technician Access Only.” Unlike the rest of the crew, Ted was very familiar with the workings of the algae fuel systems. Fifty large glass tubes, each standing almost nine feet tall and seven feet around, were filled with green seawater. Strong overhead LED lights controlled by a computer synthesized daylight and promoted the growth of the algae in the tanks. When the algae concentrations were high enough, half of the tank would empty into the main algae “cooker” while the tank would refill with fresh seawater, preseeded with the remaining algae to start the next batch.
Ted pushed the cart inside the room and closed and locked the door behind him. Once secured inside, he disconnected the top of one of the large glass tubes and opened it. It was now basically a large, vertical, water-filled observation tank for his new specimen—the hard part would be getting Ian inside. Ted looked around the room and tried to think fast. He settled on some heavy-duty hoses, which he slung over some metal pipes. He tied the hoses around Ian’s body, under his arms, and then used his own body weight to hoist Ian up out of the tank. For a brief moment, Ian’s naked body hung from the pipe, slowly spinning as water cascaded down to the deck. Ian’s head fell back and his enormous purple tongue swelled out even further. A gurgling noise came out his mouth but quickly stopped as his throat closed. Ted could feel the urge to vomit but fought it off.
Using every ounce of his strength, Ted maneuvered Ian’s body to the top of the tall cylinder and then pushed and stuffed his slippery gray legs into the warm green seawater. He lowered Ian slowly into the tube and then untied the hoses and pulled them out. As he stepped back, Ian’s body displaced the green seawater, which cascaded down the sides of the tube. Ian pressed his hands against the inside of the glass and appeared to stare right through Ted. He floated in the center of the glass tube, an eerie green glow around his grayish purple body and bright purplish-red tongue. His feet hung a few feet above the bottom of the tank, weightless, his hair floating out above his head like a brown halo.
“My God” was all Ted could manage to say. He looked in horror as Ian’s silent lips repeated what he had said the first time they saw him: “Help me . . .”
Ted stumbled back and crashed into the specimen tank, crying out in revulsion. He took a few deep breaths and gathered himself, then decided he should put some food into the tank in case Ian needed to eat something. Ted rushed outside to the specimen tank, threw the lid open, and found one hagfish eating the other. As he tried to pull them out, they coiled and squirmed and ended up on the floor as Ted splashed water everywhere. By then he was almost hysterical, and he ran out of the main room back to the algae biofuel room. He looked at Ian, then quickly looked away. Ted scrambled around the side of the tank and maneuvered the top back over the cylinder. He kept the valve turned off to prevent water from going in or out, but at least Ian was tightly secured in the tank.
Once Ian was locked safely in the algae cylinder, Ted pushed the tank back out and down the hall to be returned to the lab. It was a long night trying to cover his tracks. The only screwup had been the hagfish, but Theresa and Mike had been blamed for that so he was still in the clear. He had almost gotten busted by Tony after he showered off, but luckily Tony hadn’t asked any questions.
It had been dangerous, but it had been a success. Ian MacMullen, or at least, what had been Ian MacMullen, was now safely floating in a warm tank of seawater. Ted was anxious to see what he looked like up close, now that he was more prepared for what he would be examining. It had been unnerving last night, and he had almost panicked like some college research student. Tonight, he would be the brilliant veteran scientist again.
Tonight would begin his journey of discovery.




THIRTY-SEVEN
Late Night
 

Jess and Tony were curled up in her small bed.
“You trying to kill me?” asked Tony with an evil smile. His face was shiny with sweat.
“What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” she replied, her head on his chest listening to his heart pounding.
“That your medical opinion?”
She laughed and moved up, propping herself on an elbow. “Hey, can I talk shop a minute?”
“After what you just did to me, you can talk about whatever you want,” he said with a smile.
“Seriously. I’m worried about the skipper.”
Tony wiped his face with his hands. “What’s up?” he asked.
“This is confidential. Like, I mean totally confidential.”
“Okay—shoot.”
“I’m serious. I could get in so much trouble. I could lose my medical license for sharing patient information . . .”
“Jesus—just tell me already.”
“Jim’s nitrogen levels are elevated, but so are everyone else’s. The ship’s at one bar now. We can’t stay down here at one bar indefinitely. Either we lower the pressure and the ship can take it, or we have to abort before the scheduled mission end date. But there’s no way Jim can stay at this pressure for weeks and weeks. He’s starting to lose it, Tony.”
“Why? Because he yelled at Theresa and Mike? Those two were careless and scared the living shit out of us. We thought we had a hull breach!”
“No! Not because of that. He came to see me. I think he’s hallucinating.”
Tony’s face went serious. As a submariner and navy diver, he was familiar with narcosis, the bends, and other problems associated with being under pressure. Exhaustion could easily cause narcosis issues. “Why do you say that?”
“He said Ian looked at him and said ‘help me’ while Jim was looking at him through the camera.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s
it? Don’t you think that’s enough? Ian’s dead. Jim’s seeing things and having nightmares. It’s either narcosis or post-traumatic stress disorder from having witnessed all this.”
“Doc, with all due respect, you don’t get PTSD from seeing one person die. And the skipper is a combat officer—he’s seen plenty, trust me. And if he was getting narced, the symptoms would be euphoric, not night terrors. The guy’s upset about losing a member of his crew. That’s normal.”
“I’m telling you—I interviewed Jim, and he’s not right. Can you decrease the internal pressure of the ship without killing all of us?”
“I dunno. Maybe.”
“Well, I think you have to think about it, because all of us are gonna start getting funny in another few days or weeks. Humans weren’t meant to be at one bar forever.”
“Or at twenty thousand feet for a year.”
Jess dropped her head back on his chest. “I’m sorry, Tony. I’m just worried. I don’t have anyone else to talk to about this.”
“Hey, you got me, babe,” he said quietly, giving her a hug. Within a few minutes, they were both sound asleep.
 

***********
 

Ted walked quietly back into the power plant and keyed into the secured biofuel room. There, in the green glow of the water, Ian floated in silence, his tongue slowly licking the inside of the glass as he fed on the algae. Ted stopped in his tracks and watched the pitiful soul floating in the tank. He was a professional scientist and an astronaut—and he was queasy.
He stepped closer to the tank, and when he was standing in front of Ian, Ian stopped licking the glass and peered at him through dead-looking black eyes. Ian pressed his hands against the glass firmly, the pads of his fingertips white against the glass. He pressed his face against the glass until his nose flattened. There was no doubt—he was staring at Ted.
Ted, not knowing what else to do, smiled and waved. “Hello, Ian. Can you see me? Can you hear me?”
Ian’s mouth repeated his plea. “Help me . . .”
“I am helping you. They thought you were dead. I know better . . .”
Ian looked so sad and needy inside the tank. He began licking the inside of the glass again, absorbing nutrition from the algae growing there.
“I’m going to get you something to eat, Ian. Stay there,” he added sarcastically as he smacked the glass in front of Ian’s face.
Ted walked down to the lab and cut off a bluefish filet from the bait stored in the freezer. He returned to the power plant and locked himself back in with Ian again. Ted opened the top of the tank just enough to drop in the piece of fish. Ian looked up and watched it float down before gently taking it in his hands. He opened his mouth and extended his swollen tongue, then bit down into the flesh. He appeared to suck on the dark meat of the bluefish as his tongue wrapped around it. He closed his black eyes in apparent euphoria.
“You were hungry,” said Ted quietly. “Still have remnants of a stomach, Ian? Or just a huge cavity filled with bacteria that need to be fed . . .” He folded his arms and watched Ian devour the fish. Within a few minutes it was gone, and Ian was staring at Ted through the glass again. Ian’s skin color seemed to have brightened with the feeding, and Ted decided he would bring a notepad on his next visit to make more specific observations. “Poor Ian. It must be so confusing for you . . .”




THIRTY-EIGHT
Sickbay
 

The next morning, Jessica had Jim assemble several puzzles that he had done three days prior as a control group. He was twenty-five percent slower.
“You sleeping any better?” she asked him.
“Not really. Still having nightmares about Ian. I keep seeing that face begging for help.”
“Jim, your nitrogen levels are increasing the same as everyone else’s, but I think it’s affecting you more than the rest of the crew. It happens. You need to decrease the internal pressure of the ship.”
“We can’t do that yet. The MC recognized a bulge in the hull. The temperature gradient from the smoker added a lot of stress. We need to be cautious.”
“Then you need to officially pick a second in command in the event you become unable to perform your duties. As it stands now, Ted would be your replacement. You comfortable with that?” She knew the answer already from her conversations with Tony, but only Jim could appoint his successor if it wasn’t to be Ted.
Jim made a face. He hadn’t shared his suspicions of Ted with anyone other than Tony, and he didn’t want to tell Jessica. “I’m fine, Jess. Just tired and stressed. If it gets worse, I’ll think about a replacement. Right now, my judgment is sound . . .”
“Commander, with all due respect, if it wasn’t, do you really think you’d recognize it?”
Jim stood up. “I’ll come back every other day for your tests, and if I feel like I am getting narced, I’ll stop by immediately. In the meantime, I have a ship to run.” He walked out of the sickbay.
Jess called up to Tony on the bridge and relayed the conversation. Tony listened to her concerns, but when he heard Jim approaching, he hung up. Tony spent the next few minutes intentionally speaking about complicated information in the power plant and desalinization systems to see if Jim could understand everything he was saying. The skipper was fine. Maybe Jess was just being paranoid. Hell, they were all getting paranoid. Life at twenty thousand feet under the surface was bound to make folks a little uneasy.
After spending a few hours on the bridge, Jim excused himself. He wanted to speak with Ted, who he hadn’t seen all day. The skipper called the lab and the galley but couldn’t locate him, so he walked to his room. He knocked on the door before he entered to find Ted passed out on his bed.
“Hey—you okay?” asked Jim.
Ted opened his eyes and then checked his watch, which was set on their standardized time zone. “Oh, sorry, Commander. I guess I overslept.” He sat up and rubbed his face.
“You feel okay?” repeated Jim.
“Yeah, I’m good. I was up late doing research. Guess I was tired.”
“I need to speak to you about something.”
“Sure. What’s up?” Ted stood up and stretched his back.
“Ted, on paper, you are the assumed second in command . . .” Ted eyed the commander warily. Jim continued. “Listen, no offense, but if I were to have narcosis issues or something and be relieved for any reason, I am going to name Jessica acting commander. It’ll be her call if she thinks the mission becomes too unsafe because of crew medical conditions. She will, of course, confer with you and Tony before pulling the plug.”
“Commander, this is highly unusual,” Ted responded. “I helped design this vessel and create the mission! I worked directly under Admiral Antus for this mission! Am I being formally charged with something? Why am I being passed over?”
“Relax, Ted. You aren’t being charged with anything. I don’t have a problem with you. I just think that given the situation of the increased internal pressure and possible narcosis issues, the medical officer is in the best position to assess the situation if we have a problem that renders the commander—me—incapable of performing my duties. It’s all theoretical anyway, Ted. I’m fine. This is just being cautious.”
“And humiliating me in front of the crew! I’m the second in command aboard this vessel. This is inexcusable! It isn’t a popularity contest, Commander. I’m sure the crew was all smiling very happily when you told them the news.”
“I haven’t told anyone yet, Ted. I was giving you this courtesy. And that’s all it is—a courtesy.”
Jim turned and walked out, leaving Ted livid in his room. His brain started working in high gear. It wasn’t official yet. He hadn’t told anyone. Right now, if anything happened to Jim, Ted was still in command. He rummaged through his gear until he came across the vial that contained the strains of bacterium he had taken from NASA—the same ones he had used on Ian.
 

**********
 

Jim was in the bridge with Tony when Ted entered with two mugs of coffee.
“Tony, would you mind if I spoke to the commander in private?” Tony looked at Jim, shrugged, and stood up. He excused himself and headed for sickbay to pay a visit to Jessica.
Ted walked over and sat next to Jim, placing the coffee in front of him. “Peace offering,” he said quietly. Jim nodded politely. “Look, Skipper, you caught me half-asleep before. I just want to know what’s up. What have I done to cause you to lose confidence in me?”
Ted sipped his coffee and absentmindedly said, “God, that’s good.”
Jim picked up the other mug and spoke softly. “Look, Ted. I don’t want to get into a bunch of bullshit over this, but since you brought it up again, answer me this. How is it we ended up on a black smoker when we’re supposed to be on the abyssal plain? This area was carefully mapped a few months before the mission, and it wasn’t here.”
“Smokers and vents open up all the time down here.”
“Theresa estimates the age of the tube worms to be at least three years old, Ted. This was here when the area was mapped.”
“So maybe the sonar missed it,” said Ted, again sipping his coffee in front of Jim.
“Bullshit. Wanna know what I think? I think somebody wanted to be on top of a black smoker for their own research agenda, even if it endangered the crew and the mission—that’s what I think.”
Ted took another drink of his coffee, then breathed in its aroma.
Jim continued, now a bit more ramped up. “Only three people could have changed our coordinates, Ted. You, Tony, and myself. Only you have a reason to want to be on the smoker.”
“Commander, I came up here to make peace. I’m offended by your accusation. We double- and triple-checked the coordinates against the MC. We are exactly where we are supposed to be.”
“We are exactly where the coordinates say we are because someone changed the coordinates,” said Jim. “You changed them, Ted. I understand how important the bacteria is to your experiments—I do. But you have endangered this entire vessel and our mission. The Challenger wasn’t built to sit next to a seven hundred–degree vent while immersed in thirty-four-degree water.” Jim shook his head and took a big drink of the coffee.
Ted hid his smile with his own mug before speaking. “Commander, I helped design this vessel. We are structurally sound. Even the increase in pressure is an unnecessary precaution. The hull can take this and a lot more. Hell, you think it was any easier on the hull when I was reentering the Earth’s atmosphere?”
“You also had a heat
shield, Ted. Admit it. You changed the landing site, didn’t you?”
“I did nothing of the sort. And while yes, the shuttle has a heat shield, the metals used on this craft are much heavier and stronger. Weight wasn’t a factor for this vessel. It’s way overbuilt. We could go to two thousand degrees and we’d still be fine.”
“If anything happens to me, command goes to Jessica, and then to Tony. Hell, and then to Theresa and Mike before it goes to you. You’re dismissed.”
Ted stood up and took a long drink of his coffee. “Well, as you said, it’s all a precaution anyway. You’re still in command.”




THIRTY-NINE
Creatures Great and Small
 

The rest of the morning went quietly, with the crew going about their normal routines. Theresa was working with Ted in the lab, examining the DNA and cell mutations in the bacteria strains they were studying. By far the most interesting part of their work were the live cells that were replicating and mutating before their very eyes. The Deinococcus
radiodurans they were examining looked nothing like the samples they had first examined. It was beyond mutation—it was a new bacteria altogether. What was most amazing was the way the bacterium acted when combined as compared to when examined singly. As soon as multiple cells were combined, they immediately began acting as one larger organism. It was like the coral analogy Ted had used before—a colony of individual polyps that, when viewed externally, looked like a single animal.
Mike had managed to catch a giant isopod, Bathynomus
giganteus, which was more bug than fish. At almost a foot and a half long, it resembled a pale lilac pill bug from under a rotten log. Its armor-plated body was armadillo-like, and it rolled itself up when Mike prodded it. With seven pairs of legs and four sets of jaws, it was a formidable-looking creature, although harmless to humans. It was so bizarre-looking that Ted and Theresa had both taken turns holding it and examining it themselves (after Mike identified it as being a harmless scavenger). Each of them posed for photos with their new friend. Mike decided it was their new mascot and placed it in a small tank of seawater on his desk. He decided it was too cool to dissect and would instead bring it alive to the surface for a new life in some aquarium. The strange creature walked around on the bottom of the tank, antennas waving and feeling around for food in its new home. Its large compound eyes gave it a somewhat comical, cartoonlike look.
“I bet it tastes like lobster,” said Theresa with her bright smile. “You should cook that thing.”
“You gonna eat it?” asked Mike.
“Hell
no!” she squealed, and they enjoyed a quick laugh together.
“He needs a name,” said Mike.
“You sure he’s a he?”
Mike stared closer at the isopod. “Definitely. I can tell by his attitude. I bet he’s from Jersey.”
“That’s it,” said Theresa. “Jersey. That’s his name.”
Mike nodded with his bottom lip sticking out in great thought. “I like it. Done.”
Tony’s voice over the all-call system grabbed everyone’s attention. “Attention on deck! We have a very large sonar contact inbound! Everyone to the bridge!”
The three of them looked at each other for a second, then stopped what they were doing and ran to the stairs. By the time they arrived on the bridge, Jim, Jess, and Tony were already standing by their largest monitor, trying to track whatever was causing alarms to sound on their sonar screen. The MC’s soothing female voice would occasionally repeat its warning: “Large
sonar
contact
at
eighteen
thousand
feet
and
descending. Tracking
toward
this
location . . .”
“What is it, Skipper?” asked Mike as they ran into the bridge.
“We’re not sure. Sinking ship, whale—something big whatever it is,” he said. He was sweating profusely, which made Mike and Theresa look at each other with nervous expressions. “Gonna hit us?” asked Mike.
“Not sure yet.”
“Skipper, I got it!” called out Tony as his fingers flew over his keyboard. He had managed to lock his cameras on the object, which was still too far away to see as anything other than a black dot in the green background of the night-vision camera. They all stood in silence as the object grew larger.
“Large
sonar
contact
at
eighteen
thousand
five
hundred
feet
and
descending. Tracking
toward
this
location . . .”
“What the hell is it?” asked Tony to no one in particular.
They all stood quietly for the next few minutes, with only the MC’s voice breaking the silence. When the MC announced it was at nineteen thousand feet, the object began to become clearer.
“It’s a whale carcass!” said Tony as he watched the lifeless behemoth gliding toward them.
Mike beamed and grabbed Theresa. “A whale fall!” he shouted.
Jim looked at him in surprise. “This thing could land right on top of us, and you’re happy about it?”
“C’mon, Skipper. The odds of this landing on top of us are a million to one. But if it lands close, it’ll be an opportunity to study a whale fall for the rest of the mission!”
“Large
sonar
contact
at
twenty
thousand
feet
and
descending. Tracking
toward
this
location...”
“A whale fall? Like—a falling whale?” asked Jim.
“When a whale dies in deep water, it sinks to the bottom. So yeah, a falling whale. A whale carcass at thirty-four degrees can last for years and will feed creatures from miles around. It creates an artificial reef, for lack of a better analogy. This place will be teeming with new life in a few months—a whole new ecosystem! We’ll be able to photograph and videotape the whole evolution of the process!”
“If it doesn’t crush us all to death,” said Tony.
“Large
sonar
contact
at
twenty-one
thousand
three
hundred
feet, tracking
north
of
present
location . . .”
“I told you we’d be fine,” said Mike nervously.
“Jesus Christ that was close,” said Tony quietly.
“You know what they say: Odds
are . . .” said Mike with a forced smile.
Theresa smacked Mike on the back of his shoulder. “A
whale
fall! We’re the only ones on this planet who have ever witnessed this from the beginning! This is amazing!”
Ted made a blasé face. More “fish”—he was unimpressed. “I’m going back to work now that I know I’ll live another day,” he said and left the bridge.
Jessica looked at Jim. “You okay, Commander?”
Jim faked a smile. He stood up and walked out of the bridge, motioning her to follow him. Once outside, he whispered to her, “I think I’m coming down with something.” He took another step and fell flat on his face.
Jessica screamed at the top of her lungs. “Tony! Help!”
Ted could hear her screaming from the bottom of the stairwell near the lab. He smiled and kept walking.
Tony, Mike, and Theresa ran out of the bridge and found Jess kneeling over the skipper, whom she had rolled over onto his back. His face was white and slick with perspiration, his eyes closed and fluttering in his head. She looked up at them as they approached. “He’s burning up! We need to get him to sickbay!” Then she put her hands up. “Wait!” No one touches him without hazmat suits. Tony! Run to sickbay! Oh my God, not Jim, too.”
Tony sprinted off to sickbay as Mike and Theresa stood over Jessica helplessly. Within a couple of minutes, Tony was back with the bagged suits. He threw them to the others and they each put on the protective gear, then Tony and Mike picked up the skipper in a fireman’s carry and rushed him to sickbay. Jessica spoke to Jim in a soothing voice as they hustled down the hall. “Can you hear me, Jim? We have you. You’re gonna be fine. Just relax, you’re doing great...”
Jim’s head rolled around on his shoulders and he began foaming at the mouth, his tongue swollen and protruding.
“I think he’s having a seizure,” said Mike.
Jess fought back tears and shook her head no. “This is exactly what Ian looked like,” she said quietly.




FORTY
Sickbay
 

Mike and Tony got Jim to a bed and Jess immediately hooked up an IV with fluids and an antibiotic.
“What’s that?” asked Theresa.
Jessica looked up sadly. “An antibiotic. I don’t even know why I’m giving it to him. It didn’t help Ian.”
“We don’t know it’s the same bacteria. It could be anything. Maybe he’s just narced out,” said Mike.
“That’s what I’m praying for, Mike. He was having some nitrogen issues; I’m just hoping that’s all this is.”
Tony shook his head slowly. “This ain’t narcosis, Doc, and you know it.”
Jessica looked up at him, pleading with her eyes. “Tony? We don’t know that for sure, okay?”
Tony patted Jim’s shoulder with his gloved hand. “Skipper, can you hear me?”
He didn’t move.
Jess tilted Jim’s head back to make sure his airway was open and he could breathe. When she did, his mouth opened, exposing his tongue. It was bright crimson.
“Oh my God!” exclaimed Theresa.
Jess looked at Tony, her head cocked to the side with tears now running down her cheeks. “He’s got it, too. It’s exactly what happened to Ian. This whole ship is infected.”
“Whoa! Don’t say that!” said Mike. “We don’t know that. Jim was with Ian when he got infected.”
“So was I!” said Jessica, now sobbing.
“Relax,” said Tony. “Everybody be cool. We don’t know for sure if the skipper has the same stuff. And everyone else is still healthy. Jess, you told me a couple of days ago that Jim wasn’t feeling a hundred percent, right?”
“Yes,” she sniffled.
“Okay, so maybe he’s been sick all week and just had a tougher immune system. You feel fine, right? You’ve been fine all week?”
She nodded.
“Me too. I’m good. You guys good?” he asked Mike and Theresa.
They nodded.
“Okay. So everyone’s fine. Let’s just try and be calm and see what happens. Maybe you caught this early enough for the antibiotics to work.”
Theresa spoke. “The antibiotics won’t work if it’s Deinococcus. It’s too tough.”
“How do you know?” asked Tony, trying to stay optimistic.
“I’ve been helping Ted. The bacterium has mutated. It’s something else now. It’s like a separate organism. It changed Ian’s entire physiology and anatomy. I’m not sure there’s anything that can kill it once it’s taken hold. It can withstand extreme heat and cold, poison gases, acids, and heavy metals. It uses chemosynthesis to create food energy from poison. Antibiotics are like giving aspirin for cancer.”
“Then we should surface. He needs a hospital,” said Mike.
Tony held up a gloved hand. “First of all, it will take a week to surface, and Ian was dead in two days. Secondly, whatever this shit is, it’s contained on this vessel. There’s no way we’re bringing some superbacteria to the surface until it’s contained and the ship is safe.”
“He’s right,” said Jess. “This whole ship is quarantined. We need to send up a buoy to ODSR and tell them what’s going on down here.”
“We need to tell Ted what’s happened,” said Tony.
“Fuck Ted,” said Mike.
“He’s in command,” Tony replied, and then added, “Until Jim’s better.”
Jess cleared her throat. “Jim, uh, he said he was going to make me his second.”
“He put it in writing?” asked Tony.
“Not yet. I don’t know. I don’t think so.”
“Then Ted’s in command,” said Tony.
“Tony!” exclaimed Jessica. “You think I’m making it up?” She was surprised that Tony didn’t immediately back her up, but he was a product of the United States Navy, and the chain of command wasn’t something you voted on.
“Of course not. But unless you can document that Jim gave you command of the ship, Ted is in command now. We need to tell him what’s going on.”
Jess shook her head in anger. “I can’t believe you!”
“As far as I’m concerned, Jess can be acting commander,” said Mike.
“It doesn’t work that way, Mike. You know better,” said Tony.
“We’re not on a navy sub,” said Mike.
“Guys!” snapped Theresa. “Jim is lying right here and you’re arguing over who takes his place! Have some respect!”
Jess replied curtly, “She’s right. Call Ted. Get out of the sickbay and bag your suits and shower off. Sterilize yourselves. I’ll stay with Jim. We can all discuss a course of action after Ted is notified.” Her voice sounded cold, and Tony knew he had hurt her feelings. He was just trying to do what was right.
Theresa used the phone in the sickbay and called down to Ted. She explained what had happened and said she assumed he was acting commander until Jim was feeling better, although none of them believed he would recover.
Ted advised them that he would be up to sickbay to see Jim, and they would meet afterward. Theresa hung up and turned to Jess. “Sorry,” was all she said, and she stepped out of the exam room to remove her hazmat suit and bag it up.




FORTY-ONE
Team Meeting
 

Tony sat up on the bridge with Mike and Theresa, moving the cameras around outside to film the carcass of the blue whale that had landed just north of the Challenger. It was almost two hundred yards away from the ship and the black smoker, but in an area the size of the Pacific Ocean, it would be considered a bull’s-eye.
Jess was still down in the sickbay with Jim, and Tony looked glum about what had transpired between them. Ted walked in briskly and sat in Jim’s chair. It didn’t sit well with Tony or Mike, but they remained silent.
“Okay, here’s the deal as I see it. Jim is incapacitated indefinitely. Until he is able to assume command, I will oversee daily operations as outlined in the chain of command prior to the mission. I spoke at length with Dr. Clark, and she is very concerned that Commander Lewis is exhibiting the exact same symptoms as Ian did before he passed away. The doctor and I agree that this vessel cannot surface until such time that we are sure the bacteria is under control. We can’t risk bringing this thing up to the surface and unleashing some superbug on the population until we know how to deal with it. I will continue working with the samples I have, and I will draw blood from the commander to confirm our suspicions. Everyone else appears to be healthy, including Dr. Clark, which is the good news. We will continue our mission as normally as possible, given the current situation. Jim is a good friend to all of us, and I know everyone is concerned. Quite frankly, surfacing now won’t help him if it’s the same strain that infected Ian. We have a better chance of helping him down here through my research than by going to some hospital that’s never even seen this bug.”
Mike shook his head. “So we just watch him die like Ian and do nothing?”
“I’m afraid there’s not much we can do, Mike. Doctor Clark is giving antibiotics and fluids...”
“They did Ian a lot of good!” interrupted Mike.
“I believe Dr. Clark may have given up too early on Ian,” he said quietly.
“What does that mean?” asked Mike.
He shrugged and chose his words carefully. “Ian was going through physiological changes. He was presumed dead and jettisoned.”
“What the fuck does that mean? Presumed dead?” exclaimed Mike.
Ted stared at him calmly. “There are things we’re only beginning to understand. I’ll say this—should the commander expire, he will not be jettisoned. He will be kept under observation.”
Tony sat back and folded his arms across his chest. He spoke quietly and slowly. “When Ian was still stuck on the smoker, and he was on camera, Jim said he thought he saw him trying to speak. Jim thought maybe he was still alive out there. Did you see anything?”
Ted shrugged. “I’m not sure what I saw.”
“Bullshit!” said Mike, now standing up. “Was he alive out there or not?” His face was red and Theresa grabbed his wrist to pull him away from Ted.
“I don’t know. I just think he may have been jettisoned prematurely. He wasn’t Ian anymore, that I’m quite sure of—but perhaps he wasn’t quite dead in the literal sense.”
“What the fuck does that mean?” screamed Mike. He looked at Tony. “I’m gonna fuckin’ kick his ass . . .”
Ted stood up. “Michael, I have a third-degree black belt in Kar-Do-Jitsu Ryu. I assure you if you’d like to throw hands here on the bridge, I will permanently injure you and see you are charged with mutiny if you survive.”
“You hear this shit, Tony? Mutiny? Where the fuck do you think you are, Ted?”
Tony stood up and got between them. “Mike, chill out.” He put his hand on Mike’s shoulder. “Ted’s the acting commander. You don’t have to like him, but you do have to listen to him. We can’t start fighting amongst ourselves, man. We have bigger problems. Let’s figure out what’s wrong with Jim, get him better, and finish this mission, okay?”
Mike pushed Tony’s hand off his shoulder and walked toward the doorway. “The only thing I heard here that I agree with is that I don’t have to like this asshole.” He stormed out of the bridge.
“Let him go,” said Ted. “He’s upset. It’s okay. Everyone reacts to stress differently. Now—you all have your work to do. Jess will keep us posted on Jim’s condition, and I will see what I can do in the lab that might help. If you need me, my door is always open. We are on the same team,” he said with his fake smile.
After Ted left the bridge, Tony sat with Theresa. The two of them hadn’t spoken privately very often, and the fact that she had been working closely with Ted made Tony cautious. Still, he had to know where she was at. He sat in his chair, elbows on his knees, and looked at her with tired eyes.
“So what do you think?” he asked.
“Jesus, Tony. I wouldn’t even know where to begin. Ian was a good friend of Mike’s, and mine too. That was bad enough. But now Jim, too? What does that mean for the rest of us? Are we gonna leave a dead sub at the bottom of the ocean? Is this our tomb, Tony?”
“I hadn’t thought ahead that far.”
“I’m sorry—I’m not having a pity party for myself. I just . . . if Jim has what Ian had . . .”
“I know. And if Jim dies, then what? We watch Ted carve him up and use him as an experiment?”
“I don’t know what to think about that. Ted was very upset about jettisoning Ian. He thinks maybe if we had studied him, we might have learned a lot. Hell, maybe it would help us save Jim.”
“You trust Ted?”
She looked him hard in the face. “I had this conversation with Mike too many times already. Ted’s different than you guys—he a brainiac geek and you guys don’t connect with him, but I don’t think he’d do anything to put us in jeopardy.”
“So that’s a yes?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. That’s fine. He’s the commanding officer. Jess is pissed as hell at me right now that I didn’t stick up for her, but I’m a navy guy. Making her commanding officer just because I like her more than Ted isn’t an option. And I’m sure Mike isn’t through with that issue, either.”
“I’ll work on Mike,” she said quietly.
“He likes you, you know.”
She forced a smile. “I like him, too, Tony. But I didn’t come down here to start dating, know what I mean?”
“Hey, I hear ya. I’m just sayin’—be gentle on the guy. He’s a hothead hard-ass, but he’s a mush.”
“I’m glad you’re his friend, Tony.”
Tony shrugged. “Listen, we’re either gonna finish this mission or we’re not. We’re gonna make it out alive, or we’re not. I’ve been on subs my whole adult life. I’m used to not having control over my destiny. I don’t like Ted, but he knows this ship better than anyone, even Jim. We’ll all do our best. It’s all we can do.”
“Must be weird, huh—serving on a sub where your life is totally in the hands of someone else at all times.”
“What the hell you think you’re doing now?”
“This was a one-time deal. It’s stressful as hell. I couldn’t imagine living like this all the time.”
Tony chuckled. “Every member of the crew knows his exact job. As long as each person does their part, it’s all good.”
“Yeah—and if the skipper screws up?”
“Then we all go swimming for a few seconds,” he said with a shrug.
“You’re all crazy.”
“It helps. C’mon—let’s go talk Mike off the ledge and see how Jim is doing.”




FORTY-TWO
Commander Down
 

Tony and Theresa walked down to Mike’s cabin, but he wasn’t there so they headed to the sickbay. They found Mike sitting on the floor outside the door with his back against the wall. He looked up when they approached, but then ignored them and stared at the floor.
“Any word from Jess?” asked Theresa.
“Nope. She won’t let me in.”
“What did she say?” asked Tony.
“Nothin’. She told me to go get some sleep.”
Tony extended his hand to Mike, who looked at for a second, then grabbed it and pulled himself up off the floor. Tony didn’t let go of his hand. “No hard feelings, bro,” he said quietly.
Mike smacked Tony’s shoulder. “Yeah, we’re cool.”
Theresa looked at him with puppy-dog eyes. “Are we cool, too?”
Mike forced a smile and gave her a quick unexpected hug. “We’re cool. I’m sorry. I don’t know why that guy gets under my skin so fast, but he does.”
“I know—you’re trying,” said Theresa sarcastically.
“Yeah. Well, I guess I’ll have to try harder,” he replied. Theresa knocked on the door. “Jess! It’s Theresa. Can I come in?”
They could hear footsteps approach the door, but it didn’t open. “I’m sorry, Theresa, but no one’s coming in here right now. And I’m not coming out.”
“How is he?” asked Tony.
“Worse. A lot worse. I’m not sure . . .” Her voice choked off and the three of them looked at each other on their side of the door. Jess was crying on the other side. Tony put his hand on the door, wishing he could at least give her a hug. After a moment, Jess composed herself and spoke again. “He’s not gonna make it. There’s nothing I can do.”
Theresa looked at Tony and spoke quietly. “I’ll get Ted.” She avoided looking at Mike and headed for the lab.
“Jess, let me in,” said Tony softly.
“No way, Tony. He’s already changed so much. It’s horrifying. I don’t know what to do for him! I just hope he isn’t in any pain. It’s horrible . . .” She was crying again.
“Let me in, Jess.”
“No! We can’t risk anyone else getting sick.”
“What about you?”
“I’m wearing a full suit.”
“So hand me a suit through the door.”
“I’m not opening this door. No one’s coming in here.”
Tony looked at Mike. “Now what?”
Mike shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I was trying to get in there for twenty minutes before you showed up. She’s got her mind made up.”
Ted arrived with Theresa. He acknowledged Tony and Mike and knocked on the door. “Dr. Clark, it’s Ted. I need to see the commander.”
“I can’t let you in, Ted. It could infect the whole ship and kill everyone. Whatever this bacteria is, it’s lethal and I have no medicine to stop it. Just stay out there and I’ll take care of Jim.”
“Is he speaking?”
“No.”
“Heart rate and respiration?” Ted asked through the door.
“Very slow. Almost imperceptible.”
“Tongue?”
Tony and Mike made faces. “Tongue?” they both asked at the same time.
“Bright red and swollen.”
Ted looked at the three of them. “The transformation has begun. We’ll know better in a few days.”
“In a few days? What are you talking about? He’ll be dead by then!” exclaimed Mike.
“Maybe. Or maybe he’ll be stronger and healthier than he’s ever been. We need to remain calm and act like scientists.”
“That’s great, Ted. Tell ya what. When you get sick, I’ll be sure and take lots of notes and pictures of you,” said Mike, who walked away down the hall.
Ted ignored him. “Jessica, I am in command of the ship. I am ordering you to open this door.”
“Ted, with all due respect, I’m the medical officer on this ship and I’m quarantining the sickbay. This bacteria is lethal within forty-eight hours and we’ve got nothing to treat it with!”
Ted’s face showed his anger. “And what, exactly, do you plan on doing in there with him, Jessica?”
“I’m just keeping him company. It’s all I can do. If he looks like he’s in pain, I have morphine I can give him. When he’s gone, I’ll seal the body in hazmat bags and sterilize this place again. I don’t know what else I can do.”
“Jessica, you have no idea what you’re dealing with in there. Open the goddamn door and let me see Jim!” Ted screamed, no longer trying to hide his rage.
“Ted, I’m not opening the door. You shouldn’t even be around the sickbay. Go shower carefully, eat something healthy, and get some sleep. And pray we all don’t end up the same way.”
Ted looked at Tony. “That door is opening one way or another. If I have to take it off its hinges, it’s opening. I’m getting tools from the power plant. Stay here.”
Ted stormed off to the power plant to get a crowbar while the other three tried to talk to Jess through the door.
 

***********
 

Ted moved quickly through the power plant and grabbed a crowbar from his toolkit. When he was sure no one had followed him, he hustled to the biofuel room and keyed in to check on Ian.
Ian reacted to him walking into the room and began floundering in the cylinder, arms and legs kicking as he swam up and down. He looked like he was trying to get out of the top.
Ted was intrigued. “Feeling stronger, Ian?” he asked. “Hungry?” He walked closer and Ian’s face showed animal-like rage. “Oh, my. Feeling pissy today, Mr. MacMullen?” Ted smiled as Ian tried to bang against the inside of the glass. “Be a good boy or I won’t give you any more of that delicious bluefish.” Ian bounced off the bottom of the tank and lunged against the top, which was sealed shut. It didn’t budge.
“Behave or I’ll have you mounted and put over my fireplace,” said Ted with a sneer.
He stood in awe for a few more minutes, amazed at the changes in Ian from the day before. Ted couldn’t help but wonder how much of Ian’s brain was still “Ian.” Did he really have any idea of what had happened to him? Ted felt goose bumps on his arms when he contemplated Ian’s fate. He smiled when he pictured Jim swimming around next to him—his own little menagerie of sea creatures. It would make for quite an aquarium. He turned and hustled back to the sickbay.




FORTY-THREE
Sickbay
 

By the time Ted returned to the sickbay, only Tony was still there. Theresa had gone to Mike’s cabin to once again try and get him to calm down about Ted. Tony was still talking through the door when Ted arrived with his crowbar. Tony saw it and made a face.
“You sure you wanna do that? She is the ship’s doctor. If she quarantines the sickbay, don’t we have to . . .”
“I don’t have to do anything. I am in command of this vessel and in charge of this mission. She has no idea what she’s looking at.”
“And you do?”
“This bacteria is complicated, and the metamorphosis in a human body is something new—but yes, I do know more about this bacteria than just about any other person on the planet.” He yelled through the door. “Jessica! For the last time! Open this door or I am taking it off its hinges!”
Tony yelled through the door. “Jess—he has a crowbar. The door’s coming off. You might as well open it.”
To their surprise, they heard Jess’s footsteps approach the door. She spoke quietly. “Fine. Against the advice of the ship’s doctor, you are forcing me to open the door. I will hand a hazmat suit to Ted, and I advise he puts it on before entering. Tony, please don’t come in here. Please. For me.”
Tony knew she was worried about his safety. “Fine,” he replied. “I’ll stay out here.”
The door opened slightly, and a gloved hand handed out a sealed pouch. Tony stepped back, took a seat on the floor, and watched Ted suit up. When he was totally covered, including a hood and face mask, he walked in and closed the door behind him.
Ted walked past Jess, who sat down in a chair looking exhausted. He approached Jim curiously. The commander was lying on his back, his head tilted back and a bright red tongue extending out of his mouth. His eyes, now a dark silvery-black, were half-open, but didn’t seem to see anything. His skin was clammy looking and extremely pale—almost like a corpse. Ted noticed Jim’s hands, half curled in a tight, palsied state, and wondered if the commander was in pain. He certainly looked miserable.
“Heart rate?” asked Ted.
“I can’t find any,” she said softly. “But every now and then, he breathes. I don’t really know what to make of it.”
“Interesting. Stethoscope?”
She pointed to a desk and Ted picked it up and listened to Jim’s chest. Like Jess, he couldn’t detect any heart sounds. As he moved to the lungs, he picked up a slight gurgling sound, which he followed lower into the swollen abdominal area. Jim’s belly, like Ian’s, was extremely distended. When Ted listened there, the noises almost hurt his ears. Inside Jim’s belly, the sounds of billions of bacteria multiplying and attaching themselves to foreign cells as they mutated into something else hissed and gargled like a can of just-opened soda pop. Ted listened for a long time. He found the noise nothing short of miraculous. He was listening to the sound of creation. A new animal the world didn’t know was being born inside what had been Jim Lewis. Jess’s voice made him jump.
“He’s been like this for hours. No discernible heartbeat. Occasional lung activity that I assume is breathing, and a very active belly.”
“Have you X-rayed him yet?”
“No. It didn’t seem to make sense to do anything other than try and keep him comfortable. What’s the X-ray going to show? Melted organs like Ian? I can’t help him, Ted.”
“Jessica, you’re exhausted. You need to get some sleep before you start getting narced out yourself.”
“I can’t leave him,” she said quietly. “Besides, I quarantined myself. I don’t want to spread this to the rest of the ship. I’ll stay here for at least twenty-four hours until I’m sure I’m not infected.”
“You’re not infected,” said Ted.
“I can’t be sure.”
“You’re fine, Jess. Just tired. Go grab some sleep on the other cot and if anything changes with Jim, I’ll wake you.”
Too tired to argue, she walked over to the other bed and lay down. She was asleep in under five minutes.
Ted pushed Jim’s cot to the back of the room and rolled the X-ray machine over to him. He scanned Jim’s entire body, taking dozens of pictures. Overdosing Jim with radiation wasn’t really Ted’s concern.
He sat down and examined the X-rays on the computer monitor. Like Ian, the anatomical transformation was rapid and extreme. Jim’s belly had become a large vat of bacterial soup. His lungs were filled with fluid, but the fluid wouldn’t drown him, since it contained genetically altered hemoglobin that carried usable oxygen.
Ted looked over at Jess to make sure she was sleeping. When he was satisfied that she was out cold, he grabbed a scalpel and test tubes and cut off several pieces of Jim’s skin from his stomach area, then quickly stitched him up. He took several vials of blood, amazed at the intense crimson color from the overoxygenation. The last syringe was plunged deep into Jim’s gut, where Ted drew up what he considered to be the “primordial soup” and pushed the contents of the syringe into a large test tube that he sealed shut. He slapped Jim’s face a few times and even poked his eyeball. There was no reaction. Like a chrysalis before the butterfly emerges, Jim was in an altered state. Ted put his samples into a small bag and covered Jim up with a sheet. He took off the scrubs and threw them into the garbage. Unlike the rest of the crew, he didn’t worry about getting infected.
Ted hustled down to the lab, leaving Jess fast asleep in the sickbay with whatever was lying in there with her.




FORTY-FOUR
Lab
 

 

Ted was happy to find the lab empty. He quickly prepared slides and began examining the fluid from Jim’s gut. The bacteria had attached itself to cells in Jim’s body and combined to create something completely new. Examination of the blood showed levels of hemoglobin that had never existed in a human, but even the hemoglobin itself was already completely different. Clearly, mutation at the genetic level was happening at a wild pace.
Ted isolated bacteria samples and began exposing them to various environments. He placed some in the freezer, began heating some over a flame, and poured various acids and alkaloids into others. The bacteria thrived in every environment. Ted smiled in admiration. The next few weeks of observation would be critical. Ian and Jim would teach the world so much as they progressed through their transition to the next stage—whatever that was.
 

***********
 

Theresa sat on Mike’s bed, shoulder to shoulder with him. Their dream mission had turned into a disaster, and without Jim’s leadership, the morale of the crew was crushed.
“This could have been so perfect,” said Theresa quietly. “A whale fall? The black smoker? What are the odds? We’ve been given these amazing opportunities—only to have everything ruined.”
“Ian would have flipped over the whale fall,” said Mike thoughtfully. “He and I talked about that ecosystem so many times. To actually watch that form over a year’s time would have been amazing.”
“Well, I guess you still will. It’ll just be with two fish geeks instead of three.”
“Assuming we don’t all end up dead. But I agree with staying down here until we figure out what’s going on. There’s no way we can bring this shit up to the surface. Can you imagine? Bringing up some superbug and wiping out half the planet? Maybe we were never supposed to be at twenty thousand feet.”
“I’m sure they said the same thing about the first planes and rockets, too.”
“I guess. Thanks for coming by.”
Theresa put her arms around him, and the two of them held each other for a long time. They were attracted to each other and genuinely liked each other, but more than anything else at that particular moment, they both just needed a hug.
 

***********
 

Jess woke up in the sickbay and realized Ted had left. She was groggy and stumbled when she stood up. When she saw Jim’s face, she gasped. His face was fixed in a frozen scream, with a huge, swollen, bright red tongue hanging almost to his chin. His eyes were wide open, but had turned almost black. His arms were reaching up for some unseen thing, hands twisted and contorted in a pose that just looked agonizing.
“Oh God, Jim,” she cried. Still wearing her hazmat suit, she placed her hands on his arms to try and get them down into a more relaxed position. Jim gurgled and spat a huge gob of slimy mucous across the front of her suit. She jumped back in surprise, but kept pushing his arms down. They didn’t budge.
“Jim—relax . . .” she said softly. “Let me help you . . .”
He gurgled again and his black eyes fluttered. She wondered if he could see her, if he would even know who she was. She couldn’t move his arms. He hacked another gob of mucous at her, but this time the strand stayed connected to his mouth. His tongue extended even further and he slowly slurped the mucous back up into his mouth. Jess pushed the slime off her rubber suit and moved away to the slop sink in the back of the sickbay. She hosed herself off and called down to Ted in the lab. She remained calm and relayed everything that had happened.
Ted smiled. “He’s trying to feed,” he said matter-of-factly.
“He’s what?” she exclaimed.
“Like coral polyps and tube worms—a very common feeding method, actually. Mucousy strands are extended into the water column to collect microalgae and plankton, then retracted into the central stomach for digestion.”
“Ted, this is Jim, not some fucking tube worm!” she exclaimed.
“It isn’t Jim anymore, Jess. You need to start realizing that. He doesn’t need a medical doctor anymore. He needs me. We’ll move him down to the lab. I’ll be up in a minute . . .”




FORTY-FIVE
Sea Captains and Whales
 

Ted returned to the sickbay to find Jessica sitting curled up in a chair. She was mentally exhausted—helpless, depressed, and shaken to her core. He walked in briskly and ignored her. Jim was still on the table, frozen in his horrific pose, an expression of terror and pain on his grotesque face.
“Hello, Commander,” said Ted cheerfully. Jess’s face showed her dismay at his casual attitude.
Ted proceeded to examine Jim wearing only gloves. He ignored Jess when she told him to put on a hazmat suit. He spoke calmly to Jim as he looked over his body from head to toe. Jess fought back tears as she listened to Ted’s comments to himself about how the transformation was coming along. When he wheeled Jim out of the sickbay to the elevator, she didn’t protest. Ted was the new commander and would do whatever he wanted anyway. When the two of them had disappeared down the hall, Jess stripped off her hazmat suit and stood under a hot shower until her skin glowed pink.
Once down in the lab, Ted began photographing Jim and taking notes about the transformation process. He had missed all of these details with Ian, since Ian had been outside of the ship for most of his “rebirth.” Ted was busy studying Jim’s belly under a fluoroscope the first time Jim shot a wad of mucous at him. The goo hit him on the arm, drenching his shirtsleeve. The slurping sounds from Jim’s throat as he tried to retract the gob back to his mouth were unnerving. Ted used his gloved hand to wipe the nasty slime off his shirt, but then spooned some of the mess into a beaker for further examination under the microscope.
As soon as he had collected his sample, Ted stepped away and pulled off his gloves and shirt. The skin under the wet shirt was blistering and red, like a chemical burn. Ted leered at Jim but fought off the urge to hit him. He washed off his injured arm and treated it with iodine, then bandaged it. He put on a fresh shirt, a lab apron, gloves, and full shield for his face.
“I wasn’t going to do this yet because I didn’t want to cause you any pain, Jim, but since you have decided I look like a food source, all bets are off.” He grabbed a large surgical knife and placed it against Jim’s pinky at the second knuckle. “Many sea animals have remarkable regenerative powers. Let’s see how you do.” He pushed down on the knife until he heard an audible pop, and the finger rolled across the table. Jim made a slight grunt noise but didn’t move.
Ted wrapped the stump of the pinky tightly with a bandage and tape and dropped the finger into a beaker of seawater, where he would watch it for a few days.
“Time to go look in on your little fish friend,” said Ted quietly as he threw a sheet over Jim’s grotesque face and headed up to the power plant.
 

***********
 

The sound came from nowhere, and then everywhere.
 “OOOOooooooooOOOOOOoooo…MMMMooooooooooooooo……tucktucktuck…..OOOOooooooooooOOOOOOOOooooo…EEEeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”
Mike and Theresa were still in his cabin, but sprinted up to the bridge. They found Tony glued to the largest monitor, where he had used the sonar-guided cameras to locate a pod of whales.
Tony spun around as the pair ran into the bridge. “Hey—I was just getting ready to call you guys. Looks like a school of whales is coming down for dinner on that carcass.”
Mike watched the pod come into view. They, like the carcass, were blue whales. They circled slowly as a group, calling out so loudly it echoed throughout the entire ship. The whale song seemed to vibrate right through their bodies.
 “OOOOOOOOooooooooooooooooooOOOOOOOOOOOOoooooo…”
Mike’s expression showed his sudden understanding and deep sadness. “They aren’t here to eat the carcass, Tony. They found their family member. They’re mourning his death.”
They listened in silence for a while.
“That singing? Are they talking to each other? I mean, like—you think they can have something like a conversation?”
 “OOOOooooooooOOOOOooooo…..click…click…click….MMMMmmoooooooooOOOOOooo…..click…click….MMooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa...”
Mike nodded, looking gloomy. “Yeah. They know what they’re saying to each other. Just because we don’t understand doesn’t mean anything. I’ve listened to a million hours of these songs over the years. They each have their own voice, their own calls, and they recognize each other from miles away. Maybe even hundreds of miles away. Hell, their conversations may be more interesting than most of ours.”
“Mmmmmmmmmuuuuuuuuuuu. Mmmmmuuuuuuuuuu. Eeeeek…Eeeek….EEEEeeeeeeeeeek…..UUUuuuuuunnnnnnnnnoooooooooaaaaaa…”
The long, low song punctuated Mike’s statement. All three of them got goose bumps. It was suddenly very lonely and sad at the bottom of the ocean.
 

***********
 

Ted was standing in front of Ian when the whale songs started. He smiled as he watched Ian react to the noise. Ian seemed excited by the long, deep moans of the ocean giants, and he moved up and down in the glass tube like an excited goldfish in a bowl that was too small.
“Hear your friends outside, Ian? Maybe I should bring Jim up here and you two could try and talk to each other.” Ted tapped on the glass and Ian stopped moving and put his face closer to the glass, apparently trying to look through. Ian’s fingers pressed against the glass, revealing tiny suction cups on the pads of his fingertips.
Ted leaned in and looked closer at the pads of Ian’s fingers. “A new adaption. Very clever, Ian. Are you going to anchor yourself in, like the worms on the smoker? You must be enjoying your new home.”
Ian extended his huge crimson tongue and licked the glass, rasping the algae from the surface of the tube.
“Hungry again? Lots of metabolic processes going on, eh? Working up an appetite? You’re a growing boy . . .” Ted walked out and headed to the lab to find some bluefish.




FORTY-SIX
Whale Watching
 

Jess walked into the bridge, coffee mug in hand, to find Tony, Mike, and Theresa seated in front of the big monitor “whale watching” at twenty thousand feet. The songs had continued for almost thirty minutes as the pod circled their fallen comrade closely. Jess had a heavy sweatshirt on, her hair still damp from the long shower. Tony smiled when he saw her and stood up. He walked over and gave her a hug, not caring if Mike or Theresa saw.
“Hey, how are you holding up?” he asked softly.
She hugged him back, also oblivious to Mike and Theresa. “Rough couple of days. I was contemplating staying in the shower for the rest of the year.”
“What changed your mind?” he asked with a little smile as he pulled her closer.
“I needed hot coffee.” They broke their embrace, and she took the seat next to Tony. “I’ve been listening to that for fifteen minutes—it’s haunting,” she said.
Theresa turned and offered a smile. “Mike thinks they’re mourning their friend over there. I think he’s right.”
“Like I wasn’t depressed enough,” answered Jess. “How long will they keep that up?”
Mike swiveled in his chair. “Not much longer. They’ll need to surface. It’s a long way to the top. This is deep even for them. Honestly, I had no idea they could dive this deep or stay this long. I think the colder water slows their metabolism and gives them more bottom time.”
Theresa watched the screen. “If they don’t surface soon, they’re all gonna be whale carcasses.”
Tony leaned closer to Jess. “Don’t get me wrong—I’m happy as hell to see you, but I thought you had quarantined yourself?”
“Ted was in and out of the sickbay and he took Jim down to the lab. He didn’t follow any protocols. If Jim is infectious, than this whole ship is dead.”
Tony’s face fell.
“Yup. Simple as that. Either we’re all gonna be fine, or we’re all gonna die, but Ted just carted Jim through the ship with zero protection. Fucking
idiot.” She spat the last comment out like it tasted badly.
Tony whispered, “How do you feel?”
“Fine, actually. I’ll probably be dead in an hour.” She forced a smile.
Tony leaned in closer. “I’m available later on,” he whispered.
“Jeeeezuz! Get a room, would ya?” groaned Mike with a big smile.
“We were just discussing that,” said Tony, which got him a punch on the arm from Jess. “You wish!” she snorted, trying to keep up appearances.
“They’re leaving,” interrupted Theresa.
And just like that, the largest creatures in the ocean disappeared with a push from their giant flukes. It was miraculous how animals that large could glide seemingly effortlessly through the water at such speeds.
“That was cool,” said Mike.
“Is that your scientific opinion, Doc?” asked Theresa sarcastically.
For the first time in what seemed like a long while, the mood was enjoyable on the bridge. It wasn’t lost on anyone that Ted wasn’t present.




FORTY-SEVEN
Interesting Observations
 

Ted returned to the lab to retrieve some bluefish for Ian. It was an interesting observation—Ian was using the bacteria in the same manner as the tube worm to produce enough oxygen to survive underwater, yet was still using his mouth to feed off of the algae and fish. Jim, on the other hand, was still in open air and was adopting a different feeding technique. Of course, this compelled Ted to want to submerge Jim and see what would happen. When Ted had compared the bacterium from Ian and Jim, it was obvious that, while they were related, they were completely different strains. This was an important development for Ted, because if the bacteria changed the host to adapt to its current living conditions, it had obvious implications for future tests in an outer space environment.
The problem would be, once again, the rest of the crew.
Ted paused and wondered how the orangutan at NASA was doing in the extreme heat and pressure. Was she still alive? Was she still simian? He looked at Jim under the sheet. He certainly wasn’t one hundred percent human anymore. What, exactly, was he? He’d need to do DNA analysis to examine the extent of metamorphosis. The finger in the beaker caught his eye.
Ted walked over to the table and peered into the glass beaker. The severed finger, which had been lying at the bottom, was now halfway up the side of the beaker, attached to the glass by its severed base. The fingernail was gone and the fingertip had split open.
“My God,” said Ted out loud.
The pinky hung from the glass, quite obviously turning into something else.
“Remarkable,” was all Ted could muster. He thought about the old clammers who would often pull up starfish that competed for their prized clams. The ignorant fishermen would chop the starfish in two and throw them back, thinking they had killed their competition. In fact, they had actually doubled the starfish population, each half merely growing back more arms. The urge to hack Jim to pieces and see what would happen was overwhelming, but again, the damn crew would object.
Ted moved the beaker to a cabinet where prying eyes wouldn’t be able to question his methods. He grabbed a piece of frozen bluefish and started to walk to Ian, but then froze in his tracks. Curious, he walked back to Jim and put a glove on, then pulled back the sheet. Jim’s face was even more hideous than before. Ted held the bluefish piece over Jim’s face. A drop of bloody fish oil dripped on to Jim’s lips and huge tongue. In an instant, Jim shot a gob of slime at the fish, and Ted watched in amazement as the gunk was retracted into Jim’s mouth, pulling the meat with it. The meat was still mostly frozen, and when Jim had it in his mouth, he merely sucked on it in a frozen stare, with blood from the smelly fish running down his cheeks.
Ted threw the sheet back over Jim’s face, the bluefish oil and blood soaking through it instantly. He cursed and wheeled Jim to the back of the lab where his shipmates wouldn’t find him so easily, and then headed back up to the power plant to visit Ian.
Jim quietly slurped bluefish from under the sheet.
 

***********
 

Tony and Jess left the bridge to go to her cabin. She had told Tony she wanted to run a quick test on him to make sure his nitrogen levels were still safe, since he was the baseline for the rest of the ship. Theresa and Mike hid knowing smiles when they left together.
Theresa leaned over to Mike as soon as they left. “Think those two are doin’ it?” she asked with an evil grin. “No shit, Sherlock,” he said sarcastically.
“You say that like it’s a fact,” she responded. “Tony tell you?”
“Nah—he wouldn’t kiss and tell.” Mike leaned closer. “Neither would I.”
Theresa laughed, but didn’t pull away. “This is a scientific voyage of discovery, not a honeymoon cruise. Jeez, man.”
Mike shrugged.
“Aww,” she feigned great sympathy. She leaned over and gave him a quick peck on the lips. “You know I like you, Mike. But one hot couple at twenty thousand feet is enough.”
“So if I can get them to break up, do we have a shot?”
“Mayyyybe,” she said in her most flirtatious voice.
“You’re killin’ me.”
“Good. It will keep you pleasantly distracted from the total friggin’ horror show down here.”
“Yeah, no kidding. But I was going for full-distraction mode.”
“I bet.” She stood up. “Should we go down to the lab and check on Jim?”
“Talk about a mood killer,” said Mike with a sour face.
“Yeah, well, this whole trip has been pretty much a mood killer.”
“See? If things had gone differently, you’d be begging me to let you in my cabin.”
“Nah. I’d be sleeping with Ian.” She tried to make it sound like a joke, but saying that still hurt her in the heart. “You coming?”
“Nah. You know how well Ted and I get along. Go do your thing. But seriously, be careful. Two horror stories are enough, okay?”
“Very sweet, thank you.”
“I’m just looking out for myself. I still plan on sleeping with you and don’t want to get infected with that shit.”
She patted his arm. “Such a romantic.” She left the bridge and Mike sadly watched her walk out. He was a scientist and fish geek and had been very excited when he made the final cut to be on the crew. Now he just felt depressed and lonely. He definitely had feelings for Theresa, which he hadn’t anticipated. He hadn’t had a real girlfriend in years because of his work schedule, and being in her constant company reminded him of just how nice it was. He made a face and went back to the monitor, playing with the camera controls to try and find something outside worth looking at. He zoomed in on the whale carcass and watched deepwater sharks and strange-looking creatures begin their scavenging. Hagfish had already begun burrowing into the blubber, and parts of the fluke were already teeming with tiny creatures. He thought of his friend Ian, and how much the two of them would have loved watching the new ecosystem form at the whale fall. He wondered if Ian’s body had already been picked clean, or if he had formed his own tiny little ecosystem.
In fact, Ian had. But it was inside his body, not outside.




FORTY-EIGHT
Metamorphosis
 

When Ted entered the power plant’s biofuel room, he was surprised to find Ian at the top of the tube. Ted studied him quietly, and Ian was so intent in what he was doing, he didn’t notice Ted watching him.
“And just where do you think you’re going?” Ted finally asked him.
Ian, of course, couldn’t hear him and continued working on the top of the cylinder. He was, in fact, trying to push the top of the tank off. Ted walked over and banged on the glass tube, startling Ian inside. Ian flipped around inside the tube and floated back down to midwater.
“Going somewhere?” he asked again. He held up the piece of fish from the bucket he carried. Ian pressed his fingers and face against the glass. His tongue compulsively began licking at the algae.
Ted held the fish closer to the glass and Ian began swimming up and down faster.
“Someone’s hungry . . .” said Ted. He dropped it back into the bucket and placed it on the floor. Ian floated down to the bottom of the cylinder and stared at the bucket.
“Sucks for you, doesn’t it,” said Ted. He grabbed a step stool and pulled it close to the cylinder, then climbed up and examined the lid, making sure it was securely fastened closed. He stepped off the stool and stepped back from the tank, arms folded with an evil smile as he watched a frantic Ian swim up and down the tank staring at the fish in the bucket.
Ted walked out of the biofuel room and locked the door behind him.
 

***********
 

Jess and Tony had walked straight to her cabin and closed the door behind them. He pulled her close and leaned in to kiss her, but she pulled her face away.
“Tony, what if I’m infected?”
“Like you said—then we’re all dead anyway, right?”
She buried her face in his chest. “It’s been so awful, Tony. First Ian, then Jim—I can’t believe they’re both gone. I don’t want to die like that.”
Tony hugged her and held her close. After a minute, she looked up at him. “Tony—promise me, if I get sick, you’ll give me enough morphine to stop my heart. Promise me.”
“You aren’t gonna get sick,” he said softly.
“Promise me! I saw their faces. They looked so scared. They looked like they were in agony! All I could do was hold their hands and watch them die the most awful death. It was unimaginable.”
Tony held her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “You’re not gonna get sick. But if you do, I promise you, I’ll make it quick, okay? You’ll do the same for me?”
She nodded as tears ran down her face.
“Let’s forget that for a while, okay?”
She nodded again and wiped her face with the back of her hand. Tony started kissing her tear-covered face, and she didn’t resist when he pulled her top off . . .
 

************
 

Theresa walked into the lab to find Ted sitting at a lab table, staring at a beaker. He almost jumped out of his seat when Theresa said hello. He tried to cover the beaker, but Theresa saw him trying to hide whatever was there and questioned it.
“Just something I’ve been observing. Nothing conclusive yet.”
“Let me see,” she said suspiciously.
He stammered, but relented when she reached for the beaker. At first, she thought she was looking at a small tube worm attached to the inside of the glass. She looked harder at it. “Sea slug?” she asked as she stared. Then her face showed her slow recognition. She almost dropped it, but instead caught herself and placed it quickly on the table. She stepped back in revulsion without even realizing it. “What
is
that, Ted?” she screamed.
“You can see what it is,” he replied quietly.
She had her hands at her face in horror. “Is that a finger, Ted?”
“It was.”
“Jim’s?”
“It was from his body, yes.”
“Oh my God.” She dropped into the nearest chair without even thinking. She was still staring at it in total shock. The finger flexed up and down, firmly attached to the glass, the top of the digit now showing the beginning of a red plume.
“It’s a major breakthrough,” said Ted.
Theresa stared, but couldn’t bring herself to speak.
“It didn’t hurt him, Theresa. Like donating your organs to science or a hospital.”
“Jim’s dead?”
“Jim, as you knew him, is dead, yes.”
“But is he dead?” she cried out.
“I can’t really answer that question. In fact, the answer to that question will be my research for the next eleven months. It will change science, Theresa. Are you prepared to help me with this?”
She shook her head slowly. “I don’t know, Ted. I honestly . . . oh my God. Jim’s finger is moving.”
“It’s not Jim’s finger, Theresa. It’s a new life-form. The bacteria have taken over the tissue in the same manner as they take over a tube worm host. The finger exists only to provide a place for the bacteria to live and multiply. In return for the favor, the bacteria supply oxygen and food energy to the tissue to keep it viable. For all I know, it will grow Jim another body.”
She looked up at Ted in abject horror.
“I’m quite serious. Starfish can regenerate almost an entire body. So can crustaceans and insects. Many animals can. I have no idea what that beaker will look like in a month. Yesterday, the nail fell off. Today, it is growing lungs from the tip, which means internally, the metamorphosis has occurred extremely quickly. It has to be studied. I could use your help.”
“This is like Frankenstein’s lab, Ted. I can’t. I’m sorry.” She got up and ran out of the lab. Ted made a face and shrugged. No matter. He had plenty of time. A slurping sound from the back of the lab reminded him that Jim was nearby. He walked back to see if Jim’s pinky knuckle showed any signs of regeneration.
 

************
 

The hum of the power plant drowned out the quiet thuds of Ian’s hands pounding against the inside of the glass as he stared at the bluefish only inches away.




FORTY-NINE
Fish Food
 

Tony stayed over in Jess’s cabin that night, both of them happy to have another human being to hold on to. Mike stopped by Tony’s cabin very late to confirm what he already knew. He walked to Theresa’s cabin and woke her up from a sound sleep. She looked up at him confused for a second.
“Everything okay?” she asked.
“I couldn’t sleep,” he replied.
“You okay? What time is it?”
“I’m okay. It’s really late or early—I don’t know. Everyone’s asleep I think. Tony wasn’t in his cabin.”
Theresa had to think about that for second. She smiled. “Oh, I see. So Tony’s getting laid, so you figured you’d come bother me?”
Mike smiled. “Well . . .”
Theresa moved over in her bed and patted the spot next to her. “How about you behave yourself, keep all your clothes on, and sleep right here next to me?”
“Deal,” he said, kicking off his shoes. She rolled over and he lay behind her, spooning very tightly. They, like Tony and Jess, were just happy to have another warm human being next to them on a cold, scary night at the bottom of the sea.
 

*********
 

Tony heard it first. He sat up in bed and cocked his head, closing his eyes to really concentrate. He didn’t move for almost five minutes as he strained to listen. Jess fidgeted and woke up.
“Everything okay?” she whispered.
“Listen,” he said quietly. And they did.
“Whales again?” she asked.
“Ya think?”
She rolled on her back and, like Tony, she closed her eyes and concentrated. It was barely audible.
“Further away, maybe?”
“I guess.”
She threw a leg over his hips. “We’re both awake anyway,” she said quietly, reaching down between his legs.
“I guess the whale can wait,” he said. “Wonder if it’s a sperm whale,” he added as he slid his hands over her naked body.
 

**********
 

Ted woke up to the same noise as Tony. He sat up in his bed and listened for a long time. He decided to get up and investigate. It certainly didn’t sound like the whales from the day before.
Ted walked down the stairs, thinking he was heading to the lab, but realized the sound was coming from the power plant. Ian. Sonofabitch.
Ted broke into a controlled run to the plant. Once inside, he ran to the biofuel room and pulled the door open to find Ian slamming himself up and down the cylinder, making the most god-awful noises. Ted was angry at first, then saw the fish that were in front of Ian and smiled.
He walked over and tapped the glass. Ian crashed against the side of the tube, his fingers sucking up against the glass by Ted’s face. He pressed his nose against the glass, his black eyes clearly looking at Ted’s face. Ian opened his mouth wide, his tongue fully extending beyond his chin, teeth showing grotesquely because his gums had receded greatly. He let out a long, low moan that shook the glass.
“Shut up!” Ted hissed through clenched teeth as he smacked the glass. Ian stopped his moaning and stared at Ted. Ted reached down and pulled out the bloody piece of fish, now fully defrosted and smelling awful. He showed it to Ian, who again began swimming up and down frantically inside the tank.
Ted climbed up the step stool and slowly unscrewed the locking bolts at the top of the tank. He eyed Ian carefully as he opened the lid ever so slightly. “Be good or no food!” snarled Ted. He hopped off the stool and grabbed the fish, Ian eyeing his every step. Ted climbed back up and pushed the lid open a bit more. Ian floated in midwater, eyeing the surface. Ted dropped the fish into the water and slammed the top closed as Ian shot to the surface and grabbed the fish with his hands. Tiny suckers on the pads of his fingers grasped the fish. Like a squid, the inside of the tiny suckers had razor-sharp hooks that Ian used to tear apart the bluefish as he jammed pieces into his mouth. His tongue wrapped around the meat, and for the first time, Ted noticed a mucous cloud come from Ian’s mouth. He watched curiously as the milky white film covered the flesh. Ian was sucking on the fish more than he was chewing it.
Ted nodded as he slowly understood. Ian’s teeth might not last much longer. He didn’t need to chew; he was producing an enzyme in the mucous to help digest his food. It’s why that slime from Jim had burned his skin—digestive enzymes like a stomach acid. Perhaps it contained live bacteria to help break down the food.
Ted’s face went white. If the mucous contained live bacteria, could he be infected? He felt his stomach turn. Ted rolled up his sleeve and pulled off the bandage he had put over the burn. He looked as closely as he could. While it was red and blistered, it hadn’t broken the skin or gotten any worse. He realized he was sweating. He looked up at Ian, who was watching him as he digested the bluefish in his mouth.
Ted felt his anger boiling over. “Are you mocking me? Do you think it’s funny? How about I stop feeding you, you son of a bitch.” He kicked the bucket across the room, Ian’s eyes following the red plastic as it skittered across the floor. Ted double-checked the seal on the top of the tank and left for the lab.




FIFTY
Whale Songs?
 

Ted entered the lab and froze. Jim was lying naked on the floor, facedown, moving ever so slightly. Jim’s tongue lapped at the floor, making slurping noises. There was a trail of slime that led back to the cot in the rear corner of the room. Ted’s face showed his repulsion.
“Jim?” he asked quietly.
Another long, gurgly slurp noise.
“Jim?”
Jim moved again, ever so slightly, licking the lab floor.
“Jesus Christ. Like a fucking sea slug.” Ted worked his way into the room, giving Jim a wide berth. He put on a hazmat suit, mask with full plastic face guard, and heavy-duty gloves. He wasn’t taking any chances. He started walking to Jim, then stopped and ran back to the supply closet in the lab, where he pulled out the metal leaders used for fishing. He made noose ends on two heavy lines and quietly crept up behind Jim. The commander was too busy licking the floor to notice Ted’s approach.
Ted dropped his knee into the center of Jim’s back and grabbed his right wrist, pulling the wire leader over it and yanking his arm up behind his back. He grabbed Jim’s left hand, stopping only for a split second when he saw the pinky partially regrown. He noosed Jim’s other wrist and pulled it behind his back as well, then wrapped the wires around tightly to bind his hands behind his back.
Jim made a low groaning noise like Ian and retracted his tongue. He turned his head toward Ted and spat a huge wad of slime at him. Most of it missed, and Ted wiped off his glove on Jim’s back. He leaned over and wrapped Jim’s ankles with the excess wire from his wrists and stood up. He looked down at the hog-tied creature that used to be his commander. It was surreal. Ted ran back, almost slipping and falling on the slick slime, and grabbed the gurney. He dropped it to its lowest setting, then wrestled Jim’s heavy body onto it. He strapped him, facedown, to avoid his slimy mess.
Ted threw a sheet over Jim’s naked body and thought hard about his next course of action. There was no way he could leave Jim in the lab anymore. Not with the sentimental crew members protesting his every move. He decided to move Jim to one of the biofuel tanks next to Ian.
Ted walked the ship quietly to make sure no one was awake, then returned to the lab, wheeled Jim to the elevator, and sent him up. He ran the steps and moved Jim down the hall to the power plant. When he opened the door to the biofuel room, Ian perked up and stared from inside the tube. Jim moved slightly against his wire snare.
Ted moved the stepladder and spent a few minutes cutting off the inflow pipe to the next cylinder, allowing the water to drain from the algae growing tank. When it was down about a third of the way, he cut the valve for the exit line. The cylinder was now off-line, like Ian’s. He removed the top of the cylinder and went through the same process he had done with Ian, looping cables and hoses over some pipes to hoist Jim’s body high enough to drop him into the huge glass pipe.
Jim’s evolution was further along than Ian’s had been when Ted put him in the tank, and Jim was “awake.” His arms moved around slowly, like he was searching for something to grab ahold of. His soulless black eyes seemed to scan the room as he hung from the pipe, slowly spinning above the floor.
Ted worked him over the tank until his feet were inside the cylinder. He removed the wires and dropped him slowly into the water. As soon as he was in, Ted freed him from the hoses and sealed the top of the cylinder. Within a few seconds, Jim began going through wild spasms underwater. He was banging around uncontrollably inside the cylinder, and his eyes were wide with panic. He was drowning.
Ted watched in shock. It never occurred to him that Jim wouldn’t be able to breathe under water like Ian. Jim’s mouth opened and a huge volume of air bubbled out. His body went still, and he began floating midwater. Ted realized that Ian was pressed against the glass of his own tank, watching Jim. Ian began making those god-awful moaning sounds again, similar to the whales.
“Jesus fucking Christ, Ian! Shut
up!”
Ian bellowed nonstop, his long calls reverberating throughout the ship. Ted could feel himself beginning to sweat from nerves. Jim’s body twitched a few times and his tongue extended far outside his face. His black eyes seemed to refocus. Slowly, ever so slowly, Jim began to move in his tank.
Ian bellowed louder.
Jim bellowed back.
Ted was horrified.
 

**********
 

Tony and Jess had fallen back to sleep in a warm curled-up pile. He sat up in bed and woke Jess.
“Jeez, it sounds like they’re in the damn ship,” he said, still very groggy.
“Yeah. It’s so loud. I can almost feel the vibration.”
“Want to go up to the bridge and see?”
“No!” she said, smacking his shoulder. “I want to sleep! Now be quiet and come over here.”
Tony lay back down and Jess pulled him close. She was sleeping again in minutes. Tony lay there in the dark, listening to the loud whale songs, wondering why they sounded so strange.
 

**********
 

“Mike, wake
up,” said Theresa as she nudged his shoulder.
He opened his eyes and had to remember where he was for a second. “Oh. Hey. I fell asleep. Sorry.”
“I asked you to stay, remember?”
“Oh. Yeah. Damn—what time is it? What the hell was that?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I woke you up. I have no idea. I can’t believe you slept through that.”
“Sorry.” Mike sat up and wiped his eyes, then flicked on the bedside lamp, squinting as he listened. “I think the whales are making coffee in the galley.”
“Yeah, it sounds so close.”
“It’s not even five.”
“Are you gonna sleep now?”
“Probably not. You wanna grab coffee and go to the bridge to watch the whales?”
“Might as well,” she said, wiping her own tired eyes. “We aren’t gonna get any more sleep now, that’s for sure.”
“All right. I’ll hit the head and wash up, get changed, and meet you in the galley in ten . . .”




FIFTY-ONE
Noises
 

Mike was heading down toward the galley when he spotted Theresa coming down the hall, her hair in a ponytail.
“You clean up okay,” she said with a smile.
“And you’re pretty chipper so early in the morning.”
She batted her eyelashes and threw her head dramatically. “Well, I just had a man in my bed...”
“I slept through the good parts, I guess. Was I fantastic?”
“Of course. It was everything I imagined. Especially the snoring part.”
“You must have me confused with the whales.”
They headed for the stairs to the galley when the ship reverberated again with loud moaning noises.
“You think maybe that’s just Tony and Jess having sex?” asked Mike.
She punched him.
They walked down two flights when they stopped and listened again.
“That’s inside the ship,” said Mike. He looked at Theresa and saw her expression. She was thinking the same thing.
“What the hell is that?”
“Fuck! What if it’s the hull?”
“We better get Tony!”
The two of them sprinted back up the stairs to Jess’s room, knowing Tony wasn’t in his cabin. By the time they got there, Tony was coming out of her room, pulling his shirt on.
“Tony!” shouted Mike. “What the fuck is that, man? The hull collapsing?”
“I don’t know. Doesn’t sound like the hull. C’mon.”
They ran to the stairs and headed to the bridge to ask the MC if they were all about to die. Jess followed up the rear, finishing dressing as she ran.
The four of them ran into the bridge at full speed. Tony hopped into the commander’s chair and called up the MC. Its calm female voice asked how it could be of assistance.
“Check hull integrity and safety status immediately.”
“One
moment, please . . . checking
all
systems.”
Mike sat in another chair and began scanning the ocean outside for whales or any other sonar contacts that might explain the noise. Theresa and Jess stood behind them watching, waiting for the MC to respond.
“Hull
safety
scan
confirms
hull
integrity. Hull
abnormality
due
to
temperature
gradient
remains
constant. Current
internal
pressure
remains
at
point-nine
bars. Oxygen, nitrogen, CO2
levels
all
remain
normal. External
temperature . . .”
“I got nothing,” yelled Mike from his station.
Tony typed quickly on his keyboard, and every sonar and infrared camera on the ship’s exterior began simultaneously scanning the deep black sea. Several cameras picked up scavengers at the whale fall and at the sea bottom, but no large sonar contacts appeared.
“Definitely not whales, unless the sound is carrying really far. I guess that’s possible,” said Tony.
“This loud?” asked Theresa.
“No way,” said Mike.
“Honestly, I have no idea. Anytime I’ve ever heard whales aboard a sub, they were always close enough to pick up on sonar. And this equipment is a hell of a lot more sophisticated than anything I’ve ever used before.”
“And I’m telling you I know that’s not a whale,” said Mike. “I’ve listened to thousands of hours of whale songs—they don’t sound anything like that.”
Theresa shook her head. “I agree. So what the hell is it?”
Tony took a deep breath. “Okay, we all gotta relax a sec. The MC says we’re not in danger, and the sonar and fish geeks say it ain’t a whale. So what is it? Everybody think.”
“We should call Ted. He knows this ship better than anyone,” said Theresa quietly, knowing it wouldn’t be a popular statement. Mike didn’t disappoint her.
“Screw him,” he said.
“She’s right,” said Tony. “He’s the skipper now. Come to think of it, why isn’t he up here? You think he’s sleepin’ through this shit?” Tony pressed the intercom phone system, which rang in Ted’s cabin. Ted picked up, sounding like he had just been sleeping.
“Hey, Ted. You hear those noises?” asked Tony.
“Yeah, nothing to worry about,” he said, sounding groggy.
“Are you serious? We’re all up here on the bridge. We thought we had a hull breach! It’s definitely not whales. What do you think that is? It sounds like it’s coming from inside the ship.”
“Yeah, it’s just the pipes in the biofuel room. I already checked it out. I think the internal pressure is messing with the system a little bit, causing those groaning noises. I’m sure it will go away after a while. Nothing to worry about. Go back to sleep.”
“Seriously? That’s
it? Pipe noises? You checked it?”
“Yeah, it’s fine. I’m telling you, I looked through the whole system. It’s a very sophisticated system, and it’s a prototype. It’s not perfect, but it functions the way it was designed. It’s just internal hull pressure squeezing the pipes. We’re fine. I checked and double-checked. The biofuel room is secure. Everyone stay out of there. If you monkey around in there and something breaks, we’ll have to surface—so just stay out of there. I’m going back to sleep. Out.”
Tony listened to the dead line for a second, then hit the “end” button.
“That’s it? Friggin’ pipe noises?” asked Mike.
Tony shrugged.
“That scared the crap out of me, pardon my French,” said Theresa.
“Is crap ‘shit’ in French?” asked Mike.
“That’s merde,” said Tony.
“I didn’t know you spoke two languages,” said Jess. “That’s very impressive. Mike, you gonna make us all coffee and breakfast now?”
“Coffee, for sure. Damn, it’s early. I think,” he responded.
Theresa patted his shoulder. “The good news is, we’re not all going to be flooded and crushed and drowned today. You should make bacon!”
“It’s still early in the day. We have plenty of time left for another disaster,” said Mike.
“Gee, thanks,” answered Jess. “Now go make me coffee!”
 





FIFTY-TWO
Sounds and Guesses
 

The four of them walked down the hall together, headed for the galley. Mike leaned close and whispered to Tony.
“You wanna stop and check the biofuel room?”
“Man, I wouldn’t even know what I was looking at. The power station is nuts, man. The desalinization plant is complicated enough. We don’t wanna start fucking around in the biofuel room.”
“We could just go take a quick look.”
The long moan reverberated throughout the ship again, as if on cue.
“Okay—just a quick look. But don’t touch a fuckin thing!” whispered Tony harshly.
“What are you two girls gossiping about?” asked Jess.
“We’re just making a quick stop on the way,” said Mike.
“Where to?” asked Theresa.
“Power plant. I wanna see these screaming pipes,” said Mike.
“The room that Ted just said specifically to stay out of? That room?” asked Theresa.
“Yeah, that one,” said Mike. “You can go to the galley and wait for us there if you want.”
“Hell no. This place is creepy now,” said Theresa.
The four of them walked into the power plant and stopped. In the cavernous room, pipes and huge tanks hummed. The noise was certainly the loudest in there. Each time they heard the moaning, it seemed to reverberate through the pipes.
“There? You happy now?” asked Tony.
“No. I want to see the biofuel room.” Mike walked through the room until he reached the door of the biofuel room. He ignored the sign that said “Technicians Only” and tried the door. “Damn. Locked.”
Another loud moaning. This time even louder, like two at the same time.
“That’s disturbing,” said Theresa.
“Yeah, well it’s coming from in there,” said Mike. He rattled the door harder.
“Mike, just leave it. I’m telling you, man, I can’t fix this system if we mess it up,” said Tony. He put his arm on Mike’s shoulder and gently pulled him away from the locked door.
Mike acquiesced, but added, “Fine—but when numb-nuts wakes up, I’m making him open that door.”
They left the power plant, each of them staring at the large overhead pipes as the noises echoed through the room.
“That’s messed up,” whispered Jess to Tony.
“Just noises. Don’t freak yourself out,” he said calmly, but inside, he was anything but relaxed.
Theresa leaned closer to Mike. “It sounds like we’re all about to die. I want bacon.”
“Shouldn’t you be watching? You know . . .” he said quietly and patted her butt.
“Oh nice. And you thought you had a shot?”
“I had it last night. I was fantastic, remember?”
“So now you don’t want it anymore?” she asked.
He shrugged and smiled. His first smile of the stressful morning.
 

***********
 

The four of them prepared a big breakfast, with each of them cooking something. Tony and Jess made fresh rolls from the frozen dough, Theresa made home fries from the canned potatoes, and Mike scrambled egg as he cooked bacon. They drank coffee and genuinely enjoyed each other’s company, like two couples that had been friends for years. After such a rough few days, including the morning’s scare, it was cathartic to cook a huge breakfast.
When breakfast was made, they started bringing it to the table. “Should we wake the skipper?” asked Theresa.
Mike stared at her.
Tony and Jess stared at her.
“Or not,” she added.
The four of them sat down and served each other, and then enjoyed their best breakfast since hitting the bottom.




FIFTY-THREE
Continue The Mission
 

After breakfast, the four of them agreed to shower and dress and meet in the lab for a good day’s work together. They’d go fishing and help Mike and Theresa document whatever they caught.
Mike asked the question they’d all been avoiding. “What about Jim?”
They all looked at Jess for an answer.
She cleared her throat. “I told you. Ted took Jim’s body to the lab against my wishes. I couldn’t help him any more than I could Ian. Ted wants to observe any changes that occur over the next few days. After that, I guess we’ll have a ceremony again.”
“Observe
changes?” asked Mike, instantly wound up again. “The guy’s dead! What kind of changes—decomposition? Jesus Christ, what the fuck is wrong with this guy?”
Jess put up her hand. “I wanted him kept in the sickbay. It wasn’t my call.”
“But he was dead, right?” asked Mike.
“I’m not sure,” said Jess quietly.
Mike stopped walking and stared at Jess. “What does that mean?”
Theresa put her hand on Mike’s arm, knowing he was about to blow a gasket again. “Mike, we all know you don’t like Ted—but give him some time to observe Jim. Ian went through a lot of physiological and anatomical changes after he got sick. A lot. He needs time to learn what we’re dealing with.”
“And you go along with this shit? Are you serious? You gonna help him dissect Jim, too?” asked Mike, seething with anger.
“Hey, man, relax. No one is carving up the skipper, okay?” said Tony with a calm, even voice.
“That motherfucker is treating our friends like an experiment, and you guys just go along with it,” said Mike.
Jess exhaled slowly and ran her fingers through her hair, pushing it away from her face. “Look—none of us are happy about what happened to Ian and Jim, but until we figure out what’s going on, we’re stuck down here. We all agreed: we can’t surface and bring some kind of new plague up to the planet. Until we’re sure that we’re safe, and we understand what happened, we have to stay here. If Ted can figure this out by observing Jim’s body, then we have to let him.”
Theresa thought about the finger attached to the beaker down in the lab, but remained silent. All it would take would be a few sentences and there’d be instant chaos and mutiny. Like him or not, Ted was probably their only hope in figuring out what was going on.
“Look,” said Tony. “Let’s just stick with the day’s plan, okay? We go to the lab, we try and catch something new from the deep sea, and Mike and Theresa document their catch. It is why we’re down here. Let’s see if we can use a few billion taxpayer dollars to actually learn something about the ocean.”
Jess patted his broad shoulder. “You’re right. Let’s clean up and start the day fresh, okay? We’re stuck down here for a while—let’s try and learn what we can and accomplish something.”
Mike mumbled a quiet “Fine,” and the group walked back upstairs.
As they headed off to their cabins to grab fresh clothes and towels, Jess whispered to Tony, “You should stop by before we go downstairs.”
He smiled, showing his big white teeth. “You’re insatiable.”
“If we’re all gonna die, we might as well enjoy the day,” she whispered, and squeezed his butt.
“We’re not gonna die,” he whispered back. “But we will enjoy the day.”
 





FIFTY-FOUR
Lab
 

Mike and Theresa had been assembling the fishing gear for almost forty minutes when Tony and Jess arrived. The two of them had “that look.”
“Nice of you to join us,” said Mike sarcastically.
“Sorry, man, I was fixing my hair,” said Tony as he rubbed his hand over his shaved head.
Theresa gave Jess a knowing smile.
They rigged up bluefish on the wire leaders and hooks and attached it to the robotic arm that would extend out beyond the ACD tube. They let the bait float up and out from the ship, then watched the monitor to see if they’d have any early morning customers. They ignored the occasional moan through the ship as best they could, although every now and then, someone’s wise comment would remind everyone else that they were each aware of the eerie noise. Like when Mike announced, “Hey look—I’m still dry.”
They set up their stations and capture tank as they waited to catch a fish. Theresa glanced around nervously, wondering where the horrifying beaker was, but didn’t comment. Finally, when everything was set up and there was nothing left to do, Mike looked around and asked what none of them had thought about until that point. “Where’s Jim?”
Jess replied, “Don’t open the body bag, Mike. We don’t know if he’s infectious.”
“Where is the body bag?” he replied.
The four of them glanced around and looked at each other. They got up and walked around the lab, checking everywhere, even the freezers.
“Where the hell is he?” asked Mike.
“When Ted comes down, we’ll ask him,” said Tony, puzzled.
“Bullshit. We’ll ask him now,” said Mike.
Mike hit the all-call button and yelled into the speaker. “Hey Ted! Wake up!”
After a moment, Ted’s voice answered, with his usual flat tone. “What is it?”
“Where’s Jim?”
There was no answer.
“You
hear
me? We’re down in the lab, and the skipper’s body ain’t here. Where did you put him?”
Another long pause. Then finally, “I’m dealing with that. It’s dangerous work.”
The four of them looked at each other, waiting for more.
“That’s it?” asked Mike to Tony. “It’s dangerous work? We’re supposed to just say ‘okay’ and forget about it?”
Tony looked at Jess. He didn’t like the answer either. “Well?” he asked.
“Ted!” bellowed Mike into the intercom. “Where is he?”
“I’ll be done in a little while. It isn’t your concern right now. Out.”
The four of them looked at each other, and Mike started to head out of the lab. “Where’re you goin’?” asked Theresa.
“I’m gonna go upstairs and kick that muthafucker’s ass,” he replied.
Tony grabbed Mike’s arm. “Yo, man. Easy. He’s the skipper. You can’t do that. He’s an asshole—but he’s the boss. Chill out, man.”
“You’re just gonna let him carve Jim up and do whatever the fuck he wants while we go fishing?”
“I didn’t say that. But you can’t go up there and start a war on this ship.”
“Besides, he’s a black belt,” said Jess.
“And I’m from Jersey—fuck ’em.”
“Seriously, the guy’s not someone you want to mess with,” said Jess.
Theresa walked over and grabbed Mike’s hand. “Please? Just wait for him to come down. We’ll all talk to him and find out what’s up. Don’t go up and start a fight. I’m sure you can kick his ass. Just don’t, okay?”
Mike looked around at the other three crew members. He realized he had lost his cool yet again. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. Maybe I’m getting narced.”
Jess laughed. “Narcosis makes you mellow.”
“You shoulda seen him before,” said Tony with a big smile.
Theresa smacked Mike’s butt. “Come on, handsome, let’s catch a fish.”
Tony feigned great drama. “I cannot believe the blatant sexual undertones aboard an official research submarine.”
Jess joined in. “I’m appalled. Quite frankly, I may have to report this incident.”
Mike forced a smile and understood they were trying to cool him off. “I’m fine. I’ll be cool, okay? I just don’t like that prick.”
“You don’t say?” said Tony.
“Well let’s just hope he can figure what happened and keep it from happening again,” said Theresa quietly.
“Amen to that,” answered Jess.
 

************
 

The rest of the morning was spent in the lab. The four of them were so distracted with catching deep-sea fish of varying species that they forgot about Ted. It was an interesting morning, and Mike and Theresa were fully immersed in their work. It wasn’t until hunger forced them to break for a late lunch that Mike realized Ted hadn’t shown up yet. He mentioned that to his coworkers. The three of them shrugged it off, happy to avoid another showdown. They said they’d deal with it after lunch and headed up to the galley.
They discussed the morning’s work over lunch, genuinely excited over several new finds that couldn’t be identified in any of their research and reference materials. Several types of starfish, a few copepods, a sea cucumber that was beyond strange looking, and three anglerfish of assorted varieties had made for a busy, amazing morning.
When they finished cleaning up, Mike announced it was time to speak with Ted. The others suggested going back to the lab, but it was a losing argument. Mike wanted to know where Jim was, and although he was calm this time, he wasn’t taking “no” for an answer.
The four of them walked up to the bridge, fairly winded by the time they got there. There were a lot of stairs between the galley and the bridge. They arrived to find Ted reading and sketching at his workstation.
“Why didn’t you come down to the lab?” asked Jess.
“I needed some quiet,” he replied. “Lots going on. I need to concentrate.”
“Oh yeah? And where’s the skipper?” asked Mike, trying his best to be polite.
Ted placed his pen down on the notepad very slowly, choosing his words carefully. “The skipper has been isolated for observation. You’ve seen how quickly the bacterium attacks its host. This is very dangerous work. I know you don’t like me, Michael. That’s fine. We’re not down here for a tea party. But I am the commanding officer of this ship. I’m responsible for the success of this mission and the safety of the crew. I don’t answer to you or anyone else.”
Tony spoke up calmly. “With all due respect, Ted, we have a right to know where Jim’s body is.”
“I’ll take that under advisement,” replied Ted.
“Excuse me?” said Mike.
“I don’t answer to you. Any of you. You have your work to do and I have mine,” he replied.
“That’s it—you and me, right now,” said Mike, stepping closer.
“Mike!” shouted Theresa. “Knock it off!”
“Whose side are you on?” he screamed back at her.
“I’m on the side that’s gonna live! Ted either finds out what we’re dealing with, or we all end up like Ian and Jim!” She started to break into tears. “I don’t want to die like that, okay? It was horrible!” She ran out of the bridge.
“She right,” said Ted. “It’s a horrible way to die. If, in fact, you really die at all.”
“Keep talkin’,” spat Mike.
“The bacterium invades the host and causes rapid and wholesale metabolic and anatomical changes. It doesn’t kill the host—that wouldn’t serve its needs. It merely changes the host to accommodate itself. Until I can examine brain activity of the host . . .”
“You mean our friend Jim. His name’s Jim, Ted,” said Mike.
“Yes, our friend Jim. Right now I don’t know if Jim’s alive in his human form anymore. I don’t believe so. But he is alive. I need time to determine his status and observe the changes. I need to know if it’s safe to return to the surface. There’s a lot we don’t know yet.”
“And where is he?” asked Mike.
“He’s isolated and comfortable. Let it go.”
“Comfortable? You ask him if he’s comfortable, Ted?”
“Jim can no longer communicate,” Ted said quietly.
On cue, the ship reverberated with a long, low moan. Ted fought back a smile.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot of work to do,” said Ted.
“You’re not excused. Where’s the skipper?” demanded Mike.
“Sitting right here. You’re dismissed.”
Mike looked at Tony, who quietly said, “Not now.”
Mike leaned closer to Ted. “This ship ain’t that big. I’ll find him. And you can go fuck yourself.”
“If you do find him, try not to get infected,” said Ted smugly. He picked up his pen and returned to his notes.
 





FIFTY-FIVE
Observations
 

Jess followed Mike out of the bridge, but Tony stayed an extra moment. “Ted, you’re the skipper now, and I don’t have a problem with that. But Jim was our friend, and it would help things around here if you tried to be a little more understanding about that.”
“You’re a good sailor, Tony. I appreciate your value as a crew member. Unlike those two-bit ichthyologists and worthless doctor, you actually understand a little bit about this vessel. I need you to stay focused on your job. You let me worry about dealing with the bacteria.”
“I’m not talking about the bacteria, I’m talking about Jim. And my colleagues are the tops in their fields. You’re not the only rock star down here. You might want to remember that.” Tony walked out of the bridge and didn’t see Ted’s “move along” hand gesture. Ted was quite comfortable running the ship with just the MC and himself. The rest of them were expendable.
He continued his notes and sketches in a small notebook:
 

Ian
and
Jim
appear
to
communicate
in
some
way. Not
only
do
they
vocalize
like
sea
mammals, but
their
bodies
seem
to
sway
in
their
separate
holding
tanks
together, like
they
are
sharing
the
same
current. I
think
about
the
colonies
of
polyps
living
in
the
shallow
reefs
and
wonder
about
that
connection. Colonies
of
tiny
animals, viewed
by
outsiders
to
be
one
organism, when
in
fact
they
are
thousands
of
tiny
separate
creatures. The
microscopic
colonies
of
bacteria
are
now
sharing
some
sort
of
intelligence
and
using
their
hosts
in
ways
which
will
require
long-term
observation.
At
some
point, I
will
put
them
both
into
one
holding
tank. It
will
be
very
cramped, but
I
believe
they
will
become “one
thing” like
coral
is “one
thing.” Their
separate
entities
no
longer
matter. They
are
simply
holding
tanks
for
the
large
populations
of
bacteria.
We
must
learn
how
the
host
can
harness
the
bacterium
and
remain
the
primary
organism. The
next
project
will
be
killing
the
Deinococcus
radiodurans
and
then
injecting
the
dead
bacteria
into
another
host
to
attempt
a
vaccine. If
the
host
can
then
produce
antibodies
to
the
dead
bacterium, perhaps
he
can
be
reinfected
with
live
bacterium
that
will
not
attack
at
the
cellular
level
but
will
offer
the
same
protections
against
temperature
extremes, radiation, and
poisons
that
Deinococcus
radiodurans
exhibits.
 

Ted put the pen down and thought about who would “volunteer” to take the vaccine. Mike was truly the biggest thorn in his side. Jessica would also be easily expendable. Theresa might be helpful in future lab work, and Tony could help run the ship so Ted could concentrate on his work in the lab.
Mike or Jess? Hell, maybe do both and see what happened.




FIFTY-SIX
Defenses?
 

Mike had gone to Theresa’s cabin, and they sat on her bed, backs against the wall. They were both emotionally exhausted. Theresa stared at the ceiling, talking to herself as much as she was talking to Mike.
“I’m usually such a strong person. Nothing ever bothers me, ya know? Since Ian died, I feel like all I ever do is cry down here. This is so not the mission I thought I was going on.”
“You mean they didn’t tell you we were going on a mission to be infected with some supergerm that turns us all into zombies before it kills us?”
“No, I didn’t get the memo,” she said.
“I’m going to go look for Jim. Is that gonna be a problem between us?” he asked seriously.
She turned to him, reached for his hand, and held it tightly. “And if you find him—then what?”
“I don’t know.”
“That’s just it, Mike. You don’t know. And what if you end up getting infected?”
“You’d miss me,” he said with a forced smile.
“I would. There—I said it, okay? Just let it go for a while. Maybe Ted will find a way to get everything under control again and we can just surface and get the hell out of here.”
Mike squeezed her hand. “Hey—”
“What?”
He leaned over and kissed her, and she kissed him back. It lasted a long time. “See? That wasn’t so bad,” he said.
“No, it wasn’t,” she said, resting her head on his shoulder.
He leaned down and took her face in his hands again, gently, and kissed her again. She kissed him back and allowed Mike to roll her across his lap until they ended up lying on her bed together. She wrapped her leg around his and enjoyed making out like a high schooler for a long time. Mike never pushed it further, and it was comforting and warm. They eventually took a break.
“You know, for such a hard-ass, you’re actually very respectful and gentle,” she whispered.
“Want me to lock the door and ruin your image of me?”
She looked him squarely in the eyes. “You want to?”
He didn’t answer. He just got up and locked the door, and standing there in front of her, he pulled his shirt off. She helped him with his pants.
 

***********
 

Tony found Jess in the sickbay, where she was working under a microscope.
“Whatcha’ doin, Doc?” he asked.
“I had some of the Deinococcus in a petri dish in the fridge. I had done a few different things to try and kill it. Boiled it, froze it, added hydrochloric acid to it—nothing seemed to bother it, including the UV sterilizers the MC runs when it attempts to sterilize the ship’s atmosphere.”
“And?”
“And then I added regular old rubbing alcohol, and voila—dead as a doornail.”
“Doesn’t alcohol kill almost everything?”
“Usually. Either dehydrates the cell or disrupts the membrane. In this case, it destroyed the cell membrane and completely killed the cell.”
“But acid didn’t kill it. Strange, huh?”
“I’m not a specialist with this stuff, but yeah, it did seem strange to me. Anyway, it means we can protect ourselves.”
“We’ll get Mike’s booze and drink ourselves healthy!”
She laughed. “Not exactly what I was thinking, but it probably couldn’t hurt! What I meant was, simple sterilization techniques with rubbing alcohol should kill the bacteria. I have plenty of alcohol aboard the ship. We can wipe down all the surfaces in the lab, the galley—anyplace where we spend a lot of time. I think it’s a good precaution. I’ll try adding iodine to the alcohol and see if that speeds the process up.”
“We should give everyone a little bottle to keep on them. If they touch anything or come in contact with anything by accident, they can just wipe themselves down.”
“Good.” She shrugged. “It’s something.”
“Hey—you did good. It is something.”




FIFTY-SEVEN
Experiments
 

Ted ate dinner after the others had finished their meal together. He was just as happy to eat alone as they were to avoid him. He would wait until they were sleeping and then go check on Ian and Jim. Mike had been thoughtful enough to leave a plate out for him, although Ted wondered if the bastard had spit in it. Well, if he had, it wouldn’t be nearly as nasty as what he would get in return.
After dinner, Tony and Jess stayed up on the bridge together. Tony ran diagnostics of the hull sensors and internal atmospheric controls while Jess kept him company. Mike and Theresa had spent a little time in the lab, but then retired to her cabin. Hours later, Ted woke up from his nap and walked the ship to confirm the rest of the crew was asleep. When he was satisfied that he had some privacy, he returned to the power plant. When he walked into the biofuel room, the sight was still unnerving.
Ian and Jim faced each other in their separate tubes. Their hands and faces were pressed against the glass as they seemed to call out to each other in quieter groans. They fluttered up and down the tubes in unison. It was a bizarre scene that gave Ted the willies.
He approached the tanks slowly, wanting to see without being seen. He was only halfway across the room when the two infected men stopped moving and spun inside their tanks to face him. Interesting. Did they hear him? Smell him? How did they know he was there? Once detected, Ted merely walked over and spoke to them as if they could hear him.
“Hello, boys. Feeling better today? Hungry?”
They stared at him with dead black eyes, but they didn’t lick at the glass. He studied their horrid faces. They looked, well, angry.
“Don’t like the accommodations?” he asked.
The two of them began slowly floating up and down inside their tanks again, in perfect unison. They glared at him.
Ted folded his arms across his chest and watched for a moment. He wasn’t easily intimidated, but he could clearly sense what could only be recognized as hostility. Was it recognition? Did they know it was Ted that had put them there? Could they feel human emotions like hate or anger? Or were they just hungry? Ted decided to get some bluefish and see how they would react. The rest of the evening would be spent working on killing or weakening the bacteria just enough to make a vaccine. Then he’d have to pay a visit to Mike.
As he walked to get the bluefish, his brain worked at a hundred miles an hour. It was quite fascinating how Ian and Jim had taken on so many of the characteristics of the tube worms once infected. Their central organs had been totally redesigned, and yet they were still consuming solid food. It was an adaptation worth noting. Deep-sea tube worms, once infected, had no need to eat, hence, they lost their stomachs, mouths, and anuses. They were merely “beings” that served as hosts to the bacteria, which supplied nutrients. In the case of the men, the bacteria had transformed them greatly; however, a human’s anatomy was so much more complex than a worm, clam, or mussel that the changes had been quite different.
Ted wondered what would happen if he merely stopped feeding them. Would they adapt to feeding off the algae and simulated sunlight in the algae grow tanks? With no poisonous sulfur gas to convert to oxygen, the hemoglobin wasn’t creating the energy the way it did in the deep sea. Ted reasoned it must be why they still needed to eat. Or, were they like most sea life and just fed when food was available out of survival instinct?
Ted decided on an experiment. Rather than put the two of them together in one chamber, he would instead stop feeding one of them. One would serve as a control and be fed bluefish every day. The other would watch. He decided the commander should have the privilege of eating. Besides, he never really liked Ian.
 

***********
 

Ian and Jim hovered midwater in the green glow of the algae tubes. They had been quietly singing back and forth like the whales for hours, but the sounds, for all of their quiet ambiance, became more and more agitated. As the “music” increased in its tempo, the two of them swam up and down in their confined spaces ever faster. It wasn’t long before the two of them were bouncing off the bottom of their tanks and springing to the top with amazing speed and strength. The water foamed with bubbles as the two of them broke the surface repeatedly, crashing against the covers of the glass tubes.
Like a fox that would chew its own arm off before giving up in a snare, Ian and Jim repeated their assaults on the covers. When Ian pressed his suction-cupped hand against the inside of the lid and began rattling it up and down, Jim mimicked this new attempt at problem solving. As they slammed around wildly in the foamy tanks, the lids buckled in and out. They had not been designed for such abuse. Ian’s mouth opened and produced a sound that could only be described as rage as he pummeled the lid. The seal broke with a hiss.
 

************
 

Mike waited until he was sure Theresa had fallen asleep before he dressed and snuck out to start searching the ship. On more than one occasion, Ted had commented about Jim “perhaps not being quite dead.” That was as upsetting as him actually being dead. Was he in pain? Suffering? It was horrible to think about. They’d all seen Ian that day in the water—it was an image too horrific to ever forget. What would Jim look like now? Part of him didn’t want to find Jim and see, but he couldn’t simply leave a friend behind without trying something.
He started on Deck Two. Jim wasn’t on the bridge; it was too small and crammed with equipment, and they had all been in and out of there a hundred times. Jim had to be on either Deck Two where the crew quarters and sickbay were located, or on three, where the power plant was. Mike started on two and checked the storerooms and offices near the sickbay. He then took a quick look in Ian’s and Jim’s old rooms. When he was satisfied that Jim wasn’t on the second level, he headed down to three.
Mike walked the deck quietly, listening to the quiet hum of the power plant. The incessant moaning and groaning noises had stopped a few hours before, giving credence to Ted’s theory about the pipes, but still—Mike didn’t trust him. Deck Three was amidships and the widest diameter of the sphere. If you were trying to hide something, this would be the place.
Mike entered the power plant and stepped into the dim, cavernous room. At night, the ship ran “night lights,” which ran at twenty-five percent power. The first thing that hit Mike was the odor. It smelled like dead fish or low tide or something that wasn’t normal for the inside of the sea lab. He stopped and looked around, checking the wall for a light switch, but found none. He walked further into the room, trying his best to listen over the low hum of the machinery. As he headed back toward the biofuel room, he could see dim light coming from the open door.
That was when he slipped on the wet, slimy floor and landed flat on his back. And then heard the strangest sounds.




FIFTY-EIGHT
Contact
 

Tony and Jess were still awake. She was resting her head on his muscular chest, listening to his heart pounding. Sex was good stress relief, in her professional opinion, and evidently, they were both pretty stressed.
“I still can’t believe that we’re acting like we’re on Caribbean cruise instead of a deep-sea disaster,” she said quietly.
Tony smiled. “Yeah, this definitely ain’t like any tour I ever did on a ballistic sub.”
The two of them both sat up instantly when they heard the most god-awful bloodcurdling scream to ever reach their ears. They both tumbled off opposite sides of the bed and scrambled about throwing each other clothing as they dressed faster than they ever had before. They ran out of Jess’s cabin, bouncing off walls and stumbling as they blasted through the doorway, Tony still shirtless, shouting for the others as they went.
“Mike? Theresa? Ted? Where
are
you?” screamed Tony as they ran. Jess was frantically calling out their names as well. She followed Tony as he sprinted toward Theresa’s cabin. He burst in to find her dressing.
“Where’s Mike?” he yelled.
“I don’t know! What was that?”
Tony didn’t answer; he just ran out of the cabin, almost knocking Jess off her feet as he tore down the hallway past her.
Tony ran to the stairwell, followed by Jess and Theresa, who was also dressing as she ran. Ted opened his door at the end of the hall and ran after the three of them. They bounded down the steps to Deck Three and headed straight for the power plant. There had only been the one terrifying scream, but Tony knew that Mike had wanted to see the biofuel room and was heading straight there.
Tony was the first to reach the power plant and pulled open the door quickly. He stepped inside and froze. The smell was instantly repulsive. He stopped where he was and took a step back.
“Mike?” he called.
No response.
“Mike!”
Tony backed away to the entry door, just as it pulled open and Jess and Theresa rushed in. They could hear Ted’s footsteps as he raced down the hall toward them.
“Wait,” said Tony quietly. “Something’s wrong.
“My God, what’s that smell?” asked Jess to no one in particular.
“Smells like hagfish slime,” said Theresa.
Ted walked into the room behind them. “What’s going on?” he asked.
“Didn’t you hear that scream?” asked Theresa.
“Of course. Where’s Mike?” he asked the group in front of him.
“I don’t know,” said Tony. “Where’s the light switch in here?”
“It’s run automatically by the MC,” said Ted. “There’s a box down here, I think to override. Hang on.” He walked inside the room, putting his hand over his mouth and nose. The smell was horrid. He walked quietly in the dark along the back wall trying to find the box. Tony stood his ground, with Jess and Theresa standing behind him, not even realizing they were hiding behind the big sailor.
“Mike?” yelled Tony again, this time a bit quieter. Was that fear in his voice?
Ted found the box and flipped the switch. LED lights began popping on overhead. Tony slowly walked into the large room, looking right and left as he passed the large tanks and pipes that filled the room. He kept heading for the biofuel room.
Ted caught up to Tony, with Jess and Theresa a bit slower to follow in the foul-smelling room.
“Where are you going?” asked Ted.
“Biofuel room. It’s where Mike was headed.”
“You can’t go in there. It’s a restricted area.”
“Uh-huh,” said Tony quietly as he completely ignored Ted.
“Tony, I said you can’t . . .”
“Oh
God!” screamed Tony as Mike’s body, or what was left of it, came into view.
Tony and Ted froze, Theresa and Jess still behind them not yet seeing. Mike was just outside of the biofuel room, lying on his back, his chest and stomach just an open cavity with entrails hanging out. His major organs were missing, as well as most of his face and his right arm. The floor around him was slick with blood, fleshy pulp, and white slimy goo. Tony spun around and instinctively grabbed both women in his arms, shielding them from the horrifying scene.
“Stop!” he yelled. “Go back!” His voice cracked as he screamed, his eyes filling with tears. “Get out of here!” He shoved them toward the door and ignored their protests as he pushed them back. Ted stood frozen, staring at what had been Mike. He wouldn’t be a guinea pig for any vaccine.
Tony continued to shepherd the women out of the room, the three of them now at a run as Tony screamed at them at the top of his lungs to keep moving. Theresa was almost hysterical with concern for Mike, who she hadn’t even seen but was sure must have been the cause of Tony’s reaction. As soon as they were in the hallway, Tony slammed the door shut and leaned against it with his full weight. He called back to Ted, still inside, but got no answer.
When Ted still hadn’t responded after the fourth try, Tony looked at Jess.
“I gotta go get him. You stay here. You don’t open that door for anything unless I tell you, you understand?”
“Tony, what is it? Is it Mike?” begged Theresa.
“Tony?” asked Jess.
He nodded but couldn’t find any words. “I gotta get Ted outta there. You stay here! You got it? You
stay
here!”
Jess felt Tony’s fear in her own blood and nodded silently. Theresa put her face in her hands and sobbed.
Tony opened the door and stepped inside. He spotted a fire extinguisher and small fire ax mounted on the wall by the doorway, which he grabbed and handed to Jessica.
“Close the door behind me and lay the ax on the floor. Kick it into the bottom of the door and wedge it shut until I come back. You keep this door closed unless you hear my voice tell you to open it!” Tony walked back inside the powerplant, closing the door behind him with a loud click. “Seal it!” he screamed from inside.
 

************
 

Tony heard the door click shut behind him, followed by Jessica kicked the wedge of the ax into place, locking him inside. He felt dread in the pit of his stomach.
“Ted?” he called out. “You back there? You okay?”
He heard something. It was subtle. Like the sound of an octopus moving out of water. A squishy wet sound that made his hair stand up.
“Ted?” he called out quietly—not because he was trying to be sneaky, but because he had almost lost his power of speech as fear gripped his throat like a steel hand.
“Stay there,” came Ted’s voice from deeper in the room.
Neither man moved or said a word for what seemed like an eternity. The deeply disturbing wet, slurpy suction cup popping noises came from somewhere deeper in the room.
“Ted?” whispered Tony. He tried to will his feet to move—forward, backward, anywhere—but he remained completely motionless except for the hairs on his arms which began to stand up again. He finally found the nerve to walk further into the room, every step more terrifying than the last.
“Shhh . . .” whispered Ted.
Tony could barely hear Ted’s feet on the slimy floor as Ted moved back toward him. After another moment, he could see Ted backing up closer to him.
“What the fuck’s going on, man,” said Tony, fully aware of the goose bumps all over his body. In his entire naval career, he had never been so frightened.
“Move toward the door. Quiet. Shhh—just do it.”
Tony didn’t need an invitation to get the hell out of there. He backed up toward the door as quickly and quietly as he could without running. His eyes scanned the room as he tried to find the source of the disturbing noise. It seemed to be everywhere and nowhere in the cavernous echoes of the room.
“What the fuck did that to Mike?” asked Tony as he moved backward.
His answer came so fast he almost didn’t follow it with his eyes. What had, at one time, been Commander James Lewis and Ian MacMullen sprinted across the room toward them with speed that wasn’t human. Tiny suckers on their bare feet gave them excellent traction on the slimy floor and made that hideous noise they had been hearing. Before either of them could react, the two naked creatures that had once been their friends closed in on Ted and shot their huge tongues like lizards as gobs of slime flew through the air at him.
Ted managed to raise his arms, but their tongues stuck to him and the slime hit his arms and face, making a boiling hiss as the enzymes immediately began to digest his skin. Ted’s scream was loud, but it wasn’t like what had woken them all up. That noise came a second later as Ian and Jim pounced on Ted, their fingers now splayed wide as they slashed at his face. Tiny suckers in their fingertips, armed with hooks like the Humboldt squid, tore his flesh right down to the bone.
Tony’s mouth opened, but no sound came out as he watched the otherworldly scene unfold in front of him.
Ted’s scream was so awful that Jessica and Theresa began screaming out in the hallway. Tony couldn’t even hear them over Ted’s shrieking. Ian and Jim took Ted to the floor in a swift attack and in only seconds had his stomach and chest pulled wide open. They buried their faces in his body and began making slurping noises that snapped Tony back to his senses. Tony turned and sprinted as fast as his legs could move, and when he was close, he began screaming, “Open
the
door! Open
the
door!”
Jess kicked the wedge out and pulled the door open as Tony literally dove into the hallway, sliding across the tile floor. “Close
it! Close
the
fuckin’
door! Kick
the
ax
back
in! Do
it!” He was screaming hysterically, and the two women slammed it shut and began kicking the blade into the tiny space under the door until it was jammed shut.
Tony sat on the floor, his elbows on his knees and his face buried in his hands, rocking back and forth as he tried to hang on to his sanity.
The girls stood terrified with their backs against the locked door.
“Tony?” screamed Jessica.
“What happened? Where’s Mike?” asked Theresa through her tears.
Tony wiped his face and took a deep breath. “There’s watertight doors on this deck around the plant. We’re gonna lock every fucking door on this ship, and then we’re getting our asses to the bridge, you understand?” He was trying his very best to hold it together, but the images of Mike’s body and Ted being shredding by two “things” that used to be his friends was too much.
“Tony? What about Mike and Ted?” asked Jess.
He grabbed Jess’s arm, then Theresa’s. “Listen
to
me! Mike and Ted are dead! And the things that killed them are in that fucking room! Now help me seal this fucking deck! Now!”
He ran down to the end of the hallway and closed the heavy vault door. Like most warships and subs, the sea lab had watertight doors that could be locked in place in the event of flooding. Tony began spinning the wheel that locked the door. Jess and Theresa stood silently watching, still in shock. Tony ran back to where they were and passed them. “Follow me! Now!”
They ran after him, and once through the next watertight doorway, Tony slammed it shut and locked it again. Theresa was crying openly as the news of Mike’s death sunk in. Only a few hours ago, they had been sharing her bed. It was too horrible to accept.
Tony grabbed the two of them by their shoulders at the same time and spoke right into their faces. “Listen to me! Get your shit together! You two get up to the bridge.” He stopped himself. “Wait—Jess, didn’t you say that alcohol killed the bacteria?” She nodded. “You get all the alcohol you can carry with Theresa and bring it to the bridge. I’ll meet you up there as soon as I can grab some supplies from the galley and lock off the doors as I go. We’re gonna seal this ship up tight, hunker down in the bridge, and get the fuck out of here. You copy?”
They both nodded and Tony sprinted down the hallway toward the galley. The girls looked at each other and took off for the sickbay.




FIFTY-NINE
Unexplainable
 

Tony ran through the ship like a madman. Thankfully, the god-awful screaming had only lasted a few seconds. The only noise now was the pounding of his own footsteps, which was almost as loud as his heartbeat hammering in his chest. He got to the galley and grabbed garbage bags, which he proceeded to fill with water bottles and juice, dehydrated food packets, cans of food, and anything else that didn’t require cooking. When he had as much as he could carry, he threw the bags over his shoulder and headed up to the bridge.
Theresa and Jessica had sprinted to the sickbay and grabbed the largest bottles of alcohol they had. They were four-gallon containers with handles, and they each took two. They were heavy, and the women waddled down the hall as fast as they could, straining against the weight as they headed to the bridge, stopping to close each set of watertight doors behind them.
Within fifteen minutes, the three of them were together on the bridge. Tony sealed the two doors to the bridge and dropped the bags to the floor. He saw Jessica and Theresa and nodded. They were all still alive. Tony walked over and plopped into the captain’s chair.
“What happened down there, Tony?” asked Jess.
He looked back and forth between Jessica and Theresa and tried to gather his thoughts. “I’ll try and explain as best as I can. If I didn’t see it myself, I’d think I was narced out or something, but I’m telling you—it was no hallucination.”
They two women stared at him and waited.
He looked at Theresa. Her eyes were bloodshot from crying. “Mike’s dead, Theresa. I walked into the power plant because I had a feeling he was headed there. He wanted to see the biofuel room. It was the one place aboard ship that was off limits, and he didn’t trust Ted. He thought Ted was hiding something in there—like maybe Jim’s body.”
Theresa felt sick. She had been helping Ted—what had she done?
“When I opened the plant door, I knew something was wrong—that awful stench. Then I saw Mike. He, uh . . .”
“What? What happened to him, Tony?” asked Theresa.
“He was attacked by something. It tore him wide open. Ate part of him.” Tony was looking at the floor as he spoke quietly. “It was unbelievable. Then they came for us.”
“They?” asked Jessica. “How many? What were they?”
“There were two of them. They were, uh, they were . . . Ian and Jim. They had turned into something else. They were so fast. They had Ted torn to pieces before I could even move. They were eating him right in front of me.”
“Ian
and
Jim?” repeated Jessica. “Tony—Ian was jettisoned over a week ago. It couldn’t have been him. You’re hallucinating.”
“Maybe Mike’s not dead!” screamed Theresa. “Maybe you just thought you saw him.”
Tony stood up. “I know what I saw, okay? It was Ian and Jim—except it wasn’t them anymore. That bacteria totally changed them into something else. It’s totally messed up—I know what it sounds like, but I know what I saw.”
“Tony, maybe its narcosis,” said Jessica.
“Jess, you heard that screaming. That was Ted being ripped to shreds in front of my face. I know you don’t wanna believe this crazy shit, but it is what it is. Those two are loose amidships, and we need to surface and get off this ship. And then sink it.”
Jessica and Theresa looked at each other. They knew he was right; they just didn’t want to believe it.
“How can it be Ian?” asked Jessica.
“Ted,” said Theresa quietly. “He must have brought him back on board. He was so intent on understanding the bacteria. He was keeping Jim under observation. He must have had them both in the biofuel room.”
“What was he doing?” asked Tony.
She shook her head. “I’m not sure. But I saw some crazy stuff.” They stared at her. “Jim’s finger. He had cut off a finger and was growing it in a beaker.”
“Growing it?” they both responded.
She looked up, feeling ashamed for not reporting it earlier. “The finger—it had changed into a mini worm or something. The bacteria—it’s very powerful stuff. It was using the finger as a host and changing it. I guess it’s what happened to Ian and Jim. They’re just hosts for this bacterium. It’s like Ted was explaining to me last week. They colonize. They take over and communicate somehow. I guess Ian and Jim are going to take over this ship and make a whole new species.”
“Jesus,” said Tony. “Keep your shit together, Theresa. They aren’t taking over this ship! We’re locked up here in the bridge and we’re heading up to the surface as fast as we can get there.”
Tony spun around in the chair and began typing into the computer. VAL’s female voice filled the bridge.
“How
may
I
assist
you?”
“Begin sequence for surfacing immediately,” said Tony.
“Surfacing
is
not
scheduled
until
October
eleventh, in
three
hundred
and
twenty
two
days...”
“Yes, I know that. Override schedule and begin emergency ascent immediately.”
“All
systems
are
fully
functional. There
is
no
need
for
emergency
ascent. Scheduled
ascent
is
not
for
another
three
hundred . . .”
“Computer! Shut the fuck up and listen to me! Begin emergency ascent now!”
“Emergency
ascent
override
can
only
be
authorized
by
the
commanding
officer, Theodore
Bell.”
Tony looked up at Jessica. Ted?
“Ted Bell is dead! I am commanding officer, Anthony Martinez! Now begin emergency ascent!”
“Theodore
Bell
has
not
been
reported
dead. I
cannot
begin
emergency
sequence.”
“Computer! How was he supposed to tell you he was dead? He’s dead! Now bring up this fucking ship!”
“Override
sequence
not
authorized.”
Tony slammed the off button as hard as he could.
“Thank
you
and
good-bye . . .”
“Now what?” exclaimed Theresa. “We just sit here until they break in?”
“Like hell,” said Tony quietly. “There’s another way to surface. We can drop the legs manually. It was a safety built into the system in case of total power loss. But there’s a catch.”
They waited.
“The legs have to be jettisoned from the lab.”




SIXTY
Exit Strategy
 

The three of them sat in silence as they pondered their chances. They couldn’t stay in the bridge another ten months until the MC would let them surface. They’d have to get down to the lab. Ian and Jim were probably still in the power plant on Deck Three, but what if they weren’t? Tony ripped open a garbage bag and started pulling out some food.
“How could you be hungry?” asked Theresa.
“We gotta keep up our strength. Eat, drink, and rest. Then I take a sprint down to the lab and drop the legs off this tub so we start to float up to the surface. Simple as that.”
Jessica shook her head. “Tony, I don’t think it will work. The legs are part of the ascent sequence, but we’d also have to purge the ballast tanks. Without doing that, we might not ever make it all the way up.”
Tony’s stomach sank. He had forgotten about that part. The double hull was full of warm water as part of the entire heating system, but it also provided weight and stability. Just like aboard a sub, the water would have to be pushed out by compressed air to lighten their load and help them surface. That could also be done manually. But that had to be done in the power plant.
“Shit,” was all he could muster.
Jessica put her face in her hands. “We’re screwed,” she said quietly.
“We’ve got enough food for a few weeks,” said Tony. “Maybe those two things will starve to death. Or die out of water. Maybe we can wait them out.”
“Maybe,” said Jessica.
Theresa shook her head. “That bacteria is way too strong to just die from lack of food. It makes food out of poison gas in superheated water that would boil anything else on the planet. It isn’t just gonna die. It will adapt. It’ll find a way to live.” She looked at each of them. “And then it’s gonna kill us.” Her eyes filled with tears.
“Theresa! I told you—you gotta hold it together, girl! We aren’t gonna just give up and die down here, okay?” said Tony.
She wiped her face and shook her head.
“Eat something. Take a nap. Chill out. And when we’re rested and ready, we’ll figure out a way to surface, okay?”
The three of them shared some pouches of food and bottles of water; then they curled up on the floor together with Tony in the middle, like three little kids afraid of scary monsters in the dark—except these were real...
 

***********
 

Tony woke up and found Jessica at the console looking over schematics of the ship. He walked over and said a quiet hello, then bent over and hugged her from behind.
“If we live, maybe we can go out on a dinner date,” he said quietly.
“Just as long as it isn’t a seafood restaurant,” she replied.
Theresa moaned in her sleep, obviously having a nightmare.
“Think she’s gonna be able to hold it together?” asked Tony.
“I don’t know. I think she and Mike were, you know . . . it must be really hard.”
“Yeah.” He sat down and looked over the schematics of the ship. “Dropping the legs is scary enough. Going back into the power plant? Shit, that’s a suicide mission.”
“Not much of a choice, unless we can work on the MC.”
“I was thinking about that. The MC said Ted was authorized. Not Jim—Ted. We never told the MC that Jim was dead. How the hell would the MC know that unless Ted had programmed it?”
She nodded.
“Jim and I had a theory that Ted put us on the smoker on purpose. I think this seals the deal. He reprogrammed the MC to put us here and then made himself the boss.”
“And now we’re stuck here,” said Jessica.
“Well, we’re gonna get unstuck.”
“What’s your plan?”
“I do the legs first. That will most likely get us started with the ascent. Then we load up with alcohol and go to the power plant. I’m not sure exactly how we defend ourselves against what I saw, but at least we know the alcohol kills the bacteria. It’s a shot, anyway.”
“Not like we have a lot of options.”
Theresa sat up and rubbed her face. She was still exhausted. “What did I miss?”
“Coffee. We just had a great pot of coffee,” said Tony.
Her eyebrows went up.
“Just fuckin with ya. No coffee. But damn, that sounds good right about now,” he said, forcing a smile.
“I have a feeling our adrenaline will wake us up just fine when we go to the lab, caffeine or not,” said Jessica.
“Not we—me,” said Tony.
“No, no, no. This is all of our collective asses. We all go,” replied Jessica.
“Listen to me—that makes no sense. Why expose all of us to those things? It’s a one-man job. I’m faster and stronger. Save yourself for the power plant. I’ll definitely need help there.”
“If you’re alive,” said Jessica.
“Gee, thanks,” he said.
“I’m serious. There’s two of them, Tony. At least let me go with you.”
“Uh-uh! You’re not leaving me up here alone,” said Theresa.
“Look, I’ll be faster alone. No offense. I don’t want to die either. Let me do this my way. I run down, I drop the legs, and I run back.”
“Do you even know how?” asked Jessica.
“I’m working on that part,” he said. “The manual jettison operation is just like five giant screws and a ballast tank that gets fired off after each screw is loosened. It shoots off the legs and that’s it.”
“Yeah—‘that’s it,’ except what if you have two I don’t know what’s running after you while you are trying to loosen the five legs?”
“Then I need to run faster.”
They stared at each other.
“I don’t like your plan,” said Jessica.
“And I’m not staying here alone,” said Theresa.
“We can’t all go. It’s too cramped down in the lab. I need to get in, drop the legs, and get out.”
“And what if you can’t get back?” asked Jessica.
“I know—we’ll use the all-call button and leave it open mic. You can hear everything that’s going on. We can talk to each other while I’m down there. Only . . .”
“Only what?”
“Only don’t talk to me. I don’t want Ian and Jim to know where I am.”
“You think they still can speak English? You think they’d understand what we’re saying?” asked Jessica.
“I have no idea. But I saw what they did to Mike and Ted, and I ain’t taking any chances. If I have a problem, you’ll hear about it. Otherwise, just sit tight.”
 





SIXTY-ONE
Sprint
 

At Jessica’s urging, Tony filled two water bottles with alcohol and shoved them into his back pockets.
“Well, the good news is, if I get ripped in half, I can put some alcohol on myself to keep it clean,” said Tony.
“That’s not funny,” said Jessica.
“It was kinda funny.” He forced a fake smile. “See ya in a little while.”
Jessica grabbed him and gave him a long hug, then Theresa hugged him, too.
“Damn, I woulda suggested this weeks ago,” he said. “Lock the door behind me. The all-call button is open.”
They quietly opened the sealed door to the bridge and Tony leaned out and looked around. He listened. He even smelled the air. He motioned them to close and seal the door, and they did. And then he ran for his life.
Tony ran as fast and as quietly as he could, stopping only at the watertight doors, which he sealed behind him each time he went through. It seemed like a blink to reach Deck Three, and then time stood still. On Deck Three, Tony didn’t sprint. He tiptoed slowly and quietly, barely breathing as he strained every pore of his being to listen for sounds and be aware of smells. It was clear to the stairs, and once there, he used his hands to slide down the handrails to Deck Five as fast as he could go. Once at the bottom of the stairs, he became aware of the smell instantly. He froze.
For a long time, Tony stood with his back against the wall, listening and sniffing the foul air. It was that nasty hagfish odor again. He inched down the hallway toward the lab, painfully slow, pulling one of the bottles of alcohol from his rear pocket and opening the top. His only plan was to aim the bottle top opening at the creatures and squeeze, but he really didn’t think that would stop the things he saw destroy and eat Ted. He inched forward, scared, but refusing to allow it to paralyze him.
He moved into the actual lab. He scanned every inch before moving in deeper. On the table, he spotted a beaker lying on its side, broken. Attached to a piece of glass was something that could only be described as some type of alien worm—part arm, and part tube worm. It was almost two feet long and moved back and forth like it was searching for food. Nearby were the remnants of the isopod Mike had named Jersey. Tony fought the urge to vomit.
He kept his back against the wall and moved around the room until he got to the first large red box. It was marked in large letters: DANGER! MANUAL JETTISON. Tony put the alcohol bottle down and quietly removed the box cover and looked inside. It was a large wheel, like on the watertight doors or the vault on a safe. He used both hands to start cranking, but it was very hard to move. It took every ounce of strength and almost five full minutes to release the internal locking device. When he was finished, he looked around for the ejection tank, but it was nowhere to be found. Think!
He walked all over the immediate area, looking up and down, but couldn’t find it. Then it dawned on him. You couldn’t eject them one at a time—the ship would topple. There had to be one central location to eject them simultaneously. Shit. He thought about yelling to Jessica on the bridge to find the location, but he heard that thing on the table move. He looked over at it. The end of it was aimed at him, white slime dripping out. Time to beat feet.
Tony moved quickly just as the arm-like worm shot a gob of digestive enzymes at him. It made a splat on the floor and wall, and Tony hauled ass out of that side of the lab. He was looking all around as he moved through the lab as quietly as he could. At the opposite side of the room was the next red box. He went through the same procedure, his heart pounding as he released the second leg. He was ready to move again when he heard the tinkle of glass on the floor. He looked for the source and saw the worm doing its best to slither in his direction. It was looking for a meal.
Not knowing what else to do, and in total horror, Tony grabbed the plastic bottle and aimed at the worm. Just before it was ready to shoot another gob at him, Tony squeezed as hard as he could and sent a shot of alcohol through the air, which landed on the bizarre creature. It immediately shriveled up to half its size, and a loud bellow filled the ship. Tony’s face went white at the noise. It wasn’t from the worm on the ground—it was from amidships. Those things above him knew. They both felt what he had done to the small one on the floor, and they weren’t happy about it.
“Jesus fuckin’ Christ!” was all Tony could manage. He ran past the squirming, shriveling thing on the floor and headed to the back of the lab where the third leg was located. The creatures in the power plant were still bellowing in rage. It was like whale music played at quadruple speed through an amplifier. The speakers in the lab all sounded off at once with Jessica’s voice.
“Tony!” she screamed.
“I’m okay! I’m okay! It’s the things in the plant. I think they’re still locked in there. Three more to go. Stay quiet!”
“Stay quiet? Are you kidding me? Do you hear that screaming?”
“No shit,” he mumbled as he ran to the third leg and started turning as fast as he could.
The remaining legs weren’t in the lab; they were down the hall on the opposite side of the ship in two separate storerooms. The hallway was creepy, but as long as the two things were shrieking upstairs, at least he knew where they were. When he pulled the box off number four, he found the master ejection switch. There were warnings printed everywhere. Jackpot. He’d have to come back for that one. He unscrewed the fourth leg and ran to the fifth one across the hall in the other room. As he was finishing, he could hear slamming noises above him. The fuckers were trying to get out.
The second the final leg was finished, he ran back to number four. He yelled up at unseen speakers. “Jess! You hear me?”
“Yes! Are you okay?”
“Yeah. I’m gonna hit the jettison. We might move. Hang on to something and get ready.” He opened a lid that revealed a series of valves and a button. He read the instructions as fast as he could, waiting for Ian or Jim to appear any second. He opened the valves, which charged the tanks, then hit the switch. A loud thud reverberated through the hull, followed by some dull clanging noises outside. The floor pitched slightly for a second but then found its own center. They moved.
“Thank God!” screamed Theresa over the intercom.
“Yeah—and now I need God to get me back to the bridge without getting eaten,” said Tony to himself.



 

SIXTY-TWO
Getting Back Alive
 

Tony’s run from lab to bridge seemed like a marathon. The run through Deck Three was terrifying. He could hear Ian and Jim slamming around inside the power plant, still making the most horrid sounds he’d ever heard. Once, he could have sworn he heard his name called out in the screeching.
By the time he reached the bridge, he was soaked with sweat and completely drained. He called out from the hallway and Jessica and Theresa had the door unlocked by the time he got there. They slammed it behind him and sealed it closed.
“Thank God you’re back,” said Jessica as she hugged him.
“We’re moving,” said Theresa quietly.
Tony hugged them both, then moved to the bridge console. He pressed the button for the MC.
“Warning—unauthorized
landing
rod
jettison. Warning—unauthorized
landing
rod
jettison...”
“I know. Be quiet. What’s our current depth?”
“Current
depth
is
twenty-one
thousand
two
hundred
and
twenty-two
feet. Rate
of
ascent, five
feet
per
minute . . .”
“Five feet per minute? We’ll be down here for another month! MC! Emergency surface! Flush ballast tanks!” screamed Tony.
“Unauthorized
surfacing
sequence. Ballast
tanks
cannot
be
authorized
without
Commander
Bell’s
authorization . . .”
“MC! Commander Bell is dead! We need to surface!”
“. . . cannot
be
authorized
at
this
time . . .”
“Fucking VAL, I knew it! We’re gonna have to do it manually,” said Tony.
“How are we going to get into the power plant?” asked Jessica.
“I have no idea . . .”
 

***********
 

Tony drank a bottle of water and refilled it with alcohol. He told Jessica and Theresa about the worm creature that used to be Jim’s finger, and how it reacted to the alcohol. At least they had something that resembled a defense. They sat on the bridge, Tony exhausted both physically and mentally after running the gauntlet, and quietly watched their depth changing ever so slowly. They were moving too slow to even feel it, and the black smoker slowly heated up the hull as they moved up its side.
The MC announced hull cautions as the vent heated up the side of the hull. “Uneven
hull
pressure. Increase
internal
pressure
to
two
bars. Check
external
diagnostics . . .”
“That’s great. Just what we need,” said Tony.
“Is that from the vent?” asked Theresa.
“Yeah, we’re moving up the side and the widest part of the ship is even closer than the top was. It’s gonna get hot as hell and expand while the rest of the ship is getting squeezed.”
“So what happens?”
“Worst case, we don’t have to worry about getting eaten any more.”
She looked at him blankly.
He raised his eyebrows and explained. “Because we’ll be dead, Theresa. The hull breaches and we’re all fish food within a few seconds. I don’t think it would hurt.”
“That’s very comforting. And best-case scenario?”
“We move past it, cool off, and float to the surface.”
Jessica was still looking at the screen.
“We’re still moving way too slow. We have to dump the ballast tanks. If the MC won’t do it, we need to get into the power plant.”
Tony exhaled very slowly. “Yeah. I know.”
Theresa pondered a moment, then spoke thoughtfully. “Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that Ian and Jim are alive on this ship, filled with bacteria, and are now no more than hosts for this superstrong stuff that acts like a new organism. Do you think it is trying to kill us, or just trying to eat?”
“What’s the difference?” asked Jessica.
“Well, if we’re a threat and it wants us dead—we’re at war, so to speak. If it just needs to feed, maybe we can give it a bunch of food from the lab freezers and keep it fat and happy long enough to get into the plant.”
Tony and Jessica looked at each other. “She has a point,” said Tony.
“Or—take it one step further,” said Theresa, thinking out loud. “We used the bluefish for bait and caught the tube worms. Maybe we can use it for bait and hook these two things.”
Tony made a face. “You didn’t see these things, Theresa. They came across the room like a bullet and had Ted’s body ripped open in seconds. I don’t want to go fishing for these two things.”
Jessica interrupted. “What if the bait is just a distraction? We set out the food and lure them into a trap.”
“That would be great if we had something to kill them with. I’m not sure throwing a water bottle full of alcohol is gonna do it,” said Tony. “I’m not even sure I killed that worm thing. I might have just pissed it off.”
They all sat in deep thought.
“Still, the food idea is good. Maybe we can keep them eating long enough to blow the ballast tanks,” said Jessica.
“That means a trip back to the freezers in the lab on Deck Five. Which is through Deck Three last time I checked,” said Tony.
“We’re going to Deck Three next anyway,” said Theresa.
“Thanks,” said Tony.
Jessica stood up and started pacing. “What about if we increased the oxygen on Deck Three only and poured alcohol into the power plant and lit it. It would go up in flames in two seconds. We could burn them out.”
“Um, Doc? You know what happens when you have a fire on a sub in an oxygen-enriched environment?” asked Tony. He didn’t wait for a reply. “We all die.”
“It was just an idea.”
“Not one of your better ones. We’ll try the food. We’ll rest up and eat, then make a dash for the lab. We’ll take as much baitfish as we can carry and throw it into the power plant. If they eat it, maybe they’ll calm down or sleep or something.”
“This is a really shitty plan,” said Theresa.
“Why? You got a better idea?”
“Most deep-sea creatures don’t sleep like you’re thinking about sleep. They may slow down if they’ve just fed, but they’re alert and still looking for their next meal. Fish that sleep soundly end up as somebody else’s dinner. We gotta kill these things.”
“We have anything that looks remotely like a weapon other than bottles of alcohol?” asked Tony.
“There’s a gaffing hook in the lab.”
“And I have hazmat suits in sickbay. We can protect ourselves a little bit, anyway,” said Jessica.
Tony rubbed his face and groaned in frustration. “I hate this. The one time I’m on a sub with no weapons is the one time I need a weapon. Okay. We suit up, we get the food and the gaffing hook, and we carry alcohol and go into the power plant. And then probably get slaughtered.”
“Thanks for bolstering my confidence,” said Jessica.
“We have to kill them, or at least hurt them enough so they retreat long enough to blow the ballast tanks. Hey—you do know how to do that, right?”
“Yeah,” said Tony. “The pipes are clearly marked by the desalinization plant. You open four valves and the pressurized air blows the water out.”
“Okay. It’s settled. We kill whatever killed Mike and our crew and we get the fuck out of here,” said Theresa.
“You’re cursing like a sailor,” said Tony. “I’m proud of you.”
She looked at him in total seriousness. “Fuckin’-A, right. It’s called being scared shitless.”
“Roger dat,” said Tony. “Eat a snack, and we’re outta’ here.”
 





SIXTY-THREE
Preparations for War
 

The three of them hugged each other for luck, then opened the watertight door of the bridge. They moved single file behind Tony, each with a bottle of alcohol in their hands. First stop was the sickbay on Deck Two, where they put on hazmat suits, including full face shields. After seeing the mucous enzyme shoot across the room, Tony was very happy to be covered in something that might keep him from being digested.
That was the easy part. The suits slowed them down, and moving from sickbay to the lab was tense. The creatures had stopped making noise, which was actually worse than their terrifying screams and groans. At least when the things were screaming, the crew knew where they were. Instead, they tiptoed quietly through Deck Three all the way down to the lab. They grabbed garbage bags and filled them with bluefish filets, and then took a few filleting knives and the gaffing hook. The hook only had a three-foot staff, which would mean being way closer than anyone would want to get to one of those hideous creatures. Still, it was the best they had. They collected boxes of small, lightweight specimen bags, the type commonly used by tropical fish stores to sell pet fish. These would be filled with alcohol and serve as their “grenades.” It was their hope that the alcohol would do enough damage to avoid having to get close enough to use the gaffing hook.
With all of the fish, the gaffing hook, and two large jugs of alcohol, they moved painfully slowly to Deck Three. Once amidships, they stopped outside the door. Tony quietly tried it—still locked. He breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, if any of you have any great ideas, now’s the time.”
Theresa spoke up, now determined and angry, her fear having been replaced by hate for the things that killed Mike. “Let’s fill the bags and tie them off. We’ll bring the bait in and back away. If they come after it, we let them feed awhile, then throw the bags at them as hard as we can. After that, I guess we’re wingin’ it until we get the ballast tanks blown. Then we get the hell out of there and head back to the bridge.”
They spent the next few minutes silently filling bag after bag with alcohol, tying them off, and grabbing the next. When they had several dozen bags, they put them in two large garbage bags and slowly opened the door. It swung open in silence. No one moved a muscle. After a few minutes had past, Theresa and Jessica entered first, carrying the bait. Tony was close behind, gaffing hook in one hand, two bags in his throwing hand. They moved into the room until they could see remnants of what was probably Ted on the floor. It could have been Mike. Frankly, there was no way to know.
Theresa placed the bluefish down and moved away, and Jessica let hers hit the floor with a wet slap. The fish oils and blood ran out of the meat and spread across the floor, and within seconds, sounds filled the cavernous room. The wet, slippery sounds of slimy flesh moving across tiled floors—suction cups popping and slurping—and finally, the low moans and groans of something unearthly. The smell came next. Like rotten fish or the worst low tide. They backed up toward the door, faster and faster as the sounds grew closer.
Theresa and Jessica ran through the door and grabbed the two trash bags full of alcohol grenades as Tony stood his ground at the doorway. Ian appeared first. He was still recognizable as Ian to some degree, although his flesh was now bluish-white and slick looking, like a squid. His eyes had grown more bulbous, but remained black and lifeless. His huge tongue, bright red and slimy, hung out past his chin. He moved almost upright, but his hands seemed to hover over the floor, like he was ready to go prone at any second. The wet sound his suction-cupped feet made on the tiles was disgusting.
He approached the fish, oblivious to the crew. It dawned on Theresa: with their hazmat suits on, they probably didn’t give off any scent. They just needed to remain silent and motionless. Ian moved quickly to the bluefish fillets and shot his tongue at them as a gob of white slime hit the fish with a sizzle. His hands seemed to move across the fish for only an instant, but the razor-sharp hooks had the meat falling apart in pieces, which he slurped up into his mouth. His long, satisfied groan gave them all goose bumps.
Then Jim appeared. His appearance was extremely similar to Ian’s, although he had a bigger frame. He was older than Ian, and the skin on his dead-looking face seemed to hang from the bones. He moved straight to the fish and began devouring it immediately.
Theresa, Jessica, and Tony all exchanged glances. It was decision time: watch them eat and see if they moved away, or go to war.
Theresa thought of Mike. Smiling, wiseass Mike from Jersey. Class clown. Tough guy. He had gotten under her skin. She screamed without even realizing it and hurled the bag of alcohol as hard as she could. It burst when it hit Ian’s chest and sent out a spray of the colorless liquid. Once that first bag was hurled, all hell broke loose.
Tony threw two at once, both bags popping and dousing the two hideous creatures in front of them just as Jessica threw her bag. They were all grabbing more from the garbage bags, whipping them as hard as they could at the two stunned creatures. What had once been Ian and Jim began screaming so loud it echoed throughout the entire ship. The alcohol that hit their faces caused their slimy skin to erupt in huge red boils that bubbled up instantly and popped, sending gobs of infected bloody tissue to the floor.
Ian and Jim were blinded by the sprays of burning liquid and dropped to their knees in agony, arms flailing wildly. The three hysterical crew members threw every bag they had, and when they were almost out Tony charged the creatures like an animal himself, bringing the gaffing hook down so hard on Ian’s skull that it split open right to his mouth cavity. A huge spray of blood, brains, and God knows what splattered all over Tony’s suit and Jim’s slippery flesh. Ian dropped dead to the floor.
The howl that Jim let out was pure terror. He spit a huge gob of white slime at Tony and then sprinted away, shrieking in pain. Tony wiped off his faceplate with his gloved hand and ran to the ballast valves. Jessica and Theresa ran after him, following his instructions on which valves to pull open.
The three of them yanked open the valves and listened to the hiss inside the pipes. Once the four valves were open, Tony screamed, “That’s
it! Out! Go!”
They ran out of the room, past Ian’s body. The handle of the hook stood out of his shattered skull like a harpoon in a dead whale. As soon as they got outside, they slammed the door shut and spun the watertight door closed.
“Thank God!” screamed Jessica.
“Oh shit,” said Tony. He pointed to the floor. A trail of slime and blood led down the hallway. They hadn’t locked Jim inside after all.




SIXTY-FOUR
Veterans
 

Tony and his two female warriors stopped in the hallway and listened. They could hear distant thuds and doors opening and closing below them.
“He went below. That’s it—let’s get to the bridge on the double,” barked Tony. The three of them ran as fast as their suits would allow up the stairs to the bridge. They slammed the heavy door behind them and sealed it closed.
Tony pulled off his hood and mask and dropped it on the floor. His face dripped with sweat. He pulled off his gloves and turned around so Jessica could unzip the back of his suit. He stepped out of the boots and dropped the heavy jumpsuit to the floor, stepping out of it as well. Tony grabbed the alcohol bottle and poured some in his hands, then rubbed it all over his face and head. “Just in case,” he said.
Tony helped the women with their hazmat suits and they all wiped themselves down with the alcohol. They were still alive. All three of them. Tony looked at Theresa.
“Nice throw,” he said, then started laughing from pent-up nerves.
Theresa began laughing and crying simultaneously from nerves as well. Jessica hugged her, also laughing as tears flowed. They had just witnessed something no one would ever believe, and they were shot.
“Remind me never to piss her off,” Jessica said to Tony. “Or you either, for that matter. She gave Tony a hug, too. “You are a very brave man.”
“Shit. Theresa’s the brave one. When she threw the bag I almost shit my pants—pardon the expression.”
“Yeah, well, you charged those things like a wild man. I can’t believe we’re still alive.”
“And floating up!” said Theresa, now looking at the control panel.
Tony walked over to the MC and sat down at the captain’s chair. He pressed the button for VAL.
“Unauthorized
ascent
initiated . . . time
to
surface, sixty-seven
hours . . . hull
surface
stabilizing . . . current
depth . . .”
“So that’s it—it’s over. In less than three days we’ll break the surface,” said Jessica, almost to herself.
“I guess so,” said Tony. “I’m going to send up a buoy with a message for ODSR. We’ll need a ride a helluva lot earlier than planned.”
“What about Jim?” asked Theresa.
“What about him. He’s locked out,” answered Jessica.
“We can’t just leave him running around the ship.”
“Says who?” asked Tony. “You really wanna go out there looking for him?”
They just looked at each other for a second.
“Well?” he asked.
“We can’t bring him up to the surface. I’m not even sure we should be at the surface,” said Theresa.
“We’re not infected,” said Jessica.
“How do you know?”
“Because we don’t look anything like the two things that tried to eat us downstairs! We’re fine. And I am getting off this boat as fast as humanly possible. I’ll swim home if I have to!”
Tony looked at the two of them. “You’re both right. We’re not infected. But we can’t risk bringing Jim to the surface.”
Theresa felt sick to her stomach. “It’s what I was talking about before. He’s still out there. We either sink the ship at the surface once we’re off, or we have to find him and kill him.”
“Fine. We get off the ship and scuttle it,” said Jessica.
“And you think they’re just gonna let us sink a ship that cost a few billion dollars to build? No way,” said Tony. “We’re gonna surface, and the navy is gonna be waiting for us. They ain’t gonna let us sink her.”
They sat in depressed silence.
“We have to find him,” said Theresa.
“Bullshit,” said Jessica. “We’re not opening that fucking door for anything. The only door that opens around here is the top hatch when we surface.”
Theresa stared at Tony for a response.
“I dunno. I’m not in a hurry to open the door either, Jess. But we can’t bring him up.”
“We’re not going out there.”
Tony shrugged. “We’ve got sixty-seven hours to figure something out.”
Jessica pressed the all-call button, which opened up all of the ship’s mics and speakers. She listened as hard as she could for sounds of Jim but heard only white noise and the hum of the power plant.
They all sat and strained to listen. Wherever he was, he wasn’t moving or making any noise. Tony eyed the watertight door and wondered.




SIXTY-FIVE
SOS
 

“DSRV!” yelled Tony.
Jessica and Theresa jumped with a start. The three of them had been lying on the floor exhausted when Tony blurted out the initials.
“DSRV?” asked Theresa.
“Disabled sub rescue vehicle! We don’t need to surface. We just need to get close enough so the navy can send a DSRV and attach to the top hatch. Their bottom hatch fits over our top hatch, and they let us out into their sub. Then we scuttle this fucking tub and get outta the water,” exclaimed Tony with excitement.
Theresa and Jessica looked at each other.
“The buoys!” said Tony as he hopped up to the main console, where he began typing into the computer like a madman. He dialed up the command for the emergency communication buoy. It was the same technique as the others, except it released three buoys at once, each with a small, specially made pressurized air tank designed to speed the trip up to the surface. The redundancy was a safety in the hopes that at least one would make it to the surface no matter what.
 

EMERGENCY
MESSAGE: Jim
Lewis, Ian
MacMullen, Mike
Ammiano, Ted
Bell
all
dead. Three
survivors, Jessica
Clark, Theresa
Meyers, Tony
Martinez, confined
to
bridge. Request
immediate
DSRV
for
docking
as
soon
as
we
hit
DSRV
operating
depth. Extreme
danger. We
are
ascending, current
depth
over
18,000
feet. Expect
to
reach
operating
depth
60
hours
from
now. We
cannot
surface. Need
DSRV
linkup. Possible
contamination. Rescue
team
will
need
hazmat
suits
and
team
requires
quarantine. Situation
is
MOST
URGENT—SOS.
 

Ted reread his message and hit “send.” The computer released the emergency communication buoys from the hull and the three beacons shot toward the surface, already transmitting a message that would be repeated for sixty days or until turned off.
Tony turned back to Jessica and Theresa. “That’s it. We hunker down for two days and wait for that door to open.” He pointed to the large vault door above their heads at the top of the ladder.
“And if they can’t get here in time? We’ll just hit the surface and wait for a rescue?” asked Theresa. “With that thing running around the ship?”
Jessica and Tony looked at each other. “I don’t know. Look—none of us want to bring anything to the surface. Let’s just hope for the best. It’s two days. We just gotta last two days . . .”
“If the DSRV can’t make it, I don’t think we should surface,” said Jessica.
“We can’t exactly stop in the middle of the water column,” said Tony.
“That’s not what I meant,” said Jessica. Her face was an expression of despair. “If they can’t get us off this ship while we’re under and then sink it before it hits the surface, then I think we sink it ourselves.”
Tony thought about that for a second. “You mean, while we’re on it?”
“Unless you have a better idea.”
Theresa caught up mentally. “Wait—you’re saying we just survived a battle with a sea monster just so we can drown?”
“Do you want to be the one responsible for unleashing a plague on the planet that maybe there’s no cure for?” asked Jessica.
“The alcohol killed those things! There’s a simple cure!” exclaimed Theresa.
“The alcohol may have killed them. May have. There’s no way we can bring this ship up. I don’t want to die either, Theresa. But think about it.”
Tony exhaled very slowly. He locked his fingers together on top of his head and stared up at the ceiling. “I know what you’re saying, Jess. You’re not wrong.” He leaned forward in his chair with his elbows on his knees and looked at Theresa. “Look, Theresa. I’m no hero, okay? I don’t want to go down with the ship and all that crap. I want to live just like you do. So does Jess. But she’s right. We can’t bring this shit up. No way. But let’s not give up just yet, okay? The DSRV’s gonna get here, okay? We have two days . . . let’s just try to stay positive.”
The multiple moaning and groaning noises from belowdecks made their hair stand up.




SIXTY-SIX
The Pitter Patter of Little Feet
 

The three survivors sat in the bridge listening in complete terror to the noises outside their watertight door. What had started as the same eerie noises they had heard from Ian and Jim had transformed into a chorus. The voices were smaller—like tree frogs. But like tree frogs, when there are hundreds of them, the chorus fills the air with sound.
“What is that?” screamed Jessica when it began.
“There must be hundreds of them,” whispered Theresa in a tiny voice that gave away her abject horror.
Tony walked to the door and squatted with his ear against the wall. “Jesus,” was all he could muster. Tony’s face and head had three days of razor stubble on it, and the usually clean-shaven sailor looked more like a bar bouncer than a naval chief petty officer.
Occasionally, a loud shrieking sound that had to be Jim would fill the ship and all other sound would stop. But then, a few moments later, the chorus would begin again. It happened repeatedly, and each time the things outside sounding like they were getting closer.
Theresa looked at Tony with an ashen face. “He’s communicating with more of them. There’s more on this ship. And he’s bringing them up here.”
Jessica covered her face with her hands.
Tony strained to listen. It was impossible to determine how many were out there—but it sure as hell was a lot more than just Jim.
“Where did they come from?” asked Jessica.
Tony looked at Theresa, hoping maybe she had a clue what was happening.
“It sounds like a million of ’em out there,” she answered.
“But how?” Jessica screamed. She had so bravely suggested sinking to their death only a moment ago—but that hadn’t been thought all the way through. In her mind, they would drown painlessly in an instant. Listening to the things outside created images of being eaten by legions of horrifying creatures, and that ended any attempts at being valiant. She covered her ears and squeezed her eyes shut.
Tony leaned against the wall feeling completely helpless. He could hear the creatures’ disgusting noises over the ship’s speakers—their suction cups making that wet slurping sound as they moved. He walked over to the all-call button and turned it off. The bridge went quieter, although they could still hear faint noises and the occasional bellowing of what must have been Jim. Tony walked around the bridge, scanning everywhere.
“What are you looking for?” asked Theresa.
He shrugged. “I don’t even know. But if they get through that door, I want something in my hands.”
“Oh my God,” said Theresa. “Can they get in here?”
“You’re asking me? You’re the worm expert. If that thing has Jim’s memory, then yeah, why not? He walks over and spins the lock on the watertight door, and he and I wrestle against the door to see who’s stronger. That locks opens from both sides, Theresa. Those things are fast and strong. What happens if I can’t keep it locked?”
Jessica was rocking back and forth with her hands over her ears like a hysterical child. Tony didn’t have time to console her; he continued walking the bridge, looking for something—anything—that might help them. “We gotta think!” he screamed at no one in particular. “We’re smarter than some fucking fish!”
Theresa walked over and hugged Jessica, who hugged her back and started crying.
 “MMMMmmmmmooaaaaaachhhhhhhhhaaaaaaaaaa!” reverberated through the ship, followed by the chorus again. Tony felt himself shiver at the noise.
“We still have some alcohol,” said Theresa.
“Yeah—that’s something,” said Tony. He rifled through the garbage bags that contained the food and water but found nothing that offered any hope. “We have any more plastic bags to make alcohol grenades again?”
“We used them all,” she said quietly, still holding Jessica.
“We’ll fill the juice and water bottles. Just leave enough water to last three days. By then, the DSRV will be here, right?” He forced a fake smile.
“Absolutely,” she answered, not believing it.
“Not much else up here. The gaffing hook, I, uh—I left it downstairs.”
“That’s
it. That must be it. That’s where all these things came from,” said Theresa. “We injured those things, maybe even knocked them to pieces. But they regenerate. We didn’t kill them. We just made more of ’em.”
He looked at her with a pained expression.
“Yeah. Great, huh?” she asked.
He shook his head. “You really think that’s what happened? Like cuttin’ a worm in half and making two worms?”
“Yeah. Only thing I can think of. Which means we still have to figure out how to kill those things. The alcohol just pissed them off.”
“I dunno—that one I hit in the head. It looked dead.”
“Wanna go downstairs and check?” she asked.
“Not really,” he said.
The things outside shrieked again. It made Jessica scream, which made Theresa and Tony jump.
“This is gonna be the longest sixty hours of our lives,” he said quietly, staring at the door. Tears ran down Jessica’s face and dripped off her chin.
“I just hope it isn’t the last sixty,” replied Theresa.




SIXTY-SEVEN
Hunkered Down
 

The evening passed so slowly it hurt. Tony had rubbed Jessica’s back and soothed her until she fell asleep, and then he and Theresa had sat by the door armed with alcohol, trying to sleep in shifts. Neither one of them had managed to doze much. The things outside kept up their unholy chorus for hours. Occasionally, they’d hear the sound of something smashing or falling, but they had no idea what was happening. Eventually, Tony gave up on sleep and sat at the helm. He had turned off VAL hours before because the monsters outside were annoying enough. He turned her back on.
“How
may
I
be
of
assistance?” asked VAL in its annoying civil tone as it rebooted and started running diagnostics.
“Estimate time to five hundred feet below sea level,” he said.
“Estimated
time
to
five
hundred
feet
is
fifty-one
hours, ten
minutes,” she replied.
“Run ship diagnostics and report only abnormalities or problems,” said Tony.
There was a brief pause, and Tony watched as lines of codes flew across his screen. After a moment, VAL replied, “All
systems
are
normal
except
for
power
plant
fuel
supply. Fuel
supply
shows
critical
systems
failure.”
“What’s wrong with the fuel supply?” he asked, picturing the things that used to be his friends lying on the floor.
“Severe
damage
to
biofuel
tanks. Ship’s
fuel
supply
at
forty
percent
and
dropping. Suggest
energy-saving
actions.”
Tony thought as fast as he could. “VAL, turn off all lights and electricity on Decks Two, Three, Four, and Five. Leave bridge at full power.”
They couldn’t see it from the bridge, but below them, lights and systems began shutting off. Tony watched as VAL continued to run diagnostics, with line after line of code whipping across the large screen. The word “failure” kept appearing. Tony could feel himself starting to sweat.
“What’s wrong, VAL? Is there a problem?”
“Severe
damage
to
biofuel
tanks. Multiple
system
failures
in
desalinization
plant. Multiple
system
failures
in
power
plant. Power
supply
at
thirty-nine
percent
and
dropping . . .”
Tony looked over at Theresa. She was looking at him, waiting for him to explain what was happening. “Those things are tearing up Deck Three. Probably breaking up the pipes and tubes and who knows what. Thank God we started surfacing already.”
“So what happens if everything is broken on Deck Three?” asked Theresa.
Tony shrugged. “Not sure. We have battery backups. Enough for a few hours, anyway. This room is pretty big. Even if the air supply gets knocked off-line, we’d last in here long enough for the DSRV to get us out. I think.”
“The air supply is going to go off?” she asked excitedly.
“Not necessarily. It’s the number-one priority on the ship. I just don’t know what those things are doing on Deck Three. Jesus. I think there’s a way to flood us via the desalinization plant. I mean, you’d have to know what you were doing, but Jim would know how.”
“What do you mean?” she asked, now getting up and walking to Tony.
“The desalinization plant uses outside water, brings it in, and causes condensation, which is fresh water for drinking. There are valves that control the seawater. It takes a lot of safety overrides, but you can open the seawater into the ship. We’d fill and sink pretty fast at this depth.”
“Jesus, Tony.”
“I don’t think they could do it—I’m just sayin’ . . .”
“You’re just trying to lift my spirits?”
“Sorry—just thinking out loud, I guess. I’m trying to figure out what those things want. They want to just eat us? Or they want to get back to the seafloor? Do you think they can think? Reason? Or are they just worms trying to get a meal?”
“I don’t know,” Theresa replied. “Tube worms—they just exist and feed and reproduce. They aren’t having conversations about the meaning of life. But Jim—I don’t know. You saw him. Do you think Jim was still inside there somewhere?”
Tony shook his head. “I don’t think so. What I saw wasn’t human. God, I really hope not.”
Theresa looked at Jessica, who was fast asleep. “I’m jealous. I wish I could sleep and just wake up to a navy rescue.”
Tony smiled. He looked at Jessica, so pretty and relaxed in her sleep. He was hoping she was seeing something peaceful and beautiful in her dreams. What was outside the door wasn’t so nice.
Theresa looked at Tony—caught him watching her. “You two really hit it off, huh?”
He smiled. “Yeah. Started off as a joke, ya know? Then maybe something a little physical, like a nice distraction at twenty thousand feet. I ended up really fallin’ for her. Been a while since I found someone I was really into.” He was talking to himself as much as he was speaking to Theresa. When he looked up at her, she was teary-eyed.
“Sorry,” she said, wiping her eyes. “It was like that with Mike and me, too. Totally unprofessional and not cool, ya know? He was such a wiseass. But I really miss him.”
Tony shook his head and stared at the floor. “We had a good crew, Theresa. I think Ted did something that got us here. But Jim was a good skipper and a good man. And Ian and Mike knew their shit. This should have been a dream mission.”
As if on cue, the things outside started their shrieking and howling again.
“Fifty-one hours,” said Tony quietly. “We just gotta keep that door locked for fifty-one hours and pray the DSRV is here in time.”
“And you really think they can get one here in time?” she asked.
“The sub tender had a small one aboard. I saw it on the rear deck. They can use a Super Stallion and fly it here. A big helicopter,” he translated.
“So you think we have a chance. For real?” she asked.
“Hell, yeah. Those are my guys out there! They ain’t gonna leave my ass out here underwater!” He pulled up his shirtsleeve and showed his US Navy tattoo with the large anchor.
She forced a smile. “If you say so,” she said. She looked at the door and listened to the cacophony from outside. She grabbed some alcohol bottles and placed them on the floor by the door and sat down with her back against it. If the door moved, it would wake her up. She closed her eyes, bottle in hand.




SIXTY-EIGHT
Hope
 

That night and next day were simply torture. The three of them sat locked in the bridge, listening to VAL warn about the ship’s multiple system failures while God knows what was outside tearing the place apart and screaming like a B horror movie for hours. They were exhausted and stressed, but did their best to stay positive. Jessica had woken up from her nap feeling better after some sleep. They took turns talking about their worst and best relationships, planned their next vacations, discussed life in the navy—whatever they could do to take their minds off the situation they were in.
Jessica shivered in the ever-dropping temperature of the bridge, the heating system from the desalinization plant having ceased its functioning. Tony rubbed her back briskly, then Theresa’s as he joked that he was an “equal opportunity employer.” It was starting to get noticeably colder since they lost power below.
They ate some food from the cans and reminisced about Mike’s great cooking. A strange noise from outside the ship interrupted them. Tony leaped up into the air and sent his food airborne.
“A ping!” he screamed so loud they all jumped.
“A what?” asked Theresa.
“A ping! They have a sub! They just pinged us! Bounced a sonar signal off our hull to tell me they’re there!” Tony was screaming and moving in fast motion, but he looked so happy he could jump in the air and celebrate. He hopped over to the console and began typing like mad. “VAL! Send sonar ping! Find sonar contact and lock cameras!”
“Sonar
contact
confirmed. Locking
position
and
repositioning
cameras,” she said calmly.
Tony transferred the camera images to the main screen and there, in the deep black water, were the approaching lights of the DSRV. The three of them screamed with joy at the sight. The DSRV, at fifty feet long and eight feet in diameter, looked tiny as it approached the massive white sphere.
“PING!”
VAL sent the sonar signal to the DSRV.
“PING!” came the reply.
Tony leaped up and grabbed his fellow crew members. The three of them hugged and allowed the tears to flow.
But their joy was short-lived. The things outside didn’t like the noise, apparently, and began shrieking and moaning louder than ever.
“Can we radio them or something?” asked Jessica.
“No, we don’t have that type of communication equipment aboard. Maybe the one thing the NASA boys forgot when they built this thing. But the DSRV knows we’re here, and we know they’re here! That’s all that matters. They’ll position themselves over the hatch and lock on; then we’ll open up and get the fuck outta here!”
For the next thirty minutes, the three of them did their best to ignore the horrifying noises while they watched the sub come into view on camera. The tiny vessel circled and positioned itself over the hatch above their heads. They listened in excitement to the sound of metal on metal as the DSRV locked on over their hatch. It seemed to take forever. Inside the DSRV, the rescue personnel worked quickly to stabilize the seal as the two joined vessels now slowly ascended together.
“When they open the hatch, Jessica goes first, then Theresa, then me. You climb straight up and get out as fast as you can. As soon as you two are up, I’ll start flooding the ballast tanks again and then get out. We’ll send them all down to Davy Jones’s locker.”
They nodded but didn’t speak, instead just staring at the hatch, willing it to open.
After what seemed like forever, the sound of a metal wrench banging on their hatch made them scream and throw their hands up in victory.
“Jess! Get up and start spinning that lock!”
She raced up the ladder and began turning the handle, feeling it moving on the other side as the sailors in the DSRV turned from their end. Tony sat at the console and began typing and speaking with VAL.
“VAL! Prepare to flood ballast tanks for descent!”
“Preparing
ballast
tanks . . .” she said politely.
The hatch opened and a masked face appeared, hanging upside down in his hazmat suit, as instructed by Tony’s emergency beacon. He smiled behind the Plexiglas faceplate, looking like a college kid. “Someone call for a taxi?” he asked with a toothy grin inside his hood.
Jessica screamed with delight. “Thank you!”
Jessica and Theresa climbed up quickly, with two pairs of hands helping to pull them up. The sailor climbed down and stood by the ladder. “Tony Martinez?” he yelled. “I was under the impression you wanted to get the heck out of here?”
The sounds of pounding on the door, followed by the loudest shrieking yet, made the man spin and face the door in stunned horror.




SIXTY-NINE
What Is That?
 

The sailor on the bridge stood in silence, staring at the door.
He looked over at Tony, who was ignoring it and speaking to VAL. “Flood ballast tanks and initialize descent!” he shouted.
“What the fuck is that?” screamed the sailor. He heard Tony order the ballast tanks flooded. “What are you doing?”
“I’m sinking this ship—and you and me are getting the fuck outta here before that thing on the other side of the door gets in here!”
The sailor didn’t move. He just stared at the door and listened to the horrid sounds from outside the bridge. It sounded like hundreds of wounded animals all screaming in pain at once. His skin was crawling inside the hazmat suit.
“Ballast
tanks
cannot
be
flooded. Descent
cannot
initialize. All
systems
have
failed
on
Deck
Three. Power
plant
does
not
respond . . .”
Tony looked at the sailor. “You have weapons on the sub?” The sailor didn’t respond; he was still staring at the door. Tony screamed his question a second time and stood up.
“Not much—just a .45. What the fuck is that?” he asked again in disbelief.
“That’s what killed half our crew. And it can’t be allowed to surface, you understand me? There’s shit out there that ain’t human! And if it gets in here, we’re dead! Are you hearin’ me, mister? It
can’t
be
allowed
to
surface! I need to get to the power plant on Deck Three and manually flood the ballast tanks. But I can’t get in there without some serious weapons!”
“Sorry, Skipper—we’re a rescue sub, not a warship. All we have is one pistol. That’s it. A .45.”
“Damn it,” said Tony under his breath. “How did you get here? Ship or chopper?”
“Chopper.”
“Any ships in the area?”
“Nothing immediate, but I know a cruiser was sent out here to pick you up once we surface. The sub tender won’t make it out here for at least two weeks.”
“You have a radio on board that can call fleet?”
“Sure.”
“Okay—then we’re getting outta here and surfacing. And then you’re gonna call in an air strike and blow the shit out of this vessel.”
“Skipper, with all due respect—there’s no way they’re gonna fire on your sea lab. I was sent here to rescue you, not sink your ship.”
“You wanna open that door and see what’s outside?” Tony screamed.
From up in the DSRV, Jessica shouted for them to hurry.
The sailor looked at the door. The sounds outside were otherworldly. The door’s locking wheel seemed to move ever so slightly. The sailor moved toward the ladder. “Sir, I think we need to get out of here—now!”
Tony raced up the ladder, into the tiny sub above them. It had a five-man crew and enough room for twenty cramped passengers. The DSRV pilot and copilot were sealed in a forward compartment away from the belly of the sub, where three rescue workers and the passengers could sit on two long bench seats that faced each other. Tony climbed up and then helped pull up the rescue sailor. The sailor reached down to close the bridge hatch on the Challenger.
“No! Don’t seal it up! Let it flood!” screamed Tony.
The sub commander, also in a hazmat suit, moved to the rear of the ship where Tony was sitting.
“Excuse me?” he barked.
“You gotta flood it! That ship has to sink, Skipper! And fast! Before those things get inside the bridge!”
“What things? What the hell are you talking about? I was told you had an infectious disease aboard and needed immediate rescue?”
“Infectious, yes—but there’s fucking monsters on that ship! It has to go down!”
The skipper suddenly understood. “Ohhh . . . okay, son. You just relax and we’ll take care of the sea monsters, okay?” he spoke in his most soothing paternal voice.
He looked at the original rescue sailor and whispered, “These guys are narced pretty good, Ethan. Just keep everyone calm and we’ll get ’em some help.”
“Uh, Skipper? I don’t think these guys are narced.”
“What?” he exclaimed, more than just a little annoyed. “Do you think we’re gonna just sink a multibillion-dollar submarine ’cause that sailor’s been down too long?”
“Sir, there’s something on that ship. I heard it, too.”
Tony saw the two of them arguing and realized what was happening. He moved back toward them. “Skipper, I’m not hallucinating! There are things on that ship that killed our crew! You need to flood that bridge and get the fuck out of here!”
The skipper pointed a finger at Tony. “Stand
down, sailor!”
The noise from the sea lab below reverberated through the DSRV.
“That’s what killed our crew! Now you wanna go meet them?” screamed Tony.
Jessica and Theresa both started screaming, “Get us out of here!”
The rescue sailor looked at the skipper. “Sir, they’re right outside the bridge door. I think we should listen to him and surface.”
“Oh, is that right?” screamed the skipper, slightly fogging his own protective face mask. “Are you going to pay for the sea lab, mister?” He pushed his way past the sailor and began climbing down the ladder.
“Where are you going?” Jessica asked incredulously.
“Don’t!” screamed Theresa.
Tony just shook his head sadly.
The young sailor looked back and forth between Tony and his commander.
The commander hopped down off the ladder and looked around. It was a mess but otherwise seemed to be normal. He could hear the ship’s hull groaning as it expanded in its ascent. It was much louder than usual, yes, but nothing to be so freaked out about. The poor crew was obviously suffering from narcosis. He approached the door and spotted the bottles of what looked like water all over the floor. What the hell had been going on in here?
The noise outside changed. What had been a groan of the ship was now followed by hundreds of other noises. They were eerie. What was going on down here? He looked back at the ladder and considered leaving. And
tell
the
admiral
what? he thought. It
was “spooky,” so
I
sunk
a
multibillion-dollar
research
project?
He walked over to the watertight door and grabbed the wheel.




SEVENTY
Contact
 

The sub commander spun the wheel on the watertight door and pushed it open. The first thing that hit him was the smell. It was terrible; even through the filters of his hazmat suit, it reeked. Something must have leaked somewhere and gone rancid. Or they had lost power and the refrigeration had failed. Spoiled food? No—it was worse than that.
He stepped out into the hallway and froze. His brain worked as fast as it could to try and recognize something. To make sense out of anything he was looking at. A naked man? No. What was it? It had a human form, in a way, but it certainly wasn’t human. He looked into huge black eyes set in a pale bluish-white face with a giant crimson tongue hanging to its chin. It raised its arms and spread what almost looked like fingers, but were covered in tiny suction cups.
On the floor were a few dozen things that could only be described as body parts. Except they were moving. Wiggling. Crawling. There were a few on the walls as well. What the fuck was he looking at?
Something hit his faceplate. A big white gob. And then a few more splattered on his suit from several directions at once. He saw something move on the wall to his starboard—an arm? Was that an arm attached to the wall at the elbow? He opened his mouth to scream, but nothing would come out. What should have been fingertips fired blobs of white mucous at him. He finally found his lungs and let out a scream.
The rescue diver hanging from the hatch jumped down into the sea lab as Tony screamed “No!” and tried to grab his arm. The crewman, Ethan, ran toward the door in time to see something collide with the skipper and literally tear him in half. The spray of blood and tissue filled the bridge doorway and sent a cloud of organs and goo at him. He froze in his tracks. Tony hung down from the DSRV and screamed at the young sailor. The kid was frozen, staring at something plunging its face into his commanding officer’s body cavity and slurping up his guts as it threw pieces of flesh and tissue all over the bridge and hallway. The kid began screaming uncontrollably in his suit.
“Move! Run!” Tony yelled, hanging upside down from the hatch. “Over here! Hurry up!”
The kid turned and ran, stumbling and screaming as he went. He tripped and fell, sliding across the floor and leaving a smear of his commander’s blood and entrails. Tony jumped down to the bridge from the DSRV, Jessica and Theresa screaming hysterically from inside. The other member of the DSRV crew headed over to the hatch to see what had happened. The two pilots who were sealed in the forward compartment were barking questions over the intercom, but no one was listening to them. Tony grabbed the kid by the back of his suit and shoved him at the ladder.
“Go!” he screamed. Tony grabbed one of the water bottles filled with alcohol and unscrewed the lid, then threw it at the doorway. From the hallway came a shriek as Ethan scrambled up the ladder, his crewmate pulling him up. Tony raced up after him, screaming as he went.
The sailor pulled him up and Tony began screaming “Go! Go! Go!”
Ethan began spinning the locks and release pins to detach from the Challenger. The petty officer next to him shouted, “What are you doing? Where’s the skipper? What happened?”
“We gotta go now!”
“Where’s
the
skipper?” the petty officer repeated. He moved closer to Ethan and pushed him away from the hatch, then saw the blood and pulpy mess all over his suit. “What the fuck happened down there?” he screamed in shock.
“He’s dead! We gotta get off this ship! Now let go of me!”
The petty officer wouldn’t let go. “We’re not leaving the skipper down there! What the hell’s the matter with you?” He shoved Ethan hard and slid down the handrails of the ladder down into the bridge. On the DSRV, it was chaos, with Jessica, Theresa, Tony, and Ethan all screaming at the top of their lungs. The DSRV pilot, listening from his forward compartment, called again over the ship’s intercom. “What’s going on back there?” But no one paid any attention to him in the chaos.
Down on the bridge, the petty officer followed the blood trail to the door. The door was open and as he got closer, he saw something hunched over on the floor. He stared at it and tried to comprehend what he was seeing. Was it a man? A lizard? A fish? What the fuck was that? It was on all fours like a wild animal, with its face buried in . . . the skipper?
The petty officer froze in horror and looked on in shock. The “thing” looked up at him. It now faced him directly. Gobs of blood and mucous and human tissue ran down its face—its tongue. The terrified sailor couldn’t get his head around what he was witnessing.
A tongue?
That huge?
The thing was staring at him. Ripples seemed to run over its body as it locked its dead black eyes on the man in the strange suit. A long, low groan came from its hideous mouth, its tongue getting longer as it dripped blood and God knows what else all over the floor. The petty officer was frozen. Somewhere outside, small creatures scurried across the walls and floor of the hallway, making their own repugnant noises. The big one—the one covered in his commander’s blood—seemed to go tense. And then, in an instant, it was flying through the air and shooting a huge white gob at the sailor. The mess hit him in the faceplate and he stumbled backward. From the hatchway above, Ethan hung upside down screaming at the top of his lungs for his comrade to get out of there.
The thing moved so fast.
The petty officer managed to turn and run to the ladder, grabbing ahold of it a split second before the creature leapt on his back. Ethan grabbed the sailor’s hand and tried to pull him up, but whatever that was on his back had his suit shredded in an instant. Ethan locked eyes with his terrified friend, both of them screaming. Tony climbed over Ethan’s back and reached down, also trying desperately to help pull the man up. A huge splash of blood covered both of them. Ethan fell back into the DSRV, still holding the hand that was no longer attached to the sailor. Tony was screaming as he looked down below, watching that wild creature taking the man apart, sucking and slurping and eating like a school of piranha attacking their prey. From the hallway, dozens of hideous things slithered and hopped and leapt into the bridge, going for morsels scattered around the bloody deck. The creatures tackled pieces of flesh and tissue and rolled, like puppies playing with small toys. They were all in a feeding frenzy.
Tony pulled himself back up into the sub, screaming like a wild man for Ethan to get the DSRV off the Challenger. The poor kid was still staring at the gloved hand, bleeding from the severed arm all over the DSRV deck.
“Now! Now!” bellowed Tony.
The pilots up front, sealed from the rear compartment, couldn’t see anything but knew something was terribly wrong. No one would answer their calls over the intercom, and they were stuck up there with no way back into the aft passenger area. Ethan threw the severed hand down the hole and began spinning releases and flipping levers. Tony watched and repeated his actions on his side of the hatchway. They slammed their hatch down and spun the lock as fast as they could. Ethan stumbled to the rear intercom and slapped the talk button.
“Go! Go! Go! Get
us
up! Now!”
“What’s going on back there?” demanded the pilot.
“Get us the fuck outta here!” screamed Ethan, now completely hysterical. Jessica and Theresa hugged each other, crying and trying to hold themselves together. Tony watched a small monitor inside the DSRV that showed the Challenger below.
There was a huge burst of bubbles below them as the DSRV broke the seal between the ships and seawater rushed into the open hatch of the Challenger. The eruption of air forced the DSRV up at an awkward angle, spilling the women off the bench and onto the deck. Tony and Ethan grabbed handrails to keep from falling.
Up front, the pilot screamed into the intercom. “What happened? We just lost a seal! Did you seal that hatch?”
“No! I didn’t seal shit! Get us up! Get
us
up!” screamed Ethan.
The DSRV rocked and rolled in the torrent of bubbles as it was shot to the surface. Below, the rush of water blasted through the bridge, sweeping the creatures back out into the hallway. They were at six hundred feet, and in the dim light, Tony watched the air bubbles rushing out of the Challenger, which was no longer ascending.
The separation between the two vessels expanded rapidly as the DSRV rode the bubbles up and the Challenger filled with seawater and began sinking ever faster. Tony knew that the thing that used to be Jim had to have opened the watertight doors to get up to the bridge. Obviously, they had never resealed them, and the Challenger flooded quickly.
Inside the sea lab, the creatures floated through the flooding decks, attaching themselves to walls, floors, and ceilings as they went. Jim rode the water through the hallways, arms wrapped around his legs in a small ball, like a retracted coral polyp. When the flooding slowed, he picked a spot to anchor and sucked his feet and hands against the wall.
VAL announced the final epitaph of the Challenger.
“Emergency. Emergency. System
failure. Hull
breach. Initiate
ascent. Emergencyyyyyyy...”
A Crackle. Static. Silence.
VAL’s voice ceased when the seawater fried the circuits and electrical supply that were still working on the bridge. The emergency lights flickered for only a moment and then went dark as the last computers, batteries, and any semblance of human technology died. The dark ship picked up momentum as it plummeted into the black depths of the ocean.




SEVENTY-ONE
Ascent
 

Aboard the cold DSRV, Ethan and the three rescued crew sat in exhausted silence on the benches. The pilot had stopped asking them what happened after a few minutes, realizing he wouldn’t get an answer until they reached the surface. The men up front still didn’t even know they had lost two crewmen, Ethan being too afraid they’d want to go back and retrieve them.
Ethan finally spoke, still wearing his suit. “What happened down there?”
Tony shook his head. “I have no idea.”
The sailor looked at Theresa and Jessica. They both shook their heads. Finally, Jessica spoke. “You saw it. What do you think it was?”
His shook his head in disbelief.
“Exactly,” she replied, and put her head on Tony’s shoulder.
 

************
 

On Ethan’s boot, the small piece of goo that had been his skipper’s pinky was now attached to the side of his shoe. It wiggled.




EPILOGUE
NASA Research and Development Lab
 

Lucy lay in the pressure tank. She had dropped from 130 pounds down to 85, but considering she hadn’t eaten or drank anything in seventy-eight days and was living in a high-pressure oven, she was still in pretty incredible condition. Her hair was now long gone. At 375 degrees, it had simply baked off. Her skin, once simian, was now a slimy gray. Her ape belly, already big before she was infected, was now bulging tremendously. The bacteria in her trophosome had thrived. Her tongue hung out of her mouth, aimed at the simulated sunlight in her tank. She had been breathing poisonous hydrogen sulfide in the superheated tank, which was now pressurized to simulate 660 feet below the ocean surface.
The two NASA scientists stared through the glass at their subject.
“I’m still in awe every morning I come down here and find she’s still alive,” said Dr. Chung Lee.
“Yeah, Dr. Summers was saying he’s changing the schedule, though,” answered Dr. Palmer.
“Oh?”
“Yeah, he was originally going to wait until she died to autopsy, but she’s lasted so long, he wants to reduce her down to normal pressure and temperature and take her out. See if she can ‘go back to normal.’”
Chung looked through the glass at Lucy’s swollen tongue. She was salivating heavily down her chin. “Think she’ll ever be normal after this?”
“Who knows? We’ll take her out and see how she does. Hey—you hear about Ted Bell?” asked Dr. Palmer.
“Last I heard he was at the bottom of the Pacific on the Challenger,” answered Chung.
“Oh shit—you didn’t catch the news yet, huh?”
“I’ve been down here all night. What happened?”
“Disaster on the sea lab. They sent a DSRV down to try and rescue the survivors. No word on whether he made it up or not. Sounded pretty bad. Guess we’ll know more when they hit the surface.”
“Wow. Sorry to hear it,” said Chung. Ted was a well-regarded scientist who was missed when he transferred to ODSR. “You know, without Ted, we never would have had this success with Lucy.”
Dr. Summers nodded. “Yeah, the guy really knows his Deinococcus. Wonder if he had any luck down there with the deep-sea tube worms.”
 

************
 

Twenty-one thousand feet below the surface of the ocean, the broken Challenger lay on its side, not far from the billowing vent where it had originally rested. In the frozen dark, a fuzzy crab scurried through the mussels and clams that had flourished in the inhospitable deep-sea world of the black smoker. Only a few hundred yards away, a blue whale carcass had started a new ecosystem. The barren seafloor now teemed with life, as scavengers ate their way through the enormous carcass. A hagfish began to wriggle out of the blowhole, having tunneled its way through the massive beast. Its head had only just appeared when a suction-cupped hand grabbed it and pulled.
The eel-like fish sent out a cloud of slime to defend itself, but the creature holding it fired its own slime back at its prey, enveloping it in digestive enzymes that paralyzed the fish. What had once been James Lewis, the commanding officer of the broken vessel that lay nearby, gripped the fish tightly in its suction cups, the hooks tearing open the flesh as his tongue shot out to slurp up the nutrition. He ate quickly, preferring the hot water near the vent to that of the whale fall. As soon as he had eaten his fill, he would head back to the colony of tube worms and reanchor himself to rest and warm up.
Nearby, an arm pulled itself along the ocean floor by its fingers, feeling around for copepods and scraps of food.
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