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​Chapter 1 — The Deck
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The chain came free with a pull Andy had made a thousand times before.

He coiled it, stowed it in the bag at his hip, and moved to the next tie-down without looking up. Around him the flight deck ran at full tempo: aircraft moving under yellow-shirt direction, deck crew tracking wing lines and fuselage paths with their whole bodies, the 1MC cutting through engine noise with calls that needed no thought to understand. 0200 and the ship had been running flight operations since before Andy came on watch, and it wouldn't stop until the plan said to.

He crouched at the next pad-eye.

The non-skid bit through his knees. His hands found the chain fitting without his eyes having to help. Four years in, and his hands had developed their own competence; they handled the job and his brain could be anywhere else. His brain had been anywhere else for a while now.

The aircraft above him was a Super Hornet, one of the squadron's two-seaters, getting nudged forward under yellow-shirt direction. Andy unclipped the port-side chains and moved around the nose to do the starboard ones. The engines were loud enough that he felt them more than heard them. He'd stopped noticing that too.

He worked down the aircraft. Stowed each chain. Moved on to the next. The deck ran its cycles around him, launch and recover and reset and launch again, and Andy ran his cycles inside of it. When a yellow shirt redirected him he went. When a plane captain needed a hand with a stuck fitting he provided it. He was useful and present and competent, the way flight deck crew were competent: with the whole body, automatically, his attention distributed across the deck in a wide shallow awareness that caught what needed catching without requiring him to think about it.

He just wasn't sure anything was happening behind it anymore.

The deck was not a place that accommodated distraction. He knew that. Four years had made it cellular knowledge: the way the wind over the bow came at you from angles the ship's movement made unpredictable, a jet blast deflector going up redirecting exhaust in a direction you hadn't planned for, a single misstep near an intake ending a career or a life with no drama whatsoever. The deck didn't care how experienced you were. It held still for nobody. He'd seen a second class with six years in nearly lose a hand to a tie-down fitting he'd worked a thousand times before because he got careless for three seconds.

He knew all of this. He had known it every watch for four years. He tracked it automatically, below the surface, the body doing its job while whatever was supposed to be running behind his eyes ran somewhere else.

Torres passed him sometime around 0300, heading aft, and gave him a look. Andy gave one back. Neither of them said anything. There wasn't much to say at 0300 on a deck that had been running since afternoon and would keep running until dawn.

The watch ended at 0400. Andy went below.

His rack was the middle one in a stack of three, starboard side of the berthing compartment, second from the forward bulkhead. Three inches of foam over a metal shelf. A curtain that gave the illusion of privacy and stopped approximately nothing. The small shelf at the head held his watch, his phone, and a paperback he'd been forty pages into for six weeks.

He lay down without taking off his boots.

The ship never slept. You adapted to it or you didn't, and Andy had adapted long ago: the ventilation system's constant drone, the pipes that ticked and knocked when the temperature changed, the deep structural hum of a vessel running four shaft engines twenty-four hours a day. At some point early in his first deployment he'd stopped being able to sleep without those sounds, which meant that sleeping anywhere else felt strange, which was one of the things the Navy did to you that nobody mentioned before you signed.

The rack above him belonged to Hernandez, who slept like a man who had made peace with everything. The rack below belonged to Santos, who snored. Andy lay between them and listened to the ship and let his body go heavy and waited for his brain to follow.

It took a while. It always took a while now.

He wasn't thinking about anything in particular. That was deployment exhaustion: it wasn't the kind that came with racing thoughts or unresolved problems. It was simpler than that. It was depletion. Forty-seven days out of Bremerton with another six weeks before the next port call, and somewhere in the middle of it he'd used up something he was still waiting to get back.

He'd enlisted to get out of a town that had nothing in it for him, and the Navy had delivered on that completely, putting him on a ship in the middle of the Pacific with no access to anything he'd left behind, which mostly meant no access to the absence of things he'd left behind. The town was still there. His father was wherever his father was. The house where his mother had died was someone else's problem now. He wasn't thinking about any of that either. The deployment had a way of compressing everything that wasn't the deployment into a thin layer somewhere below where he actually lived.

He'd sleep his four hours and wake up and it would be a little better, and by 0800 it would feel normal, and by 2200 it would be gone again. This was the cycle. He was in the cycle.

He was asleep before he finished cataloguing it.

Reveille came at 0730. He had three and a half hours.

The mess decks at 0800 were what they always were: crowded, the line extending back into the passageway with fifty people at different stages of wakefulness holding trays. Andy took a place and moved forward when the line moved. The food came off a steam table. He took what was in front of him and found a seat and ate with the focused efficiency of someone completing a required task.

Across the table, a third class from the engineering department named Poole was talking about the port call.

"Sasebo," Poole said, to no one in particular. "I heard it's Sasebo. Six weeks."

"You heard wrong," said the man next to him. "It's Busan."

"Last week you said it was Busan."

"It was Busan last week."

Andy drank his coffee. He'd heard Yokosuka. He didn't say so. Port call speculation had its own ecology on a deployment and introducing a new data point rarely helped anything.

He spent the morning in the shop.

The AD shop was two ladders down and forward, a compartment that smelled permanently of hydraulic fluid and the faint chemical bite of cleaning solvent, with tools racked in foam cutouts along the bulkhead and technical orders filed in binders that everyone knew better than to reorganize. His work order for the morning was a compressor inspection on one of the squadron's single-seats. A T2 that had been deferred twice and couldn't be deferred again. He pulled the TO, gathered his tools, found the aircraft on the hangar bay, and got to work.

The inspection took two hours. It was thorough and tedious and returned exactly what T2 inspections almost always returned: everything within tolerance, nothing to write up. This was the nature of most of the work: looking hard for things that weren't there, documenting their absence, making sure someone further up the chain knew you had looked. Andy understood the logic of it. The times it found something were the times that mattered. You just had to do it all the other times to get to those times.

He documented the work, signed the forms, and turned in his tools. His chief walked past while he was closing up and asked if he'd found anything. Andy said no. The chief nodded and kept walking.

He had the afternoon.

He lay in his rack and stared at the underside of Hernandez's mattress. The ventilation ran. Santos was somewhere on watch. The berthing was quiet: a few curtains drawn, one alarm going off somewhere forward and then stopping, the occasional sound of someone moving through the passageway outside.

He should sleep. He knew how to sleep on a ship, had been doing it for years, could drop off in berthing spaces louder than this one. But the deployment had done something to the mechanism. He'd lie down and his body would go heavy and his mind would skate along some edge between sleep and not-sleep without committing to either, and after a while the alarm would go off and he'd get up feeling approximately the same as when he'd lain down, and that would be the afternoon.

He rested in the approximate direction of sleep and let the hours go by.

At 1700 he went up for the evening brief.

The next day was the same. He knew it would be before it started.

The same line at 0800. Different food, same steam table, same trays. Poole had new intelligence on the port call: now it was Yokosuka, which meant Andy had been right, which didn't feel like anything. The shop had a fuel control unit that needed inspection and a parts request for a component that the supply system said it didn't have, then said it did, then said it didn't again. Andy spent an hour on the phone with supply that produced paperwork and nothing else.

He ate lunch at 1130 and was back in the shop by noon. A second class named Garrett was working through a write-up on a fuel feed system and kept pulling Andy over to look at something, not because he needed help, but because Garrett thought out loud and needed an audience. Andy listened and asked the occasional question and pointed at the TO once when Garrett was about to skip a step. Garrett found what he was looking for eventually. Andy went back to his own bench.

The afternoon was a zone inspection. Compartment by compartment, a chief with a clipboard, Andy following behind with a cleaning rag for anything that needed it. This was not technically his job. This was everyone's job when the XO scheduled a zone inspection, which the XO did with the regularity of someone who had not run out of compartments.

He came on watch at 2200.

The ship had been underway for forty-eight days. Andy had stopped counting days and started counting watch cycles, which made the time feel more manageable. It didn't actually make it more manageable. He had discovered this somewhere around watch cycle thirty and kept doing it anyway because the alternative was counting days.

The port call was still six weeks out. He'd heard Yokosuka now; someone in the shop said they'd overheard something at the 1MC panel. Port call intelligence changed daily and was wrong more often than it was right. It didn't matter much anyway. Port calls were good for a day and a half of actual freedom and then everyone came back to the ship and the cycle resumed. He'd been looking forward to them less as the deployment went on, which was not a good sign, which he noted and did nothing about.

The deck at night ran differently than the deck in daylight, not slower but more compressed, the noise and motion pulled in tight under the work lights. Beyond the lights was dark. The sea was dark, the sky above it darker, and somewhere off the port quarter the plane guard helicopter traced slow circles with its running lights.

Andy went to work on the chains.

The aircraft were the same aircraft. The pad-eyes were the same pad-eyes. He moved from tie-down to tie-down with the economy of someone who'd performed this task enough times that it required almost nothing from him, which was good, because he had almost nothing left that wasn't already spoken for by the mechanics of staying upright and moving forward.

A Super Hornet came off the elevator and he worked its chains. A Growler followed and he worked those too. The deck reset and he reset with it. Somewhere in the evolution a yellow shirt redirected him to the port side and he went, and somewhere after that a plane captain flagged him for help with a fitting that had seized and he freed it with a combination of the right tool and the right angle that his hands found without consultation.

The deck had a rhythm when flight ops ran well, and tonight it ran well: launches on schedule, recoveries coming in clean, the deck crew moving with the practiced precision of people who had been doing this long enough that it had become something close to instinct. Andy had worked with most of them for months. He knew their tells and their habits. He knew which yellow shirts ran tight evolutions and which ones had a little more give. He knew which plane captains would give him room to work and which ones would hover. None of this was conscious anymore. It was just the texture of the environment he moved through.

He liked the work. He'd always liked the work, even now, even running on empty. There was something satisfying about the specificity of it: each chain a finite task with a clear completion, the aircraft secured and then released, the deck ready for the next cycle. He wasn't solving anything larger. He was solving this, right now, which was enough.

He was good at this.

He crouched over a pad-eye and worked the clip. The non-skid bit through his knees. Aft of him, a jet was running up to mil power, the sound rising through the deck into his legs and chest until it stopped being a sound and became a condition he existed inside of. He tracked it with some part of his attention because that was how you survived the deck: you knew where the intakes were, you knew what was hot and what wasn't, you tracked the blast radius and the wing lines and the deck edge and all the other things that would end you if you forgot them.

He was good at tracking all of that.

He was not particularly awake to any of it.

"Becket."

He looked up. Torres was a foot away, and he had the look he'd had two nights ago on the stern, the look that meant he'd decided to say something he didn't particularly want to have to say.

He was a second class, two years senior to Andy, and they'd been on the same deck crew since workups, seven months of watches together, tools passed and signals relayed and meals eaten in the same compartment at the same hours. Torres knew what Andy looked like across most of his configurations. Andy could tell from the look that the current configuration had prompted a conclusion.

"You good?"

"Yeah," Andy said.

Torres held it a moment.

"Keep your head on a swivel, Becket."

Not a lecture. The words landed flat and genuine, the way they'd been said on carrier flight decks since carriers had flight decks. Everyone on the deck knew the unspoken other half of that sentence. The deck taught it to you the first week and kept teaching it, because it needed to be the kind of knowledge that lived below thinking. You kept your head on a swivel, or the deck made the choice for you.

"Yep," Andy said.

Torres moved on.

Andy watched him go for a half-second, then turned back to the aircraft.

Torres was right. He knew where right was, and he knew the gap between right and where he was operating, and he closed the gap: put his eyes on the next task and moved toward it. That had always been enough. The idea that it might stop being enough was not one he spent time on.

He rolled his neck against the stiffness there, felt the ache of a body that had been asked to keep going past the point where keeping going felt natural, and filed it with everything else he was filing tonight. He adjusted his float coat. He checked his bag.

Six chains.

The elevator locked in with the heavy thunk of something large settling into place, and another aircraft rose from the hangar bay into the night. Andy read it on the way to the first pad-eye, a Growler, heavier in the nose, a different weight to account for when he moved around the landing gear, and crouched down and got to work.

Above him the aircraft sat enormous and patient in the work lights, trailing heat into the dark.
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​Chapter 2 — Overboard
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The watch had thirty minutes left when Andy moved to the elevator.

The aircraft was a single-seat Hornet, up from the hangar bay on the previous cycle and chocked in position, waiting on its chains. Twenty minutes to the next launch. Standard interval. Andy checked the aircraft type out of habit, adjusted his approach for the pad-eye positions, and crouched at the first fitting.

The port side of the elevator was open to the night. The platform's outer edge, where the ship's hull dropped away to the ocean. He'd worked this geometry enough times that it had stopped being geometry and become just the shape of the space he was in. The edge was there. He knew it, and he kept his body oriented the way you kept your body oriented when you knew something like that was behind you.

He freed the first chain. The second. Moving aft along the aircraft to the third pad-eye, the chain from the second still across his forearm, the aircraft end not yet unclipped.

He was reaching for the third fitting when the engine pitch changed.

Aft and starboard. One of the aircraft staged near the catapult running up past what a movement check required. His body turned toward it: reflex, not thought, four years of the deck in his joints.

He was halfway around when the wash took him.

Not a gust. Not wind. A wall of hot, dense, pressurized air moving at speed, and it moved him with it, and there was no time between the wall hitting and his boots finding the platform's outer lip and leaving it.

The chain was still across his forearm.

He went over.

The fall was fast. He was aware of falling and then he wasn't because the Pacific arrived, black and cold and absolute, and the cold went through everything at once, clothes and skin and thought, and then he was under.

The chain went taut.

He kept going down.

Above him, through the dark water, the white shape of the ship's hull passed slowly to the side. The prop wash caught him and turned him. He could see the surface. It was already farther than he expected.

The chain pulled.

He went down.
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​Chapter 3 — The Dark
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The chain was forty feet of high-tensile steel and it weighed what it weighed, and gravity worked underwater the same as everywhere else.

He knew how to swim. That knowledge didn't help him.

His hands found the chain across his forearm and worked the clip. Fingers that could free a fitting in the dark on a moving deck with engine noise shaking the air couldn't find the release in cold black water with the pressure already building against his sinuses. They found it and pressed and the clip didn't move. He tried again. The chain's weight had changed angles as he sank and the spring mechanism had bound and his hands knew the problem and couldn't solve it. Not here. Not like this.

The surface, when he looked up, was a smear of gray against the black. Getting smaller.

He stopped fighting the chain. He let his body go still and worked only the clip, both hands now, trying to find the right angle against the bound spring. The cold had gotten into his hands already, past the feeling in his fingertips. He could feel the metal but not finely. He was working blind in a medium that slowed everything and the ship that had generated the wash was still moving away, and the chain was on the aircraft and the aircraft was chocked on the deck and the deck was ninety feet above sea level.

The math was simple. He'd known the math for four years. He'd known it the way you knew things on the flight deck: not thought, cellular. The deck edge was the edge. Beyond it was the ocean. Between the ocean and the ship was all the distance in the world.

He kept working the clip.

The cold went through his float coat and then through his coveralls and then through the layer underneath, and it was not the cold of air or even the cold of rain. It was total and indifferent, the cold of a body of water eight thousand feet deep that had never been warm and did not know the word. It replaced everything: the hydraulic fluid smell of the shop, the noise of the deck, the weight of the last forty-eight days. It replaced those with itself. Just this. Just cold.

The clip didn't give.

He'd used up most of his air coming through the wash. He'd gone in fast and hard and there hadn't been time to take a breath, and what was left in his lungs now was going to have to last him. He stopped working the clip and made himself stop moving and calculated what he had.

Not much.

The surface smear was smaller. The prop wash had driven him further under than the fall had, and the combination was not in his favor, and his body knew it in a way that was not exactly panic but was adjacent to it, something biological and old, deeper than training.

He went back to the clip.

Below him there was dark.

Not the absence of light. He understood that; he'd seen the black water from the deck enough times to have mapped it. This was something else. The dark below him had a quality to it. Pressure and depth and the specific weight of eight thousand feet of water overhead, if you were at the bottom, which he wasn't, but his body didn't know the difference. His body just knew: down there is a long way down.

He was going that direction.

The clip gave.

He felt it happen before he understood it: the release of tension, the chain pulling free from his forearm, the sudden relative lightness of only himself and his clothes and his boots and the water. He was still sinking. But the chain was not.

He kicked. Got his arms working. The cold in his hands made them feel remote, someone else's hands attached to his wrists, but they moved and his legs moved and his body turned toward where the surface had been.

He couldn't see it anymore.

He kicked anyway.

The burn in his lungs had moved past the stage where it was a signal and into the stage where it was a fact, and the fact had a clock attached to it, and he didn't know how much time was on the clock. He kicked and pulled and the water resisted him as it resisted everything. He kept going.

The gray appeared above him, and it was farther than he'd thought, and the clock in his chest was running.

He swam.

He did not make it.

He was close, close enough to see the surface moving in the swells and close enough to feel the cold change quality as the depth above him decreased, when his body decided. Not a decision he made. A transition his body made for him, the same one bodies had been making since before there were people to argue with the outcome.

His arms stopped.

There was dark, and the muted gray above him, and the cold, and he was inside all of it without the capacity to move.

What came then was not like sleep.

Sleep was something that happened after the ventilation ran for a while, after his body went heavy in the rack, after the ship's hum became the thing that held him under. Sleep was departure, a deliberate absence. This was something else. This was the edges of things becoming porous. The place where Andy Becket, Aviation Machinist's Mate Third Class, stopped being a sealed container and started letting the water in.

What the water brought was memory.

The truck was a '98 F-150 with a cracked taillight and mud in the wheel wells, and his father drove it out of the driveway at seven-fifteen on a Tuesday morning in October when Andy was nine years old. Andy watched from the window of the second-floor bedroom, the one that looked out over the front yard. The yard was brown. The truck's engine ran rough and his father had said he was going to fix it when he got paid and then he left before payday, and the truck took the idle cough with him. Andy watched the taillight, cracked on the driver's side, the red plastic spiderwebbed from some impact nobody had bothered to explain, until it turned right onto the county road and was gone.
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