



  




  [image: cover]








    

       

    




    [image: half-title]








  



    

       

    




    Also by Kat Falls




    DARK LIFE








  



    

      [image: titlepage]


    








  



    

       

    




    First published in the USA in 2011 by Scholastic Press,


    an imprint of Scholastic Inc. NY




    First published in Great Britain in 2011 by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


    A CBS COMPANY




    Copyright © 2011 by Kat Falls




    This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


    No reproduction without permission.


    All rights reserved.




    The right of Kat Falls to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.




    Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


    1st Floor


    222 Gray’s Inn Road


    London WC1X 8HB




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




    A CIP catalogue for this book is available


    from the British Library.




    ISBN: 978-1-84738-762-2


    eBook ISBN: 978-1-84738-808-7




    Printed in the UK by CPI Cox & Wyman, Reading, Berkshire RG1 8EX




    www.simonandschuster.co.uk








  



    

       

    




    To my dear friend Merle,


    for turning her home into a writing


    getaway. And to my family, for being


    so understanding and supportive


    while I got away.








  



    

       

    




    CONTENTS




    Chapter One




    Chapter Two




    Chapter Three




    Chapter Four




    Chapter Five




    Chapter Six




    Chapter Seven




    Chapter Eight




    Chapter Nine




    Chapter Ten




    Chapter Eleven




    Chapter Twelve




    Chapter Thirteen




    Chapter Fourteen




    Chapter Fifteen




    Chapter Sixteen




    Chapter Seventeen




    Chapter Eighteen




    Chapter Nineteen




    Chapter Twenty




    Chapter Twenty-One




    Chapter Twenty-Two




    Chapter Twenty-Three




    Chapter Twenty-Four




    Chapter Twenty-Five




    Chapter Twenty-Six




    Chapter Twenty-Seven




    Chapter Twenty-Eight




    Chapter Twenty-Nine




    Epilogue








  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER




    ONE




    Easing back on the throttle, I slowed the submarine’s speed. The light-streaked ocean around us seemed vast and empty, but I knew better. We were heading into the biggest trash vortex in the Atlantic. A piece of history could broadside us at any time.




    Sure enough, a shape swirled out of the darkness, glimmering in the sub’s head beams. Gemma leaned into the viewport. “A bicycle,” she said with amazement. “Just like in old photos.”




    “That means we’re almost there,” I told her.




    “We’re hiding a wagon full of crops in the open ocean?”




    “In the middle of the trash gyre,” I explained. “Genius, right?” I checked the rear monitor to make sure the sealed wagon was still hitched to the back of our sub. “No one ever comes in here.”




    She shot me a knowing look. “For good reason, I’ll bet.”




    “Divers worry about getting crushed —”




    “Do they?” she asked, a smile hovering on her lips.




    “— but I’ve explored the vortex plenty and I’m still alive.”




    “Ty, please don’t take this the wrong way. . . .” Flipping back her long hair, she tugged a life preserver out from under her seat.




    While she fastened the vest, I tilted the cruiser into a steep descent. With its barrel-shaped body mounted on twin thermal engines, the sub had enough heft to plow through the floating debris. I, however, was not so hardy; the sight of so much trash always hollowed out my gut.




    At fifty feet down, it was just small objects gliding by — a headless doll, plastic bags, soda cans, and fishermen’s nets. Though abandoned, the nets were as effective as ever at trapping creatures, and I had to look away when we passed a tangled dolphin, long drowned. We pushed deeper, and larger items tumbled by — a TV trailing wires, a mannequin, a sparkling chandelier — as if caught in a slow underwater hurricane. It seemed like all the junk from past centuries had found its way here, to drift in an enormous circle forever.




    “Where did this stuff come from?” Gemma shifted onto her knees to look up through the sub’s flexiglass canopy.




    “Winds and currents picked it up from all over the Atlantic.” I swerved to avoid hitting a stroller.




    Flipping on the exterior spotlight, I moved the beam across the drifting objects, not knowing what many were. A powerful upwelling kept them afloat while wreckfish, longer than me, lurked in the nooks, with their lower jaws thrust out as if anticipating a fight.




    When the gyre’s rotation slowed to a standstill, I knew that we’d reached the center. Here, the debris simply turned in place.




    “This is probably a stupid question,” Gemma said, shifting her gaze to me, “but if we leave the wagon here, what’s to stop it from floating away?”




    “I’m going to hitch it on to something big.”




    “Okay. What’s to stop both things from floating away?”




    “We’re in the eye of the vortex. None of this scrap is going anywhere. Besides, I’ll be back at dawn to get it. Pa didn’t want the wagon to sit in the field overnight, all loaded up, looking like easy pickings. Just ’cause we’re the only settlers willing to sell to the surfs doesn’t mean we trust them.”




    “Still, I can’t hear your father saying, ‘Go hide the wagon in the giant trash vortex.’ ”




    “He doesn’t care where I stash it as long as it’s safe.”




    She smiled. “Uh-huh.”




    “Now, that’s an anchor.” Dead ahead, a fragment of an airplane pivoted on end with all the speed of a starfish. Flipping the sub into idle, I grabbed my helmet from the seat behind me.




    Gemma’s blue eyes widened. “You’re not going out there?”




    “How else am I going to hitch the wagon on to that chunk of aluminum?”




    “With those pincher-arm things.”




    “That’ll take forever.” I headed down the aisle between the seats.




    “You said that sea creatures have been migrating everywhere. If ocean currents carried all this trash here, then something could have hitched a ride.”




    She was right, of course. Fishermen were constantly pulling marine life out of the Atlantic that used to live only in the Pacific or off the coast of Australia. So much land had flooded during the Rising that new channels had formed between the oceans.




    “I’ll be fine,” I said, hoping it was true. Biting down on a tube in the base of my helmet, I inhaled a lungful of oxygen-infused liquid and then dropped out of the hatch in the cruiser’s floor.




    “You better be,” she said through the receiver in my helmet. “Because if I have to come out there to rescue you, it’s going to ruin my day.”




    That was putting it mildly. She hadn’t dipped so much as a toe into the ocean in over a month. A fact that pained me. But she’d agreed to come out in the cruiser today — for the first time in weeks — so maybe someday she would try diving again.




    I shot her a thumbs-up since I couldn’t talk with Liquigen in my lungs. With three kicks, I was at the cruiser’s stern, though the upwelling was so strong that it took effort to stay level. After attaching the wagon’s line to my dive belt, I stroked toward the piece of algae-covered airplane, only to stop short as dozens of large shadows streaked past me. Using my Dark Gift, I shot sonar at them and saw in my mind that they were piked dogfish — sharks, yes, but not a threat to humans. Still, I didn’t like the frenzied way they were swimming — as if fleeing.




    I sent a series of clicks into the black depths. Tense seconds went by, and when the echo finally bounced back, the mental image was too cluttered to be of use. Far below lay a graveyard of derelict vessels that had been swept there by the currents. Within the pileup were cavities and crannies galore, which meant that anything could be lurking down there, hidden from my view — Dark Gift or not. A chilling thought.




    Still, I was glad for my biosonar. So what if Topside doctors attributed subsea kids’ Dark Gifts to intense water pressure messing with our brains? I felt fine. Healthy. And was relieved that my parents had stopped worrying so much about me. Of course, it had only been four months since they’d learned that Dark Gifts weren’t a myth. And that both of their children had one.




    Since I couldn’t get a read on the mountain of wreckage below, I turned my attention back to finding a place to hitch the wagon. I’d spotted a pair of portholes that would work when Gemma’s shout filled my helmet. I spun toward the cruiser. Then my brain caught up with my retinas, and I realized that I had glimpsed a huge shape hanging motionless beside me.




    With a half turn, I found myself facing an enormous squid. Floating upright, it stood at least six feet tall, its purplish red body so thick I couldn’t have put my arms around it if I’d wanted to. The squid hovered, watching me. When its skin flashed to neon white and then blood-red, a name came to me — diablo rojo. Red devil. A creature with a reputation even more terrifying than its looks.




    Edging back, I tried to suppress all the stories of these particular squid dragging swimmers into the depths and eating them alive. Not tall tales, but real accounts with witnesses. Of all the predators of the deep, squid got my heart pounding like nothing else. Sharks were fearsome, but just beasts. Whereas, in this creature’s eyes I saw an intelligence that scared me to the core.




    Again its skin rippled from luminous white to dark red, and I knew that couldn’t be good. No doubt the squid was trying to confuse its prey. Me.








  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER




    TWO




    Escaping the diablo rojo would be impossible with the wagon’s towline attached to my belt. Slowly, I reached for the clip, but that triggered a reaction. Flinging out a tentacle, the squid walloped me across the shoulders with such force, my head snapped back.




    Stunned, I straightened to see the creature flip itself horizontal with all eight tentacles and both feeder arms extended forward — pointing at me. I thrashed away, but the squid jetted in so fast I didn’t have time to escape. It slammed into my chest and sent me flying, but not out of reach.




    Forcing my eyes open, I found myself enveloped within the umbrella of the creature’s body. I tried to unholster my dive knife, but the squid had my arms pinned to my sides. Tightening its grip, it pulled me against its razor-sharp beak and tried to crack open my helmet like it was a tuna’s skull. Thankfully the flexi glass held.




    Gemma yelled something in my ear, but all I could focus on was the squid’s spike-covered tongue, inches from my eyes. I struggled to get free but the suckers on the squid’s tentacles were lined with tiny teeth. Like thorns, they dug into my diveskin — probably not ripping through its iron nanoparticle coating, but even a snag could foul up the computer sensors that were woven between the layers. If that happened, I’d end up with a lot worse than torn skin. At this depth, I’d freeze.




    The thought electrified me. I forced my knife upward, despite the squid’s stranglehold of a hug, and jabbed blindly. A ribbon of blue blood drifted up. At most I’d nicked a tentacle, but it was enough to send the squid flapping into the depths, carried away by its head fins.




    Slumping, I glanced at the cruiser and saw Gemma’s stark face pressed to the viewport. The whole attack had lasted less than a minute. She hadn’t had time to react.




    “What was that thing?” she shrieked in my ear. Probably had been the whole time, but now her voice penetrated my consciousness. “I told you to use the pincher-arm things. But no. You have to swim with monsters.” She sounded terrified and furious all at once.




    I waved to let her know I was okay, though I wasn’t going to reholster my knife anytime soon.




    “Great. So glad you’re fine,” she snapped. “Now get back in the sub.”




    I held up a finger and sent a series of clicks into the depths. But with so much piled wreckage below me, it was impossible to tell where the squid had gone. Moving quickly, I looped the wagon’s towline through the plane’s empty portholes and fastened the clip.




    Had my shine attracted the squid? I wondered.




    Having faintly glowing skin could sometimes be a liability subsea. Yet most of the Benthic Territory settlers ate bioluminescent fish, and so we were all luminous to some degree. But I hadn’t immigrated to the deep like most settlers. I’d spent my whole life in the ocean, so my shine was a little brighter than the average.




    “Can you please hurry —” Gemma’s words cut off on a gasp. “On the sonar screen. Something is rising fast.”




    I flipped around, knife up, figuring the squid was back. But it was worse than that. One series of sonar clicks told me the creature wasn’t alone. Something I should have seen coming, since I knew that red devils were the only squid to hunt as a pack.




    I kicked for the cruiser as they shot out of the deep — three of them, equally huge. They slowed to hover between the sub and me with their skin rippling from white to red then back again, which now I knew for sure was pre-attack behavior.




    “Ty, hide!” Gemma shouted as she plowed the cruiser into the squid from behind. Instead of scattering, they whipped around to attack the sub.




    “Oh!” she cried with disgust. “Get off, you slimy freaks.” She banged on the viewport and then turned on the wipers.




    Knowing she’d be fine, I grabbed the moment to dart inside the hunk of airplane.




    “Hey, can these things climb through the hatch?” Gemma demanded suddenly. “They can, can’t they? I’m shutting the hatch.”




    I stayed put, and a moment later she returned to the microphone. “Okay, they took off. They’re mugging some poor fish.”




    As she said it, I peered through the porthole and saw the squid in the distance, dragging a thrashing tarpon into the depths. Over eight feet long, it should keep them busy for a while. At least, I hoped so. Just then, the ocean filled with what sounded like dozens of diveskins being torn open simultaneously, followed by brutal chops. I shivered, knowing the bone and tissue being ripped apart could have been mine.




    “Ty, where are you?” Gemma asked.




    Unable to reply because of the Liquigen in my lungs, I started to swim out from under the airplane fragment, but then noticed a thick chain nearby, descending into the depths. I ducked out the opposite side instead, only to freeze at the sight before me.




    Seemed I wasn’t the only one who thought the trash gyre made a good hiding spot.




    “Come out,” Gemma demanded through the speaker in my helmet. “I can’t see you.”




    I rounded the chunk of plane and beckoned her forward, indicating with my arms that she had plenty of room. Her exasperated sigh filled my helmet, but she put the cruiser in gear.




    After checking with my sonar that the squid really had taken off, I turned back to the thing anchored nearby — a shaggy seamount, floating in the still, dark water. An illusion, of course, since seamounts don’t float. But the structure before me was so enormous, I couldn’t capture its shape with my sonar. I kicked in for a closer look, feeling like a minnow next to it.




    “What is that?”




    Even through the crackly receiver, I could hear the awe in Gemma’s voice.




    I spelled out the letters slowly since sign language was still new to her: township.




    At least that was my best guess. Rounded and several stories high, it was definitely big enough to provide living quarters for four to five hundred people as well as the other facilities a community needed — filtration tanks for fresh water, kitchens and food storage, oxygen and heat generators. And the vessel sure was old and dinged up like every township I’d ever seen.




    “A wreck?” she asked.




    I shrugged. Seemed like the reasonable explanation. Why else would it be submerged in the trash gyre? Townships could travel subsea, but from what I knew, most stayed on the ocean’s surface with their roofs retracted — fully or partially, depending on the shape of the vessel. So, yes, this probably was a wreck. But what a waste, sinking it here, when it could have been sold off for parts.




    I didn’t see any glowing viewports or movement or any other signs of life on the inside, though the outside teemed with it. In fact, the exterior had its own mini-ecosystem going on. Barnacles encrusted the vertical windows; crabs frittered through the mangy seaweed that had started to sprout on the side panels; clouds of fish hovered all around.




    Using my dive knife, I scraped away the algae on one window but could only see my own glowing reflection. Tapping on the wrist screen built into my diveskin, I intensified my helmet’s crown lights. After focusing them into one beam, I aimed it through the window, only to jerk back in surprise. A teenage boy lay slumped against the sill, with a blanket draped over his shoulders. His head rested on the crook of his arm as if he’d fallen asleep while peering outside.




    If he lived on a township, he was a surf — short for “surfeit population.” I couldn’t remember seeing one like him, with his shaved head and the geometric tattoos edging his face. But then, I’d never gotten such a close view of a surf before.




    “What is it?” Gemma asked. “What do you see?”




    I motioned for her to wait, then banged against the flexiglass with the butt of my knife. The kid didn’t wake up. Didn’t even twitch.




    Unease rolled through me like cold fog as I treaded water in front of the window. Nothing indicated the township’s engines were working. No hum of a turbine. No lights. No streams of bubbles. That meant no oxygen. No heat.




    I shivered with the realization that I’d just tried to wake a corpse. Making it eerier, the boy looked to be exactly my age. Fifteen.




    “Is there someone dead in there?” Gemma asked suddenly. “That’s what you’re looking at, isn’t it? A dead person?”




    When I nodded, she jammed the cruiser into reverse and backed up a boat’s length.




    Still, I hovered with my chest aching as though I’d inhaled too much Liquigen. Whoever he was, he could have been dead for a while. Maybe even years. He was so perfectly preserved, who could tell? The lack of air and frigid water temperature had to have turned the township into one giant walk-in freezer.




    “Ty,” Gemma’s voice said softly inside my ear. “Come back. We’ll radio for help.”




    Sounded good to me. I sure wasn’t itching to go poking around a ghost town, but a single thought kept me from stroking away. What if someone inside was still alive and needed help?




    Doubtful, yes, considering that seaweed had put down roots on the exterior. But a stationary township wasn’t necessarily a broken one. What if this township had been sitting here awhile but the engines had conked out only days ago? I had to check for survivors, no matter how unsettling the thought was.




    I motioned to Gemma that I was heading inside. When she said, “Be careful,” I realized part of me had been hoping she’d talk me out of it.




    Dropping under the immense structure gave me the uneasy sense of swimming beneath an island. The bottom was flat, so finding the entry port was easy enough. But one glance told me where the problem lay.




    I swam out and circled the township’s perimeter. But with each hatch that I passed my stroke slowed. By the time I made it all the way around, my arms felt too heavy to lift — not because I was tired but because of what I’d seen.




    Every single hatch door had been chained shut . . . from the outside.








  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER




    THREE




    “Are you sure we shouldn’t wait for your parents to get here?” Gemma asked as I used the cruiser’s extendable metal clippers to cut through the township’s anchor chains.




    “Why?” I replied. “I’m doing exactly what they’d do.”




    I shattered the last link, and as the final chain fell away, the township pulled free and began a lazy ascent to the surface. “I could tell it was built to float,” I explained. “The hydro-turbines under the ship are just for propulsion.”




    We watched the township’s progress as it knocked into debris. Satisfied that nothing would stop its rise completely, I zoomed the cruiser toward the surface, passing the township, to crash through the waves.




    The setting sun cast a pink glow over the wide-open expanse of ocean. There wasn’t a hint of land or a ship in sight. When Gemma threw open the hatch in the sub’s canopy roof, I braced myself for the blast of hot air. She hopped right out and slid down the hull onto one of the narrow runners along the cockpit.




    I stayed put, needing longer to adjust. Even at this late hour, the light seared into me while the heat boiled my body into overcooked seaweed. Whenever I surfaced, all I could think about was diving back into the ocean. But after another deep breath, I forced myself up and out of the hatch.




    Gemma leaned back on the sub’s canopy, one leg bent. She’d put on a diveskin to come out with me, even though she had no intention of getting in the water. With all the time she’d been spending at the Trade Station lately, her face had a permanent flush and her long brown hair was streakier than ever. The effects of UV exposure looked pretty on her, but I shifted my gaze to the patch of churning water where the township would surface. I knew that living subsea didn’t come naturally to some people. They couldn’t get past their terror of drowning or the wildlife or the black depths. I wasn’t sure which fear ended up being too much for Gemma after just three months of living with us. All she would say was that the ocean scared her and that she missed the sunlight and air. Still, I kept hoping that she’d give living subsea another chance.




    Gulls screeched overhead and waves smacked against the hull, but we remained silent as the township emerged from the ocean, growing wider as it rose.




    “It’s a spiral,” she said finally.




    “A nautilus,” I agreed, spotting the pattern under the barnacles. “The windows are the stripes of the shell. The flexiglass dome in front” — I pointed to the sloping section that ended in a point — “makes up the tentacles.”




    “How do you see tentacles?”




    “They’re bunched together.” I dropped back into the pilot seat. “Ready?”




    Her nod was hesitant at best, but I went ahead and steered the cruiser alongside the township’s bumper. Then I turned on the autopilot and climbed out of the sub. The computer would keep her alongside the township. “I’m just going in for a moment. And I won’t touch anything. The Seaguard will want to see it as is.”




    Gemma nodded. “I’ll help you open the hatch.”




    It didn’t take long to cut through the chain that was strung from the wheel to a handgrip on the hull. But as I pulled open the hatch, I had the distinct feeling we were opening a tomb. Cold air hissed out of the air lock. Under other circumstances, I’d have welcomed the relief from the heat, but this chill settled into my gut. With one breath, I knew the oxygen was thin. Rather than risk getting dizzy, I inhaled Liquigen into my lungs.




    Gemma scrambled back, her face pale under her freckles. “You’re sure about this?”




    With a nod, I ventured into the air lock.




    “I’ll be right here, guarding the cruiser,” she called after me.




    The rear door of the air lock stood ajar, and I stepped through to find myself in a big open area. Probably the town square. With the algae and sea life coating the flexidome, the sunlight that filtered through had a greenish tinge, which gave the space an eerie feel. Or maybe the twitchy sensation inside me wasn’t caused by the dim light, but by the sight of people curled up on the floor and bundled in blankets. I was glad for the Liquigen in my lungs that kept me from calling out “hello,” knowing that the reply would be icy silence.




    Moving closer, I saw that under the blankets, they were wearing life preservers — had been waiting for a rescue that never came. I swallowed, trying to lose the feeling of something wedged in my windpipe, and turned away, wanting to leave before I got a look at any one person. I didn’t want to see that some were little kids, even though the logical part of my brain already knew it.




    Shifting my gaze upward, I noticed that the flexidome folded down in layers, like a series of tentacles, which would open the town square to the sky. Not that the control panel would be working.




    Careful to disturb nothing, I circled to the shallow pool that dominated the middle of the square. There was no water in it, only gleaming white crystals that encrusted the sides and bottom. Too chunky to be ice. I broke off a single crystal and tasted it. Salt.




    A narrow channel fed into the pool, which I followed to where it spiraled up the township’s center, running alongside curving stairs. Most of the doors to the living quarters on the next level stood open, but I didn’t climb the staircase. I didn’t need to look further. No one could have survived the deep freeze that had gripped this town and choked the life out of it.




    I made my way back to the town square and found Gemma studying the empty pool in the center. She met my eyes. “No one?”




    With both of the air lock’s hatches open, enough oxygen must have seeped in from outside. I inhaled to make the Liquigen in my lungs evaporate. “I don’t think so.”




    She shivered slightly. After a moment she bent and touched the crystals in the pool. She seemed surprised at how easily a chunk broke off in her hand. When she held it up to catch the light, I realized the crystal reminded me of the shapes tattooed on the dead boy’s face.




    “What is it?” Gemma asked.




    “Nomad was a salt farm.” The thin air must be dulling my senses, I thought. Instead of horror or outrage, I felt only a creeping numbness.




    “Nomad?”




    I pointed to the word painted above the square. “The township’s name.”




    “Why would someone do this to them?”




    I shook my head, having no answer as to why. Nor did I have one for the question that had floated through my mind ever since seeing the chains across the hatches: Who would do it?




    *    *    *




    Within an hour, Pa, Ma, and I and a few of our neighbors had managed to tow the township to the Trade Station. We left it bobbing next to the Surface Deck, which was an enormous two-level ring floating on top of the ocean. The lower station lay hidden one hundred feet subsea, with an elevator cable connecting the two.




    Given the late hour, the Surface Deck was deserted. The fish market that circled the promenade, fifteen feet above the waves, had closed hours ago. And only a few boats were hitched to the docking-ring at water level, illuminated by the lights of the promenade above.




    “Heck of a find,” Raj said as he stood back, eyeing the township. Broad, bearded, and loud, he came off more like an outlaw than a pioneer. “Them being all dead” — he waved his seaweed cigar — “makes it your salvage, no debate.”




    “Wonder why I’m not throwing a party?” I replied as I waited for Pa and Lars. They were inside, trying to figure out what had gone wrong with Nomad’s engines.




    “’Cause you’re not counting up the subload of money you’ll make,” Raj said. As if I’d missed his point.




    “It’s a chum deal for them, all right,” Jibby acknowledged, tipping his shaggy blond head toward the township. “But you do stand to make a small fortune off this.”




    “Gemma and I found it together,” I corrected, since she’d ducked into the lounge to shed her diveskin the moment we’d docked.




    “Even if the engines are fried, you can bust up this sucker and sell it for parts,” Jibby went on, ignoring my mention of Gemma. At twenty-three, he was too old for her — at least as far as I was concerned. She was only fifteen. But she was also the only girl in Benthic Territory anywhere near his age, and a pretty one at that, so Jibby had already proposed marriage twice. And though he’d been turned down both times, he wasn’t about to give up hope, which I found both funny and annoying.




    Soon enough, Pa and Lars stumbled out of the township. Lars was big and pale on any given day, but now he’d out-blanch a spookfish as he leaned against the ladder that led up to the promenade. Slamming the hatch closed, Pa wedged a crowbar into the handle as extra measure. Then he dropped to a knee at the edge of the docking-ring and splashed seawater on his face. No one spoke, letting them regain their composure.




    “The engine’s been disabled. Definitely sabotage,” Pa said in a hoarse voice. “But it looks like they got a backup generator going for a while at least. It put out enough power to get the blowers running, but not the heat. Those poor surfs died of hypothermia long before their air gave out.”




    “Most of the equipment is close to fifty years old,” Lars added, still leaning against the ladder. “They were lucky to get the backup generator running at all.”




    “Not lucky enough,” I muttered.




    “They probably hoped someone would find them in time,” Jibby said sadly.




    Lars grimaced. “But had no way to send out a distress signal.”




    I couldn’t imagine how awful it would be, watching the people you love freeze to death.




    “Who would do such a thing?” my mother asked. Arms crossed, she seemed to be holding her distress in check. “Anchor an entire township and chain the hatches?”




    “No idea,” Pa said. He sounded riled, which was rare for him. “But since we’ve got no ranger, I’m calling the Seaguard.”




    “Sure that’s smart?” Lars pushed off from the wall, his legs steadier now. “You’re meeting with the surfs from Drift tomorrow.”




    “What does that have to do with it?” Ma asked. “Selling our crops isn’t illegal anymore.”




    Representative Tupper had seemed so proud of himself when he’d passed on that nugget. The Assembly had denied our bid for statehood — said Benthic Territory wasn’t old enough, established enough, and didn’t have enough citizens. But as a small concession, they would allow us to pay our property taxes in cash instead of produce from then on. A step forward, for sure, but the government wanted to buy our goods for next to nothing. And we discovered that selling our produce leaf by leaf, fish by fish, at the market was taking more time than any settler had to spare.




    “You make this public knowledge” — Lars nodded at the derelict township — “by bringing in the Seaguard, the Drift surfs will hear about it.”




    “So?” I asked as Gemma slipped past Raj to stand by me. She looked every bit the Topsider in a loose-falling green caftan, cinched at her waist with a tasseled rope. Remnants from her life in a stack-city.




    “What if they blame you for what happened to Nomad?” Lars demanded. “Surfs are unreasonable on a good day. Just look at ’em wrong, and they turn savage. Which is why this plan of yours, John, selling in bulk to surf townships . . . Well, you know I think you’re crazy.” He paused as if he still couldn’t believe Pa was considering it. “I’m just saying, we should keep quiet about Nomad until after your deal is done.”




    “Drift’s sachem isn’t looking for a onetime sale,” Pa said. “He wants to buy our greens every month. He’s not going to fly off the handle.”




    “What’s a sachem?” Gemma whispered to me.




    “A township’s leader.”




    “You’re talking about surfs,” Raj said, prying his seaweed cigar from his mouth. “Lars is right. Their sun-baked brains could interpret this all manners of wrong. Leaving you facing the killing end of a trident.”




    “Look,” Pa said, “we can’t depend on the Commonwealth anymore. They haven’t even sent us a new ranger. And if we try to go it alone, this settlement will never be anything but an isolated backwater town. To thrive, we need to make alliances out here on the ocean. So I’m calling the Seaguard now, because if they were settlers” — he pointed at Nomad — “we wouldn’t even be talking about this.” With that, he headed into the lounge to make the call.




    “Because settlers don’t go around killing folk and turning their innards into clothes,” Raj shouted after him.




    Gemma’s eyes grew wide. “Surfs do that?”




    “No,” Ma said, glaring at Raj. “It’s a rumor passed on by people who should know better.”




    “Hey, we’ve all seen them in their gut-skin raincoats,” he said, indicating the rest of us with a sweep of his cigar.




    “Those see-through coats are made of human guts?” Jibby looked astounded. “I thought it was seal intestine.”




    “It is,” Ma said firmly.




    “How can you be sure?” Raj challenged.




    Ma threw up a hand in exasperation.




    “What’s the big deal?” Gemma asked me once the adults had dispersed. “So you’re selling some seaweed to a township.”




    “It’s a first. That makes people nervous. Well, that and the fact the surfs raid each other and floaters for stuff like freshwater. And they’ve been known to set sickly babies and old people adrift.”




    “And you want to be friends with them?”




    “ ‘Friends’ would be overstating it. We just want to do business.”




    As I faced the lounge and she the ocean, I noticed that in the moonlight her freckled skin was glowing softly. She’d told me that she wanted a shine like mine, and she’d certainly eaten a lot of bioluminescent fish in the three months that she’d lived with us. But it usually took a new settler at least a year before his skin started to reflect his diet. Yet hers was luminous tonight.




    “Are you getting a shine?” I asked, smashing down the impulse to touch her cheek.




    “What? I don’t think — Ty, look at the water!”




    Turning, I saw the adults had stopped in their tracks to stare at the ocean. With good reason — the water around Nomad was glowing with white light. The eerie light’s reflection had given Gemma’s skin the look of a shine.




    She stumbled back. “It’s them, isn’t it?”




    “Who?”




    She pointed at the derelict township, now little more than a hulking silhouette against the night sky. “The ghosts we let out,” she whispered.








  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER




    FOUR




    “There’s no such thing as ghosts,” I assured her.




    Still Gemma stared at the phosphorescent water as if it were going to well up and suck her under. “You also said there was no such thing as Dark Gifts,” she reminded me.




    “Yeah, but this time I don’t have anything to hide. Look at that!”




    The eerie light spread across the ocean in every direction, like molten metal of the purest white, all the way to the horizon. Shaken by the sight, Gemma backed into the wall of the lounge.




    “That’s one heck of a big ghost,” I teased.




    She shot me an evil look. “Ghosts are as real as Dark Gifts. I’ve seen them.”




    “Them?” I asked with a straight face. “You mean different ghosts on different days or a whole bunch at once, darting around like a school of mackerel?”




    She crossed her arms. At least she didn’t look scared anymore, just annoyed.




    “Okay, you’ve seen ghosts. Plural,” I conceded as I settled on the edge of the docking-ring. “But this” — I skimmed my dive boot across the water, producing silvery gleams and bluish spangles — “is totally natural. Sailors call it a milky sea.” I glanced back and saw that she’d relaxed a smidge. “We’re lucky to see it,” I continued. “Doesn’t happen very often.”




    She slipped off her sandals. “When it does happen, is there usually a ship of dead people nearby?” she asked, settling in next to me.




    “Not usually,” I replied, glad that her sense of humor was back.




    We sat in silence for a while. Between the radiant water and soft breeze, it would have been a perfect moment to kiss her . . . if the last time hadn’t gone so badly. In fact, despite what she said, I suspected that our second kiss ever had brought on her first subsea panic attack. Or at least contributed to it. We’d been preparing to drop out of the cruiser with our spearguns to hunt for dinner when I’d stopped her from putting on her helmet. It hadn’t even been much of a kiss. Just a quick press of lips to gauge her reaction since I hadn’t so much as hugged her since she’d moved in with us. She’d smiled afterward — had even taken my hand as we slipped into the ocean. But two minutes later, she’d turned scary pale and shoved me away. Then came the sweating and shaking, which ended with her frenzied retreat back into the sub. By the time I’d climbed in, she’d drawn herself into a tight ball, and she refused to talk the whole way back to the homestead. At first, it didn’t occur to me that my kiss might have unsettled her. That qualm came later, after I’d waited for some signal from her, encouragement to try again, and it never came. Within the month, she’d moved out.




    I missed having her in our house. Missed exploring the ocean together. Missed her. Not that I’d ever said so out loud. The thought of saying it now sent a flame up my neck and roasted my cheeks. I ducked my face before Gemma noticed. She’d been the one to point out that instead of blushing like other people, I “glow” — which was an exaggeration. My skin just brightens a little; that’s all.




    “Glacial,” she said, admiring the water. “It’s like the whole ocean has a shine.”




    “Yeah. It’s bacteria.”




    She wrinkled her nose as if I’d just ruined the view.




    “It’s rare to see so much clumped together,” I said, trying to bring back her enjoyment of it. “Takes the right mix of oily surface scum for the bacteria to grow.”




    “Can we just look at the pretty water without explaining it?”




    I nodded, realizing that it would have been a good moment to tell her how much I missed her. . . . Except that now I didn’t want to talk, not when I knew for sure that I’d end up saying something stupid.




    I was almost grateful when Pa called me over then to help secure the township.




    When we finally got Nomad tied off, my parents headed home in one sub, while I was to return in the cruiser. But I couldn’t leave without saying good-bye to Gemma. I found her by the door to the lounge, which wasn’t much of a lounge; really, it was just an empty locker room inside the Surface Deck.




    She’d been out in the sub with me for a good portion of the day and hadn’t seemed nervous at all. Okay, subs weren’t the problem. Diving was. But still, I had hope. “Want to come back with me tonight?” I asked, trying to sound like it would be no big deal.




    The question flustered her. “I do. Really. But it’s better if I stay here.”




    “Why?” I asked. “Because you don’t want to swim in the ocean anymore? That doesn’t mean you have to stop living with us.”
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