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      The prairie was quiet, except, of course, for the roar of arriving and departing planes several miles to the west. Denver International Airport was lighting up the sky.

      The only break in the scenery was a large multi-wheeled vehicle and four black SUVs parked near a three-foot-wide hole that went underground at an angle. The faint light of a flashlight bobbed into view a few hundred feet down the sloped shaft. A dozen well-dressed men and women were standing around the tunnel mouth in a loose circle.

      From inside deep inside the tunnel, a voice shouted, “Okay, we’re good.” A grime-covered man in coveralls crawled out. 

      Tom Baker had worked on a project nearby, one that he didn’t think anyone knew about. He retired four years ago, moving to a small town in the mountains. His retirement had been wonderful: sipping beers on his patio, watching Interstate 70 traffic crawl by below. 

      Until a blonde-haired British woman approached him. She had a project she needed his expertise on, she’d said. No wasn’t an acceptable answer.

      He brushed his hands off on his pants, mostly moving dirt around instead of removing it. He took a deep breath and looked at the woman that so terrified him. “I was able to connect to one of the storerooms.” He looked around nervously. “That’s what you needed, right?”

      The blonde woman stepped forward, smiling. She had approached Tom in the supermarket two months back. She was polite, well-spoken, and evil. Her blonde hair was always pulled back into a severe ponytail. 

      With a smile on her face, she had made it clear to him that she knew all about his previous project. She also made it abundantly clear that if he didn’t help her and the organization she represented, bad things might befall him and his family down in Denver. After the threat had come the offer: more money than he ever made in a year as a construction worker. All for a few weeks’ worth of work, digging a hole. The other workers on his small team were all immigrants scooped up out of Tijuana by the blonde woman. Years of construction work in the Denver metropolitan area had left Baker fluent in Spanish.

      She said, “You’re certain?”

      Tom nodded, wiping his hands on his pants again. “Yeah. Storage room 2. Has to be.”

      “No alarms?”

      “Nope. Like I said, they didn’t go through with the project. It’s all there, just not used. No security, no personnel, nothing.”

      “So, no one would have heard you break down the wall?”

      The rest of his team, six men in dirty coveralls, were filing out of the tunnel. Tom looked around. The rest of her party was standing around impassively. “No way. No one is down there, and we’re still a ways away from the airport. No one heard or felt a thing.” He motioned to the men behind him. “Hand tools only, as you instructed.”

      “Good. Good. Thank you, Mr. Baker.” She smiled and looked at the other men. “Gracias.”

      “You—you’re welcome,” he stammered. “I’ll just take my payment and return the—” He didn’t finish the sentence or the thought behind it. In one fluid motion, the woman produced a small pistol from inside her jacket and shot Tom Baker between the eyes. Before the men behind him could react, several of the blonde woman’s colleagues produced pistols of their own. Six bodies joined Tom’s in the dust.

      She turned to her colleagues. “Let’s go. We’ve a radio tower to build.”
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      The Key View hotel was possibly one of the most ironically named hotels that Jace had ever stayed in, further reinforcing his already dim opinion of the state of Florida.

      “I hate humidity,” he groused, looking out the window. Visible, barely—if you stood on a chair and looked through the corner, between the trees—was the Gulf of Mexico, and somewhere, well out of view, were the remaining Florida Keys. Most of the smaller islands in the chain had fallen to sea level rise ten years earlier. In the distance, the sky to the southeast was dark. A tropical storm was wreaking havoc on the Bahamas.

      Sofia looked up from the magazine she was flipping through. “Complaining about it won’t make it less humid.” She reached up to run a hand through her close-cropped black hair. Even though she kept it short, it was still puffier than she liked, but now she could never admit it.

      Jason turned. “It makes me feel better, though.”

      Sofia went back to reading. “Can you do it quietly, at least?”

      Jason made a face.

      Scarlet looked up from her tablet. “Children, please.” She was running diagnostic on one of her projects back in San Diego. 

      Even though it came with the job, she hated being away from her workshop and the full computing power of Oracle, the artificial intelligence she created after dropping out of college.

      Jason hitched a thumb over his shoulder. “Oracle, any update on the storm?”

      From a glowing cube on the desk, the voice of Oracle said, “The National Weather Service has upgraded tropical storm Rodrigo to a hurricane. The projected path should not affect the mission, as the storm will be moving northeast to make landfall near northern Florida.”

      Jason nodded. “Good.” He looked back out the window.

      The team AI continued, “Jason, Mr. Caldwell has requested that the team meet him at the marina in thirty minutes.”

      Sofia looked up. “I still don’t know why she’s in a glowing cube.”

      The cube pulsed deep purple. “This is simply an interface, Sofia,” the team’s AI replied. “Scarlet felt that a physical representation would be, in her words, ‘less creepy.’”

      “She was wrong,” the ex-Marine said. She put the magazine down on the coffee table. 

      Scarlet coughed. “You’d prefer a small animated Oracle, standing here like a video game AI?”

      “Okay, no.” 

      Oracle was housed in servers back at the office in San Diego. Their custom renovated mega yacht, the Raven, had a matching set of servers aboard for the AI to transfer herself to when the team was using the boat for a mission. 

      It was an ingenious setup. Most of Oracle could reside on multiple servers. When she wanted to be on the yacht, she needed to copy only a small portion of her code to the boat. It made life easier for everyone, especially Scarlet.

      After the Canada job, Scarlet had lobbied Jason to let her leave Oracle unchained, to see what she’d learn and do in that state. Every member of the team had been wary of the AI being completely unshackled and free to do as she pleased. Scarlet had been forced to remove all the software shackles that kept the AI from full autonomy in order to help her escape the hired goons that had boarded the boat during their job in Canada.

      So far, Scarlet’s assurances had proven correct. The AI was every bit as helpful as before and sometimes did a good job of thinking outside the box.

      For this job, there had not been time to sail from San Diego to Florida, bringing Oracle with them aboard the Raven. So, Scarlet had created the odd glowing cube that currently lived on the desk against the wall in the common area of their suite.

      The cube was not much more than a custom-built computer with high-speed wireless internet access. By plugging it into the hardwire that the hotel provided for older computers, the AI had been able to access and take over several systems in order to better provide for the team while staying in the hotel.

      Sofia thought the cube was creepy but had to admit that it did allow the sentient computer to interface with the team as efficiently as if they were in the office back home.

      Jason grabbed a satchel off the back of one of the seats. “Everyone ready?”

      Scarlet rotated her wheelchair, sliding the tablet into a side pocket. “All set.” 

      “Sí,” Sofia said, tossing the magazine on the coffee table. 
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        * * *

      

      The marina, like all coastal facilities over the past ten years or so, had been forced to retrofit to accommodate rising sea levels. Where the walkway structure used to slope down from the mainland to the docks below, it was now almost a flat walk from the entry gate to the docks. 

      In the intervening years, it had forced hundreds of marinas around the country to close, unable to make the necessary refits. This one seemed to have been built on high enough ground that it originally had a long walkway that sloped down to the water. Now, it featured a long walkway that went almost straight out to the docks.

      The hired van pulled to a stop near the entryway to the docks. A worn sign proclaimed the marina to be Seaside Marina.

      “Here we are,” the driver announced.

      “Think there’s a marina anywhere that isn’t called Seaside?” Sofia asked. No one answered.

      A moment after the side door opened, the accessibility ramp unfolded, allowing Scarlet to exit the van. She looked up at the sky, dabbing her forehead. “So hot.” 

      Jason nodded. He turned to the driver. “Thanks.” The man nodded, and the van drove off.

      The three of them made their way from the parking lot to the marina proper. Boats of all shapes and sizes were moored to docks that had been hastily unanchored and resecured to taller, equally hastily driven pilings.

      Past the fishing trawlers and tour boats, a ship bigger than the rest, and much uglier, gently rocked. 

      “No,” Sofia said. She turned to head back the way they came but stopped when Jason latched onto her elbow. “It’s ugly,” she complained.

      “Well, that’s just…magical,” Scarlet said. The last word squeaked out, barely, before a full-body chuckle overtook her. She led the way toward the waiting vessel.

      Following, Jason tilted his head. “Well, that’s a thing.” 

      Their destination looked like a floating theme park—a dilapidated, floating nightmare of a theme park painted in blue, white, and a pale goldish-yellow color. All faded. On the prow, a stylized duck in a lab coat was looking ahead with excitement. It stretched its left arm out in front of it, clutching a conical flask in triumph. 

      Jason led the way toward the waiting vessel. At the boarding ramp, a frumpy man in a frumpier suit, damp under the arms, motioned the team forward. “Welcome, welcome!” he boomed.

      Behind him, a woman in what must be a captain’s uniform smiled. “Hello. Welcome. I’m Captain Toma.” She stepped to the side and extended an arm. An array of junior officers stepped to either side of the ramp.

      Jason shook hands with the frumpy man, who introduced himself as Mr. Caldwell, and with the captain before leading the team up the ramp.

      Captain Toma said, “We’ll get underway in just a few minutes.” She followed Jason and the others aboard, then headed forward.

      Mr. Caldwell looked at Jason and the team. “I can show you to the operations center, if you’d like.” 

      “Sounds good,” Jason agreed, looking around the hallway they were in. Every five feet the logo of their client, a large golden circle with two smaller circles as ears, was emblazoned. 

      Scarlet, at the rear of the procession, a metallic cube in her lap, said, “You have the uplink I requested? Sufficient bandwidth?”

      Caldwell nodded. “Oh, yes. We upgraded the communications suite aboard the Enquiry to your specifications.”

      “The Enquiry?” Sofia asked.

      Caldwell smiled. “The Donald’s Enquiry, to be exact.” He gestured around them, taking in the science vessel. He continued, “Your requests were timely as we were planning to refurbish the Enquiry, and this was a good reason to move that plan forward.”

      Sofia tilted her head. “What else are you going to use the ship for? After this, I mean?”

      The portly executive chuckled. “Well, once this job is done, Captain Toma and her crew will head south to capture the upcoming eclipse for a new feature we’re working on.”

      “Neat,” the ex-Marine replied, already looking at something else.

      “And the sub?” Jason asked as the group reached an intersection, turning right and taking a set of stairs up.

      “In the bay, ready to go,” the other man said. “It was an interesting challenge fitting the sub into the original moon pool.”

      Jason nodded. When accepting this job, his team had had some very specific requests. A mini sub was one of them.
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        * * *

      

      The Donald’s Enquiry was the most luxurious science vessel Jason had ever been aboard, including the team’s own converted super yacht, the Raven. He’d never admit that to Scarlet or the AI that controlled most of the boat’s functions.

      The trip from the marina to the first of the Keys wasn’t a long one, but a storm out of the Caribbean was throwing a monkey wrench into the plan. Atlantic storms over the last few years had been becoming increasingly more irregular and difficult to predict. 

      The Donald’s Enquiry had set sail knowing that a small tropical storm was loitering over the southern islands of the Bahamas, and by the time they reached Florida’s small island chain, it had moved and grown in size and power to a minor hurricane. 

      “This is fun!” Scarlet shouted as the deck tilted under her chair. As a precaution, the Expedition, Inc. team and Mr. Caldwell secured themselves in the boat’s operations center while Captain Toma and her crew guided the big ship through the storm. Using elastic cords, Jace and Sofia had secured Scarlet’s chair in place near the central meeting table.

      Across the planning table, Mr. Caldwell was looking a little green. 

      Sofia elbowed him. “You okay?”

      He flinched, then opened his mouth to answer just as the big science vessel crested a swell, the deck feeling like it fell out from beneath them all. His mouth clamped shut as his eyes bulged.

      Sofia leaned away. “Don’t get any on me, cabrón.”

      Jason cleared his throat. “Anyway. Since we’ve got some time to kill, let’s go over the plan.” 

      Caldwell nodded, then stopped suddenly, turning a new shade of green. He said, “As I mentioned in our initial call, we’re working on a new park, one with, obviously, a water theme.” 

      “Like Sea World?” Scarlet asked.

      “No, no.” Caldwell waved a hand. “More like the magical undersea kingdom of Atlantis.”

      “Isn’t that someone else’s IP?” Scarlet asked. Jason and Sofia shrugged at each other.

      Again, Caldwell waved a hand. “That was just an example, and you never know.” He winked. “More like an undersea adventure with a science feel, allowing guests to explore the ocean and learn about the world.”

      “Sounds dumb,” Sofia said under her breath.

      Jason glared at her. Caldwell continued, “We’re pretty sure it’s nothing, but given the political climate, we wanted to be certain.”

      “You mentioned in our earlier call finding some kind of ruins?” Jason prompted, eager to keep the briefing on task and keep the client occupied as the ship rode out the storm. 

      Captain Toma had assured everyone they would be skirting the edge of the storm as quickly as possible to get out of its way.

      Caldwell nodded. “Yes. Several hundred meters from where we intended to set the main facility of the park. Our assumption was that as the water rose, the sediment shifted.” He shrugged. “I know little about that, but know that when the Keys were evacuated, it was chaos. Beyond the occasional treasure seeker willing to risk Caribbean pirates—”

      “Pirates of the Caribbean?” Scarlet interrupted, chuckling at her cleverness.

      The portly executive frowned. “To our knowledge, few have ventured out here since.”

      Pressing on, Jason said, “Okay…According to Captain Toma, we’ll be out of Rodrigo’s clutches in another hour or so. Once we’re over the site, we’ll take the sub down, recon the area. Depending on what we find, Sofia and I will explore.”

      Everyone nodded their understanding of the plan.

      Jason looked at Sofia. “Let’s go check out the sub.”

      “Sweet.” She rose and waved to Scarlet and Caldwell.

      Scarlet turned to Caldwell. “So…You all gonna buy DC?”
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        * * *

      

      “Deep Star Six, sit rep?” The voice, Scarlet’s, came over the speaker in the cramped mini sub. Jason had been unimpressed when Caldwell showed them the sub. “Secondhand” was being generous.

      Jace looked at Sofia, then at the ceiling. “We are not answering to that call sign.”

      “Spoilsport,” the tinny speaker replied.

      Sofia clucked. “Five by five.” 

      As promised, Captain Toma and her crew guided the Donald’s Enquiry out of Rodrigo’s path with only some minor chop. The theme-park-owned science vessel sailed for half a day to get to the future site of the underwater amusement. Long Key was the first of Florida’s archipelago to sink beneath the waves. Not the last.

      The sub turned out to be less impressive than Jason or Sofia had hoped when their client agreed to provide one.

      “Piece of mierda,” Sofia hissed, slamming a palm on one of the readouts next to her. The offender blinked out, then lit back up. She fussed with the controls while Jason piloted. His low whistle brought her attention forward. “Okay, that’s…creepy,” Sofia whispered, leaning forward.

      Through the less-than-crystal-clear bubble at the front of the small sub, the town of Layton was directly ahead. The island had been prone to flooding during high tides and didn’t last long as sea levels rose.

      Sofia rubbed at a smudge of something next to her seat. “Niles might have had the right idea.”

      Jason clucked. “You have offers to teach at a university you forgot to tell me about?”

      She made a face.

      A month earlier, while prepping the site for concrete pilings to be installed for the first section of the company’s new park, a construction team found ruins. Old, for sure, but beyond that, the workers did not know what it was, how old it was, or if it was valuable. Pieces of what sure looked like an ancient sailing ship.

      At that distance, it was impossible to tell if silt washing away at some point, or something else, had exposed the remains of the wooden wreck. When Jason asked, no one the client spoke to could remember any wrecks off shore before the sea took the Keys. Similarly, Scarlet had found nothing online about a wreck in the area.

      Something made a noise, causing Jace to look around the cramped space. The sub was a small two-person vehicle with barely enough room for two actual people. According to Caldwell, they had picked it up used from a broker that claimed it was previously owned by the Cousteau Foundation.

      He looked at a patch that someone had welded in place, probably around the time Cousteau was alive. “Used submarines,” he growled.

      “Do you know what submarines cost?” 

      “Yes, that’s why I made the client provide one,” he replied. “I just assumed they wouldn’t cheap out.”

      She shook her head. “They always do.” 

      Nodding, he adjusted their course, the tiny vessel’s searchlights playing across the ocean floor. “Besides, when Scar is done printing us a plane or whatever she’s doing, she can print a sub.”

      “You say that like it’s not absolutely terrifying to be inside a thing that was printed—underwater or thirty thousand feet in the air,” Sofia replied. Jason shrugged. “You can’t just shrug. We’re not talking about a new set of miniatures for your and Niles’ stupid game. You’re really okay being in an airplane she made in her lab?”

      “I can hear you.” Scarlet’s voice came over the speaker in the ceiling.

      “Oops,” Sofia muttered.

      Scarlet continued, “It’s not like the Peregrine is made of plastic or anything. It’s steel and aluminum like any other plane. Just you wait. I’ve got the contractors outfitting the interior now. When we get back, you’re gonna be impressed.”

      “Would that be before or after I die screaming?” Sofia asked.

      Jace held up a hand. “Target in sight.” 

      Outside the wide front bubble of the sub, the powerful spotlights illuminated what looked like the remains of a wooden sailing ship, possibly a Spanish galleon or barque.

      “Wow,” Sofia said.

      Jace nodded. “Definitely looks old.” He leaned forward. “Looks like we can park over there.” He pointed to a section of sea floor that looked flat and stable. The mystery ship and a few bits and pieces of what might have been a dock or out-building were sitting in a silt bed, still almost half buried. 

      Sofia rose from her seat. “I’ll get ready.” She was already in a wet suit. So was Jace. She shimmied between the two seats into the small rear compartment. Jace did not know how people in bulky suits from the early ‘90s maneuvered around in this tiny sub but was glad wet suit technology had come a long way since then. 

      The pair were in suits that were as modern as could be. Thin, yet incredibly insulating. Matte black, and when not in water, designed to shed wetness quickly.

      The sub didn’t have a sea lock of any type. It was too small for such creature comforts. The builders designed the entire vessel to be open to the ocean. They sealed all the controls in rubber and plastic. The entire vessel functioned as a sea lock. 

      As Sofia donned her breather pack, she said, “Think it’s real?”

      Jace shrugged. “Hard to imagine it being there all this time and never being discovered, but stranger things have happened.”

      He guided the small craft to the ocean floor about fifty meters from the wreck. The maneuvering thrusters kicked up plumes of silt as the craft lowered toward the sea floor. With a gentle bump, the sub settled on the ground. Putting the controls into standby mode, he looked over his shoulder. “Ready?”

      Sofia was slipping her helmet on. The large clear faceplate showed her smirk. She nodded. “Yup.” She moved as far aft as she could to make room for Jace to suit up. 

      He wriggled out of his seat. “Okay, this one is a bit of a tight fit.” He eased himself into a breather pack identical to Sofia’s. 

      Their face masks were the style that covered the user’s entire face, allowing for regular conversation. Jace slid his mask over his face and said, “Mic check.”

      “Copy,” Sofia replied. She reached for a control. “Ready?” He nodded. She pulled the lever, allowing the ocean into the sub’s crew space.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Scarlet pushed the control of her chair to the side, rotating. “They’re going in.” She smiled, though it was one hundred percent fake.

      The operations center of the Donald’s Enquiry was impressive. Scarlet hated admitting that, but it was true. It was three times the size of the ops center on the Raven, which made sense, given that the Enquiry was nearly four times the size of their custom renovated luxury yacht. 

      Techs in crisp white, blue, and gold uniforms worked most of the stations. Thanks to Oracle, she had hacked the ship’s network and knew that most of them were monitoring Hurricane Rodrigo or prepping for their next assignment after the Expedition, Inc. team departed.

      It had disappointed her when Jace took the job without enough time to sail the Raven, but such was life. Cruising all the way south and through the canal, then back north to Florida, would have taken a long time. Time they wouldn’t be able to bill the client for.

      The upside was that she had been looking for a good field test of her ROI, or Remote Oracle Interface. The glowing cube allowed the team’s AI to travel with them, despite her processing power being back in San Diego.

      Mr. Caldwell rubbed his hands together. “Excellent. Once they confirm the wreck has no historic value, we can move forward with the project.” He turned to look at a nearby officer. “Please let Captain know we’ll be ready to return to the marina soon.”

      “I think you mean, if,” Scarlet said after taking a sip of her ZapPow drink. After joining the team, she made Jason add a stocked refrigerator of the super caffeinated drink to all of their contracts.

      Scarlet pointed to one of the myriad screens lining the room. “That’s a good-sized wreck, Mr. Caldwell. I hope your employer has other options for their faux science lab kingdom thing.” She smiled as sweetly as possible. “I wonder what it’s doing there? How did it go undiscovered for so long?”

      Caldwell shrugged.

      The overhead speaker crackled. “We’re going in.” It was Jace.

      Scarlet pulled a tablet from a pouch on the side of her wheelchair. Tapping an icon, she said, “Copy that. Good hunting.”

      The glowing cube on the edge of the workstation said, “I am receiving strong telemetry from both dive suits.”

      Caldwell looked at the cube, squinting. “You said that’s a colleague back in San Diego?”

      Scarlet nodded. “She doesn’t like to travel.” The cube had several wires trailing out of it, vanishing behind the workstation.

      Over the speaker, Sofia said, “Damn, this thing is big. Looks old.”

      Jace added, “‘Looks’ is the right word here. Going in.”

      Scarlet rolled back to the station she had called hers since coming aboard.

      After what the team called the Canada job, the Raven had needed a few weeks of dry dock time to affect repairs. Phillipe Bouchard’s men had done a number on the poor boat.

      As part of their making amends and mea culpa efforts, the Japanese government had footed most of the repair bill.

      Jason had tried to negotiate some additional things out of the Japanese, mostly unsuccessfully. He hadn’t been thrilled at the price tag for new drones to replace Jacob and Edward, not to mention upgrades to the smaller drones, Huey, Dewey, and Louie. The one concession he had wrung from Scarlet was to retire Emmet, the older drone she had used to maintain contact with the team when the more advanced Edward and Jacob had been lost at sea.

      The repairs to the Raven had been the least of Japan’s costs. The revelation of the secret base and its sinister agenda gave the country an international black eye. 

      The Canadians had screamed bloody murder, with the US joining the chorus. The Japanese had not tried to dissemble, owning the blemish on their honor with pluck. That everyone involved in the wartime project was long dead, either in the base or from old age, had helped them own the crime with grace since there was no one to punish.

      The policing of the bodies had fallen to the Canadian military as they led the effort to ensure the island had not been contaminated by whatever the Japanese had been concocting. 

      “Oh, boy,” Jace said over the speaker, breaking Scarlet out of her thoughts.

      Scarlet and Caldwell looked up, then to the display showing a feed from Jace’s helmet cam. The view wasn’t great. It was grainy and dark, even with the lights on Jace’s
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TERMINATION
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