
    
      Signal

      
        	
          Act ONE: The Data
          
            	
              Noise
            

            	
              The Rig
            

            	
              Twelve Years
            

            	
              Aurora Seven
            

            	
              The Second Look
            

            	
              Convergence
            

            	
              Patterns
            

            	
              First Contact (Between Humans)
            

          

        

        	
          Act TWO: The Descent
          
            	
              Preparation
            

            	
              The Water
            

            	
              The Rig
            

            	
              The Structure
            

            	
              Surface Interruption
            

            	
              The Touch
            

            	
              Ascent
            

            	
              The Report
            

            	
              The Watcher
            

          

        

        	
          Act THREE: The Signal
          
            	
              The Approach
            

            	
              Language
            

            	
              Moen Moves
            

            	
              The Question
            

            	
              The Watchers Move
            

            	
              Sable
            

            	
              Signal
            

          

        

      

    

  
    






BENEATH



Book One: Signal



—

A Science Fiction Novel





Cole Vane









































CAINOTA

cainota.com



  
    
SIGNAL

Book One of the BENEATH trilogy





This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real events, locales, or organizations, is entirely coincidental.



Published by Cainota Publishing

cainota.com

First edition: 2026



ISBN (ebook):       	978-9916-4-3892-3

ISBN (paperback):   	978-9916-4-3893-0

ISBN (hardcover):   	978-9916-4-3894-7



This book was produced with the assistance of AI tools used as part of the author’s writing and editorial process. All creative decisions, narrative content, and final text are the work of the author.



Copyright © 2026 Cainota Publishing

All rights reserved.



  
    
 

They were here before us. They shaped us.

And now — after millennia of patience — something has changed.
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      ACT ONE

      The Data

    

  

ONE

Noise



The survey had been logged, certified, and filed three days ago. Eighteen hours of sonar data from the Lofoten's run along the Mohns Ridge, reviewed by two of my colleagues, signed off by Professor Langvik, and uploaded to the institute's server with a timestamp and a green checkmark. Done. Verified. Closed.

I was reading it again at two in the morning.

This was not unusual. I kept a list on a yellow legal pad on my desk at home, going back eleven years, of every dataset I'd reviewed after it had already been cleared. The list was seventy-three pages long. Langvik, if he ever found out about it, would call it a pathology. He might be right. But in those seventy-three pages, filed in order by date and survey coordinates, I had found eleven things that other people had missed. Small things, mostly. A calibration drift that turned out to be a previously undocumented cold seep. A pattern of micro-tremors along a section of ridge that suggested fault geometry nobody had mapped. Things that mattered to almost no one except me and the small number of oceanographers who specialised in the deep-ridge seismic activity of the Norwegian Sea.

I am Dr. Mara Voss. I am thirty-eight years old. I have been right about eleven things that nobody wanted to hear, and wrong about nothing I've published, because I've published almost nothing. This is the trade I made, twelve years ago, without fully understanding I was making it.

I poured a second coffee and went back to the data.

The Lofoten is a research vessel operated by the Birkeland Institute of Marine Sciences in Tromsø, where I've worked since my postdoc. She's 73 metres, purpose-built for deep-survey work, with a hull-mounted multibeam sonar system and a towed array that can reach hadal depths. The survey run three days ago had been routine — a repeat pass of a section of the Mohns Ridge we grid every two years for seismic baseline data. We were looking for nothing in particular. We were building the record.

The data was not interesting.

Most data isn't. This is something they don't tell you when you start a career in marine geophysics — that the overwhelming majority of the ocean floor is exactly what you expect it to be. Rock. Sediment. The slow, pressurised dark. The anomalies are genuinely rare, which is why the people who spend their careers waiting for them are considered eccentric.

I had the recording open on three screens. The primary display showed the sonar sweep as a scrolling visualisation — depth rendered in false colour, the ridge rising and falling in shades of blue and green, geological time compressed into a strip of data three centimetres wide. On the second screen I had the raw acoustic files, displayed as waveforms. On the third I was running a spectral analysis programme I'd written myself five years ago, which filtered out the frequency ranges associated with the ship's engines, the ambient noise of the current, the biological scatter — whale clicks, shrimp, the low-frequency rumble of distant shipping traffic — and highlighted anything that remained.

At 03.17 in the morning, the third screen showed me something that shouldn't have been there.

* * *

It was not dramatic. I want to be precise about this, because in the weeks and months that followed, when I tried to describe what I saw and what I felt, people kept reaching for the word revelation. It was not a revelation. It was a number.

A sequence, to be exact. Embedded in what the survey system had logged as background noise at a depth of approximately 4,200 metres, directly below our survey track at 11.43 degrees East, 73.17 degrees North. A sequence of pressure pulses, low-frequency, outside the range of any biological source I was aware of, with an interval structure that was — and I ran the analysis four times before I wrote anything down — regular.

Not regular in the way geological processes are regular, where regularity means slow and approximate and shaped by forces that don't care about precision. Regular in the way a metronome is regular. Regular in the way a mathematical sequence is regular. The interval between the first and second pulse was 4.3 seconds. Between the second and third: 4.3 seconds. Between the second and third: 4.3 seconds. Between each of the six: 4.3 seconds. Then a pause of 8.6 seconds — exactly double — and then the sequence again. Six pulses. Pause. Six pulses.

I sat with it for a long time before I touched anything.

I had found anomalous readings before. That was, in a real sense, my speciality. In 2017 I'd found a temperature gradient in deep-ridge sediment core data that turned out to be a misrecorded instrument malfunction. In 2019 I'd found an acoustic signature in a survey off Bear Island that I was convinced for three weeks was a previously undocumented hydrothermal vent system, and which turned out, on follow-up survey, to be a crashed Soviet satellite from 1984. I knew what it felt like to find something that looked like something and turned out to be nothing. I knew the particular flavour of premature certainty.

This was different. The difference was in the precision. Geological processes don't produce 4.3-second intervals. They produce approximations, shaped by variable pressures and temperatures and the inherent messiness of the physical world. Biological sources don't maintain that kind of regularity either — whale song, the closest analogue, has temporal structure but not mathematical interval structure of this kind. What I was looking at was precise in a way that suggested intention.

I did not let myself think the word that goes with intention. Not yet. Instead I ran the analysis again, and then once more, using different filter parameters. The sequence was present in all three runs. I isolated the frequency range and checked it against the background noise floor — the sequence was distinct, not an artifact of the filtering. I checked the ship's log for the time window in question: no mechanical activity, no equipment tests, no known sources of low-frequency acoustic emission.

It was 03.49. I had been looking at it for thirty-two minutes.

I made a copy to my personal drive. Then I closed the analysis programme, shut down the secondary screens, and put my coffee mug in the small galley sink. I stood at the porthole for a moment. Outside, the Norwegian Sea was black and still, the sky beginning to show the first grey suggestion of the short northern summer night giving way. Below us, 3,100 metres of cold water.

I went back to my desk and started writing notes.

* * *

I should explain the vessel, and my situation on it.

Research cruises at Birkeland run on a rotation system. The Lofoten is at sea for roughly nine months of the year, with a crew of twelve and a rotating scientific staff of up to eight. I had been on this particular cruise for eighteen days. We were eleven days from return to Tromsø. My role was lead geophysicist for the seismic survey programme, which meant I had oversight of the sonar operations, the data collection protocols, and the preliminary analysis reports that went to Langvik at the end of each week.

It was a good position. It was the best position I was likely to occupy for some time, given my publication record. I was aware of both of these things.

I had one colleague on board who worked in my area: Dr. Petter Halvorsen, a sedimentologist five years my junior who published regularly, got along well with Langvik, and approached the deep sea with the professional enthusiasm of a man who had not yet spent twelve years being told his readings were instrument error. We shared the data deck — a long, low room full of monitors and workstations below the main lab — but kept different hours. He was morning. I was late night. We had reached an unspoken arrangement whereby the data deck was mine from eleven pm to whenever he arrived, which was usually around seven.

I had three hours before Halvorsen arrived. I used them.

What I did in those three hours was not look at the sequence again. I already knew what was there. What I did was work backwards through the recording, looking for anything I might have missed — any signal, any artifact, any precursor to the sequence that might explain it. I found nothing. The sequence appeared out of the background noise without warning and disappeared the same way. Six pulses, the doubled pause, six more pulses. Total duration: 82.8 seconds. And then nothing.

I also ran a check against every known acoustic source in the region. Shipping traffic: the nearest vessel at the time of the recording had been a Norwegian coast guard patrol boat, 140 kilometres west, and I could see its signature in the data as a faint continuous rumble in an entirely different frequency range. Seismic activity: the ridge had been quiet that night, a baseline micro-tremor profile with nothing anomalous. Military activity: I had no access to that data and no way to check it, which I noted.

At 06.20, I locked my personal drive in the drawer under my workstation and went to breakfast.

* * *

The mess on the Lofoten holds twelve people comfortably. At 06.20 it held three: the watch officer, a deck hand named Torben who ate with methodical speed and never spoke before eight, and me. I ate porridge and looked at the sea through the wide mess windows.

The Norwegian Sea in June is not beautiful in any simple way. It is vast and grey and cold and it has the quality, on clear mornings like this one, of being extremely indifferent to your presence in it. I had spent a significant portion of my adult life on or in it, and I had never stopped finding it mildly hostile in the way that large indifferent things are mildly hostile: not threatening, just unconcerned.

Below us, at this moment: 1,200 metres of water. Below that, the Mohns Ridge, a section of the Mid-Arctic spreading centre, running roughly east-northeast for six hundred kilometres. Below the ridge: the upper mantle of the earth, where everything is heat and pressure and geological time.

And, at 4,200 metres, in the background noise of the ocean, a sequence that shouldn't exist.

I finished my porridge.

What I was not doing, in those hours between finding the sequence and breakfast, was panicking. I want to be clear about this because it seems, in retrospect, like it should be the most natural response to what I'd found. But panic requires a degree of certainty that I didn't have. What I had was a signal I couldn't explain. That was not the same thing as knowing what the signal was.

I had spent twelve years in a field that dismissed anomalous readings as instrument error. I had spent twelve years being the person who said: wait, look at this again. I had been right, eleven times, about small things. And I had been not-wrong but also not-proven about the larger category of anomaly I had been tracking for the past three years — the deep low-frequency readings in the hadal zones of the Norwegian Sea and Greenland Basin that I believed, and had failed to convince anyone else, were worth systematic study.

The sequence I'd found that morning could be many things. It could be a previously undocumented natural source. It could be military. It could be an artifact I hadn't identified yet. I was not, at 06.20 in the mess of the RV Lofoten, prepared to tell myself it was something else.

But I had made a copy to my personal drive. And I had not noted it in the preliminary analysis report that would go to Langvik at the end of the week.

These were not accidental omissions.

* * *

Halvorsen arrived at the data deck at 07.15, earlier than usual. He had the slightly compressed energy of a man who had an idea overnight and was eager to get to it. He glanced at my screen — I had the standard display up, nothing unusual — and said good morning, and sat down at his own workstation.

I stayed for another forty minutes, finishing a report on the micro-tremor baseline data, before I went to my cabin and slept for four hours.

When I woke up, I wrote four pages of notes by hand in a journal I kept locked in my cabin. Then I lay on my bunk and looked at the ceiling and thought about the sequence for another hour.

I thought about the frequency range. About the interval structure. About the location: not a random point in open water, but directly over the deepest accessible section of the ridge, at a depth consistent with the lower hadal zone.

I thought: I need to go back.

I thought: I need more data.

I thought: if I tell anyone what I found, it will be dismissed before I have more data, and I will spend the next year trying to get back to that location with the standing of a researcher who reported anomalous readings and turned out to be wrong.

I thought: I have been here before. Not exactly here. But close enough.

I lay there for a while longer. Outside my porthole the sea moved the way it moves — slow and grey and comprehensive — and the Lofoten's engines ran at their standard 220 rpm and the world was entirely normal, entirely ordinary, and somewhere below us, 4,200 metres down, there was a thing I had found and no one else knew about.

I got up. I went back to the data deck. I started writing the application for a research extension.



TWO

The Rig



The briefing was conducted in a windowless conference room on the fourth floor of the Naval Operations Centre in Suitland, Maryland, at 09.00 on a Tuesday morning in June. Present were Commander Eli Reyes, two intelligence analysts he'd worked with before and trusted at different levels, a representative from Naval Sea Systems Command whose name Reyes immediately forgot, and a Deputy Director from the Office of Naval Intelligence whose name he already knew and would have preferred not to.

The Deputy Director's name was Harlow. She had been at ONI for eleven years and had a particular gift for the kind of institutional brevity that sounded like confidence but was mostly the product of not wanting to be in the room any longer than necessary. She opened the briefing at 09.02.

"The NordDepth rig Aurora Seven went dark on June 3rd at 22.47 local time," she said. "Twenty-four crew. Last confirmed contact was a routine check-in at 21.00. No distress call. No debris field. No wreckage of any kind located in the forty-eight hours since."

She clicked to the next slide. It showed a map of the Norwegian Sea, a red marker at approximately 73.17 degrees North, 11.43 degrees East, and a radius circle indicating the search area.

"The rig was operating at a depth of 3,100 metres. The Norwegian Coast Guard has been coordinating a search and rescue operation since June 4th, in collaboration with NordDepth corporate. As of this morning, that operation has found nothing. No survival pods. No personal flotation devices. No oil slick. No acoustic signature consistent with structural failure."

Reyes looked at the map. He had a habit in briefings of not writing anything down until he'd asked at least three questions, because the first three questions almost always revealed what wasn't in the slide deck. He asked the first one now.

"What was the weather?"

Harlow glanced at the analyst to her left. The analyst said: "Sea state two at last contact, rising to three by midnight. Winds eight to twelve knots."

"So not weather."

"No."

Reyes nodded. He asked the second question. "What does the seabed look like at that location?"

A longer pause. The Naval Sea Systems Command representative, who had not spoken yet and whose name Reyes still didn't know, said: "Deep-ridge terrain. Part of the Jan Mayen Ridge system. Significant topographic variation. Not ideal for visual survey."

"But not impossible."

"Not impossible. Just slow."

Reyes asked the third question. "What's the working theory?"

Harlow said: "Catastrophic structural failure. Deep implosion."

Reyes said: "Twenty-four people and no debris."

Harlow said: "That's correct."

There was a silence in the room. Reyes had been in enough briefings to recognise the particular quality of a silence that meant: we know it doesn't hold up; we're telling you anyway.

* * *

He had read the preliminary incident report on the flight from Norfolk that morning, and he had read it the way he read all incident reports — looking not at what was there but at the shape of what wasn't. The shape here was very clear: the official working theory required the Aurora Seven to have imploded so completely and so cleanly that it left no surface trace whatsoever. This was, in principle, possible. A deep implosion at 3,100 metres, under the right conditions, could produce a debris field that sank straight down rather than dispersing laterally. You'd lose the oil slick. You might lose the larger structural sections if they hit the seafloor in a confined canyon.

You would not lose the survival pods.

Every offshore rig of Aurora Seven's class carried four self-deploying survival pods, each rated for six occupants, each fitted with its own emergency beacon and designed to separate automatically from the structure if the hull integrity sensors detected a catastrophic event. The beacons were hardened against pressure failure. The pods themselves were designed to float free of any depth down to 4,000 metres.

None of them had deployed. None of them had been found. The beacons were silent.

An implosion fast enough to prevent pod deployment would have needed to happen in less than 0.3 seconds. That was theoretically within the range of catastrophic hull failure under extreme pressure differential, but it required a failure mode that had never been observed on a rig of this type, in a location with no geological activity recorded in the 72 hours preceding the loss.

Reyes had noted all of this in the margin of his copy of the report, in his compact, vertical handwriting. He had also noted two other things.

One: the Aurora Seven had gone dark without sending a distress signal. Not a partial signal, not a corrupted signal — no signal at all. The communications system used a redundant architecture with three independent transmitters. For all three to fail simultaneously, in the fraction of a second before an implosion, was mathematically possible. It was not, in Reyes's estimation, probable.

Two: the rig had been operating in an area that had seen two other deep-survey operations in the preceding eighteen months, both of which had reported anomalous sonar returns that had been attributed to geological interference. He had found this in a footnote. Nobody had thought it worth including in the main text.

* * *

After the briefing, Harlow asked him to stay behind. The others filed out. She waited until the door was closed.

"You're going to tell me it isn't an implosion," she said.

"I'm going to tell you I'd like to see the full sensor logs from the 72 hours before loss."

"We have them."

"I'd also like the full search and rescue operation records, including the Norwegian Coast Guard's acoustic survey data." He paused. "And the anomalous sonar returns from the two previous operations. The ones in the footnote."

Harlow looked at him for a moment. She had the expression of someone who had been expecting a specific kind of problem and had just confirmed it. "This is going to be a visibility issue," she said. "NordDepth is a Norwegian company with significant US interests. Their government is already making inquiries at the diplomatic level. We don't want this to look like —"

"I understand the visibility concern," Reyes said. "What I'd like to avoid is going to the Norwegian Sea and finding something that should have been in the main text of the briefing document."

Another pause. Harlow had a habit of pausing in a way that was also a form of assessment — she was deciding, each time, how much to acknowledge. She said: "You'll operate under a cover designation. Safety audit, requested by NordDepth's insurance consortium. You'll have access to NordDepth facilities and personnel as required. The Norwegians are cooperating."

"And my actual brief?"

"Find out what happened to Aurora Seven. If there's a hull somewhere on that seafloor, locate it. If there are survivors" — she paused again, briefly — "locate them."

"And if it's not an implosion?"

She picked up her folder. "Then you'll tell me what it is instead."

* * *

Commander Eli Reyes was forty-five years old and had spent twenty-two of those years in the United States Navy, the last twelve in deep-sea operations. He was lean, dark-haired going grey at the temples, and possessed of the particular stillness of people who had spent a significant portion of their careers in confined spaces where unnecessary movement was a liability. His colleagues described him as methodical. His CO, a Vice Admiral named Chen who had worked with him twice before, described him in evaluation reports as relentlessly literal, which was not quite a compliment and not quite the opposite.

He had a gift for the anomaly. Not the dramatic anomaly — not the crisis that announced itself and demanded immediate response. The quiet anomaly. The footnote. The number that was slightly wrong in a way that only mattered if you were looking at it from exactly the right angle. He had found, in his career: a navigation discrepancy in a submarine exercise that turned out to indicate a previously unmapped seamount in the Philippine Sea. A maintenance schedule inconsistency that had preceded, by eleven days, a near-catastrophic mechanical failure in a deep-survey vessel operating off Greenland. A pattern of sonar interference that had led, eventually, to the identification of a foreign acoustic monitoring installation in the North Atlantic.

He did not consider this a talent. He considered it a practice. The anomaly was always there if you looked for it. Most people didn't look. Reyes looked as a matter of professional habit, the way some people checked the exits when they entered a room.

He did not, as a rule, share this practice with people who hadn't asked about it. There was a version of his career that would have been considerably smoother if he'd reported to his superiors with greater selectivity — if he'd learned to distinguish between the anomalies that mattered and the ones that were going to turn out to be instrument error, Soviet satellites, geological noise. He hadn't learned to make that distinction, because he hadn't found a reliable method. The only way to know which kind of anomaly you were looking at was to look at it until you knew.

This was, among other things, why he was being sent to the Norwegian Sea to conduct what was officially a safety audit.

* * *

On the flight back to Norfolk he read the full sensor logs from Aurora Seven's last 72 hours. The data was dense and most of it was routine — drilling operations, station-keeping adjustments, weather monitoring, routine equipment checks logged at four-hour intervals. He read all of it.

Near the end of the second hour of reading, he found the footnote's footnote.

In Aurora Seven's automated environmental monitoring log — a subsystem that ran continuously in the background, recording ambient conditions around the rig — there was a series of entries beginning approximately 58 hours before loss. They were brief. They read:

Low-frequency acoustic anomaly detected. Source unknown. Duration: 83 seconds. Intensity: below alert threshold. Classification: background noise.

Low-frequency acoustic anomaly detected. Source unknown. Duration: 37 seconds. Intensity: below alert threshold. Classification: background noise.

Low-frequency acoustic anomaly detected. Source unknown. Duration: 83 seconds. Intensity: below alert threshold. Classification: background noise.

There were six entries total, spanning 58 hours. The first and third and fifth were 83 seconds. The second and fourth and sixth were 37 seconds. Alternating. Regular.

The system had logged them as background noise and flagged none of them for human review. In the standard operations report, they didn't appear at all.

Reyes looked at the alternating durations for a long time. Eighty-three seconds and thirty-seven seconds. He wrote in the margin: Two transmission types. Alternating. Internal interval ratio 2:1. Consistent. Not random.

He wrote below that: Source unknown.

He looked out the window. Thirty-five thousand feet below, the Atlantic was grey and comprehensive and contained, in its depths, approximately one-third of the world's ocean water and a number of things that were not yet known.

He closed the folder. He would read it again when he landed. He would read it several more times after that.

The flight attendant asked if he wanted anything. He said coffee, black, and thank you.

He thought about the alternating durations for the rest of the flight.



THREE

Twelve Years



I presented the anomaly to Professor Langvik on the first Monday after we returned to Tromsø. I had spent the intervening eleven days on the return leg of the cruise preparing a full analysis, which I then spent two more days refining at my desk in the institute before requesting the meeting. I wanted to be certain. I also wanted to be certain that I was certain, which is a different thing and took longer.

The analysis ran to forty-one pages including appendices. I had printed it and put it in a folder with a cover page. I was aware, as I carried it down the corridor to Langvik's office, that forty-one pages was perhaps a great deal of paper for a conversation that might last twenty minutes. I had decided to bring it anyway. You don't present an anomaly of this kind with a summary.

Langvik's office was on the second floor of the institute's main building, overlooking the harbour. He had been department head for nine years. He was sixty-one, silver-haired, and gave the impression of a man who had once been very interested in deep-sea geomorphology and had, gradually and without drama, transferred that interest to the administration of people who were still interested in it. He was not unkind. He was not obstructionist. He was, in the most specific and technical sense of the phrase, not the right person to show this to — and he was the only person I could show it to, because he was my department head and this was my institute and those were the rules.

He was on a call when I arrived. His assistant waved me to the chair outside his door. I sat for fourteen minutes, the folder on my lap, and looked at the harbour.

* * *

The meeting lasted twenty-three minutes. I know this because I checked my watch when I sat down and again when I left.

I walked Langvik through the analysis in order: the detection parameters, the filtering methodology, the raw waveform data, the spectral analysis, the interval structure of the sequence. He listened. He had reading glasses that he put on to look at the printed waveforms and then took off again when I was talking. He asked three questions. The first was whether I had checked the data against the ship's own low-frequency emission profile — I had, and had included the comparison in appendix B. The second was whether the towed array had been recently calibrated — it had, twelve days before the survey, and I had included the calibration logs in appendix C. The third was whether I had considered the possibility of biological source.

I had expected this question. I had three pages on it. I explained that the frequency range of the sequence fell below the lowest known limit of biological acoustic production in the Norwegian Sea, that the interval regularity was inconsistent with any known biological rhythm, and that the directional analysis placed the source directly below the survey track at a depth consistent with the lower hadal zone, where biological acoustic activity of any kind was vanishingly rare.

Langvik nodded. He looked at the waveform printout for a moment. Then he said: "Mara, I think this is instrument error."

I did not say anything for a moment. Then I said: "I've accounted for every possible source of instrument error in appendix A. The analysis uses three independent filtering methods, all of which produce the same result."

"The towed array has been flagging false positives in the low-frequency range since the February refit," he said. "There's a known resonance issue. Maintenance has a ticket open on it."

"The calibration log from twelve days before the survey shows no anomalous resonance in the relevant frequency range," I said. "It's in appendix C."

"Calibration tests don't always catch intermittent resonance." He said this gently. He had the manner, which I had encountered before in this office, of a person delivering a verdict they considered closed while appearing to engage with the evidence. "I'll ask maintenance to take another look at the array before the next cruise. If the issue persists, we'll know to discount readings in this range."
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