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Jack did something unfathomable.

I never thought I’d see the day, but I guess he wanted a change of pace.

Our car situation left a little to be desired. The Devastator was in the impound lot in Pineapple Bay as part of a case. The Porsche was in the shop getting paint and body work. Not to mention driving a coupe in the Florida sunshine was starting to make Jack feel claustrophobic. It was almost illegal to drive anything other than a convertible in Coconut Key.

So he bought a Lamborghini.

A lime green Huracan EVO Spyder—640 hp of naturally aspirated goodness from a symphonic V-10. The last of its kind. The pure-bred engine propelled the car from zero to 60 in around three seconds.

The sound.

Oh my God, the sound.

A race car with a rocket strapped on the back. Stomp the gas, and the acceleration will peel your face off.

It was a completely different animal than the Porsche. Not better, not worse, just a different experience.

With its aggressive stance, sharp, angular lines, fat tires, and a cockpit that could make a fighter jet look outdated, this thing was otherworldly. I wouldn’t be surprised if the designers had access to alien technology.

The pre-loved car was in great shape, and Jack got a helluva a deal on it—though exotic Italian sports cars, and bang for the buck, don't really belong in the same sentence.

Jack pulled out of the dealer's lot with an ear-to-ear grin on his face. He beamed with joy like a kid on Christmas morning—the top down, the Florida sun beaming bright, that glorious exhaust singing.

That sensation of bliss lasted about 30 seconds, then…

BAM!

Metal crumpled and crinkled. Taillights shattered. The impact jolted us forward.

A stream of obscenities flew from Jack's mouth.

I didn't blame him.

We were both dazed for a second, trying to figure out what the hell happened.

"You alright?" I asked.

Jack nodded with a scowl on his face.

He climbed out of the car, rubbing his neck.

I followed.

Bits of carbon fiber littered the asphalt. The decklid, bumper, taillights, parking sensors, exhaust tips, and rear diffuser were all toast.

The white sedan that had plowed into the back of the Lamborghini was in terrible shape—headlights smashed, the hood buckled. Steam billowed from a cracked radiator.

The bumper on the Lambo cost more than the car that hit us.

I noticed something odd.

The windshield was speckled with blood, and a bullet had cratered the glass.

A panicked girl exited from the driver’s seat. Tears streamed down her twisted face as she glanced at the chaos. Then she craned her neck behind her, and her blonde hair twirled.

A black SUV screeched around the corner, and a thug hopped from the passenger seat with a Mac 10 in hand.

Muzzle flash flickered, and bullets flew.

JD and I drew our weapons and took cover behind the white sedan.

The girl crouched below the vehicle. It was at a slight angle—just enough to offer a little protection.

My pistol hammered my palm, and smoke wafted from the barrel as I returned fire.

Bullets crisscrossed the boulevard, pelting body panels and shattering glass.

I don't think the thug was expecting return fire. After a short volley, he hopped back into the SUV. The driver put it into gear, stomped the gas, and squealed the tires. It whipped around and continued through the intersection. The SUV had temp plates, and I didn’t get a good look at them.

With veins full of adrenaline and my heart pounding, I looked at Jack.

He gave me a nod.

I moved to the girl. "Are you okay?”

Frazzled, she nodded her head. "They started chasing me.”

“Who?”

"I don't know. I picked up a fare. Then all of a sudden, they were behind me and started shooting. They killed my passenger.”

I looked her over. The side of her face and hair were speckled with blood, but it wasn’t hers. She didn’t show any signs of injury.

I moved to the backseat and opened the door. A man in his mid-40s lay slumped over. He’d taken a bullet to the back of the skull. It had exited through his face.

Not a pretty sight.

The interior was painted with crimson.

I fished the passenger’s wallet from his pocket, along with a cell phone, while Jack called dispatch.

In his current condition, facial recognition was a no-go for accessing the device. There wasn’t a fingerprint scanner on the phone either.

I returned to the girl. “What’s your name?”

“Paisley.”

I introduced myself and JD.

“You don’t have any enemies, do you?”

“Not like that.”

“You didn’t cut those guys off or anything?” I muttered in jest.

“No.”

I didn’t think this was a road rage incident.

Paisley was cute. Early 20s, soft features, blue eyes, trim figure. Girl next door vibes. I couldn’t imagine these guys would be after her. Most likely her passenger.

I asked Paisley, “Where’d you pick him up?”

“The airport.”

“He have any baggage?”

“In the trunk.”

I asked her to pop the trunk, then I moved around. She did, and the lid lifted.

The sounds of sirens drew near.

Traffic crawled by, people gawking and taking pictures and video.

I snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves, unzipped the small roller case, and rummaged through it, looking for anything unusual.

It contained clothes and toiletries.

Patrol units screeched to the scene, lights flashing. The patter of rotor blades filled the sky as Tango One circled overhead. Paris Delaney and her news crew weren’t too far behind the squad cars.

The sheriff arrived, followed by the medical examiner and EMTs. Brenda and her crew went to work, examining the body.

The sheriff approached with an annoyed face. “You want to tell me what the hell’s going on?”

We stepped away from Paisley, and I gave him an overview.

“Who’s the passenger?”

“ID in his wallet says Steve Davidson. He just got into town, according to her,” I said, nodding to Paisley.

“He sure got a warm welcome.” The sheriff frowned.

“This looks like a hit, but I’m not sure why they kept going after the girl.”

Forensic investigators went over the car, documenting bullet holes and slugs.

The EMTs evaluated Paisley. She was traumatized, but unharmed. I waved her over and introduced her to the sheriff.

I asked, “Had you ever met the passenger before?”

“No.”

“No connection whatsoever?”

She shook her head.

“Did he have any other baggage besides the suitcase in the trunk?”

“No.”

“And you didn’t do anything to antagonize these people?”

Her brow knitted. “No! I’m just trying to pay my rent, and this crap happens.”

“How long have you been driving?”

“Just a few months. And just during the day. I don’t like picking up people at night.” Then she muttered, “I don’t like picking up people during the day, either.”

“Maybe you should find another job.”

“After today, count on it.” She looked at the Lambo and cringed. “Sorry about your car.”

“You got insurance?” JD asked.

Paisley nodded.

By that time, the guy who had sold Jack the car made it to the scene. He looked at the Lambo with a tortured face. “Man, that’s a shame.”

JD said, “I don’t suppose you’ll take it back?”

The salesman laughed. It was all Jack’s now.

Brenda and her crew bagged the body, transferred it to a gurney, and loaded the remains into the ME’s van.

We wrapped up at the scene. Paisley grabbed her purse and a metal briefcase from the front passenger seat. A patrol unit took her to the station to fill out a report and make a statement.

JD and I followed in the Huracán. It was drivable but had certainly lost some of its mojo. It clunked and popped going around corners. There might have been suspension damage.

I logged Steve Davidson’s phone and wallet in as evidence. We filled out reports, then Jack drove the car to Sparky for an evaluation. He was currently getting the Porsche back into shape. If Sparky couldn’t do it, he would know who could. Dealers typically sub the work out anyway.

I caught up with Paisley after she made her statement. "You need a ride home?"

"That would be great.”

I borrowed a squad car and drove her back toward her apartment. It wasn't long before I noticed we picked up a tail—a silver sedan.

Daniels had put a BOLO out on the assassin’s vehicle, but I suspected the black SUV was off the road by now. Probably in a warehouse or garage with the plates swapped. Maybe it had been stolen.

I made a few quick twists and turns to confirm my suspicion. Sure enough, the silver sedan hung with us, several car lengths back.

A spike of adrenaline surged. At this point, anything could happen.
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Ispun up the lights, stomped the gas, and pulled away from the sedan. Cars parted as I blazed down the road. There were certain perks to being in a squad car.

Tires squealed as I banked a hard left.

The car tilted, and Paisley grabbed the oh shit handle.

I barreled down the street, took a right, then a quick left.

With my eyes glued to the rearview, I kept twisting and turning, then circled back around.

I had to give it to the perps—it was a little bold to chase a marked patrol car. This wasn’t just an assassination of Paisley’s passenger. They were after something.

“What’s in the briefcase?”

Paisley gave a sheepish shrug. “Nothing.”

Skepticism filled my eyes. “What’s in the case?”

“Stuff.”

“What kind of stuff?”

“I don’t know. Just stuff.”

An exasperated sigh escaped my mouth. “Now’s the time to come clean. Tell me everything.”

Paisley hesitated a moment, then said, "The guy gave me the briefcase when they started shooting at us. He told me to keep it safe. Then he got his freaking head blown off. I spent 20 minutes in the bathroom at the station, trying to pick all the pieces of that guy’s skull out of my hair," she said with a shiver. "The first thing I want to do when I get home is take a shower."

"I'm not taking you home."

"Where are you taking me?"

"I'll think of something.” I paused. "So you have no idea what's in the briefcase?”

"No. I haven't even had time to look. It doesn't have keys. There's no combination. I don’t know how you open the thing.”

"Did Steve say anything to you when he got into your car?”

"Not really. Just hello.”

"Where were you taking him?”

"To the Surfside Inn.”

My eyes kept glancing to the rearview mirror to make sure the silver sedan hadn’t found us. "Turn your phone off."

Paisley's face wrinkled with confusion. "Why?”

"In case they’re tracking your cell phone.”

“Why would they be tracking my cell phone? I don’t know these people. They don’t know me.”

“They do now.”

She sighed and did as I asked. "Where are we going?”

"I'm gonna take you to the Seven Seas.“

Paisley shook her head. "No, you’re not!”

My brow knitted, and I looked at her like she was crazy.

"That place is expensive. I can’t afford that!”

"The county will cover it. Do not go crazy with the minibar or room service.”

She frowned at me.

"You're going to stay in the room, keep your phone turned off, and tell no one where you're at.”

Paisley gave me a look. "Are you out of your mind? What am I supposed to do? How long am I supposed to stay in that place?”

"Until I get this sorted out.”

"How long is that going to take?”

Another frustrated sigh escaped my mouth. "As long as it takes.”

"And how am I supposed to make money, pay rent, pay bills?”

"We'll figure that out.”

Paisley considered it a moment, then surrendered. "Okay, fine. If you’re gonna take care of it." She paused. "Does that mean I can hang out by the pool and drink margaritas all day?”

"No. That does not mean you can hang out by the pool and drink margaritas all day."

She made a pouty face. "Party pooper."

"I don't know if you’ve been keeping up, but someone is trying to kill you.”

"Why me?”

"I suppose it has to do with whatever is in that briefcase.”

I called Isabella, my contact at Cobra Company. It was an off-the-books clandestine agency. Isabella had vast intelligence resources. If anyone could figure out who Steve Davidson was and why someone would want his briefcase, it would be her.

She answered after a few rings. “What kind of trouble are you in now?”

“Why would you assume I’m in trouble?” I teased.

She scoffed. “I know better.”

“There is a slight situation you could help me with.” I filled her in on the incident.

“I’ll see what I can find out about the victim. Send me a picture of him and his briefcase when you get a chance. I’ve gotta run. It’s a little hectic around here at the moment.”

I thanked her and ended the call.

With a watchful eye on the rearview mirror, I pulled into the parking lot at the Seven Seas and drove under the carport by the main entrance. I hopped out of the vehicle, kept the keys, and told the valet I'd only be a few minutes. I was not about to hand over the keys and let him go for a joy ride in the squad car.

I helped Paisley out of the vehicle, took the briefcase, and escorted her into the lobby. At the front desk, I flashed my badge and said, "I need a room. Preferably on an upper floor.”

The cute brunette behind the counter tapped the keys. "I'm sorry, Deputy, but we're all booked up at the moment.”

"This is official county business,” I said with a smile. “Surely there is something you can do?”
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After chatting with her manager, the desk clerk returned and smiled. “You’re in luck. I can put you in Suite #412. Will that be okay?”

“Perfect,” I said. “You can bill the county.”

“I’ll need a credit card for incidentals.”

I forked over a credit card, and she programmed two keys.

“Put the reservation under Tim Wilson,” I said, not wanting any connection to either of us.

I thanked her, then escorted Paisley across the opulent lobby to the elevators. Tourists came and went, and forks clinked against plates in the dining area. A few people occupied the bar, tipping back fruity cocktails.

The door slid open, and we stepped aboard the elevator. I pressed the button for level four, and it lit up. The carriage stuttered, and lights flashed. It was a brief, worrisome moment before it continued. Paisley and I shared an uneasy glance. Getting stuck in this elevator was the last thing I wanted at the moment.

We successfully made it up to the fourth floor, and the door slid open. We stepped off the elevator, and I escorted Paisley down the hallway, keeping a cautious eye on our surroundings.

At the suite, I slipped the key card into the slot, and the light flashed green. With a twist of the handle, I pushed open the door and ushered Paisley inside. I cleared the bedroom and bathroom as a precaution.

You could never be too careful.

I put the briefcase on the bed and tried to open it. Just as Paisley had said, there was no way to access it. This was a high-tech briefcase. Biotech sensors on handles would read the owner’s thumbprint. I'm sure there was some type of backup system to access the case—perhaps a Bluetooth connection with a password. A case like this didn't come cheap. It was most likely bulletproof and tamper-resistant. I'm sure it had GPS tracking. I hoped that tracking data would only be available to the owner.

I fiddled with it a little bit, but didn't see a way, short of taking a cutting torch or buzz saw to it. Even then, I suspected it would be difficult to get inside.

I took a picture and sent it to Isabella.

"What am I supposed to do about clothes and personal hygiene items?" Paisley asked.

"Call the front desk. Have them bring up a complementary toothbrush and toothpaste. In the meantime, if you give me your keys, I will go to your home and pick up some clothes and whatever else you want.”

She gave me a suspicious look. "I'm not sure I want to give a perfect stranger the keys to my apartment. There's no telling what you might find."

I understood her concern. "Look, if you’ve got any weed or drugs, I don't care. I'm not gonna bust you. My concern is that case and the people who shot your passenger.”

"I'm not sure I want you rooting through my panty drawer," she said with a flirty glimmer in her eyes.

I gave her a flat look. Paisley was a cute girl. "I'll close my eyes and grab a handful.”

She lifted a sassy eyebrow. "Is that what you want to do? Grab a handful?"

Now she was definitely flirting. Even a moron could see that.

"It's totally your call. Either you give me the keys to your apartment, or you wear the same clothes for the next several days."

She frowned and dug into her purse, grabbed her keys, and singled one out. "This will get you into my unit. The building code is 1929. If you find anything embarrassing in my drawers, keep it to yourself."

"I'll be in and out. Just tell me what you want.”

That was a mistake. She gave me a list of clothing items that made “Moby Dick” look like a small pamphlet. "You're only going to be here for a few days.”

"What if it's longer?”

"I can always go back and make a second run.”

"Who's going to feed my fish?”

I sighed. "I guess I am."

"You feed them once a day, and not too much. Jaws tends to overeat, and we don't want his tummy to explode, do we?”

"No, we don't.”

I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. "If you need to get in touch with me, call me from the house phone."

She nodded.

"Like I said, stay in the room. Don't go down to the bar. Don't go to the restaurant. Don't go to the pool. If you get hungry, order room service.”

"You said not to go crazy with room service."

"Don't order Kobe beef burgers or Maine lobster, and we’ll be okay.”

We stared at each other for an awkward moment.

"Are you going to be okay?” I asked.

She nodded. "Listen, thank you for everything. Those guys would have killed me if I hadn’t run into you." She frowned. "Sorry about your friend’s car."

"He'll get over it."

We said our goodbyes, and I moved down the foyer to the door. I peered through the peephole, then cracked the door open and glanced in both directions down the hallway.

It was clear.

I slipped out of the room, hurried down the hallway, pressed the call button for the elevator, and waited. The bell dinged a moment later, and the door slipped open. I stepped aboard and smiled at the gorgeous redhead in a stylish navy blazer and snug skirt. She looked professional. Edible and professional. High heels accentuated her toned calves.

I tried not to stare.

The lobby button had already been pressed.

She returned my smile with one that looked painful to form. She remained aloof and guarded as the elevator doors closed.

I was a big guy and perhaps a little intimidating in an enclosed space. I wanted to tell her she had nothing to worry about, but my word wouldn't count for much in a situation like this. She seemed a little on edge. That was before the elevator stopped and the lights went out.

She shrieked when that happened.

The elevator came to an abrupt halt with a jerk and a clunk.

“What’s going on?”

"Don't worry, I'm sure the power will come back on shortly."

It was an optimistic statement at best.
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We both whipped out our phones and clicked on the flashlight. The beams cut through the darkness, and I flashed my badge. "Don't worry, I'm a cop."

She seemed to breathe a little easier.

"My name’s Tyson.”

"Elana," she said, forcing a smile.

"I don't think we’ll be in here long," I said, trying to put her at ease. Her whole body was tense, and she fidgeted with nerves.

She nodded. "I don't do well in small spaces."

"Slow, deep breaths. Think about something positive."

She nodded again, but the only thing she was thinking about was getting the hell out of this elevator. Elana took a slow, deep breath, then blew it out in a calm fashion. "You know, I can do the whole positive mental attitude thing for a little while. But if we are going to be stuck here for six hours, it's not going to be pretty. And I'm beginning to realize I shouldn't have had all that coffee.”

I chuckled. "I'm sure we’ll be out by then. What brings you to Coconut Key? You don't look like you're on vacation.”

"A little business, a little pleasure.” She looked at her watch. "I'm going to be late.”

"I'm sure they'll understand.”

"I'm giving a lecture here in the ballroom.”

I lifted a curious eyebrow. "Let me guess, how to survive being trapped in an elevator with a stranger?"

A slight chuckle escaped her plump lips. Elana was well put together. Classic features, sculpted cheekbones, emerald eyes.

Sweat had already sprouted on her brow. Her elevated heartbeat pulsed her neck. "Psychology of group dynamics in high-stress environments."

"That sounds interesting.” I was going to leave it at that, but I couldn't help but ask, "What is your experience in the subject?”

"I did my PhD in behavioral psychology. My dissertation was on group dynamics."

"Combat, law enforcement, public service, that kind of thing?"

She nodded. "Submarines, saturation dives, space travel, and other civilian applications as well."

"You have any real-world experience with any of that?" I asked with a degree of skepticism in my voice.

That annoyed her. "I can assure you, I've done more research on the subject than probably anyone else. I'm fascinated by how groups interact. Hierarchies, cohesiveness, normative drift.”

I didn't win any brownie points when I said, "Real life is different than a textbook."

Her face tightened. "What's your experience?”

I declined to list my resume and just said, "Let's put it this way, I've been in a lot of high-stress situations. Some people can handle it, and some people can’t. Sometimes you can pick who’s going to bug out beforehand, and sometimes people will surprise you. The only way to know how you will respond in a high-stress situation is through experience. The crucible of fire, so to speak.”

“The crucible of fire. I like that. I might use that.”

I laughed. “Glad I was helpful.”

I wouldn’t exactly call this a high-stress situation, but she wasn’t handling it all that well.

The lights kicked on, and the elevator moved with a jolt.

We resumed our descent, and Elana breathed easier. She fanned herself, having grown quite uncomfortable.

I smiled. "See, I told you we'd be out of here in no time.”

"Are you always right?"

"Most of the time."

She rolled her eyes. "Typical."

"Excuse me?”

"Oh, nothing," she said innocently.

We reached the lobby, and the doors slid open.

"It was nice to meet you, Deputy…?”

"Wild. Good luck with your speech.”

She lifted crossed fingers and stepped off the elevator. I held the door for her, then followed. She went one way, and I went the other. I hustled back across the lobby and stepped outside. With my head on a swivel, I climbed into the squad car, tossed the briefcase onto the passenger seat, and fired up the engine.

My next stop was the county morgue to see if I could get the dead man to open his briefcase.
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It was a gruesome sight. Laid out on a gleaming metal slab in the autopsy room, Steve Davidson wasn’t recognizable. The exit wound on his face ensured a closed casket. The pale green fluorescent lighting wasn't helping his situation either.

The room had that sterile antiseptic smell, mixed with the traces of death. Formaldehyde and bleach. The sloped epoxy floor had several drains. Brenda kept the place spotless, despite all the carnage. There were scales, sinks, and hoses. Scalpels and bone saws. A portable X-ray machine. All kinds of chemicals. Masks, boxes of gloves, and everything else you needed to keep the horror show rolling.

I felt a little weird about doing it, but I wrapped the dead man's hand around the case handle and pressed his thumb onto the biometric scanner pad.

I gritted my teeth when it didn't unlock. A wave of frustration pulsed through me.

I tried several times, to no avail.

"Are you sure that's his briefcase?" Brenda asked.

I shrugged. "I'm not sure of anything. This scanner probably has temperature and pulse detection.”

“We can try heating his hand up?”

I grinned. "I like the way you think.”

"Brenda grabbed a hairdryer, plugged it in, and used it to heat up the man's hand. Then I wrapped it around the handle again and pressed his thumb on the biometric pad.

It still didn't open.

I held my thumb on top of his, hoping my pulse might give the impression of life to the scanner.

No dice.

"What do you think is in the case?" Brenda asked.

"Something worth killing over.”

"I wonder if he would think so?"

I glanced at the portable X-ray device. "Let's take a look."

Brenda hurried across the room, grabbed the X-ray machine, and wheeled it over. I set the briefcase on an empty table, and she positioned the unit over it. With a C-arm that held a flat panel detector under the table, we’d have a view inside the suitcase in a matter of moments.

Brenda fired up the machine and zapped the briefcase. A moment later, a digital X-ray appeared on the screen.

We both frowned at the results.

It was just a massive white radiopaque area.

"The case must be shielded," she said. "Looks like Mr. Davidson took privacy and security seriously. I'm even more intrigued now."

"That makes two of us.”

"What are you going to do?”

"Find out what's inside," I said with an optimistic grin.

I thanked her for the assistance, then left and made my way back to the parking lot. I climbed into the squad car, tossed the briefcase onto the seat again, and fired up the engine.

The Florida sun baked the asphalt.

I wasn't exactly sure what to do next. Technically, I was supposed to log the briefcase in as evidence. But I knew we had a problem with operational security. It wouldn't be the first time something had gone missing from our property department. Until I found out what was inside this case, I wasn't keen on letting it out of my sight.

I put the car into gear and drove to Paisley's apartment. She lived in the Del Mar. It wasn't a bad place. The six-story midrise was popular with young twentysomethings and had a reputation for a party vibe. There was under-building parking, a large pool, and always a party on the weekends.

I parked in the visitor lot, gave a look around, and grabbed the case.

The area looked clear, but there were plenty of cars in the parking lot, and plenty of places to hide. I didn't see the black SUV or the silver sedan that had followed us earlier.

I hustled to the main entrance, punched in her building code, then strolled through the lobby and took the elevator up to #304. The hallway was clear, and I hurried to her apartment.

I slipped her key into the slot, twisted the handle, and pushed open the door. I drew my pistol for good measure before stepping into the foyer.

The barrel led the way as I crept down the foyer, across the hardwoods, past the kitchen to my left. The apartment opened into a spacious living room with a balcony.

It was a one-bedroom, and the door was closed.

I moved to it, held up for a moment, then twisted the handle. I flung open the door and swept my pistol across the room.

The bedroom was tidy, and the bed made.

I was starting to feel a little paranoid, but after the day's events, I figured somebody might come here looking for Paisley and the briefcase. Maybe they had already been here. Maybe they were here now.
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After I cleared the apartment, I found a roller case in the closet and started packing it with the list of items Paisley had given me—toothbrush, toothpaste, face wash, moisturizer, cinnamon apple body moisturizer, mascara, lip gloss, concealer, makeup mirror, underwear, socks, t-shirts, birth control pills, allergy meds. I didn’t bother with the Donna Thorne cocktail dress and Jimmy Choo heels. She was supposed to be staying in the room, not strutting around the bar, drawing attention. In that low-cut dress, she’d get plenty of it. I didn’t bother with the phone charger, laptop, or any other tech device that could be tracked.

When the case was full, I lugged it back to the patrol car. With a watchful eye, I climbed in and set out for the Seven Seas. Not long after I pulled out of the lot, I noticed the silver sedan in my rearview a few car lengths back.

I called dispatch and told them to send another patrol unit to pull over the silver sedan. It didn't matter the reason, just ID these guys and find out who they were.

I drove around the island, intentionally keeping my speed down, letting them tag along. The county would be able to track the GPS on the squad car. It wouldn’t take long for another patrol unit to be on their tail.

I guess these guys got wise to what I was doing. They turned off after a few blocks.

I made a few twists and turns and circled around before heading back to the Seven Seas. Again, I parked at the entrance under the carport and told the valet I'd be back in short order. I hustled across the lobby, past the waterfall, past the baby grand piano, to the elevators and bolted up to the fourth floor. Positive I wasn't followed, I still kept a wary eye on my surroundings.

"It's me," I said when I knocked on the door.

Footsteps shuffled down the foyer a moment later, and Paisley peeked through the peephole. She unlatched the deadbolt and pulled the door open with a relieved look. She backed away, and I wheeled the suitcase inside and set it on a stand.

"Were you able to get everything?”

"Mostly?”

"Did you feed the fish?”

I grumbled to myself. "No. I forgot. Sorry. I was distracted.”

Her eyes flared, and her jaw tensed.

"I will do it on my way home.”

"Promise?”

I laughed. "I promise.”

Paisley took the opportunity to rummage through her suitcase and make sure I got everything she needed. She seemed reasonably pleased. “Where’s my dress?”

I gave her a look.

“Okay, okay. I won’t leave the room. I’ll have no social life.”

“It’s better than no life.” I gave her my card and told her, "Call me anytime, day or night.”

She nodded.

"Don't draw attention to yourself.”

"I won't.”

I gave her a skeptical look.

"I promise!"

"No beach, no pool.”

She frowned at me. "You’re no fun.”

“I’m plenty of fun. I'm just trying to keep you alive.”

Paisley sighed. "I know. I just can't believe this is happening to me.”

"Be glad you didn't get shot in the face.”

She cringed. "Did you find out any more about that guy?”

I shook my head.

We said our goodbyes, and I headed back down to the lobby. I had half a mind to stop in and listen to Elana’s lecture.

When the elevator opened on the first floor, curiosity got the best of me. I walked down the hallway to the Coconut Ballroom. With a gentle touch, I pulled open the door and peered inside. It was full of CEO types in suits, listening intently to the gorgeous redhead pontificate about high-stress group dynamics and strategies to improve cohesion and productivity in an office environment.

"In short," Elana said, "only through the crucible of fire will a person's true character manifest. But with systems and protocols in place, groups can fall back to their training in times of uncertainty and stress. It is essential to have these protocols in place. Thank you for your time."

Resounding applause filled the ballroom.

I couldn't help but smirk.

Of course, Elana was mobbed by CEOs when she came off the stage, all looking to probe her for deeper insight. They were giddy schoolboys, handing out cards, angling for one-on-one counseling.

I hung out for a bit and waited for the crowd to thin before approaching. "Seems like it was a success.”

Elana gave me a surprised look as she gathered her things. "It seems to have been well received.”

"Nice touch at the end."

“I told you I would use it. Were you checking up on me?”

"I had to run a few errands and found myself back here. I thought I'd stop by and see how it went.”

"Well, you saw," she said, still in that aloof tone.

"I might like to see more."

She lifted a salty eyebrow. "I guess you’ll just have to attend my next lecture.”

"When is that?”

"I'm not sure yet.”

I dug into my pocket and handed her my card. "Let me know when you schedule it."

"Are you really interested in what I have to say? All your experience is in the field. My knowledge is just academic. I can’t imagine what you’d benefit from it.”

"Let's just say I like to keep my mind open to learning new perspectives."

She didn't buy it.

Elana marched toward the door, and I followed. Not in a stalkerish kind of way, but we were both heading in the same direction.

"How long are you in town?"

"Well, I’ll be in the area for the next month.”

"More lectures?”

"That and other things.”

"What other things?”

She gave me another saucy eyebrow. "Is that any of your business?”

I smiled. "I'm inquisitive by nature.”

"I suppose that's fitting in your line of work. What exactly do you do, Deputy?”

"Special Crimes.”

"What constitutes a special crime?

"Something that demands expert resources. Murder, kidnapping, terrorism.”

"And I suppose you're an expert with resources?”

I grinned. "You could say that.”

We made it across the lobby and stepped outside. She handed her ticket to the valet, and the kid hustled to get her car.

I pointed to the squad car. "That’s me. It was a pleasure. Enjoy your stay on the island.”

I left, not wanting to look too interested. She had my number. If she wanted to get in contact, she could call.

I hopped into the squad car, tossed the briefcase onto the passenger seat, and fired up the engine. I pulled out of the lot and kept my eye on the rearview, looking for threats.

I needed to figure out what to do with the briefcase.


7




"What did Sparky say?" I asked Jack when I returned to the Avventura.

Jack just shook his head.

I didn't press the issue. I knew it would be expensive.

Disappointment tensed Jack’s face. I knew how much he wanted to get back into another open-top car. We’d been without the Porsche for so long, there was nothing to satisfy his sports car itch. I had the sportbike I could get on when I needed that sense of death-defying adrenaline. But with current events, we'd have plenty of adrenaline to keep us going.

“Well, look on the bright side,” Flynn said. “It’s just an excuse to buy another car.”

The free-spirited movie star always had an upbeat take on life. His trademark phrase, “You’ve gotta ride the wave, go with the flow, let the Universe be your mojo,” encapsulated his philosophy on life. He always seemed to surf through the peaks and valleys without letting it dampen his spirits. He’d been on top of the world and at the bottom. He’d seen fame and heartbreak and gone from rags to riches and back again. Now he was financially set and rebuilding his career for the pure sake of doing something cool and fun. He’d recruited me into the madness, and I was working on a script based on the Mickey Malibu story and some of our previous adventures.

Flynn had already started drinking. He lifted his glass to toast. “Gentlemen, since this is my last night on the island before I head into the great unknown, I say we do it up in style.”

Flynn had been staying with us for the last few weeks during his mission training on the island. Trying to keep a low profile with Flynn around was nearly impossible. But the paparazzi had died down from the initial rush when he first arrived.

“JD and I have an errand to run," I said. "What did you have in mind?"

"Good food, good drinks, and good friends," Flynn said with a grin.

"Well, it seems like we've got all of that," JD said.

"Given the current situation, I don't know if gallivanting around the island is a good idea right now," I said, then I told him about the incident.

"Hell, I don't need to go out carousing around to have a good time. We’ll order in, run your errand, then see where the night takes us.”

I didn’t want to let the briefcase out of my sight. I also didn't want to carry it around everywhere. Putting it in the property department was not an option at this point. There were plenty of places to hide it around the boat, but it wouldn't be too hard for the perps to figure out where I lived. The moment I left the boat, they’d ransack the place, looking for the item. Plus, this thing probably had a GPS tracker.

There was a solution for that.

I had some woven copper Faraday fabric. I grabbed it from a storage compartment and wrapped the case with several layers, then used gaffer tape to secure it. Surrounded by a makeshift Faraday cage, it would block any tracker or mobile signal.

At least for now, the case was off the grid.

Jack ran to Diver Down and grabbed dinner to go. He brought it back to the boat, and the three of us chowed down on the sky deck, watching the last rays of sunshine sink over the horizon, painting the sky in pastel colors.

Isabella called me back. "That case is a TitanVault. State-of-the-art. Bulletproof. Drill proof. Biometric scans with pulse detection. I'm not going to say there is no way into that case. There is always a way. But it's not going to be easy. Those cases don't come cheap, either. Whatever is inside is worth protecting.”

"Yeah, I already tried a few techniques that didn't work."

"There's something else…"

I stifled a groan.

"Your victim's face is too mangled to get proper recognition. I ran his name through the database. Something is off. His credit history is short. Three months. A few purchases. Looks like a dummy ID. If you can give me his fingerprints, I can do a more comprehensive search.”

I thanked her and told her I'd be in touch. Then I called Brenda. "Have you run Steve Davidson's prints yet?”

"I was just about to call you. Steve Davidson is not Steve Davidson. His real name is Nathan Mercer. At least, that's what the database tells me.”

"Who's Nathan Mercer?”

“That’s your job to find out.”

"I figured you would say that."

I thanked her for the information, then called Isabella back and told her the man's true identity. She said she would look into it and get back with me. She was in the middle of something. I didn’t ask.

After I hung up, I did a quick Internet search for the name. Not much came up—a CareerLink profile in the technology and defense sectors, alumni information from MIT, and an article featuring Nathan about off-grid living.

We inhaled the burgers and fries, then grabbed some supplies and transferred them to the Raptor. I cast off the lines. Jack took the helm and navigated us out of the marina. Once we passed the breakwater, he throttled up, bringing the boat on plane. The small HPDE tactical boat carved through the swells. The moon hung low in the sky, shimmering the water. The stars flickered above. A few lazy clouds drifted in the sky. It was a nice evening. Any chance to get out on the water was a welcome relief. Nothing else seemed to matter out here. We left our troubles behind at the shoreline.

But somehow, trouble had a habit of finding us.

Jack was doing well. His shoulder had pretty much healed. Still a little sore and achy from time to time, but all things considered, he had a lot to be thankful for. We all did.

It took about an hour to get to Emerald Cay. I figured that was as good a place as any to hide the briefcase.

Flynn had a lot of questions.
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We circled the island, making sure we were alone. Jack pulled into the bay, and we dropped anchor in the shallows. I grabbed a shovel, flashlight, the briefcase, and a backpack with bottles of water and snacks. I climbed over the gunwale and marched up the beach to the tree line.

Jack and Flynn followed.

We took a narrow path through the underbrush, crunching on leaves and stepping over fallen logs. The dappled rays of moonlight filtered through the canopy.

In the meadow, high grass swayed with the wind. Across the field was the old World War II-era bunker and artillery platform. Twisted weeds and vines reclaimed the structure. Tagged with graffiti, it was a common hangout for kids, drug dealers, and ne'er-do-wells.

We’d had our fair share of experiences on Emerald Cay, not all of them good.

Mosquitoes buzzed, and I slapped my skin when the vultures made a landing. The air was humid and sticky, and the briny breeze coming off the water felt good.

"Where the hell do you want to bury this thing?" JD asked.

I glanced around, looking for an appropriate landmark. There was a tree that had been struck by lightning and split in half. It was unmistakable. I figured it was as good a place as any to bury the case.

This wasn’t the first time somebody buried something out here. We'd dug up a few artifacts in our time.

I walked to the tree and marched off a few paces to the north. I stabbed the shovel into the ground and stomped on it with my heel. The blade pried up a mound of dirt. It was soft enough here. I figured we could dig a few feet down without too much trouble.

It didn't take long to work up a sweat as we dug out a hollow pit. The mosquitoes continued to swarm. The breeze would push them away for a bit. When it died down, they'd return.

With the three of us going at it, it didn't take too long. But Jack had to take frequent breaks. His shoulder wasn't exactly loving the idea. I told him not to push himself, but Jack wasn’t the type of guy to pay attention to limitations. Neither of us ever wanted to admit defeat. Especially not against the battle of time. It comes for us all eventually.

I figured a few feet would be safe enough. I placed the case in the pit, and we covered it with dirt and packed it down. Then we grabbed leaves and twigs and covered the pit, so it was indistinguishable from the rest of the terrain.

I snapped a photo and made a note in my phone about the location. It would totally suck to bury the case out here, then not be able to find it again.

I glanced around, making sure we were still alone. It was just us, the wind, and the mosquitoes. The stars and moon were the only witnesses to our clandestine adventure.

I said to Flynn, “Not a word to anyone.”

“Who am I going to tell? Besides, where I’m going, I won’t have much contact with the outside world.”

Tired and sweaty, we twisted the tops off bottles of water and guzzled them down. Rehydrated, we grabbed the gear and made our way back to the boat. We tossed everything aboard, climbed over the gunwale, and weighed anchor. Jack took the helm and fired up the engines. He navigated us out of the bay, and we circled the island once again to make sure no one else had made their way out here during our operation.

Satisfied no one had seen us, we headed back to Coconut Key feeling somewhat accomplished. I figured the case was safe. It would buy us a little time to figure out who Nathan Mercer was and why he was killed.

Flynn sparked up a joint on the ride back.

I gave him a sour look. "Flynn! You can't do that."

He dismissed the notion. "Come on, live a little, brother. Where I'm going, I'm not going to be able to indulge in any sensory delights for 21 days.”

"Are you sure this is an adventure you really want to go on?" I asked.

Flynn looked at me like I was crazy. "Hell yes! This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Plus, you’ve seen what kind of publicity this has already generated." Flynn took another drag, and the cherry glowed. He exhaled the smoke, and it drifted away with the breeze as we bounced across the water.

He leaned in with a grin, those mischievous eyes cooking up all kinds of plans. "Think of the possibilities. There is a story in this training mission. There is a story in the actual mission. Everywhere I look, there's a story. And together, we’re going to produce them all. I'm talking blockbusters."

Flynn loved to dream, and dream big. Nothing wrong with that.

"By the time I get back to the surface, I'll expect you to have finished the first draft of the Mickey Malibu story. We gotta stay on schedule."

“I’ll have it done,” I assured. At the time, I couldn’t have imagined how the next few weeks would unfold.

We returned to the marina, grabbed our gear, and transferred to the Avventura. Buddy greeted us with excitement as we boarded the boat. I knelt down and petted the little Jack Russell, then grabbed his leash and took him out for a short walk.

Isabella called me back when I reached the parking lot. "I've got some information on Nathan Mercer. I don't know if it helps you figure out what's in that case, but it's a start."
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“Nathan is an interesting cat," Isabella said. "Graduate of MIT, bounced around a few different technology companies, then worked as a defense contractor at Ravenwerks Industries. Got fired for insubordination, safety violations, and generally poor disposition. Didn’t get along well with others. Not a team player. Disappeared, went off grid, and built his own lab. He filed for bankruptcy 10 years ago and has been a rather eccentric recluse ever since. No presence on social media. Has shunned a lot of modern technology and demonized social media.”

"Obviously, the guy’s extremely paranoid, traveling under an alias," I said.

"10 years ago, he was talking about people trying to kill him and said they would do anything to destroy and discredit his work. I think he may not have been far off the mark.”

"You have any idea what he's been working on for the last decade?"

"No,” Isabella said. “I can't find anything, and trust me, I've looked.”

"What was he doing in Coconut Key?”

"He didn't have a phone in his name, and he never used a burner from his off-grid compound. If he was communicating with someone in Coconut Key, he was very clever about it. He could have been using a remote terminal, an encrypted email, a burner phone away from his compound, who knows?”

“I found a phone on him. It’s at the department. The IT guys are trying to get into it. They’ve made a clone of the device.”

“If you give me the IMEI number, I can link it to a cell number and check the history. Should be able to get that information from the SIM card or it could be printed on the battery compartment or the battery itself.”

“I’m on it.”

“I'll keep digging into this. I'm intrigued."

"Thank you. I appreciate that.”

"I take it you didn't get into the case yet?”

"No, but I stashed it someplace safe for the time being."

"Be careful. Nathan Mercer was a brilliant man by all accounts. Judging by the heat around this thing, he was onto something game-changing.”

"Believe me, I will remain on high alert.”

"Alright. Talk to you later."

I thanked her again, ended the call, then I called the IT guys. They had already pulled the IMEI number, and I sent it to Isabella.

Flynn and JD were on the sky deck when I returned to the Avventura, sipping a cocktail. I poured myself a glass of whiskey and joined them. I filled JD in regarding my phone call with Isabella.

Flynn lifted his glass to toast. "To new adventures.”

"To new adventures," JD and I said in unison, clinking glasses.

We sipped whiskey, told stories, and had a low-key night. We both wished Flynn well on his adventure, eager to hear the tales he'd return with.

The next morning, I woke with the sunrise, pulled myself out of bed, and stumbled down to the galley to fix breakfast.

Flynn was up, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, ready for the day. By the time I finished cooking breakfast, Jack had stumbled into the galley. When the food was done, we dished up plates and feasted at the breakfast nook on ham and cheese omelettes, hashbrowns, French toast, pancakes, waffles, and crispy bacon. We washed it all down with hot coffee.

It was a breakfast fit for a king. There was no telling what kind of food Flynn would be eating for the next three weeks. Mostly prepackaged freeze-dried fare. Nothing luxurious or extravagant. Stuff that would meet the basic calorie requirements and keep you alive. Certainly not comfort food.

For the next 21 days, he'd be an aquanaut aboard a subsea habitat that would serve as an analog for a mission to Mars. Funded and designed by the billionaire, Tristan Hawke, the goal was to simulate a contained environment while performing basic tasks similar to what astronauts would encounter on the journey to Mars. It was the best way to simulate the intense pressure and danger of a space environment. One mistake could mean death.

A manned spaceflight to Mars was no walk in the park. It was decades away, but Tristan Hawke was blazing forward, full steam ahead. This simulation aboard the Oceanus was the first step in an ambitious undertaking with a tight timeline. The exercise would prove invaluable in learning how to deal with extended mission times and creating self-sustaining environments in space.

Tristan had planned a return to the moon. His goal was to build a moon base that would ultimately serve as a platform for the launch of the mission to Mars. Without Earth's gravity, launching from the moon would reduce several significant hurdles. It wasn't an easy task by any stretch of the imagination, but in Tristan’s mind, it was doable.

Tristan was a savvy marketer. He knew how to sell projects and build enthusiasm. With a celebrity like Flynn McQueen on board, at least for the training portion, it would ensure news coverage. Of course, there were plenty of critics, but Tristan didn't seem to care. Any publicity was good publicity.

Flynn was right. This was an adventure of a lifetime. Dangerous and demanding, it would be something for the history books. The possibility of setting foot on the moon was too good to pass up. It was ripe with the potential for a Hollywood blockbuster.

There were video cameras all throughout the habitat, and Flynn would make daily vlogs. The whole thing would be recorded for posterity. It was a win-win for all involved as long as nothing went wrong. A failure during one of these training missions could scuttle the whole project or delay the timeline.

The flatscreen in the galley droned with the morning news. A cute brunette financial anchor said, “Novenergy Petroleum’s stock skyrocketed today after CEO Jordan Bingham announced an exclusive development deal in San Montego. With an estimated 300 billion barrels in reserves, it’s a boon for the company. Here with us now is Jordan Bingham.” The anchor smiled and said, “Thank you for being with us today.”

“My pleasure. I’m happy to be here.” Jordan was late 30s, with wavy sandy-blond hair, a narrow face, and powder blue eyes. “This is a win-win for everybody. As we develop the area, we’re estimating 1 to 2 million barrels a day.”

“How did you manage to pull this deal off when everyone else failed?”

Jordan smiled. “A lot of hard work and schmoozing. And, of course, a generous profit participation deal with the local government. Like I said, it’s a win-win.”

They chatted for a bit, and the anchor wrapped up the segment. “Thank you, Jordan. Up next, we have a man with his sights set on the stars. But to get there, he’s focusing his efforts in the opposite direction. Here to tell us about his deep-sea habitat, Oceanus, is Tristan Hawke, founder of Stellar X.”

Flynn howled with glee.

The interview cut to a remote feed with Tristan Hawke. The anchor welcomed him to the show. “You’ve been all over the news lately, doing a non-stop press tour. You must be very excited.”

“I am over the moon, as they say,” Tristan said with a chuckle. “There have been other subsea habitats, but nothing like this. At some point, we hope to have aquanauts living full-time on Oceanus, developing the biosphere, growing their own food. It’s part training mission, part experiment in self-sustainability.”

“It sounds extremely dangerous. And you will have a notable celebrity on board.”

“Safety is our primary concern. Space is perhaps the most dangerous environment, and there is no margin for error. That’s what makes Oceanus a great proving ground. Whether we have a celebrity on board or not is irrelevant. Every life is precious. If we are to survive as a species, we must become multi-planetary.”

“My man,” Flynn said. “He’s got vision.”

“Do you have any concerns about Tropical Storm Adrianna? Current projections have it making landfall near Coconut Key.”

“Oceanus is 300 feet below the surface and fully self-sustaining. They have more than enough supplies to weather the storm. If the storm gets bad, our support vessel will return to base in Coconut Key or ride the storm out elsewhere. I’m not concerned. There will always be challenges to face. But I can assure you, nothing is going to stop this mission.”

After breakfast, Flynn gathered his things. A horde of paparazzi gathered on the dock as we left the Avventura. Cameras closed in, and fluffy boom mics hovered overhead. Paris Delaney and her crew were on the scene. They all shouted questions as we escorted the movie star through the crowd.

"Flynn, are you nervous?"

"What do you think life will be like the next 21 days?

"Are you really planning to go on one of the manned missions to the moon?"

Flynn just smiled and said, "I'm just riding the wave, going with the flow."

The line was always a crowd-pleaser.

We climbed into the Wild Fury van, and Jack drove us across town to Salt Point Harbor.

The horde of media followed.

Jack found a place to park, and we hopped out and hustled down the dock to the DSV Curiosity. The support vessel would take Flynn and the rest of the crew out to the dive site. A pressurized bell would take them down to the habitat, where they would remain for the next 21 days at saturation.

It was a commitment.

Once at that depth, they would need four to five days of decompression upon return. Any break in protocol could result in death. In an emergency situation, you were on your own. You had to rely on your crew members and the preparedness of the habitat. It wasn't like EMTs were going to come and save your ass.

Flynn gave us a bro hug on the dock before boarding the Curiosity. "I expect a helluva party when I come back."

"Stay safe, brother," I said.

"You know it.”

JD and I stood on the dock and watched Flynn cross the gangway along with several other crew members.

I saw someone I did not expect. In hindsight, it wasn't all that surprising.


10




“What the hell do you want to do about this storm?” JD asked when we returned to the Avventura. “I think we need to move the boat.”

It was the smart thing to do, given the current weather models.

“We’re in the middle of a case,” I said.

“Tell that to Adrianna.”

He had a point. “Look, I’ll call my guy in Miami, rent a slip. We can have the boat up there by the end of the day. We can stay up there for a few days, hit the clubs, and get away from the chaos here. With those assassins running around, it might not be a bad idea.”

Jack called his guy, and I rang Teagan. She was at Diver Down, tending bar.

“Hey, do you mind looking after Buddy and Fluffy for a few days?”

“Not at all. What’s up?”

I told her about our plans to move the boat. “Just as a precaution. I think it would be easier if they stayed here with you. We could get up to Miami, and the sheriff could need us here. Then I’ve got to wrangle them.”

“You know I’m down anytime. Just bring them by the bar, and I’ll take them home with me.”

“You’re a doll.”

“Don’t forget it,” she said in a cutesy voice.

After I ended the call, I grabbed Buddy’s leash, found Fluffy’s travel case, which she did not like, and hustled down the dock to Diver Down.

“You think it’s going to get bad?” Teagan asked when I joined her at the bar.

“You’re the psychic. You tell me.”

She sneered at me. “I don’t know. The news gives it 50-50, but what do they know.”

“It could turn,” I said, being optimistic. “Hopefully it does.”

She frowned. “We’ve gotten lucky the last few storms. Maybe it’s our time.”

“Don’t say that.”

Harlan sat at the end of the bar, sipping a longneck. “It ain’t gonna amount to nothing. That’s what I say.”

“I hope you’re right,” I replied.

“What do you want to do about the bar?” Teagan asked.

“We’ll keep an eye on this thing and board up if we have to.” I paused in thought. “I’d stick around, but Jack will need a hand with the boat.”

“I can manage,” Teagan assured. “It’s not a big deal. Alejandro is around. He can help, and I can always hire out whatever I need, at your expense, of course,” she said with a grin.

“You manage the place. It’s at your discretion.”

Teagan smiled. “Consider it handled.”

I took Buddy and Fluffy up to the loft above the restaurant, then hustled back to the Avventura and packed a bag.

I shared my thoughts with Jack.

“That’s a lot of boat. And I’m gonna need help getting it up to Miami. I say we run up there and re-evaluate. If it looks bad, we’ll catch a flight back and help Teagan secure the bar.”

Sounds like a plan.

I called Paisley to check on her before we left. “Are you behaving yourself?”

“If you’re asking me if I’m bored out of my mind, the answer is yes.”

I chuckled, then told her about our run up to Miami.

“I want to go.”

“I don’t think that’s the safest option for you. But we’ll be back soon.”

“What if I need something in the meantime?”

“I’m a phone call away.”

“What about this hurricane thing?”

“We’re keeping an eye on the situation.”

“What if I need to evacuate?”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“Yeah, but if you’re not around, what am I supposed to do? I don’t have a car, remember? I’m kinda stuck here.”

I sighed. “Ok. I’m going to pick you up, and you’re going to Miami with us. You can stay on the boat, or we’ll find a hotel for you.”

“Yay! What kind of boat?”

“A nice one.”

“Now this is starting to sound like a vacation.”

I left the Avventura, hustled down the dock, hopped into the Wild Fury van, and sped over to the Seven Seas. I collected Paisley from her room, checked out of the hotel, and escorted her into the van. With my head on a swivel, I pulled out of the parking lot and drove back to the marina at Diver Down, making plenty of unnecessary twists and turns to make sure I wasn't followed.

I found a place to park, locked up the van, then showed her to the superyacht.

Paisley's eyes rounded with surprise. "When you said boat, I didn't know you meant cruise ship."

I laughed.

"This isn’t a boat. This is a mansion on the water."

"Glad you like it.” I escorted her across the passerelle to the aft deck.

"I could really get used to a place like this.”

"It's just temporary.”

She frowned at me as I slid open the door to the salon and gestured her inside. She took a step in and soaked in the luxurious accommodations.

"You have really good taste," she said.

"Thank you.”

"And you work for the county?" she said with skeptical eyes.

"No. I volunteer for the county.“

I escorted her across the salon, past the formal dining area, into the foyer, and down to the below-deck state room. At the moment, she had her pick.

I put her in a queen birth with a private en suite. "There's a fold-down TV if you get bored, galley’s on the main deck, make yourself at home. The refrigerator is fully stocked. Unlike the hotel, I don't mind if you get into the minibar. Just don't get drunk and fall overboard. You are old enough to drink, aren't you?”

She gave me a flat look. "Yes, I'm old enough to drink. I'm old enough for a lot of things," she said with a sultry eyebrow.

She was a good-looking woman, but that was a headache I didn't need at the moment.

"We’ll be underway soon. If you think you’re going to be seasick, I've got some Dramamine and some sea bands. Let me know well in advance."

"I don't get seasick."

"Good to know. We should be in Miami later this evening. Same rules apply. No phone calls, don't tell anybody where you are."

"What if you're abducting me?” she said with a mischievous smirk.

"You're free to go at any time. But if you want to go, I suggest you do it soon.”

She frowned at me. "I'm just playing with you. I kind of like the accommodations. It’s nicer than my apartment.”

I left her to get settled in, then hustled back up to the main deck. I disconnected shore power and water, and Jack took the helm. I cast off the lines. He navigated us out of the slip, and we cruised past the breakwater. I joined him on the bridge, and he throttled up.

He plotted our course on the nav screen, and I sat back and tried to unwind. We'd take turns at the helm to avoid fatigue over the next nine hours. Like Jack had said, it was a lot of boat to manage, but doable. We were plenty used to puttering this thing around Coconut Key. Taking it on a transoceanic voyage would require an entire crew.

With the amount of fuel we’d burn, this would be an expensive trip, but it was better than letting the boat get ravaged by a hurricane.

The Avventura sliced through the teal swells, heading north. She sure was something underway. A real head-turner. So was Paisley. She decided to take up residence on one of the forward sun pads au natural. With skin glistening with oil and mouthwatering curves, she was hard to ignore.

“She can stay on the boat as long as she likes,” JD said.

“I figured you might say that.”

JD and I tried to keep our eyes on the horizon. Paisley was quite the distraction, but we managed to get to Miami without hitting anything or running aground.

It was a little after 10:00 PM when we arrived at the marina. Jack navigated the boat into the slip, and deckhands helped us tie off. We might see a little wind and rain up here, but nothing major. Still, we secured the boat as best we could.

We weren't the only ones who had the idea. The marina filled up fast. Every available slot they had was taken. We were lucky to get in when we did. If Jack hadn't known the guy who ran the place, we’d have been out of luck.

By the time we got the paperwork filled out and the slip paid for, it was definitely time for a cocktail.

We sat on the sky deck under the stars and raised our glasses.

“Mission accomplished,” Jack said.

“Since this is a completely different city, and no one knows we’re here, we should go dancing at a club,” Paisley said.

I chuckled. “We are not going dancing at a club.”

"Well, you don't have to go,” she said with a sassy smile. “I can go and tell you all about it later."

"I don't think that's a good idea. You do what you want, but…"

She frowned at me. "Okay. I'll be a homebody. But nobody knows we’re here, right? You weren't followed. You're good at what you do.”

"What if somebody sees you?”

"I don't know anybody here.”

"I can’t keep you safe if you’re not gonna play by the rules."

She raised her hands in surrender. "I'll play by the rules. I'm just saying. At least I’m out of that hotel room.”

We had a few drinks under the stars, then called it an early night. Possibilities swirled, but I decided not to pursue that for now. No need to complicate the situation with Paisley. She was a witness in an investigation. That was complication enough.

Two days later, the sheriff called with bad news. It looked like we just couldn’t catch a break.
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"We've got a problem," Daniels said.

I groaned. "What is it now?”

We had just finished breakfast and were enjoying a nice moment on the sky deck.

"You’re not going to like this, but there's a situation on the habitat."

"What kind of situation?"

"Somebody's dead. I don't know who at the moment. Communication is spotty right now. They're trying to get comms back online.”

My throat tightened. We had plenty of adventures with Flynn, and he'd become like a brother. I thought the worst, but hoped for the best.

"As you know, according to Florida law, that body can't be moved until it's been evaluated by the medical examiner. Now, Brenda does not have any training or experience with saturation diving, and you two nitwits do. That means you are my only option. You’re going to go down there, assess the situation, and preserve the evidence. But as you know, this is not going to be a quick trip.”

"Copy that."

"Get your things together and meet me at the station. I'll take you out to the DSV Curiosity. You’ll go down to the habitat, and Brenda will walk you through a remote evaluation. Once that's complete, you two will investigate the situation, determine if this was an accident, and arrange for the recovery of the body. That body can't be brought up immediately without decompression damaging tissues. It will have to go through deco like everyone else.”

"I'm aware.”

"That means you have to find a way to pack it on ice for four days, or it's gonna be plenty ripe. There will be someone in deco to handle it from there.”

“There’s one slight problem. We’re in Miami.”

“What the hell are you doing there?”

I told him.

“I don’t care how you do it, just get your asses here pronto.”

“Send Tango One.”

“That’s 40 minutes up and 40 minutes back. Time is wasting.”

“I’ll figure something out. Let me make a few phone calls and see what I can rustle up.”

“Next time you’re going to be out of town, let me know.”

I ended the call and relayed the information to Jack.

Concern filled his eyes. "Is Flynn okay?”

I shrugged, then called a buddy, Tommy Thornwood. Turbo ran a helicopter charter business shuttling tourists around the Keys.

Tommy picked up after a few rings, and I told him the situation.

“You’re in luck. I’ve got a guy flying a corporate client to Miami now. I’ll have him pick you up on the way back. Where are you?”

I told him. “You’re a lifesaver.”

“I know. You owe me one. Maybe a dozen.”

“Probably two dozen at this point.”

Tommy had helped us out on numerous occasions.

He said he’d be in touch and ended the call. I called the sheriff back and told him we found a ride.

“What about me?” Paisley asked.

“You’re staying here.”

She shifted with discomfort. “You’re going to leave me alone? When are you coming back?”

I cringed. “It’s going to be a minute.”

“How long is a minute?”

“If all goes well, a day down and four days in deco.”

“A week!?”

I nodded.

“What am I going to do for a week?”

“Try to stay out of trouble.”

“Who’s going to protect me?” she sassed.

“Just the other day, you were wanting to go out to the clubs.”

“I wasn’t serious.”

“You said yourself, nobody knows you’re here.”

“Well, yeah,” she said in a pouty voice.

“You can stay here, we can take you to a hotel, or you can ride back with us and let the sheriff figure it out.”

Paisley thought for a half second. “No, I’d rather stay here.”

I figured she’d be safe. I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the assailants in days. By now, I’m sure they realized she didn’t have the case.

“I need a gun or something,” Paisley said.

I gave her a look. “Do you know how to use one?”

“Yes, my dad took me hunting all the time when I was little.”

I shared an uneasy look with JD.

He shrugged.

“If I give you a gun, you have to promise not to shoot anybody unless they’re trying to kill you.”

She gave me a flat look. “Do I look like a psychopath?”

“Jury’s out.”

She sneered at me.

Against my better judgment, I gave her a gun and showed her how to use it. After demonstrating her proficiency in handling it, I felt a little more comfortable.

“Don’t rob a bank with it,” I warned.

“Oh, no. I won’t do anything like that. That’s crazy. I’ll start with liquor stores first,” she teased.

“We stocked up on food yesterday, so you should be fine for a week. Call the sheriff if you need anything. Don’t have any parties on the boat.”

“Not even a little one?”

My eyes narrowed at her.

“Kidding.”

“Don’t make me regret this.”

She scoffed. “Everything’s going to be fine. Relax. I’ll look after the boat.”

JD and I prepped our gear and prepared for a week-long excursion.

Tommy called and said his guy was en route and would pick us up.

We said our goodbyes to Paisley and hustled down the dock to the helipad. The high-end marina catered to the ultra-rich and was one of the few with a heliport. If you were really rich, you had one on your yacht.

Rotors thumped, and the sleek black helicopter touched down. Rotor wash bent trees and grass.

We crouched low and hurried to the craft. Once inside, we shook hands with Eddie, and Jack pulled the door shut. We put on headsets, and Eddie lifted us from the tarmac. He angled away, and the marina grew small as we headed south.

I looked back at the Avventura, hoping I’d made the right decision to leave Paisley there alone.
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The ride was quick. Forty minutes later, Eddie put us down on the helipad at the station.

JD and I thanked him, then hustled inside to find the sheriff.

With an annoyed face, he said, “It’s about time you numbskulls got here.”

We hurried down the dock and boarded his patrol boat. Brenda and her crew joined us.

I cast off the lines, and the sheriff took the helm. He navigated us out of the marina and throttled up once we passed the breakwater. The aluminum patrol boat carved through the teal swells, heading out to sea. Gulls drifted on the breeze, and the sun beamed overhead, sparkling the water.

"Do we know anything more?" I asked.

The sheriff just shook his head. "I can tell you one thing, this weather isn’t going to last long. They’re saying Adrianna could reach category five.”

Hurricane season had just begun, and the first storm out of the gate would be a monster. Dark clouds gathered on the horizon, and the wind picked up.

The boat bounced across the swells, and the engines howled. Mists of saltwater sprayed. That sensation of dread twisted my stomach. I wasn't sure what we’d find when we got down to the habitat.

It didn't take long to reach the DSV Curiosity. It served as the main support vessel for the habitat. It had a royal blue hull with Arctic white trim. Everything about it was spotless and state-of-the-art. Capable of sailing the globe in the harshest conditions, Tristan hadn't spared a dime on the vessel.

He and Captain Abrams greeted us on the deck when we boarded. We had met Tristan before on another bizarre case that involved his manned commercial spaceflights and his groundbreaking propulsion system. His company, Stellar X, was shuttling rich tourists out of the atmosphere and back—a 20-minute flight that would let you experience weightlessness and see the earth from a perspective that few had witnessed.

Tristan was the kind of guy who didn't take no for an answer and believed everything was possible.

We made introductions, then got down to business.

"I need a status update," the sheriff said.

Tristan and the captain exchanged an awkward glance.

"Comms are still down for some reason," Tristan said. "I'm not sure why. There are many variables. But the habitat has a retractable surface buoy that allows for wireless satellite communications and high-speed Internet. It also has a backup Aqualink modem that will provide low-bandwidth data connections in case of emergency. The habitat is powered by solar buoys that are also retractable during times of inclement weather.” He glanced to the horizon. “And with the way things are looking, that might be a necessity soon.”

"What went wrong?" I asked. "Was this an accident or something else?"

Tristan shared another awkward glance with Captain Abrams. "From what we can ascertain, there has been an accident. Some type of electrical short.” He paused before continuing. "We have a pressurized chamber that will take you down to the habitat. From there, you will transfer to the Oceanus, where you will remain at pressure during your investigation. Once you have concluded your business, you will return via the pressurized chamber, then transfer to a deco chamber aboard the Curiosity, where you will remain at pressure for five days." With a nervous grin, he said, "I hope you don't mind small spaces.”

"Not a problem," I assured.

"I know you are both well-versed in saturation diving techniques and protocol."

"They're the most experienced members on my team," the sheriff said.

"I expect this to be routine," Tristan said.

"There's nothing routine about this," I said.

"Well, yes, I agree. Hopefully, this kind of thing does not become routine either. But we need to determine what happened and how to avoid it moving forward." Tristan took a deep breath. "Due to our tight timeline and our mission goals, we would like to continue the training as scheduled.”

JD and I shared a look with the sheriff.

“You’re not shutting this down?” I said to Tristan with surprise.

"Gentlemen, we're simulating a mission to Mars. The crew won't have the luxury of aborting once they're halfway there. They will have to deal with any situation that arises. The death of a crew member is something that should be anticipated on an extended voyage." Then he added, "Obviously, I don't want to put anyone at risk, and if there is a serious malfunction aboard the habitat that caused this incident, we will alter our plans. Otherwise, it is my preference to see the mission through as planned.”

"Time’s wasting," I said. "Let's get down to it.”
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The hyperbaric compression chamber was like a small submarine. A pressurized tube with bunks, a dining area, a restroom, and a pressurized pass-through for supplies. This would be our home for the next five hours during blowdown—the time it would take to compress. At sea level, the surface pressure was 1 atmosphere. At 300 feet below the surface, the habitat was 10 atmospheres.

There was no easy way up or down without risking severe consequences.

"I know you’re both familiar with the process," the hyperbaric tech said before we entered, "but be on the lookout for signs of HPNS—tremors, confusion, blurred vision, dizziness, nausea. Let me know at the first sign of any of those symptoms. Once you’re at pressure, you will transfer to the diving bell, where you will be lowered to the habitat. Once again, you will dock and transfer under pressure. There will be a brief hold at 10 meters, then a final stabilization hold at your target depth for roughly 2 hours. It is crucial at that time that you monitor for any symptoms of HPNS or other health concerns.”

JD and I climbed into the hyperbaric chamber.

The sheriff was there to see us off. "Good luck, and stay safe."

I gave him the thumbs up, and the tech closed the hatch and sealed us in. We both knew this was going to be a ride, so we brought bags with clothes, toiletries, first-aid supplies, medication, and anything else we might need for the duration. Of course, I had my pistol, a backup, and extra ammunition. With a satellite buoy, we would have Internet and cell service, theoretically. I brought my phone, Bluetooth ear buds, and a tablet.

At 300 feet, we’d breathe a heliox mix. With that pumped into the hyperbaric chamber, it didn't take us long to start talking like chipmunks. Quite comical at first. It was hard to take anything JD said seriously for a moment. These would be our voices for the foreseeable future. We’d get used to it after a while, but we had good fun for a few minutes with our new personas. It was the last bit of levity before the chaos. Once in the habitat, there would be nothing to laugh about.

The pressure intensified, and my ears popped as I constantly tried to equalize. Once we’d been thoroughly compressed, we transferred through a hatch to the diving bell and sealed ourselves in. Now the real fun would begin. It was a slow process, with our first stop at 10 meters, just like the tech had said. So far, no signs of tremors, dizziness, or nausea.

All was good.

The deeper we got, the slower the process.

At 300 feet, we made our final hold for two hours, staying in contact with the DSV to make sure all was well.

The DSV had computer-controlled thrusters to maintain proper position over the habitat. The diving bell had its own navigation thrusters, controlled by the surface, and optionally within the bell itself. After six hours total, we locked onto an exterior hatch, then made the final dry transfer to the habitat.

Flynn was there to greet us, but his ever-present grin was missing. "Am I glad to see you two.”

I breathed a little easier knowing Flynn was still alive. "What happened?"

"We're still trying to figure that out," he said.

The crew was there to greet us, all with somber faces. They were dressed in deep-blue mission suits made of breathable wicking material. With their names above their chest pockets, along with the habitat logo, it helped orient us to the crew.

“I’m David Wong, currently in command,” he said, extending his hand.

David stood about 5’11 and had dark hair, a strong jaw, and an athletic physique. In his late 30s, he had a commanding, yet unsettled presence. Understandable. Everyone here seemed unsettled.

He introduced the rest of the team. “This is Judy Weyland, she’s an anthropologist, specializing in colony planning and cultural cohesion.”

Judy was an attractive brunette in her early 30s with wavy chocolate hair that hung past her shoulders. She had big dark eyes, full lips, and fair skin. With puffy eyes and mascara streaked by tears, it was easy to see she was close to the deceased. She wasn’t the only woman with puffy eyes, looking distraught.

Wong continued, “This is Ross Blum. He’s a botanist. He specializes in astrobiology. He’s responsible for the biosphere garden, among other things.”

We shook hands. Ross was a nerdy guy in his late 20s with a round face, thick black-framed glasses, and short curly brown hair. I’m not quite sure how he passed the physical fitness exam. He was a little soft around the midsection.

“This is Quinn Marston,” Wong continued. “And her husband Mitch. Quinn handles tech support and system data. Mitch handles logistic supplies and redundancy. As the operations specialist, he is responsible for all the consumable supplies. If there’s anything missing, it’s his fault.“

Mitch forced a slight chuckle and shook our hands. He looked like he could have played a doctor on a soap opera. With perfectly quaffed hair, a square jaw, and a charming smile, he looked the ideal fit for his blonde bombshell of a wife. Quinn’s golden hair hung well past her shoulders, and her trim figure made the mission suit look stylish.

"This is our medical officer, Dr. Robert Norrington," Wong said.

Norrington was mid-50s with a trimmed beard that was graying. He had shaggy brown hair that hung to his mid-ear.

"And this is Dr. Elana Hartwell, our psychologist. She's the one who’s going to keep us from going insane as the pressure ramps up.”

"No guarantees," she said, extending her hand.

"Pleasure to see you again. Though I was hoping it would be under better circumstances," I said.

"You two know each other?” Wong asked.

"We met briefly at the Seven Seas," I replied.

"Oh, and I almost forgot, Chuck Trask," Wong said, making the introduction.

Chuck extended his hand.

I had never met the man before, but I was somewhat familiar with him. Trask ran an advanced defense research company. He was a young guy in his early 30s with long brown hair and a mustache and goatee. A colorful figure, pushing the boundaries of technology, he’d made the rounds on the podcast circuit, promoting his new tech.

At first, I wondered what a defense contractor was doing aboard the habitat, then it made perfect sense. I'm sure he was working in conjunction with Tristan, developing advanced weaponry both for undersea and space warfare. A colony on the moon or Mars might need to defend itself at some point, and the research could trickle down to modern weapons development. I wouldn’t be surprised if Trask had some financial involvement in the habitat and the planned space missions.

"Where's the deceased?" I asked.

A solemn look tensed the faces of the crew.

"Follow me," Wong said.
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If you were claustrophobic, this was not the place to be. The habitat was a multi-chambered facility with passages that connected the different compartments. Portholes throughout offered a view of the deep sea, though at this depth there wasn't much light—a deep blue twilight.

It took a certain temperament to live like this.

Conduit and cabling lined the bulkheads. Emergency equipment, fire extinguishers, and bailout bottles were strategically placed throughout the facility. The grated floor allowed drainage. A central moon pool contained two mini-submarines for exploratory missions. Advanced heliox rebreathers, wetsuits, and dive helmets were stowed in lockers. The ambient water temperature at this depth in the Keys was 45-50 degrees. Cold enough to induce hypothermia in short order. These rebreathers and wetsuits would suffice for short emergency dives, but for longer durations, dive suits with umbilicals and heated water were mandatory.

The hum of computers and machinery filled the air, along with the sounds of the sea that transferred through the hull. There was no mistaking where you were—at the bottom of the ocean with no easy way to the surface.

We followed Commander Wong through the maze of passageways, through hatches, to the engineering room. On the deck lay Denver Weyland, the former commander of the habitat.

He was a handsome man in his late 30s with light-brown hair that was slicked back. He had chiseled features, a square jaw, and a trimmed mustache and goatee. His blank, ice blue eyes stared at the ceiling.

“This area is now off limits until we process the scene,” I said.

“For how long?” Wong asked.

“Until I say.”

His jaw tightened. “This is a mission-critical area. My crew will need access.”

“Clear it with me first. This shouldn’t take too long, then we’ll be out of the way.”

I snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves, knelt down beside the body, and felt for a pulse. Weyland was cold to the touch. He’d been dead for quite some time. At least seven or eight hours, maybe longer.

I pulled out my phone and snapped pictures of the compartment and the body. Wide angles at first, then closer shots from multiple angles. Then extreme close-ups on Weyland’s face, neck, hands, etc. Then I took video of the scene and the remains as I commented notes.

Weyland’s suit had been unzipped, his shirt cut away, and defibrillator pads attached to his chest. The AED sat on the deck nearby.

Once I’d documented everything, I asked, "What happened?"

"There was an electrical malfunction," Wong said, hovering just outside the hatch with the others looking over his shoulder. "That's my guess, anyway.”

"What was he doing in here?"

"We had just gotten back from an excursion in one of the mini-subs. We’ve been having some charging issues with the batteries. The system will send an alert if it's not charging properly. I think Weyland came to check on it.”

The room was filled with control panels, gauges, switches, knobs, and breaker boxes.

"It's possible there's a short in the recharge system,” Wong continued. “He could have come in here, touched the control panel, and gotten a shock. The voltage is pretty high. It could have induced cardiac arrest."

"Did Weyland have any health issues?”

"Not that I'm aware of," Wong said.

Judy stepped forward. "No. Denver was in great shape."

"We all go through a pretty rigorous physical examination," Wong said. “EKG, stress test, psych evals. The last thing you want is a medical emergency down here.”

"Was anybody else in the compartment when the incident occurred?” I asked.

Wong looked around at the group. "Not that I'm aware of."

"What about video surveillance? Isn't this whole thing streamed live on the Internet?”

"We had a system glitch. The cameras stopped working.”

"Have you restored communication with the DSV yet?" I asked.

"I'm working on it," Quinn said, making her way forward. "The short fried a module. I need to replace one of the capacitors on the board and reinstall it. Fingers crossed, that should give us our satellite back. We’ve been communicating via the Aqualink, but we’re having some problems with that as well.”

"Maiden voyage," Wong said. “We’re still working out a lot of the bugs.”

I tried to contact the surface, but there was still no cell service. I said to Quinn, "How long do you think it's going to be before you get the satellite back?”

She shrugged. "I'm not sure.”

"Whatever you can do to speed up the process would be appreciated," I said.

"If you don't need me anymore, I'll get back to it.”

I nodded, and she gave a brief glance to Wong before taking off.

I looked over Weyland’s body and didn't see any obvious signs of trauma. I examined his skull. Nobody had smacked him with a pipe wrench. Weyland was in good shape. I didn't think he dropped dead of a heart attack, but it wasn't out of the realm of possibility. Perhaps a high-voltage electric shock exacerbated a pre-existing arrhythmia.

I stood up and looked around the compartment. "I need to speak with all the crew individually."

Wong nodded.

“Who attempted CPR?”

“I did,” Wong said.

I moved to the breaker box and pulled it open. A breaker had been tripped. Upon closer examination, I saw two circuits had been bridged with a piece of metal.

This was no accident.

Weyland was murdered.
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Jack dusted the breaker box for prints. But it would be a week before they would be processed through the system.

"I need a list of everyone who has been in this compartment," I said.

The crew looked at each other with blank faces.

"Everyone has access to this area,” Wong said. “There is no real privacy on the habitat except for the heads.”

“This is an active crime scene as far as I'm concerned, and by law, this body cannot be moved until a full evaluation has been done. Is that understood?”

Wong gave a grim nod of acknowledgment.

"Who's been in here since the accident?”

Wong shrugged. "It's hard to say. Just about everyone.”

I frowned. "Who discovered the body?”

"I did," Wong said. "I came in and found him like that on the floor after the power surge. The lights dipped, and some of the electronics reset. First thing I did was come in here to see what happened.”

"Did you touch the body?"

David nodded. "Yes. I felt for a pulse, then began CPR with chest compressions. When he didn't respond, I grabbed the AED and went through several cycles." David frowned again and shook his head.

“You said you’d just come back from an expedition," I said.

"Yes."

"Who was with you?"

"Chuck and Commander Weyland.”

"What did the mission involve?"

“Routine inspection. There are miles and miles of fiber-optic cable on the sea floor. Part of our job here is to examine the cable, look for any damage, and repair said damage if need be. It's part of the teambuilding exercise, getting used to working in difficult environments. Plus, it brings in revenue for the habitat." Then he added, “I don’t know if this is important, but I think Commander Weyland was suffering from HPNS. Myself and Chuck had noticed slight tremors in his hands, and he seemed a little confused. Upon our return, I mentioned he should get checked out by Dr. Norrington.”

“You’ve been down here for three days, and he just started exhibiting the symptoms of HPNS?”

“It was the first time I noticed it. It could have been going on earlier.” He looked at Judy. “She would be in a better position to comment.”

Before she could answer, David said, “We did descend to 500 feet, then returned to the habitat following proper ascension protocol. It’s possible the dive affected him.”

“Did you remain in the mini-sub during the entire mission?”

David nodded. “Yes. There were no EVA missions on this trip.”

I looked at Judy. "I know this is a difficult time, but I need to ask you a few questions."

Judy nodded.

"Is there somewhere private we can talk?”

"Yes," she said, still in a daze.

I told Jack to hold down the fort while I escorted Judy away from the engineering room to one of the crew berths. It was a small chamber with four bunks, hanging lockers, and a small community desk. A porthole offered a view of the ocean.

I closed the hatch behind us as Judy grabbed a tissue and blotted her eyes. “Just FYI, I had not noticed any tremors or other symptoms. Then again, Denver could be rather stubborn at times. He was good at looking after other people. Not so good at looking after himself. It’s possible he may have tried to hide it from me or the others.”

"Where were you when the incident occurred?" I asked.

"I was in my quarters, taking a short break. Denver had just returned with the others. Denver and I had a private conversation when he got an alert from the recharge station. He went to check on it, just like Wong said.”

"Had he expressed any concern to you about the other crew members?”

"Define concern?”

"Did he mention anyone who may have wanted to kill him?”

"No,” she said, the wheels turning behind her eyes as she processed everything. “He shared his thoughts with me about the other crew members and their operational readiness, but no mention of anyone he considered an immediate threat. ”

“How much can you know about someone in a few days?” I asked, playing devil’s advocate.

"It doesn't take long to size someone up and notice trends early. Denver was good about that. He had no control over the selection of the team members. That was all up to Tristan.” Then she said in a hushed voice, “Between you and me, some people don't belong on the mission, but that's not for me to decide.”

"Elaborate.”

“I'm not sure how much I should say.”

"We’re talking about murder.”

"You really think someone on this habitat intentionally sabotaged the breaker to kill my husband?”

I shrugged. "It looks that way to me.”

She considered it. “It's no secret Wong wanted his own command. Now he’s got it. If you’re looking for someone with a motive, he strikes me as a prime suspect. But I can’t imagine he’d do such a thing.”

“Who else did Denver have doubts about?”

“Well, Ross is a nice guy, but he rubbed Denver the wrong way.”

“How so?”
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“Ross is not as well suited to this kind of organizational structure,” Judy said, dancing around the issue. “He’s not quite as focused or disciplined as Denver would have liked. Not to mention he brought contraband aboard the habitat.”

“What kind of contraband?" I asked.

"I know he brought marijuana aboard. I can't really speak to anything else." Anger tensed her jaw. "Look, we’re dealing with people's lives here. I don't think getting high is acceptable."

"That doesn't sound like a strong enough motive for murder," I said.

“No. But I think Denver was going to report him to Tristan and recommend that he not be a part of any future missions." With a frustrated frown, she said, "I'm not sure how much consideration Tristian would give it, considering he smokes his fair share of weed."

"How was your relationship with your husband?" I asked.

She blotted her weepy eyes and gave me an annoyed look. “My relationship with my husband was fantastic. How dare you insinuate otherwise?”

"I'm sorry. I wasn't insinuating anything. Just a routine question. I have to ask.”

Her cheeks reddened, and her jaw tightened. "My husband just died. Now you’re telling me someone may have killed him—someone aboard this habitat. Have a little tact."

"My apologies.” I figured it was best to give her space. “We may have more questions for you later.”

I left the compartment and found Chuck Trask.

He was an energetic guy. With all the money he was making, he had good reason to be. His company had won numerous government contracts, and he was at the forefront of modern warfare. We spoke in another private compartment. He just shook his head and frowned when I asked him about Weyland. "Such a shame. I think he would have made a great mission commander on any spaceflight. The guy was squared away. No doubt about it.”

"Can you think of anybody who might have wanted to kill him?"

Trask had a blank look. “I think everybody here respected his authority and felt comfortable with his leadership.”

"What about David Wong?

"What about him?”

“You feel confident with his leadership?”

"Well, considering I've only been under his leadership for a few hours, I really can't say. But I think he's fine to lead us the rest of the way on this mission.”

"It’s my understanding he wanted his own mission command.”

Trask gave me a dismissive look. "Doesn't everybody want career advancement? We all want to improve our station in life, don’t we? Move up the ladder. I don't see anything wrong with that. I spent a lot of time with David in the past few days. I can’t imagine he would do anything untoward. He respected Weyland as much as anybody else.”

“What about Judy?”

Trask considered it. “Spouses are always suspects, aren’t they?”

I nodded.

“Lord knows, my wife wants to kill me at times. She was glad to get me out of the house for almost a month.” Then he muttered. “Probably so she can see her boyfriend.” He paused in thought, getting back on track. “Who knows what goes on behind closed doors, but they looked like a happy couple to me.”

"Where were you at the time of the incident?”

"I believe I was in the main control room, as was David.”

"Did you see anybody go into the engineering compartment?”

Trask shook his head.

"Tell me about the tremors and HPNS that Weyland was suffering from.”

"I noticed it on the return to the habitat and again when we were in the main control room. We both said something to him on the mini-submersible, but I didn’t bring it up again after we returned to the habitat. If it had kept up, I would have said something again. Of course, Weyland dismissed it as nothing.”

"Can you think of anybody who wanted to do Weyland harm?”

He frowned and thought about it for a moment. "I really can't. I mean, we’d only been here a few days, but this seems to be a really good group. We're all getting along well. No major personality clashes that I can think of. I’m shocked by this. I can’t imagine what Judy is going through right now."

"What about Ross? I've heard there might have been some tension between the two.”

Trask gave me a dumb look and shook his head. "Not that I'm aware of.”

"Have you heard or seen any evidence to support the idea that Blum may have brought drugs aboard?”

Trask hesitated, then leaned in and muttered, “You’re not really gonna gripe about a few edibles, are you?"

"I heard Weyland was thinking about reporting Ross for the infraction.”

Trask shrugged. “I hadn't heard anything about that." He considered it. "Then again, it wouldn't surprise me. Weyland was a by-the-book kind of guy, at least from what I knew of him. He wanted everything just so.”

"How was your relationship with him?"

Trask shrugged again. "We got along. As you know, we'd only been on this habitat for a few days. Not really enough time to develop an intense hatred for someone.” With a doubtful squint, he said, “Do you really think he was killed?”

"Somebody tampered with that breaker box. It's obvious.”

“Have you considered the fact that maybe somebody bridged the circuit in an attempt at a half-ass repair? I mean, you know how contractors are these days. How do we know it wasn't a builder issue?”

I shook my head dismissively. "This was deliberate."

"Fair enough," he said with an agreeable nod.

“I’ll have more questions, I’m sure.”

“Whatever you need,” Trask said with a smile.

As an afterthought, I said, "Oh, tell me about the mission on the mini-sub.”

"Not much to tell, really. Routine cable inspection. It's a lot of fun. Have you been in one of those things?”

I nodded. "Not this particular model, but I've been on my fair share of submarines and submersibles."

"It's like an alien world down here. So blessed to be on this adventure. I'm just sorry we’ve experienced something so tragic already. I mean, you know the danger when you sign up, but you never think something’s going to happen. Least of all something like this. I hope this does not cut the mission short."

"As far as Tristan is concerned, it's full speed ahead,” I said. “But that might change when he finds out we’re dealing with a homicide.”

Trask frowned.

I stepped back into the main control room and found Commander Wong. "I just have a few more questions for you."

"Certainly. Anything I can do to help. I am at your disposal.”
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“I’ve got comms back online, if you want to contact the surface,” Quinn said.

“Yes, I do,” I replied.

I video-called Brenda on the way back to the engineering compartment.

She picked up after a few rings. "I thought we lost you there for a minute."

"It seems the habitat is experiencing numerous technical glitches.”

"That doesn't sound reassuring. What's the situation?"

I filled her in on the details, then turned the camera around and filmed the scene, then closed in on Weyland’s body. I set the phone on a small portable tripod, and she walked me through the examination. I noted the current time, body temperature, and supposed time of death. The current ambient temperature in the habitat was 72°. There was no blood spatter near the body, and no wounds. No ligature marks, no abrasions. But he did have thermal burns on his hand and charred skin. I palpated Weyland's limbs for fractures.

After I finished the evaluation, JD and I wrapped Weyland's hands in bags to preserve any trace evidence, then bagged the body.

Weyland’s remains would have to decompress like any living diver, otherwise sensitive tissues could rupture, making autopsy difficult if not impossible.

After I finished with Brenda, I asked her to put the sheriff on, and I filled him in on the details.

"You're telling me this is a homicide?” he said with a groan.

"It's looking that way.”

"I suppose you two want to stay down there and see this thing through."

"You read my mind. It's a contained environment. There's no way off this habitat except for the diving bell. I don't have to worry about my suspect escaping.”

"I'll talk to Tristan and recommend he abort the mission, but ultimately it's his call.”

"I'd rather sort this out while I have a captive audience.”

"Be careful down there. Whoever killed Weyland might not be done yet.”

The sheriff conferred with Tristan, then he got on the call.

“We will move forward as planned,” Tristan said. “This changes nothing. I am saddened and deeply sorry for the loss of Commander Weyland, but we must continue. If we abort now, it will throw off our entire timeline, and we will miss our moon launch window.”

"What about Judy Weyland?" I asked. “I'm not sure she's in any condition to continue this mission."

"I don't mean to sound callous, but if she's not in the condition to continue this mission, she's not in the condition to go to space or Mars. What would happen if such an event occurred in space?”

Tristan had a point. He saw things in a clear way, often devoid of emotion. His focus was on accomplishing the goal he had set for himself and the team.

"I would like to talk to her in private and give her an opportunity to express her wishes,” he said.

I left the engineering compartment and returned to Judy’s bunkroom. The metal pinged as I rapped on the hatch. “Judy, Tristan would like to speak to you. I’ve got him on the line, or you can call him. Comms are back online.”

After a moment of silence, she said, “I’ll call him on my phone. Thank you.”

I told Tristan and said we were sending the body up in the diving bell. At that point, I wasn’t sure if Judy would accompany her husband to the surface or if she’d stay on board.

I returned to engineering. JD and I grabbed the handles and lifted the body bag from the deck. Weyland wasn't exactly a light guy. At 6’2”, 200 pounds, we had our work cut out for us. We hauled him through the facility, back to the diving bell. It was loads of fun hoisting him up through the hatch. Once we had secured the remains, we returned to the habitat.

The others gathered around, but I didn't see Judy. I asked Wong, "Do you know if Mrs. Weyland is staying aboard?"

He shrugged.

JD guarded the hatch to the diving bell, keeping an eye on the body. I hurried back through the habitat to the bunk room and knocked on the hatch again. "Judy, I hate to put pressure on you, but we need to get the remains to the surface as soon as possible. Have you made a decision?”

I hadn’t ruled her out as a suspect, but I felt it was unlikely.
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"I've decided to stay on board," Judy said, her muffled voice filtering through the closed hatch.

"Are you sure that's what you want to do?" I asked.

"It's what my husband would have wanted. This was a dream we both shared. I'm not letting that dream die. Not now."

I returned to the bell, and we sealed the chamber. I contacted the DSV and told them the body was ready for retrieval.

"You're staying down here?" David asked, somewhat annoyed.

"Yes, until we can figure out who's responsible. You've got a murderer in your midst.”

His face tightened.

"I hope you've got a place for us to bunk," I said with a hopeful grin.

"This facility was designed to accommodate 14. There were 10 of us. Now there are nine, plus you two. There is an entire berthing compartment that you can help yourselves to. I'm sure you will appreciate the privacy.

"Thank you. That will be great.”

"I'll show you to your quarters, then you can continue your investigation.”

David escorted us through the facility to our own bunk room. It was just the same as the others. JD and I stowed our gear, then had some questions for David.

I pulled the hatch shut for privacy. "I'm just going to be direct. Who do you think killed him?”

David shrugged. "I don't have the foggiest idea. This honestly comes as a total shock to me.”

"Did you notice any tensions brewing over the last few days?”

"Not that I can say.”

"How about what you can't say?”

The muscles in his jaw flexed, and he exhaled with a hint of frustration. "I'm telling you, I can't think of anybody on the ship who would sabotage the mission like that. We are all focused and dedicated professionals.”

"What about Ross?”

David frowned and reluctantly admitted, "He's the least professional of the bunch, but I do believe, despite his shortcomings, he is a dedicated crewman. Tristan would not have put him aboard the habitat if he didn't see something in him. In the time that we've been here, he's already started the grow and is ahead of schedule.”

"The grow?"

"The goal for this facility is to become completely self-sustaining. Food, water, scrubbed oxygen. Ultimately, the point is to build a colony in a hostile environment that could survive and thrive indefinitely."

"What about Ross's contraband?”

"I'm not concerned with Ross's contraband as long as he keeps it to himself and gets his job done. My leadership style is somewhat different from Commander Weyland’s. I'll admit that. I don't care what someone does on their off time as long as they don't pose a safety risk. If Ross wants to get high on his own time, I don't have a problem with that.”

"What about in an emergency situation?”

"Do you honestly think we’re going to colonize another planet and that none of those first colonists are going to indulge in a little relaxation from time to time? People will drink, do drugs, have sex. That's what people do. You can't clamp down too hard, or that will cause conflict within the group. I am no psychologist, that's why Elana is on board. It's her job to counsel and assess the mental health of all of these people. If she comes to me with a concern, I will address it. I didn't anticipate this, and I didn't want it, but it is now my responsibility."

"You can't tell me you didn't want your own command," I said, egging him on.

"Of course, I wanted my own command. Not like this. Not now. I wanted to earn it. I didn't want it to be gifted to me like this.”

"So you would call this a gift?”

David glared at me. "No, I would not call this a gift. I would call this a tragedy. Now we have to make the best of a bad situation. We must carry forward. It is the motto that we have shared since the beginning, and will be our guiding light in times of trouble."

"Is there anything else I need to know? Anything you're not telling me about the group or the dynamic here aboard the habitat?”

David hesitated for a moment, then said, "I don't tend to get involved in the private lives of crew members, but I think this is relevant and probably a good time to go ahead and say it." He took a deep breath. "I did not see this with my own eyes, but I have heard rumors that Weyland was having an affair with Quinn.”

I lifted a surprised brow. "Is this something that started aboard the habitat, or had it been going on before?”

"Like I said, I can't say with any certainty. But I believe it has been an ongoing situation.”

JD and I shared a look.

"Does Judy know?”

David hesitated again. "I've never talked to her about it. But how could she not know? The gossip was going around the habitat. I assume she was aware.”

"What about Quinn’s husband, Mitch?”
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"Idon't know," David said. "I haven't discussed the subject with him." He sighed. "I guess that would be a plausible motive for murder. But why do it here? Now? At the start of a 21-day mission? Why not do it on land? Too much chance of getting caught down here. Doesn't make sense to me."

"Most of the time, killings don't make sense,” I said. “People behave irrationally. Crimes of passion. Not crimes of deep thought."

Wong smirked. "True.”

"If you hear anything, I trust you will let me know.”

"My loyalty is to the mission. Having a killer aboard disrupts that mission. Be assured, if I come across any evidence that may be helpful, you’ll be the first to know.”

I thanked him for his cooperation. David left us to get settled in.

Flynn joined us not long after he left. "This is some crazy shit, ain't it?"

"It's certainly unexpected," I said.

"I've only been down here three days, and I'm already going batshit crazy. No alcohol, all the women are married except for Dr. Hartwell, and she has this thing about patients." Flynn frowned. “But I'll tell you, Ross has some killer edibles.”

I just shook my head. Expecting Flynn to go 21 days clean and sober was a little much.

"What can you tell me about Weyland and Quinn?”

"Well, that's the scuttlebutt. But I try to keep my nose out of it.” Flynn made a face of envy. "She is a good-looking woman, I will say that.”

"Did you ever see Marston confront Weyland?”

Flynn’s mouth scrunched. “They had words yesterday in front of everybody. I thought they were going to come to blows.”

“So much for everybody getting along,” JD muttered.

“What was their spat about?”

“I don’t know,” Flynn said. “Something about supply issues. There was something Marston dropped the ball on.”

“Maybe the real fight was about something else,” Jack said in a knowing voice.

"Did you see anyone enter the engineering compartment prior to the accident?” I asked.

"No. But it's possible somebody went in there, tampered with the breaker, and bridged it, like you said. Then, when Weyland flipped it back on… bingo. It shorts and arcs, sending him across the room.”

"Where were you when all this happened?”

Flynn squinted at me. "You can't be serious?"

"I have to ask.”

"I was in my bunk." Then he muttered. "To tell you the truth, there's not a hell of a lot for me to do around here. I make personal vlogs and talk to people on the Internet. Go out on missions from time to time. But mostly, I'm here to have a good time and bring attention to this whole thing.”

"What about Ross?"

"What about him?”

"Word is Weyland was going to report him.”

Flynn dismissed the notion with a head shake. "Ross didn't kill Weyland. That guy doesn’t have a violent bone in his body.”

“You sure about that?”

“Talk to him, you’ll see.”

“Sometimes it’s the calm, quiet ones.”

Flynn shrugged. “I guess. But my money’s on Marston or Judy.”

We chatted with Flynn for a bit, then returned to the control room.

Tristan was on the main display, giving a pep talk to the troops. He expressed his condolences and told them not to forget the purpose of the mission and the broader vision. "We should all take an example from Judy in this dark time. Her strength, courage, and perseverance to continue are the stuff of heroes. If we ever hope to colonize other planets, it will take a legion of people with Judy's heart and spirit."

Judy watched in tears, still in a daze.

After the communication ended, we found Quinn and asked her to join us in our compartment. When we were alone, I said, “Thanks for getting comms back online."

"Mission-critical.”

“I’ll get to the point," I said. "It's come to my attention that you and Commander Weyland were close.”

Her eyes narrowed. "Close? I mean, we’re all pretty close down here. No choice really.”

"That's not exactly what I mean."

"Come out and say it. What do you mean?” She knew where this was going.

"Were you having an affair with Commander Weyland?”

She chuckled and shook her head. "I see gossip gets around fast.”

"It sure does."

"These people can say whatever they want, but it doesn't make it true. I love my husband, gentlemen. We have a great relationship. Denver and I were just friends. We'd gotten to know each other over the last few years when Tristan brought us both on board in the developmental stages. He was a kind man with a dry sense of humor, and I will miss him. But no, we weren’t sleeping together." She thought about it for a moment. "I guess I can see how people would come to that conclusion. We had a certain repartee. Don't get me wrong, he was a handsome man, and had I not been a married woman, who knows what would have happened?”

"How did your husband feel about your friendship?”

"Threatened. What man wouldn't be? Like I said, Weyland was the total package.”

"If it caused your husband such distress, why continue the friendship?”

"We worked together. What was I supposed to do, not talk to the man?“

"Some might say you openly flirted?”

"I'm married, not dead. Harmless interactions. Married colleagues flirt all the time.”

"I'm guessing your husband wasn't too fond of your flirting."

"Drove him crazy. Kept him on his toes. Let him know that I have options. If he wants to keep me around, he needs to pull his weight."

"What if it drove him mad, and madness drove him to murder?”

She gave me a dismissive look. "Please, that's ridiculous. Mitch did not kill Denver. The two were friends.”

"They got into a heated exchange yesterday.”

"All close relationships boil over at some point.”

"There's added stress in an environment like this,” I said. “Maybe that tipped the scale?”

“Mitch did not kill Denver because of my flirting."

“Maybe he believed the rumors and thought there was more going on than just flirting."

"Mitch isn’t stupid. It would be foolish for someone to kill somebody in the habitat.”

"Somebody did it anyway.”

"That's your working theory at the moment. But can you prove it?”

"Somebody sabotaged the breaker.”

"Never attribute to malice what you can attribute to incompetence. Maybe somebody didn't know what the hell they were doing.”

"You're going to tell me that some of the smartest people in the field didn't understand the consequences of shorting a high-voltage circuit?"

"Newsflash, I don't know if you've noticed, but we’re all pretty specialized. Outside of our respective departments, we’re practically idiots."

She might have had a point.

“Look, if anybody wanted Denver dead, it’s Norrington.”

“Why is that?”
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“Because Norrington is a drunk and a pill popper,” Quinn said. “But you didn’t hear that from me.” She shook her head. “I don’t know where Tristan got some of these people. Don’t get me started on Ross. That guy is high ALL the time. Look, I’m grateful for the opportunity, and I believe in the mission, but at times I question Tristan’s methods.” She frowned and thought about it for a moment. “Then again, that guy’s got hundreds of billions of dollars. I don’t. So he’s obviously doing something right. Trust the plan, right?”

"Is there anybody else we should look into?” I asked.

Quinn squirmed a little. "I don’t want to throw anybody under the bus, but… I don't know if I should say this.” After a pause, she said, “Denver confided in me that he was thinking about leaving his wife.”

I lifted a curious brow. "Why?”

Quinn shrugged. "Why do marriages fall apart? Why do people fall out of love?”

I gave her a look, waiting for more. There was something she was holding back.

Quinn just shrugged.

“Was he going to leave his wife for you?”

She scoffed. “No. I told you. There was nothing romantic between us.”

"Why agree to come on this mission together if they were having problems?”

"This mission has been in the works for quite some time. I think they both wanted to see it through for their own personal reasons. Perhaps it became a competition with neither one wanting to back down. I think they were both passionate, wanting to go to space. Who wouldn't be? It's a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. A chance to be part of history. That's why we’re all here. It’s certainly not for the money. Tristan doesn't pay us shit. He feels like the privilege is enough. And he's right. None of us would have this opportunity without him.”

"Did you see anyone tamper with the breaker box?”

"No.”

"Shouldn't there have been an alert that the breaker had been tripped?”

"No. The recharge station only sends an alert if there is a malfunction. If someone switched the breaker off when they sabotaged it, the recharge station would have been offline. I was not at the control terminal at that time. The fact that it was offline would have been visible, yes. But as I'm sure you've heard, we've been having minor glitches throughout the entire system, especially with the batteries in the mini-subs.”

"That seems mission-critical," I said.

Quinn nodded. "Indeed. But diagnostics indicate they are functioning properly. The issue seems to be with the recharge station itself. We’re still trying to sort it out. And that's part of what this mission is all about—sorting out issues and managing crises on the fly.”

"What's your thought on the continuation of the mission after Weyland’s death?"

"I think you'll find that most of the people you talk to in this habitat want to proceed full steam ahead. We've sacrificed considerable time, resources, and social capital in pursuit of this goal. None of us wants to turn back now. I know this is fun and an experience for Flynn. He came on board at the last minute, but that’s strictly for publicity purposes. He's not invested in this process like the rest of us are. We’ve put years of our lives into this." She raised her hands innocently. "I'm not speaking badly about Flynn. I like the guy. He's easy on the eyes, and who wouldn't want to be trapped in a confined space with a movie star of his caliber? But let's just call it like it is. This is another role for him. When this is over, he's going to move on to something else. The rest of us will still be working on this project. I hope."

A tremor shook the deck and rattled the bulkheads. It lasted a few seconds, then faded.

“You’ve been experiencing a lot of those?”

She nodded. “That makes three since we’ve been down here. Could be the storm. Tremors at this depth aren’t unusual. There are numerous geologic and hydrodynamic causes. Distant earthquakes, currents, wave cycles, thermocline shear, low level vibrations that propagate through the sea floor from surface storms. The design of the habitat can amplify the intensity of these tremors. Weyland said it was nothing to worry about.”

It was unsettling.

I thanked her for her cooperation and said we might have more questions.

Quinn left the compartment.

“Think she’s lying about the affair?” JD asked.

I shrugged. “Let’s talk to Mitch and see what we can get out of him.”
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“Yeah, I’ve heard the rumors,” Mitch said with a scowl on his face. “I find them disrespectful. These are adults acting like they are in high school, gossiping because they’ve got nothing better to do.”

"Seems like there's plenty to do around here," I said.

Mitch frowned at me. "They need something to occupy their minds, and apparently, my wife has become the subject.”

"So she was not having an affair with Denver Weyland?"

His face reddened, and his jaw flexed. "No. Quinn would never betray our vows. I find the whole thing insulting.”

"What was the issue you had with Denver yesterday?”

"He tried to blame me for something that's not my responsibility. I can assure you, everything in this habitat is in order and here because of me. My disagreement with Weyland stems from the fact that he was reckless and put lives in danger. I felt that he would continue to put lives in danger if someone did not stand up and speak out. It had nothing to do with logistics or supplies or my wife.”

"You still seem pretty hot about it.”

Marston’s intensity didn't let up. "I take the safety of this mission seriously."

"How did Weyland put the mission at risk?”

"Weyland’s leadership philosophy was different from mine. Of course, I'm technically not in charge here, but I'm not going to keep my mouth shut. He was pushing people beyond the limit. Human beings have finite resources. They need proper sleep, hydration, food, and recovery. It's a known fact that sleep deprivation affects judgment and cognition as much, and sometimes even more than, drugs or alcohol. We've all been going nonstop from the moment we got here. There was a lot of excitement and adrenaline when we first arrived. That kept people going. But Weyland felt it was important to push people to their absolute limits. According to him, he said that we needed to be prepared to face long, grueling emergency situations, and this was the best place to practice critical operations and build cohesion under stress. I disagree with that. We were already starting to see people make mistakes.”

"What kind of mistakes?”

"Simple, absent-minded lapses in safety protocols. Nothing major, but things that can add up over time, and in some instances be catastrophic. Which is exactly what happened with Weyland. I don't believe the breaker box was sabotaged. I think somebody made a mistake in an attempt to address the malfunction with the battery recharge station. Weyland paid the price. He should have noticed the faulty wiring. He was in denial of his own HPNS and cognitive impairment. I noticed that yesterday and brought it to his attention. I suggested he stand down and let Wong take over until he had time to sort himself out. He wanted none of that. Weyland had a big ego and would never admit he had a problem. And that, in and of itself, is a problem. Part of leadership is recognizing when you are compromised and need to step aside.” He exhaled in frustration. "But no. I did not kill Commander Weyland. And I certainly didn't kill him because of our disagreements, or because of the rumors swirling about my wife.”

"Tell me about Dr. Norrington?”

"What about him?”

"What are your thoughts on his competency?"

"I think Norrington is a fine doctor, a compassionate man, and a valuable asset to the team.”

I gave him a curious look. "Is that all?”

"What are you looking for specifically? You seem to have an agenda with the question.”

"I have an agenda with every question. That agenda is getting to the bottom of this and finding out who killed Commander Weyland. Where were you at the time of the incident?"

"I was in the control room with my wife and others." He paused. “If you don’t mind my asking, how long do you two plan to be down here?”

“Until we’ve resolved this case,” I said. It was optimistic.

“I just ask because we have supplies for 10, with additional in reserve. Having two more will put strain on habitat resources.”

“In light of the current situation, it’s really only one additional person.”

With a grim face, Marston said, “True.”

“Maybe I’m being overly sensitive, but I get the impression you don’t want us here,” I said.

“Not at all. I want the truth to be revealed as much as you do.”

I wasn’t so sure about that.

I asked him about David Wong’s ambitions.

Mitch shook his head. “Wong is by the book. A good guy. Not capable of something like this.”

“Did you see anyone enter the engineering room before the incident?”

“People are in and out all the time for various reasons.” He thought for a moment. His brow wrinkled with confusion. “Come to think of it, I saw Elana coming from that area shortly before the accident.”

“Would she have any legitimate reason to be in that compartment?”
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"Idon't know what your witness is talking about," Elana said. "I haven't gone near the engineering room. It's not my area. My focus is on the mental health of the crew. I don't handle technical things. Yes, I have a cursory understanding of how everything works in the habitat—we all do. It's part of the redundancy and safety protocols. But I leave that in capable hands, unless it's an emergency."

"So you're going on record and saying you didn't go into the engineering room at any time before Weyland’s death,” I said with a hint of doubt.

She took a deep breath and considered it. "I'm saying that I did not go into the compartment immediately preceding his demise. I’ve been in the compartment multiple times during my stay in the habitat. We all have. On the surface, Tristan built an exact replica of the habitat where we all trained and became proficient in all of the functions aboard the facility. Have I been in the compartment? Yes. Did I sabotage the breaker in an attempt to kill Commander Weyland? No.”

“Where were you at the time of the incident?”

"I was with Dr. Norrington.”

"What were you doing?"

"At that time, I believe we were discussing various concepts surrounding group dynamics and behavior in confined spaces and how that was playing out in our short duration.”

"Did you ever discuss murder?”

Elana gave me a flat look. "To be honest, that is a scenario I had not anticipated. I'm completely blindsided by this. You’re sure he was murdered? You're convinced there's no way this could have been an accident?”

I considered it for a moment. "Here's what I know to be true. Somebody tampered with the breaker box. Commander Weyland is dead. I can only assume he was the intended target. Perhaps there was someone else, and Commander Weyland just had bad luck.”

"Sometimes things aren't as they seem," Elana said.

"I'm keeping my mind open to all possibilities.”

We stared at each other for a beat.

”What was your relationship like with Weyland?”

“Professional,” she said, not leaving room for anything else.

“That’s the extent of it?” I said with more doubt.

“Yes. I don’t get involved with people under my care. What were you expecting? Something tawdry, like the rumors about Quinn?”

"What are your thoughts on those rumors?"

"It's none of my business.”

"If true, it could harm group cohesion and cause a situation like we had here today. I would argue that it does concern you. It is your business."

She frowned at me. "As far as I knew, they were just rumors."

"Did she ever say anything to you personally?”

"No."

I gave her a doubtful look. "Part of your job is to provide one-on-one counseling. Surely if anybody's got an idea of who might be a psychopathic killer, it would be you. You're in a unique position to have insight."

"And I am bound by doctor-patient confidentiality. Which I will not compromise, no matter what the situation. In my opinion, from what I know of my coworkers, no one has expressed an intent to harm.”

She couldn't reveal prior confessions, but she could intervene if a patient expressed a credible threat.

"I’ll ask in an indirect way. Is there anybody we should pay special attention to?"

She smirked. "I think you should pay special attention to everyone.”

"Why do you say that?”

"That's your job. You should come at this with an unbiased perspective and let the evidence dictate the investigation.”

"We like to think that’s what we do. Right now, we don't have a lot of evidence."

"Hopefully something will turn up."

"Did Weyland talk to you about HPNS?”

"If he did, I would not be able to discuss that with you.”

"Did you notice any symptoms?"

"I did not.”

I paused for a long moment, then said, "I thought you didn't do well in confined spaces."

“The habitat is different from an elevator in the dark with a stranger."

"I bet this can get claustrophobic really quickly."

"Call it immersion therapy," she said. "In an environment like this, I will have to get over my discomfort in small spaces or suffer the consequences.”

"A little bit of a gamble, don't you think, especially with other people's lives?"

Her eyes narrowed at me. "Like I said, the habitat is different than being on an elevator with a strange person in the dark.”

"How did you enjoy the hyperbaric chamber and the bell down?”

She forced a smile. "I'm here, aren't I?”

My skeptical gaze persisted.

"Look, I had plenty of training in the simulator and was able to get comfortable in the confined space. I know the crew well. You two are the only unexpected variables.”

I laughed. "In an environment like this, there are infinite variables."

Her jaw tightened, and she swallowed. "Are you trying to make me uncomfortable?”

"No. Not at all. I'm just surprised to see you here." I squinted as I thought about it. "Does anyone else know about your claustrophobia?”

Elana glared at me and cleared her throat. "I'm not claustrophobic. As I mentioned⁠—“

"I know, I know. Let me guess, you experienced some kind of trauma in an elevator before.”

That struck a nerve. Her face reddened, and she glared at me. "That is none of your business."

“Tristan doesn’t know. He would never have let you be a part of this mission had he known. Nobody else knows either.”

"If you don't mind, I would like to keep it that way. It's not going to be a problem. I didn't wash out during the training. I haven't freaked out at any point yet. I'm not going to call it a fear or a phobia. I'm going to label it something else. I think the term discomfort sums it up best. And I have overcome the discomfort. It's all in the mind anyway, isn't it? Panic is just a manifestation of fear. I am in control of my body and mental attitude. Sometimes you can just decide to let things go. I have officially let that part of my life go," she said with a confident smile.

"Good. I'm happy for you.”

Elana gave me a doubtful look. "So, what’s said in this room stays in this room?”

"Your secret is safe with me, unless this becomes a threat to the group or to the habitat.”

She scoffed. "Since when are you concerned about the group or the habitat?”

"Since our survival depends on both.”

After a moment, she said, "Fair enough."

There was another long, awkward pause.

"If there's nothing else, I really should be getting back to my duties.”

"That's all for now," I said.

"Who's next on your list?"
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“We have a witness that places you in the engineering compartment just before the time of the accident,” I said to Norrington just to rattle his cage.

It worked.

Norrington’s face reddened, and the veins in his forehead pulsed. “Then your witness is lying.”

"Tell me about the drinking," I said.

He did a double-take. "What?”

"Let's not play games. Weyland was going to report you for drinking and drug abuse.”

He scoffed. "That's preposterous. Where are you getting your information from?”

I shrugged. "You would not believe the things I've heard.”

"I'm beginning to think that most of your information is false.” He paused. "If you’re looking to bust somebody for drug use, you should look into Ross.”

"That's another common name.”

Dr. Norrington shifted uncomfortably. "I may have the occasional alcoholic beverage here and there when I'm off duty. There is nothing wrong with that.”

"Alcohol is prohibited in the habitat, is it not?”

"So are a lot of things.”

We stared at each other for a long moment, in which Norrington grew increasingly uncomfortable.

"I'm telling you, I did not sabotage the breaker in an attempt to kill Commander Weyland. I was quite impressed by the man. I felt confident in his abilities to lead us forward on this mission and any potential space missions.”

"Where were you at the time of the incident?”

"I was in the medical bay.”

"What were you doing?”

"My job here is to maintain the health of the crew and track metabolic processes. We measure calories in, calories out, exercise time, resting heart rate, blood pressure, and other vital statistics. We do routine blood draws that we can later analyze when we return to the surface. We’re trying to get a bigger picture of how this type of environment affects the aquanauts. On a mission to Mars, it is important for the crew to maintain cardiovascular and metabolic health throughout the duration. That can be challenging in a contained environment with no daylight. My role here is part healthcare, part research.”

"Can you think of anybody who may have wanted to harm Commander Weyland?”

Norrington hesitated for a moment, and his face tightened. “I tend to dismiss rumors as just that, but it's hard to ignore some of the gossip that's been going around.”

"You mean like your proclivity toward drinking and pill popping?" I said, just to get under his skin. It's not that I didn't like Norrington, per se. I just wanted to see if I could get something out of him.

He glared at me. "As I said, I may have the occasional alcoholic beverage. I also take multiple nootropics and peptides to help with my cognitive and physical function. Nothing illegal. If someone has mistaken that for pill popping, that is their problem, not mine.” He cleared his throat. "To your question, if the rumors are true, I think that Marston would be a likely suspect. I like Mitch. He seems like a good man. But I'm trying to be totally transparent with you.”

"I appreciate the effort," I said, though I doubted his transparency was total. "What about the tension between Weyland and David Wong?"

He shook his head. "I haven't seen anything to indicate a level of animosity between the two of them that would warrant such a heinous crime.”

My phone buzzed with a call from Isabella.

"Excuse me, I need to take this.”

"Can I go now?”

"Yes. We may have more questions for you later.”

He left our compartment, and I swiped the screen and took the call.

“Well, this just got interesting,” Isabella said. “You’re never going to believe who Nathan Mercer called in Coconut Key.”
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"You know a guy named Nathan Mercer?" I asked Tristan when I called.

"Yes. How do you know him?”

"I don't, really. But I know he is dead.”

"Dead!?" he said in shock. "That would explain why he missed our meeting.”

"You were scheduled for a meeting?”

"He no-showed. I called, texted. Couldn't get hold of him. I figured he had gotten cold feet. Nathan was an odd bird. He could change his mind at the drop of a dime. It wasn’t the first time he had scheduled a meeting with me only to no-show. Brilliant guy, but eccentric. My patience was running thin with him. What happened?"

I told him the story.

"I saw that on the news, but they never identified the victim. I got so busy, it just didn't click that it could have been Nathan.”

"What was the meeting about?"

"I can't discuss that at this time.”

"He was assassinated.”

Tristan went silent. "Concerning, but not surprising. Do you know who’s responsible?”

"We're still trying to figure that out.”

Tristan paused again.

"I need to know what Nathan was working on.”

"Not on an open channel,” Tristan said. “We can talk on an encrypted app. But even then, I'm cautious.”

"He had a briefcase with him. Do you have any idea what was in the case?”

"Yes.”

"It's safe to say that somebody wants it.”

"If what he claimed was true, I can think of a lot of people who would want that prototype."

“Prototype?”

“That’s all I can say.”

"Who would kill for it?”

"At this point, it would be simpler to say who wouldn't?” After a small pause, Tristan asked, “Where is the case now?”

"It’s someplace safe.”

"How safe?”

"Safe.”

"Okay. This is going to be a discussion for when you return to the surface. Along those lines, how's it going? Are you making any progress?”

"We’re moving in the right direction. It's just going to take time.”

“You’re convinced he was murdered?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you know you have my full support. Whatever you need. But the sooner you can wrap this up, the better. That storm is closing in faster and stronger than anticipated. It’s getting pretty rough up here. Soon, we may have to retract the satellite buoy and solar panels. If it gets bad enough, the DSV may have to return to base. Don’t worry, the habitat can fully support itself for the duration of the mission and beyond.”

“I’ll try to wrap this up as soon as possible.”

“If you need to contact the outside world, do it now. I can’t guarantee how long external comms will be available.”

“Thanks for the heads up.”

I ended the call and relayed the information to JD. He made a call to his daughter, Scarlett. I called the sheriff and touched base. We chatted for a bit, then I called Teagan.

"How long are you going to be down there?" she asked.

I shrugged. "As long as it takes, I guess."

"It's getting pretty nasty here,” she said, fear in her voice.

“Why don’t you close up the restaurant. Secure everything, and keep it closed during the storm. Get out of town if you need to. Take the animals, make sure they’re safe. Keep yourself safe.”

“What about you guys? Are you going to be okay down there?”

“We’re underneath it all. Don’t worry about us. We’ll be just fine.” It was an optimistic statement. I didn’t want to freak her out. “I’ll keep in touch as best I can.”

“You guys stay safe.”

“We will,” I assured before ending the call.

JD and I found the others and figured it was time to rustle up something to eat. Without daylight, it was easy to get turned around down here.

In the mess, we joined the others for dinner. Freeze-dried beef stroganoff noodles, thermostabilized green beans, and a fudge brownie. The rehydrated food wasn’t the Five Fathoms, but it wasn’t bad. It tasted pretty bland, but it would get the job done, especially when hungry.

Judy didn't join the crew for dinner. It was understandable, given the situation. She needed time alone. But she also needed to eat and keep up her strength.

Wong sent Dr. Norrington to check on her.

He returned a few minutes later. "She says she’s not hungry.”

"At least bring her some dessert after dinner. Try to get her to eat a little," he said.

It was a somber meal. Not much conversation around the table.

After we ate, Commander Wong got everybody's attention. “This has been a tragic day. Commander Weyland was a dedicated leader and passionate about this project. I know he would want us to continue forward. I have talked to Tristan, and that is the plan. The mission continues as scheduled. I know this is an emotional time. Take a moment to grieve in the appropriate way." He nodded to Elana. "Our resident psychologist can offer better counsel than I can, but holding in repressed grief is not a good thing and can take a toll on the body. If you need to cry, cry. If you need to scream, scream. But we must steel our resolve and carry forward. Tristan is right when he says we don't have the luxury of turning back or aborting the mission. That will not be an option in space. And it's not an option here." He took a deep breath. "Which brings up another issue. If the deputies are correct in their assessment, and Commander Weyland was actually murdered, that means we have a killer in our midst.” David glanced around, making eye contact with everyone. "Someone at this very table is responsible. Not only for the murder, but also for the attempt to dismantle and disrupt our mission. One could not commit such a heinous act without considering the long-term ramifications of what that would do to this project. We are all so fortunate to be a part of this historic moment. It’s unfathomable that someone would do this. I don't know about you, but I take that personally. I'm angry. Angry at the death of Commander Weyland. Angry about the attack on this mission. Angry that I feel powerless to do anything about it. As you're aware, the deputies will be staying with us until this matter is resolved.” He paused to let it sink in.

The crew exchanged awkward looks with one another. Everyone started to look at each other with suspicion.

Wong continued. "Even if we wanted to abort the mission and return to the surface today, the weather conditions are making that unsafe. We are down here for the duration." He paused. "It's been a long day, and I want you all to get rest and clear your heads. First thing tomorrow, we are going to run a full systems diagnostic and make sure everything is working properly. I want to address the battery recharge issues fully. And we will also be making an exterior examination of the hull to assess structural integrity. With the recent tremors, we must stay vigilant about the integrity of this structure. Our lives depend on it.” He looked at Jack and me. "I understand this is your investigation, but I have command authority over this habitat. You will defer to me for all safety concerns. Are we on the same page?”

I gave him a mock salute. "It's your show.”

After dinner, Elana and Ross took nightwatch.

JD and I shot the breeze with Flynn in our berthing compartment. We kicked around theories for a bit, then Flynn retired to his bunk.

I brushed my teeth and settled in for the evening. Something told me tomorrow would be a long day. Jack sealed and locked the hatch to our compartment. At least I wouldn't have to sleep with one eye open.

As isolated and as dangerous as it was, there was a certain peace about the habitat. The constant sound of the ocean and the hum of the equipment. Knowing that you could do nothing about anything that happened on the surface. There was a different kind of stress in the habitat, but at least the worry of daily life was gone. It was almost like going on vacation. Disconnecting and detoxing from reality. This was another world.

I had just fallen asleep when another unsettling tremor rumbled the habitat. An alarm sounded. The grating buzz of the klaxon sprang me out of my bunk.

This couldn't be good.
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JD and I hustled out of the compartment, still in our skivvies, and sprinted down the passageway toward the chaos.

"Help!” Elana screamed. “Somebody help!"

With bare feet against the cold deck, we reached her berthing compartment. A jet of water sprayed in from the porthole flange. The high-pressure stream hissed.

Wong entered the compartment with wide eyes.

"I need a brace!” I shouted.

He ducked out of the compartment and returned a moment later. We wedged the brace against the flange. Wong took a wrench and tightened down the flange bolts. Between the two actions, the jet of water slowed to a trickle.

David left and returned a moment later with a self-sealing sheet of a space-age polymer epoxy. He cut it to size and affixed it around the flange, mashing it down, activating it. It would cure within seconds. The act of crushing the polymer foam induced the chemical reaction, and the material hardened almost instantly.

Crisis averted.

Elana wiped the sweat from her brow. She looked flustered, her heartbeat through the roof. All of ours were. The incident had spiked adrenaline, that was for sure. Nothing like a little reminder that you’re an intruder in the deep. And the deep didn't like intruders. It actively sought to eliminate them.

Elana took a few deep breaths, trying to calm herself down.

"You okay?" I asked.

She nodded, still shaken.

We were all soaking wet with cold seawater. I would not want to be out there for a long time without a suit, that much was certain.

Elana moved to the en suite, grabbed a few towels, and tossed one to each of us.

"Thank you," I said.

"Never a dull moment around here, huh?" she said.

"Seems that way. Is that the first leak you've had on the habitat?"

She nodded again. "And hopefully the last."

"This is why I think it's important we do a full structural evaluation of the habitat tomorrow," Wong said. "Let's all get some rest. We're going to need it," he said before darting out of the compartment.

I said goodbye to Elana as she dried off. We returned to our bunk room, and I took a shower to wash the saltwater away before climbing back into my rack. Flush with adrenaline, it wasn't easy to nod off again.

There were a few more mild tremors throughout the night. I wondered if they were precursors to something bigger.

My alarm went off at 5:00 AM. Looking out the portal, it wasn't all that different from the night before. Just not quite as inky black.

We pulled ourselves out of bed, got dressed, and joined the others for breakfast—rehydrated scrambled eggs, breakfast sausage patties, and flour tortillas. A little hot sauce kept it from being totally bland. At this depth with the heliox mix, food didn’t exactly taste its best. It wasn't the most extravagant breakfast, but beggars can't be choosers. The coffee was pretty bad, and that was being kind.

"You figure out which one of us is the killer?" Marston quipped.

"Not yet, but I will," I said with confidence.

"Sometimes an accident is just an accident," he muttered.

Judy hadn’t joined us for breakfast. I hadn’t seen her since I interviewed her.

Commander Wong told Ross to check on her.

Ross excused himself, left, then returned a moment later and shook his head. "She says she doesn't feel like coming to breakfast.”

Frustration tightened Wong’s face. "I'm not sure her staying down here was such a good idea.”

"She's resilient," Marston said. "Give her a minute. She’ll pull it together.”

"I hope so.”

The tension at the table was palpable. The seed of doubt and suspicion had been planted. At this rate, it wouldn’t take the group long to fragment from lack of trust. There was no cohesion when one of the group was a murderer.

After we ate, Wong said, "Alright, we've got a job to do. Let's do it. Quinn, I want a full systems diagnostic. Ross, I want a status update on the garden. Marston, Trask, I want you to take a mini-sub and do a meticulous inspection of the exterior hull.”

They both nodded.

Wong looked at me. “ Do you have any experience with submersibles?"

I nodded.

"I know you boys have a job to do, but we're short of manpower around here. Go with Flynn in the other sub and survey the habitat as well. It will go faster if we’ve got two teams inspecting.” David looked at Flynn. "You ready for this?”

Flynn grinned. "I was born ready.“

"Give them a crash course of the controls in case of emergency."

"Aye-aye, Commander."

JD quipped, “Are you sure he’s rated on that thing?”

“I’ve put so many hours in the simulator, I could pilot that craft blindfolded,” Flynn said.
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The yellow mini-sub was part torpedo, part spaceship. An acrylic dome offered a 180° field of view. Two main electric thrusters propelled the craft, and six additional vectored thrusters helped with maneuverability. With small swept wings, navigation fins, and rudders, the craft was sleek and stylish. A lockout chamber allowed tethered EVA dives.

Inside, the craft was full of state-of-the-art tech—digital displays, gauges, levers, and a joystick for navigation. Exterior hi-def cameras provided a 360-degree field of view. Hot-swappable external battery packs could be changed on the fly or discarded for buoyancy in case of emergency. Powerful articulated arms for grasping items and probing the seafloor allowed the sub to interact with the environment.

It was a tight squeeze for three people, but I'd been in smaller.

Flynn gave us a rundown of all the controls.

After we went through all of the systems and safety checks, we launched from the moon pool and exited the habitat into the abyss.

Powerful spotlights cut the darkness.

"How cool is this?" Flynn asked with a grin as he pulled on the joystick and banked around the habitat. Life was just one big video game to him, and this was a hyper-realistic simulation.

I’m not going to lie, I was a little nervous with Flynn at the helm. How much training could he realistically have had with this thing?

He angled the craft around until we were facing the hull of the habitat. The futuristic structure could have been a space station or a moon base. We might as well have been on an alien planet down here. A world that few had seen.

With onboard AI, the cameras would survey the exterior of the structure, and the system could detect anomalies.

We made a grid and checked section by section, the computer doing the heavy lifting. We examined the porthole that leaked. So far, the repair had held, but it would need a more permanent solution.

To my surprise, Flynn navigated us around the habitat like a pro. I think he approached it like taking on a role. He threw himself into it and had become a capable mini-sub pilot in a matter of weeks.

The structure appeared to be in good shape, at least as far as I could tell. The AI didn’t flag any damage in the sections we surveyed. It took several hours to complete, during which time we kicked around more theories. But we were no closer to solving this case.

“Do you want to take the helm?” Flynn asked me.

“Hell yes!” I wanted to get some seat time.

I cruised us around and got used to the controls.

By the time we got back to the habitat, I was ready for lunch. Those powdered eggs didn’t last long.

The lunch option was equally as bland—chicken with rice and vegetables, saltine crackers with cheese spread. I shoveled down carrots, green beans, and peas, and loaded up on crackers, though it was probably some type of artificial cheese.

Ross approached me after I ate. He glanced around to make sure we were alone. The habitat was large enough to almost feel like you had some privacy. Almost.

With a nervous expression, he said, "Hey, can I tell you something?"

"You can tell me anything you want."

He glanced over his shoulder once again. "I don’t want to throw anybody under the bus, but I saw Marston go into the engineering compartment not long before Weyland got zapped."

I lifted a curious brow. "You're sure about that?”

Ross nodded.

"Why didn't you say anything before?”

"I wasn't sure before. It kind of slipped my mind. I’ve been thinking about it all morning. I was like, yeah, he did go in there."

I regarded him with a degree of skepticism.

"I'm not lying. Ask him. Tell him there's video of it and see what he says."

"I thought the video was down.”

"Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn't."

"You think the video cameras were intentionally sabotaged?" I asked.

Ross shrugged. "How hard would it be to take them offline or write some malicious code?” He leaned closer and whispered, "I mean, think about it. The technical officer aboard this habitat is Marston’s wife. If anybody could make cameras glitch, she could.“

"What would Quinn stand to gain by protecting her husband if she was having an affair with Weyland?”

Ross shrugged and said in a hushed voice, “I don’t know. Maybe she feels responsible. Maybe she still loves her husband, but she was just getting a little sausage on the side.”

He was just grasping at straws.

There was a good possibility Ross was high.

I thanked him for the info and set out to find Marston.
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"Okay, yes, I went in there shortly before the accident,” Marston said when we caught up with him in the control room. “But I did not sabotage anything!”

"You didn't think that would be a necessary thing to mention when we first interviewed you?"

Marston’s jaw tightened. "I didn't want to incriminate myself.”

"And withholding information doesn’t?"

Through gritted teeth, he said, "I am not guilty. I went in there to check on the recharge station. That's it.”

"Funny, that's the area you’ve been having problems with since day one," Jack said.

"Which is exactly why I went in there. I knew they’d be returning from their excursion, and the mini-sub would need to be recharged. I was just trying to make sure the system was functioning properly."

We both looked at him with skeptical eyes.

"Did you see anyone else in the area?”

Marston hesitated a moment. He looked around, then pulled us aside, into a neighboring passageway. "I didn't want to say anything earlier. But on my way in, I saw Elana coming out. I'm not sure what she was doing in there. That's not part of her functional area."

We both regarded him with skepticism. He’d say anything at this point.

"Can you think of any legitimate reason why she would have been in there?”

"No. I can't.”

This wasn’t a good look for him.

JD and I left the passageway and set out to find Elana.

She was in the moon pool, about to depart on a mission in one of the mini-subs. I shouted to her as she was climbing down into the vessel. "Elana!”

Her eyes snapped in my direction.

"Hold up for a moment. I need to talk to you.”

Wong stood at the edge of the moon pool and gave me an annoyed look. "Can this wait? She has a mission to perform, and we are on a timetable.”

“Why don’t you ride along, and we can kill two birds with one stone?” Elana shouted, her voice echoing off the bulkheads.

Seawater sloshed in the moon pool.

“I’ll stay here and hold down the fort,” JD said. “Be careful with that one.”

I hustled around the waters edge, climbed onto the top of the sub, then descended into the tiny space. I pulled the hatch shut behind me and sealed it, then took a seat at the helm.

Elana took her chair and powered up the vessel. After the safety checks, we exited the moon pool into the open ocean.

Elana worked the controls like a pro.

We cruised through the inky water, the massive floodlights illuminating the area just in front of the craft. Sonar mapped the sea floor and created a 3D image of the terrain ahead. It helped with navigation.

"What's the mission objective?” I asked.

"Inspect the satellite and solar buoy anchors.”

"Were you scheduled to go on this mission alone?"

"I'm not alone anymore, am I?”

"I guess not.”

"We’re required to do a certain number of solo excursions. But I don't mind the company.”

"All part of your immersion therapy," I said.

"You could say so.”

"This is definitely a tight space.”

"Somehow I find this liberating,” she said. “I feel like I'm in control of my own destiny when I pilot this thing.”

"So it's a control issue?”

She lifted an intrigued eyebrow. "Could be.” She thought for a moment. “Yes, I think a certain degree of control soothes me. It's a lack of control that I find problematic. The helplessness. You’re very perceptive, Deputy.”

“It’s my job.”

“And how is your job going? Are you any closer to the killer?”

“Perhaps,” I said with a grin.

She smirked.

"What if I told you control was an illusion?”

"I’d say something dismissive, then cling to my illusion.”

I chuckled.

"So, what is it I can do for you, Deputy?”

I got right down to business. "Why did you go into the engineering compartment before the incident?”

Elana gave me a curious look. "I went in there as part of a routine inspection. It's protocol to survey vital habitat processes when we come on our shifts. It helps us catch something before it becomes a problem.”

"Apparently, you didn't catch the problem with the breaker.” Then I added, “Or maybe you did?”

Her eyes narrowed at me. "Are you suggesting I sabotaged the breaker in order to kill Commander Weyland?”

"That's what I'm trying to figure out.”

"I went in there and took a quick look around. I didn't notice anything unusual. There were no alarms, no red lights flashing. I ran a diagnostic looking for faults, then returned to my station. That was three hours before the accident.”

“That’s not what Marston says.”

“What does Marston say?”

"Isn't that Quinn's job? Isn't she your technical officer and systems analyst?”

"Like I said, the operational readiness of this facility is everyone's responsibility.”

"Why didn't you mention that during our initial interview?”

"I thought I did. I guess it slipped my mind.”

"A lot of little details are slipping people's minds. Makes me feel like not everyone's been truthful.”

"It was three hours prior,” she repeated with emphasis. “I've been nothing but truthful with you.” Her face scrunched as she thought for a moment, reconsidering it. “I don’t know. It’s easy to get disoriented. Lose track of time. Maybe it wasn’t quite three hours. I don’t know. It’s kind of a blur.”

She was backtracking.

Another tremor rumbled, and a wave jolted the mini-sub. The bulkheads rattled, and power cut out. Propulsion stopped, and the vessel drifted forward, slowly sinking in the darkness. We’d been hovering a few feet off the sea floor. We didn't have far to sink. These mini-subs had a negative buoyancy in case of such power failure. Usually, smaller submersibles had positive buoyancy and returned to the surface in case of emergency. But a return to the surface under these conditions would mean death without adequate decompression.

The backup auxiliary power kicked on. It was enough to supply minimal lighting, the CO2 scrubbers, and some instrumentation. Not enough to power the thrusters.

We were dead in the water.
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Sweat sprouted on Elana’s brow. Her eyes widened with panic. She looked like she’d guzzled a pot of coffee.

“So much for control,” I muttered.

“That’s not funny!”

“Slow, deep breaths. Everything’s going to be okay.”

She nodded, closed her eyes, and filled her lungs.

“Is this what you mean by battery issues?”

“More of an issue with recharge,” she said. “But nobody’s experienced anything like this yet.”

“Do we get extra points for being the first?” I teased.

“No, but maybe we’ll get points for surviving if we get out of this mess.” She radioed the habitat. “Mayday, mayday, mayday. Oceanus, this is Neptune. We’ve lost propulsion. Do you copy?”

There was no reply.

“Where’s the electrical panel?” I asked.

Elana pointed amidships.

I climbed out of my seat, clicked on my flashlight, and moved to the panel. I pulled it open, and my beam raked across the wiring.

Elana kept trying to contact the habitat, but there was no response. “Mayday, mayday, mayday.”

She unzipped her jumpsuit a little, her skin slick with sweat.

I checked all the connections and made sure they were secure. One had wiggled loose. I reconnected the DC bus to the main power inverter. The lights came on, and the system rebooted.

Elana breathed easier when I returned to the helm. “What did you do?”

"It's not uncommon for connections to shake loose, especially in high-vibration environments. There's been a lot of tremors lately.”

She put her hand to her chest and let out a sigh. "I may have been just a tad concerned there for a second."

"Just a tad," I teased.

"Hey, I like to think I'm improving.”

The thrusters lifted us from the sea floor, and we continued on our mission to visually inspect the anchor points.

"How did this all start?” I asked.

"How did what start?”

"This phobia of yours.”

"It’s not a phobia, remember? It’s a discomfort,” she said, trying to convince herself.

I chuckled. "Right.”

"It’s stress that is triggered by certain scenarios."

"You know there's a term for that.”

"Yes, I know there's a name for that. But if I don't name it, it's not real."

I laughed again. She was half serious.

Elana kept quiet for a moment.

"If you don't want to talk about it, I understand.”

She took a deep breath and settled herself. "It's not something that’s easy to talk about.”

"Fair enough.”

After another long beat, she said, "I was attacked when I was 16. At that point in time, I was young and naïve and didn't know how the world worked. I didn't realize that there were bad people out there. I mean, I knew there were bad people out there, but I never thought I would become a victim. I didn't have that mindset. I was strong and independent," she said, puffing herself up in a dramatic fashion. "I was on an elevator. A guy got on. I smiled and said hello. Then, next thing I knew, he pepper-sprayed me, tied me up, and took me from the elevator. He dragged me through the parking garage and shoved me into the trunk of his vehicle. He took me to a remote farmhouse and kept me locked in a box for three weeks. I never thought I was going to get out of there.”

I was shocked. "I totally get your aversion to elevators and small spaces.”

A smile of vindication pulled her plump lips.

"It’s pretty brave of you to come down here and attempt something like this," I said.

"I think so. And I think I'm doing a pretty damn good job, if I do say so myself. I'm not going to let my past limit me. This is something I want to do. I want to be part of a space mission. I want to break new ground and go down in the history books. You know what they say—do something worth writing about, or write something worth reading. I'd like to do both at some point.” She paused. "Maybe I'm not cut out for this. But maybe I am. I'm never going to know what I’m capable of unless I put myself to the test.”

"I think you're doing pretty well so far.”

She smiled. "Thank you.”

Wong's voice crackled over the speaker. "Neptune, Oceanus, are you okay?”

"Yes. Minor hiccup,” Elana said. “All systems functioning normally.”

"What happened? We got your message, but comms were down briefly.”

"Loose connection," she said. "No cause for alarm.”

"Are you comfortable proceeding with the mission as planned?”

"Affirmative.”

"Copy that.”

After we inspected all of the anchor points, we returned to the habitat, and Elana navigated us into the moon pool. We surfaced, and she powered down the sub.

In a tentative voice, she said, "What happens in the sub stays in the sub, right? I’d prefer if the rest of the crew didn't know my back story."

I gestured that my lips were sealed. "I don't kiss and tell.”

She lifted an intrigued eyebrow. "Good to know.”

We climbed from our seats and took the ladder up. I opened the hatch and climbed out of the tiny sub.

Wong was there to greet us. “Are you two okay?”

"Yes," Elana assured. "Momentary glitch."

I gave her a hand, then connected power. "You might want to double-check all the electrical connections in the mini-subs.”

"I'm glad you're back safely,” Wong said. “The last thing we need is another incident."

Ross approached with a concerned look on his face. "Hey, have you seen Judy?”

"No," David replied. "I haven't.”

"She didn't show up for lunch. I haven't seen her all day. She doesn't answer when I knock on the hatch to her compartment. I’m a little worried about her. I think she's taking this pretty hard, understandably.”

"I'll check on her," Wong said.

Elana and I followed as David marched through the passageways to Judy's bunk room. He knocked on the hatch. "Judy, are you okay in there?”

There was no response.

David knocked again. "Judy?”

He twisted the handle and pushed open the hatch. The compartment was empty.

We all exchanged a concerned look.

David continued roaming through the habitat, looking for Judy, calling out for her. We followed and bumped into Flynn.

"Have you seen Judy?" David asked.

Flynn frowned and shook his head. "No. Not since yesterday, actually."

We split up and searched the habitat.

Relatively speaking, it was a pretty big place. Lots of compartments and passageways. Plenty of areas to get lost in. We moved through the whole space and regrouped in the control room. We all had blank looks on our faces. Judy was nowhere to be found.

That's when I saw her.

Through the large portal in the control room. Judy was outside the habitat, swimming into the abyss without a dive suit, without oxygen. It wouldn't take long at that temperature for hypothermia to set in. She’d deplete her oxygen supply and blackout. That would be it.

I could think of better ways to go out.

I may have grumbled an obscenity under my breath as I darted through the habitat toward the moon pool.

"What are you going to do?" Elana shouted after me.
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Igrabbed a mask, fins, and a bailout bottle. I shouldered the harness and hooked a tether around my belt loop. It would give me 50 yards. The current around the habitat could be strong. This bailout bottle would only last 10 to 15 minutes. I didn't have time to put on a wetsuit, and there were no rebreathers in the immediate area.

With the regulator in my mouth, I dove into the water. It was a shock to the system. At 50°, it felt like ice water. I was used to cold water dives. Being wet and cold was something you got used to in special warfare.

I finned away from the habitat into the inky abyss with only a flashlight to guide my way.

Swimming with the current, Judy had gone a considerable distance. I finned hard to catch up with her, quads burning.

She had peeled out of her jumpsuit and was in her skivvies. She intended this to be a one-way trip.

I'm sure she thought the cold would get to her before the lack of oxygen.

This was probably a foolish undertaking on my part. I had rushed in before I really had time to think about what I was doing. If I wasn't careful, things could go south quickly.

I ran out of rope quicker than I expected and still hadn’t caught up to Judy.

That voice in the back of my head said don't do it, but I did it anyway. I released the tether from my belt loop. I kept swimming after her. The current pushed me along.

I was cold and numb. It didn't take long.

When I finally caught up to Judy, I grabbed her leg. She fought me, kicking and flailing, but at this point, she was almost out of oxygen. I pulled her close, and she kept flailing. It just burned more oxygen.

I wrestled her under control as she faded, then swam back toward the habitat. This time against the current. When I spun around, I realized how far away we were. I'm not going to lie, I was a little concerned. I'd already been through a good chunk of the oxygen in the bailout bottle.

I kicked hard, fighting the current, one arm slung around Judy's limp torso. She had blacked out completely. Time was of the essence.

I kept finning, but it felt like I wasn’t making much progress.

I finally reached the tether, picked it up from the sea floor, and attached it to my belt loop, then kept swimming.

After what seemed like an eternity, I made it back to the moon pool. The crew helped me get Judy out of the water and onto the deck. Then they helped me. I was completely numb and shaking. Words were hard to form.

Jack started chest compressions on Judy, while the others brought blankets for both of us. Now was not the time for modesty. I peeled out of my clothes, and I needed help to do it. Fine motor skills degraded. Arms like icicles. Elana helped me towel off and wrapped me up in the insulated blankets.

Jack kept trying to revive Judy until finally she coughed up a lungful of water. He turned her on her side and helped her clear her lungs. She hacked and gasped, still out of it. I'm not sure exactly how long she was unconscious, but the cold water helped preserve brain function.

Dr. Norrington brought a heat pack for my core.

Judy was in worse shape than I was. We’d both need to stay horizontal while we warmed up. Standing too soon could cause hypotension, and we’d end up right back on the deck with a faceplant.

I shivered on the deck for half an hour before I stopped feeling like a popsicle.

I started to get my wits back about that time, if I had any to begin with. Elana brought me a cup of hot chocolate. I sat up and sipped it, slowly coming back to life. It tasted pretty damn good.

Judy still trembled.

I felt beyond exhausted.

Judy was transferred to the medical bay.

Finally, with a little help, I climbed to my feet and staggered back to my bunk. I climbed in and wrapped up under the covers, still shaking.

“Is there anything else I can get for you?” Elana asked.

“No, thank you. I’m fine.”

"I've got another patient to check on. I'll come back and see you after a while. I'm glad you're okay."

She left, and Jack stayed with me as I warmed up.

Dr. Norrington stopped by to check on me a few minutes later. "How are you feeling?"

"I'm thawing. How's Judy?"

"She's coming along. I think she'll make a full recovery, but that took a toll on her. Somebody's going to have to watch her 24/7. I think this is the end of the mission.”

"I think it was foolish to continue after Weyland’s death," I said.

"I agree, but sometimes there is no stopping Tristan Hawke. That man pushes himself past the brink, and he expects it of everyone else. I'm not going to lie, that makes me concerned about the safety of everyone involved in this endeavor.”

"Has he been notified of Judy’s suicide attempt?”

"Not yet. I think Commander Wong is waiting for Judy to recover so we can make an assessment.”

"He doesn't think she can continue the mission, does he?”

"No. I think he's afraid Tristan is going to pull the plug, and with it, his command." Then he muttered. "That's strictly between you and me." He paused. "If you'll excuse me, I need to get back to my other patient. She's not quite as strong as you are." He stepped toward the hatch, then paused. "That was a hell of a thing you did," he said, looking back over his shoulder. "I'm not sure if you're brave or stupid."

"I'm not sure either.”

"Maybe a little of both.”

I chuckled.

"The world needs people like you." With that, he stepped out of the compartment.

"You could have gotten your dumb ass killed," JD said. "Then I'd be stuck down here with these nut jobs."

I laughed again.

“It all worked out,” I said with a grin.

JD and I shot the shit for a few minutes, then Wong poked his head into the compartment. "There's a call for you."

I gave him a confused look.

"It sounds important. Can you stand?”

I nodded, then pulled myself out of the bunk. I got dressed and staggered out of the compartment to the control room, still feeling drained and unsteady.

On the video monitor, Tristan was with two gentlemen I didn't recognize. They both wore suits and ties and had serious faces. In their late 30s, one had short curly brown hair and a narrow face. The other had light brown hair and a square jaw.

By their expressions, this couldn't be good.

“Clear the control room,” the man with short brown hair said. “What I’m about to tell you is TS/SCI.”
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"I'm Officer John Conroy, and this is Robert Baker, CIA. We’ve had a situation.”

“What kind of situation?” I asked.

"I'm going to read you both in. What I’m about to tell you remains in the strictest confidence. Tell no one aboard the habitat. Discuss it with no one but myself or Officer Baker.”

"Copy that."

Conroy held a picture up to the screen. It was a satellite view of a submarine leaving port. "This is the Silent Dragon. A Type 097, Phantom-class attack submarine. It is the latest and greatest China has to offer. This is the last image we have of the submarine as it left the shipyard. This photograph was taken over a month ago. Shortly after it submerged, we lost track of the submarine completely.”

JD and I shared a look.

"It vanished without a trace. We were unable to pick up its acoustic signature. I don't need to tell you, gentlemen, how concerning that is. That submarine has been able to operate without detection. We believe the submarine was fitted with a Quantum Noise-Canceling Array. That technology is far beyond our current capabilities, and puts us at a significant disadvantage. It is a national security threat.”

"I see how it would be of concern," I said. "What does that have to do with us?" I asked, dreading where this was going.

"This morning, we picked up an acoustic anomaly not far from your current location. The Silent Dragon broke radio silence and sent a distress signal. We believe there was some type of explosion aboard the boat. The Chinese went into panic mode and have scrambled search and recovery teams. We believe the submarine has gone down within a few miles of the habitat. Tristan has offered his full support, and the habitat provides a perfect cover for Operation Ghost Echo. It's going to take the Chinese a little while to mobilize their efforts. And they can’t exactly send the Navy off the Florida coast. On top of that, I don't think they want to admit they lost the sub. We can't overtly search for and recover the submarine or the quantum canceling device without causing an international incident. But make no mistake, gentlemen, we want that device and the QNCA core processing module. You two are going to get them."

“Do you know where the sub is?” I asked.

“We have an idea, based on the acoustic data from the explosion and distress signal. Time is of the essence, and you are in a unique position to accomplish this mission. This is an opportunity for you to be of great service to your country. Can we count on you?”

“Of course,” I said.

“That’s what I like to hear. The quantum array will be located near propulsion, which is a magnetohydrodynamic drive. We think they are hot-swappable nodes. You’ll have to enter the sub to recover the Core Processing Module. I can’t tell you how valuable this technology would be on the open market. Terrorists, foreign governments, and even the Chinese would pay billions for this. You both will be rewarded handsomely if you succeed. Failure is not an option.”

“Copy that,” I said. “How am I supposed to find the CPM?”

“Our intel suggests it’s a 6x9 rack-mounted module containing processors, sensor algorithms, and real-time canceling software. We have an asset that was involved in the construction of the Silent Dragon. The module should be located in the control room and will be labeled in Mandarin.”

“My Mandarin is extremely limited.”

“I’ll text you the characters that you are looking for. Learn and memorize them.”

“Roger that.”

“With Tristan’s blessing, you will take full command of the habitat. Recovery of the tech is priority one. Is that clear?”

“Affirmative.”

“This is likely our last communication until the storm passes. Tristan has recommended a retraction of the satellite buoy. You’ll be on your own for the next 24 to 48.“ Conroy gave me the coordinates for their estimate of the wreckage. “Good luck, gentlemen.”

Tristan said, “Bring Wong back into the control room. I need to tell him you are now in command.”

“He’s not going to like that,” I muttered.

“I don’t care what he likes. When he builds his own habitat, he can run it how he likes.”

“There’s been a slight complication,” I said.

Tristan looked distressed.

I told him about Judy.

“I’m sorry, but at this point in time, she’s stuck down there. It’s too rough out here for the DSV. We’ll be returning to base after this conversation.”

JD found Wong and brought him back into the compartment. When Tristan told him we were in charge, his face reddened. “You can’t do that!”

Tristan looked at him like he was crazy. "I can do whatever I want. That should be obvious.”

David took a deep breath and tried to calm himself. "I understand that. What I mean is these two deputies, while fine individuals, are not aligned with the objectives of the habitat. They have their own priorities. I believe I'm the best person to lead this mission forward.”

"The mission priorities have changed for the time being.”

Confusion knitted Wong’s brow. "How so?”

"I'm afraid that information is classified and need-to-know only," Officer Conroy said.

“Who are you?” Wong growled.

Conroy gave him a look. “That is none of your concern.”

Wong bit his tongue, but he didn't like it.

"I promise, once this objective is complete, our original mission priorities will resume, and you will regain command of the habitat," Tristan said.

David tried to stifle his frustration. It was the best offer he was going to get.

"At this time, I'm going to recommend you retract the communications buoy to avoid damage," Tristan said. “You’re gonna have to ride the storm out on your own. You've got everything you need. You should be just fine. Hopefully, we can maintain communication via AquaLink.”

"Copy that," Wong said.

"That will be all, Commander Wong," Conroy said. "I need a few more words with the deputies in private."

Wong definitely didn't like playing second fiddle to anyone. With a tight face, he complied and left the compartment, pulling the hatch shut behind him.

"The storm will provide a little added cover for your operation," Conroy said to me. "It might buy you just enough time to complete the mission objective before Chinese operatives reach the site. I will give you a heads up if I can, if we discover any solid intel about their recovery team.”

"What if we should find ourselves in a head-to-head situation with foreign adversaries?” I asked.

This was a delicate situation. The sub was in US waters, but as a warship, it was the sovereign property of the Chinese government. Engaging in direct action could create an international incident.

"I don't need to tell you, gentlemen, that this operation does not exist," Conroy said. "I don't think the Chinese would be stupid enough to engage Americans within US waters, but I do anticipate they will be sending contractors with plausible deniability, much like we have contracted you. There is a Chinese fishing trawler in the area, and I don’t think they are looking for shrimp." Conroy shared a glance with his partner, then continued. "If you are engaged by hostile actors, respond in kind. Do not compromise mission objectives.”

"Let's hope we get there first," JD said.

"That's the idea. Good luck, gentlemen, and Godspeed."

That was the end of the transmission.

JD and I shared a glance.

"You feel up to this? That was a hell of a swim you had.”

"I don't have much of a choice at this point. I'll be fine.”

JD wasn't sold. My eyes betrayed how tired and drained I was. But being wet, cold, and tired was something you learn to thrive off of in this line of work. There was no alternative.

We left the command center, found Wong, and told him we’d be commandeering one of the mini-subs and would need dive gear and someone to man the umbilicals.

“Hey, it's your show now," he said with a little acid in his voice. “Whatever you need.” Then he added, "I’m retracting the satellite buoy as per Tristan's request. If you need to make any phone calls, do it now."

We didn't have time to chit-chat with anyone at the moment.

JD and I made our way back to our bunks. I had pretty much returned to my baseline temperature. I figured it was safe to take a shower. Too soon after a hypothermic event could cause vasodilation and fainting.

I stayed in the shower long enough to warm up a little, wash the seawater off, and feel a little refreshed. I toweled off, got dressed, then hit the galley and whipped up some dehydrated food to get something in my belly before setting out on a mission.

A text buzzed through on the encrypted app, Memo. [We have Paisley. If you want to see her alive again, you’ll deliver the case to us.]

A proof of life video was attached to the message.

My heart sank.

I pressed play. The camera started close on her terrified face. Bound and gagged, mascara stained her cheeks. In a dark room, a flashlight spotlit her. The perp held today’s paper in front of the lens.

Before I could respond or send the video to Isabella for analysis, cell service went down.
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“Ineed comms back online,” I said when I found Wong in the control room.

His brow wrinkled. "I'm sorry. It's just not possible. You heard Tristan. We've retracted the buoy. It's too risky to leave it at the surface. We could permanently lose satellite communication, and that would inhibit the rest of the mission.”

“This is an emergency situation.”

Wong exhaled an exasperated sigh, then shrugged. "Hey, it's your show now. If you want the satcom buoy up, I'll put it up. But it's your responsibility if something happens to it.”

"I'll take that responsibility."

Wong manned the controls and surfaced the buoy. The monitoring screen lit up. "I'm telling you, this is a bad idea. It’s pushing the tether beyond tolerances. It’s pretty rough up there.”

The bandwidth of the AquaLink was too low to send video files. You’d be lucky to get a long text out. In this weather, it was unreliable and probably wouldn’t work. The DSV was already en route back to the island. The farther it got away, the weaker the connection.

Once the satellite buoy had reached the surface, I sent a quick text to Isabella, forwarding the proof of life video. Then I sent it to the sheriff. He’d have to handle this. There was no way for me to deal with this at the moment. I typed a text back to the kidnappers, but the signal went dead before I could send it. An alarm sounded, and red lights flashed on the command console.

Wong glared at me. "I told you this was a bad idea.”

I knew what happened. I didn’t need to ask. "We lost the buoy.”

“It severed from the tether. Congratulations. Now we have no satcom.”

My jaw clenched with frustration.

I connected via Bluetooth to the command console. The AquaLink would relay the message to the gateway on the DSV. From there, it would go out over their internet connection. That was the hope, anyway. I sent a reply to the kidnappers, but I wasn’t sure it would ever get to them. In these conditions, the AquaLink was highly unreliable.

"You want to tell me what's going on?" Wong said. "You want to tell me why we’re risking the mission and our lives?"

"I'm dealing with two situations. One of them, I can talk about. One of them, I can't. One of them is a kidnapping. And for now, there's nothing I can do about it.”

The disclosure surprised Wong. A solemn frown played on his face.

"Is the mini-sub fully recharged?" I asked.

"Should be. How far are you going?”

"I don't know. What’s the effective range?”

"'You've got 8 to 10 hours of battery time, depending on usage, with roughly 24 hours of auxiliary power for scrubbers and life-support systems. Plan accordingly."

JD and I hurried through the habitat to the moon pool.

Trask approached us along the way. “Is everything okay?”

“Sure.”

“All this cloak and dagger stuff. Wong seems pretty upset. What’s going on?”

“Nothing. There’s just been a situation that we need to deal with.”

“What kind of situation?”

I told him about the kidnapping. I figured it might placate him for a bit.

“That’s terrible,” he said. “And now comms are down.” He shook his head. “What are you going to do?”

I didn’t have time for chit-chat. “I’m not sure. If you’ll excuse me.”

“Oh, yeah, sure,” he said, backing off.

JD and I reached the moon pool and gathered supplies—drysuits, wetsuits, rebreathers, bail out bottles, a plasma torch, and a few spear guns just in case. We climbed aboard the sub, and Jack started running diagnostic checks. I looked over the gear and made sure everything was in working order.

Elana climbed into the sub with us. “Where are you going?"

"For a little cruise," I said.

With a worried brow, she said, "You're in no condition to go anywhere."

"I feel great," I said, lying through my teeth.

"You look like shit."

"Thank you, it's a new style I’m cultivating. It's very popular these days.”

She frowned at me. "I don't understand. Why do you have to go out now? What's happening? Wong looks upset.”

"I wish I could tell you more, but I can't.”

She rolled her eyes. “What are you two, secret agents now?”

I smirked. “I can neither confirm nor deny.”

Her lips scrunched in the cutest way, and she exhaled through her nose. “Well, I’m going with you.”

I laughed.

“No. You’re not. Sorry.”

“Well, I'm not leaving," she said, folding her arms.

"You want me to forcibly remove you?"

"I'd like to see you try.”

I stared at her. "This is cute, but I'm serious. We've got work to do.”

"I'm serious too.”

"Newsflash, right now, you’re still a suspect in a murder."

She gave me a flat look.

"We’re dealing with a national security issue. That's all I can say.”

Her brow wrinkled with confusion. "National security?”

"I’ve said too much already.”

"Now I'm really intrigued."

"Then you’re going to have to stay intrigued.”

She frowned at me. "Do you really think I’m a killer?”

"The jury is still out."

She sneered at me playfully. After a huff, she said, "Okay. Fine. You're on your own.”

She started to go when I said, “Which sub did Weyland take before he died?”

Confusion tightened her brow. “This one, I think. Why?”

“Pull up the nav history. I want to see where they went.”

Her eyes narrowed with curiosity, then she moved to the helm. Elana pulled up the history, and JD and I hovered around the screen.

Elana squinted. “It looks like it’s been deleted.”

I shared a look with Jack.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
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Elana picked up on the vibe. “Okay, something is definitely going on. What is it?”

“You need to get off the boat,” I said.

“Not until you tell me what’s up. Somebody deleted the nav history. That’s totally bizarre and against protocol.” Elana squinted at me, putting it all together. “What did they find out there?”

I shared another glance with Jack.

“Did they find a UFO? Oh, my God. That’s it, isn’t it? There’s an alien spaceship at the bottom of the ocean, and some covert government agency wants you to retrieve it. It all makes sense. That’s why they killed Weyland.”

“You have an active imagination,” I said.

Flynn climbed into the sub to see what all the hubbub was about. “Did somebody say UFO?”

“There’s no UFO,” I assured.

“You know, you’re going to need help.”

“There’s no UFO.”

He gave me a doubtful look. “Look, I’ve seen that movie. It doesn’t end well for anyone.”

“Would you escort this lovely lady off the sub?” I asked Flynn.

Elana scowled at me.

“We’re running out of time.”

"Okay, okay, I'm going. You two be careful out there."

She climbed out of her seat, then took the ladder to the top hatch. Flynn was right behind her. Once she was off the sub, he pulled the hatch down and sealed us in. With a grin on his face, he said, "I'm going with you. You’re gonna need someone to man the umbilical if you dive to recover anything from that UFO. We might have to fight space aliens underwater."

"I'm telling you, there's no UFO."

“Right, right, of course,” he said with a wink. “Classified.”

In truth, we could use a third hand. And Flynn was the only person on the habitat I trusted.

"Flynn, what you see on this trip stays between us,” I said.

With an eager grin, he gave me a salute. “You can count on me, sir. I can keep a secret.”

I took the helm and submerged the Triton. We cruised out of the habitat and headed into the abyss. Floodlights slashed the darkness as I navigated toward the location Conroy had given me. The current tossed the tiny sub around, the storm raging above. It was like flying through bumpy air.

With an average speed of 3.5 knots per hour, we reached the estimated site in a little under an hour. There was nothing but a void, and the sonar showed nothing on the bottom.

I continued on, moving over a ledge on the sea floor. The bottom began to slope, and I followed the terrain into the abyss. We submerged deeper, from 300 feet to 325 to 350.

Then 400.

“What’s the test depth of this thing?” I asked.

“Operating depth is 1,250 meters,” Flynn said. “Test depth is 2,500 meters. She’s got plenty of room to run.”

We weren’t going to get anywhere near a hull implosion at this depth unless there was structural damage to the pressure hull.

We followed the slope, descending to about 500 feet. That's when the floodlights raked across a black metallic structure. The massive attack submarine was barely a blip on the sonar. The angle of the slope minimized its signature.

I navigated the mini-sub along the starboard side of the submarine. The behemoth lay on the ocean floor at a slight angle, the sail at 45°.

A gaping fracture in the pressure hull amidships sealed the submarine‘s fate. There were no survivors on board. The ship had made a fast, one-way trip to the bottom.

"That's no UFO," Flynn said.

"Told you," I replied.

The movie star frowned. "I was getting excited there for a moment.”

"Believe me, there's enough for you to get excited about."

The giant submarine dwarfed our mini-sub. The 24 vertical launch tubes carried enough SLBMs to decimate every major metropolitan area in the United States.

The Silent Dragon was nuclear Armageddon at the flip of a switch.

We continued along the length of the boat, heading aft. The vessel had traditional screws as well as the hydrodynamic thrusters that propelled the attack submarine through the water in near silence. But the thrusters still gave off a recognizable signature. The real prize was the Quantum Noise-Canceling Array at the stern.

Several pyramid-shaped nodes incorporated into the anechoic tile at the stern canceled mechanical noise and cavitation by generating precise counter-phased waves, making the massive vessel virtually silent. It shared a similar principle to noise-canceling headphones. Nothing was ever truly silent, but this system brought the sub below the threshold of detection—at least for now.

"I'm thinking Weyland and the others found the sub by accident," Jack said. "He planned on reporting it when he returned to the habitat. Trask had other ideas. He wanted the technology. This would be worth billions. Why hand it over to the government when you can sell it to them?”

JD hit the nail on the head.

"They killed him to keep him silent," I said.

Flynn frowned and shook his head. "I never liked those two.”

I navigated the Triton around the stern of the Silent Dragon and used the mini-sub’s high-resolution cameras to photograph the quantum array. I took video and circled the entire sub, getting a full look at the vessel. Once that was complete, we returned to the stern and examined the quantum array again.

"What the hell is it?" Flynn asked.

“It’s a submarine,” I said flatly.

“I can see it’s a submarine. What are the knobby things?”

"It's better if you don't ask," I said.

I climbed out of the pilot's chair and moved aft to the lockout chamber.

“Where are you going?” Flynn asked.

“Out there to retrieve the QNCA.”

“QNCA?”

“Quantum Noise Canceling Array. Like I said. Don’t ask questions. You’re going to act as bellman for the dive.”

“Hell, I want to go with you.”

“Sorry. You’re staying aboard, managing gas and comms.”

JD took the helm. Flynn and I sealed ourselves in the lockout chamber. It functioned as a dry, pressurized diving bell.

I suited up in a dry suit and helmet, then attached my umbilical support.

Flynn twisted the bottom hatch and opened it. After we went through the safety checks, I climbed through the hatch into the inky water. Flynn would stay in the lockout trunk, feeding my umbilical.

With a satchel of tools in hand, I marched across the sea floor to the Silent Dragon.
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The lights on my helmet illuminated the way. I carried a small handheld flashlight with me, dwarfed by the Leviathan as I walked along its hull toward the stern.

The umbilical fed warm water and the heliox mix, keeping the suit toasty in the 50° water. My heart thumped by the time I reached the quantum array after lugging the gear and fighting the current. The knobby pyramid-shaped tiles surrounded the propulsion systems.

When I got up close, I took more pictures.

I moved close, reached out, and touched one of the pyramids. It had a soft, rubbery covering. I pulled a pry tool from the satchel, wedged it between the tiles, and peeled up the covering. Underneath was one of the quantum nodes. There were dozens of them on the ship. I was hoping they were removable, like Conroy had said. It was common to have hot-swappable components for easy repair. It made sense for something as technologically advanced as this.

With my flashlight, I spotlit the seams that butted against the neighboring tile. A small flange was big enough to get a finger underneath. With a hefty tug, I was able to pry it apart from its connector. The node was about 10 by 12 inches. I slipped it into the satchel, then went through the process and pried off another node. I figured two for redundancy would be good enough. They were heavy. The guys in the CIA could reverse engineer the nodes. If I could get inside the control room and grab the core processing module, I’d call the mission a success.

JD’s voice crackled through the speaker in my helmet, "How's it going out there?"

"Good. I’ve got two in the bag."

"I see that.”

"How's everything on your end?”

"Looking good. At this rate, we’ll be back to the habitat well ahead of schedule.”

I moved back along the hull to the fracture, then climbed inside. The lights on my helmet slashed the darkness.

I wasn't exactly sure where I was in the sub, but I figured I could find my way up to the control room. "Flynn, how long is my umbilical?"

"You’ve got a hundred feet.”

I wasn't sure it would be enough.

It didn't take long to realize that I was inside the missile compartment—24 launch tubes, ready to rain down fury. I wore a dosimeter. The radiation level wasn't above background, around .2 microsieverts per hour. At that level, I was confident there wasn’t a reactor leak. I breathed a little easier.

I shone my flashlight across the compartment, raking the beam across several tubes.

Everything looked intact.

These things were designed to remain safe until armed and deployed. But who knew how well these warheads were put together?

A few bodies of crew members floated through the compartment, their skin pale and sloughing. Drained of color, and not yet ravaged by the critters of the deep, they were like ghosts.

I wasn't sure how long the sub had been down here. Probably around 24 to 48 hours.

I made my way forward through several compartments, passing more bodies. I moved through the galley, then climbed a ladder up to another deck, then moved forward through the sonar room, to the main control room.

More bodies floated.

I swept my flashlight beam across the darkness, looking at control panels, displays, and gauges.

This was a state-of-the-art, advanced nuclear attack submarine. Conroy’s intel about the sub was reasonably accurate. He had given me a basic idea of where to look for the CPM, but I was on my own.

I said through comms, "I've reached the control room."

There was no response.

"Triton, do you copy?”

My beam spotlit control panels, screens, gauges, and modules. Everything was in Mandarin. I scanned the characters, looking for something that matched what Conroy had sent me.

A wall of racks held various modules. My beam swept across the control units until I found the right Mandarin characters.

Sure that I had found the CPM, I unscrewed the module from the rack and detached its connectors. The small waterproof device controlled the entire array.

JD's voice crackled through the speaker in my helmet in short staccato bursts, breaking up. I couldn’t make out what he said.

Then something bad happened. My lights cut out, and the hot water stopped. So did the oxygen. Comms went down.
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Iswitched to my bailout, disconnected the umbilical, and headed back the way I came, following the trail of the cables.

My handheld flashlight lit the way as I maneuvered through the narrow corridors. I didn't have any time to spare. Without the hot water, the temperature would plummet. I was already compromised by my previous brush with hypothermia. I’d fall victim to it much quicker the second time around.

I hurried back through the passageways, past the floating bodies, and emerged through the fissure in the pressure hull.

We weren’t alone.

Two divers in rebreathers closed in.

The Triton was down, resting on the seabed on its skids—no lights, no power. Nothing.

Neptune hovered nearby.

Trask and Wong were going to cover their tracks and eliminate the three of us. It would be easy to blame our deaths on foreign operatives. They were in the area and would likely be here before long. The duo had clearly discovered the sub on their prior run with Weyland. Trask would keep the QNCA for himself or sell the technology. Wong was in for a split. Weyland wouldn’t have gone along with it.

In wetsuits, Trask and Wong wouldn’t last long in this environment, but it allowed them to be more maneuverable. They must have sabotaged the Triton, cutting power lines from the external battery packs.

Wong took aim with a speargun. He squeezed the trigger, and the spear sliced through the water, careening toward me.

I dodged out of the way, narrowly avoiding disaster. The spear raced millimeters past my helmet and pinged off the hull of the submarine.

Spearguns had practical limitations in combat situations. Reloading was time-consuming. With a monofilament attached to the spear, you had to retract it, load it into the muzzle, and cock the band to arm it. But a well-placed shot could puncture a lung or rip through your heart.

Trask fired.

The spear darted through the water.

I tried to duck out of the way.

The spear grazed off the side of my helmet.

Wong rushed in, knife in hand.

I drew a plasma torch from my satchel.

David stabbed at me, the knife slicing through the water.

I dodged and grabbed his forearm, shoving it away. I jammed the plasma torch against his shoulder and pulled the trigger. It sparked, hissing gas, vaporizing tissue.

David released the knife instantly. It tumbled to the sea floor, the blade catching the light that was integrated in his mask.

I ripped the dive mask from his face, then used the plasma torch to sever his oxygen line.

Bubbles hissed, and Wong flailed about in a panic. The rebreather dumped its entire volume of gas.

Trask attempted to reload, pulling the spear back in with the monofilament.

I raced toward him as he seated the spear into the muzzle, then pulled on the band to cock it.

I reached him just as he completed the task and took aim. I grabbed the muzzle of the gun and pushed the barrel away. With my plasma torch jammed into his ribs, my finger squeezed the trigger.

More bubbles hissed as his flesh vaporized.

Trask recoiled in agony, loosening his grip on the spear gun.

I stripped it from his grasp, took aim, and fired.

The spear drilled through his chest, and crimson seeped from the puncture wound. Behind the mask, his eyes rounded.

Wong had switched to his bailout. He scooped up the knife and finned toward me.

I yanked the spear from Trask’s lifeless body and reloaded. I cocked the gun as Wong closed in with the knife.

I took aim and fired.

The spear darted through the water, piercing his mask, skewering his brain. Blood filled the mask as his body went limp. He floated through the water, drifting to the bottom.

I returned to the fissure where I had dropped the satchel. I picked it up, then I hauled ass to the Triton.

Just as I had suspected, Trask and Wong had severed the power cable from the external battery pack.

With the skids on the soft seabed, there was only a few feet of clearance below the bottom hatch of the lockout trunk.

I squeezed underneath the sub and pulled myself up into the lockout. I loaded the satchel aboard and pried my helmet off. A breath of air filled my lungs. I was just about out of oxygen from the pony bottle.

The drysuit and the residual heat from the water feed had buffered the cold exterior seawater to some degree. But I was trembling at that point and damn cold. I sealed the hatch behind me, then opened the hatch to the main compartment. Red auxiliary lighting illuminated the helm station.

In a relieved breath, Jack said, "Am I glad to see you. Those jackasses cut the power."

"I know. They cut my umbilical as well."

"We lost feeds to the cameras. I was a little worried you weren’t coming back. What happened?"

"Let's just say Wong and Trask won't be rejoining us.”

Flynn and JD were pleased by the outcome.

“I knew those son-of-a-bitches were no good,” Flynn muttered.

We shared a brief moment of victory before facing the next battle.

"I need a minute to recover," I said. "Someone needs to go to the Neptune before it drifts off. Looks like they’ve got it set on autopilot right now to maintain buoyancy and position. But with this weather, there's no guarantee it's going to stay in the same place."

I assumed there was no one else aboard the Neptune.

The mini-subs were equipped with state-of-the-art autopilot systems, but leaving the boat unattended was a risky proposition.

"I'll get it," Jack said. "You stay here and warm up. I'll bring the Neptune alongside, then you guys can transfer over, and we’ll head back to base. Did you get everything?”

"Affirmative," I said.

Jack pulled on a wetsuit and prepared for the dive. Without main power, there was no warm water, no gas support, nothing. He’d have to make the swim with a bailout bottle. The only thing that functioned on the Triton under auxiliary power was the life-support system, CO2 scrubbers, comms, and a few interior controls.

No propulsion.

"How far is the Neptune?" JD asked.

"I’d say 30 to 40 yards.”

Jack considered it. Before donning his mask, he said, “I shall return.”

It was more of a declaration than anything else. A mantra. A vow. The Universe would have to listen.
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Every time you left the sub at this depth, you were taking your life in your hands, placing faith in the equipment and the environment. A sudden current, a predator, anything could take your day from bad to worse.

I sealed the lockout chamber, and Flynn opened the bottom hatch. Jack plunged into the cold water and hustled toward the Neptune. I shivered, wrapped a thermal blanket, still in my dry suit. There was no point changing out of it. I would have to face the cold again soon.

Flynn and I sat in silence for a moment, only the sound of the ocean against the hull.

"Still glad you came on this adventure?" I asked.

Flynn smiled. "Are you kidding me? I wouldn’t miss this for the world. If this is the way I go out, so be it. Couldn't ask for better company."

"We're not going out. Not today.”

"Amen to that, brother.”

I kept track of the time, estimating how long it should take Jack. With the bailout bottle, he had 10 to 15 minutes, tops.

After 20 minutes had gone by, I started to get a little nervous. What if the autopilot failed and the sub had drifted too far? What if something went wrong?”

Another five minutes went by before I heard the whoosh of propellers and the hum of the electric motor.

I shared a look with Flynn and said, "I think he's here."

"Let's get while the getting's good,” Flynn said.

I grabbed another bailout bottle and attached it. Flynn suited up in the last remaining dry suit, put on his helmet, opened the valve to the bailout bottle, then plunged into the water. I secured my helmet and followed behind, not particularly thrilled about getting back into the cold.

Jack had pulled the Neptune alongside the Triton. We didn't have far to go. We transferred to the mini-sub and were in the lockout chamber in no time. Jack greeted us with a smile.

At this point, we were running low on pony bottles. Another emergency would spell doom. In an environment like this, it was always a good idea to have a redundant system. I felt naked without one.

I told Jack to navigate the Neptune back toward the sunken Chinese submarine where Trask’s body lay. I wanted to recover his rebreather, mask, and fins, just in case we needed them. There were two wetsuits remaining aboard the Neptune. I didn't anticipate we'd need to make an excursion, but I’d been doing this long enough to know it was better to plan ahead.

Jack moved into the control compartment and took the helm. Flynn stayed with me in the lockout chamber as Jack brought the craft around.

Flynn said he’d make the dive and recover the equipment, spare me from another bout of cold exposure. He climbed out through the bottom hatch, recovered the equipment, and returned within a few minutes.

"Well, that's brisk," he said, shaking it off.

With all the gear aboard, we sealed the hatch, opened the hatch to the lockout chamber, then moved forward to join JD at the helm.

I grabbed the mic and keyed it. “Oceanus, this is Neptune, do you copy?”

I waited for a response, but there wasn't one.

I repeated my call.

Still no reply.

A blip on the sonar appeared behind us, drawing close.

We all looked at it with surprise.

"What the hell is that?" Flynn asked.

"I don't know," Jack said, "but it's approaching fast.”

"That can't be another minu-sub,” Flynn said. "Neptune and Triton are the only ones on the habitat.”

I shared an ominous glance with Jack.
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Through the darkness, floodlights illuminated the path as a mini-sub approached. This wasn't one of ours, and dread filled my stomach. "I think it's time to get out of here.”

"I second that notion," Jack said, engaging the thrusters.

The propeller spun, and electric motors hummed. At full throttle, it felt like we were crawling through the inky darkness. I wouldn't exactly call a 3-knot chase high-speed.

The floodlights on the sub behind us made it hard to see its silhouette. But this wasn't a research sub.

It was a military vessel.

I studied the camera feed. It was probably a four-to-six-person submarine with articulated arms, landing skids, and what looked like light torpedoes affixed underneath swept wings. There was no mistaking it when one of them spat bubbles, launching through the water, hissing in our direction.

"Incoming!" I shouted as it pinged on sonar, lighting up the screen.

Jack's eyes rounded.

A spike of adrenaline set my heartbeat pounding. I didn't feel cold anymore. Blood rushed. “Cut the engines. Dive, dive, dive! Now! It's homing in on our acoustic signature.”

There was no way we could outrun it or the sub chasing us. Both were gaining ground.

Jack cut the propulsion and dove the sub. We plummeted down the ridge into the dark depths.

Nerves sizzled my skin. Flynn's eyes were wide as saucers, his brow misted with sweat. It was a nerve-racking few seconds that seemed like hours.

The Neptune went silent and fell like a stone.

The missile race overhead, narrowly missing us. Without a sonic signature to home in on, it was lost in the deep. There was no telling what it might key on—a passing ship, some kind of aquatic life form.

We sank to the bottom, and the skids touched down.

All eyes were glued to the sonar screen as the enemy sub approached.

The torpedo rocketed ahead, then angled around.

It kept searching for something to lock onto, and that something was the sub behind us. The torpedo took a long, sweeping 180-degree turn, keying on the enemy propulsion.

Soon, the water dart was heading right toward them.

By the time they figured out what was going on, it was too late. The enemy sub killed their props and tried to take evasive action, turning away.

The light torpedo slammed into the pressure hull at the aft end of the enemy sub.

An explosion breached the hull, and a massive shower of bubbles erupted. The shockwave rushed through the water, rattling the Neptune.

The enemy sub sank to the seabed, the occupants having a bad day. Unless they had bailout bottles or rebreathers handy, they were toast. Even then, the massive explosion likely did them in.

Jack powered up the thrusters again, and the lights flickered.

Then everything went dark with a warble. Power died.

Emergency lighting kicked on.

"What happened now?" Flynn asked.

Jack tried to reboot the system and power up the sub again.

It wouldn’t come online.

"The shockwave could have loosened a connector, or the abrupt shutdown could have triggered some kind of spike or surge,” I said.

He kept trying to get the sub to power up, but it wasn't happening.

I climbed out of my chair and moved to the electrical panel. I flipped it open and shone my flashlight inside, examining the wiring and connections.

Everything seems solid.

Nothing had rattled loose. I followed the lines all the way to the input port.

All looked good.

Jack tried a couple more times to get the system to power on, but the abrupt cycles must have damaged the batteries somehow. It was starting to look grim.

"I'm not one to panic," Flynn said, “but what the hell do we do now?"

I took a deep breath. "The Triton is 150 yards back that way. The batteries are still good as far as we know. Only the cable was cut. We can grab the batteries, hot-swap them out, and give it a shot. Right now, it's our only hope.”

“150 yards with no hot water support," Flynn said. "That's a 300-yard round-trip, carrying heavy batteries.”

"I'll do it," Jack said.

"No. Not with your shoulder.” Jack had mostly recovered from a gunshot wound to the shoulder. He'd worn his vest during the incident, but the impact fractured his collarbone and deflected the bullet into the soft tissue of the shoulder. He wasn't quite a hundred percent yet. I figured that may give him a little trouble on the return with the battery packs.

"You're not going,” Jack said. “Look at you. You're still shivering. You’ve had way too much cold exposure to handle this.”

"Hell, I'll get’er done,” Flynn said.

"Flynn, you're not trained for that kind of thing," I said.

"I got this," he said with confidence.
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Flynn’s enthusiasm might have outweighed his ability. I convinced him to sit this one out. I donned a wetsuit, shouldered the rebreather we had taken from Trask, and put on a mask.

"Are you sure this is such a good idea?" Flynn said. "I can do this."

"I got this,” I assured.

I entered the lockout chamber, sealed the hatch, then opened the bottom hatch. I plunged into the cold water, and it took a moment to adjust to the shock of it. I cleared my mask and finned toward the Triton. The exertion helped keep my core temperature up. My quads burned, and my heart pumped. With a flashlight leading the way, I reached the Triton after several minutes.

I disconnected two battery packs, grabbed the handles, and yanked them from their seat. They weren’t light by any stretch of the imagination, but manageable. My hands were already growing numb.

I swam back to the Neptune, swapped them out, then swam back to the Triton to get another set. The second trip was harder than the first.

I grabbed the batteries and made the return trip. They had negative buoyancy, and I dropped one on the way back. With numb hands, I wrestled it from the seabed and returned to the Neptune.

With less dexterity than I had before, I swapped out battery packs, then returned to the lockout. I climbed from the water and sealed the bottom hatch. I pulled off my fins and mask and ditched the rebreather, shaking. Shaking was good. It was early stage. Your body’s way of increasing temperature. When people stop shivering, it’s a bad sign, indicating late-stage hypothermia. At that stage, they are more susceptible to cardiac events as toxins build up in the extremities.

I opened the hatch to the main compartment and staggered in. I gave Jack a thumbs up as I grabbed a thermal blanket.

He powered up the system, and the dash came alive.

There were cheers and high-fives all around.

“You sure you’re alright?”

I nodded, muscling through it.

I peeled out of my wetsuit and wrapped myself in the thermal blanket.

Jack throttled up and lifted the Neptune from the seabed. He banked the craft around and headed back toward the habitat. We floated over the sunken enemy submersible. There were no markings on it, and nothing to indicate any of the occupants had escaped. It was another watery grave.

I kept watch on the sonar the entire way. I was looking forward to a hot meal and a hot shower.

Almost an hour later, the lights of the habitat came into view.

I grabbed the mic and keyed it. "Neptune to Oceanus, do you copy?”

There was no response.

I tried again, and still nothing. Maybe the AquaLink system was down.

"I don't like this," I said. "Circle around the habitat.”

Jack knew what I was thinking.

"Oceanus, this is Neptune, do you copy?"

Jack angled the mini-sub around to the control room. Through the massive porthole, we got a look inside. Several hostiles dressed in black tactical gear with assault rifles had taken control of the habitat. They held the crew hostage.

Dread twisted my stomach, but it didn't totally surprise me. I knew there were other hostiles in the area. In the back of my mind, I had considered this very possibility.

An ominous voice crackled back through the speaker in an Eastern European accent. "Neptune, I see you have returned to base.”

"Who is this?" I asked.

"Who I am is none of your concern. It's what I want.”

"What do you want?”

"You have something that doesn't belong to you. If you return it, I will let the hostages go, and you can go about your business.”

"I don't know what you're talking about," I said, playing dumb.

"You see, I've lost contact with my team. The last communication I had with them warned of trouble.”

"I'm sorry to hear that. There are a lot of things that can go wrong at this depth.”

"Indeed. The problem I have at the moment is that you have taken property that doesn’t belong to you."

"I still don't know what you're talking about.”

"Perhaps if I kill one of the hostages, you will develop a certain clarity.”

"That's not necessary.”

"I thought you'd see it that way." He paused. "I suspect you can confirm that my team is not returning."

I said nothing.

"I see we’re still having a communication barrier. I know you recovered items from the Silent Dragon. I know my people tried to engage your craft. The last communication I received from them was that they had fired a torpedo at your sub. Is that correct?” After a brief pause, he said, "Answer truthfully, or I will kill a hostage.”

"This submarine is not equipped with any weapons. How your team’s submarine ended up at the bottom of the ocean has nothing to do with me. Piece of advice, don't use acoustically targeted light torpedoes. They can come back to haunt you.”

He was silent for a long moment. "That's too bad. But it's a cost of doing business. My hope is that we can resolve this situation without any further loss of life.”

"That would be ideal. How do we do that?"

"It's very simple. You hand over any and all materials that you have recovered from the Silent Dragon. That way, my employer can feel secure, knowing that their technology will remain proprietary. It's very simple. I have no ill will towards you or the crew of the habitat. We are all just unfortunate pawns in a larger game. Circumstances beyond our control have brought us all together. Once I have the materials in my possession, you can go about your business, and I can go about mine.”

"You think no one else is going to go looking for that sub?” I asked.

He laughed. "I anticipate it, and so does my employer. That's why they've instructed me to destroy the Silent Dragon.”

"That submarine has 24 nuclear missiles on it.”

"We wouldn’t want those to fall into the wrong hands, would we?”

"How do you plan on destroying the sub?”

"Don't worry, conventional explosives won't cause a nuclear detonation. Those warheads are built with safety features to prevent such a thing.”

"A conventional bomb could scatter nuclear material, creating a dirty bomb, contaminating the area."

"I'm glad you're so concerned about the environment. But the destruction will be minimal. There is no cause for concern.”

"Oh, well, if you say so," I snarked.

He laughed. "I'm just doing a job. We all have to earn a living, don't we?”

"Some do it in more respectable ways than others.”

"Oh, I think this is a perfectly respectable way to earn a living. And seeing how I'm on the clock right now, I'd like to go ahead and get this over with. Bring whatever you’ve recovered to me, then I will leave.”

"What assurances do I have that you will keep your word?”

"You’re not really in a position to negotiate. Should I kill one hostage right now to prove I mean business?”

The goon grabbed one of the hostages and marched over to the large porthole. He put a gun to Elana’s head. Her face twisted with torment. Tears streamed down her cheeks.
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"Okay," I said. “You win. We'll come in through the moon pool and turn over everything we’ve got.”

"That's what I like to hear. It will be a win-win for everybody.”

"These guys are never gonna let us go," Jack muttered.

He was right about that, and we all knew it.

"Flynn, is there another way into the habitat, apart from the moon pool?"

"There's another wet porch on the south side of the Oceanus," Flynn said. “There’s also a lockout on the north side.”

"He has no idea how many of us are aboard this sub," I said.

Flynn's eyes lit up. "I like where you’re going with this.”

“Jack, navigate the sub back to the moon pool. Flynn and I will slip out and swim underneath the habitat. Flynn, you take the south wet porch. I’ll take the north lockout.”

"What do you want me to do when I get in the moon pool?" JD asked.

"Stall them. I'll take the quantum nodes and the CPM. That way we've got a bargaining chip."

I had my pistol. I would have preferred an assault rifle.

“From what I saw, there are four of them,” JD said. “But there may be more.”

"Piece of cake," Flynn said.

"This isn’t a movie," I cautioned.

"I know.”

To Flynn, everything was a movie. The only difference was sometimes the cameras weren't rolling.

I pulled on the cold, damp wetsuit and prepped for yet another dive.

Jack navigated the Neptune underneath the habitat, out of view.

Flynn and I entered the lockout and sealed the hatch. Flynn had grabbed a spear gun. It was better than nothing. We gave each other a look, then I opened the bottom hatch. We donned masks and fins, filled our lungs, then plunged into the frigid water. I had barely warmed up from the last time.

Flynn followed. I finned toward the north, and he to the south. With the nodes in my satchel, along with the CPM, I swam to the lockout. I left the satchel on the sea floor, not far away, and took one of the nodes with me.

I found the bottom hatch. It took a good bit of muscle to get it open. I tried to be as quiet about it as I could. I climbed into the lockout, the water dripping from my wetsuit. I pulled off my fins and dripped for a moment, then hovered by the hatch that led to the rest of the habitat. I drew my pistol and drained the water from the barrel before cracking open the hatch with caution.

The hallway was empty.

I slipped out of the lockout and moved forward. Like a ninja cat, I crept down the corridor and stashed the quantum node in an empty compartment.

The habitat hummed with the sound of electronics and the drone of the ocean. Commotion in the control room filtered throughout.

I ducked into a berthing compartment as footsteps approached.

A goon marched down the corridor, rifle in the ready position. They were expecting us through the moon pool and had already secured the habitat. This was a routine patrol.

With the hatch to the bunk room slightly ajar, I watched him pass. I holstered my weapon and drew my K-bar. I slipped into the corridor behind him, stalking him like a panther. With a quick strike, I had my hand over his mouth and my knife in his neck before he could make a sound.

I brought him down and pulled him into the bunk room as warm blood spurted from his carotid. Crimson dripped onto the grated deck, then flowed toward the subfloor drains. Hopefully, no one would notice if they came this way.

Now I had a rifle.


39




Iheld up at the corner when I reached the control room. I peered around and saw Mitch, Judy, Quinn, Ross, and Norrington bound about the wrists and ankles. One goon wearing black tactical gear and a black balaclava guarded them. In their present condition, they weren’t a threat.

The goon paced about the room.

There were two hatches. Two ways into the compartment.

He walked in my direction, fumbling for a pack of cigarettes. He pulled them out, slipped one loose, and grabbed it with his lips. He pulled it from the package, then stuffed the pack back in his pocket. He dug out a Zippo, flipped the lid, and struck the lighter.

The goon had a hard time getting the cigarette lit, and it didn't stay lit after he took the initial drag. This guy wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed. He made a sour face, not liking the way it tasted at 10 atmospheres. But addiction is addiction. He gave it another go as he turned around and walked back the other direction.

That was my opportunity to strike.

With his back to me, I advanced to the hatch, entered the compartment, and crept behind him.

He had trouble getting the cigarette lit again. He turned back toward me before I could strike. His eyes rounded, and he grabbed for his rifle.

I stabbed at him. The knife sliced through the air.

He blocked my forearm and tried to pull my arm in and pin it against his body. With his other hand, he took aim.

I circled the knife around, swiping across his belly as I reached for the barrel.

With my hand on the handgrip of the rifle, the blade raked across his tactical vest, not getting the penetration I had hoped for.

He came across with a hard left.

I blocked, then kicked him in the balls.

He doubled over, and I stabbed the knife into his neck and stripped the weapon before he could get a shot off.

The thug dropped to his knees, blood spurting from the wound as I pulled the blade free.

He clutched at the puncture, but his feeble attempt didn’t do much good. He fell forward and bled out.

The crew watched on with wide eyes, a mix of shock and delight.

I wiped the blood on the sleeve of his tactical shirt, then moved to Ross and cut the bindings around his wrists and ankles. I pulled the duct tape from his mouth.

"Am I glad to see you," he whispered.

I told him to free the others and gave him the goon’s gun. "Move the body out of sight. Be quiet about it.”

With my heart pumping, I continued out of the control room, darted into the passageway, and moved through the curved corridor to the moon pool. I hovered at the hatch just as Jack surfaced the Neptune next to a foreign black mini-sub. It was just like the one that attacked us at the Silent Dragon.

The terror leader had his pistol to Elana's head. His second-in-command stood beside him.

With their backs to me, I had the element of surprise for the moment.

Jack opened the hatch to the Neptune and emerged with caution. All eyes were on him.

Flynn reached the moon pool, coming from the south corridor.

The second in command saw him, shouldered his rifle, and squeezed off a few rounds.

Muzzle flash flickered, and bullets streaked across the moon pool, peppering the bulkhead near the entrance as Flynn ducked for cover.

Automatic gunfire in a pressurized habitat, 300 feet underwater, is not a good move. I didn’t know how thick these bulkheads were, but I hoped they would be enough to stop a bullet.

I shouldered my rifle, took aim, and fired two shots, pelting the scumbag in his side. He twisted around and flopped to the deck.

The squad leader grabbed Elana as he backed away from the fray, the gun to her head. He backed up to a bulkhead, using her as a human shield. There wasn’t anywhere for him to go.

I took aim at his head, but I wasn’t about to pull the trigger. Too risky a shot.

"Seems like you’re in a sticky situation," I said.

"Come any closer, and she dies.”

"Then guess what happens to you.”

The sequence of events was obvious.

His nervous blue eyes glanced around, looking for the rest of his team. With a black balaclava over his head, he was anonymous.

"They're all dead," I said. "There's no one coming to save you.”

Despair tightened his face.

"Flynn, are you okay?" I shouted.

"Just riding the wave, going with the flow."

I told the squad leader to "Put the gun down, let her go, and you can walk out of here.”

He laughed. "You expect me to trust you?”

"What choice do you have?”

He didn't buy it for a second. He wouldn't have let us live, so he didn't think it was possible that we’d let him go.

Elana’s face twisted with terror.

The squad leader dug into his pocket and pulled out a remote. He clicked it and held his thumb on the button. It was a silver, metallic device about the size of a key fob. "This is a dead man switch. If my finger comes off his trigger, a bomb will detonate in five minutes on the habitat.”

He could have been bluffing, but I didn't think so.

"I'll let her go, and you give me safe passage to my submarine.”

"Where's the bomb?”

He laughed. "I'm not telling you.”

It was at that time another tremor rocked the habitat. It rattled the bulkheads and fractured a seal around a porthole in the moon chamber. Water hissed, splashing against the deck.

The momentary distraction gave Elana a chance to put an elbow into the goon’s rib cage. She spun away and darted across the compartment.

As a reflex action, the squad leader took aim at her.

With no choice, I squeezed the trigger twice. It pelted the scumbag in the chest. A geyser of crimson spewed.

He flopped back against the deck, and his pistol clattered away. His thumb let go of the detonator.

I raced to him, keeping my weapon aimed at the dirtbag.

When I reached him, I kicked his pistol away, then lorded over him with my rifle still aimed. "Where's the bomb?”

He laughed, coughing up blood as he sucked for breath. The wounds in his chest gurgled.

The scumbag bled out, his eyes fixed on the ceiling.

I looked at my dive watch and noted the time. We had under five minutes to find the bomb before it put a hole in the hull.
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"Where's the bomb!?" I shouted, but the dirtbag was gone.

The location died with him.

Jack climbed out of the sub and hopped to the deck.

"Okay, people, we've got four and a half minutes to find that bomb, or none of us will see the surface again," I shouted.

Water still gushed from the flange around the porthole. At the moment, it was the least of our concerns.

I told Elana to get the others.

She nodded, then darted through the habitat to find the rest of the crew.

JD, Flynn, and I searched the compartment. I wasn’t exactly sure what we were looking for, but I’d know it when I saw it. Probably some type of limpet bomb attached to the hull. That would do the most damage. I shared my thoughts with the others, and we narrowed our search.

We split up and searched at a frantic pace, moving through various quarters, scanning every inch of the habitat.

I joined with the others back in the control room, filled them in on the situation, and recruited them to search. "Did anyone see the terrorists place a bomb anywhere in this facility?"

They all exchanged dumb looks.

The clock was ticking…

3:59…

Tick…

Tick…

Tick…

We scoured every inch of the habitat.

Tick…

Tick…

Tick…

We searched berthing compartments, corridors, and the engineering room where this whole adventure began.

Nothing.

In our hurried state, it was possible somebody overlooked something.

1:43…

Tick…

Tick…

Tick…

Then it dawned on me. The bomb wasn’t inside the habitat.

It had likely been placed on the exterior pressure hull. It would have been easy to deploy manually or with the mini-sub’s articulated arm.

"I think it's time we evacuate the habitat,” I said when we regrouped in the control room. “JD and I will take one of the submersibles and see if we can locate the device outside. The rest of you can pile into the other sub and clear the area.”

"Then what?" Norrington said. “Without proper decompression, we’re dead anyway.”

"I don't have time to argue about this," I said, "If you want to stay, stay. If you want to go, go. It's your call.”

JD and I hustled back to the moon pool.

Flynn and Elana followed.

"We’re going with you," she said. "That's not up for debate."

Like I said, I didn't have time to argue the finer points.

I grabbed a few bailout bottles before boarding the mini-sub with the others. Flynn sealed the hatch behind us. JD took the helm and submerged the vessel.

I racked my brain, thinking about where I would place a limpet mine if I were the enemy. The most logical place would be over the control room. That's where it would do the most damage and be hardest to deal with. You could seal off ancillary compartments, but the control room was mission-critical. It was either that or the engineering compartment. Either one of those would essentially take out the entire habitat and its occupants in one way or another.

I told JD where to look, and he navigated the craft around the habitat to the top of the control room. The floodlights spotlit the way, and we searched the hull.

It didn't take long to find the device.

I zoomed in with a high-definition camera and recognized it right away.

I rushed to the lockout chamber, sealed the hatch behind me, and opened the bottom hatch. I put on my fins and mask, then shouldered the harness for the bailout bottle and put the regulator in my mouth. There was enough oxygen left for a short dive, much more time than I would need.

Only seconds remained as I grabbed a plasma torch and a pry bar, then plunged into the frigid water.

Cold shock rippled through me as I swam toward the device. It was an M97x—an advanced Russian design. Common among terrorist groups and non-state actors. I was familiar with the device’s layout.

This one looked a little enhanced. It had a tapered conical metallic casing. Inside, neodymium magnets attached it to the hull with 500 kg of force. Not something you could easily pry off. And even if you could, there was an anti-tamper plunger that would detonate once you pulled it away. The M97x also had electronic tilt sensors that could detect removal attempts.

The device was filled with PBX with HMX or CL-20. Perhaps C4 or even Semtex. All of which were highly stable and needed an intense shock from a blasting cap to detonate. The plastic explosive could withstand dramatic thermal changes and casual impacts and wouldn’t explode. It took an abrupt action to trigger.

The M97x had a digital exploding foil initiator, triggered by a high-voltage pulse. The booster used nano-thermite for faster initiation. Inside, the whole thing was controlled by an electronic circuit board and could be fitted with Bluetooth or an acoustic modem for remote operation, most likely the latter in this scenario. The device hinged on a power source, which would trigger the detonator, which would then cause the C4 or PBX, or whatever the hell it was, to do its dirty business. Most limpet mines were powered by a 9V battery. But the M97x had a sealed lithium-ion battery.

If I could disable the power source, it would render the device safe.

But that was a big if.

The explosive compound was located in the conical section. Below it were the magnets, circuitboard, power source, and anti-tamper switches. All of which were accessible from the faceplate on the other side. The faceplate that you couldn't get off once it was attached to the hull of the ship or a subsea habitat.

It wasn’t the first time I had disabled one of these things. I knew the basic layout of the components. But anything can change. Customizations can be made.

I tapped the base of the device with the prybar, listening for hollow and solid sections.

I looked at my dive watch.

19 seconds left…

18…

17…

My heart thumped my chest. I breathed heavily.
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This was the moment of truth. I was pretty certain I knew where the battery compartment was. While the plastic explosive was insensitive to thermal shock, excessive heat could trigger the detonator. The device could instantly explode. No bueno.

In roughly 15 seconds, it was going to explode anyway.

There weren’t many options at this point. I placed the plasma torch against the casing with shaky hands and fired a brief pulse through the metal, and hopefully into the battery compartment.

I don't know if you've ever seen a lithium battery on fire, but you can't put one out until it exhausts itself.

Underwater, the pinpoint strike at 30,000° vaporized the battery’s sealed casing and internal separators. Volatile organic compounds off-gassed with a hiss of bubbles. The battery dumped its energy. Voltage collapsed to zero almost instantaneously.

Bubbles continued with fury.

I figured I had hit the right spot. I got the hell out of there and swam back to the mini-sub. There was no point hanging around. If it was going to detonate, it would detonate.

3…

2…

I climbed into the lockout chamber, pulled off my mask, and spit out the regulator. Trembling again, I slipped the harness from my shoulders, took off my fins, and sealed the bottom hatch. Then I opened the hatch to the main compartment and joined the others.

I hadn't heard or felt an explosion.

"Looks like we’re still here," Flynn said.

"Looks that way," I said, breathing a sigh of relief.

I wrapped a thermal blanket around me, and JD navigated the sub back to the moon pool. We climbed out of the sub, and the others waited for us with eager eyes.

They had managed to stabilize the leak at the porthole flange.

"What's the word?" Ross asked.

Flynn beamed with an ear- to-ear grin. "Looks like we’re going to live to see another day.”

There were cheers, hugs, and high fives.

I told Jack where I had stashed the quantum nodes and the CPM. “We also need to get rid of the bodies.”

“I’ll handle it.”

This was a covert CIA operation. I knew they would want those bodies to disappear, never to be found.

“What about their mini-sub?”

“Get rid of it too.”

Jack recruited Flynn for Operation Disposal.

I returned to my bunk room, peeled out of my wetsuit, and took a shower. Afterward, I toweled off, got dressed, then headed to the galley to get something hot to eat.

The others joined me in the mess hall. There were lots of questions. I told them what I could without violating security protocols, but at this point, they’d be read in and forced to sign NDAs. I told them about Trask and Wong and how they were responsible for Weyland’s death. By that point, it didn't come as a surprise.

Ross had been trying to contact the DSV to no avail. The storm was hitting its hardest at the moment, and we were completely disconnected.

It had been a long day, and I was tired. I finished my meal, then decided to hit the rack.

Judy approached after the mess hall cleared out. She looked shy and embarrassed. With eyes to the deck, she took a deep breath, then looked at me. "I just wanted to thank you for saving my life. I know you risked yours, and I feel terrible about that. I don't know what I was thinking. I was just so overwhelmed. The weight of everything felt unbearable." She glanced around to make sure no one was near. "I know Denver was having an affair with Quinn, but still. I loved that man. The thought of living the rest of my life without him seemed impossible. So many emotions, you know? It's hard to reconcile everything.”

"The important thing is that you’re alive and well and you have the rest of your life ahead of you. Make the most of it.”

She nodded, then her eyes found the deck again. She walked away as Elana entered. She watched Judy go as she approached. "Seems like we all owe you our lives.”

I gave a humble shrug. "Just doing my job.”

A thin smile tugged her plump lips. "Well, you're pretty good at it.”

"How are you doing?”

"I'm good. I'm still here. I expected some challenging moments when I embarked on this adventure, but nothing like this." Her smile widened. "After what we’ve been through, I think I can handle anything now.”

"I believe you can."

"Unfortunately, I think this mission is finally going to get canceled. We’re down three crew members so far.”

"Tristan seems dedicated to the project. I'm sure he'll regroup and move forward with another mission soon.”

"I'll be the first in line.” She paused and looked at me with those adorable eyes. "I just wanted to say thank you.” She gave me a hug. "Oh, you're still cold.”

“I’m thawing.”

“You know, I could help you warm up,” she said in a steamy voice.
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Elana was no longer a suspect in a murder investigation. I couldn't think of a good reason not to take her up on her offer.

Jack was still on Operation Disposal. We had the room to ourselves. I pulled Elana into me. She felt good and warm. I was sure she’d have no problem elevating my core body temperature.

I kissed her full lips, and the spark of desire ignited.

My hands traced the supple curves of her form. It didn't take long before we peeled out of our clothes. Even under the sterile LED lighting of the habitat, she looked good.

The bunk wasn't exactly spacious, but it would get the job done.

Skin to skin, she radiated heat, and I felt reinvigorated.

Our tongues danced, and my hands grabbed copious handfuls of pert peaks and toned cheeks. Our hips collided, and we tried to keep the noise to a minimum, though I don't think we did a good job of that. The bunk wasn't big enough to tumble around in, and it certainly wasn't built for two, but we made it work.

While the storm raged topside, we whipped up a tempest of our own. Pulse pounding, slick and sweaty, it was incendiary. Just what I needed.

Our passion crescendoed, and we collapsed in the tiny bunk, snuggling close.

"We should have done that sooner," she said.

"Certain circumstances got in the way. But I'm more than willing to do it again."

"Good to know.” Then she added in an innocently naughty voice, “You know we are going to have four days in the decompression chamber with not much else to do.”

I couldn't think of a better way to spend four days in deco.

In the morning, I felt like a new man. We ate breakfast, then made contact with the DSV via AquaLink. The connection was slow and laggy, but it was a connection. The video feed was worse than dial-up at only a few frames a second.

It didn’t take long to get Tristan and the CIA officers on the line.

“Mission accomplished,” I said.

They all smiled.

“Fantastic,” Conroy said.

“There were complications.”

“This line is not secure. We’ll do a full debrief when you return to shore.”

“Copy that.”

“We’re en route to you now,” Tristan said. “What’s the status of the crew?”

I told him.

A solemn frown tightened his mouth. “I can’t believe I misjudged those two,” he said, speaking of Trask and Wong. “Thank God everyone else is safe. Sadly, it’s time to pull the plug on this mission.”

“I think that’s the smart move.”

Within a few hours, the DSV arrived on-site and lowered the diving bell. We transferred aboard with the others and began the long journey to the surface.
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Conroy and Baker were there to greet us and take control of the quantum nodes and the core processing module as soon as we transferred to the deco chamber aboard the DSV. We passed them through a lockout chamber. JD and I gave them a full debrief of the events and signed confidentiality agreements, as did the rest of the crew.

Conroy said, "You’ve been a great service to your country."

"Just remember that next time I need something," I said.

Conroy gave me a slight acknowledgment.

"They’re going to send another team to destroy the sub. Count on it. They don't want the technology getting out.”

"We’ll handle it from here. Thank you.”

It wasn’t my problem anymore. My focus now was getting Paisley back, if she was still alive. We had Internet access in the deco chamber as well as cell service. But the kidnappers had gone radio silent. The sheriff hadn't been able to make any forward progress while we were stuck on the habitat. I felt sick about it.

Tristan said a few words to the aquanauts as we sailed back to Coconut Key. "I know you all have been through a traumatic ordeal. You experienced things you were never prepared for, and you all handled yourselves with courage and professionalism.”

It wasn’t exactly true, but it sounded good.

“I am proud of you all, and I know this experience will help pave the way forward. Once again, I’d like to offer my deepest condolences to Judy. Denver died doing something he loved and standing up for what he believed in. He will not be forgotten.”

I was sure Tristan would handle all the arrangements and provide Judy a generous sum to avoid a lawsuit.

After four days in deco, we were released from the hyperbaric prison. It wasn’t all bad. I managed to have a few private moments with Elana to pass the time.

The sunlight felt good on my face when I hit the deck of the Curiosity. The smell of fresh air, the gentle breeze, the squawk of gulls, the wide open spaces… it almost felt like an alien planet after being cooped up for so long.

The sheriff was there to greet us. He just looked at us and shook his head. “I see you two nitwits are still alive.”

Tristan put a proud hand on my shoulder. “These gentlemen saved the day. You should be so proud!”

Daniels wasn’t convinced. “Where’s that briefcase?”

“It’s someplace safe.”

“It should have been logged into evidence.”

“With the way things are around here, it might not be there. I couldn’t risk it.”

“It might not be where you left it either. I’ve had no contact with the kidnappers. They’ve gone silent.”

“I know,” I said with a grim frown. I asked Tristan, “What exactly was your meeting with Nathan Mercer about?”

“He contacted me about a prototype solar cell. That might be what’s in the briefcase. According to Mercer, he’d developed a cell the size of a credit card that could power an entire house. Game-changing. Imagine the possibilities. No costly setup. No more electric bill. It could be integrated easily into vehicles, boats, and other methods of transportation. It would dramatically shift the energy economy.”

"I can see why people would be after it," I said.

"If what he said was true, there would be a lot of people who would want to stop that from coming to market," Tristan said. "But sometimes Mercer could be prone to exaggeration.”

“What would you do with it?"

"I would make it available to the masses. I believe that's the way forward." Tristan paused. "You see, gentlemen, I am no longer motivated by money. I can't spend what I have.”

"The first thing we're going to do is find that case," the sheriff said. "Then, we’re going to put it somewhere safe, figure out who killed Nathan Mercer and kidnapped Paisley. With any luck, that girl is still alive."

"If she is, we’ll get her back," I assured, making a promise I wasn't sure I could keep. The odds were high that Paisley was already dead, but I didn't want to think about that.

I said goodbye to Elana before disembarking from the DSV. I told her I'd be in touch. She gave me a hug and a kiss. I didn’t particularly want to let go.

We took the gangway to the dock. The press was there to greet us. Cameras focused, and microphones pointed in our direction. Reporters shouted questions.

I declined to comment.

Flynn took the opportunity to get some free PR. “We faced some challenging circumstances, but we pulled together as a group and overcame.”

“Was Commander Weyland murdered by someone on the habitat?”

“How will that affect future missions?

“Will this program continue?”

Flynn smiled. “Those are all excellent questions, and I will leave it to someone more qualified than I to answer. But I can tell you this—I am honored to have been in the company of these fine men and women who persevered through tremendous adversity. And I’m excited to live to tell about it.”

He stepped out of frame and said, “I’m ready to get back to the boat and have a beer.”

I cringed. “The Avventura is in Miami.”

His face wrinkled. “What the hell is it doing there?”

“Hurricane.”

“Oh, yeah. Right. I guess I’ll get a room somewhere.” A grin tugged his mouth. “I’ll get us a cabana at the Seven Seas.”

I told him we’d be in touch, then JD and I hustled to the sheriff's patrol car. We hopped in with him and drove to the station.

Daniels grumbled, "You’re going to take me to that case right now.”
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The engines howled as the bow of the sheriff's Defender-class patrol boat carved through the sapphire swells. The sun glimmered the water. The briny air filled my nostrils. I was still reveling in the joy of being topside. Everything took on a more beautiful appearance. Every view a painting. It was like handing a starving man a gourmet meal.

I had called Paisley’s cell phone, but didn't get a reply. I didn't expect one. I sent another text message to the kidnappers via the encrypted app, but I still hadn't received a message back.

Dread twisted my stomach.

They had probably abducted her in Miami. I’m sure she got bored and left the boat.

Perhaps they had already retrieved the case. But that seemed impossible. I knew we weren't followed out to the island. I was sure no one had seen us bury the case on Emerald Cay.

The sun angled toward the horizon as we reached the island. It painted the sky in multiple shades of pink and orange.

Daniels pulled the aluminum boat into the bay and ran aground in the shallows. We dropped anchor, then hopped out in the surf and trudged up the beach to the tree line.

We had grabbed shovels, water, and snacks from the station before we left. JD and I led the sheriff through the underbrush to the clearing.

The mosquitoes weren’t bad yet. They would be around dusk.

The high grass swayed with the breeze, and I led us across the field to the tree that had been split by lightning.

My stomach knotted.

The ground where I had buried the case had been disturbed. JD and I had covered it up well and blended it in. This looked fresh.

JD and I stabbed shovels into the ground and dug out loose scoops of dirt, digging down to where we had left the case. But it was gone.

I may have grumbled a few obscenities. Maybe more than a few.

With a tight jaw and a frustrated exhale, the sheriff said, "You two smooth-brained idiots sure picked a good hiding place.”

Anger and confusion tensed my face. "There's no way anybody followed us out here. I wrapped it in a Faraday cage. It couldn't have been tracked.”

“You don’t know it wasn’t tracked.”

“If it could have been tracked, why would they call and demand it as a ransom. This doesn't make any sense.”

"Are you sure this is where you buried it?" the sheriff asked.

"I'm positive."

"Even if they stole the briefcase, they’d have a hell of a time getting into it," I said. "They need Mercer's living fingerprint, which is going to be hard to come by."

“Maybe not so hard,” the sheriff replied.

My brow knitted with confusion. “What do you mean?”

"Somebody broke into the morgue and cut Mercer's hands off.”

My eyes rounded with surprise. "What!?"

“Savages."

"When did this happen?"

"Sometime between 3 and 5:00 AM this morning," the sheriff said.

"Why didn’t you say something earlier?"

He glared at me. "Because I've been pretty busy, putting out all kinds of fires today. Anytime you want to step up and do my job, you let me know. I'll be happy to go fishing."

After a few moments of wallowing in our own defeat, we headed back across the field. We made our way through the underbrush to the beach. JD and the sheriff climbed aboard the patrol boat. Jack weighed anchor, and I pushed the vessel back into the surf, then pulled myself over the gunwale.

The sheriff took the helm and fired up the engines. We were about to head back to Coconut Key when another boat approached.

"Hold up," I said. "Let's see what this is about.”

I moved from the wheelhouse to get a better look. With my hand on the grip of my pistol, I was ready for anything. After everything I'd been through, I was a little on edge.
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It was a 25-foot center console with a hardtop and twin Mercury's. The guy was alone. He navigated the boat into the bay and anchored in the shallows. He gave us a friendly wave, grabbed some gear, and hopped out of the boat. He lugged a backpack and a metal detector up the beach toward the tree line.

I jumped over the gunwale, into the surf, and splashed up to the sand and jogged toward him. "Excuse me," I shouted, flashing my shiny gold badge.

He stopped and gave me a confused look. "Is there some kind of problem, Officer?"

He was a pudgy guy in his late 30s with curly dark hair, a trimmed goatee, and a day's worth of stubble. He wore a baseball cap and a T-shirt that hugged his beer belly.

"No problem, just a few questions for you. Planning on doing a little treasure hunting today?”

"That's not illegal, is it?”

I flashed a disarming smile. "No.”

"I'm not trespassing or anything. This is public land.”

"Looking for anything in particular?”

He shrugged. "You never know what you might find out here." With an excited smile, he said, "You wouldn't believe what I found the last few days.”

“Oh, I have a pretty good idea.”

“It's like a goldmine out here. People bury all kinds of stuff. I found coins, empty artillery shells⁠—“

"You find a briefcase?”

His brow wrinkled with confusion. "Yeah. How did you know?"

"By the split tree?”

His face tightened. "Hey, I found that fair and square.”

"Well, it doesn't belong to you.”

"It does now. It didn't have anybody's name on it. Finders, keepers.”

"Where's the case now?”

"I don't have to tell you?”

My eyes narrowed, and I gave him a stern look. "I buried that case out here.”

"You shouldn't have done that.”

This guy was starting to get on my nerves. “A man was killed for that case, and a young woman was kidnapped. I need to know where it is."

Pudgy hesitated for a moment. "I don't have to tell you.”

"What's your name?”

"I don't have to tell you that either.”

My patience with this guy was wearing thin. I waved the sheriff over.

JD dropped anchor, and they disembarked and marched toward us. The sheriff didn't look happy, and he could be an intimidating presence.

"I don't think I've made myself clear,” I said. “This is a matter of life and death.”

"I know my rights. You can't bully me around."

"Is that your boat?" the sheriff said, pointing to his center console.

"You saw me pull up in it, didn't you?"

"We're going to need to do a routine compliance inspection.”

The guy glared at him. “Everything is in order."

"Great, then there will be no problem.”

The guy huffed, then set his stuff down on the beach. We followed him as he marched back to his boat.

"You're wasting your time."

"I don't mind," Sheriff Daniels said. "I've got nothing better to do.”

"You ought to be ashamed of yourselves, harassing me about something that I'm perfectly in my right to do."

He climbed aboard his boat, and so did we.

The sheriff looked around and inspected the craft. He had the requisite personal flotation devices and a throwable. He had a fire extinguisher and a horn.

"I need to see your registration," Daniels said.

The guy fished it out of a compartment and handed it to him. With a smug grin, he said, "See. I told you. Everything is in order.”

"Okay, Todd," The sheriff said, reading from the registration. "Let's see your flare gun."

Todd stiffened, and his skin went pale. "I've got one."

"Let's see it.”

Todd moved to a compartment by the helm and carefully opened it just a sliver. He reached his hand inside and felt for the flare gun, being squirrely about it.

The sheriff forced the lid open with the flick of his hand. It was obvious what Todd was hiding. A small bag of weed in the compartment next to the gun. A slight smirk tugged the sheriff's lips. "Now what do we have here?"

Todd frowned and said nothing.

The sheriff pulled out the baggie and dangled it in front of the man. By and large, we weren't typically prosecuting marijuana cases in the county. But in a situation like this, it gave us leverage. "I don't suppose you've got a medical card?”

"No, sir.” Todd changed his tune abruptly. Now it was all no, sir, and yes, sir.

"This gives me probable cause to search the rest of the boat. I've seen watercraft seized over less.”

Todd's eyes rounded. "Seized? For what?”

"Drug trafficking," the sheriff said casually.

"I'm not drug trafficking!"

"How do we know you didn't stash a supply out here. Maybe that's what you came out here to dig up.”

"That's total bullshit," Todd said.

The sheriff was just trying to rattle his cage. "We can do this the easy way, or the hard way. If you can magically materialize that case that you dug up, I might be willing to forget about our little encounter here today.”

"Are you extorting me?”

"No, you little shit. I'm trying to save a young girl's life, and you're being an asshole." Daniels had reached his limit.

Todd deflated and hung his head. "I’ve still got the case. I can take you to it. But we will forget all about this, right?”
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Todd decided to be more cooperative. We followed him back to Coconut Key, then back to his house.

He lived in a one-story bungalow on Sandcastle Lane. It had mint green siding, white trim, and a nice veranda. An American flag flew from a column, and the landscaping was well-maintained.

We parked at the curb and hopped out of the sheriff's patrol car. We followed Todd through the gate at the white picket fence up to the front porch.

Todd reached into his pocket, pulled out his keys, and jingled them as he fumbled to get them in the slot. He paused. "I'm not letting you guys in my house. Not after the shit you pulled on my boat."

"What have you got in the house you don't want us to see?" the sheriff asked.

"Nothing. I'll be right back.”

Todd opened the door a sliver and slipped inside. He tried to close the door on us, but the sheriff wasn't having any of it. He put his foot in the doorway and kept it open.

"Fine,” Todd huffed. “Stay here. I'll be back.”

He disappeared down the foyer, and we all exchanged an uncertain glance.

"Go around the back and make sure he doesn't try to run," the sheriff said to Jack.

Jack darted from the porch, jogged across the lawn, and hustled up the driveway.

Todd returned a moment later with the briefcase and handed it to the sheriff.

The sheriff handed it to me. "Is that it?”

I nodded. "What happened to the Faraday cage?”

"The what?”

"It was wrapped in fabric.”

"Oh. Do you want that too?”

"It might come in handy.”

Todd darted back into the house, then returned a moment later with the fabric. I wrapped it around the cage to block the signal of the GPS. I didn't know if anybody was monitoring it or not. There's no telling how long it had been outside the Faraday cage. I asked him, and he said, “Since I brought it back to the house.”

“Do you live alone?”

“Yeah.”

"Have you opened the case?"

"I couldn’t figure out how," Todd said. He paused. "What's inside?”

"That's classified," I said, messing with him.

"Seriously?"

I nodded.

Todd's eyes flicked between the three of us. "So, we're all cool now, right?"

The sheriff exhaled. "Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Brooks."

Todd looked much relieved.

We left the porch and walked back to the squad car. We hopped inside, and the sheriff fired up the engine. He pulled away from the curb, and we drove back toward the station. I sat in the front seat, with Jack in the back.

We made a few twists and turns. With his eyes on the rear view, the sheriff said, "I think we've got company."

He took another quick left, and I looked back through the rear window.

The sheriff stepped on the gas as we barreled through a residential neighborhood.

The silver sedan rounded the corner behind us.

Daniels took a right at the stop sign, which he completely ignored. Perks of the job.

The silver sedan followed.

"Yep," he said, his eyes still glancing to the rear view. "We definitely have friends."

Tires screeched as he made another left. He flicked on the siren and the flashers. He mashed the gas, and the engine roared as we barreled down the street. We reached the end of the block and held up for traffic. Then he took a right on Paradise Park. The four-lane avenue was divided by a median.

Daniels stepped on it again.

In the distance, the silver sedan turned onto Paradise Park, following. We'd opened up a large gap.

The sheriff took another right. He grabbed the handset, keyed the mic, and gave a description of the silver sedan. He told them to send backup.

It was about that time a black SUV barreled from a side street and plowed into the right front quarter of the patrol car. The impact spun us around. Tires squealed, headlights shattered. Quarter panels crumpled.

The engine stalled out, and four goons emerged from the SUV with semiautomatic weapons. Dressed in black tactical gear and wearing black balaclavas, these guys weren’t playing around. With weapons shouldered, they opened fire.

Muzzle flash flickered, and bullets lit up the squad car.

Blistering copper rounds cratered the back windshield of the car, pelting and pinging off body panels.

We all ducked for cover and drew our weapons.
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Shards of glass rained down. Bullets snapped through the air. The cacophony of gunfire echoed.

Jack angled his pistol over the backseat and fired through the window at the assailants as they closed in.

I pushed open the passenger door and angled my pistol around. Firing at the bastards as they approached. I tagged one of them on the shoulder, spinning him around.

The dirtball flopped to the ground, the weapon clattering away.

I fired two more shots into him to make sure he was down for the count.

Another flurry of bullets flew in my direction as I ducked for cover. They pelted the door, chewing it up.

Jack hit one of the scumbags.

More bullets peppered the vehicle.

Daniels tried to get the car started. It chugged a few times, but wouldn't turn over.

The remaining two assailants took cover behind the rear bumper of the squad car, angling their machine guns over the trunk. They fired into the vehicle at random.

Bullets tore through the cabin, exiting through the front windshield, ripping up the headrests on the seats.

We all kept as low as possible.

Daniels finally got the car to turn over. He jammed it in reverse, slammed the gas, and the tires chirped.

Like speed bumps, he ran over the scumbags. Screams of agony drifted from underneath the car.

We bounced around on the inside, and soon the scumbags were in front of the vehicle, writhing and moaning on the ground.

I saw the look in the sheriff’s eyes. He thought about running the dipshits over again, but thought better of it.

By that time, the silver sedan that had been following us pulled onto the scene. The vehicle paused for a moment, then decided to get the hell out of there. It would have been a losing proposition for them.

"Everybody okay?" I shouted

"Affirmative," JD replied from the backseat, covered in glass.

"I'm good," Daniels said.

We all hopped out of the vehicle and approached the human speed bumps with weapons aimed at them.

One of them gurgled his last breath as we approached.

The other was in better shape, but not by much. A few cracked ribs and a punctured lung, no doubt.

We kicked their weapons away, and I called for emergency services.

I knelt down beside the living scumbag and said, "Who do you work for?”

He gasped for breath.

The distant sound of sirens warbled, drawing near.

"If you want to live, tell me who you work for," I said, putting my pistol to his head. I wasn’t in the mood to play around.

He continued to struggle for air.

“Where is Paisley? Is she still alive?”

He said nothing.

“Start talking!” I demanded.

I wasn’t going to shoot the guy, but it was tempting. I pulled my weapon away before more patrol units screeched onto the scene, followed by EMTs and paramedics.

My phone buzzed with a call on the encrypted app from the kidnappers. I swiped the screen and held the device to my ear.

“You’re a hard man to get hold of,” a man said in a calm voice.

“I’ve been messaging you for the last several days,” I said. “You haven’t responded.”

“We learned you were indisposed. Then we realized you didn’t have the case. No reason to respond. Now it seems you have it again. I guess you saved Todd’s life. We were about to take it from him. That’s twice you’ve gotten in our way.”

“Who’s we?”

“Me and my friends.”

“Who are you?”

“That doesn’t really matter. What matters is that you have something I want.”

“Where’s Paisley?”

“She’s safe.”

I didn’t believe it. “Prove it.”

He sighed. “You’ll get your proof.”

“She better be alive and well.”

“I’m not a monster. I just want the prototype. Then we can all go about our lives.”

“You attacked police officers. You’re not going to get away with this.”

He chuckled. “You are in no position to make threats. I’ll be in touch shortly with a location to make the exchange.”

He ended the call, and I may have grumbled a few more obscenities.

I relayed the information to JD and the sheriff.

Paris Delaney and her news crew arrived and started capturing footage of the carnage.

The EMTs transferred the perp to a gurney and stuffed him into an ambulance. The lights flashed, and the meat wagon pulled away.

The camera closed in, and Paris asked questions.

I gave her limited details.

Brenda and her crew arrived on the scene and evaluated the bodies. They were bagged and transferred.

A wrecker towed the sheriff’s car away, and we caught a ride back to the station with a patrol unit. We filled out reports, surrendered our duty weapons, and were put on administrative leave.

“Look on the bright side,” I said to the sheriff. “Now you’ve got a few days to go fishing.”

He scoffed. “Are you kidding me? I’m going to have FDLE up my ass as well as Internal Affairs. The next few days are going to be anything but relaxing.”

All one had to do was look at the sheriff’s car, which had more holes in it than the plot of a Hollywood blockbuster. A clear case for the justified use of lethal force.

“I want you to find the scumbags responsible and get the girl back,” he said.

“We’re on leave.”

“I don’t care.”

It was hard not to take it personally when someone tries to kill you. The sheriff knew doing this by the book wouldn't get the results needed.
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Ihad an ace up my sleeve—all because of a parrot.

The flight to San Montego was comfortable and relaxing. Isabella had chartered a sleek Slipstream G-750 for the flight down. Comfy leather chairs, glossy oak paneling, gourmet meals, cute cabin attendants, and stiff drinks—which we avoided in order to stay sharp.

This wasn’t a vacation.

That hadn't started yet, but I certainly was in the mood for one after all we'd been through.

With no extradition treaty, San Montego was a safe haven for ex-pats with shady pasts, drug dealers, cartel bosses, and other ne'er-do-wells who had run afoul of the federal government. With a slew of exotic islands off the coast, there were plenty of places to hide out and live a life of leisure if you were on the run. Local law enforcement was easily bribed.

A popular tourist destination, San Montego had all the modern conveniences—luxury hotels, pristine beaches, sumptuous restaurants, and a thriving nightlife. Guides would take you on excursions to the jungle or tropical islands or just about anywhere you wanted to go, for a price. You could even stand on the edge of a live volcano if you were brave enough.

Steeped in superstition and ancient religions, there were places the locals avoided. The jungle could be treacherous, and there were all manner of poisonous critters.

JD and I had an adventure or two in this part of the world before.

The kidnappers had set a warehouse in San Montego as the rendezvous point. A simple exchange.

It was a smart move on their end. It eliminated the chance that we’d bring backup and ambush them. In this part of the world, I'm sure they had co-opted the local police, militia, or possibly even the local cartel. The area was known for its heroin and cocaine. Plenty of fields on isolated islands.

We touched down at the FBO in San Montego, grabbed our bags, went through customs without issue, and met Juan on the tarmac. Isabella had arranged for pickup. She had assets all over the globe. Instead of trying to bring weapons into the country, we would just get them here.

Juan was a friendly guy with a thick mustache and brown eyes, and a bit of a belly. He enjoyed the good life in San Montego, and it showed. Juan greeted us with a warm smile and a handshake. "Welcome, my friends."

He grabbed our baggage and loaded it into the trunk of the town car. "Everything you requested is in the duffel bag."

Juan grabbed our doors, and we slid into the comfy leather seats. He hopped behind the wheel, tuned the radio to classic rock, and drove us from the FBO.

Juan looked in the rearview mirror with a grin, his brown eyes darting between the two of us. "I know you're here on business, but when you need a little fun, you call me. I can make arrangements."

I knew what he meant.

He zipped us through town to the Oasis. The luxury hotel overlooked the water. It was a place to settle in and regroup, but we wouldn't be there for long.

Juan pulled under the carport, threw it in park, hopped out, and grabbed our baggage from the trunk. He dug into his pocket and handed me a piece of paper with a phone number scribbled on it. "Antonio is waiting for your call. He will take you to the island and bring you back.”

"Thanks for everything, Juan," I said with a handshake.

"Good luck, my friend."

Jack slipped him a wad of cash, and he hopped back in the car and drove off.

The bellhop tried to take our baggage, but I waved him off.

Isabella had provided fake passports for the trip. If anything went wrong, we were never here. At the front desk, I checked into the hotel under an assumed name, then paid with a prepaid debit card that couldn’t be traced to anybody.

The cute clerk programmed our cards, then slid them across the counter in a paper folio with the room number written on it.

I thanked her, then walked across the lobby, past the koi pond and the waterfall. The hotel was sleek and modern with stylish furniture and down-tempo music drifting from speakers.

We took the glass elevator up to the sixth floor and found our room. Inside, we took a moment to decompress after the journey. It was nearing sunset.

I tossed the briefcase that had been the source of all this trouble onto the desk and set my backpack beside it. I brought the essentials—breathable jungle camo, tactical boots, tactical vest, face paint, tactical helmet, night vision optics, along with toiletries, fresh underwear, bug spray, sunscreen, a few MREs, and anything else I thought I might need in a jungle environment. Nobody searched our baggage when we went through customs, and if they did, I would say I was planning on hiking through the jungle.

The first thing JD and I did was check the duffel bag full of goodies that Juan had provided. He'd certainly come through. Short-barreled AR-15s with suppressors and IR optics. Flash bang grenades, smoke grenades, fragmentation grenades, C4 and blasting caps. Everything we had asked for, including two tactical knives with anodized blades, a few extra magazines and boxes of ammunition, and a few burner phones. The kind of stuff that would put you in a local jail for a long time, unless of course you had the funds to pay your way out. Around here, that was always an option.

"How do you want to play this?" JD asked.

I’d been thinking about that all the way down. The kidnappers had sent an updated proof of life, which I had forwarded to Isabella. That’s how we found their location.

The video of Paisley was taken in the jungle during the day. Bound and gagged, she was dirty and disheveled. It looked like she hadn't had a bath in a week. Her hair was matted, her mascara almost completely worn off, and her cheeks stained. It looked like she’d lost weight, not that she had much to lose. Her dry, chapped lips were split. She may have been smacked around a time or two.

It made me sick to my stomach.

My hands balled into fists. I wanted to punch someone. The sounds of the jungle filled the background—birdsong, and the kraa-kraa of a parrot.

Isabella was unable to pull any metadata from the video file. But the kidnappers had made one mistake. I don't think they considered who they were dealing with. Isabella knew her stuff. And when she sets herself to a task, she never gives up. Among other things, she ran the audio from the video through a spectrum analyzer and referenced it against the AvianNet database. The AI-enhanced database matched the birdsong to the Yucatula Parrot. Endemic to the island, it was the only place in the world where the bird resided. With the stable environment of the island, there was no reason for the bird to migrate. Year-round, the island’s warm climate provided an abundance of fresh fruit, nuts, and seeds for the birds to feast on. With few natural predators, the parrots could live peacefully in the dense canopy of the jungle. Their relative weight compared to their wingspan made long-distance flights taxing. These weren't migratory birds.

There was only one place in the world Paisley could be.

Isabella had tasked a satellite that was already over Yucatula. She sent me numerous photos of the island.

It was small. From what I could tell, there was a central compound with a few four-wheel-drive vehicles and ATVs. There was also a helipad and a black helicopter. There was a main house with a pool. A warehouse, a small shed, and a bunk house completed the compound in the dense jungle. A dock at the west shore was home to a starter superyacht, a Go Fast boat, a center console, and two HPDE tactical boats, much like our own Raptor.

The high-resolution satellite imagery could read the face of a wrist watch from orbit. The surveillance capabilities were no joke.

There were two large coca fields with full-time guards. Several more guards walked the grounds of the main campus carrying AK-47s and the like.

Besides kidnapping, these guys were running a serious drug operation. Either that, or they were just borrowing the compound from the cartel.

Now we had a choice to make. We could play it straight, show up to the rendezvous at midnight, hand over the case, and hope they’d turn over Paisley and let us go. Or we could make the first move.

I wasn't a trusting person. I knew better. So that really only left us one choice.
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“Are you sure you want to go to Yucatula?” Antonio asked as we stood on the dock in the Puerto del Sol Marina just after sunset.

"Yep," I said. "That's where we want to go.”

Antonio cringed. "That place, no good.”

Antonio was in his late 20s with shaggy dark hair, an athletic frame, and a friendly face.

I shrugged.

He relented. "I take you wherever you want to go. But you're asking for trouble.”

"The cartel?”

"Si. Bad hombres.”

I smiled. "We’ll be careful.”

We loaded our gear aboard Antonio’s center console. He took the helm and fired up the twin outboards. I cast off the lines, and he navigated us out of the slip.

The moon hung low in the sky, shimmering the water. The outboards howled, and mists of seawater sprayed. The air was hotter and thicker than in Coconut Key. In the day, it could get hot in the direct sun. At night, you’d be feasted on by the mosquitoes, especially in the jungle.

JD and I were decked out in our jungle camo, tactical vests, and night vision optics. We kept the guns in the duffel bag for the time being.

Once we got far enough away from shore, we pulled them out, locked, and loaded.

Antonio didn't bat an eye. I got the impression this wasn’t the first time he’d taken people with guns on an adventure. But I don't think he took people to go up against the cartel often.

"So, what do you want me to do? Drop you off?"

"We need you to stick around and pick us up as well,” I said. “That was the deal," I said, getting the distinct impression he didn't want to be anywhere around once we stirred up the beehive.

"What if you don't come back?”

"We’ll come back," I assured.

"How long do you think this will take?”

I gave him a look.

"I just need to have an idea of when I should start to worry." He smiled.

"You won't have to worry. But if we don't make it back to the rendezvous point in two hours, contact Isabella.”

He nodded.

JD and I painted our faces on the trip. It took about an hour to get to the island. I told Antonio to come in against the wind and cut the engines at a distance. We’d paddle in to minimize our sonic signature.

We circled the island and came in from the east side. We paddled the boat into the shallows, then JD and I hopped out with our gear and the briefcase. I brought it along as a bargaining chip in case things went south.

I told Antonio, "Stick around. Don't go far. We may have to leave in a hurry.”

He nodded again, but fear lingered in his eyes. I'm sure the guys who ran this island had a reputation.

"I'll be right here," he said.

"There's an extra thousand American in it for you if you’re here to pick us up.”

"No problem. You can count on me, boss.”

I had an uneasy feeling about it.

JD and I ran up the beach to the tree line and regrouped.

I pulled up the satellite images on my phone and studied them, matching landmarks.

“We’re here,” I said in a whisper, pointing. “The compound should be over this ridge.”

Dense and dark, the jungle was not friendly. The canopy was so thick that barely any moonlight seeped through.

I drew my machete and started hacking through the dense foliage. The terrain moved from flat to sloped pretty quickly. It soon became a steep incline.

We moved through the jungle, climbing over roots and fallen logs, ducking under branches. It didn't take long to work up a sweat. Soon, my quads burned, and my chest pumped. My shirt stuck to my back. I had traded cold and wet for hot and damp. At least I was getting a good workout in.

I knew from experience this jungle was full of snakes and spiders and monkeys that would bite. The venom from La Muerta Verde, the Green Death, would put you under in a matter of minutes. No way to get an antidote out here.

It took about 30 minutes to hike up to the top of the ridge line. From there, we crept through more dense foliage to the tree line at the edge of the compound.

With wireless earbuds connected to an encrypted app on our burner phones, we had secure comms.

JD and I were on the backside of the compound, near the large metal warehouse. We scoped out the compound from a slightly elevated position.

This was a major drug operation.

The acrid chemical smell from the manufacture of cocaine drifted through the air—kerosene, ammonia, acetone, HCl, and other solvents. The persistent aroma alone would be enough to cause brain damage or lung issues with chronic exposure. But we were a long way from OSHA.

Armed guards with machine guns patrolled the grounds.

I stashed the case with the prototype in the jungle and covered it with leaves and branches.

"Where do you think they’re holding Paisley?" Jack muttered.

I shrugged. "Probably in the house. But they could be keeping her anywhere. In the shed, the warehouse, in a hole in the ground."

It wasn't a pleasant thought.

A guard stepped around the corner of the warehouse and walked the perimeter. He marched along the east wall, scanning the jungle for threats, but he wasn't paying that much attention. I didn't think many people were stupid enough to make an assault on this compound. We were the only ones crazy enough to do that.

JD and I held still in the underbrush as the goon continued to march in our direction.

My heartbeat pulsed my ears.

The thug moved past us, then stopped. He pulled a phone from his pocket and read a message, then texted back. The glow from the screen illuminated his face.

By that time, I was right behind him. I said, “¡No te muevas, cabrón! ¡Ni un puto sonido! ¡Suelta el arma!”

After a moment’s hesitation, he complied and dropped the weapon to the ground.

In Spanish, I told him to get on the ground and put his hands behind his back.

He laughed and said, "You're a dead man, gringo."

"On the ground now, or I'll put a bullet in your back."

By the tone of my voice, he figured I wasn't playing around. He complied, and I put flex cuffs on his wrists and drew them tight. "Where's the girl?"

"What girl?"

"Don't play games with me.”
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"She's in the main house," the goon said.

"Where?"

"I don't know where.”

"Tell me exactly where she is,” I said, drawing my knife and putting the blade to his throat.

"I don't know where she is."

"If you don't know, you’re no good to me. I might as well just slit your throat.” I pressed the blade against his skin and drew a little blood.

That was enough for him to get the hint. "She's in an upstairs bedroom. I don't know which one. I swear!”

With the knife, I cut the fabric of his shirt, wadded it up into a ball, and stuffed it into his mouth. I took another flex cuff, put it around his head, and drew it tight in his mouth. With the wadding stuffed in his pie hole, he couldn't make much noise.

With the perp secure, I moved to a window in the warehouse and peered inside. It was a full-on processing facility—55-gallon drums of kerosene and other chemicals, coca leaves drying on racks, and bags of lime and other bases. There were burners, funnels, containers, filters, and everything else you’d need to turn the leaf into the addictive powder.

JD and I picked up the dirtbag and carried him deep into the jungle. With another flex cuff, I hogtied him. He wasn't going anywhere.

We moved back to the tree line and held up for a moment, making our game plan.

We needed a diversion. From my backpack, I pulled a small IED I had rigged up back at the hotel room—a stick of C4, a blasting cap, and a cell phone to trigger it.

I told JD to take an overwatch position. Someplace where he could snipe the bastards, if need be. He moved deeper into the woods, then worked his way around to get a better vantage on the compound.

I moved to the back door of the warehouse, knelt down, and picked the lock with a set of lock-picking tools.

It wouldn't take long before somebody noticed the goon was missing. We had to move fast.

Mosquitoes buzzed, and crickets chirped.

The moon glowed overhead.

In less than a minute, I had unlocked the door. I hoped there wasn’t an alarm. I took a deep breath, gritted my teeth, and pulled the door open.

I breathed a little easier when no alarm sounded.

Like a ninja cat, I slipped into the warehouse and placed the IED on a drum of kerosene. This whole place would go up in a giant ball and preoccupy the entire squad. It was just what we needed.

Once that was in place, I slipped out through the back door and made my way along the structure. I held up at the north corner, 15 yards from the shed. Beyond that was the main house.

Worthy of the cover of “Architectural Digest,” the house was a modern masterpiece that blended with the environment. Clean lines, large window walls, a striking pool surrounded by palm trees in the back. Tiki torches illuminated the area. It was a small, private oasis. A resort in the jungle for bad people.

When it was clear, I darted across the alley from the warehouse to the shed, then hugged the wall and moved forward. I took cover at the north corner. From there, I had a clear view of the main house.

An armed goon out front stood guard, and another one walked the perimeter. There was no way I could make it to the house without being seen.

Directly across from the warehouse was a bunkhouse for the help. Nothing special. There was no telling how many cartel thugs were inside.

There were probably a few more guards walking the grounds that we hadn't seen.

"Overwatch, are you in position?" I said.

"Copy that. I have eyes on everything. I see two bogeys at the main house, and another in front of the warehouse, leaning against an ATV, smoking a cigarette.”

"Fire in the hole," I said, then sent a text to the burner cell phone attached to the IED.
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The IED detonated in a brilliant amber ball, taking the barrels of kerosene with it. The giant rolling fireball glowed the jungle, sending shards of metal and debris in all directions. Black smoke billowed into the sky, and the smell of kerosene and solvents filled the air.

The two goons that guarded the main house looked on in shock and awe. A few more thugs exited the main house with machine guns.

Another man stepped from the house with a scowl on his face. He was the guy in charge. No doubt about it. The expensive watch on his wrist and his upscale clothing gave it away. In his late 30s, he had wavy dark hair, a square jaw, and a mustache and goatee.

Another man joined him. An American. Roughly the same age with light brown hair, fair skin, and blue eyes, he wore a polo shirt and cargo shorts.

He looked familiar, but I couldn’t quite place him.

They stared at the glowing flames, watching their empire go up in smoke.

A few minor explosions erupted as more barrels were consumed in the flames.

It drew the attention of everyone in the compound and pulled them away from the main house. It would keep them occupied for a while.

With a clear shot, I darted from behind the shed and sprinted to the backyard. Out of sight, I rounded the house and moved to the door that opened to the patio and pool area.

It was unlocked.

I stepped inside and scanned the space.

The house was empty for the moment.

I crept through the house and cleared the area. In the foyer, I took the floating staircase up to the second floor. With my rifle shouldered, I moved from bedroom to bedroom, including the master, looking for Paisley.

She wasn't here.

That sense of dread twisted my stomach. What if she was already dead?

I moved back downstairs and searched every nook and cranny of the house. There was another guest bedroom, but it was empty as well.

The fire would keep the goons occupied for a while, but I had to act fast. The distraction wouldn’t last forever.

I noticed something odd about the construction of the house. The dimensions of the hallways and the rooms didn't quite match up. There was a false compartment on the second floor. There had to be a panic room behind a panel in the closet in the master bedroom.

I ran back upstairs, darted into the closet, and surveyed the walls. I pushed on a wood panel at the far end of the closet, and it clicked open, revealing a steel door with a keypad and biometric scanner.

I knocked on the door and shouted, "Paisley! Are you in there?"

I put my ear to the cold steel and listened.

Her muffled moans barely filtered through.

With the blade of my tactical knife, I unscrewed the face plate just enough to wedge the blade underneath. Most of these keypads have a spring-loaded anti-tamper device. But if you leave the faceplate on, you can bridge the connection with a knife or a piece of metal. It was a handy trick, and it worked.

The door unlocked, and I pulled it open.

Paisley lay on a bunk in the small panic room, her wrists and ankles bound behind her back, her mouth gagged.

She looked terrible.

There was a toilet in the corner with a faucet for water. It resembled a prison cell. Another large closet presumably held supplies. A display screen probably showed all the camera feeds in the house, but it was disconnected. The room was meant for survival in case of an attack on the house, but it had been turned into a prison.

I cut Paisley free and removed the gag from her mouth. She flung her arms around me and hugged me tight. "Thank God you’re here! I never thought I’d get out of this room.”

"Can you stand?”

She nodded, and I helped her climb to her feet. She was weak and unsteady, but found her footing.

We hurried downstairs, the barrel of my rifle leading the way. I moved down the foyer to the glass front door. The goons gathered around the warehouse, which had mostly flamed out by this point. There wasn't much left inside the metal structure. Soot and ash filled the air, and black smoke covered the sky.

I guided Paisley out the back door to the patio.

The acrid stench still filled the air.

I said to JD over comms, "I have the asset. We’ll meet you at the exfiltration point. Copy?"

"Roger that.”

We darted into the jungle and made our way around toward the east beach. I grabbed the case from where I stashed it, and we hustled through the underbrush as fast as we could. Paisley had a tough time, but adrenaline kept her going. She hadn't had much to eat over the last week and was rail-thin. She didn't have much weight to lose to begin with.

With the machete, I hacked through branches and leaves, trying to be quiet about it. With the chaos back at the compound, they wouldn't hear us.

Branches and leaves clawed and sliced as we scraped through.

We made it to the ridge and started our descent down the slope. I told Paisley to be careful. It would be easy to turn an ankle, especially in a hurry. The last thing I needed was for her to fall and break a leg.

"Give me a status update," I said to JD.

"I'm almost at the rendezvous point.”

A few moments later, we both emerged on the east beach. Inky waves crashed against the shore, and the moonlight glowed overhead.

Antonio was nowhere to be found.
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With a tight jaw, I scanned the horizon, looking for Antonio and his boat.

He was nowhere to be found.

Dread twisted my stomach.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed his cell number. We had good service out here, which was surprising.

It rang a few times. Someone picked up. It wasn't Antonio. "It seems you’re in a bit of a predicament."

There was no mistaking the kidnapper’s voice.

My stomach twisted.

"I suppose I have you to thank for the destruction of the lab?”

I said nothing.

"There was a considerable dollar value associated with that facility. If you were trying to get on my good side, you have failed miserably.” He paused. "There's no way off this island, unless you want to swim 50 miles. I realize Antonio might not be that important to you, but even if you could get off this island, would you really leave him to die?”

It was about that time the goons caught up with us. They emerged from the jungle and surrounded us with assault rifles.

"I’ll offer you a deal,” the voice said. “Give me the prototype, and I will let you all go.”

I scoffed. There was no way he would let us go.

"The cost of the facility pales in comparison to the dollar value associated with the prototype. It's worth billions of dollars. What do you say? Do we have a deal?”

At this point, we didn't have much choice.

We surrendered our weapons, and the goons took the case and marched us back through the jungle. We climbed up the ridge and reached the main compound. The blaze still smoldered, the caustic stench still infusing the air with noxious chemicals. The thugs marched us past the burnt-out shell of a warehouse, past the storage shed, to the main house.

One of them opened the door, and we followed him into the foyer. He led us to the living room.

The American greeted us with a smile. His brown-haired companion wasn't so enthused.

"Gentlemen, please come in. Make yourselves at home," the American said. "So glad you could join us. You've made the right decision. I really hate that it has come to this, but it is what it is.”

It finally clicked, and I remembered where I’d seen him before.

A goon handed him the case, and he marveled at it. He moved to a dining table not far from the living room and set the case atop it. After studying it for a moment, he let it be. "It looks undisturbed. Have you managed to glimpse inside?”

I shook my head. "You got what you want. Let us go."

The dark-haired man grumbled in Spanish, "They do not leave the island!"

The American smiled. "Don't mind Raul. He's a little upset at the moment. But he will be compensated handsomely.”

"It's not about compensation. It is about timelines and deliveries. I have a reputation to protect, clients waiting on product. Product that will not be delivered now. That makes me look bad. I don't like to look bad."

The American continued to smile. "Raul, you should be overjoyed. We have the prototype. I don't think you understand the full magnitude of what we have in our possession."

Raul glared at him, and I got the impression that if Raul had his way, he would put a bullet in all of us right now. He didn't care about the case or what was in it. Not yet, anyway.

The American snapped his fingers, and a goon darted off. He returned a moment later with another small briefcase and handed it to the American. He unlatched it and pulled out a silicone hand.

"A carbon copy of Nathan Mercer's hand,” the American said. “It's really remarkable technology.” He flipped a switch on the back of the hand. "In a few minutes, it will come up to temperature. 98.6°. It also simulates pulse. I paid a lot of money for this. It should open the case. If it doesn't, I will be one disappointed customer. But I will get into it, don't you worry.”

"You got everything you want. Let us go."

"As soon as I verify the integrity of the prototype, then I have no need for you anymore."

His ominous tone and equivocation let me know exactly where he stood on the matter—we were never leaving the island.
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“You intend to keep the prototype off the market,” I said.

“Look who catches on quick,” the American said. His name was Jordan Bingham, the head of Novenergy Petroleum.

“This prototype has the power to democratize energy. Everyone will have it, and it will cost next to nothing. That’s bad for profits. But when the time is right, we’ll sell our assets, short the market, and sell this to the world.” The dollar signs glowed in his eyes.

"What does Raul get out of it?"

"You can call it a symbiotic relationship," Jordan said. "We launder his cash, and he greases the wheels of production in San Montego. He ensures our facilities don't run into issues. It is in both of our interests that the status quo continues.”

Jordan placed the synthetic hand on the case and activated the biometrics.

In an instant, the case clicked open.

Jordan lifted the lid with eager eyes, but his face turned sour when he stared at the contents. Anger reddened his cheeks, and his jaw clenched tight. The veins in his forehead bulged. "Where is it!?”

I gave him a dumb look. "I don't know."

He grabbed the case and threw it against the wall, shattering a picture in a fit of rage. Shards of glass rained down. "Where is it!”

"I'm telling you, I don't know. I've never opened the case.”

Jordan marched to one of the goons, snatched a pistol from him, then grabbed Paisley and put the weapon to her head. "Where is it? You have three seconds to tell me, or I'm going to blow her head off. Three… Two…”

Paisley trembled with fear, her eyes tortured.

"If it's not in the case, I don't know where it is," I said. I thought for a moment. "Todd. He must have opened the case and taken the prototype."

Jordan glared at me. "Todd? You’re telling me some random ass-clown got this case open? How? I went to great lengths to get the fingerprints from the stiff at the morgue and have that synthetic hand made. There is no way some jerkoff got into that briefcase before I did.”

"Then where is it?" I said.

Jordan glared at me. "That's what I'm asking you!”

"It's gotta be in the car," Paisley said.

"What!?" Jordan snapped.

"Mercer must have stashed it in my car. He gave me the briefcase as a decoy.”

Jordan growled in frustration, flailing his arms, shaking, and stomping about. At least he didn't have the gun against Paisley’s head anymore.

He was a temperamental little shit.

Jordan grumbled a few obscenities, then tried to compose himself. He took a deep breath and forced himself to speak in a calm voice. "Where is Paisley's car now?"

"It's in the impound lot," I said.

"If it's in the impound lot, then I don't need any of you anymore.” He aimed the pistol at me.

“You need us to access the impound lot.”

Jordan laughed. “Because it’s soooo secure,” he mocked. “Sorry. Your time’s up.”

The muscles in his jaw flexed, and his finger wrapped around the trigger.

The goons standing behind me moved out of the way.

“Not inside,” Raul grumbled.

Jordan groaned in frustration. “Take them into the jungle and shoot them.”

Antonio said, “I think now is a good time to mention that I just drive the boat.”

Jordan glared at him. “Kill him first.”

Antonio frowned.

“Leave the girl,” Jordan said. “I kind of like having her around. You never know when she might come in handy.”

I glared at the scumbag.

Paisley looked at me with terrified eyes, tears streaming down her cheeks. She screeched in horror as another thug grabbed her.

Two thugs marched us out of the house and across the clearing.

The warehouse still smoldered and hissed.

With machine guns at our backs, they forced us toward the tree line.

The closer we got to the jungle, the more panicked Antonio got. His eyes darted about, looking for an exit route.

There wasn’t one.

Anxiety took over. Antonio bolted in the opposite direction, running as fast as he could. The goons swung their barrels toward Antonio.

The distraction was enough for me and JD to strike.

Muzzle flash flickered, and gunfire erupted.

Bullets streaked across the clearing toward Antonio.

JD and I wrestled the weapons away from the scumbags and thoroughly vented them as they reached for backup pistols.

They twisted and convulsed with each hit, crimson spewing.

Antonio had gotten tagged in the thigh. He tumbled to the ground. Blood spurted from the wound, soaking into the dirt as he writhed and moaned in agony.

Jack ran across the clearing to give aid. He knelt down beside him and put pressure on the wound, trying to stop the flow of blood.

I grabbed an extra magazine and a pistol from a dirtbag and advanced to an ATV and took cover.

Two goons spilled out of the house with rifles shouldered.

I lined one up in my sights, squeezed the trigger, and fired off two rounds.

The thug twitched with each hit and tumbled back.

Bullets snapped in my direction as the other returned fire.

I readjusted my aim and took out the other creep.

More blood spewed, and the goon dropped to the ground in front of the house.

I scanned the house and grounds, looking for additional threats.

The place was silent and still for the moment.

I glanced at JD as he treated Antonio, then I advanced closer to the house, taking cover behind another vehicle.

From there, I darted to the front door and held up at the frame. I swung the door open, angled the barrel of my rifle into the foyer, and was met with muzzle flash.

I ducked for cover around the frame as bullets streaked in my direction.

After a short burst, I angled my weapon around the frame again and squeezed the trigger. Bullets chewed up drywall at the corner where the goon had taken cover. The copper minions of death pierced the wall and pelted his torso as he hid behind it.

He groaned and crumpled.

His comrade in the living room had taken cover behind the sofa and unleashed a torrent of bullets. They chewed up the door frame and shattered glass as I took cover.

Adrenaline coursed through my veins.

I backed away and circled around the house to the patio.

I had a clear view of the living room through a large window wall.

The thug by the sofa still focused on the front door.

I took the opportunity to unload a few shots through the window, peppering the scumbag.

Crimson splattered the white leather sofa.

My bullets had webbed the window with cracks, but it was still intact.

I grabbed a decorative rock from the patio and hurled it through the window, shattering it. Shards danced on the tile and the concrete outside.

I advanced to the window frame with caution, angled my rifle inside, and swept the barrel across the space.

Glass crunched under my boots as I stepped through the window frame with caution. I advanced to the dead guy by the couch, knelt down, and felt for a pulse in his neck just to be sure.

He was long gone.

The guy by the foyer still moaned and groaned.

I angled my weapon over the sofa at him. He clutched his wounds with his hands, trying to stem the tide of blood, but failed miserably. His rifle lay across his lap.

I crept around the sofa, moving toward him, keeping a wary eye on my surroundings.

The thug made a move for his rifle.

I fired two more shots into his chest.

Shell casings danced against the tile, and the goon went limp. He lay on the floor in a pool of blood.

I cleared the kitchen, the living room, and the downstairs guest bedroom.

An eerie silence filled the house.

I moved back to the edge of the foyer and angled my rifle skyward toward the balcony as I inched forward.

Muzzle flash lit up the night, peppering the tile as I stepped into the foyer.

I darted back.

Raul leaned over the balcony, blasting away.

If he was on the frontlines, there were no more underlings. Just him, Jordan, and Paisley.

I aimed my rifle at the ceiling and squeezed off a flurry of bullets.

The minions of death tore through, shredding Raul as he stood above. He groaned, tumbled forward, and fell over the balcony. Raul flopped flat on his back on the hard tile in the foyer. He moaned and gurgled, unable to move.

I put two more bullets into him to end his misery, then crept into the foyer. I kicked his weapon away and crossed to the floating stairs. I took a wary step up. With my barrel aimed at the top of the staircase, I inched forward.

As my head crested the top of the second-floor landing, muzzle flash lit up the darkness.

I ducked as bullets snapped past my head, peppering the drywall.

This was a bad tactical position.
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“Back off, or she dies,” Jordan shouted.

“Let her go, and I’ll let you live,” I replied. "You need to think about this," I shouted at him. "If you harm Paisley, you die. There's no scenario where you walk out of here alive, unless you let her go."

"Fuck you!”

His voice gave away his position.

I inched toward the top of the steps.

More bullets snapped over the top of my head.

Jordan wasn’t the best shot in the world, but even a broken clock is right twice a day. If I gave him enough chances, he'd hit me eventually.

He hid behind the bar counter in the spacious lounge that had terrace access. Moonlight filtered in, backlighting the room, silhouetting his outline.

Jordan had his hands full, keeping a pistol aimed at me while managing Paisley. Her whimpers drifted from the room.

"Just put the gun down, Jordan.”

In close-quarter combat, most gunshots miss. The rush of adrenaline and nerves degrade fine motor skills. With heartbeats pounding and shaky hands, even professionals can’t hit squat. Jordan certainly wasn't a trained professional.

Paisley grabbed a bottle from the bar and smacked it over Jordan's head while he was distracted with me. The bottle shattered, and Jordan groaned.

Paisley took off running.

I vaulted to the top of the stairs just as Jordan angled his pistol over the bar counter at her as she ran for cover.

I squeezed the trigger twice. My bullets rocketed through the night, pelting him in the chest. He tumbled back against another shelf of liquor. The whole rack came crashing down on top of him as he collapsed.

Glass shattered, and liquor flowed.

I advanced through the room, angled around the bar counter, and secured the perp. With my foot, I swept his pistol away, then knelt down and felt for a pulse in his neck. It faded under my fingertips as his last breath escaped his lungs. Covered in whiskey, vodka, and tequila, the aroma of alcohol swirled.

I moved back to Paisley.

She trembled on the ground.

"Are you okay?"

She nodded, and I helped her up.

"Let's get out of here," I said.

She didn’t argue with that.

We hurried out of the lounge and plunged down the steps to the foyer. I cleared the area before advancing to the door with Paisley. We held up, and I scanned the compound. JD had pulled Antonio behind a vehicle for cover.

The area looked clear.

I was pretty sure we had done away with all of Raul's men. But I kept a cautious eye out nonetheless. We stepped out of the house, and I escorted Paisley across the grounds and caught up with JD.

He tied Antonio’s shirt around his wounded thigh and managed to get the bleeding stopped.

"Is he good?" I asked.

"He’s stable. But he needs attention.”

The color had drained from Antonio’s skin, and sweat misted his body. The main thing was to keep him from going into shock. "We’re going to get you out of here. Just stay calm. Take slow, deep breaths.”

Antonio nodded.

"You have the keys to your boat?”

He shook his head. "They took them.”

I told Paisley to stay with Jack and Antonio while I searched the fallen perps for keys. I rummaged through pockets, taking anything with floaters. These guys didn’t need cash anymore, and I emptied their wallets. Both Raul and Jordan had fat stacks.

I returned a moment later and showed my collection of keys to Antonio. "Are any of these yours?”

He pointed to a set.

I couldn’t say for certain, but I figured they had moved his boat around to the dock. JD and I lifted Antonio to his feet and helped him to a nearby ATV. We loaded him onto the back, then climbed aboard with Paisley.

I fumbled through keys until one of them started the vehicle up. The electric motor hummed, and the knobby tires spat gravel as I took off, heading down the path that led to the shoreline. We cruised through the jungle on the ATV, taking the winding path down the mountain to the dock.

We had our pick of boats, but we carried Antonio back to his center console and helped him aboard. Jack took the helm, fired up the engines, and I cast off the lines. Jack throttled up, pulled away from the dock, and headed back to San Montego.

I made an encrypted call to Isabella and told her we needed emergency medical assistance. This was the kind of place where, for the right price, you could find a doctor to pull out a bullet and stitch a patient up without much fuss.

Jack brought the boat on plane, skimming across the water. The engine howled, spitting a frothy wake. The pale moonlight glowed overhead, and the island grew small behind us.

For Paisley, the danger was over, but the trauma would linger for a long time.
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Juan met us at the marina. We helped Antonio into the back of his town car, and Juan said he would take him to a doctor. I thanked Antonio for his help and gave him all the cash that I had taken from Jordan, Raul, and the other thugs. It was way more than the thousand dollars we had promised him.

"Take care of yourself. Speedy recovery."

He nodded and shook my hand.

I closed the door, and Juan took off into the night.

We walked back to the hotel. It wasn't far. The sun would be coming up soon. We all looked like we'd been through the wringer. A hot shower and a change of clothes were in order.

Isabella had arranged a flight back. There was no time to sleep, and I wanted to get out of the country as soon as possible.

We grabbed breakfast in the hotel restaurant after we got cleaned up, then Juan came back to pick us up. He said Antonio was doing well.

Juan dropped us off at the FBO, and we boarded the private jet, settled into the comfy leather seats, and relaxed. Still over-stimulated from the chaos, it was hard to truly let go. But once we were in the air, I managed to doze off and get some sleep.

Before I knew it, the wheels chirped as we touched down at the FBO in Coconut Key. We stepped off the plane, and the Florida sunshine hit my face. The air was a perfect 72°. We breezed through customs, then caught a rideshare to Paisley's apartment. I escorted her inside and made sure she got into her apartment okay.

In her doorway, I said, "Are you sure you're going to be alright?”

She nodded. "I'm fine. I just need a little sleep, and maybe a Margarita when I wake up."

I laughed. "Call me if you need anything."

"I will." She gave me a hug. "Thank you for everything,” she said with misty eyes. “I never thought I'd get out of there alive."

We said our goodbyes, and I headed down the hallway.

She called to me as I neared the elevator. “Let me know what you find in my car, if anything."

I nodded, pressed the call button for the elevator, and plunged down to the lobby. I hustled back outside and climbed into the rideshare with JD. The driver took us to the station.

We caught up with the sheriff and filled him in on all the details. The three of us headed over to the impound lot and searched the vehicle.

Sure enough, we found the prototype solar cell in a pouch on the seat back. It was the size of a credit card. As Tristan had said, it was game-changing. There was just one problem—a bullet from the original gunfight was lodged in the panel.

"All this over that," the sheriff said. "Now what the hell do we do with it?”

About that time, a black SUV pulled into the impound lot.

I slipped the prototype into my pocket.

Officers Conroy and Baker hopped out and approached. Conroy smiled and extended his hand.

We shook.

“It’s good to finally meet face to face,” Conroy said.

He and Baker shook hands with JD and the sheriff.

Conroy continued. “Funny seeing you here.”

I smiled and shrugged.

“We just wanted to look through Mercer’s vehicle,” Conroy said. “Tristan told us about their scheduled meeting. Were you aware that Mercer filed a patent for his invention?”

“I was not.”

“According to section 35 U.S.C. §§ 181-188, the Invention Secrecy Act, a secrecy order has been imposed on that patent. We believe it poses an imminent threat to economic stability. You can imagine the effects if something like this were to be released without proper supervision.”

“I really hadn’t thought about it,” I said.

“We just need to inspect the vehicle.”

“Knock yourselves out,” I said, stepping aside. “We didn’t find anything.”

“Well, we’d just like to double check.”

They searched the vehicle.

I said, “We’ll just get out of your way.”

We walked with the sheriff back to his patrol car and shared a look. I wasn’t sure what I’d do with the prototype. But I didn’t think shelving it was a good idea. Maybe it needed to be open source so the world could have it.

We climbed into the patrol car, and the sheriff cranked up the engine.

A call from dispatch crackled over the speaker. “Sheriff, a 10-31 just occurred at the Vault, 1547 Pompano Court.”

“Copy that,” Daniels said with a grim frown. “En route. ETA 4 minutes.” He looked at us. “You two ready to get back to work?”

JD looked at him like he was crazy. “When have we ever stopped working?”

Ready for more?

The adventure continues with Wild Vault!

Join my newsletter and find out what happens next!


AUTHOR’S NOTE



Thank you for taking this incredible journey with me. I’m having such a blast, writing the old fashioned way. All my books are written by me, and always will be. I put my heart and soul into these stories, and I love what I do. Tyson and JD have plenty more adventures to come. I hope you’ll stick around for the wild ride!

Thanks for all the great reviews and kind words!

If you liked this book, let me know with a review on Amazon.

Thanks for reading!

—Tripp
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