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Introduction




All The Scorching books are standalone novels set on a near future Earth and do not require you to have read any of the other books in the series. They explore the human impact of an alien race, the Drathken, arriving to help solve the planet's many issues. These aliens are insectoid, and utilise grown 'plantships' for interplanetary travel. They also depend on these ships while living on Earth.


Prologue








A red haze lit the ocean. A stunning radiance that desperately tried to raise the beauty of the brown scum that rode the water’s surface ‒ a display of nature’s wonder as the sunlight broke into shards above the horizon.

“Fuck me, here it comes.” The wave of heat rolled in, touching my bare feet with the first breath of thermal wind sliding under the concrete balcony. I pulled them in closer to my chair and glanced at the thermometer on my tablet. It rose another couple of degrees as the dawn heralded yet another day in fucking hell.

Can you tell I’m in a good mood?

My tablet flashed, a tiny icon appearing in the top corner letting me know I had mail. Mail. Shit.

I was about to lose the last bearable time of the day, and someone decided I needed to read their drivel right now? Can’t even enjoy the final few minutes before I have to retreat to my room.

But it might be a recall. A chance to get out of hell and back to where the water is cool, and the food doesn’t taste of dust.

I shifted my rebreather, dropping the mask down a little so the tube didn’t cover the screen. Clicking the icon, I watched the data stream ‒ pictures, words. My life on display. Everything about me and my family. Bastards.

I lost a good friend last week. My only friend. All I wanted was some peace. Time to grieve. And now this.

At the bottom of the message was a voice note.

I pushed my mask back on and listened.


Joshua Nkosi’s Vlog Channel







Replay: The Life of an Underwater Ranger Force Sea-Cop

Narrator/’Tuber: Joshua Nkosi.

Likes: 0

Subscribers: 0

Theme: Humour, mainly.

Is The World Sitting Comfortably?



Then Press Play








Chapter 1


“Welcome,” I said. “This is Josh Nkosi, speaking from the corridors of the Mining Platform Socorro. When I say platform, that’s a throwback to the days of old, as we’re around two thousand metres under the ocean.” I dropped the camera into my URF shirt pocket, its gimbal ensuring the technological marvel maintained a steady view of the metal corridor I strode along. The ring of boots echoed off the grey walls as the entire four-hundred odd population of the Socorro seemed to be out for a morning stroll. I nodded to the few I recognised and smiled my way past the rest. Hey, when you’re a cop, you’ve got to keep in with the locals. Besides, it isn’t the generously paid workers of the platform that I police. Well, not yet. And the responding smiles are worth the effort. It’s great to see people’s lips and teeth in the ocean depths, rather than rebreathers and breathing masks up top.


I adjusted the camera. The feed into my eye-mod showing I was mainly pointing at the crew’s asses as they busied themselves on the way to work. “Well, that isn’t what you tuned in to see, is it now? I didn’t spend a month’s wages on this set up just so you can watch their feet slide by. Hey Nakina, want to say hello?” I slid my arm into the crook of Nakina’s, the submarine tech giving me the side-eyed response that I think meant WTF.

“WTF?”

See, I was right. Part of a URF cop’s job is to know your people, read their signals and explain yourself before the punches land.

“Just, erm, recording a little vid. For my fans.”

“Record? Fans? You been at the potato juice again?” Nakina twisted her lips into something akin to a smile, but I wasn’t convinced it was fully meant. Up top, body language had become a struggle to understand. The demands of interpreting vocal tones distorted by radio and frustrated hand signals, adding more to the complex mix of languages. The majority of people rarely spent time without a breathing aide. I’d seen an old vid, can’t remember which, where the entire planet had masked because of the ‘rona, some bug or other. Same thing, children lost most of their language skills with their development set back years. Just makes you think what might be happening right now in the slums of Johannesburg or Rome.

“Old style. Pre the Scorching. The whole world was doing it, recording their lives for others to watch. Some, and I’m not even razzing you, had millions of followers. It didn’t matter if you were powerful, or rich, you could be another’s equal on camera.” I gave her my best smile, full pearly white teeth and a little twitch of my nose that I’m convinced is a winner with whatever woman takes my eye. Except Nakina, and Jezze, oh and Margarite, and … never mind. Some day, that twitch will snag me a woman of substance.

Nakina smiled back. I’m sure there was pity in there ‒ emotion is good, it’s a start.

“Followers, huh? And who is going to watch this film of yours? How many of these followers have you got?”

“Well, none. Yet,” I replied, remembering to keep my head up instead of letting her downer force my eyes to the floor. Some people don’t respect talent. “But you never know. All those ‘tubers had to start at zero, so why can’t I?”

Nakina slipped her arm out, squeezing my forearm. Pity, definitely pity. The magic of the nose twitch lost upon her indifferent brown eyes. Maybe she missed it?

“This is me. I got reassigned to Captain Hinch’s dredger. Going down in the world, if you know what I mean.”

“Wow, that’s amazing. That in dry dock, or…?”

“I’ll be hitting the 4-5k, I reckon. She’s been targeting the polymetallics approaching the Mathematician Ridge, so it’s going to be some trip.” Nakina turned to the pressurised door, swiping her hand over the glowpad that registered her chipped code. Stepping in, she dropped her kitbag to the lift floor and looked back, a wink accompanying the smirk. “And no filming anything I wouldn’t while I’m gone. You’ll get a reputation.”

“Chance would be a fine thing,” I said, the low whisper unheard over the swish of the door closing. Nakina is a good friend, probably my best, other than Marc. Maybe I should save that nose twitch for someone else.


“Well … where was I? Ah yes. The corridors of the Socorro teem with human life, but the oceans …”


◆◆◆

Stepping out of the lift, the dock pulsed with humans going about URF business. Techs and mechanics roamed the bay, many trailing magno-lifts behind them as they streamed from section to section. Three subs waited for their service, the biweekly swap of submarine and personnel. One fault, and an expensive piece of equipment comes to a watery end, either crushed or lost to the ocean floor. Of course, the operator goes with it, but hey, you can train another cop desperate for clean air in their lungs and real food in their belly.

Like me.


And knowing that, it’s time to keep shtum and stop filming with the pocketcam. I can always add a little something later, you know, a voice over with something ominous, like I am unable to film my super secret role in the Underwater Ranger Force. I’ve always found the name funny ‒ reminds me of those cartoons you can find on the viewscreen databases, with their nefarious villains who never seem to stay in jail. Or dead, for that matter. Unlike the real world, both out in the black and above.


Death. Yeah. Not so funny.


I hustled over to my sub, its gleaming metallic surface a welcome sight after a week’s downtime. Post-service and shined to perfection, its bulbous centre boasting room enough to stand and move about, cook and … ahem … you know, defecate, for a week. Low down at the front lay the twin robotic arms, flexible yet powerful ‒ the long arm of the law! See what I did there?



Anyway. The stern is in fact a second super-sub, tight and wrapped around the operator (me ‒ I guess you worked that out, but just in case you forgot, I’m the hero) that cuts through the water at a much greater speed and level of agility. Short on range, and short on pressurisation, they have two uses. One to chase down those nefarious villains with a burst of speed, especially if they enter somewhere a little tight. The other to rag the shit out of the ocean like a mean, lean swimming machine. Now that I got to film.



I climbed the ladder, running my fingers over the sheer beauty of the URF pursuit sub, my smile wide. On reaching the hatch, I let my hand slide over the internal glowpad, following up with a right-eye retina scan. Can’t be too careful with tech this good. I slid on in, donning the waiting integration suit that would be my home for the next week. Unless, of course, there was a big bad out there and I saw some action. Then we’d be hightailing it back to base. I think that’s the right word.


It’s at this point the sub fully wakes up. The internal systems recognising the interconnected suit and activating the emergency life support backups attuned to my last medical check. That, of course, was two days ago. After all, if you lose the operator, you might lose the submarine if it fails to make its own way back, or the dumb human breaks something while they die. With the internals all in the green, I fiddled with the camera, musing over the best time to switch it back on, and waiting for the MARC unit’s usual grumpy meet and greet. She hated being left in the sub and usually gave me both barrels on my return. Her wit was nearly as sharp as her tentacles ‒ but don’t tell her I said that.

“Hi Marc.”

“Is that it? No ‘did you miss me, Marc?’ How are you doing? What have you been doing Marc while I’ve been chilling with my friends, watching vids and playing basketball?”

“You got that new sarcasm chip sorted? Sounds to me like it’s tuned a bit high,” I replied. My apologies. Can’t resist feeding the troll. Never quite sure where that childhood saying comes from, or what a troll is for that matter, but hey, old stuff’s all good by me.

“I think the medtech has it just right. You, however, need an empathy check. Need to scrub up your ‘small talk and genuine interest and concern for your partner’ algorithm.”


“Wow, partner? That’s an upgrade. Let’s compare pay cheques, shall we?” I gave up on the camera, a creeping sense of the inevitable warning screams from the WPF surveillance system playing on my mind. The sub techs never spoke about them, but I’m convinced the black box (yeah ‒ its bright green and with a far better buoyancy aide than those reserved for mere humans) runs a constant security scan. This sub tech is badass and not something to share. The lingering suspicion it may also have a self-destruct has never left me, either.


“You’d lose, especially spending it on junk like you’re carrying. That an eye-mod? How’d you get that past security? Oh wait, you are security.”

“Hey, out of my brain, Marc. None of your business, and it’s between you and me, yeah? No need to spread it about. I’m ‒ you know ‒ going to record myself. My life. Not the cop stuff, but the—”

“—boring stuff. Who’s gonna watch? Apart from the URF when they lock your ass in the brig. You could film that last glimpse of light as the door closes.”


“You definitely need that chip testing. Running system procedural checks.” Okay, so I cut her dead. Sometimes you get outclassed, and you have to circle the horses (or something like that). “How are we doing, partner? The sub’s systems all in the green?”


“Looking good, Josh. All systems connected. Oh wait, there’s an organic glitch. Damn, someone let a human drive.”


Chapter 2


Now you might think that being a URF cop, with your own sub ‒ and dare I say it ‒ hot super-sub ride, would be all glamour and glitz. The action hero flexing his muscles, ready for the enemy squad to swoop in and take you down, responding in a blaze of bullets and chases. Well, for 99.99% of the time, that’s completely wrong. Okay, maybe I’m exaggerating a little. Sometimes a bit of seaweed floats by while you’re on guard, or the odd carcass from above drifts down to the seabed, ready to be consumed by the waiting horde of crabs and bottom-feeders. You see, in the old days, before the Scorching, the seas teamed with life. I know that may come as a surprise to my ‘up top’ fans. But yeah, from what I heard, out in the blue and away from any shallow continental shelf or ridge, it could be sparse, yet there. One of my favourite vids shows humans using diving bells, pre-Drathken tech, dropping into the ocean’s rifts and finding abundant life. And yeah, it’s still around, but only a fraction of what I saw on film. And the variety, well, we don’t have much now. When the world heated up, the seas suffered the most. You’d have thought that people would have noticed. It’s not as if it wasn’t right in front of their eyes, or their stomachs, for that matter. Some of the documentaries … ah, another time, perhaps. We work, that’s what we do. Work to survive, to provide for ourselves and the Drathken. What’s the alternative?

The Deep Ocean Harvester lay about forty metres below us. A hundred metres long, with its front end nearly thirty wide, the toothed scoop scraped the ocean floor clean. Everything, and I mean everything, enters its maw to be sifted, compiled and compressed into neat bundles of precious metal or useful minerals out of the arse end. As it makes its slow, laborious way across the ocean’s abyssal plain, the section of the seabed between the continental shelves and ridges or trenches, nothing remains unscathed. Many believe it leaves a trail of debris behind with the sea full of silt. But no. You see, that would be inefficient. The rear of the mighty machine smooths, compacts and calms the waters. For if the waste silt rises, it would make the operation much harder, filling the already oxygen-poor water with more debris. When you’re this far down, where else do you get your water and oxygen from? If you could see, remembering that 2000 metres down darkness reigns, to look back across its movements, then the abyssal plain would appear like the manicured lawn I’d seen in a picture. All lines and systematic rows, until the currents have their sway.

Of course, the Harvester also picks up the real survivors of the Scorching ‒ the shellfish and crabs that feed upon the dead and dying. Food for the workers, once it’s been purged, obviously. A no-lose process, so they say.

Did I mention the boredom? Then why, you might ask (go on, I know you want to) do you need a guard? Or three?

“Is that a blip?”

Well, today’s your lucky day.

“Naah, it’s just a shadow. Likely Bennita’s sub, she’s … oh shit.”

See, told you.

“Shit ‒ roughly translated: not at that speed and direction.”


“We are moving in. Full lights activated.” Now you might have expected my partner, Marc, would be in control. But no. Don’t get me wrong, she does have an amazing brain. No, hang on, brains ‒ I always forget that. But she doesn’t think in the same dimensions as a person. And the sub is designed for human use. If I let her have control, we’d be scraping ocean and cave rock, and before you know it, my lungs would be the size of an orange, or a pea. Not really sure I want to find out which. I swept the submarine downwards, powering up the main engine to drive the propellors towards maximum. Now I know what you’re after ‒ it must be time for a high-speed chase. We can reach 50 knots, but it takes time to get there. Unlike the dolphins and whales of times past, ocean-going life able to reach that speed with far higher rates of acceleration. Probably why the modded Cuvier whale was sweeping downwards into the wake of the Harvester right now.


“Ah crap, we’re on, Marc.” I swung the submersible round, timing my intercept speed against the radar and computer calculations. What they couldn’t do, however, is predict with any certainty. You see, the whale was human controlled. Nothing more unpredictable than an ocean-going animal following a human’s directives. I should know. The Cuvier swooped down, driving for the rear of the massive Harvester. More blips glowed back at me from my radar, but those were for the others to monitor. I had my target. URF cop and cetacean wrangler. Great combo.


The lights finally picked the beaked whale out. Its bulk sheathed in a gleaming metal harness, the bottom of which latched onto a bundle of polymetallic nodules excreted from the vast machine. The admin team on the Socorro would know its exact value to the Drathken. Personally, I just saw fresh air and good food wrapped in its metallic claws. With a drive of its tail, the Cuvier rushed onwards, this human adjusting the sub’s trajectory to the new direction. I dropped just in front of the whale, ready to hit the stunner when it powered on past, leaving eddies rippling in its wake and disrupting my acceleration.


“You sure you took the refresher training?”

“You’re not helping.” I looked over at the super-sub button, dreaming of cutting through the water and lassoing the mighty whale on my way past. Yeah, right. Not that a beaked whale’s agile or anything. Sighing, I upped the power to the last notch on the engines, hoping the modded creature’s stamina would fail before we did. The chase lasted another five minutes before I felt the first complaint from the engine and, easing back, found we were losing ground.

“They’re driving it too hard. Its body will give out.”

“They don’t care, Josh.”


True. You can grow an animal from its cell structure en masse if you have the tech. More difficult to mod it to live long enough to be useful, but that would come. The radar blips sped up, the pings letting me know we were closing in. Our lights caught the failing creature, its tail and fins only managing tired movements, barely cutting through the water. We picked up pained clicks emanating from inside it ‒ a creature grown, exploited and then used up. Nothing changes. An explosion tore it apart, the body mere meat in a moment of horror. The flash was accompanied by a second echo, a bag expanding, lifting the creature’s harness and its cargo away from the ruptured torso. The speed it rose was beyond the sub’s capabilities and its safety parameters (as well as mine).


“Ah, crap.” Having already passed the surging balloon, I swept around, taking aim and releasing one of the robo-arms at the front of the submarine. Now I know what you’re thinking. Thousands of metres below the surface of the ocean, in the dark, with currents surging, there’s absolutely no chance for me to hit. Except, of course, you forget the 99.99% boredom factor. When you spend most of your time doing nothing, you search for anything to fill your breaks. In downtime, the URF cops get ever so slightly competitive. And yes, you guessed it, you’re looking at the cop who came second at least five times out of a hundred. Still, a bit of luck helps.

The arm snagged the rising balloon, ripping across its surface. It blew instantly, the deep pressure forcing the gas out, and the bundle of polymetallic nodules dropped. My luck didn’t hold out, the other arm missing its mark, the precious metal spiralling its way into the black.

“Shit.” I nudged the nose down, running through the positioning software as the propellers drove us on. If it made the seabed as predicted, we’d be approaching the limit of the sub. I cut through the murk, chasing the nodules downwards, the light catching the harness straps as it hit the ocean floor. Then the current swept it into a crack between two bulges of volcanic rock. Bloody typical.

Checking the depth limits, I dropped just above the floor, keeping the propellers angled up and away from the sediment. Adapting the speed and engaging the computer to adjust for any changes, we sat stationary above the crack.

A metallic, multi-jointed tentacle tapped me on the shoulder.

“Only if you ask me nicely.”

“Please will you collect the stolen goods, oh wondrous Marc?”

“Now that sounds good. Keep that up, and I might even refrain from mentioning how far you missed the cargo by.”

The weight dropped from my shoulders, the tapping tentacle now pulling along with seven others, slipping down into the membraned hatch. Yes, Marc. Multi-purpose, All-terrain, Recovery Cephalopod. As insane as it might seem, inside that tin can had been a real, live common octopus. Yeah, modded and all. Why an octopus would need an exoskeleton shell should be plainly obvious ‒ the pressure is as bad for some cephalopods at this depth as us. But they can go just about anywhere, with their ability to squeeze into tight spaces, and morph with their surroundings. Useful when in need of a handy recovery tool outside the ship. And chipped too. You see, cephalopods use light and colour to communicate, and we don’t. But the suit translates back and forth straight to a chip in my brain. When we talk, it’s all in our heads (hence the cheesy voiceover). Yep, I’m modded too. A guy’s got to eat. And breathe.

I watched Marc as her tentacle tips wafted in the current. Her body pulled in tight as she drifted down to the floor. Suddenly caught in a stronger eddy, she spun, head down and the tentacles expanding before rushing forward. I love to watch her swim. She uses jet propulsion, sucking water into a cavity before her suit muscles contract, forcing it back out a siphon. Did you know they steer by adjusting the direction of the jetting water? Of course, the exo-suit mimics all this, adjusting to her brains’ impulses. There’s more tech in her suit than in my life support systems ‒ just saying.

She reached the gap, and those tentacles slipped in, stretching out until the suckers took hold and dragged her inside. I watched the last of her limbs disappear before bringing up her tracking icon. The chip gives me a sense of direction, but no more, and the forty-metre range lets me judge things just fine if we’re free swimming somewhere shallow. We trained … I say we … she trained me how the link worked snorkelling near the surface before Marc had grown enough to wear the original exo-suit. The sub’s viewscreen threw up the beacon, mapping behind my cephalopod pal as her suit sent back data about the tunnels. Not being an expert on geology, I’m guessing they went deeper, but Marc soon had hold of our stolen goods, pulling herself back with her other four limbs. Three jet bursts later and the same silvered tentacles slid through the membrane, grasping the hand (tentacle) grips placed for just that purpose. Behind her bulbous body, the package followed, a wonderful sight that sent the radiation metre into overdrive. The nodules lit up my domain in glorious red. I slammed the containment box down on it, thanking the Drathken for the suit I was wearing, adapted from the original deep-sea miners’ kit. The alarms cut off, bringing peace to my world and Marc’s, who had auto-shut down her light sensors.


“Way to go, partner.” I held my hand up, palm out, ready for my high tentacle. Marc never said a word. If a metal suit can show indignance, that’s what I got as she left me hanging.


“I despair. Can’t you act a little more professionally?”


Now I would like to mention here that the chip may be sending its interpretation of the colour changes, but where, in the scorching hell of this planet, does an octopus learn the word ‘professional’ or ‘despair’? The longer I spent with Marc, the more convinced I became they’d messed about with octopi intelligence a bit too much. It isn’t right that a cephalopod should have a better vocabulary than the human operator. Sorry ‒ human partner.


I took the controls again, setting the radar to provide alerts as we headed back to the platform. Yeah, we had the stolen goods, but whoever grew, controlled and sacrificed modded whales had serious intentions on the nodules back in that containment box. I doubt they would have any qualms about doing the same with the sub and me. With the Harvester in the direct path, I checked in on the way past, finding Bennita and Jeremiah were back on station.

“Hey, Benni,” I added a smile. The radio is non-visual, but it’s a habit, okay? Besides, Benni has a tendency to make everyone a little happier. There was that time after the potato juice … and that table collapsing while she danced … yeah. Not important now. Let’s just say everyone winced when she landed and leave it at that. Except the bar manager. He just passed out after her boot caught him under the chin.

“Yes, my little video star. How can I help?” See, I bet you even used a smiley voice in your head.

“Hey, how’d…?”

“We live in a tin can two clicks under the ocean. What else is there to do but talk? And drink?”

“Nakina? I thought she’d be halfway to the ridge by now.”

“They waited until the excitement was over. They’re not risking the dredger while we have terrorists around.”

“Terrorists? Is that what they’re saying? The polymetallics and minerals are worth a fortune in air, food and tech. I was thinking more deep-sea piracy.” I stopped smiling at this point. You know that feeling you get when everything is going right? I wasn’t having that feeling.

“Just reporting the news, not making it. Yours was the only modded Cuvier to get through the net, so you’ll be up for debrief ASAP. I’d get that not so cute ass back to the bay, mister star-in-the-making.”

The radio cut off, but not without a couple of clicks on my receiver. To the lay person it was just static, to a URF cop on security detail, it was a friend telling you to watch your back.


Chapter 3


I sat in the metal chair, the most uncomfortable piece of furniture known to humankind. My ass was cold, my heart colder. Next to me was my metallic cephalopod partner, her tentacles tucked tight around her. A protective gesture. All we needed now was the man in the dark suit opposite to shine a light on her ‒ then the ink really would start flying.

I’d been sat there an hour, going over the same story again and again. The Underwater Ranger Force HQ was not exactly salubrious (hey, I’ve an octopus’s vocabulary to compete with here). The metal table scratched and worn, the window at the side of the room as clichéd as they come. Did I mention the walls were grey metal? See, I used the right word.


The dark suited Drathken WPF officer (that’s World Pissant Force in my view, but supposedly it’s Police) sat opposite. Not that he was an alien or anything. No, you won’t find anything that wide down here in our tiny corridors. As human as his mods allowed, and right now I’m betting he’s had surgery, or even gene modding, if he was high ranking. Able to breathe unaided in most places above. Mind you, can’t say that the Socorro was the most likely place to find a high up.


“So, Josh, tell me about the explosion again. You say the bag erupted at the same time?” He smiled like I always imagined a tiger would just before ripping the squirrel apart, or an antelope, whatever it was they used to eat. You know the ones, all teeth and menace.

“It was a second explosion. I think the whale blew first, to release the harness. The remains of the straps were still attached to the cargo. You have the evidence there.”

“I’m aware of that, Josh. But you’re filling in the gaps, here. The sub’s recording systems can only film so much with the lighting, and everything happened so fast. Humour me.” Not a chance of that. This man had less funny bone than a half-eaten sandwich. Probably my sandwich.

“The Cuvier blew first. If you want my guess, it was in a preordained spot so they could collect the pressure bag. The whale was tiring fast. Whoever was operating pushed it near to death, knowing they were going to kill it anyway. Sick bastards.” And I meant it.

“Tell him I concur.”

“The MARC concurs with me.”

The officer nodded in response. “Agreed. I’ll send my report in. You’re stood down until Drathken Command respond, understood?”

“But …” There goes the rest of my sandwich. I could also see my three meals a day disappearing before my eyes.

“On pay. You’re not under direct suspicion, but Command is wary. There are too many terrorist groups up top who’d want that cargo, so they need to be seen taking action.”

“By standing the recovering URF cop down?”

“And his partner.”

“And his recovery cephalopod? What’s that going to achieve?” You know that time when you shouldn’t push your luck, but you still do? “You’re making me appear guilty here. Everyone on the platform will be looking my way. This isn’t on.”

It was at this point he reached inside his pocket, removing a stunning piece of tech that cost a month’s salary. I bet that gimbal was working beautifully, keeping the picture steady as it dropped onto the table. I swear he raised an eyebrow at me.

“Hard to argue when you have contraband on board. This tech is forbidden within all Drathken facilities, and you are a cop, so don’t tell me you had no idea. Luckily, we were able to download the ridiculous stuff you were recording, or you’d be fertiliser for the plantations.”


On some of the vids I watch, there’s usually ominous music at this point. Me, I get an octopus with ‘I told you so’ on repeat. Inside that suit, I imagined her flashing like an old-fashioned Christmas tree.


For a change, there was not much I could say in return.

“Does that mean I’m not getting it back?”

◆◆◆

I wandered along the corridor, Marc attached to my back. Two tentacles hooked either side of my neck, two around the waist, and the others slid into the environment power unit for a recharge. They’d rushed us in for the debrief, and she had been in overdrive with the stress she’d been exhibiting. Marc’s internal systems usually self-charged off her movements, but she had remained still for too long.

Right now, my paranoia had kicked in, convinced that every glance my way was to pronounce my guilt. Remember how Benni knew about my vids? Tin cans are nowhere to be when the rumours fly. I may as well have had a neon sign flashing my suspension for everyone to see. I’d sat in the canteen alone, with none of the usual crew coming over to say hi or chew the cud. It could have been the dark cloud above my head, not that I’ve seen many lonely clouds being from Brazil. It was either fucking hot or fucking wet.


“Where are we heading? This looks suspiciously like the way to the URF docking bay.” See, intelligent.


“Maybe it is. Wanted to check on your power pack. You were sitting still for a long time.” Now you would have thought that an octopus would not be socially adept. At least with humans. But lying was a trait Marc understood. I put this down to her use of camouflage to ‘lie’ about what and where she was. Yet one was physical, the other conceptual. And, as you perhaps noticed, she’d mastered sarcasm, or her chip had. Go figure. We humans perhaps underestimated cephalopods in the past. The Drathken certainly hadn’t.

“But I’m trickle charging now. Everything will be fine. Except you’re not, you seem on edge. And your colours are pulsing, like waves.”

“I can’t think why I’d be on edge, can you? I’ve just been stood down, suspended. I am in deep shit, Marc, even though we did our duty. It doesn’t feel right, and I’m one step away from losing my commission. If they take exception to the camera, they could choose to send me up top, even to the Drathken factories.”

“Or the slums.”

“Not helping. Think about it, Marc. If they decide I am guilty of something, or even need a scapedog—”

“—goat. Scapegoat.”

“A scapegoat. Then what about you?”


“Me?” Now we get to what cephalopods can’t do. Predict the future. That ability to look beyond the immediate consequences of actions. For instance, eating that shellfish will lead to nutrition and all is well. Eat all the egg-laying shellfish in an area, and I’m left with nothing to eat, so I move on. Keep repeating that and you have no food at all. Oh, hang on. No. That’s humans who do that. Never mind, you know what I mean.


“Yes,” I said, standing a few metres away from the docking bay’s entrance. “We are interconnected, chipped. The software is keyed to us, and experimental. There are only eight other operators who have MARCs, the rest are using awkward recovery drones. If they send me up top, you won’t have an operator and it’ll be too expensive to match, train and chip another one.” I didn’t add ‘due to your lifespan’. I’m not heartless. Yes, Marc’s lifetime should have been longer than those in the lab, as they are able to mate. When octopi breed, they are affected by a process called senescence, a breakdown of cellular function without repair or replacement. Marc could have mated, but the plan had been to wait until she was much older. A last act of motherhood.

“You mean I’ll be discarded?”

Now I know I can’t translate emotions that are spoken into my mind by a chip. But you had to be there to get the full impact of that statement. It was like someone held my heart with one hand, while stabbing it with a knife in the other. It’s just an octopus, isn’t it? Of no consequence, with human and Drathken of far more importance in this world.

I held back.

“Yes. You will.” Okay, I lied. She has a right to know. At that moment, Benni opened the docking bay door, and I strode forward, arm out, ready to use my ID. She threw me a smile that lit up my day, blue eyes shining as she finished laughing at something Jeremiah said from behind. I grabbed the bulkhead, letting her pass.

“Hey Jeremiah.” Cool as you like. “Hold the door, man. Coming through.” Now protocol says this is not the done thing, and as you can guess, URF cops are sticklers for procedure. Jeremiah moved aside, a twist of his neck and a wink under his tight dreadlocks.

“Yes sir, anything for the vidscreen star.” His English drawl did not match his looks, but we don’t get to choose where we’re born.

“Not you as well. Giving that up. Can’t handle the attention.” See, I didn’t lie. I slapped him on the arm, slid past and headed for the sub. If I timed it right, the hatch would be up for the standard system check. If not, I’d be standing suspiciously at the exit door, waiting for someone to leave. I had no idea if my ID would work, but this way, no one would know I had been here. Sneaky, huh? Watching all those old shows sure gives you some ideas.

I tried not to move too quickly, but the tension strumming through my chest wasn’t helping. Anyone observing would have laughed at my stiff-necked stare straight ahead and the awkward, stiff-armed walk. Did I say I was stiff? Luckily, a URF cop in the URF docking bay, heading for a URF sub, was the last thing to draw any attention. Even if he did walk like a robot on a suicide run.

It was about now I remembered I was wearing the integration suit. Yeah, the one designed so you could spend a week independent of the platform if needed. The one I didn’t have time to take off before the bloody debrief. The one I’d be expected to return to the techs for cleaning and a reset. Can you hear the face slap from there?

My usual smooth walk returned as I calmed down and approached the sub a little more relaxed. My tech, Martin, was nowhere in sight but the hatch was wide open. Peering over, it was empty, the dials and screens all aglow. I promise I didn’t look around suspiciously before dropping in. Okay, maybe once.

Marc detached, ambling over to the recharge unit, carrying out what she thought we were here to do. I sat in the pilot’s chair, flicking through switches, looking busy.

“That’s the ship’s internal recording system, Josh. What are you doing?”

“Just checking something while I’m here.” I ran the internal camera view; one the WPF officer hadn’t bothered with. And there it was, something my partner and I had both missed. Maybe enough to deflect attention from us, if I played it right.

◆◆◆


“I shouldn’t be doing this,” Benni keyed in the autopilot on her sub, eyes constantly flicking back to me as I ran through Marc’s data stream on my tablet. Behind us, Socorro’s last vestige of light was absorbed by the black.


“It’s not as if you’re breaking the rules. More, bending them. I was the one stood down, but on full pay. You’re piloting. Me and Marc are just here for the ride. I checked through the deposition on my work log, and nowhere does it state that Benni McAndrew shouldn’t provide said suspended cop a ride into the black. Your sub is due a maintenance shakedown, so it all fits.”

“I meant more, you know, Jeremiah. He might get a bit jealous if he knew …” she let her eyes fall on me as I twitched, eyes wide, pretending to be shocked.

“You and him? My, the whole station would never have guessed. Bloody hell, Benni. This place is rumour central. Don’t need a vid channel to get any news out.” I rummaged in my suit pocket, withdrawing the chit I’d been saving. “Shit. I lost,” I said, waving it at her before tearing it up, “I had four weeks and three days after you were assigned the same shift. I lost a week’s wages on that bet.”

Now the problem with URF subs is that, though capable of supporting a crew of two, they were a little tight. Benni’s swift jab smacked into my upper arm. That was going to bruise, but the half-amused grin and scowl combo she also threw me was worth it.

“Bastard.”

“I have another piece of paper that proves I’m not.”


We headed directly to the lava field and, after thirty minutes, with the current favourable, passed the Deep Ocean Mining vehicle. In operation twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, Benni called in to the security detail running shotgun today. Once they knew what she was doing, she manoeuvred on past, soon out of radio contact range. Another fifteen minutes and we were at the site. Marc did her thing, which totally impressed Benni, it has to be said. Her underwater drone far too big to have made it into the crack, never mind manoeuvre around. However, the other half of the buried treasure was nowhere to be found. Ah, damn. I do get ahead of myself. The nodules we already recovered were only half of those stolen. That was why the WPF officer from hell was so awkward and evasive. He could have just told me some were missing.
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