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fter weeks surveying the Navy destroyer, we are ready to
oat her up. Intact torpedoes are still in the racks; the sal-
vage and reuse value is high. The hull and forepart struck bot-
tom at right angles to each other, the gun turrets on the bow
still point outwards, a petrified image of their final, futile act
in the battle with a large fleet of warships that consigned the
ship to the seabed. As the Marine Forensics report states there
is significant fire damage to the port engine room, one of the
two engines and the two inflatable rubber boats on the deck.
Fire swept through the vessel when the boilers exploded and
the water-mist fire suppression system failed; an unimaginable
death of fire and broiling water. Insurance logs declare no sur-
vivors, yet there are no human remains or clothing, and there’s
little marine life contamination, despite being down here for
110 years.

In the Ocean Suit, I can dive for hours. The only sounds are
my heartbeat and raspy breathing, and the rhythmic whir of
the hydraulic lung. I swim back to my ship through the mead-
ows and crowds of glittering fish, enjoying the refuge created
by the long ribbons of Neptune’s grass, growing from rhizomes
anchored on the seabed. Their shredded and torn leaves sway
in the current, intertwining and bundling sea plastic into tight
knots, doing the ocean’s dirty work: absorbing Co2 and releas-
ing oxygen. I bag starfish as I go, to stop them from degrading
the site and eating the coral. I'll give them to Cook. They are a
delicacy we will savour later.

I follow the safety rope up in a column of my own waste air.
Breaking the surface, I touch my thumb and index finger, sig-
nalling all is well. The deck hands, on standby all morning,
spring into action to bring their captain onboard. At the stern,
the powered exosuit effortlessly climbs the steps onto the deck,
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where I step out of its frame, my diligent First Officer coming
forward to wheel it away and stow it in the locker, alongside the
drysuits, oxygen cylinders, aqua scooters and jet skis. The 100
strong crew await my instruction.

Having emerged from the deep, I feel the exhilarating frisson
of warm air on cool skin. The late morning light is brilliantly
bright. Squinting, in the middle distance, I observe a group of
cloud-brightening drones spraying sea water to cool the nearby
reefs, and a white lady dancing across and over the water, zig
zagging this way and that. It won’t cause us harm, but the little
freak cyclone carries the warning that air pressure is low, and
storms lie ahead.

“T'll review the ROV data one last time. Let’s arrange to bring
her up but hoover first. We don’t want to miss anything of val-
ue. And Sal, remind the crew to keep this on the QT. Treasure
is more and more scarce, especially precious old military like
this. I don’t want our competitors finding out before we can
stake our claim.”

“Aye, aye.”

“I'm going to dress for shore. I'll leave at 1200 hours. The Cook
can come to get provisions, otherwise I'll go alone. Tell the crew
they can have the afternoon off; all hands make and mend.”

“Ma’am. ”»

As I pad down the gunwale towards the bridge and my living
quarters below, my bare feet warm on sun-drenched wood. I
pat my hair dry with a towel, as I go, my uneven gait matching
the gentle pitch and yaw of the boat.
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In the wet room, I remove the 3D printed ceramic fixed-blade
knife from my side, placing it in its scabbard, with a sharp
clink, in the self-washing porcelain tiled recess of the bulkhead.
Washing with depleted vegetable oil soap, I shower and rinse
my ivory recycled plastic two-piece bikini, and hang it to dry.
Dressing in a simple white shift dress, again made out of re-
claimed material, that contrasts with my brown skin, I buckle
my Federated Navy webbing belt around my waist, returning
my trusty dagger to where I keep it always close at hand.

Ready to go ashore, I climb into the electric tender tied like a
bowhead to a whaler, and, in one movement, release the straps
and drop the boat to the water. Starting the engine, I head to-
wards Furthest From Thule, a sea stead, protected by trade
agreements and an archaic Act of Grace; built to be inhabited
and destroyed easily in a hurry.

Travelling at speed, saltwater sprays and, in the wind, strands
of ungoverned hair whip across my face. I am excited to make
land. Detail comes into focus: a coastline of cliffs shimmering
in the heat, steep ravines and high paths; screensaver islands,
once mountain peaks, now limpets in a rockpool at low tide.
East on the peninsula, volcanic lava flows from a recent erup-
tion. Reseeded grasslands and young trees root in the fertile
soil. Toxicity-resistant barley, on seasonal release from the
seed arcs, grow on sculpted terraces, tended by robots using
pattern recognition, that till the soil and zap hunger weed, leav-
ing clover for the bees and fixing nitrogen in the earth. Along
the shoreline an impressive array of architect-designed earth
restoration projects are hard at work reclaiming lost land. A
system of hand-dug dykes and drainage canals repair and pro-
tect damaged ecosystems. In the aquatic gardens, marine-to-
matoes, okra, bell pepper, spinach and onion and the fruits of
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date palms, olives and gooseberries grow in open resistance,
ringed by non-native palm trees and imported white sand.
Towering wind turbines rooted in the water warble a continu-
ous low hum as they turn. Light dances off a field of solar panels
to dazzle the curious eye. It is a vision of dreams.

I let the internet cables lead the way, following the familiar
strands as they emerge from the deep, carrying yottabytes
of valuable data across the seabed, connecting communities
across continents. Drawing close to shore, guest houses, tea
shops, and other sunken ruins are visible in the clear water,
just below the surface.

I steer hard left and drop anchor, making the boat do a quick
180, running aground where the network makes landfall in
a quiet place on the beach away from the restoration works.
Jumping into the shallows, I walk across coarse sand; stained
in places by rare earth minerals and mining residue leaching
from extraction pipelines, transporting illegal fossil fuels from
tethered oil fields to networks off world. Exotic sea shells, car-
ried by the rerouted Gulf Stream, lay scattered in the shallows.
Amongst the elaborate ridges, polka dot patterns and spines
, some have high value, especially the delicate Venus Comb
Murex and distinctive Hundred-Eyed cowrie. I will send some
of the crew beach-coming later. Glancing down at my wrist, I
cross-reference my position against New North, adjusted for
the axis shift now the glaciers have melted.

Tracing the cables inland, I join the photovoltaic path climb-
ing slowly to high ground up large non-slip solar panel steps.
Along the way, women from the Commune wave and shout
their greeting, and return to their work, sorting, washing and
shredding sea plastic collected from the beach, making a plastic
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and bitumen composite to trade; the material capable of with-
standing the extreme weather and the water is used to protect
the cables and shore up the few surviving pathways, passable
roads and crumbling buildings.

I cross the cable-walk bridge that once spanned the canyon
and is now a pedestrian walkway linking the promontories. In-
side a network of mid-air animals walkways between treetops.
An early century skyscraper and the crenellations of several
nineteenth-century church towers rise out of the waters. A dis-
cordant chorus of rusty bells sound the incoming tide. A civic
clock displays corporate time that stopped long ago. With each
moon, the water levels rise, cutting off more and more land. In
the flooded landscape, every millimetre matters. We build to
stay afloat.

I climb higher into the lithosphere, where life is less vulnerable.
Entering the grounds of the house, I walk through an ordered,
pastoral landscape of fading and forgotten neo-classical ruins,
grottos, water features and algae-filled pools; statues point the
way. I take the shortcut through the walled garden and the pri-
vate Hyperloop entrance. On the meticulous grass lawn, an M4
tank, taken from a museum, stands ready for action and guard
geese patrol and honk and spit..

The complex is built around an abandoned resort; strength-
ened by steel rods drilled into granite bedrock. Three and four
floor story buildings survive as damp bungalows with water-
logged basements, only accessible by boat. The high rises have
sunk under their own weight; many crumbling into the water.
Locals tell of the night the ballroom fell into the sea during a
storm, taking the guests with it. Like the future, the sea is a
haunted place. Even in the Scarcity, the locals are careful not to
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eat scavenger crabs, afraid to ingest a soul.

The shuttered main house and green-roofed outbuildings are
alive with ferns and trailing plants. Foliage and trees are inte-
grated into the architecture of the 3D printed buildings. The
juddery striations of the walls reveal how they were made; each
layer marking the pauses and adjustments to the nozzle head
as the cement was poured. Painted super-white, the structures
reflect the sunlight and radiate infrared back into space, cool-
ing the building. Floor-length curtains billow from the inside to
the outside, like a galleon in full sail.

3D scanning and printing machines and piles of patents lie ev-
erywhere. The matriarch is sat at her desk, on which photo-
graphs of family stand on the inlaid surface and many objects
are arranged with precision. After generations without prop-
erty, her collections work to reconstruct lost lives. To her left a
small bronze Augusta Savage maquette and an ivory mask of a
Benin Queen Mother; in front, a Nautilus shell and a neat row
of cell phones and a de-encrypter. To her right, a pair of leg
irons and unrolled on a desktop lectern, the sea stead’s Consti-
tution asserts the island’s sovereignty and membership of the
Federation.

“Honey. Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? I would have
asked Cook to stay late.”

Iignore the pretense. Aunty knows I have been here for months.
She will have tracked us from the moment we entered the quad-
rant. Her deep fake comparison technologies monitor all activ-
ity on the island and beyond.

Aunty gets up to greet me with outstretched arms. The banks of

6



motorised smart screens move as she does, following her as she
crosses the room. Exposing herself to pathogens and covering
her body-worn camera, she hugs me warmly but briefly - a rare
sign of trust; childhood poverty and a lifetime in salvage give
her cause to be phobic.

“It was a last-minute decision. Cousin home?
“No. Just me. Everyone has left for the launch.”

In the garden room, each object is a clue that reveals an inquir-
ing mind and a strong sense of someone searching; a fascination
with deep space, deep water and deep generational pain is on
display. Parts of old spacecraft and space debris dredged from
the sea hang from the ceiling and salvaged weapons and ghost
guns are arranged in geometric displays on the walls; amongst
paintings of clipper ships, two paintings, Turner’s The Slave
Ship, and Rembrandt’s The Storm on the Sea of Galilee, take
pride of place. An astrolabe, mediaeval maps and sea charts
drawn by the early explorers and the Dutch East India Trading
Company are displayed in temperature-controlled, watertight
cabinets; focusing the quest to honour unmarked graves.

Nostalgic sculptures of ceramic trees with accurate bark and
leaves, calm the studious room. Handwritten books about heal-
ing herbs and botanical drawings are stacked in well-thumbed
piles. A descendant of the New Silk Road, this woman deals
medicine and seeds, military, and knowledge. A Bitcoin whale,
a trillionaire Scrap Monarch, with unimaginable wealth, she
has all the resources in the world.

We talk over daiquiris, made with twentieth-century Bacardji,
fresh lime and sugar syrup. I play with my glass, wetting my
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finger with the rare liquid and running it round the rim, feel-
ing the traction. A demonic harmony resonates. The sound of a
siren’s call disturbs my host.

“Honey, whenever you do that, a sailor dies at sea,” Aunty
warns.

“0Old superstition Aunty,” though I stop.

Diplomatically she changes the subject. “How’s the dive?”

“We found the gunboat, but we haven’t found the temple yet.
We're close. It’s only a matter of days. Data says it’s somewhere
here in the 59" quadrant. We're remapping the area. That’s
why I have come to see you. I need the sub. I need to go deeper.”

“What’s in it for me?” Aunty asks.

“Liquidity,” I reply. Understanding each other, we both laugh,
and she smiles a sly smile.

“Ok. I'll arrange to have it at the jetty at 0700 hours. You can
pick it up then.”

“Thank you Aunty. We will both be rewarded.”

“Good. I need it back in two days. I have errands to run. A com-
mission.”

“I will return it safe and sound. Tell no one where I'm going.”

“My silence is my honour.”



Returning to the beach and the tender, I stub my toe on some-
thing hard. Bending to see what it is, I pick up a small brass
plaque and rub rough sand away to read the engraved words.
Tarnished and worn, it is obvious that the plaque was once at-
tached to a hotel in the town, before it was carried away by the
waters. I take it with me to the boat. The metal alone has value,
and I am drawn to the words, Shangri-La. Thoughts of Utopia
are conjured in my mind.

Cook is waiting with two kilo cloth bags of sea rice, dried car-
rageen seaweed to make beer and wine, and fertiliser for the
hydroponic gardens. We can survive for months at sea. Board-
ing, the crew take the supplies, passing them to the clean side
to be sanitised, and we take our leave and retreat to our respec-
tive quarters to isolate. Full diagnostics will be back from the
onboard medic in the morning. Until then, quarantine. It is the
price paid for real-world excursions.

In my cabin, I write my blog and review the latest data and sea-
bed lidar. As I work, I listen to the number stations broadcast-
ing their eerie unrelenting code. In the patterns, I try to make
out the forms. Onscreen, I see exposed fossils and all kinds of
shapes that have no name but much personality. I imagine the
tales of sea monsters are true.

The humidity caused by the marine heat wave is unbearable.
Sweat drips from my body. The sound of thunder describes the
distance of the storm. Soon the violence of the sea will match
that of the land.

Knuckles wrap at the door.

“Enter.”



“Ma’am. The storm is upon us. We can’t sail it out, as there isn’t

enough clear water, and we are too close to the sea wall, reef
and land.”

“OK. Remove anything that will catch the wind and drop clear
the area. Close proximity to another vessel is highly dangerous,
a collision could take us both down. Our cargo will act as good
ballast. Make sure it’s secure. We don’t want any old ammo
rolling about below decks.”

“The anchor is dropped and alarmed. I dived to visually in-
spect it myself. It is bedded in and set well, and we have let out
enough scope. We won't sail. The Officer of the Watch will keep
first watch. I'll take the second. Three hours on, three hours off,
through the night.”

Protocol complete. The ship is in good hands.
“I have good faith. Thank you, Sal.”

Two hours later, the Glowworm is plunging through 9-metre
waves. I enter the Metaverse to answer client queries, review
the marketplace, check bids and contracts, and vote on insur-
ance claims. Paid in real time, I track interest and cash out Bit-
coin to my wallet and transfer tokens to the crew.

The virtual world is just as dangerous as the real world. The
end-to-end encryption is good, but the bad stuff perpetrated on
the surface, penetrates here too. Like the outside, all transac-
tions are logged and everything is seen but nobody cares. No
one is accountable. Fuelled by real-world desires and fears, am-
plified for privacy and profit. This is the New Wild West. I am
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alert.

Business transacted, I look for my favourite bar but it has dis-
appeared. The code must have changed. Faced with an empty
planar space drawn by a grid of cyan lines disappearing in all
directions, I am alone. My mood drops in disappointment.

A voice asks, “Are you looking for the bar?”
I turn to see who else is here.

“I am. I thought it would be here.” Surprised, I return a weak
smile, nervous of strangers.

“So did I. Unusual it has shut down without notice. I thought
I'd have received an alert at least.”

“Me too.”
“I know another bar. A sunset bar. We could go there?”

I look at their shiny clothes and customised body, a big easy
smile. Out of character, I say yes.

The beach bar is busy. People out to catch the permanent sun-
set and flow of images, sip ornate cocktails and chat. On the
dance floor, avatars dance like magically animated objects in a
mid-century cartoon. At the water’s edge, we strangers sit to-
gether looking out at a calm sea.

“Tell me about yourself. Corny I know, but I’d like to know more
about you. What do you do?”
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“I'm a freedom fighter.

“The pen and the sword?”

“No. Bad joke. I trade knowledge. I'm an archivist.”
“Books?

“Yes and whatever else I can find. I dive for libraries and rare
cultural artefacts to trade. A good human artefact traded on the
market networks is worth good bitcoin, often far exceeding its
fundamental value. Out of all commodities, old munitions, hold
the highest value. They trade best, pay the bills.”

“There’s a coincidence. I'm buying.”

“Culture? Munitions?”

“Both.”

“So. What are you after?”

“The answer. I can pay.”

“T'll see what I can do,” and we shake, though I have the feeling
that something important is not being said. We say goodbye
and agree to meet again.

The storm passes. Awake early, I use the onboard drone to check
for damage to the hull or the radar. From its vertical vantage,
I view the seascape from above. Our vessel is secure, though I

can see oil has spilled. Further out, in the adjoining quadrant,
I see lifeless bodies and the remains of a small boat floating on
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the waves, probably armed fishing boats responding to a May
Day call.

The domesticated water is busy. It is a web of tightly packed sea
walls, shipping lanes and moorings. In some places it is pos-
sible to drive for thousands of miles, over the makeshift roads
formed by the decks of aircraft carriers, cargo ships, seed arcs,
floating warehouses, landing stages and rafts, fender to fender,
bound together by chains and thousands of miles of cable. In-
terspersed at regular intervals by wave breakers, sea turbines
and wind farms.

In the machine-governed waters, working the blue-lane quad-
rants and boat transfers is more like navigating a system of
canals and locks than the open sea. Goods pass from node to
node, across the weaponised supply chain and economic flows,
through networks of sea sensors and checkpoints that track
digital Bills of Lading, Blockchain certificates and identity
documents, and multiple defence systems alert to iceberg and
pumice rafts, and the global flows of climate refugees. Every-
one’s smuggling something. Everyone’s a pirate.

Suited up once again, I enter the water, swimming to pick up
the sub. Icy cool melt water brought by the storm has caused
the temperature to drop. I pass through a patch of dense fog
and cross an ebullient line of differently coloured waters, that
signals the change in temperature, density and salinity. Above
the seastead, towering plumes of gas billow from the volcano
into the sky and ash falls like snow. Visibility is low.

The sub is at the pickup point as promised; hidden in the sub-
merged roots of a tree, guarded by a military dolphin. On my
arrival, it clicks and swims away. Fish dart in and out of rotten
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timbers and jellyfish pulse; crabs snap at scraps of flesh and
bone brought in with the tide, as it settles to the seabed and into
the food chain. Coming close, I shrug off the exosuit, magnetis-
ing it to the vehicle’s hull, and climb into the large top hatch. I
am keen to get on; ready to dive to what is deeply submerged; to
do the work of a psychoanalyst in fathoming the unconscious-
ness.

Moving along the seabed away from the shore, I cross the con-
tinental shelf. Through the 350-acrylic hull, I observe new coral
reefs fabricated by microscopic life feeding on the human de-
bris. Dropping over the shelf, the thrusters, propellers and bal-
lasting valves ease the submersible down. Light pressure builds
in my ears and a steady pattern of high-pitched pings confirm
each meter of depth gained. I descend down to the hills, and
underwater wine stores, and valleys of the abyssal plain, past
the gunboat. Through marine snow and warm patches of trans-
boundary radioactive wastewater that intermittently freezes
the controls. In the blackness, the only glow comes from the
sub’s lights, fore, aft, port and starboard, across which angu-
lar creatures dart, illuminated for a moment before fading back
into the darkness.

At the coordinates, I navigate around thick columns of cloudy,
geothermally-heated waste, rising from fissures in the seafloor.
Around the vents complex communities of creatures thrive and
herds of sea cucumbers graze. I rest the sub and sit in awe. Few

people have seen this. I question whether I should be here at
all.

I feel an unexplained drag. Slowly, the sub is pulled forwards.
I put the thrusters in reverse, but they struggle, barely tread-
ing water. The motors churn silt on the seabed, revealing an
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unearthly cool glow and an inverted triangle. I didn’t see this
in the data.

A violent current sucks the sub down towards an opening;
claustrophobic, gestational and impossibly tight. Fear and won-
der fill my thoughts in equal measure . The machine enters the
tunnel, its pontoons bumping lightly along the uneven walls.
Taking a sharp turn upwards, the sub rushes upwards, bobbing
to a stop on the surface of a lake beneath a cavernous chamber.
Readouts confirm the temperature is a steady 10 degrees warm,
and the relative humidity is 100%. I know it is safe to get out.

I equalise the pressure and exit the airlock, climbing down to
the deck and take a small leap onto a mosaic stone floor. I wade
ankle deep in water. Memories lap at my ankles. It is hard to tell
where the past ends and the future begins. From an unspecified
source, light shimmers and sparkles on the top of ripples that
change direction and slip away. Electromagnetic pulses shoot
up my legs, adrenaline pumps blood away from my stomach. A
strong sense of purpose leads the way.

The high ceiling cave architecture of the place opens up to mul-
tiple passageways. At the centre, a small building with a domed
roof. Entering, I stretch my arms out to touch the sides of the
one room temple; it fits four people at most. The only sound
is the creak of the old door and wood chair as I sit. Here in
the gold-leafed womb, I feel an overwhelming sense of safety. I
have found it.

Appearing from what seems like nowhere, a monk in corporate
saffron robes and shaved hair, makes the sign of the commer-
cial cross; facing their palms out away from their body to ges-
ture their wish to sell and then up, to buy. It is the orthodox lan-
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guage of stock market traders, never written down; if it were, it
would be incriminatory.

“Welcome. Captain Ryder. I am a future theologist. It shows
your strength of will that you have come thus far and to believe.

I have been waiting.”

“How long have you been here?”

To be continued.
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