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For DongWon Song

Thank you so much for everything

	


	
	
The “documentary block” on the Imagine Network was initially regarded as a mistake. Who would turn to a channel which had built its reputation on B-grade horror movies and reruns of old science fiction classics for their nature and historical programming? Faith in the network among subscribers and advertisers was at an all-time low, with fans accusing Imagine of “losing their way” and disrespecting their core audience. Many believed that this decision would spell the end of the Imagine Network, as it had been plagued for some time with declining ratings and reduced advertising commitments from previously loyal sponsors.

It came as a shock to all save the network president, Mr. Benjamin Yant, when the network’s first foray into documentary programming, Loch Ness: A Historical Review, brought in their highest ratings in well over two years. Combining the network’s flair for low-budget sensationalism with the meticulous attention to story that had been the basis for their few successful original series, they now saw a whole new era beginning for Imagine: an era of what they would quickly come to refer to as “hyper-reality programming,” documentaries that were as much about exciting fiction as they were careful fact. It seemed as if Imagine’s future would be as bright as the one they had always predicted for the human race.

Then came the events of May 17, 2015. We may never know how much of the footage from the SS Atargatis was faked, or how much of it was real. Imagine has never been above falsifying their results in pursuit of a good story, and we, the viewing public, encouraged them. What we do know is that none of the scientists, crewmen, or actors who set sail with the Atargatis were aboard when the ship was found, adrift, some six weeks later, and none of them have resurfaced since.

If this was a hoax, it was one of the largest in living memory.

—from Modern Ghost Ships: The Atargatis, originally aired on the Imagine Network, December 2017.

	

	


	 

Part I 


 

Come Sail Away



 

Captain Seghers, permission to come aboard?”

The request was made in a tremulous voice, almost drowned out by the sound of the ship’s engine being put through its paces. All systems needed to be checked before they set sail: a six-week voyage was nothing to sneer at under any circumstances, and spending six weeks completely cut off from communications, in waters so remote as to be effectively uncharted, made the equipment checks doubly important. One mechanical failure could spell a great deal of discomfort for the crew, and for the passengers who had paid so much to set sail. Deaths were unlikely, given the number of precautions in place, but Jovanie Seghers had been working the ocean long enough to know that nothing could be ruled out.

She had also been hiring herself and her ship out for long enough to know that ignoring the men who paid her bills would never end the way she wanted it to. She waved until she got her first mate’s attention, and then signed ‘Stepping out, watch the meters.’

David—who wasn’t wearing any ear protection, despite standing directly next to the snarling engine; unlike the rest of her crew, he didn’t need it—waved enthusiastically back before signing ‘OK’ and returning to his task. Jovanie glanced one more time around the engine room, fingers itching with the need to get back to work. Then she turned, standing a little straighter, and climbed up the short flight of stairs between her and the deck.

The accountant from Imagine was waiting for her there, his eyes darting anxiously back and forth as he listened to the groans and whirs coming from below. Jovanie assessed him quickly, and just as quickly wrote him off. He wasn’t going to sail with them; no one who looked like he was about to be seasick from standing on the deck while they were anchored at the dock would willingly spend one minute on a moving ship. And if he wasn’t going to sail with them, he was just one more obstacle to overcome before she made her way back to the open sea.

“Captain Seghers, the men are ready to begin loading our equipment, and we’re expecting the rest of the team to arrive inside of the hour,” he said. “I’m still missing confidentiality forms from three members of your crew. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you how important it is that we maintain absolute secrecy for this mission—”

“Really?” She pulled her phone out of her pocket, pressing “play” on the queued video before holding it out for the gray-faced man to see. “Because this was all over the news feeds this morning.” She didn’t need to see the screen to know what he was seeing: a reporter from the Imagine Network’s daily web show, standing on the dock just far enough from the Atargatis that none of her crew had seen the little rat before it was too late. The woman on the screen would be excitedly gesturing over her shoulder toward the Atargatis, projecting the mix of aw-shucks girl next door and canny wild genius that Imagine cultivated in their young, photogenic “faces of the network.”

The accountant sputtered for a moment before saying, “Perhaps I misspoke when I claimed that the mission would be conducted under the utmost secrecy.”

“No, perhaps you misspoke when you insisted that you trusted my crew.” She stuffed the phone back into her pocket, ignoring the fact that the video was still playing. “Why are we signing confidentiality agreements?”

“Because there will be real scientific work conducted during your voyage, and the results will be confidential and wholly owned by the Imagine Network until such time as we choose to release them,” said the accountant. “Some of the people sailing with you will be spending time on private projects as well; this has been approved, providing it does not in any way interfere with their duties to the mission, which will take first priority from the time you launch until you turn around and come back home. There will also be unavoidable storyline elements played out by some members of our team—they have already received their scripts—and while our viewers are aware that we fals—er, fictionalize certain elements in our documentaries for the sake of a better narrative, we depend on them not knowing which elements have been enhanced.”

Jovanie frowned, puzzling through that statement. “You mean no one knows for sure which parts are lies, so they’re welcome to believe whatever they like.”

“I don’t believe I would put it in those terms,” said the accountant.

“That means ‘yes,’” said Jovanie. “I’ll get my crew to sign within the hour. Your people know that we’re setting off at six, correct?” That wasn’t the time she would have chosen to set sail, but everything about this voyage was being dictated by Imagine, even down to the time they left port. A sunset departure would allow the camera crews to get some dramatic shots of the Atargatis sailing away, and her crew had dealt with night sailing before. There wasn’t a woman or man in her employ that she wouldn’t trust with her life. That was a damn good thing, too. Six weeks was a long time to spend with a bunch of coddled Hollywood types and absent-minded professors. She’d need her crew if she wanted to sail out the other side of this work-for-hire and into the clement harbor of fiscal solvency.

The accountant looked like he wanted to say something else. Jovanie fixed him with a stern eye and waited until he muttered, “Please be sure to deliver those forms to the assistant before you leave.” Then he turned and fled, leaving her alone on the deck.

“Amateurs,” she muttered. She raked her hair back with her hands before opening the engine room door. There was a lot to finish before sunset.
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“How’s my light?”

“Your light’s good.”

“I don’t think my light’s good.”

“Your light’s amazing. Fantastic. The best light that has ever been seen by anyone in the world. It’s a crime that I’m going to be filming you, instead of focusing on the light. The light should be my sole focus.” Kevin kept his eye on the monitor, seeing his subject only through the filter of a lens and a screen. It was easier that way.

The subject in question pouted, pushing her lips out in a clearly calculated manner. She must have practiced that expression a thousand times in her mirror, figuring out exactly how far she could take it without either smearing her lipstick or distorting her attractively nerdy features into something that would have the geek boys changing the channel. If there was one thing Anne Stewart knew, it was how to catch and hold an audience. That was what had gotten her the job as one of the Imagine Network web correspondents, and that was what had allowed her to parlay her admittedly specialized experience into a position on the documentary team.

The Imagine audience was already accustomed to taking her as an authority, and having her following a team of scientists as they looked for lake monsters, or Bigfoots, or—best of all—mermaids just added an air of legitimacy to the proceedings. Anne said it was so, and so it was. Being a professional tautologist paid well enough that she was planning to stick with it as long as she could. Knowing just what shade of Felicia Day red to dye her hair, and what glasses to wear to give herself the exact right combination of cute, approachable, and “I know something you don’t know” was all part of the game.

“My light?” she prompted.

Kevin sighed deeply. He liked Anne. Out of all the documentary “faces,” she was the most consistently professional, and was remarkably low-bullshit when she wasn’t standing in front of a camera. Too bad it was her job to stand in front of cameras, and his job to stand behind them. “Is swell, okay? We’re live in five, four, three…”

As soon as he finished the countdown, Anne smiled. It was an expression as carefully practiced as her pout, and like the pout, it worked. “We’re here at an undisclosed dock in Washington state, where the majestic ocean vessel Atargatis is getting ready to set sail on what promises to be a historic journey of discovery and danger. Because this isn’t just any voyage, and we’re not sailing with just any crew. Some of the world’s best minds have been assembled—scientists, scholars, researchers from all over the globe—to answer, once and for all, the question that has plagued mankind since we first took to the seas. Are mermaids the hallucinations of lonely sailors? Or are they real?”

She walked over to the rail keeping passengers and bystanders from toppling into the water, shooting a meaningful look at the horizon before she turned back to the camera. “Cultures around the world have reported sightings of sirens, selkies, and other sea-dwelling peoples for millennia. But we’ve never been able to find any hard scientific evidence that could prove things one way or the other. Could so many historical accounts be wrong? If they’re not, why can’t we find these elusive creatures? Are they smarter than us? Faster than us? Or are they just that determined not to be found? Whatever the answer, the Atargatis will return with conclusive proof. Whether mermaids are myth or misunderstood reality, we’ll be bringing you all the facts, all the details, and all the excitement of an answer that humanity has been seeking for ages. Join us. Learn the truth.”

Anne stopped speaking as she turned and looked back toward the horizon, extending her neck and tilting her chin so that her profile was presented at its best possible angle while the sea breeze whipped her hair around her cheekbones. After she had held that position for roughly eight seconds—long enough to give them as much footage as they were going to need in editorial—Kevin hit a button on the camera and called, “We’re clear.”

“Great.” Anne spun around on her heel, beaming. She looked less calculated now, and more like a real person. Maybe that was why she wasn’t allowed to smile that way on camera. If she looked too real, she’d become less of an idealized fantasy, and half their viewers would run. “How’d I do?”

“Well, you were nothing compared to the light, but…” Anne made a face. Kevin laughed. “You did great. You’ll have everyone believing in mermaids in no time.”

“That’s the idea,” said Anne. That was the idea that would secure her a new contract with the network and keep her on the air for another year—long enough for her agent to convince them to take a chance on her genre-oriented talk show. She wouldn’t be young and cute and beloved of the camera forever. Better to get ahead of the game. If it took mermaids to do it, well. She’d convinced people of more for less.

“How do you feel about getting some more atmospherics before we set sail?” asked Kevin. “We don’t need much. Just enough to give the crew back at the network something to play with.”

Anne’s TV-smile snapped back into place, as vivid as if it had never left. “I’m game.”
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“This is ridiculous,” announced Jonny, putting down the crate he had been instructed to carry aboard the ship. It joined a pile of similar crates, all of them empty, all of them with Atargatis stenciled across the side in large block letters, on the floor of the cabin. “We’re not porters.”

“Which is good, since you didn’t port anything,” replied his boyfriend Anton, earning himself a brief but vicious glare. Anton ignored it in favor of continuing to read his book. It wasn’t that enthralling—he could only read about the life cycles of jellyfish of the Mariana Trench so many times before he stopped really caring—but it would keep him from starting off this tour with one of their historic fights. Dr. Jonny Chen and Dr. Anton Matthews came as a package deal: the best marine phycologist in the world and one of the three best marine biomolecular biologists in the world. Expeditions could get two for the price of one if they didn’t mind the way the pair would attack each other at random, a highly unprofessional behavior that somehow bound them closer together than anything else could possibly have done.

It helped that deep water phycologists were incredibly rare, and marine biomolecular biologists working outside of pharmacological research even more so. If the Atargatis hadn’t been willing to take the two, they might have been forced to sail without an algae expert, and without anyone who could accurately explain the results of the water protein sampling that was planned by the network.

“We’re performing,” said Alexandra MacMillan. She was the head of their chemical analysis team, a young, enthusiastic doctor from Colorado who had gone into marine chemistry almost to spite her landlocked home state. “They’re filming us carrying these boxes aboard so that they can spin it like we loaded all our scientific equipment.”

“I’ll never understand why Imagine doesn’t want anyone to know we have a crew,” said Jill Hale, their deep-sea cartographer. Her sounding machines had been among the first loaded on board. While the terms of their expedition didn’t actually allow for deep dives, she was incredibly excited by the thought of taking measurements of the sea floor. Some of the spots they were supposed to be sailing through had never been properly mapped, and with the equipment Imagine had provided, she’d be able to get full sonar readings. Maybe even some photos, depending on the depths involved and how quickly she burned through her pressure-rated cameras. “They can’t think anyone will believe we’re running this boat by ourselves.”

“She’s a ship, Dr. Hale, and since Imagine expects people to believe that we’ve found proof of mermaids, I suppose we shouldn’t question them insisting that a group of scientists can run the Atargatis without help,” said the short, dark-haired woman who had appeared in the cabin door. The scientists turned toward the unfamiliar voice. Most of them stood, or at least sat up a little straighter, as they recognized their captain.

Jovanie Seghers was a small woman, but made up for her lack of height through the sheer strength of her presence. Her mother had been Nicaraguan, and her father had been from the Pacific Northwest; she had her mother’s looks and her father’s easy smile. That smile was not in evidence as she looked around the room, assessing the people there.

Finally, she spoke again, asking, “Who are we missing?”

“Drs. Harris and Weinstein,” said Alexandra. “They’re supposed to be here inside of the hour. They’re bringing the interns with them.” Thirty fresh-faced young things recruited straight out of college by Imagine, lured in with promises of publication and television exposure.

“Good; if they’re not, we sail without them.” The captain folded her hands behind her back, giving the assembled scientists a slow look. “I know that you are all in the employ of the Imagine Network. For the duration of our trip, so am I. My crew, however, remains in my employ. They do not run errands for you. They do not check readings for you. They do not interact with you in any way unless it is either vital to the operation of this ship, or has been approved by me. In return, I will not throw any of you overboard. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

“You’re a little snippy,” said Jonny, narrowing his eyes. “Aren’t you getting paid enough?”

“Believe me, I’m getting paid just as well as you are,” replied Captain Seghers. “And yet I somehow don’t feel that constitutes sufficient justification to allow you to damage my ship in the name of science.”

“We understand completely, Captain,” said Alexandra hurriedly. She had been on privately owned vessels rented for scientific purposes before, and knew both what kind of damage careless civilians could do to the vessel and what kind of damage an angry captain could do to those same civilians. “We won’t be touching anything but our own equipment without your full permission.”

“Good,” said Captain Seghers. “Meals will be available in the mess throughout the day, although I believe that there will also be a meal schedule posted by your ‘cruise director’ from Imagine.” A thin ripple of laughter ran through the room. The scientists and camera crews employed by Imagine for this venture knew full well that the drill would include staged “group dinners” where they could discuss their findings like it was a normal, natural part of the scientific process.

“I’m a vegetarian,” said Anton, looking up from his book for the first time since the captain had entered the room. “Do you know if that’s been taken into account?”

“Did you tell Imagine that?” asked Jovanie.

Anton nodded. “It was part of my application file. They wanted everything from medical history and allergies to food preferences and how many hours of sleep we need a night.”

“Then you’re probably fine, but you should take it up with them.” Jovanie shook her head. “My crew and I are responsible for your health and safety on this journey. If a toilet backs up, notify us. If your bunk is somehow unsuitable, if you’ve been paired up with the wrong cabin mates or if you’re a couple and have been separated, notify us, but be aware that some of the housing decisions have been handed down by Imagine—you signed yourself up for the drama factory, and you get to reap the consequences.”

Again, laughter, but this time it was nervous, unsure. Most of them had not been involved with the previous Imagine “documentaries,” as this was the first network-sponsored sea voyage. The few who had—Alexandra, Jonny—knew that while drama amongst the scientific team was not a primary focus, Imagine wasn’t above using them for juicy bits of behind-the-scenes footage.

“Does anyone have any questions?”

“I do,” said Jill Hale, sounding amazed and horrified at the same time. She was staring out the window. The rest of the room promptly moved to crowd around her and look out on the dock—all save for Jovanie, who had a fairly good idea of what had so captured their attention. The Imagine Network might be funding this expedition, but it was her ship, after all; nothing was coming aboard without her say-so.

What was currently coming aboard was a group of nearly a dozen women dressed like a roller derby team on shore leave, with hair that had been dyed every color of the rainbow. Nine out of the eleven were walking on their own two feet, while the other two were comfortably situated in wheelchairs. Both had tails in place of legs, long sweeps of scales leading down to horizontal flukes, like the ones on a dolphin, only broader and more delicately veined. One was scaled in shades of dark purple and amethyst; the other in bright blue shading into bright, arterial red.

“Those are mermaids,” said Jill, sounding faintly baffled. “Why are they bringing mermaids on the ship?”

“It might be better to ask why they’re bringing people in mermaid costumes on the ship,” said Jonny, turning to direct a hard look at Jovanie. “Captain?”

“I believe that’s a better question to ask me,” said the man entering through the cabin’s side door. “Hello, everyone. I’m Adrian Curran, and I’ll be your ‘cruise director’ from now until our return to civilization. Drs. Harris and Weinstein will be joining us shortly; they’re on the deck now, helping your interns for this voyage get the equipment secured. As you can see, they arrived alongside the last group who will be traveling with us, the Blue Seas professional mermaid troupe. The Blue Seas mermaids perform at carnivals, circuses, and private events around the country, and will be assisting with the production of our documentary.”

“Hold on a second,” said Alexandra, stepping forward. “I’m here to do real science. I knew when I signed on that it was real science in the name of monster-hunting, but I never agreed to have anything to do with a bunch of plastic mermaids.” A low murmur broke out among the rest of the scientific team as they agreed with her. None of them spoke up loudly enough to be identified, Alexandra noted, and inwardly grimaced. This was going to be a fun trip if she had to be the voice of reason every time Imagine tried to pull a fast one.

“You will not be expected to interact with the mermaids outside of normal shipboard standards,” said Curran smoothly. “In fact, if you check your contracts, you’ll find a clause about ‘other entertainment professionals’ aboard the ship which explicitly forbids you from excessive fraternization. You will not be taking your meals with them, and they will not be using the parts of the deck that have been reserved for your experiments. In exchange, you will not be utilizing the areas that have been set aside for them to relax when not working.”

“Working?” said Jill blankly.

Jovanie began to laugh. Everyone turned to stare at her. She shook her head, and said, “You’re going out to sea to hunt for mermaids. Only way to guarantee that they show up on camera is to bring a couple of your own. Am I right?”

“Broadly, yes,” said Curran. “The Blue Seas mermaids will be entering the water at scheduled intervals, which will not be communicated to the camera crews. If they happen to catch the girls in the water, they’ll get as much footage as they can. If not, they’ll get more footage of the ocean itself. Either way, we will be able to honestly say that we were just as surprised as everyone else when they appeared on camera.”

For a moment, the room was silent. Then, the captain clapped her hands together, loudly enough to make several of the scientists jump. “All right: everyone is on board, your orientation packets are in your rooms, and my crew will be escorting you there shortly. In the meantime, I’m going to go get us moving. Mr. Curran, if you want to film our departure, I recommend getting your cameras in position.”

Then she was gone, leaving the rest to scramble for the doors.
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It was an iconic shot even before the weight of what was to come was laid behind it: the Atargatis, resplendent with her white sides and her brightly lit windows, pulling away from the dock and sailing toward the distant sunset. The cameras on shore caught every glimmer of light off the glass, and lingered on the silhouettes of the scientists and crew who crowded the deck. None of the Blue Seas mermaids were captured in those lingering images; the only proof that they ever came aboard was a signed contract and a single picture snapped by one of the Imagine interns. In that digital photograph, the eleven women are smiling, laughing, clearly excited about their upcoming adventure.

None of them would ever be seen again, of course, just as none of the scientists, interns, Imagine camera crews, or ship’s personnel would be seen again—not alive. But in that moment, as the Atargatis sailed, none of this was known. They saw a great adventure. They saw a glorious and entertaining hoax. They saw profit, ratings, everything but the disaster that awaited them.

The Atargatis sailed blithely on, out of the harbor, and into history.




	
		
According to the official manifest, the Atargatis sailed with over two hundred people on board. The captain, Jovanie Seghers, and her first mate, David Mendoza, had been operating the liner for eight years with no recorded incidents. The majority of their crewmen had likewise been with them in excess of five years.

Imagine personnel included six scientists, thirty graduate students employed as scientific interns, one “television personality,” thirty-five camera operators and sound engineers, five personal assistants, three dive instructors, two safety monitors, and one producer. Additional personnel included the eleven-person Blue Seas mermaid troupe.

Only by looking at the numbers involved can we get a feeling for the true scope of the Atargatis tragedy. To lose a man at sea is a terrible thing. To lose a crew of this size, with all hands, is to strain the boundaries of belief.

—from Modern Ghost Ships: The Atargatis, originally aired on the Imagine Network, December 2017.

		

	


	 

Part II 

 

Sails of Silver



 

It took ten days to travel from port to the Mariana Trench. They could have made the voyage in nine, but the itinerary provided by Imagine included a stop in Honolulu, where the ship’s “official guide” and her cameraman visited a local aquarium and filmed some talking head segments with local marine biologists and oceanographers who were willing to have their names associated with the documentary, but weren’t willing to risk the reputation hit that could come from being on board. Alexandra sat by the rail, recording chemical readings and privately hating them. Lucky, tenured jerks who had forgotten what it was like to live in the trenches of “publish or perish.” For them, the Atargatis and her quixotic mission was some sort of joke. For the scientists on board…

Alexandra had known most of them for years. Oceanography was a big field, but like all arenas of scientific inquiry, it was plagued by nepotism, rivalry, and the vague belief that whatever your peers were doing, it had to be more interesting than whatever you were working on. It was only natural that people who were working in similar channels would cross each other’s paths from time to time. Every single person on the Atargatis science team was hungry, one way or another. Hungry for data, hungry for results, and hungry for publishable papers. Tenure wasn’t an impossible dream—not yet—but they all knew all too well that they could only chase the rabbit for so many years before it ran out of their reach forever.

Jill Hale needed solid undersea cartography results; she was trying to attract the attention of the US government, since they funded most research in her field. If she could show that her techniques were the best out there, she’d be able to fund her research for the rest of her life. The military applications alone were worth millions. All she had to do was provide a solid proof of concept.

Sonja Weinstein was a cetologist who could have written her own ticket to any university or think tank in the world, if she hadn’t been such a devoted whales rights activist. She belonged to Greenpeace, PETA, and a dozen other groups of that type, some of which had managed to make appearances on various terrorist watch lists. Privately, Alexandra admired Sonja’s single-minded dedication to her cause. It took guts. And as long as the Atargatis didn’t somehow endanger a pod of dolphins or something, Sonja would work tirelessly to prove that there was something living in the Mariana Trench, even if she was looking for deep-water whales rather than mermaids.

Jonny and Anton were unbearable. They fought constantly, they held diametrically opposed opinions just to get on one another’s nerves, and they sometimes switched who held which opinion in the middle of the argument, making it impossible for anyone else to keep up. Alexandra couldn’t think of any two scientists currently working in their fields who would have been more suited to this trip. No one could match Jonny when it came to algae, and he was well-equipped to decode the messages hidden in plankton and other small particulates as well. He was also the darling of the Imagine camera crews, providing sufficient drama to keep them from focusing on the rest of the scientists—something which Alexandra suspected was intentional, given the way Anton shrunk in on himself whenever the cameras were tipped in his direction. Anton was happy to sift the water, teasing out the secrets of the particles too small to hold Jonny’s interest, but he didn’t want to be recorded doing it.

Then there was Peter Harris, their ichthyologist, and the oldest of the scientists on board. He wandered the decks at random hours, paging through fat books of horrifying-looking creatures and occasionally leaning overboard, like he thought he could see all the way down to the bottom of the water. He was going to be doing the bulk of the on-site diving, since he was certified for deep waters and had already proven incredibly calm under pressure. No one knew why he wasn’t working for one of the large aquariums, and Peter—who preferred to be called “Dr. Harris” whenever an intern or cameraman could conceivably be around—wasn’t saying.

Laughter pulled Alexandra’s attention from her book. She looked up to see Anne, their “professional personality,” walking onto the deck that had been reserved for the science team. Her faithful cameraman was right behind her, his lens pointing downward for once. Both of them looked relaxed. That was a nice change.

“Afternoon,” called Alexandra. “We all done?”

“Captain Seghers just went to peel the mermaids out of the bar,” said Anne ruefully. “Those ladies know exactly the limits of their contracts with Imagine, and they’re running right up to the line. They even got Jessica and Teal out of their tails for the trip.”

“I don’t think they keep them on all the time,” said Alexandra.

“Well, no,” admitted Anne. “But they usually wear them outside of their cabins, just to keep the cameras from getting casual footage of the group. They know we can’t use anything where the mermaids are too apparent.”

“Since we’re on our way to find mermaids, that’s hysterical.” Alexandra closed her book. “Did you get everything you needed?”

“Oh, yeah. Lots of old white men explaining, at length, how mermaids are myths,” said Kevin, patting the side of his camera. “They make this whole trip sound like a fool’s errand. It’s going to go great at the start of the doc. Then at the end of the doc we cut to the parts where they’re talking about how mermaids might have evolved, and it looks like we changed their minds.”

“Sneaky,” said Alexandra. She would normally have been appalled by the idea of someone’s words being twisted like that, but the people who agreed to be interviewed by an Imagine film crew knew what they were doing, just like she’d known what she was doing when she signed on for the trip. She’d probably come away looking like a kook who believed that Ariel and her sisters were living at the bottom of the Mariana Trench. But she’d be a kook with solid, saleable data that no one else had access to.

She could live with that.

The deck below them rumbled as the Atargatis engines came alive, pushing the big ship away from the shore. “I guess they managed to find their mermaids,” said Alexandra.

“I guess so,” agreed Anne. “Now let’s just hope we can do it again.”

This time, all three of them laughed, and Alexandra found herself thinking that this was nice: this was a good way to while away an afternoon. Maybe the voyage wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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“We’re coming up on the coordinates, Captain,” said Curran, standing off to the left and watching the ocean as it slid by around them, featureless as a mannequin’s face. He didn’t understand how anyone could look at this sort of ocean voyage as a good thing. He’d been uneasy since they’d sailed out of sight of land, and his unease only grew when he had to talk to people who didn’t work for him. Captain Seghers and her crew seemed to take a malicious delight in reminding him how far they were from the possibility of rescue, should something go wrong, while the scientists babbled endlessly about how the isolation and untouched beauty of their destination would be invaluable to their work.

“We’re aware, Mr. Curran,” said Captain Seghers. Her first mate, who was standing nearby and watching the exchange, made a gesture with his hands. The captain took her hands off the wheel and gestured back. Her eyes never left the ocean. “We can handle things from here.”

“Is it really safe to have a deaf man involved with piloting a vessel of this size?” Curran realized the question was unwise the moment he asked it. It was, however, too late: it couldn’t be taken back.

Captain Seghers took her eyes off the ocean.

As she turned, David moved to take the helm. He was smirking a little, and Curran finally realized what the mirror at the base of the window was for: so that the first mate could follow any conversations happening in the room.

“Yes, David is Deaf,” she said, signing as she spoke. There was a vehemence to her movements that Curran had never seen before, and he had to fight not to fall back, giving up the ground she was so clearly intent on claiming. “He’s also one of the best men it has ever been my privilege to sail with. He knows the Atargatis inside and out, and I trust him with my life every time we set out from port. He was on the crew roster originally provided to Imagine, along with a medical history describing his hearing loss. Your boss signed off on David’s presence on this vessel. If you have trouble with him being here, maybe you should swim home and complain.”

“My apologies,” said Curran, putting his hands up defensively. He realized that he could be saying something offensive in sign, and hurriedly lowered them again. “I didn’t mean to cast aspersions on his skill, I just…you have my sincere apologies. It won’t happen again.”

“No, it won’t,” said Captain Seghers. “You are free to leave my control room and see how your people are doing. We should be coming to a full stop within the next twenty minutes, and well within the indicated coordinates.” She turned her back on him, signing something to David as she reclaimed the helm. David looked over his shoulder and winked at Curran, seemingly amused by the whole exchange.

None of the other sailors had said a word while their captain chastised the man who controlled their paychecks. Curran looked around the room and, seeing that he would find no allies here, turned and walked away.

‘What an asshole,’ signed David, once Curran was gone. People seemed to pick up profanity faster than anything else, and while he wasn’t above swearing under the right circumstances, he was enough of a professional not to want to cause his friend and captain any more trouble than he absolutely had to. ‘Thanks for stepping in, Jovi.’

‘You don’t need to thank me,’ Jovanie signed back. ‘He should just be glad we didn’t have one of those professional mermaids here. I would have slapped one of their tails on him and shoved him overboard before you could say ‘swimming lessons.’’

‘That’s not nice,’ David chastised, with quick gestures of his hands. ‘We’re here to find mermaids, not scare them all away.’

He might not have been able to hear Jovanie laugh, but he could see the way she relaxed and lit up at his joke, and that was enough for him. The tension finally defused, they returned to their posts, and to the business of bringing the Atargatis to a complete stop.
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“We’re deep in the uncharted Pacific now, floating above an isolated branch of the Mariana Trench. This location has been known to sailors and seafarers for centuries as a dangerous place, which perhaps explains why so few cruises or military journeys are willing to pass through these waters.” Or perhaps it had something to do with the fact that they were quite literally in the middle of nowhere. There were no strategic gains to be made by holding this patch of empty sea: all it would do was burn resources and waste time.

Anne didn’t care one way or another. It was her job to read the lines Imagine’s scriptwriters had provided, and to improvise as necessary, while keeping her reactions and words in line with the scenario Imagine had provided. She was going to walk the audience through the necessary steps, and leave them believing in mermaids. That was how she’d know she had done her job.

“But what are those dangers? Sailors have described encounters in these very waters, at this very spot—encounters with beautiful women who rose out of the sea and called to them in the sweetest voices they had ever heard. Even Christopher Columbus wasn’t immune to their charms, and left several accounts of having seen these elusive sirens. According to the people who saw them, they had the top halves of beautiful women and the bottom halves of strange, unidentifiable fish, with flowing hair and faces that seemed to glow with innocence and purity. I don’t know about you, but that sounds like mermaids to me.”

The folks back in production would probably use her little speech as an excuse to show some of the woodcuts and vintage illustrations of merfolk from around the world, as well as the vintage-looking pieces they’d commissioned to more accurately reflect the women of the Blue Seas mermaids. Anne just hoped they’d use at least some of her original footage. She knew that she had to make a striking figure, with her red hair against the deep blue water. She’d never seen an ocean this blue.

Kevin signaled with his left hand, and she kept looking thoughtful but curious until he lowered the camera and announced, “We’re clear.”

“Good—I thought my face was about to crack. Did you get everything you need?”

“I did, and a little background footage of the interns going by on the deck behind you. I think our science team is getting themselves set up.”

“Yay, science,” deadpanned Anne, looking faintly amused. She’d done her best to meet and talk with all of the scientists, from the camera-shy Jill to the overly gregarious Sonja. All of them were pleasant enough, especially when engaged in their areas of study, and all of them had made it perfectly clear that they knew what they were doing on this voyage. Imagine had provided them with an opportunity they had no other way of getting. While they were happy to play along, they were all cagey and unwilling to commit to believing in mermaids. Anne thought that was a real pity. Imagine could be very good to the people who helped the network achieve its goals, and a scientist who was willing to go on the record as believing in mermaids could probably write their own ticket on future documentary trips—as long as they were relatively photogenic, that was.

The location was breathtaking, at least, even if the scientists were being pills. There was nothing but water in any direction, for as far as the eye could see. The horizon seemed to go on forever, limitless and terrifying. Kevin had already shot almost an hour of footage of nothing but ocean, filling his lens with that sweeping vista in an attempt to capture its enormity and reduce it to something that he could comprehend. He didn’t see doing both at once as any sort of a contradiction. Turning the limitless beauty of nature into the visual equivalent of a sound bite was his job, and he was good at what he did.

“Excuse me?” They turned to see one of the Blue Seas ladies standing behind them. Her hair—a lovely shade of purple that was not normally found in nature—was tied back in a loose ponytail, and her face had a faintly shimmering quality that Kevin associated with good visual filters and Anne associated with stage makeup. Neither of them knew her name. The mermaids had kept mostly to themselves since coming aboard, partially due to contract restrictions, but mostly because they just seemed content with one another’s company. “I asked the captain whether we were allowed in the water now that we’ve stopped, and she said I should ask you.”

“Me?” asked Anne.

“No, him.” The woman indicated Kevin. “I know you’re not supposed to know when we’re going to be in the water, but we don’t want to risk being caught on camera until we’ve gotten used to swimming near the ship. You have the filming schedule for today?”

“Yeah,” said Kevin, catching on. There were crews all over the Atargatis filming setup and getting footage that could be used to spice up later parts of the documentary, just in case the weather turned bad. “We don’t have any crews filming the back left.”

“You mean rear port,” said the woman, sounding faintly amused. “Does that mean we can go in there?”

“It should, yes, and if anyone has a problem with it, just tell them that you got my approval.”

“Believe me, handsome, we won’t hesitate to throw you under the bus,” said the woman, and turned to go.

“Wait!” called Anne. The woman stopped, looking over her shoulder at the diminutive redhead. Anne smiled hopefully. “Can we come along? I’d love to get some behind the scenes footage.”

The woman raised an eyebrow. “Are you planning to blackmail the network? Because we’re not violating our contract. The penalties are obscene.”

“No, but there’s no point in pretending we don’t know you’re here,” said Anne. “This way, when someone decides to debunk us, we have the footage to prove that it was never a hoax, just a dramatic production that some people took too seriously. Like Orson Wells and War of the Worlds.”

“Didn’t people die because of that radio show?” asked Kevin.

The woman laughed. “All right, fair enough. This way, you two, step right up and enjoy the show. It’s time to meet the mermaids.”

She led them down a flight of stairs and around a corner, to the deck outside the cabins that were being used for the women of the Blue Seas professional mermaid troupe. Seven of the eleven were in evidence, including Teal and Jessica, who were in their tails, as they had been near-constantly since arriving on board. The two wheelchair-using mermaids were lounging on the deck itself, sunning themselves. All seven of the women looked around at the sound of footsteps, and several of them scowled at the sight of the camera.

“We’re not violating our contract by being outside with our tails on,” said Jessica. “We checked.”

“If you were, you would’ve been violating it since way before we got to this point,” said Anne. “We just wanted to come and see you go into the water.”

Her words had an electrifying effect on the women. Those who were standing stood up just a little bit straighter; Teal pushed herself onto her elbows, raking a fall of blonde hair out of her eyes and looking at them with wary hopefulness, like a child being told that no, really, all that candy was theirs if they wanted it. “We’re going into the water?” she asked.

“Rear port sector of the boat isn’t being filmed, and we have clearance,” said the woman with the purple hair. “These two wanted to get some private footage of us hitting the water, and I figured it was worth it if it got us out to sea.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” said Teal. She pulled herself along the deck with her elbows, looking for all the world like the mermaid she pretended to be. She grabbed the arm of her wheelchair and hoisted herself up, somehow twisting in midair so that she landed with her butt in the seat and her painted flukes resting on the footrest. It was an elegant motion, and Kevin cursed himself for not having his camera in position even as he fought the urge to stare.

Jessica was taller and curvier; she didn’t mimic Teal’s lift-and-twist, but held her arms up for another of the women to boost her into her own chair. Catching Anne’s gaze, she said, “My tail is rated for deeper dives than Teal’s is, which means it’s more heavily weighted. I try to avoid showing off unnecessarily.”

Teal stuck her tongue out at the other woman, amiably. Jessica responded by laughing and flipping her off.

Anne, meanwhile, had questions. “So your tails are made for you? I couldn’t just decide to be a mermaid and ask to borrow one?”

Laughter answered her from the gathered women, but it was Jessica who spoke, saying, “Never ask a mermaid if you can borrow her tail. Never ask a merman, either. They’re all custom jobs, designed specifically for the people that they’re made for, and we’d be happier loaning you our used underwear. Also, the longer we wear them, the more they conform to the shapes of our bodies. Everybody’s different.”

“That’s Jess’s sweet way of saying you don’t have the ass to wear my tail,” said the purple-haired woman, slapping herself on the right flank. “Jess, you and Teal are already water-ready. Want to take our guests down to the launch point while the rest of us get our things?”

“Happy to,” said Jessica. “You want to push me, TV lady? Learn how the aquatic half lives.”

“Happy to,” said Anne, moving into position behind Jessica’s chair and taking the grips. Teal was already rolling herself down the deck, moving with a speed and precision that spoke of years of practice. “Do you mind if we film?”

“No skin off my nose,” said Jessica.

They set off, Jessica and Anne chatting about the meaningless little things that filled their hours at sea—the food in the mess, the difficulty of learning to sleep on a ship that never really stopped moving completely, and the sheer frustration of trying to learn the names of the crew members and scientific interns who seemed to cover the decks whenever there was something going on.

“I hate saying ‘hey, you, get out of my way,’” confessed Jessica.

“So do I,” Anne agreed.

“I just shout ‘make a hole’ a lot,” said Kevin.

All three laughed, and kept on moving toward the open deck.

The Atargatis rode high in the water, as befit her ocean liner roots, but had lower decks with openings that allowed for access to the sea below. Most of them were designed for fishing, or for the sampling activities that the scientists seemed to enjoy so unnaturally much. A few, however, had been intended for the launching of small craft or diving expeditions. It was at one of those openings that the trio stopped. Teal was already there, and already out of her chair, sitting at the very edge of the opening that looked out on the water. She had shed her shirt, and was clad in nothing but a flesh-colored bikini top—and her tail, of course. Sea spray had coated the plastic scales, turning them into tiny, captive rainbows.

“You look mythological,” said Jessica, engaging her wheelchair’s brake before hoisting herself out and slapping down onto the dock next to her friend.

“So do you,” said Teal. Both giggled.

“While we’re waiting for the rest of the troupe, do you mind telling me—and the camera—what made you decide to become professional mermaids?” The laughter stopped when Anne spoke. She felt briefly bad about that, but she had a job to do, and if it didn’t make her anyone’s favorite person, well. She could deal with it. “It’s an interesting career choice, you know?”

“I always loved mermaids,” said Teal. “They’re beautiful, elegant, and unreal. I figured if I could make them a little more real, I would have done something good with my life.”

“I had a friend who wanted me to go to a comic book convention with them,” said Jessica. “I kept pointing out that a woman in a wheelchair would stick out a little, and that I didn’t like being treated like an obstacle. I’d always loved mermaids. My friend suggested I dress as one. That way, if anyone stared, they’d be staring at my fins. I bought a second-hand tail from a burlesque performer I knew. I never looked back.”

“We all have our reasons,” said a voice. Anne turned to see the purple-haired woman standing behind them, a red-scaled tail slung over her shoulder. The rest of the Blue Seas mermaids were arrayed on the deck around their leader, carrying or cradling their own tails. Most were in the same flesh-colored bikini tops as Teal. Some wore bike shorts; others wore bikini bottoms. All were barefoot.

“Being a mermaid is a special calling,” continued the purple-haired woman, walking over and sitting down on the dock, where she began working her way into her tail. “We make the world more magical. Have you ever seen a kid at Disneyland meeting Mickey Mouse for the first time? That little asshole turns their world on its ear. Suddenly, anything is possible. Magnify that moment by ten, and you have a kid meeting their first mermaid. We do pool parties and aquarium fundraisers and the occasional water park event, and every time we put on our tails and put ourselves on display for a bunch of people who want us to be real, we’re dragging the human race a little closer to remembering what it’s like to believe in happy endings.”

“That sounds rehearsed,” said Anne.

“It sort of is,” said the purple-haired woman. “We’ve all had to tell our families what we do for a living, remember?”

Anne, who had been cornered by a drunken cousin at the last family Christmas and grilled for the better part of an hour on what it meant to be a “professional personality,” grimaced. “I think I understand.”

“Good,” said the purple-haired woman. “Now, you may want to stand back for this one.” She lifted her butt off the deck, pulling the back of her tail into position. The sides were snug enough that they left no room between themselves and her skin, but not so snug that they dug into her body; with just a few small adjustments and the addition of a piece of polystyrene, she had gone from a punkish, ordinary woman to something out of a story.

“’scuse me,” said another of the women, shouldering past Kevin to drape a rope ladder off the side of the boat. She, like all the others, moved with calm efficiency. Seeing Anne’s curious look, she said, “Mermaids can’t fly, honey. We have to get ourselves out of the water somehow.”

“Are you taking any diving equipment? Will anyone be staying up here to make sure you don’t drown?” They seemed like silly questions, but as Anne asked them, she realized that she really wanted to know. She hadn’t been involved in any of the discussions about bringing professional mermaids aboard, and they were so good at taking care of themselves that she knew very little about how they actually operated.

“We’re not going deep enough to need equipment,” said Teal. “All of us can hold our breath for at least two minutes, and this is more just about…getting into the water and starting to learn about the currents here than anything else.”

“We have SCUBA equipment and oxygen tanks for when we need to go deeper,” added the purple-haired woman. “We’re very safety-oriented when we need to be. But right now, we don’t need to be. Right now, we just want to get in the water. Putting a bunch of mermaids on a boat and then keeping us dry for a week is a form of torture.”

“And on that note, later!” Jessica pushed herself off the lip of the deck. She didn’t kick off, but still somehow turned herself around in midair, falling toward the deep blue sea with her arms pressed out in front of herself like an arrow. She sliced the surface, and she was gone.

The other mermaids followed her, some of them pushing themselves from a sitting position, as she had, others finding ways to leap, even though their tails weren’t really designed for standing upright. Teal went over the edge backward, her arms spread like a falling angel, twisting at the very last moment to slice into the water like her companions. Anne watched, mouth agape, and it wasn’t until the last mermaid had vanished beneath the surface that she thought to whirl on Kevin and say, “Tell me you got that.”

“The whole thing,” he said, patting his camera. His eyes were still fixed on the water below. “I tell you what, Anne. If they’re that believable when they’re actually in the water, we’re going home and convincing the whole damn world that mermaids are real.”

Below them, one of the mermaids broke the surface in a quick flurry of Technicolor fins, and was gone.
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The first thing most people wanted to know when Alexandra told them that she was a marine chemist was “What the hell does that mean?” As she tried to explain the delicate interplay of chemical traces in the water—how they could be analyzed to understand the pollution level, the health of the sea, and even the condition of the local fish, plant, and sea mammal populations—she would see them start to glaze over, and know that she had lost them. Never mind that marine chemistry was a swiftly growing field, as people the world over began to understand just how many riches were hidden at the bottom of the sea, and how close humanity was to losing those wonders forever. Never mind that there was money to be made in those depths. The pharmaceutical industry was falling over itself for access to the world’s oceans, and since most of those oceans were international waters, that meant they needed scientists who could plumb the depths for treasure, bring it home, and tweak it just enough to make it patentable.

Alexandra could have been making millions if she’d been willing to sign a contract with Big Pharma, and only the fact that she still wanted to control her own research was keeping that pen out of her hand. As she set her sampling probes on the rail of the Atargatis and checked her portable spectrometer one last time, she was all too aware that she couldn’t avoid having to make that choice forever—not unless she got good results on this voyage, and on others like it. Good results would lead to publication would lead to tenure would lead to a life lived doing science for the sake of science, not following the glimmering trail of profit through the gloom.

“Too bad no one can guarantee results,” she muttered, and pressed the button that would send the first probe down into the dark.

Alexandra’s water sampling probes were wonders of engineering in their own right, built for her by a friend of a friend who was always happy to rise to a challenge. While she hadn’t been able to explain exactly where the Atargatis was going or what it would be doing there, thanks to the NDAs she had signed, she had been able to provide rough figures on how deep she needed her probes to go, what kind of pressures they needed to endure, and what they would need to do while they were down there. Superficially, they resembled stainless steel disco balls, big spheres covered in tiny geometric planes. They had no propulsion systems, no way of steering themselves through the dark below. That wasn’t their purpose.

As they descended, those tiny geometric planes would begin to open, one at a time, shooting out even tinier tubes that would take samples of the surrounding water. Each sample would be held in isolation within the body of the probe, allowing Alexandra to analyze them at her leisure. She had seven probes, all told, each representing several thousand dollars of materials, and several hundred hours of design and engineering work—and even that hadn’t been enough. Her testing tubes had sharp edges, for one thing, because there hadn’t been time to grind them all down without damaging their structural integrity.

And it would all be worth it, if she could find something that would confirm her belief that truly deep waters—like the water in the Mariana Trench—had a different chemical and biological makeup than water found in the relative shallows.

The sun never pierced the Mariana Trench. Many metals and chemicals were actually heavier than water, and would be inclined to sink, while the deep-sea currents would keep them from ever settling fully to the bottom. It was a good theory. It was a theory with both military and practical applications—a better understanding of the composition of deep water would allow for quieter submarines, more effective communications, while private concerns would want to analyze those chemicals, find uses for them and ways to recreate them in the lab—but until she could prove it, she might as well have been chasing, well, mermaids.

Alexandra blinked, and then laughed to herself. Here she was, along with every other scientist on the Atargatis, laughing at the Imagine Network’s viewers for seeking proof of mermaids, while they were doing the exact same thing. Sure, new types of algae and unidentified deep water proteins were slightly different than women with fish tails, but it was the same in theory. They all wanted to find something no one knew for sure existed.

The probe hit the water, seemed to float for a moment, and then sank rapidly out of sight. The wire that was keeping the probe connected to the Atargatis and to Alexandra’s command computer spooled out easily, behaving for once exactly as it had been intended to. She resisted the urge to punch the air with joy, and moved instead to sit at her tiny portable desk and monitor the probe’s descent.

The expedition was finally well and truly underway, for all parties involved.




	
		
Like most vessels of its size and class, the Atargatis was designed to anchor in shallow waters and estuaries, not in the middle of the open sea. Upon reaching its assigned destination, the Atargatis came to a stop, dropping six anchor chains. These chains did not reach the bottom; while they provided drag, they did not prevent all drift. Instead, the crew depended on constant monitoring and personnel awareness to remain in position. Meanwhile, the passengers began doing exactly what they had been contracted to do: they began interacting with the sea.

Inside of a day, the Atargatis disrupted the local ecosystem with vibrations, minor but unavoidable pollutants, scientific testing and sampling, and human bodies, bringing with them the chemical taint of modern life.

If there was anything at all in those waters, it was inevitable that it would be found.

—from Modern Ghost Ships: The Atargatis, originally aired on the Imagine Network, December 2017.

		

	


Part III 

 

Voices of the Sea



	 

The probe sank through the levels of light in the water, swiftly leaving the sun behind. Once it reached a depth of twenty meters, the first of the sampling plates opened. A tube darted out, filled with five milliliters of water—approximately a teaspoon’s worth—and retracted, allowing the plate to slide closed again. This process repeated every meter as the probe continued to descend.

Soon, even the shadow of the Atargatis was no longer apparent. There was only the darkness, and the slowly growing pressure of the water surrounding the probe itself. The sampling tubes that emerged in deeper water were thicker, squatter, less susceptible to snapping off or collapsing. They still removed only five milliliters at a time, keeping the weight of the probe from increasing too quickly.

There were no cameras on the little machine. Some of the more sophisticated equipment had video capabilities, but those probes would not be going down for a few more days: not until Alexandra was sure of her target areas. So when the faint green glow appeared from beneath the probe, there was nothing to record it. It grew closer, reflecting off the metal. The probe continued to drop, and the glow grew brighter, drawing closer.

A metal testing tube shot out, retrieved its water sample, and retracted. The glow’s source drew closer still, and extended two webbed hands to grasp the spherical surface of the probe, tugging it off course as it examined the intruder in its environment. A panel in the side of the probe slid open. A testing tube shot out, punching through skin and muscle as easily as it had punched through empty water. The source of the glow jerked away, dropping the probe as it rocketed backward in the water, retreating from the source of the pain.

A small beacon inside the probe began to blink, signaling that it was encountering unusual amounts of turbulence, and could be compromised. Far above, Dr. Alexandra MacMillan looked at the readouts on her screen, shook her head, and made a rational decision. Her hands danced across the keyboard. The winch attached to the cord connecting the probe to the Atargatis began to turn, and bit by bit, the intruder was withdrawn from the edge of the Mariana Trench.

Alien eyes watched the strange metal object as it floated upward. There was blood in the water. Their home had been invaded.

They would respond.
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Most of the scientists aboard the Atargatis were clustered around Alexandra’s equipment as she fed the tiny vials of seawater into the appropriate slots on her spectrometer. There was an element of professional curiosity at play, and also an element of grim self-interest. Her work had been the first to start, because her work required only the presence of the Pacific Ocean. Once she had her first results, they would all be able to start sending down targeted probes of their own, measuring a thousand different conditions, looking for ten thousand different outcomes.

Only Sonja Weinstein hung back, her arms folded across her breasts and her curly brown hair tangling in the sea breeze. Anne was standing nearby, having dispatched Kevin to shoot footage of the testing process. It would be edited down and remixed for the documentary, of course, turning the slow, meticulous march of science into something better suited for prime time television.

“Why aren’t you watching the water analysis?” asked Anne, glancing toward the normally standoffish cetologist.

Sonja snorted. “Please. She wouldn’t let me attach a recording device to her precious probe. Said it would throw off the balance. When you’re sending down a sphere that takes random water samples, you don’t have balance. You have a bath toy. I’m here to look for whales and dolphins and other animals big enough to be made into plush toys. Nothing she’s going to find in a water sample is going to interest me.”

“Why such a narrow focus?”

“Because that’s what I study, for a start. More than that, because that’s what people are going to come away from this looking to exploit.” Sonja suddenly turned on Anne, looking down her long Petrarchan nose at the shorter, slimmer television host. “I’m on this ship because I actually do believe that there’s something out here, and more, I believe that whatever it is, it’s going to need protection once we prove that it exists. Humanity destroys the things it loves. Something mysterious and unique enough to be the source of mermaid legends? We’re going to be all over destroying that.”

Anne stared at the other woman, wishing she could somehow summon a camera and retroactively get that entire speech on film. Cautiously, she began, “Do you think you’d be willing to do that again if—”

“Sorry, honey, not going to let you edit me into the team crank,” said Sonja said, not unkindly. “I don’t say anything that could get me buttonholed when the cameras are pointed my way. Having strong feelings doesn’t actually make you stupid, as it turns out.”

“I guess that’s true,” said Anne. She allowed her gaze to drift back to the little cluster of scientists. “You’re really not curious?”

“I’ll be honest. If it’s smaller than a sea lion, I really don’t give a fuck.”

Jonny’s voice was uniquely piercing. “Is that blood?”

Anne pushed away from the rail and ran toward her cameraman, only dimly aware that Sonja was hot on her heels. The scientists—so calm only a few seconds before—had erupted into motion. At the center of the storm was Alexandra, holding up a test tube containing a few drops of a thick, reddish substance.

“It can’t be blood,” said Anton, apparently as much to contradict Jonny as anything else. The substance in the test tube certainly looked like blood. “For that probe to bring up anything but water, there would have needed to be something blocking the panel when it opened. Given the size of the ocean, the odds of that happening are astronomically small.”

“But they’re not zero,” said Anne, pushing her way into the shot. She composed her face as she moved, so that when she finally stepped into frame, she looked curious, eager, and above all, professional. “So you’re saying that there’s a chance that we could be looking at blood from some undiscovered creature living deep in the Mariana Trench?”

All the scientists aboard the Atargatis had known that this moment was coming: the moment where they would have to speak to their findings on camera, thus committing themselves to being part of this ridiculous mockery of science. There was still a moment of startled silence as they realized that the moment was actually upon them.

Then, in a tone that implied she would rather have been doing anything else, Alexandra said, “That is correct. I’ll need to analyze this to try to determine what it came from, and whether it’s blood at all—it could be an iron-rich current, as demonstrated by the Blood Falls at Taylor Glacier, or even a strain of deep water algae. It’ll be a little while before we can say for sure.”

“I can test for algae,” volunteered Jonny immediately. If Alexandra’s sampling had brought up something he could use, he wasn’t going to wait to get his hands on it.

“I will test for similarities to known marine mammals,” said Sonja.

Alexandra, faced with either sharing her first round of sampling data or looking like a prima donna on camera, chose the easier route. She had always preferred to work with collaborators when possible. It was simpler, and making friends was preferable to making enemies, if there was a choice. “I’ll divide the sample and we’ll run our tests.”

“How long before we know?” pressed Anne.

“Science doesn’t rush,” said Alexandra, with a broad smile that looked almost as practiced as Anne’s. “We should have preliminary results in a couple of hours, and those will tell us which avenues are worth pursuing. Check back in the morning and we’ll be able to tell you whether it was blood, and whether it came from a mammal.”

“Wow,” said Anne. She somehow managed to infuse the single syllable with enough wonder to power an entire second grade field trip to Disneyland. “Just think. You may have accidentally brought up the first piece of proof of mermaids living in the Mariana Trench.”

“I doubt it,” said Alexandra. “Coincidence has its place in science, but things aren’t normally that easy. If there’s something down there for us to find, it’ll be harder to spot than this.”
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The ladies of Blue Seas frolicked in the water off the side of the Atargatis, rolling and twisting in the deep, buoyant blue. Some of them had never been in open ocean waters before, and were sticking close to the guide rope that Jessica and Sunnie—their purple-haired “den mother,” and the mermaid among them with the longest career—had run between the rope ladder and the end of their safe zone, some twenty yards from the ship. To go any further than that would be to risk accident, and the Blue Seas mermaids were very safety conscious. Their insurance premiums required it.

Being a professional mermaid took skill, dedication, and a lot of hard work: it wasn’t just a matter of slapping on a neoprene tail and jumping into the water. Every woman in the troupe was a certified lifeguard, and had taken and passed at least three different diving certification programs. Several of them could hold their breath for up to five minutes underwater, and all of them knew how to breathe in via an oxygenated tank. Free diving was a requirement for any mermaid who wanted to go below ten feet. It wasn’t easy. Nothing good ever was.

For the women of Blue Seas, it was all worth it for moments like this one, when there was nothing but the sea and the feeling that they could fly. They cut through the water like knives, slicing downward, slashing upward, sometimes with enough force that they actually managed to twist out of the water before falling back down again, dragged under by gravity. They lacked the fluid grace of dolphins, but came as close as it was possible for humans to come.

“We’ve been in the water for an hour,” called Sunnie. “This is the fifteen-minute warning. We need to get out before we start getting tired.”

“Aww,” said the other girls, in semi-unison.

“Don’t ‘aww’ me,” said Sunnie. She grinned. “We’re here, and we’re going to be here for the next two weeks. So we get out, we dry off, and tomorrow, we do it again—but tomorrow we can stay in a little bit longer. It’s all about adjusting to our environment.”

Teal stuck her tongue out at Sunnie. “I don’t want to adjust to our environment. I want the environment to adjust to me.”

“I’ll tell the ocean to get right on that,” said Sunnie, and splashed the smaller mermaid. Teal splashed back, and in a matter of seconds, all the mermaids were occupied with splashing each other and laughing, giddy at relief over finally being off the ship and in the sea. The logistics just hadn’t worked out to let them swim while the Atargatis was in motion, and with the camera crews all over the decks, they’d been banned from the ship’s pool and other workout facilities.

Only Jessica, hovering at the edge of the group, didn’t join in with the others. She frowned, looking down at the water around her. She could see the blue scales at the top of her tail, and as her eye followed them down, they grew darker and finally disappeared, swallowed up by the vastness of the sea. Anything could be down there. Anything at all.

Gradually, the others stopped horsing around. There was a momentary silence before Sunnie called, “Jess? You okay over there?”

“It felt like something brushed against my tail.” Jessica looked up. “I’ve been trying to see whatever it was, but the water’s too deep. I can’t even see my own flukes.”

“There are fish and stuff around here, right?” asked another of the mermaids. “Like, these are pretty unpolluted waters. You could find just about anything out here.”

“Okay, Marie, when we get back on board, I want you to find a dictionary and look up the definition of ‘unhelpful,’” said Teal, splashing the other mermaid. “Jess, it’s fine. It was probably just a fish or something. You’re bigger than it is. It’s not going to mess with you.”

“I guess,” said Jessica uncertainly. “I think we should go back.” She looked down at the water again. It seemed like she could see more of her tail now, which was impossible. There wasn’t enough light for that.

“You’re right,” said Sunnie. “Come on, everyone. Let’s get back on the ship.” She turned and swam away, trusting the others to follow her. They did. Obedience was drilled into them as part of their training: a mermaid who couldn’t listen to instructions was a mermaid who was putting everyone around her in danger.

Jessica lagged at the back of the group, glancing down as she swam, trying to figure out why it seemed like she could see further than she should have been able to. The ocean gave her no answer, and then Sunnie was there at the bottom of the rope ladder, ready to help Jessica climb, and the mysterious lightness of the water was forgotten.
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Night found the Atargatis alive with lights and motion. Interns manned the stations on the deck, watching as Dr. Hale’s underwater soundings came back and gradually coalesced into a map of the sea floor. Alexandra had dropped two more probes before retreating to the well-lit confines of the main cabin. Both probes were on half-mile wires, and would descend to the absolute limits of their tolerance before they began reeling themselves back in. If there were any alarms, the interns would be able to handle them.

The rest of the scientists were already in the cabin when Alexandra arrived, as were Anne and Kevin, lurking and waiting for something interesting to happen. Alexandra barely noticed that he was filming. The cameraman had become such a constant that he didn’t seem to matter anymore.

Dr. Sonja Weinstein squinted through her microscope and said, “It’s definitely blood.”

“It was definitely blood five minutes ago,” said Jonny. “Now you’re just rubbing it in.”

“You’re just upset that it wasn’t algae,” said Sonja. “Learn to lose gracefully.” She lifted her head from the scope and turned to make a note on her clipboard.

“Since you’re all making off with samples from my deep water probe, I think I’m the one who should be giving notes about losing gracefully,” said Alexandra. “Is there anything interesting about the blood? Apart from it having been collected from the bottom of the bathypelagic zone? We know there are fish down there. This isn’t setting any new scientific records.”

“It’s definitely fish blood; I won’t be able to tell what kind without full genetic sequencing, which is a little much for one random sample,” said Sonja. “If Imagine wants to pay for it, we can do it when we get back to shore, but I don’t have that sort of equipment aboard. I’ll be dropping my microphones in the morning. If there are whales or other cetaceans around here, I can pick up their calls and we can start winnowing down the list of things they’re likely to be hunting for in these waters.”

“Science: it’s really more of an art sometimes,” said Jill, without looking up from her map. This one was hand-drawn, and covered with notations in her small, fine hand. “Imagine’s going to want that genetic sequence and you know it. Anything that might prove that mermaids are real, marketable, and ready to turn a profit.”

“Aren’t you the cynical one?” Anton was reading a book on fish found in the Mariana Trench: as was usually his practice while reading, he kept his eyes glued to the page as he spoke. “Look, whatever the blood came from, it’s a good sign. Means there’s lots of life around here. Lots of life means lots of protein traces for me to play with, and lots of algae for Jonny, and lots of fish for Peter, and maybe even whales for Sonja. We already knew we were going to find chemicals for Alexandra and a seafloor for Jill. Let’s just be happy that none of us are wasting our time on this three-hour tour, all right?”

“You’re so smart,” said Jonny, blowing him a kiss.

“Damn straight,” said Anton, and turned the page.

The mass spectrometer beeped, signaling that it had finished analyzing its current sample. Alexandra was aware of everyone’s eyes on her as she got up and crossed to the machine. Everyone wanted to make the first breakthrough. Everyone wanted the prize, even when that prize was currently just a little more airtime in a lousy documentary on a channel mostly famed for terrible movies about giant spiders. Science was competitive because it was full of scientists.

“All right, let’s see,” said Alexandra. “I’m showing low levels of industrial pollutants—that’s good—and high levels of methane, sulfur, and diffuse proteins. Both plankton and nekton. We’re looking at a living ocean, ladies and gentlemen. Hooray for us.”

“A living ocean that we have already managed to injure,” said Sonja. “I’m so proud of us.”

“The ocean will injure us right back if we let it,” said Peter. Anne jumped. They had been on the ship for more than a week, and she wasn’t sure she had ever heard his voice before. It was low, pleasant, and oddly intense, like he was getting ready to pronounce doom on the entire voyage. “This is a good boat. It rides high in the water and it seems unsinkable. But this is the ocean. It’s sunk better boats than this one. It’ll sink us all if we’re not careful.”

“I’m pretty sure the correct term is ‘ship,’ Peter,” said Anton. “Nice of you to join the conversation. Did you get a chance to look at the blood Sonja’s got? She says it’s fish blood, and that means it’s your bailiwick.”

Peter turned slowly to face the biomolecular biologist, his eyes seeming to swim behind the thick lenses of his glasses. Anne thought—not for the first time—that of all the scientists on board, he was the one who looked most like he had been hired from a casting agency, and not from a university lab. He was tall, thin, and virtually cadaverous, with thinning hair and skin as pale as the bellies of the fish he studied. Having him stare at you the way he was now staring at Anton had to be like looking into the face of death.

“It was sampled from the bathypelagic zone, and the probe gave off no light or sound,” he said, words slow and measured, like he was talking to a very small child. “Marine mammals are attracted to light and sound, as much as to movement. Whatever the probe brushed up against was almost certainly some sort of deep-sea fish or cephalopod. The fact that it did not come up with a tentacle wrapped around it leads me to believe that it did not encounter a squid, which means fish or deep-sea octopus become our most likely candidates. Given the number of fish in the bathypelagic versus the number of octopodes, it stands to reason that the sample is from a fish. Logic stated from the start that it would fall to me. By allowing the rest of you to exhaust your interest in the matter before I begin, I guarantee myself a calm, measured period of study, rather than the circus you have all been putting on for your own amusement.”

The rest of the scientists blinked at him. Anne and Kevin did the same, briefly united with the research team by their own bewilderment. A few of the interns who had been moving around the edges of the room backed up and made their way out to the deck, where it was less likely that an old ichthyologist was about to start stabbing people with scalpels.

Then Peter smiled, revealing surprisingly large, horsey teeth, and said, “Besides, I wanted to finish reading my book before I begin unsnarling the mysteries of the deep.”

A few of the others laughed, some of the tension going out of the room. Sonja slid off of her stool and stepped aside as the older scientist put his book aside, rose from his seat, and walked over to take his first look at the sample.

Everything was quiet. Finally, Peter raised his head, a slight frown on his face. “I think I will ask about that genetic sequencing after all.”

“Why is that?” asked Anne.

He turned to face her, and consequentially the camera. He didn’t seem to notice it; all his attention was on the young woman. “It’s difficult to tell species from simply looking at blood. There’s too much variance even within a single type of animal—deducing that something comes from a fish as opposed to a mammal is often the most we can do under such primitive conditions. I am thus not in any way criticizing Dr. Weinstein’s work when I say that she is wrong.”

Sonja Weinstein frowned but didn’t say anything. Anne frowned, and did say something. “Are you saying that it’s not fish blood, Doctor?” She stressed his title ever so subtly. The camera would pick that up, and the audience at home would be reminded of his credentials.

“I am saying that it has many qualities in common with fish blood, and that further examination may find that I am being a foolish old man, and that it simply comes from a species of fish that has some documented aberration from the rest of its kind. But I do not recognize some of the qualities of this blood; they match up to no species or clade that I can call to mind. There are aspects that seem more mammalian than piscean. Without further information, I can’t say much more than that.”

Anne wanted to kiss the old geezer. He had spoken so clearly, and with such obvious regret for what he was saying, that the audience was going to eat him up with a spoon. She kept her face composed as she leaned forward and asked, earnestly, “Are you saying that this blood comes from a creature unknown to science?”

Peter Harris sighed. “I am afraid, my dear, that there is a chance I am saying precisely that.”
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Captain Seghers liked to run a tight ship, and more, liked to know at all times that things were functioning properly on all fronts. The Atargatis was mostly booked for private cruises and the occasional scientific expedition, none of which had been as large or involved as many moving parts as the Imagine documentary. They had dealt with as many people, yes, but always in pursuit of a single goal, and never isolated to different decks.

She mentally ran down the list of tasks ahead of her. Check to be sure that the scientists were obeying safety protocols. Check to be sure that the camera and support people weren’t disabling in-cabin smoke detectors or overloading electrical systems in an effort to suck a little more productivity out of the already-laboring generator. Check to be sure that the mermaids were remaining on their designated decks, and not sneaking into the water when not given approval by the crew. It was a constant parade of little tasks, none of them insignificant enough to ignore, all of them inconvenient enough to become a trial.

David walked along the balcony of the lower deck with a crewman whose name—Billy? Bobby?—had never seemed important enough to learn, since he had only been hired on for this voyage, and wasn’t working out. He was slow to respond to the captain’s orders, apparently due to her gender, and he had refused to learn more than the bare minimum of ASL required by his contract. David had long since come to see this as a sign of someone who wasn’t intending to stay with the ship after that first contract was up, and if short-time crew weren’t willing to do him the courtesy of learning how to communicate, he wasn’t going to do them the courtesy of learning their names.

The man tapped him on the shoulder. David turned. The man was saying something, speaking with the exaggerated care of someone who really had no idea how to speak to the Deaf. Normally, that would have been all right, but it was dark on the deck, and not even the world’s best lip-reader could have decoded what the man was trying to say. David shook his head.

‘See, if you could sign, this wouldn’t be an issue,’ he signed.

The man looked at him blankly.

For his part, Bobby was coming to regret signing on with the Atargatis more than he could have guessed when they were still sitting safely at port. It had seemed like an awesome way to make a little scratch and pick up some spoilers about a big TV production at the same time. Spoilers were worth bank if you were the only one who had them.

He hadn’t considered the physical labor involved, or what it meant when the requirements for the job were entirely things like “how much can you lift” and “how much do you sleep.” The captain was a real ball-buster who didn’t seem to understand that men needed time to themselves once in a while, and she didn’t allow fraternization between crew members. Since all the chicks in the crew were long-timers, they weren’t willing to risk their jobs for a bit of fun—not even when he assured them that he was very fun. Worse, the captain also forbade fraternization with the passengers. What an ugly word that was. “Fraternization.” Made it sound like some stupid college rush party, and not the most fun men and women could possibly have together.

If he could just get the captain away from her control room for five minutes, he’d show her how much fun it could be.

And then there was the dummy. Who the hell hired a dude who couldn’t hear to work on a cruise ship? It didn’t make any sense. Bobby figured the guy had been made First Mate out of some sort of weird affirmative action thing—like, he was Mexican or something, and he couldn’t hear, there was no way he’d been the best man for the job—and that he’d mostly be confined to the control room, where he couldn’t fuck anything up. As if. The captain kept sending David to go on patrol with Bobby, like he was the one who needed supervision.

This sure wasn’t the pleasure cruise he had been planning on. And now there was a weird humming noise coming from the water, which naturally the deaf dude couldn’t hear. “I said, there’s a funny noise,” he repeated, louder and more slowly.

The dummy looked at him flatly and shook his head.

“Shit, I thought you could read lips.” Bobby scowled for a moment before pointing to the rail and saying, “Not that you can hear me, but I’m going to go check it out, you useless sack of shit. Okay?”

He turned his back before David could shake his head again, and thus missed it when the other man held up the middle fingers on both hands. Bobby was already moving toward the rail, a puzzled look spreading across his face.

“I really wish you could hear me, asshole, because this shit is weird,” he said, as much to hear something besides the humming from the water as for any other reason. He leaned out over the rail. Lights danced off the waves, tinted green by the algae or plankton or whatever it was that could tint light green. “It’s like…a lullaby, or some such shit…”

David tapped his foot. When Bobby didn’t turn back around, he stomped it instead, hard enough that he knew the other man would be able to hear him. Bobby didn’t react.

‘Asshole,’ David signed, and continued on down the deck. Jovanie didn’t require him to do his rounds with another crewman—hadn’t in years—and he’d only agreed to take the new guy because she had asked, very nicely, if he would give the kid another chance. Well, the kid had been given his last chance as far as David was concerned. After he finished checking on their passengers, he was going to go back to the control room and tell the captain that Bobby Warwick needed a sharp kick in the ass.

David turned the corner. He never heard the splash when Bobby hit the water.

By the time anyone came looking for the missing sailor, the blood had long since washed away, leaving only the calm, empty sea.




	
		
The difficulty with determining exactly what happened to the Atargatis falls, ironically, on the number of cameras that were running during the last twenty-four hours of the voyage. The ship continued to float for some time before it was pushed out of position by inclement weather, at which point it was noticed by military interests who had been monitoring that general area. As to why they did not notice the motionless vessel before that point, no explanation has as yet been forthcoming.

Upon retrieving the vessel, it was quickly determined that there were no survivors, and that whatever had occurred there had been both violent and swift. Saltwater had eroded or removed most blood trace evidence from the open decks of the ship, but traces were found in the bilge and inside the closed cabins. It is unclear why the wounded, who had apparently been able to flee to safety, chose to go back out into the open.

The Atargatis brought with it several hundred hours of raw, unedited footage, much of which was filmed simultaneously. Rather than clarifying the situation, as might have been expected, the sheer volume of material complicated it further. Were the attackers Imagine employees in specially designed suits, planted by the network for the purpose of gathering realistic, Blair Witch-style footage? Were they sea creatures of some sort, rising from the depths to object to the disruption of their habitat? Or was there some other answer that we have yet to fully uncover? Many who have viewed the Atargatis recordings have declared them to be clever, if ill-considered, hoaxes. Others have said that they are unquestionably real, and proof of alien intelligence living right here on Earth.

We have received special dispensation from the families of the victims of this tragedy to show you portions of that footage tonight, so that you may reach your own conclusions. Warning: what you are about to see is graphic, violent, and has not been edited to obscure partial nudity or excessive gore. The Imagine Network has already agreed to pay the FAA fines for this one-time display of the unedited footage, because we believe that it is important there be no question of what really happened on the Atargatis.

The official record says that all hands were lost at sea. We believe that something far worse occurred.

We believe that they were found.

—from Modern Ghost Ships: The Atargatis, originally aired on the Imagine Network, December 2017.

		

	


Part IV 

 

Red Sails in the Sunset



 

Morning found the ladies of the Blue Seas mermaid troupe in a standoff with their so-called “cruise director.” Adrian Curran stood in front of the group, blocking them from the portion of the deck that had been reserved for their use. Kevin and Anne stood off to one side, Anne barely managing to smother her yawns behind her hand.

“Shouldn’t have stayed up so late talking to the fish guy,” murmured Kevin.

“I like the fish guy,” she said, and yawned again. “He’s like science grandpa. He’s nice.”

“He had you half convinced that there were monsters at the bottom of the Mariana Trench,” Kevin said.

Anne laughed. “Isn’t that the whole point of this trip? To convince us that there are monsters down there?”

“If the monsters look like them, I might not object too much,” said Kevin, nodding toward the gathered mermaids.

The mermaids were nowhere near as jovial. Sunnie stood with her hands clenched tight on the grips of Jessica’s wheelchair. That may have been the only thing keeping her from taking a swing at the man from Imagine.

“We have a contract,” she was saying, voice tight with anger. “We are allowed to go into the water.”

“I am simply reminding you that according to that same contract, you are all risking your payment for this voyage if you are picked up by any of our cameras before we have given you the official go-ahead,” said Curran. He sounded much calmer than she did, probably because he truly felt that he held all the cards. The payment Imagine was offering these women was not inconsiderable, and no one would be foolish enough to risk it for a little morning swim.

He hadn’t counted on the Blue Seas mermaids. Sunnie suddenly smiled. It was not a pleasant expression. “See, here’s the thing. I don’t know if you realized this, but before I became a mermaid, I was a paralegal. We’ve all read our contracts, even the fine print, and according to that fine print, we automatically received the official go-ahead to enter the water as soon as the Atargatis reached the Mariana Trench. While Imagine officials are absolutely free to declare us in breach for whatever reasons they like—I bet at least one of your cameramen picked us up when we were sunbathing, for example, and Teal and Jessica were definitely wearing their tails, even if no one else was—once that happens, we are no longer bound by our NDAs.”

Curran’s eyes widened. “I am sure that is not true,” he said.

“It is,” said Jessica brightly. “I ran it by our contracts lawyer before we signed. According to the contract, if we are not paid, we are not bound by any agreements we may have made with Imagine.”

“We already spoke to the Captain about what she would charge if this suddenly became a pleasure trip for us,” said Teal. “She said she would want us to pay for the food we’ve eaten, which is totally reasonable, given the prices she quoted, and that she would be more than happy to take the passage in trade. Something about how she’s been wanting to branch out into mermaid cruises.”

“Bets that the captain only said that because she likes Curran about as much as everyone else does?” whispered Anne.

“No bet,” replied Kevin.

Curran had gone white. “You wouldn’t dare,” he said.

“We might, if you don’t let us go swimming,” said Sunnie. “You all are here to make a television show and get big ratings, and that’s swell. We’re here to get experience swimming in open waters. Now are you going to stand aside, or are we going to break our contract?”

Curran took a deep breath, apparently looking for another objection. He didn’t find it. In the end, he frowned, declared, “You are going to regret this,” and spun on his heel, stomping away down the deck.

“Wow,” said Teal. “Could he have sounded more like a Bond villain if he had really tried?”

The rest of the mermaids laughed, and the whole group resumed their passage down the deck, with Anne and Kevin bringing up the rear.

“I still don’t believe you woke me up for this,” moaned Anne. She let her eyes slide half closed as she walked, trusting Kevin to stop her before she could walk into any walls.

“I like the mermaids,” said Kevin reasonably. “Besides, you know you’d have been pissed if you’d missed anything.”

“I hate you,” said Anne.

Kevin chuckled.

Curran had intercepted the mermaids about twenty yards from their designated launching point. They scattered to cover the deck, stripping down to sports bras and bikini tops as they pulled on their tails. This early in the day, most weren’t bothering with the flesh-colored wraps, or with the elaborate seashell “vests” that some of them wore for shallow dives. Anne wound up next to Sunnie, watching as the purple-haired mermaid tugged her fins into position.

Teal and Jessica were already seated on the edge of the ship, waiting for their troupe mates to be ready. Anne nodded toward them and asked, in a low voice, “What’s their story?”

“You mean where are they from, or how did they join the troupe?” Sunnie looked guilelessly at Anne, watching as the other woman’s cheeks slowly reddened. “Ah, I see. You mean ‘why are they always in their tails.’ Well, you may have noticed the wheelchairs.”

“I did,” Anne admitted.

“We’ve found—us as a collective troupe, and Teal and Jess individually—that people talk one way to a woman who doesn’t stand up because she’s a mermaid, and another way to a woman who doesn’t stand up because her legs are not quite up to factory standards,” said Sunnie, checking the seal on her hips as she spoke. “If you want to know more about their individual reasons for using those chairs, you can bring it up with them. As far as we’re concerned, they’re mermaids. If they’re mermaids who don’t walk, and who need a ramp at any venue that wants to hire us, that doesn’t change the most important thing about them.”

“Got it,” said Kevin. He paused before adding, “I think I’d like to talk to you—all of you—when this voyage is over. I think a documentary film about professional mermaids might be a nice thing. It wouldn’t cost much. I could maybe even sell it to Imagine as tie-in programming.”

Sunnie smiled. “I think we’d like that. Now, if you’ll excuse me…” She couldn’t walk in her tail, but she could hop, and hop she did, until she came to the edge of the deck. Then she twisted around and fell backward off the Atargatis, dropping like a rock to the waiting ocean below. The rest of the mermaids followed her, some of them yipping or whooping as they fell, others just diving into the deep blue water. In less than a minute, Anne and Kevin were alone on the deck, and the waves were alive with brightly colored fins and the laughter of mermaids.

“I never figured you for a romantic,” said Anne, before yawning again.

Kevin kept aiming his camera at the water. “There’s nothing romantic about appreciating beauty.”

“It’s a bunch of women dressed up like mermaids,” said Anne. “Either you recognize it as make-believe on a grand scale, or you’re being a romantic.”

“What, so you’re not a romantic?” asked Kevin, taking his eye away from the viewfinder long enough to turn and look at her.

“Not before coffee,” said Anne, with another yawn. “Come on. Let’s go get breakfast before I’m expected to be perky.”

Kevin laughed, and followed her away down the deck.

 

[image: sectionbreak]

 

The Pacific was cold, but that was what neoprene was for: the tails were weighted to provide their wearers with better marine buoyancy, but also to enable them to tolerate low temperatures for longer. The slimmer mermaids, like Teal and Andrea, would feel the need to get out of the water before their more well-padded comrades. They’d still be able to tolerate the cold better than someone in a normal swimming suit, and keeping their legs so well-insulated did a great deal to reduce the odds of hypothermia.

While all of them used the classic “mermaid kick” for primary locomotion, they each had their own style of swimming. Jessica mostly pulled herself along with her chest and shoulders, moving through the water like a large, colorful eel. Teal used a modified breaststroke, and was one of the fastest swimmers in the troupe. Her speed enabled her to do partial dolphin-lifts even in open water, and soon, most of the mermaids were emulating her, trying to copy the way she lifted her upper body out of the waves.

Sunnie hung back by the guide rope, watching the rest of the troupe frolic. Their morning exercises were mostly a matter of conditioning and preparation for the more intensive routines ahead. The man from Imagine clearly thought that they were just goofing off, and just as clearly didn’t understand what it meant to be a mermaid. If they didn’t practice here, where no one would see them, they would never be able to manage the dives and near-misses described by their contract.

Being a mermaid might seem like all fun and games, but it was a job like any other. If not all the members of the troupe took it as seriously as they should, well, Sunnie would take it seriously enough for all of them. That was her role within the troupe; that was why they had elected her leader and spokesperson for the year. To be honest, she was looking forward to the next restructure, when she could become as carefree and flippant as the rest of them, and someone else could take responsibility for a change.

Jessica was circling at the edge of the group, breathing rapidly in and out through her nose as she prepared for a deep dive. She was hoping to beat her personal best of nineteen feet straight down before it was time to perform for the cameras. There was something about seeing a woman rise up out of the depths that could thaw the skepticism of even the most hardened heart. Once she could get down to twenty-five feet, she thought she’d be ready. Her hair and dorsal scales were dark enough to let her slide into position without being seen, and then? Magic.

She looked down at the water, still breathing rapidly in and out. The sea floor was so far beneath them here that she didn’t need to worry about losing her way. All she needed to do was dive.

And so she did.

She cut through the first ten feet like a guided missile, slowing only when the water began to push back. Her lungs weren’t burning, and she still felt confident in her descent. She spread her arms, pulled herself deeper, and kept going.

When she finally stopped, the depth meter in her watch indicated that she was twenty feet below the surface—almost there. The water was dim around her, turning to twilight in the absence of direct sunlight. She spared a split second to consider diving deeper, and then decided that pushing her luck would be a bad idea. There would be other days, and other dives, before it was important that she be able to perform for the cameras. It was time to go back up.

It was easy to lose track of which way was up and which was down while floating twenty feet beneath the surface, especially with her tail providing neutral buoyancy and preventing her from being pulled in either direction. Jessica looked calmly around, finally identifying the glimmer of light that would lead her to the surface. Then, and only then, she began to swim toward it.

On her wrist, unnoticed, the depth meter dropped from twenty feet to twenty-one, then twenty-three, then twenty-seven. Jessica continued swimming downward, chasing the light, unaware that she was moving in the wrong direction until her lungs began to burn and she realized, with a dull, sinking horror, that she should have reached the surface by now. She raised her hand, intending to check the depth.

When the clawed, webbed hand lashed out of the dark beneath her and locked around her wrist, she didn’t think: she just screamed, the last of her air streaming soundlessly away in a trail of silver bubbles. The hand yanked downward, and Jessica went with it, down, down, down into the bathypelagic depths of the Pacific Ocean.

If any of the remaining mermaids noticed the bubbles of her last breath breaking the surface, they dismissed them. There was no reason to think that Jessica was in distress—not until Sunnie called, “It’s time to go back,” and the others began to realize, slowly at first, and then with dawning horror, that they hadn’t seen Jessica since she made her dive.

They all went down repeatedly, searching the water around the ship; a few of them even swam under the ship, ignoring safety protocols and common sense in favor of searching for their missing friend. They didn’t find her. For all intents and purposes, the ocean had simply opened its jaws and swallowed her whole.
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“Captain Seghers, we have a problem.”

Jovanie turned away from her breakfast and toward the anxious-looking crewman standing in her cabin door. He was flushed and panting slightly; he had clearly run some distance to reach her. A small pang of fear blossomed in her chest. The voyage had been too peaceful; it was inevitable that things would start going wrong. But oh, she had hoped that just this once, inevitability could be staved off by the need for a peaceful trip.

“Is this about Robert Warwick?” she asked, unable to keep the hope out of her voice. Maybe her wayward crewman had been found sleeping off a bender in one of the unoccupied cabins, and she would just need to provide some stern discipline. Actually, that would be a best-case scenario. She’d had crewmembers searching the decks until almost three in the morning, and they had found no sign of the man. It was unnerving. The Atargatis was a big ship, but it was still just a ship. It shouldn’t have been possible for someone to disappear that completely without going overboard, and while there were sharks in these waters, she found it difficult to accept that a human being, even one who had somehow managed to fall in and drown, could vanish without a trace. The currents weren’t strong enough where they were anchored, and the seas had been calm since they arrived.

“No, Captain,” said the man. “One of the mermaids is missing.”

Jovanie blinked at him, trying to force those words to make sense. There were no mermaids. This was a trip about finding mermaids, and everyone aboard knew that they were going to fail. They might find some “evidence,” and they might find the women in costume, but—

The women in costume. “Do you mean one of the performers?” she asked.

The crewman nodded. “Yes. They were doing their morning exercises off the rear deck—their contract apparently specifies that they have access to the open water whenever the ship is not in motion—and one of their people didn’t resurface.”

Oh, God. Captain Jovanie Seghers jerked to her feet so quickly that her chair went over backward, landing on the cabin floor with a clatter. “Notify the divers. I want bodies in the water in five minutes. We need to find that woman.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” said the crewman, and was gone, running back down the deck. He knew as well as she did that sending divers in was an empty gesture; if the woman had been missing long enough for her fellow performers to raise the alarm, she was surely lost. But if they could bring the body back, her friends might at least have some closure.

Accidents can happen at sea. Accidents will happen at sea, as inevitable as the waves and the weather. All that could be changed was how people reacted to them, and what they did to prevent specific accidents from happening again.

The interns and early-rising scientists who were already out on the deck watched in confusion as the crew began to mobilize. More people than most of them had realized were on the Atargatis had already run toward the rear of the boat, and it seemed like the rush was never-ending. “Should I be concerned?” asked Alexandra, glancing toward Anne and Kevin, who had just arrived from the mess.

Anne was back to her usual focus group-tested and approved self, somehow having managed to put on a full face of perfect makeup using her reflection on the side of a coffee pot. This skill, among others, was why she was Imagine’s most popular convention correspondent. She had once fixed her lipstick in the shine off a Wolverine cosplayer’s claws. “I don’t know,” she said, watching another man push past. She itched to go after them, but was all too aware of the clause in her contract that forbade her to interfere with the crew. If there was one thing Anne did not want, it was to be confined to quarters for the rest of the voyage. Her job would surely be one of the casualties of that particular punishment.

Kevin, who was less concerned with his continuing employment with Imagine, and—more importantly—much more of a morning person, frowned. “They’re all heading for the back of the ship,” he said. “I hope nothing went wrong with the Blue Seas girls.”

“You mean the professional mermaids that we officially do not know are associated with this voyage?” asked Professor Harris, looking up and adjusting his glasses. He cast a wicked smile at the nearest cameramen, who were all, apart from Kevin, scowling at him. Mention of the mermaids meant immediate deletion of their footage, and a lot of manual editing to scrub the idea from the scene. “Open-sea swimming is never safe, but those women struck me as extremely professional. As long as they didn’t run afoul of a shark, they should be fine.”

“Are there sharks in these waters, Professor?” asked Anne.

Professor Harris hesitated. Then, apparently taking mercy on the cameramen who were waiting for his reply, he said, “There are sharks in all waters, my dear. This is their home, not ours, and we should treat it as such. Now, I have not seen the diversity of shark populations in these waters that I would have expected—but I have also not sent down the majority of my cameras yet, or chummed the waves to attract our fine, finny friends.”

“So would you say that you’d expected to find more sharks here than you have?” pressed Anne. The rushing crewmen were forgotten in her dogged pursuit of something that actually fit the documentary’s pre-constructed narrative.

Kevin almost envied her. He could never forget the real world as quickly as she could, and he liked those professional mermaids. No matter how hard he tried to focus, he couldn’t ignore the fact that the crew was rushing toward the spot where he had last seen the ladies in the water, and none of them seemed to be coming back.

“Yes, actually,” said Peter. “I was definitely expecting to have picked up signs of local shark activity by now. We’re sampling all levels of the local water, and cameras have started going down, but no sharks. It’s odd. This is clean, open ocean, with very little pollution and very high levels of the protein tags and chemicals that indicate a healthy ecosystem. So where are the predators?”

“Part of the issue with looking for sharks and other large predators in a place like this is the depth,” said Sonja, getting in on the action. The curly-haired cetologist looked bright and alert, despite the early hour. She was probably one of those people who didn’t really need to sleep, thought Anne sourly, and promptly forgot about her irritation in the face of the story. “We can’t go down to the sea floor to check for signs that they’ve been there, because we can’t actually get to the sea floor.”

“I thought sharks hung out near the surface,” said Anne. “You know, like the shark from Jaws.”

Professor Weinstein made a pained face. “There are a lot of things about the shark from Jaws that aren’t scientifically accurate. You can find sharks at all levels of the sea, but a surprising number of them like to swim along the bottom. It’s more energy-efficient, and there’s plenty down there to eat. Big apex predators like the Great White are relatively rare in the world of sharks. Smaller, more discriminating species are much more common.”

“We’re sending down the fish cameras today, and we should hopefully pick up any local shark species on our monitors,” said Sonja. Then she smiled wickedly. “Who knows? We might even find a mermaid.”

Kevin frowned. The scientists were laughing, and even Anne seemed interested and engaged, although it was hard to tell with her: so much of her job involved looking interested that sometimes he thought she hadn’t paid honest attention to anything in years. And yet he couldn’t manage to forget the professional mermaids frolicking in the water, or bring himself to ignore the passing crewmen.

What was going on back there?
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The last of the Atargatis divers surfaced and swam back to the guard rope, shaking his head. Captain Seghers watched from the deck, her hands clenched tight around the rail. David stood beside her, his head bowed. After an hour of increasingly desperate dives, it was clear that the missing mermaid was not going to be found.

David tapped Jovanie on the arm. She turned to look at him, and he signed, ‘Do you want to tell her friends?’

She sighed. ‘No,’ she signed back. ‘I hate this part of my job.’

‘I could tell them.’

Jovanie raised an eyebrow. ‘How?’

‘I could write them a note. They wouldn’t get offended if it was from me.’ David shrugged. ‘Sometimes I have to work with what I’ve got.’

‘No, that’s all right, but thank you for offering. I’m the Captain. I’ll tell them.’ Jovanie sighed again, shaking her head. ‘This is horrible.’

‘I know,’ said David. He put a hand on her arm for a moment, lending her as much support as he could through that small contact. He and Jovanie had been friends for years, and he knew that despite her often tough exterior, things like this tore her up inside. She loved the sea. She loved her crew. She hated those moments where everything seemed to go wrong, and she was the one standing to accept the blame.

Sunnie had been waiting by the rail, watching the divers go down and come up empty-handed. Somehow that was worse. If they had come up with Jessica’s body, at least there would have been closure for the remaining ladies of the Blue Seas: at least they would have known for sure. But no matter how many times the divers descended into the blue, they returned without a pale body in their arms, without even a scrap of a brightly colored neoprene tail. Whatever had happened to Jessica, it had happened so quickly and so completely that it had left them nothing but an absence to mourn.

She watched as the captain and her first mate exchanged a rapid flurry of signs, their hands moving too fast for her to follow. Sunnie had some experience with ASL. One of their former mermaids, Hallie, had been a certified interpreter who eventually chose to hang up her fins and go into working for the Deaf community full time. The small handful of signs that Hallie had taught to her co-workers didn’t include any of the signs Sunnie could pick out of the flurry of dancing fingers, but she did know enough to know that whatever was being discussed, it wasn’t something that could be talked about calmly.

Then Captain Seghers stepped away from her companion, and Sunnie knew. She stood frozen as the other, smaller woman walked down the deck toward her. The Captain opened her mouth.

“Please.” The word was half spoken, half moaned; it escaped from Sunnie’s lips almost without her consent, hanging in the air between them. “Please, don’t say it. Say that you’re still looking. Say that you’re going to try something else. Say that this is a joke. Just please, don’t say it.”

“You have my sincere condolences for your loss,” said the captain. She sounded sad. That was good. She should be sad. They had been swimming alongside her boat; whatever had happened to Jess, it had happened in the shadow of the Atargatis.

The thoughts were weak and petty, and Sunnie regretted them as soon as they were fully formed. Captain Seghers hadn’t ordered them into the water, and their contract with Imagine had been very upfront about the dangers of swimming in an area this uncharted, this untouched by man. They had signed up anyway, for the money, and for the experience of swimming in an ocean where no other professional mermaid had ever set fin. She could be angry. She could be devastated. But blaming Captain Seghers wasn’t fair, and she refused to let grief make her into someone she wasn’t.

“We knew the risks,” Sunnie said. “She knew the risks. Thank you for your sympathy, but she died the way she would have wanted to—with her fins on and the whole ocean in front of her. Just…please, do you know if the divers will be able to find her body? Her family would very much appreciate it if we could bring her home.”

“I don’t know,” said Captain Seghers. “If you want my honest opinion, I don’t think so. The water is too deep here, and there’s too much of it. They weren’t able to find her quickly enough, and by now, even if she wasn’t taken by something, she’s too far away for us to find.”

“Taken?” asked Sunnie, before she could stop herself.

Captain Seghers managed not to wince. “It was a poor choice of words. You have my apologies. These waters are known to be home to a wide range of predators. Sharks, squid, anglerfish…I’m sorry to have put it so baldly, but by now, those predators will have definitely found her. We will not be able to recover her body. I am sorry.”

“I see.” Sunnie closed her eyes for a moment. She could still see Jess, the sunlight shining off her hair, laughing as she joined her fellow mermaids in the sea. It was a painful thing to look at. She opened her eyes again. “Thank you for your honesty. May we have access to the main dining room tonight? We’ll want to hold a memorial for her.”

Jovanie nodded. “I will talk to Mr. Curran and make sure that Imagine is cleared out of the room for the night. If there are any issues, they’ll go through me.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s the least we can do.” Jovanie forced herself to look the other woman in the eye before turning on her heel and walking back toward David. It was time to pull her divers out of the water and notify Imagine that the mermaids would be using the cafeteria for the evening. There were times, like these, when she genuinely regretted her decision to become the captain of a passenger vessel. She could have run a garbage scow. She could have operated a container ship.

She could have never been forced to deal with the pain of leaving a passenger’s body in the sea.
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The scientists on the deck were subdued. News of Jessica’s death had filtered back to them through various channels—the crew, the interns, the various Imagine cameramen and support personnel—but they couldn’t take the time to mourn her. Those who had spoken to her in more than passing were sorry for her loss. The rest knew her only as a body on the ship, and were sorry in a more abstract way. None of that collected the data that they needed to harvest from the sea. None of that answered their questions or fulfilled their contracts. Science was not a thing that could be put on hold.

Anne and Kevin lingered around the edges of the group, continuing to film. They had nothing to hang the narrative on at the moment, but a large part of what they did was waiting. Waiting for the light. Waiting for the right scientific accomplishment. Waiting for something to happen.

“Peter? Your computer’s beeping,” called Alexandra, hoisting another probe up onto the rail. She had checked all the calibrations, and was ready to send it down deeper than anything else she had sent into the water. This should tell her what was hiding down there in the bathypelagic.

“Got it,” said the ichthyologist, dropping back into his chair. He brightened. “My descending camera is picking up motion.”

Instantly, he was surrounded by a ring of his colleagues, who moved aside only when Kevin forced his way through with his camera. They wouldn’t have given ground even then, but none of them felt like getting into a fight with Imagine’s legal team over intentionally blocking a filming opportunity. Anne was glued to Kevin’s side, her eyes as fixed on the screen as everyone else’s.

The small camera that Peter had sent down was protected from the crushing depths by an elaborate shell. Even that wouldn’t hold forever; the camera was not rated for multiple dives. The mechanism would inevitably be compromised by the pressure, ending the recording. Until then, drives on the ship itself would capture every moment of footage, preserving it for future review.

As they watched, a long ribbon of a fish swam by, bathed in the greenish light of the camera. “Gulper eel,” said Peter. A squid jetted past, too quickly for anyone to identify its species. A school of smaller fish with brightly glowing spots on their heads and bodies scattered out of the camera’s path. “Lanternfish.”

“What’s that light below the camera?” asked Anne.

There was a momentary pause. Most of the scientists had been so enthralled by this glimpse of a world that most of them would never visit that they had forgotten the presence of the Imagine team. It was an easier thing to do than any of them would have thought before embarking on this voyage.

Finally, Peter said, “I don’t know. There are many bioluminescent fish in the bathypelagic zone; we may be about to encounter one of them. Those lanternfish we just saw are bioluminescent—that’s why they glow the way that they do. It helps them to attract prey and, we think, allows them to identify other members of their species as ‘safe.’”

The light Anne had noticed below the visual frame was continuing to rise, faster than the camera’s rate of descent could justify. Whatever was down there, it was coming up to meet them. The observers leaned closer, some of them holding their breath, others just frozen with the urgency of waiting.

A hand reached out of the blackness and slapped itself across the camera lens. Anne shrieked—just a little. Everyone else was silent, staring.

Finally, in a voice that implied she already knew the answer, Sonja asked, “Is that some sort of deep-sea starfish?”

“No,” said Peter. “No, I don’t think so.”

The hand that blocked the camera had four fingers instead of five, but was as broad as a normal hand; the fingers that were there seemed to be set further apart than was normal, perhaps to allow for the stiff-looking membranes that connected them up to the second knuckle. Two more knuckles extended past that thick webbing, causing several of the scientists to gasp as they finished counting the bones of the fingers. The tips of the fingers extended past the lens, but the end of the thumb was visible, and bore a claw instead of a fingernail. There were no scales; instead, the skin was a strange, chalky gray, and looked slick, like it was coated in something.

“Imagine is messing with us,” said Anton. “They have to be messing with us. I’m going to sue. They promised they wouldn’t interfere with any of our experiments.”

“Hey, man, if this is on Imagine, they didn’t warn us about it either,” said Kevin.

“Why is it a hand?” moaned Anne. “Fish don’t have hands. Why is it a hand?”

“Lots of things have hands,” said Peter, leaning closer to the screen. “Monkeys, otters, even some sorts of lizard. The koala has a hand with two thumbs. Nature enjoys making hands. Almost as much as it enjoys making beetles.”

“Is it a fish?” asked Sonja. “That’s not a cetacean bone structure. Look, here.” She leaned forward and tapped the screen, indicating the central bone of the hand’s longest finger. “That’s too narrow. Even infants don’t have finger bones that narrow.”

“They certainly look like fish bones,” agreed Peter. “I doubt this hand’s owner would have the gripping strength to, say, turn a doorknob or work a stiff lever.”

“So what’s the point?” demanded Anton. “You’re just proving this thing’s a fake.”

“The point is fine manipulation,” said Alexandra, finally joining the conversation. “Fingers like that could pick meat out of shells, or pick knots open. You can do a lot with weak, dexterous fingers.”

“It’s moving.”

Anne’s two moaned words brought everyone’s attention back to the screen. The hand was shifting positions, adjusting its grip. For a split second, it uncovered half of the lens. What looked like a face came into view, only to be obscured again as the hand moved back into place. There was a jerk, and the camera began to descend again, so rapidly that Peter’s depth meter started to beep, warning him that the pressure was building. He leaned forward, typing rapidly.

“Go back to that face,” demanded Sonja.

“I can’t without cutting off the live feed,” said Peter. He kept typing. The meter kept beeping. The picture went black. He leaned back in his chair, shaking his head in disgust. “I lost it. The camera’s dead.”

“The camera may be dead, but it’s still tethered to the ship,” snapped Anton. He bolted for the rail, where he slapped the button that would pull Peter’s equipment back on board. There was a dial next to the winch, controlling the speed. Without waiting for anyone to say anything, he cranked it all the way to full, bringing the camera rocketing back toward the surface.

“You lost the feed, now go back to the face,” urged Sonja, sparing only half a glance for Anton.

“I’m working on it,” said Peter. He resumed typing, more slowly this time. The picture reappeared, running backward until it abruptly stopped on a single frame. The hand was still there, blocking half the screen. The rest…

“Oh, my God,” moaned Alexandra, and turned away, putting a hand over her mouth.

It was definitely a face. It could even have been taken for human, if viewed from a distance, on a dark night. How many mermaid sightings took place during the day? thought Anne, almost frantically, and realized that she didn’t know the answer. Those weren’t the sort of records Imagine had provided when they told her to prep for this job.

There was a nose, of sorts, although it was more a bony outcropping supporting two extended slits than anything that would grace a primate’s countenance. The one visible eye was almost perfectly spherical and glowing from within, bioluminescent green and horror movie black. The mouth was a nightmare of needled teeth set against disturbingly human lips. This was a creature that could pucker up for a kiss right before biting someone’s face off.

Most distressing was the hair. It was black, and swirled around the face in a cloud that obscured the lines of cheek and throat. It seemed slightly too thick for what it appeared to be, and the tips of it were glowing.

“What is that?” demanded Sonja. “What is it?”

“Fascinating.” Peter leaned closer still. “What we’re all interpreting as hair looks like it’s something more akin to the tentacles of the common sea nettle. A large piscean predator—I don’t feel as if I’m jumping to conclusions; with those teeth, it would have to be a predator, especially at such a depth—with adaptations previously thought exclusive to cnidarians. This is going to turn marine classification on its ear. We’ve never encountered anything this complex with cnidocytes.”

“You’ll need a sample to confirm that,” said Sonja, appearing to get herself back under control. “They look like cnidocytes—stinging tentacles,” she added, with a glance back to a grateful Kevin, “but they might be something else. They could be symbiotic, for example. A bottom-dwelling jellyfish that these creatures have co-opted as a form of defense.”

“Wouldn’t that make them at least somewhat intelligent?” asked Anne, snapping out of her brief fugue state. “To be clear, we’re looking at an unknown deep-sea life form with webbed hands, long, flowing hair, and facial features that could conceivably, under the right circumstances, be mistaken for human. You’re the experts here. Are we looking at a mermaid?”

Peter and Sonja exchanged a glance, Peter’s mouth falling slightly open. The woman from Imagine was right—of course she was, the evidence was plain as day, right there on the screen—but somehow, none of them had ever expected to be forced to commit to it on camera. At least not so soon in the voyage.

The depth meter beeped.

“I think that we need further data before we can conclusively say, one way or another, that this creature is, ah, a ‘mermaid,’” said Peter, picking his words with laborious care. “At the same time, I believe I can say that it is not not a mermaid without actually committing to the idea that it is in fact, a mermaid.”

Anne looked politely doubtful. “That sounded like a lot of very careful spin, Professor Harris. As an ichthyologist—a scientist who has devoted his life to the study of fish, including those that live in the deep waters of the Mariana Trench—can you honestly look me in the eye and tell me that we did not just see the first ever recorded image of a genuine mermaid?”

The depth meter beeped.

“I…” Peter stopped and took a deep breath. “It is my opinion, as a scientist and as a scholar, that what we are looking at is a naturally occurring deep-sea creature which has never previously been recorded by science. Whether it is a mermaid or not, I am not yet prepared to say. But I will say this: it very well might be.”

The depth meter beeped a final time, signaling that the camera was within ten feet of the surface. Anton, who was still standing by the rail, gasped. Only the people directly around him heard the sound, which was otherwise drowned out by the waves slapping against the hull. But everyone heard him when he exclaimed, “What the fuck is that thing?”

Then the camera broke the surface, and the naturally occurring deep-sea creature which was still clinging to it for dear life rose along with it. The camera slammed into the winch attached to the side of the ship, nearly dislodging the hissing horror that was wrapped around it.

Seen in the sunlight, the creature was definitely a mermaid: there was nothing else that it could be, no other word that summarized both the humanoid upper body, with its arms and hands and oh-so-nearly human face, and the sinuous, fishy curl of the lower body, which was more like that of an eel than that of a shark. Its tail ended in a pair of ragged vertical flukes, nowhere near as elegantly symmetrical as the neoprene fins of the professional mermaids—these were tattered, functional parts of its body, meant for propelling it through the lightless depths, and not for photo ops or posing on tropical beaches.

That same tail was wrapped twice around the body of the shell that held the camera, holding the mermaid in place. Everyone froze where they were, staring at the mermaid. The mermaid stared back at them, the bioluminescent pinpricks in its hair flashing on and off with dizzying speed.

“Can it see us?” whispered Sonja.

“I don’t know,” said Peter. His voice was filled with an almost childlike wonder. “It wouldn’t need functional eyes that deep, but it seemed to see the camera. It may be a species that moves between levels of the water.” 

“Are you getting this?” demanded Anne.

“Every second,” said Kevin.

“Oh, thank God.” Imagine was going to shit. The entire corporation was going to shit. She was going to be able to set her own terms from here on out. Anne Stewart, first woman to bring back proof that mermaids existed. Anne Stewart, journalistic hero.

The mermaid continued to cling to the side of the camera. The gills in its neck were flexed as it moved its head, peering at the people on the deck. More people were arriving every second, as the interns rushed to see what all the excitement was. Thus far, the sight of the mermaid had stunned everyone into near-silence, or it would have been a riot. Alexandra looked around uneasily, realizing that the riot was perhaps not so far off. They had been told to look for proof that mermaids were real. None of them had honestly expected that they would find it. Now that they had, there was a whole suite of new questions to be asked. Two of the big ones were, thus far, going ignored. Alexandra just wasn’t sure how to ask them without triggering a panic.

Were mermaids intelligent? And if they were—which they might well be, given the apparent cranial capacity and primate-like upper body of the mermaid that was studying them—were they friendly?

Was there any reason in the world to expect a deep-sea predator with that many teeth to be friendly?

Then Anton laughed. “Oh, wow, good one, Imagine. I sort of assumed there’d be some kind of special effects added in post-production, but this. Man, my hat is off to you people. You got enough footage of us all looking stunned? Great, I’m done playing along. What’s this made of, anyway?” He reached for the mermaid, fingers spread as if to touch the creature’s face.

Faster than a snake, the mermaid struck, lashing out and clamping its mouth closed around the first three fingers of his hand. Anton’s eyes bulged in his suddenly pale face. Then, as the blood began to well up around the corners of the mermaid’s lips, he screamed.

The sound seemed to be a catalyst for everything else to start moving again. The mermaid pulled back, its throat pulsing as it swallowed the remains of Anton’s fingers. Blood jutted from the stumps that remained. Anton stared at his shattered hand, still screaming. He was still screaming when the mermaid lunged forward again, mouth opening to an impossible width, and bit his face off. His screams stopped abruptly. The mermaid, which had released the camera in its lunge, wrapped its tail around his body in the same serpentine fashion. It leaned hard, putting all its weight into the motion. Anton’s body hit the rail and toppled over, taking the mermaid with it.

The whole thing had taken less than six seconds. When it ended, there was only blood on the deck and thick white mucus on the camera to show that anything had happened. Silence reigned…but only for a moment. Then, just as quickly, panic took over. Some people ran for the doors. Others began to scream and raced off down the deck. Anne remained rooted to the spot, staring at the bloody spot on the rail where Anton had gone over.

“What the fuck just happened?” demanded Sonja, stabbing a finger at the empty rail. “That mermaid ate his fucking face off!”

“Oh God oh God oh God,” said Alexandra. She couldn’t seem to say anything else. She wasn’t a particularly religious person, but somehow in the face of what had just happened, she couldn’t stop.

“We should have guessed,” said Peter. He slumped backward in his chair. Unlike the frozen ones, he seemed capable of movement; he just wasn’t moving. “We should have known. Mertensian mimicry. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“Oh, fuck,” said Jill. It was the first thing the statuesque cartographer had said since coming onto the deck. Heads turned to look at her. A few people even stopped screaming. “All the stories about mermaids drowning sailors, all the men lost at sea…we never took those into account.”

Kevin’s camera swung around, framing her face in the lens. It was the only thing he could think of to keep himself from screaming.

Heedless, Jill continued: “We said ‘pretty women in the sea,’ and that was good enough, because who doesn’t want there to be pretty women in the sea? We turned monsters into myths, and then we turned them into fairy tales. We dismissed the bad parts. We were too interested in…in…in pretty women in the sea.” She began to sob, her voice breaking on the last words before she buried her face in her hands. Slowly, she sunk down into a crouch, and stayed there, just crying. Under the circumstances, it seemed like the best thing she could do.

Alexandra looked at the scene around her. Then, with a shake of her head, she turned and stomped off down the deck.

“Where are you going?” asked Anne. The story unfolding around her might not be the one Imagine had been looking for, but she couldn’t deny that it was compelling in its terrible reality. If she could just keep thinking of it that way—as a story—then she would be able to hold herself together until it was over. Journalistic objectivity, that was the key. That was what would allow her to survive.

“To tell the captain that we need to turn this boat around,” said Alexandra, and kept on walking.
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There was one group aboard the Atargatis who had not yet heard about the incident on the deck: the surviving members of the Blue Seas mermaids. They were sitting in the main cafeteria, silent and despondent, unable to decide how they could best go about remembering someone who had been alive and vibrant and real, and then suddenly gone. That was the problem, really. It had been too sudden; there wasn’t any time to adjust to a world that didn’t have Jessica in it.

Teal played with one of her decorative hip fins, rolling it between her fingers and smoothing it back down, over and over again. There was a permanent curl in the neoprene from her worrying at it. She liked it. She thought it gave her tail character. Jessica had liked it, too.

“This is wrong,” she said abruptly. The other mermaids turned to look at her. She kept looking at that curled fin, spiraling it in and flattening it out as she spoke. “We shouldn’t be sitting here, all dry and sad, because Jessica went too deep. She knew the risks. We all know the risks. I won’t pretend that drowning is fun, but I’d rather die with my fins on than off.”

“What are you saying, Teal?” asked Sunnie gently.

Teal raised her head. “I’m saying that if we want to honor her life, we should do it in the water. She wouldn’t want to take that away from us. She’d say that when you swallow half the pool, you should jump right into the other half and keep on swimming. Anything else would be letting fear win.”

Slowly, the other mermaids began to nod. “Kim?” said Sunnie.

“Paula and I can bring everyone’s tails down to the dock,” said the woman Sunnie had addressed.

“Good.” Sunnie stood. “Let’s go swimming.”

The portion of deck outside the cafeteria was deserted. The sun was trending downward in the sky; it would be sunset soon. Swimming after nightfall wasn’t necessarily any more dangerous than swimming during the day. The Atargatis was always lit up from within. As long as no one tried for any deep dives, the reflections off the water would be more than sufficient. After what had happened to Jessica, none of them felt very much like diving deeply.

It was a solemn group of women who stripped down to their bras and bike shorts and squirmed into the safe embraces of their tails. Neoprene and plastic hugged hips like a second skin as the mermaids began dropping, one by one, into the waiting deeps. Even then, they didn’t begin their normal frolicking or splashing around. They swam to form a loose circle, their weighted tails making it easier for them to float with their heads and shoulders above the waves.

They looked at each other. Then, slowly, Sunnie smiled. “You were right, Teal,” she said. “This is how I would want to be remembered. In the sea.”

That seemed to be the permission they had all been waiting for. The circle broke, the mermaids swimming in all directions—and while none of them dove deeply, or laughed from the joy of being in the water, they all seemed to be at peace, back in their chosen home. While none of them was quite ready to declare Jessica lucky for her untimely death, they each felt, in their own way, that being lost at sea, while terrible, wasn’t the worst way for a mermaid to go.

Teal was near the edge of the group when a motion caught her eye. She glanced down, and saw a tail whisk by, rendered black and gray by the shadows in the water. She gasped and looked up again, taking a quick head count. All of her fellow mermaids were present and accounted for.

All but one.

Feeling suddenly lightheaded, Teal took a deep breath and let herself slide beneath the surface, straining to see through the dimly-lit water. For a moment, all she could see was herself: her arms, pale against the dark, moving in and out of view as she held herself suspended; the washed-out cloud of her hair. Then, the shadow flickered by again. It was definitely the outline of a mermaid, arms pointed out in front of her to direct her passage through the water, tail beating against the sea.

Teal didn’t notice the differences in outline between the mysterious figure and her missing friend—or if she did, in that moment, she didn’t care. She dove after the other woman, swimming as hard as she had ever swum in her life. She cut through the water with a speed and grace that would have made her a legend in the world of professional mermaids if she’d been doing it on camera, in some well-lit aquarium a hundred miles from the coast. But she did it alone, in dark water, and there was no one to see her.

When the hand reached up from below to hook her arm and pull her under, there was no one there to see that, either.

Several minutes passed before any of the other mermaids noticed she was gone. “Teal?” said Kim, turning around in the water. “Has anyone seen Teal? This isn’t a good time for hide-and-seek, Teal! Come out now, okay? Come out n—” She was cut off mid-word as something jerked her under the waves. Faced with the proof that something was in the water with them, that the disappearances hadn’t been natural, the mermaids did the natural thing.

They panicked.

The screaming from the water attracted the attention of the crewmen on the decks above. Heads appeared above the rail, their eyes going wide with shock and dismay as they stared down at the roiling carnage in the water. Shrieking mermaids were disappearing into the waves, only to pop back up again bleeding from wounds that had mysteriously opened on their chests or bodies. The crewmen shoved themselves away from the rail, running for the stairs that would take them close enough to be of aid.

Sunnie felt hands grab her waist and pull her under. She responded with a mighty kick of her neoprene tail, knocking her assailant away. She resurfaced, and found herself face to face with Kim, who was no longer screaming, because she no longer had a face to scream with. Sunnie did the screaming for her, and when the hands from below grabbed her again, her shock was too profound to let her fight.

Kevin came pelting down the deck, drawn by the sound of screams. He arrived a few seconds before the descending crewmen, and had time to capture footage of the sea alive with thrashing bodies and stained red by arterial spray before those same crewmen knocked him aside, throwing life preservers and ropes down into the blue. None of them dove in to help the women in the water. They were brave—Captain Seghers had always insisted that the people who worked for her be brave—but they weren’t stupid. The sea looked like something out of a horror movie, and no one who entered it would have any hope of getting out alive.

All too soon, the thrashing ended. The body of one of the Blue Seas mermaids floated atop the water, facedown, her tail too covered with blood for its original color to be seen. It could have been almost any of them. Then, slowly, a gray-skinned creature reached up from below the body and pulled itself onto the makeshift raft. The glowing points in its hair twinkled like stars as it raised its head and hissed at the crewmen gathered at the rail.

“My God…” one of them breathed.

“Teal?” said the mermaid. “Has anyone seen Teal?” The voice wasn’t quite Kim’s—it was deeper and throatier, with a soft lisp around the sibilants, thanks to the creature’s many knife-like teeth—but it was close enough, and the words that it spoke were distinctly English.

“It can talk,” said Kevin, feeling sick. He kept his camera trained on the mermaid.

“Teal?” it said again. “Come out now, okay? Okay? Okay?” Then it launched itself from the body back into the water. With a flip of its fins, it was gone, and a second later, so was the floating body of the last of the Blue Seas mermaids.

Silence reigned.




	
		
On behalf of the Imagine Network, we wish to apologize for the graphic nature of the images which you have just seen. As we stated before, they will be removed from all future airings of this documentary. Our goal is not to sensationalize this tragedy, but to better understand what transpired in that single long and unforgiving night.

Based on the time stamps taken from the equipment remaining on the Atargatis, less than an hour elapsed between the first appearance of a so-called “mermaid” on the ship and the first of the mass attacks. The women of the Blue Seas professional mermaid troupe never stood a chance against an enemy that attacked from the depths with an inhuman ferocity.

There were some who would say that their mistake was entering the water. What, then, would those people say was the mistake of everyone else aboard the Atargatis? They remained on the ship they thought would save them until the very end. An end which came all too quickly.

—from Modern Ghost Ships: The Atargatis, originally aired on the Imagine Network, December 2017.

		

	


Part V 

 

Safe on the Shore



 

Bringing a ship the size of the Atargatis back to full thrust was no small feat. Captain Seghers stared unbelieving at the scientists and crewmen now clogging her control room. Mr. Curran from Imagine stood next to her, the two of them transformed by circumstance into uneasy allies.

“I don’t understand,” said Captain Seghers. “You want me to turn this ship around? Do you have any notion of what that would mean for our fuel reserves? We won’t be able to come back here—we’ll have to head for shore. Not to mention that we’d be sailing after dark. The sun is almost down.”

“You sailed dark to get us here,” snapped Alexandra.

“Yes, with preparation and charts and a good idea of what the weather was going to be,” said Captain Seghers. “You’re telling me that one of your colleagues was eaten by a killer mermaid. I hope you can understand that this isn’t something I can just believe. I have to verify the situation before I can do anything else. I’ve sent someone to examine the scene where this supposedly occurred.”

“You’re wasting time that we don’t have,” interrupted Alexandra. “We need to leave now.”

Jovanie frowned. She didn’t care for being ordered around on her own ship. While she tried to be sympathetic, she had her limits. “This all sounds like so much bullshit to me. There’s no such thing as mermaids. If they existed, we’d all know about it by now, and this expedition would never have been approved!”

“Then how do you explain what happened to Anton? Or to Jessica?” Alexandra shook her head. “We saw it take him. We all saw it. There’s video! Call any of the cameramen who were there, they can show you!”

“You mean cameramen working for a network that makes monster movies can show me footage of a monster? Well, there’s a surprise.” Jovanie shook her head. “I’m not turning this ship around without more than that. I have a contract with Imagine, and it says we stay where we are.”

“And the Imagine Network is not about to abandon one of the most expensive fact-finding expeditions we have ever funded just because you have bad feelings about something that showed up on your monitors,” said Mr. Curran.

Alexandra stared at him. “It wasn’t on the monitors,” she said. “It came out of the water. It was on the ship. It ate Anton’s face right off of his head! How can you be so calm about this?”

“I’ve seen no proof of your claims and, as Captain Seghers says, we have a contract.” Mr. Curran smiled smugly. “If you’d like to be released from your contract, I would be happy to discuss reimbursement of your travel and housing expenses, all to be paid to the network before we return to land. For legal purposes, you understand.”

“Why you—” Alexandra began.

A commotion behind her cut her off before she could say anything more. David shoved his way through the group, waving his hands for the Captain’s attention. She looked at him, and he signed, ‘We have a big problem. Monsters in the water. They killed the mermaid women. Ripped them apart. I’ve never seen anything like it.’

“What?” demanded Curran. “What is he saying?”

“Hang on,” snapped Jovanie. To David, she signed, ‘Monsters? What did they look like?’

‘The light was bad—I couldn’t see everything. Their skin was gray, and they had long hair, full of little lights, like Christmas trees. I know this sounds crazy, but they looked like mermaids. Real mermaids, not women playing dress-up.’

Jovanie stared at him for a split second before turning decisively to the helm and saying, “Ready us for departure, get the engines back online, and pull up all the weights. We sail within the hour.”

“What are you talking about?!” Curran grabbed her arm. Jovanie turned slowly to look at him, her eyes blazing with barely contained rage. He didn’t let go. “We have a deal. Even if you don’t want the money for this trip, I’m sure your crew does. We budge from this spot, and no one gets paid. Do you understand me?”

Captain Seghers jerked her arm out of his grasp, her posture suddenly stiff and furious. Curran was the taller of the pair by almost a foot, but in that moment, he felt dwarfed by her fury. “I don’t think you understand me,” she said, voice low and dangerous. “David Mendoza has been my first mate since the day I took command. If he says that something in the water is killing people, I believe him. Maybe you’re willing to risk your life for money, but I’m not—and even if I were, I would not be willing to risk the lives of my crew.”

“You’ll never work again,” he spat. “We’ll sue you for everything you have, and when you don’t have anything left, we’ll find a way to sue you for a little more. We’ll have your ship.”

“I see you didn’t read the entire contract your legal department drew up,” said Jovanie. She sounded almost serene. “I am allowed to call off the trip at any time if I have credible concerns for the safety of my passengers and crew.”

“You can’t genuinely think that mermaids are a credible—”

“Even if I don’t, do you really think Imagine will sue me when that’s going to be my public position? Or are they going to spin this into the best promo money can buy? I’m a sea captain. I can afford to be a little eccentric.” That wasn’t entirely true, and Jovanie knew it. Some of the jobs would drop off after this, if Imagine publicized it—and they would. It was too good not to share. But there would still be work, and her people would still be alive to do it. She couldn’t ignore that.

“You’re making a mistake,” said Curran.

“Maybe. But I trust my crew.” Jovanie turned back to the helm.

The sound of screaming from the deck dragged her eyes back to the door only a second later. She wasn’t the only one. Everyone but David was looking, although none of them moved a muscle to go and see the source of the commotion.

‘What?’ signed David, catching her eye. ‘What’s going on?’

Jovanie didn’t have an answer.
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When the Atargatis had reached its destination over the Mariana Trench, anchors had been dropped to help keep the ship in place. Six anchor chains in all extended from the lowest deck, down into the murky depths.

Six anchor chains provided handholds for the climbing creatures from below. Six anchor chains were swarmed, suddenly covered in light and motion and the occasional soft hissing from the things out of the depths.  They swatted and clawed at one another when they trespassed into one another’s chosen paths, but without malice or rancor; they had a greater goal ahead of them, and did not have time for infighting or territorial disputes.

In a matter of minutes, the top layer of creatures had reached the rail. They hauled themselves over the edge, powerful arms allowing them to crawl along the deck as they slithered in search of prey, leaving a trail of thick slime behind them. The second wave found their passage eased by the slick, gelatinous layer, and caught up quickly. There was no hissing this time. Their prey was close.

Like all hunters, the things from the depths were shaped by and adapted to their environment. They were sleek and streamlined, with only their “hair” creating any drag on their long, lean forms. Food scarcity was not uncommon in the bathypelagic zones, and so they had learned to come up to the surface, to lure in prey with pleasant sounds as well as bright, fascinating lights. There were very few seagulls in their waters, simply because the birds that tried to feed in their hunting grounds never flew away again.

More and more poured up from below as they continued the taking of the Atargatis. Like the seagulls before them, the people aboard never stood a chance.
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Even as the other scientists had scattered, some following Alexandra to see the captain, others consoling a distraught Jonny, or packing up their equipment in anticipation of the upcoming departure, Peter had remained where he was. He played the few seconds of footage from his camera over and over again. He played the footage he had copied from Kevin even more, studying the creature—the mermaid, for lack of a better word—as it rose from the depths, claimed its prey, and disappeared again.

It was beautiful. He thought he had never seen anything so beautiful in all his life; that, having seen it, he could die content, knowing that he would never see anything so beautiful again. He wished he could have seen it for longer. More, he wished he could have taken it apart, studied it all the way down to its bones, and then built it back up again. Dissection without death, discovery without destruction. It was an impossible dream, but then, so was being on the scene when proof of mermaids was finally drawn up from the deeps. He was staring at the greatest scientific discovery his field would know during his lifetime, and if he was overcome by the wonder of it all, it was difficult to blame him.

A slight slithering sound caught his attention. He turned, and somehow it was only right when he saw his mermaid—or another that looked just like it—peeking around the corner of the nearest corridor. Lights flashed in the creature’s tangled “hair” like bioluminescent stars. Its eyes were most definitely fixed on him, tracking his motions with small, swift adjustments of its gaze.

“You can see,” he said, voice low and pleasant. “I thought you could. It’s nice to be sure.”

“To be sure,” mimicked the mermaid, in an imperfect recreation of his voice. “To be sure.”

Peter stared. Mimicry of the human voice as well as the human form. This was aggressive Mertensian mimicry of a degree he had never encountered before. It explained so much about mermaid mythology—the beautiful women, the beautiful songs. They could follow ships for days, listening to the sailors, until they found something the sailors would respond to. Then they could call them to the rail, and to the water, without ever letting themselves be seen to be anything more than a lithe silhouette with long, flowing hair.

“You are a clever thing, aren’t you?” he asked. He didn’t get out of his chair. If there was one mermaid on the deck, it stood to reason that there would be more. They were beautiful predators, and the ocean was a merciless cradle for their development: they would never have survived through the centuries if they had been foolish enough to follow their prey into hostile environments when they weren’t sure of winning. “Do you have a language?”

“Do you have a language?” echoed the mermaid, and slithered closer. It moved like a mudskipper on land, Peter noted. He would have liked to take measurements, to know how fast they could move. He would have liked to take blood samples, to measure blood oxygen, to know how long the mermaid could stay out of the water.

He was never going to know any of those things, and he found that he was content with this reality. He had seen a mermaid before he died. How could he demand anything more?

The mermaid slithered closer still. He could see the small, fluttering membranes inside its nasal passages—the creature was breathing! It was actually breathing! It must have possessed at least rudimentary lungs. But…why? The Mariana Trench was the very definition of deep water. What evolutionary pressures could possibly have led a creature born in its crushing depths to need the ability to breathe air?

“You’re a miracle,” he breathed.

“You’re a miracle,” the mermaid echoed, before it leaned up and carefully, almost delicately, ripped away his throat.
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All over the Atargatis, people—and mermaids—were dying.

Not all of the crewmen were armed, but enough were, and half a dozen mermaids had been shot and shoved over the side before the creatures learned to retreat from humans who held metal in their hands. One of the interns had been wielding Sonja Weinstein’s bone saw, brought aboard in case of large animal necropsy, and was able to slice a mermaid bilaterally before another ripped his head from his shoulders. Peter Harris would have been stunned by what the creature’s entrails and internal organs revealed about it. He might even have warned someone while there was still time. But alas, Peter Harris was already dead, pulled over the side by the mermaid that had taken his throat, his voice, and his life. He gave no warnings, he sounded no alarms; he told no one that the worst was yet to come.

Jill Hale died in a hallway, her body blocking the door to the deck long enough for three more mermaids to slither inside and turn the packed lounge she had been fleeing for into an abattoir.

Jonny Chen died on the deck when his gun ran out of bullets and the mermaids swarmed, reducing him to bloody pieces which they carried with them, one by one, as they dropped back into the sea.

David was heading for the engines, dispatched by Captain Seghers to find out why they weren’t moving yet, when he came around a corner and found three mermaids exchanging quick, furtive hand signals. He froze. Their signs were limited by the webs on their fingers, but he hadn’t spent his life speaking ASL without learning how to recognize other languages.

Maybe they were intelligent. Maybe there was a chance. He stomped the deck, causing all three mermaids to whip around and stare at him. Swallowing hard, he mimicked the signs he’d seen them making, hoping he wasn’t insulting their mothers or something.

The mermaids stared, and didn’t move. David began to think that this might work.

‘David,’ he signed, and pointed to himself. ‘David.’

One of the mermaids raised its hand and cautiously signed something, before pointing to its own chest.

David pointed to the mermaid and repeated the sign. Then he pointed to himself, and signed ‘David.’

The mermaid did the same. It couldn’t quite form the “v,” but what it managed was close enough to make it clear that it was trying to sign David’s name.

He nodded, hoping that the mermaids would put the same meaning on the gesture as he did. Then he repeated the sign he assumed was the first mermaid’s name, and pointed to the rail. The mermaids looked at him blankly. He made the sign again.

The mermaids turned back to one another, fingers moving too fast for him to follow. Then the mermaid he had been communicating with turned back to him. ‘David,’ it signed, followed by the sign for its own name. Then it pointed to the rail.

David nodded.

The mermaid looked as bewildered as it was possible for such a creature to look. It slithered cautiously toward him. David forced himself to remain perfectly still. He was getting through to the creatures. If he could just convince them to leave…

The mermaid lifted itself off the floor, somehow supporting its weight on its tail as it leaned forward, grabbed him, and then pitched over the rail. The two hit the water and vanished without a sound.

The other two mermaids turned back to each other. ‘Strange thing wanted to be eaten,’ signed the first. ‘Why?’

The other mermaid made a gesture indicating its indifference. Who knew why strange things did anything? They were delicious. That was all that mattered.

David drowned before he could be torn apart.
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The engines finally roared fully to life some fifteen minutes after the assault on the ship began. Most of the crew had stopped answering their walkies. David hadn’t been seen since he left to check in with engineering. Captain Jovanie Seghers gripped the wheel, jaw clenched white, and hit the button for the intercom with her elbow.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we are leaving,” she announced. “Stay where you are. We’re going home.”

Crammed into the back of the cabin, Kevin replayed his footage of the first mermaid’s attack over and over again, watching it through the viewfinder. Alexandra and Anne were pressed up against him, their own eyes on the screen. Curran had tried to confiscate the hard drive for “safe keeping” before Captain Seghers kicked him out, calling him a distraction and hence a danger.

Most of the screaming from outside had stopped. He was probably dead now. Somehow, none of the trio could bring themselves to be terribly upset on his behalf.

Alexandra frowned at the viewfinder. “Kevin, did you see any more of these things on the deck before we slammed the door?”

“About twenty,” he said grimly. “They took apart half my crew like they were made of paper.”

“Did they all look like this one?”

“I think so? I have footage, hang on.” He paused the film before fast-forwarding through jerky images. When he stopped, it was on a deck crawling with mermaids, all of them slithering through the slime trails created by their fellows.

Alexandra stared at the screen, cheeks growing slowly pale. Then, to the surprise of everyone around her, she began to laugh.

“You okay?” asked Anne, looking alarmed as Alexandra sank slowly down into a crouch, her hands pressed flat against her face.

“Two,” she moaned. “We’ve answered two questions about mermaids.”

“What?” Captain Seghers turned. “What is she laughing about?”

“Deep-sea fish frequently demonstrate extreme sexual dimorphism,” said Alexandra, not uncovering her face. “One female to dozens, even hundreds of males. They were taking the bodies over the rail. Why? They can’t eat them all. Can’t store food in the water. But they can feed them to something larger. Something they wanted to impress.”

The sea in front of the prow was getting lighter, as if something very bright and very large were rising out of the depths. Jovanie clenched her hands tight around the wheel, and watched it come. One by one, the others in the cabin straightened or turned away from their screens and came to join her, watching as the sea lit up like a second sun.

Only Alexandra kept her face covered the entire time.

Only Alexandra was fortunate enough to die without being forced to see.

 

[image: sectionbreak]

 

The Atargatis was found by the USS Danvers six weeks later, floating without guidance some two hundred miles off its last known position. The window leading to the control room had been smashed from the outside, allowing the waves to damage the controls. There were no bodies found, either there or in the stretch of ocean where the ship had supposedly been anchored before the disaster.

The USS Danvers searched for three days, until her crew became uncomfortable, reporting strange lights in the water, and stranger noises in the night. They turned around and sailed for shore on the morning of the fourth day.

Leave the dark places in the sea for fools and explorers. The USS Danvers, unlike the Atargatis, was going home.

 







 


The female anglerfish is several hundred times the size of the male.

They can be found in oceans and coastal regions around the world.

The inquiry into what happened on the Atargatis is still ongoing.
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