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      Her sub can break the underwater speed of sound. But can she outpace the threat of nuclear winter?

      In 2055, with global tensions nearing the breaking point, humanity teeters on the brink of annihilation. Their only hope lies with Captain Kel Williams and her loyal team, crewing what some call the deadliest submarine ever built.

      Kel races to stake a claim to valuable undersea biomass—a lifeline that could prolong humanity’s demise. But deadly Russo-Chinese factions lurk in the lightless depths, determined to stop her at every turn.

      Besieged by threats within and without, Kel finds herself walking a razor’s edge to maintain control. Surrounded on all sides, she relies on her crew’s dedication and her Bull Nuke Oscar Allen to maintain order and avert disaster.

      Yet unbeknownst to all, salvation may lie in secrets lurking deep beneath the waves. Hidden truths once dismissed as myth. Whispers of impossible doorways and gods long forgotten.

      With danger at every turn, will anyone escape the deadly snare, or do ancient myths hold the key to humanity’s survival?
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          THE BUILDERS

        

      

    

    
      Willow’s fingers wove through the chaos with precise desperation, suturing a tear in reality’s unseen tapestry of time. Unearthly colors danced at the periphery of perception, signaling an intrusion as inevitable as it was unforeseen. Her kin, a fellow god, a Builder, had infiltrated her sanctuary. Their presence alone bore the potential to unravel her mission and the thread of hope humanity clung to.

      “It’s clear my prior counsel was dismissed.” Helios conjured a male human form to house his consciousness and plucked the globe of Earth from Willow’s aethereal sheath. “I really shouldn’t be surprised—I guess— considering the depth of your fixation with this dimensional construct.” He slowly turned the green-blue sphere over in his hand.

      “Give me that!” She snatched the planet from his grasp and dropped it back in place. With a twist of a hand, she reset time to before the interruption—a simple feat, and one that would slow Helios down should he choose to vex her world.

      The wave of déjà vu would take days to propagate through the world, despite the breach having lasted only a moment. This splinter dimension was still sustainable, unlike during Helios’s last visit. Once a century was more than enough for her, and unless she’d failed, humanity shouldn’t have to deal with a plague this time around.

      Willow raised her arms and gestured, wrapping the dimension in a protective sheath. It was a technique she’d developed long ago to prevent other Builders from interfering with her experiments.

      There was a time in the past when several of them broke in and toyed with her creations. They had physically materialized in her worlds and demanded patronage and sacrifices, which had in turn led to generations of human bloodshed and war. Some of them had even torn her lineage tree apart, attempting to mix their Builder genes with those of humans.

      While she wasn’t against changing things up to diversify the dimensions, she never messed around with Builder genetics. Introducing their mutant deviations to the pool was too much. She wanted something new: something worthy of her replacement.

      The thought was sacrilege in her normal plane of existence, but here in her personal workspace, she could do anything she desired—well, except for successfully locking out her family, it seemed.

      “Go away, Helios. I don’t have time for your antics.” She closed her virtual eyelids and willed him elsewhere, but nothing happened. He was too strong for her, and she needed time for her dimensional defenses to get a fix on his aura. A growl escaped her lips as she opened her eyes and glared at him.

      “You almost had it. A few more tries and, like your hu-mans, you might have something.” Helios turned his attention to the glowing sphere floating in front of them. “Tell me something—” He reached forward to pluck at the globe again and yanked his hand back, shaking it in pain and sending sparks of white in every direction. He stared at his appendage, seeming to relish the feeling. It wasn’t often a Builder felt anything.

      She’d learned part of that effect by studying Hera. After years of hiding in the shadows of her kind, Willow finally had someone who supported her ascension.

      He clasped his hands together and peered at her. “Do they even know how naïve they are? I mean, in nearly every dimensional fragment, they destroy their home, be it through toxins, war, or overpopulation. This species you’re infatuated with is flawed.” He paused and brought his hands swiftly apart, zooming their vantage into the planetary globe. “Look at them. Even in this pitiful fragment, they’ve ravaged their surfaces above ground, and now they’re killing their oceans beneath the waves.” He chuckled. “Poseidon would have their hides.”

      “Well, this isn’t his dimension; it’s mine. Please leave!” She tweaked the lingering rupture he’d arrived through but failed to close it. Someone must be on the other side holding it open.

      “Aww... Is that any way to treat family?” He lowered his gaze at her and patted the air beside him, summoning a bench to his right. “Let’s watch this fragment together. I’m genuinely interested in what you see in these mortals.”

      She sighed—a gesture she’d learned from the humans in her experiments. While her siblings had long ago grown weary of refining their emotions along with their Builder craft, she had not.

      Willow floated up beside him and sank onto the simple furnishing. While she appreciated the Builders’ nuanced mannerisms, their decorations lacked finesse. That was one of the many things she loved about the human mind: it created breathtaking sparks of innovation and artistry. As she ran her hand over the cold, metallic bench, her heart sank. Its perfect surface screamed for a flaw, something most Builders never appreciated.

      “So, tell me...” He slid forward on the edge of the bench and leaned toward the globe. Its fragility contrasted against the aether. “What do you see in this pale blue dot of yours? Help me look past the wild climatic events caused by this species’ stupidity, the poisoning of their world, or the rolling blackouts that bring them to their knees. And don’t even get me started on their willingness to accept the worst forms of themselves as leaders. What is it within them that infatuates you so?”

      “How about you just watch?” Willow said, rolling her hand over the globe. She searched for an example to pluck from the depths of humanity and then saw it: the patch of colorful, glowing life signs she’d been watching so intently in this fragment. There were so many with such concentrated potential in a tiny space. To this day, she couldn’t figure out how they’d done it.

      “Here.” She lowered her arm through the protection that only she could pass through and zoomed into the lifemarks. “Let us watch these for a time. I think they’ll surprise even you. Perhaps then you’ll see their virtue and righteousness.”

      Helios chuckled and shot her a side-eyed glare. “Very well, young one. Astound me.” He returned his attention to the image and nodded. “What am I looking at?”

      Her eyes sparkled, catching the azure glint of Earth’s oceans. “I believe they call it a... sub-marine.”
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      The submarine’s fire alarm klaxons cut through the silence like a knife, an urgent, deafening call to action. Captain Kel Williams and the crew of the HMS Bancroft flew into a well-rehearsed dance of survival, snatching up their Emergency Air Breathers with practiced hands. After strapping on the form-fitting device and connecting to the nearby air manifold, Kel secured her burn hood against the threat of flames. Her gaze flicked to the overhead computer display, assessing the boat’s status, while around her, the crew performed a silent ballet of safety checks with one another, ensuring not a sliver of their skin was left vulnerable. Satisfied their EABs were secure, they pivoted back to their stations, ready to wrestle their submersible from the jaws of calamity.

      “Fire in the galley. I repeat, there is a fire in the galley,” Müller, their German communications officer, said over the boat-wide intercom. “The deep-fat fryers appear to have ignited. Rig for fire and general emergency. All hands, seal your compartments.”

      Kel lowered her gaze from the display and stepped up behind her crew. They’d prepared for this moment countless times, performing fire drills at all hours of the day and night. Not that the time of day mattered under nearly a kilometer of ocean water.

      Just days earlier, the crew had been blindsided by a drill and narrowly averted disaster, but today their response was immediate and unwavering. What they didn’t know, however, was that this particular fire was also a ruse. One not at all like the others before it.

      She was playing along, taking it as seriously as they were. As the captain, she had to. It was her nightmare and sixth sense that had brought this on in the first place. When she took a final account of the crew around her, she paused, a growl escaping her lips.

      “Crewman Hinault!” She stepped up behind him, rapping her knuckles on his chair. “If you’ve any fondness for your extremities, I suggest you don your gloves whilst on the bridge.” She pointed at his naked hands. “You’re our eyes and ears up here, trainee. Our last line of defense should matters go pear-shaped. Don’t be an oxygen thief. Where’d you train, Pyongyang?”

      Without a word, Warfare Officer in Training Hinault retrieved his gloves from a compartment below his station before sliding them on. He knew enough not to react in any other way but with swift resolve. Until a trainee proved their worth and earned their dolphin badge, they were seen as next to useless. Or merely oxygen thieves, as the crew called them.

      Kel reached down to her leg and detached her mobile command tablet where the drill she’d created was playing out. She’d jolted awake this morning from yet another ghastly nightmare, making her question the technology they had at their disposal. One of the perks of being captain was having your own soundproof cabin and rack. If she hadn’t, there’s no telling the rumors that would circulate after someone heard her screams.

      As the klaxons repeatedly rang out, she tapped the screen to advance to the next stage of the drill. The virtual fire spread rapidly, and within seconds, it reached one of their communication rooms, taking out their blue laser and Very Long Frequency gear. Without their laser or VLF receivers, they were cut off from the rest of the world and Central Command. Especially since they weren’t anywhere near an IUSS or FISUS array. The antique American sound and modern EU fiber surveillance systems kept them connected to Command. Without any of that communications equipment, recovery would be impossible as it would reveal their position.

      “That’s some bull!” Müller slammed her gloved hand on the edge of her station, being careful not to crack the carbon alloy frame or hit the display panels.

      Kel walked back to her side. “Is there a problem, Officer?”

      “No disrespect, ma’am, but there’s no way the fire jumped half the boat like that. There’s something off here.” Müller peered sideways, making eye contact with Kel before returning her attention to her controls. She must have somehow realized this was another drill.

      Kel tapped her tablet and shared her view of the boat with Müller’s control panel. When she did, the woman winced. What she hadn’t seen were the open bulkhead hatches between the galley and communication rooms.

      Müller locked her jaw and nodded. “Damn all the thieves,” she muttered before reaching forward and patching through to the forward comm rooms. “Ilda! Are you still awake down there?”

      “Yea. I mean, yes, ma’am!” Trainee Ilda Halla, an engineering technician, said.

      “You’re dead!” Müller adjusted the microphone on her EAB. “You left the aft hatch open. Flag anyone red within five meters.”

      “Shi—” she began as she cut the line.

      “What in blazes happened?” XO Collins asked from the distant hatch entrance. He hopped through the opening onto the bridge, making sure to seal it closed behind him.

      Kel wished he’d have left it open. It’d make her morning to red flag the prick herself. After their private disagreement the other night, she was still fuming and centimeters away from writing him up with Command. He had years of insubordination write-ups on his record, and this would surely end him.

      She took a deep breath, pushing the argument to the back of her mind and focusing on the drill. Her people needed to make the right decisions under pressure, and them arguing wouldn’t help.

      “We have a fire in the galley, and it spread to the forward communication rooms,” Hinault said, nodding toward the arriving XO.

      Collins tilted his head and cracked his neck. His hair was still a mess from being woken up. “On the bottom of the damn Pacific? Who the hell was cooking on duty? This⁠—”

      “It’s a drill,” Kel said, eyeing her tablet. She tapped the screen, advancing to phase three of the exercise. The klaxons blared again, and swearing permeated the bridge.

      “We’ve got significant leaks in the forward ballasts from the heat,” Müller said, rapidly tapping her touchscreen to issue orders and route details to the crew. “We need to dump the auxiliary, compensating, and trim tanks. Get a water team on those flames, for Christ’s sake. Coxswain, bring us to emergency tether depth to signal Command. I repeat, bring us to emergency tether depth.”

      Collins studied Kel. “You’re kidding me with this, right? You’re running a drill in the middle of the Pacific while we’re working our way towards Mariana?” He had tried to whisper, but like all things on a submarine, there were ears everywhere.

      She snapped her head around and caught his stare. “Last I checked, our XO had unfortunately met his demise in the corridor. The man dallied with his trousers for too long whilst engulfed in flames. Müller is at the helm this morning. Now, if you’d cease your incessant undermining of my command and hold your tongue, the crew might actually get the rest of us through this alive.”

      Unlike him, she made no attempt to soften her words. His actions from days before were still fresh in her mind. While her manner of dressing him down in front of the crew was against protocol, she didn’t care. Not now. Not after the message from Command.

      You could hear a pin drop as all eyes on the bridge focused on them, at least until she whirled around. When she did, they all jerked their heads back to their stations. Suddenly, the boat groaned, and she grabbed a pole beside her as the submarine started to climb to tether depth. Had they not been a stealth submarine, she wouldn’t have attempted this drill. If they could sneak up and snatch a Chinese sonar tracking buoy without being detected, they could certainly run a fire drill and not expose their location. What made her restless was something far more worrisome. If they had technology like the HMS Bancroft in their fleet, she shuddered at the thought of what their enemies had.

      “Fire in galley and neighboring compartments suppressed. Fire suppressed.” Müller made the sign of the cross before continuing. “Thirty meters to tether depth.”

      They’d been running silent for over four weeks. After leaving port at HMNB Clyde in the UK, they pushed hard for the tip of South America. Then they made an elongated arc towards Antarctica, all the while steering relatively clear of the tracking buoys littering the ocean floor. The Chinese regularly sank them in deep water to record and track the comings and goings of all commercial and military boats. They denied it, of course, but Command had evidence of their civilian tankers dropping sonar buoys firsthand.

      Her team had actually taken a detour and recovered one on this trip to stress test their equipment and stealth capabilities. It was after this side trip that she and Collins had their first tussle. He insisted on running the analysis of the buoy, and she wanted her weapons engineering team to run the show. Like the fire drills, they needed the practice. Needless to say, she got her way, but Collins was none too happy.

      After that recent outburst between the two of them, she expected some of her crew would request a transfer when this mission was over. That, or they’d have a newfound respect for meticulous grooming and teams that worked together like a well-oiled machine. Besides, she didn’t expect Collins to last as her XO past this tour.

      “Approaching tether depth,” Müller said.

      “Raising secondary blue laser tether,” Hinault said, his voice cracking. “Tether released. Thirty seconds to broadcast depth.”

      She’d put the fear into him, and while he usually came out of it quickly, many a sailor had cracked under similar pressure. If he snapped, he could be wibbling all the way to the next port. When she walked back to his position, she swore he flinched when she stepped up behind him.

      As a CO of the first stealth submarine built since the United Kingdom rejoined the European Union, she had to run a tight boat. Any number of countries would kill to get their hands on this boat’s design. In fact, had she not been involved in creating the beast, she’d never believe what it was capable of if you’d told her. She’d been downright pissed when they were forced to share their tech with the EU. But without them, the UK might still be cascading towards their fiscal extinction.

      Bloody idiots and their Brexit. If they hadn’t left the EU, they wouldn’t have hit rock bottom at the worst possible time in history. Being an island country, you’d think someone would’ve run a few simulations to show the powers that be what could happen if the water rose around the world. Like all things in politics and men, they refused to look beyond their continent-sized egos.

      She dismissed the thought quickly; dwelling on past failures was never productive. Doing so often risked unearthing lingering remnants of self-doubt.

      Hinault adjusted in his seat. “Tether at broadcast depth. Commencing distress signal to⁠—”

      “Hold that order, sailor,” Kel interrupted, patting the trainee on the shoulder before turning and stepping back to Müller’s side. “Open a blue sky link to Command using these crypto codes. Redirect the feed into my ready room.” She handed CIS Müller a small blue envelope of codes from her war deck, a one and done deck of cryptographic ciphers used to connect directly to Command in an emergency.

      Müller’s eyes went wide, and her hand started shaking as she took the envelope. The officer had seen countless pink slip versions of these ciphers in the past during training exercises, but this blue one was legit. It was a specially designed envelope and paper stock that would destroy itself once opened. The ink would detangle from the paper fibers and evaporate within minutes, rendering it blank and impossible to deduce what had been present. It was old school, but submariners often were.

      After their sub had slipped through the frigid waters near the remains of the southern ice shelf, they headed northwest and were now crawling into the southern end of the Mariana Trench, the front line of a new war. One not waged over traditional land grabs but instead fought over biomass: untouched and pure biological material that could hold the cures to diseases or possibly form the foundation for new crops. One day, these foodstuffs could save humanity from its collision course with extinction. These biological specimens were as pure as you could get after humans dumped as many toxins in Earth’s oceans as they had. Believe it or not, there were actually a few deeper sections of the ocean that the deadly touch of humanity had yet to infiltrate.

      “I… thought this was a training exercise?” Müller flipped the envelope over and over in her hands, gawking at it like it wasn’t real.

      Kel nodded. “While I was up late last night planning this maneuver, I received a secure request to surface this morning. Two birds, one stone, as they say. Now…” She rapped her knuckles on Müller’s chair to get her attention. “You have your orders, Officer.”

      Müller swallowed hard. “And… what about the drill, ma’am?”

      “Hinault!” She glanced to her left.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he snapped, turning to face her.

      “CIS Müller has been incapacitated from smoke inhalation.” She pointed at him. “I’m placing you in charge for the remainder of this exercise. Now, see to those leaks.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” He returned his attention back to his controls and started issuing orders to the rest of the crew, his voice no longer cracking under the pressure.

      Maybe he wouldn’t wibble out after all.

      She pivoted towards XO Collins, her face a visage of disdain. His apparent contempt for her only magnified her own. After she lifted her EAB off her head, she stowed it and then tweaked her light-brown hair into place. “You’ll accompany me into my ready room.” She didn’t wait for a response; she simply stepped around him.

      Without a word, he followed her down-boat about ten meters to her quarters. Once inside, he sealed the cramped compartment of her ready room and flicked on the external privacy light so they wouldn’t be disturbed. It wasn’t so much a ready room as an oversized phone booth. You could fit four to five people standing chest to chest with space to breathe and maybe spin around, but barely.

      They waited in silence for the connection to be made to AAFEUS Command. The joint Australian African European Union United States alliance’s acronym didn’t roll off the tongue like NATO, but the military wasn’t much for creativity when world wars were on the brink.

      She checked her watch. Müller should be connecting them any second now. She’d be checking and double-checking the codes as fast as she could to make sure they matched before disappearing into thin air. Kel refused to bring up the act of insubordination Collins had made in front of the crew. He knew what he’d done, and he’d either own up to his mistakes or risk falling out of her favor even more.

      The touch panel to her left came to life and was displaying the AAFEUS logo, a blob of continents forming a crude constellation. It usually appeared for a second until all the satellites established their links and prepared for the handoff and signal randomization. Their satellites would spray the ocean with noise directed at millions of points around the globe to prevent anyone who might be eavesdropping from precisely triangulating the submersible’s location. While you knew a communication was ongoing, it was impossible to deduce the target.

      When the alliance logo disappeared, it was replaced with the face of Fleet Admiral Ellis of the AAFEUS Alliance. To his left was the chief of defense, Real Admiral Gamal. She was a new entry into the geopolitical fray and hailed from Egypt in the African Union. In the early 2030s, the United States and the European Union repeated the strategy they’d employed with the Australians and armed the Egyptian Navy. They claimed it was in response to expanded Asian and Russian influence in the region, but not everyone was convinced. Real Admiral Gamal, being in such a prominent military and political role, helped to cement Africa in the alliance after nearly a decade of tumultuous relations. Africa was too important geographically to let them fall to the siren song of the communist regimes.

      Kel came to attention alongside Collins, and they both saluted the screen.

      “At ease, CO Williams, XO Collins.” Fleet Admiral Ellis nodded at each of them. “We don’t have time for idle chitchat. A dispute just broke out off Guam, near the section of the Trench you’re heading toward. We need you to hold your position until the Egyptian Tefnut and Shu arrive, along with the USS Walrus and Oarfish.”

      Kel’s muscles tensed, and she clasped her hands behind her back to avoid detection. This didn’t feel right. Rapid deployment of five submarines, one of which was a modern marvel of their fleet, wasn’t a strategy she’d ever seen employed so suddenly. She studied their faces, looking for any clues of tension on their end of the uplink. While Fleet Admiral Ellis was a statue, Real Admiral Gamal had a smirk on her face, like she’d won a bet or was getting her way somehow.

      “Can you tell us the parameters of the mission?” XO Collins asked.

      She took a breath, turning her head briefly to make eye contact with him before returning her attention to the Fleet Admiral. He hadn’t even given them a chance to provide details. She never wanted Collins as her XO on this mission, but Rear Admiral Acosta assured her it was only temporary until they finished building his boat.

      “I was about to get to that, XO,” Real Admiral Gamal said. Her smirk had been wiped away. “The HMS Bancroft is to hold position until your alliance members arrive. At that time, you’ll head to the Mariana Trench. Your destination is marked as location Alpha on the map we’re providing. An African private automated research submersible discovered a large pocket of biomass in a recently exposed cave system near the bottom of the Trench. Unfortunately, we have a leak somewhere in the ranks, and our Chinese and Soviet friends are en route to stake the claim before us.”

      Collins crossed his arms, clearly frustrated at being called out twice in one morning. If she knew him, he’d be tight-lipped from here on out, and if she was lucky, for the rest of the day.

      The map of the Mariana Trench appeared on the second LCD beside the camera. Kel leaned forward and manipulated the display, panning around before zooming into the Alpha discovery site. When she saw it, her lip twitched. If it were any other location, she wouldn’t have reacted.

      “I know you see it, Kel,” Fleet Admiral Ellis said.

      She glanced at his face and then back at the display, continuing to zoom in further. “Is it the same cave system, sir?”

      “You wouldn’t have found it in your first pass, but it was in range of your secondary sweep parameters.”

      She leaned against the wall and took a deep breath. This wasn’t happening. If they’d just listened to her team, they’d have a permanent foothold on top of that site with non-military vessels. A few years back, she’d proposed using their new stealth tech to create a school of automated submersibles for this exact purpose. To explore these cave systems that were constantly being uncovered by the warming waters and shifting sands of the ocean. But the brass wouldn’t authorize their creation without evidence of biomass. It was a classic catch-22. To find the biomass, you needed the subs, but to get the subs, you needed the biomass. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get them to see it. At least not without calling them out for the stodgy asses they were. Rather than do that, she’d chosen to keep her pension and bring her tech to defend her country in whatever way she could. There was also the small matter that the AAFEUS brass preferred to throw their money into human submersibles over unmanned ones. Ever since a prototype automated Chinese submarine sank three cruise ships off Shanghai in the ‘40s, the world feared robotic warfare.

      “Are either of you going to clue us in to what you’re talking about?” Real Admiral Gamal glanced between the Fleet Admiral and Kel on the screen.

      “It’s not important, Real Admiral.” Fleet Admiral Ellis waved his hand.

      Kel straightened her posture and re-clasped her hands behind her back. “Might I suggest we recon the Trench surrounding the Alpha point first? We can double back to meet up with the others. From the looks of it, we have ample time.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Real Admiral Gamal began. “Our team will be in your vicinity in a little over twenty-four hours.”

      “That’s plenty of time to recon the situation and come about to rendezvous.”

      Real Admiral Gamal tilted her head. “I don’t see how that’s possible. To move at that speed… you’d need a supercavitating drive.”

      “Like I said earlier,” Fleet Admiral Ellis began, eyeing his colleague and then returning his attention to Kel. “The HMS Bancroft has a few tricks up its sleeve we’ve kept under wraps. CO Williams, I approve your plan. Whatever you do, stay silent and avoid detection. Once you’ve assessed the situation, if it’s safe, uplink any intel to our FISUS array near Guam before doubling back.”

      Kel nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      The look of shock and frustration on Real Admiral Gamal’s face was priceless.

      “And, Kel?” Fleet Admiral Ellis raised his hand and then lowered it. She could almost see him second-guessing his gesture.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “CO Friedrich on the USS Walrus will be in charge of the primary mission. You’ll be running as his second-in-command.” He paused to judge her response to his words.

      Kel never expected she’d be a second to her ex-husband, least of all in this moment. Her moment. He’d given into her request to do the recon as a chance to bury the lead.

      She kept her cool and held her poker face. Letting her feelings out in front of Collins wouldn’t help anyone. It would only give him ammunition to hold against her later. “Yes, sir. Understood.”

      The connection was quiet until Real Admiral Gamal broke the silence. “If there’s nothing else, we’ve transmitted the full details of the mission. The longer this channel remains open, the more likely we compromise your position. It shouldn’t need to be said, but I will anyway. It’s imperative we obtain this biomass in pristine form before the Chinese. If possible, we should defend the cave systems until reinforcements arrive. We have a naval fleet scrambling off Alexandria, but we prefer not to send them into the area until it’s secure. There’s no point in showing our hand unless absolutely necessary. They’re still at least a week or more out. The US has a few ships near Hawaii they can redirect until our African fleet arrives. Good luck, and Godspeed!”

      The line cut and the screen switched back to the AAFEUS logo. In the corner, her secure message indicator flashed yellow, reminding her of the mission briefing the admiral had mentioned.

      Luck wasn’t something she imagined she’d need on her maiden voyage. She’d been giddy leaving port, taking the Bancroft on tour. The fact that their first mission was such a high-profile target made her emotions leap from excited to anxious. Add her ex-husband to the mix, and you added insecurity with a pinch of sexual tension. They were the makings of a tempest in a teakettle.
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      Collins’ eyes met hers, the turbulent undercurrent of his discontent barely restrained. “Do you intend to clue me in on what Admiral Ellis was on about, or are we playing out this charade of a mission briefing?” His voice broke the silence that had settled since the admiral’s admonishment—a rare crack in the armor of a senior officer not accustomed to such bruising blows to their ego, especially not multiple times in the same hour.

      She would’ve preferred some quiet time to digest the news, but she knew better than to let him see her uncomfortable. While she wasn’t inclined to engage in a verbal sparring match, a few minutes reviewing the briefing together wouldn’t hurt. She reached forward and tapped the flashing yellow icon in the corner of the screen, and the waiting brief took over her console.

      It showed a map of the region that she’d reviewed during the uplink and the deeper details of the excursion they were undertaking. As she scrolled through the parameters, her stomach tightened. “This is gonna be a hot zone if we don’t get out there soon.”

      “Is this right?” He leaned forward and highlighted the intel they had on the Chinese and Russian inbound boats. “They’re each sending in six of their submarines along with surface support.” He reached up, running his hand through his thinning hair. “Holy crap. Four fast-attack and four ballistic subs each. We’re outgunned before we start.”

      She tapped on each of the boats to bring up their details. Though she recognized most of their names, a few were unfamiliar to her. There was a mix of known knowns and a few unknown unknowns. Two of the subs from each of the forces were straight off the assembly line. As far as she knew, they could be as powerful as the Bancroft or even more so.

      “We’ll have to maintain a low profile until we can assess their capabilities.” She closed out of the threat briefing and continued scanning the friendlies. The American boats were familiar, but the African ones weren’t. They were EU boat designs sold to the Egyptian Navy, and like the Australians, they were built with American reactors. That much was documented. But they hadn’t been in rotation with any of the AAFEUS alliance since going into service. And then there were the boat commanders. Their names were unfamiliar. They were new to commanding a submarine, which made their trustworthiness under pressure worse than not knowing at all.

      Collins tapped the screen and brought up the dossier on Commander Radwan of the Tefnut. “I’ve heard about this guy. He got into a tussle with his wife a few months back. Cut her from ear to ear and breast to breast for being in public without her niqab.”

      She stiffened. “What on Earth? I thought they outlawed wearing those in African nations?”

      “They did, but she was visiting her family in Iran when he did it. The whole thing caused quite the controversy in the Middle East. He must have friends in high places, though, because a few days later it disappeared from the press and somehow, he kept his job.”

      Commander Radwan’s face reminded her of her secondary school gym teacher. He was an asshole, too, and always treated girls like they were less capable than the boys. The prick was never fond of her showing him up.

      She minimized his profile. “Well, he’s in for a rather uncomfortable surprise when he finds me in the second seat, even if it is to my ex.”

      Collins glanced at her and then back at the map as she panned around the Alpha site again. “Are you okay with him? I mean⁠—”

      “I’ll manage just fine. Joel and I are on good terms. We had to be with Henry and June still in the picture.”

      He nodded and fidgeted with his hands, clearly uncomfortable with pursuing his line of questioning any further.

      Her kids had been finishing secondary school when she and Joel separated. It was hard enough being a military family. Add to that divorce and her re-enlisting after her kids went off to college, and it made a challenging situation that much more taxing. While she’d branched off into a start-up company while they were still in school, she returned to commanding submarines when her project shifted gears from non-military applications back to military ones. She wasn’t about to let someone else command this submarine in her stead. It was the one thing she’d managed to negotiate when the navy bought out her other investors. Had she not formerly commanded the HMS Vigilant, there wasn’t a chance they’d have agreed to her terms.

      After another minute of uncomfortable silence studying the map, Collins spoke. “What was Admiral Ellis talking about when he said he knew you were seeing it? When you were exploring the mission dossier.”

      While she wasn’t keen to share too many more details of her personal life, she couldn’t hold back info on the Trench. The more he knew heading into this mission, the better. Maybe he’d even start acting like her second-in-command.

      She zoomed back to the Alpha point and highlighted a nearby cave system. “During the nascent stage of the supercavitation project, before we designed the superstructure to hold a crew, we were targeting unmanned autonomous research vessels. I had a proposal on the books to explore the Trench. We were planning on starting our exploration near this Alpha point. The automated submersibles were designed to probe the ever-changing sands of the ocean for just this opportunity. After discovering a biomass, they could capture and transport specimens to the mainland without needing to surface.”

      Kel leaned back and crossed her arms. “The bureaucratic bastards still have the array of subs we were gonna use sitting in a storage facility in Clyde. Once we cracked the structural issues plaguing us during those early days, they decided to go another direction. You know how the brass has always had a hard-on for humans underwater. The imbeciles could’ve had this biomass months or even years before the enemy.”

      She bit her lip. Her frustration over the whole situation was getting the better of her, and she needed to keep her emotions in check around Collins. She’d already shared too much with him.

      “Now we’re playing second fiddle to some Yankees, and…” He didn’t finish the sentence. She knew his feelings about the Africans. He wasn’t exactly tight-lipped when he got a few drinks in him.

      The longer she stared at the map, the more her stomach tightened into a knot. The network of caves spidering off the Trench walls had formed during the rise in ocean temperatures in the late twenties and thirties. Deep-water sinkholes opening up, combined with the shifting sands and rocks of the Mariana Trench, uncovered countless never-before-seen cavern systems. The results were the biomass wars of the forties.

      Her hand twitched as she reached for the display. The anger had been steadily building into a full head of steam ever since Admiral Ellis had dropped this bombshell. She thought talking about it might help, but she was mistaken. Keeping it at bay much longer wasn’t in the cards, and blowing it off in front of Collins wasn’t about to happen. She needed to walk this off a bit. Perhaps she’d check in on how the crew was doing with her little firefighting challenge.

      She gestured over the panel, dismissing and sealing the mission briefing before she reached for the hatch handle.

      Collins glanced from the computer to her and then back. “What about the prep? Aren’t we going to discuss what to do next?”

      “Let’s reconvene in half an hour. I’ll grab Allen and Marín; their expertise will be invaluable for devising a plan.” She pressed the button to open the hatch, and it made a loud click before swinging outward.

      He tilted his head. “Why would we need Marín?”

      Kel ignored his question and stepped around the hatch, turning left and heading deeper aft into the boat. Any time one of her crew died in a simulation, she needed to talk to them. With Ilda being a trainee, she ran the risk of cracking if the crew was too rough on her.

      She worked her way toward Engineering, spinning the speed wheels and transitioning through the hatches once they opened. As the highly filtered metallic smells of her boat wafted through her nostrils, her pent-up frustration melted away. This boat was too new to have a permanent funk emanating throughout the halls like the older boats in the fleet, but she knew that would arrive with time. Even with advancements in filter technology and chemicals like amine, there was no stopping the stink of sweaty human bodies and grease.

      Since the klaxons were off and the lights were no longer flashing, she assumed the exercise was over. The main route aftward was surprisingly void of crew members. They were probably still cleaning up from the mess they’d made handling the virtual fire.

      “CO on the deck!” Oscar Allen, her head of Engineering, snapped to attention along with his nearby crew. “It must be time for another readiness check.” A yawn escaped his mouth the moment he paused. He was probably sleeping when the klaxons went off, which meant he hadn’t had breakfast yet. Oscar had been on her original boat over a decade and a half ago, and except for having a massive British chip on his shoulder, he was a rock.

      Klein, his right hand in Engineering, smirked while at attention. “Give her a minute. I’m sure she’ll have us checking the hull in a blink. Like all you Brits, you’ll find some reason to kick us out. No, wait, we kicked you out last time, didn’t we? None of that Brexit two-point-zero shit again.”

      “Har… har…” Kel walked up and placed her hand on Klein’s shoulder. “Don’t make me bail your German ass out. I seem to recall that financial turmoil in ’35 nailed your whole bloody country to the cross. Let’s keep our eyes on the mission, shall we?” She gave his shoulder a squeeze.

      Klein winced. “Yes, Captain!”

      They were a friendly bunch, always taking jabs at each other’s heritage and country of origin, especially hers. There wasn’t a day that passed they didn’t mention Brexit, and sometimes they went too far for her liking.

      She used to wonder how they’d react in a real pinch. Well, the time had come when she’d find out. They wouldn’t know it until she shared their mission, but that was one of the reasons she kept them on their toes. That and the constant goddamn crazy dreams.

      When she turned back toward Oscar, he’d already shifted his focus to his tabletop display. On it, he had a three-dimensional schematic of the boat. He’d been tracking the results of the firefighting exercise. There were markings highlighting where they needed to shore up their training between now and the next exercise. Another yawn broke free from his mouth.

      “Report to my ready room in twenty.” She nodded toward Oscar.

      He raised his eyebrows.

      She locked eyes with him, and he understood her without a word. “I’m heading down to the galley,” she began. “Can I grab you an elixir of life on the way?”

      “Yes, ma’am. That’d be fantastic.”

      Kel shifted to leave and paused. “Say, where’s Ilda? She and I need to talk.”

      Klein turned around and looked at her. His sneer caught her by surprise. “She’s checking the aft gas injectors. I saw Toby follow her down there a few minutes ago.”

      “Bollocks!” Cary, another engineer-in-training, slammed his hand against the bulkhead. “I ain’t seen no damn cat since we boarded. Stop screwing around. There is no Toby.”

      She glanced past Klein at the newly arrived trainee. Oscar mentioned Cary was having trouble adapting to the dolphin culture. “Are you calling your superior officer a liar, oxygen thief?”

      Cary did a double-take when he saw her. He hadn’t noticed her arrival and must have assumed Klein was talking to Oscar. “No… ma’am,” he sputtered. “I just haven’t… There can’t be a cat aboard the Bancroft. It’s against regs.”

      A smirk teased the corner of her mouth. “Are you threatening to turn me in for harboring a feline in my quarters, Trainee?”

      He shot a glance at Oscar.

      “Don’t look at me. Answer your CO, sailor.”

      “No, ma’am!” Cary looked quickly from Oscar to Kel and back again. He then came to attention and saluted Oscar. “I mean, yessir!” He turned his attention back to Kel. “No, ma’am! I am not threatening you, CO… ma’am. I was just… I can’t imagine a cat surviving down here, especially after what we just experienced. You know… the fire.” His entire body shook as he struggled to hold attention, but he managed to maintain his salute, staring past her at the bulkhead.

      Kel had better things to do than harp on him endlessly. She needed to find Ilda. “At ease, sailor. And the answer to your concern is, yes, it is indeed perilous down here. That’s why Toby is a rather extraordinary feline. When you see him, show ’em some love. In fact, maybe you should keep some scraps around. You know, in case he’s peckish.”

      Oscar raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes, ma’am! I will, ma’am.” Cary lowered his hand and eased up, though his left leg continued to bounce.

      She glanced at her watch and then toward Oscar. “Make that fifteen minutes.”

      “Fifteen minutes. Yes, ma’am.” He nodded.

      A clang echoed down the corridor from where Cary had entered. A second later, a faint voice called out. “Perkele!” Had she not known better, she would have thought that was a sailor calling someone else’s name. But she’d been around enough Finns to recognize a swear word when she heard it.

      She stepped through the hatch and slid down several ladders, weaving her way further aft. This end of the boat reminded her of the years they’d spent in the confines of the testing facilities. The aromatic scent of oil, grease, and metal was as comforting to her as baby powder. She yearned for that simpler time, before politics took over. She and Oscar had poured their blood, sweat, and tears into bringing this super submarine to life.

      As she came to the belly of the Bancroft, she found Ilda lying on her stomach, dangling over an open grate, tweaking one of the supercavitating gas injectors. She knew better than to sneak up on a busy sailor without making herself heard. Especially one leaning over and working on a particularly important piece of equipment.

      Kel tapped her hand on the railing and clicked her mouth a few times, like she’d been trained to do so many years ago. Ilda didn’t flinch, but she didn’t look either.

      “Dammit, Cary. Whatcha need? I told you to leave me in peace. I can’t have a few minutes to my…” Ilda glanced backward. “Oh, crap! I’m sorry, ma’am.” She started to roll over, scrambling to get up.

      “At ease, sailor.” Kel waved her hand and sat down. “You’re fine, but we need to talk.”

      Ilda sat up and gazed at her for a moment. Once she realized what the visit was about, she wrapped her arms around her knees. “I’m sorry about getting myself and the others killed during the exercise. With all the commotion, I… thought someone was behind me, but there wasn’t. I broke protocol. I realize I should have checked and sealed the room before advancing toward Engineering.”

      Kel leaned back against the railing, arms crossed. “Your actions endangered everyone in Engineering and on this boat.”

      Ilda rocked forward and back, nodding for a few seconds. “I know. I fraked up. The others have already made it painfully obvious. I’m prepared to accept my punishment, ma’am.” She looked up and locked her gaze on Kel.

      She recognized the determination in the dolphin’s eyes. They were the same piercing green as her daughter, June, something she’d inherited from her father.

      “Taking some heat already, are we?” Kel asked.

      The dolphin nodded. “And rightfully so, ma’am. Like you said, my mistake could’ve cost lives. Bull Nuke Allen and EDO Klein already said I’d be pulling extra duties and running drills down here in Engineering.”

      Kel stared at the trainee. So much about the woman’s profile had reminded her of herself when she’d read it. Even the bad marks from her previous CO. The guy had been a sexist idiot from a bygone era of dolphins.

      “I’ve never told anyone this,” Kel began, “but my first three fire drills aboard the HMS Vigilant were abysmal failures.”

      Ilda stopped rocking and her eyes went wide. “Are you serious?”

      She chuckled. “The first time the klaxons blared, I was in a right state. I about shat myself. When the CO asked if I’d paid someone to take the drills for me at the academy, I froze. I think he took me for a cheat for my first six months on board. Man… he was relentless on me back then.”

      “How’d you make it?” Ilda relaxed and crossed her legs. “I mean, after failing three times. Your mates must’ve been riding you like a bronco.”

      “They did, and they had every reason to. I was a liability. After that, I almost bowed out and quit.”

      Ilda shook her head. “So, what happened?”

      “Oscar Allen happened.”

      Ilda coughed into her hand. “As in our Bull Nuke Allen? The man who tossed me two extra rotations?”

      She grinned. “The one and only. Except back then, he wasn’t the Bull Nuke. He was just another pimple-faced trainee like me.”

      “Wow, times have changed.”

      Kel leaned closer to the dolphin. “They have. He stepped out of being a trainee and into the role of trainer. The one responsible for lives on board this boat. The person people turn to when the chips are down. You’ll do anything and everything he asks you to do. Hell, you’ll even volunteer for more. The sooner you can stop being an oxygen thief, the safer we’ll all be. Is that understood?”

      Ilda swallowed hard and dipped her head. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Kel pushed up and straightened her trousers before turning to leave.

      The dolphin followed suit and scrambled to her feet before saluting. “Ma’am. What about your punishment?”

      She paused and didn’t turn back before replying. “It sounds like our Bull Nuke has that handled. Just do me a favor.”

      Silence hung in the air for a second, as if she seemed to be contemplating what to say. Finally, Ilda replied. “Anything, ma’am.”

      “When it all goes south—and it will—keep your wits about you. Persevere. Is that clear?”

      “Crystal, ma’am. And… thank you.” Ilda nodded.

      Kel took a deep breath and started toward the bow. She had to find Weapons Officer Marín before she grabbed that coffee.
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      The briefing was rougher than she’d expected. Collins questioned her at every turn over the decisions she was making and for volunteering for this recon mission. He’d made it clear he wasn’t keen on heading into the front lines without support craft. His attitude was the reason the navy had relegated submarines to simply being missile-launching platforms and nuclear deterrents, rather than aggressors. She’d tried to make the case against putting Collins on her boat to Admiral Ellis, but he wouldn’t budge. He said it was good that she had someone to challenge her. While she recognized the potential in her boat’s design, she still had to win over the rest of the naval brass to change their perspective, and they weren’t exactly known for their malleable opinion.

      It’d been over one hundred years since the last use of submarines in a war. They’d played supporting roles in multiple encounters over the decades and had even been used to launch a few strikes during smaller conflicts, but they were always in the shadows and never the front lines. It was something every naval officer in charge of a fleet reminded their submarine COs. Submariners were softies and needed to learn how to operate on the razor’s edge if they were ever going to return to the battlefield.

      She stared at the wall of bubbles flowing over the cone of their boat. They’d been supercavitating for nearly three hours. Watching the sheath of gas cascade along the hull permeated with thousands of bubble injectors was mesmerizing. The gas barrier helped to lower the local pressure against their boat and made it easier to keep them cavitated. The differential rocket thrusters situated around the aft hull and the articulating spines throughout the HMS Bancroft were among some of its best-kept secrets. They enabled the submersible to traverse the random ocean currents faster than the speed of sound, something that was impossible for most missiles and vessels with lesser technology.

      Their research in recent years had gone into nose cone designs and creative ways to reuse thrust from their rocket propulsion to feed their supercavitating bubble injectors. Increasing the cavitation potential was the biggest challenge on any submersible, and with a boat this size, it had been written off as an impossibility decades ago. Simply put, the larger the object, the harder it was to break the speed of sound underwater.

      As Kel looked over the shoulder of Larsson, their coxswain, a chuckle escaped.

      “Is everything ok, ma’am?” Larsson asked, keeping his eyes on his controls.

      She smiled. “Apologies, I was simply relishing the experience at the helm, heading into our first op. It’s not every day you take your life’s work into a confrontation at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean.”

      “Understood, ma’am. We’re coming up on our exit. T minus five minutes.”

      “Roger that.” Kel tapped her earpiece and connected to the boat-wide channel. Each sailor had an earpiece in their ear that could be hardwired to terminals throughout the boat. “Rig for dive and silent running! We’re going to thuh-ree thousand meters as soon as we drop out of this cav.”

      Each compartment reported back electronically that they were rigged for a silent dive. If they hadn’t been prepped to run silent, or if they’d been experiencing technical difficulties, they would have used audible acknowledgments.

      The dive lights flashed overhead and drew her gaze. Even though the supercavitating drive and their motion through water was far from noiseless, no one in the world knew their acoustic signature. It would take time to triangulate and target them. Being an unknown bogie should give them cover for several minutes, despite sound traveling faster in water than air. Fortunately, they’d be in stealth as soon as they dropped out of their cavitation. Unlike their predecessors, the Bancroft rarely needed to rig for ultra-quiet with all the sound suppressors and noise-dampening gear in the hull.

      Kel engaged the boat-wide channel one last time. “Steady nerves and laser focus are essential. No one is expecting us, so we have the element of surprise. We’ll be doing passive observations for a few hours, so we’ll want to keep our audible levels on snooze. I have faith in all of you. Just remember, your training and aptitude got each of you selected for this boat. And, for Heaven’s sake, look after Toby.”

      Chuckles sounded throughout the bridge. At least people were in good spirits. Everyone except Collins. She hoped that held.

      Larsson broke the moment of levity. “Dropping out of cav in fi-yiv, fo-wer, thuh-ree, too, wun, we’re back to slow-mo.”

      Kel tightened her grip on the pole to her left as the cavitation injectors slowed their production of bubbles to a stop. At first, the forward hull made a symphony of bending sounds under the added pressure without the protective layer of bubbles. But the adaptive nose cone quickly dissipated any noise, and in under a minute the friction of the water brought the boat to a relative crawl through the life-giving fluid.

      “Dive, dive, dive!” she said as she leaned into the pole.

      The dive alarm lights flashed and the boat groaned again, this time from the gradual reconfiguration into its diving shape. Unlike with traditional submarines, the back and forth confirmation and reconfirmation of orders wasn’t strictly necessary. In fact, it was downright dangerous at their current speed. The pilot and co-pilot were in complete control over the boat. All the captain or XO had to do was give the target depth and issue the dive order. In this case, they’d already programmed their target depth before they entered the cav, so the rest was up to them.

      As the HMS Bancroft dove, it tilted down nearly forty-five degrees. They could, in theory, dive faster, but she wasn’t about to test every trick up their sleeve on their first voyage.

      What made this dive different from most, however, was the spiral motion. Rather than diving in a straight line like most submersibles, the articulating omnidirectional spine of their boat meant it could take less traditional paths through the water, further confusing their enemies and allowing them to evade detection. Or at least that’s what it showed on paper. This was their first test in the field.

      “Wun ze-ro fi-yiv ze-ro meters,” Larsson whispered. The depth was also ticking down on the wall display overhead for everyone on the bridge to see.

      It had taken her several months in the navy to get used to how dolphins pronounced numbers in submersibles. The lengths people went to, to prevent misunderstandings spawned from the English language, was astounding.

      She glanced to her right and eyed Müller’s display. The passive scans had been running since they’d transitioned; after which, she’d deployed their listening gear, enabling them to pick up fainter noise during the dive. Her best tech worked when they were stationary, but something was better than nothing.

      From the looks of her screen, she’d already triangulated a few bogies. The red and yellow squares of death painted the three-dimensional battlefield: red for the Russian-designed boats and yellow for the Chinese. While it didn’t guarantee the country’s flag they flew, it was a starter and usually aligned with the boat’s loyalty. It was remarkable what you could detect about a boat from its simple noises alone, especially when they weren’t trying to run silent. Certainly, if they’d detected the Bancroft coming, they would have gone silent ahead of their arrival.

      As they spiraled past the fifteen-hundred-meter mark, the dots rose higher above them. Not many boats were designed for the depths of the Trench, at least not many manned ones. All sides had robotic submersibles, but controlling them was far from ideal without a tether, and it was easy to disrupt their signals if needed. She’d heard rumors of the Chinese creating a new deep-ocean model, but, like with the Bancroft, no one had seen it yet.

      They were diving well below the normal operational depths of most submarines on purpose. The deeper they got, the less likely they’d be detected, and the easier it would be for them to observe from afar. While the Mariana Trench was more than eleven-thousand meters deep, most of the time anyone went there, they were sending autonomous or specially designed research submersibles. They, however, weren’t hamstrung by these depths.

      The nano-tube-reinforced titanium hull hadn’t produced even a creak on the dive yet. The only noise the Bancroft had made after dropping out of the cav was when the spine of the boat was sliding into position as they formed their spiral diving shape. Once in place, their dive speed was relatively fast. The three-thousand-meter target depth was well within their regular operating parameters. They weren’t even close to
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