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TRI: 

I’m a Navy SEAL on a mission to find out what’s happening in a politically-charged environment. When things go horribly wrong, I find myself saddled with my exact opposite: a female scientist who never runs out of questions or words. Now we’re stuck on a deserted island with no way off and information vital to avoiding World War III. Will we make it off the island in time to warn the world what’s coming? And will we do it with our hearts still intact?  

––––––––
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ASHLEY: 

They sent me to an island to find out why the marine life off the coast was behaving strangely. The only problem? It’s a contested land inhabited by terrorists. When I find myself stranded on the island with a Navy SEAL who saved my life, I don’t know whether we’ll make it off alive. But one thing I do know? I might be falling for the man with the haunting blue eyes. Before we find out whether we have a future together, we have to escape terrorists, get off the island, and save the world. 
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I PULLED INTO THE PARKING spot, engaged the brake, and cut the engine of my old red truck. It died with a final rumble, and the noise and vibration in the cabin fell silent. 

On a rise, the parking lot looked out over the dock and the lake beyond, the shore stretching to the horizon. The winds were quiet, and the surface was mirror calm, the deep blue reflecting the clouds drifting in the bright blue sky. I took it in for a moment, the way the light sparkled on the water in patches, ducks bobbing on the surface, fish breaking the surface with a ripple, a cloud casting a drifting shadow. And without the roar of the engine, I could hear the insects buzzing in the trees, the song of birds, and the occasional call of a heron. A swallow swooped out of one tree and rose to the next, disappearing among the thick, green foliage. 

This felt like the calm before the storm, the moment when I hung in a liminal space between here and now, ordinary and every day, this world and the world a plane ride and lifetime away where there was only silence and violence and adrenaline. It was color and life versus darkness and death. 

And it never failed to be disconcerting. 

I pushed out of the truck, using extra weight to push the old door open. It creaked in protest but swung open, and I shut it behind me as I glanced at the white Chevy, as old as mine, beside it. Older than me, the truck was lovingly maintained, with barely a scratch on it despite its age. I could attest to the fact that the inside was just as well-maintained as the outside, the dusky green leather polished until it shone. There was one rip, I knew, from a stupid stunt, a moment of young-boy-induced idiocy, that had earned me a sore backside and no dinner. 

The stunt had never been repeated, and the rip had been repaired by hand. 

As I made my way down from the parking lot, I picked out the boat bobbing among the others at the dock. It was old, as old as the truck, but just as well-maintained. 

But not quite, because as I drew closer and the land leveled out over the beach, I could see a few spots of rust amid the white and faded mint green. It was a strange sight and sent a lance of concern through me. 

Then again, he’d probably called the boat guy, who hadn’t had a chance to come out yet. Summer was always his busiest season. 

My boots hit the splintered, weathered wood of the dock, and a man working on the back of his boat looked up. He raised his head, pushing at the tip of the brim of his baseball cap with oil- and dirt-stained fingers, and a gap-toothed grin pulled at his weather-beaten skin. 

“Hey, Tri.” 

I raised my hand in a wordless greeting. 

“Your dad said you were home. Come to fish?” 

Shaking my head, I ran a hand over my close-cropped hair. “Hey, John. No, I’m leaving today.” 

John scratched at the skin of his shoulder beneath the strap of his dingy white wife-beater. “That’s too bad. Haven’t seen you around much.” 

I heard a noise, and a woman in a flowery tent of a dress came out of the cabin holding a paper plate in danger of collapsing under the weight of the sandwiches piled on top. “Hey, look who’s here.” 

I gave her the same wave I’d given her husband. 

“Sandwich?” she asked, holding up the plate. 

“Ate at home. Thanks, though, Moni.” 

She flashed me a smile full of crooked teeth and placed the sandwiches onto the small bench before turning back to me.

“So, when are you going to finally settle down and bring a nice girl to meet your mom? She’s hoping you finally find someone who will bring you home more often.” Moni pushed a hand through the gray-blonde hair at her temple before resting her arms over her ample chest. 

One of the tops of the teetering sandwiches flopped over, sliding down the pile and onto the weathered wood of the bench. As I tried to come up with an answer different than the same tired old line I always gave, I watched a fly buzz lazily and land on the exposed, glistening deli meat.

But nothing came to me. Moni’s question was the same one I’d heard so many times my response had become practiced and automatic; I shrugged like I could make the words and the inherent suggestion I didn’t visit my mother enough slide off my shoulders, down my back, and out into the wind where it couldn’t make me uncomfortable. 

“He works too much to find a girl to settle down with.” John’s voice was equal parts teasing and serious. “Anyway, his job’s too dangerous.” 

It was the truth, and I couldn’t deny it, so I ran a hand over my head again. 

“Well, be safe.” Moni tried for another smile, this one strained. “Your mother worries.” 

“Thanks, Moni.” 

I walked down through the row, leaving the uncomfortable conversation behind until I came to the pier's edge. 

From where I was standing, I could look straight into the back of the small fishing boat moored to the cleats, bobbing gently. My father was sitting in a camp chair on the deck, a fishing rod in his hands, the line trailing out over the back of the boat and into the water. Neither the line nor my father moved. 

I would have been worried, but I could hear him snoring from the dock. 

There was a time when Miro Rusev would never have been caught sleeping outside his bed, and even then, catching him asleep was a rare occurrence. The man had maintained an almost superhero-level amount of energy. When I was growing up, he had been the last one asleep and the first one awake every morning, rain or shine, workday, weekend, or holiday. In my memory, he was a titan, enormous, intimidating, a bear of a man who hadn’t been sick a day in his life. The only thing that had been able to make him smile was our mother. 

I’d never begrudged my father his outlook on life—he’d had a hard start, learning at far too early an age that to survive meant to fight. He was of the mind that only the strongest survived because that had been his experience, and that belief had never left him. 

My father had been born in the Eastern Bloc in a time of great turmoil. His family had not been one of the lucky ones, if any had truly existed, and life had been harsh and bitter. As a young kid, my father learned that to survive, you had to be tough, tougher than the other guys, and you had to fight. 

Orphaned at seven, he’d been adopted by another family who had managed to make it to the US, but as a foreigner from a poor family and a former Soviet at that, life had improved, but not by a lot. Angry, looking for a way to prove himself, he joined the military as soon as possible, managed to get into military school, and excelled. More than fiercely patriotic for his adopted homeland, he had rocketed up the ranks, gaining power and influence as he went until he’d finally retired a major general. 

He would have gone for general, but the years of poverty and stress had finally taken a toll on him, and his health had forced Miro Rusev to retire, much to everyone’s shock. But that strength of will had taken him from being a child newly introduced to the country who couldn’t speak a word of English to joining the military as soon as he could and fighting his way to the top. And he’d raised my brothers and me in the same vein, with the same beliefs, to protect us in his own strange, harsh way from all the difficulties life would throw at us. 

Which meant I remembered this lake well and with mixed feelings. My father had taken me out on the boat one sweltering summer afternoon. I was four and excited to spend the day fishing with just my father, away from my three smaller and annoying younger brothers. 

But before I could pick up my fishing pole, my father had grasped me by the shirt and shorts and tossed me into the lake. I was in the water before I knew what had happened, without a warning or a breath to prepare, and I remembered the shock and physical feel of it—cold, sudden, harsh, painful—vividly. 

I’d been swimming in the lake since before I could remember, my father or my mother always there beside me to coach me, to hold me or pull me up. But as my head broke the surface, I caught sight of my father standing on the stern of the boat, his expression terrifyingly cold, his arms crossed over his chest. 

“Swim.”

I heard the order with water splashing over my head and ears as I flailed, wondering why he wasn’t reaching down to save me. 

“Swim to safety, Triton.” 

So, I swam, as hard as my four-year-old body could. And I’d done it, swimming to the boat, grasping my father’s hand as he helped me back into the ship. 

Only to be launched back into the water. Over and over again until I was exhausted and sore. There was no time to cry, no time to yell or scream or beg him to pull me out. All I could do was survive. I remembered my lungs working like bellows, unable to catch my breath as I fought through the fatigue and fear, gasping as the water sloshed over my head and closed in on me. 

But I kept going back, and he kept launching me into the water. 

Until I couldn’t. 

My body, exhausted beyond what it could take, had stopped working. I’d sunk under the water, terror gripping me, knowing I would die. I’d been sure my father would rescue me, but no hand reached to grab me, and no one jumped in after me. 

I was going to die. 

In that moment of frozen terror, my survival instinct kicked in, even that young. The surge of adrenaline propelled me forward until my hand touched the boat, and I struggled, forcing my way up, clawing my way up until my head broke the surface, and I could gasp air back into my oxygen-starved lungs. 

Only then had my father grasped my hand and pulled me back into the boat. And that time, he hadn’t tossed me back. I’d lain on the deck, staring up at the sky darkening with twilight, gasping air back into a chest tight with pain. Weakness had weighted my limbs, making them as heavy as stones, every muscle burning, screaming, with fatigue.

The feeling of that day, of that moment, had stuck with me. I never wanted to feel that lack of control, that fear, again. I’d worked hard, harder than anyone I knew, to make myself strong, stronger, the strongest, physically and mentally, so I would never feel that way again. So no one could put me in that situation again. 

It was a hard lesson my father had given me that day and only the first of many. I’d had moments of anger towards him, especially as a teenager. But now, twenty-something years later, my father’s training had molded me into the man I was today—an elite Navy SEAL.  

After that first lesson, we’d motored back to the dock and gone home in silence. Neither of us had said a word to my gentle mother, and as far as I knew, she still didn’t know what happened that day. Neither my father nor I had talked about it ever again. 

The way I’d grown up hadn’t been easy. While other kids had done sports, I’d been learning to hunt and fish. While other kids had spent the nights at sleepovers or taking vacations, both domestic and foreign, or going to summer camps, my brothers and I had learned to survive, fight, and to live another day. 

My father and his training had drilled a version of life into me that other kids hadn’t been able to understand, an outlook from a continent away, a world away, a lifetime away. A lifetime I had never experienced, but the results of which had affected and molded my life. 

I hadn’t grown up in Soviet Russia, but my father’s rough, sink-or-swim, survive-at-all-costs mentality had been all I had known. I’d gone through childhood apart from every other kid, the only one who could understand my brothers, who had gone through the same ordeals I had, sometimes with me, sometimes apart. Acceptance and a sense of purpose and belonging hadn’t come until I’d joined the Navy, where my survival and fighting skills and my insane need to prove myself, to be the best, were not just valuable but required. 

As difficult as my childhood had been, my training had meant I’d excelled. Not as fast as my father had, but no one was my bear of a father. I’d gained elite Navy SEAL status at a younger age than most, and not because my father was an influential major general.

But unlike myself, my father could now enjoy living in a world far from the one in which he’d grown up. It was hard to believe the same man was sitting on the back of a boat, snoring as he slept. As seriously as he’d taken the rest of his life, he seemed to take his retirement even more seriously. I hadn’t been alone in worrying retirement would be hard on him, if not impossible for the old major general. But he had attacked the slowing of life with the same vigor as he had the rest of it, pouring himself into every moment—even if it was just to fall asleep in the middle of the day. 

I almost woke the old man up. 

I was leaving tonight on a mission. Missions in the armed forces were almost always inherently dangerous, but there were different degrees of likelihood of whether you would come home or not. My missions were black ops, the kind only a handful of people knew about. The kind that would mean that if you died, you would fade away like you’d never existed. Your family would receive word, a flag, and that would be it. No one else could know, and no one save a handful of people would know where, how, and why. 

And from what little I knew at the moment, this one was even worse. It was politically fraught enough that my superior officers would deny I had been there or that I was theirs, should I get caught. Acknowledgment would mean a dangerous flare in political tension, and no one would throw caution to the wind just to bring me—or my body—home. 

So, I had come to say goodbye, just like I always did. Just in case. 

But I let my father sleep instead. 
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POP MUSIC SUNG BY A high-pitched, young pop star buzzed quietly over the sound system of the small, faded café, and a soccer game—sorry, football game—played on the TV in the corner. Every so often, the two men watching the match intently, their hair thinning and long-sleeved laborer shirts dingy with sweat, would give muted words of excited praise or an approving hiss through their teeth before falling silent again. 

I swirled my straw through my coffee, the half-melted ice clinking against the glass. A drop of water slipped through the condensation on the side of the glass, and I followed the path down to the faded wood of the tabletop, swiping the sweat from my forehead. 

A fan buzzed in the corner, but the small café was warm and humid, barely better than the heated summer day waiting just outside. I felt mentally and physically sluggish and turned my gaze from my coffee to the view out the window. From my seat, I could see through the few buildings to the docks and the intensely blue Pacific beyond. The sun glittered in patches on the water, and fishing boats bobbed as small shapes, almost children’s toys. A sailboat, white sails raised and billowing in the breeze, cut through the water, a weaving butterfly among the inelegant fishing boats. 

I could have been home in Oakland, except the music playing was in Japanese, as was the football announcer, and the occasional quiet conversation from the few other patrons or the single proprietress. 

This wasn’t Oakland—this was Nemuro, a small fishing village on a flat peninsula branching off Hokkaido, the northernmost of Japan’s islands. And I was about to embark on a mission to the contested string of islands off the coast claimed by Japan and Russia. At the thought, my anxiety gave a flutter, my stomach clenching slightly. I was a marine biologist, not a politician, and the idea of what could happen in a disputed territory had been circling my head for the past few days as I made my way here, to the place I would meet my ride to the island. 

As a scientist, I was politically neutral, but even being politically neutral didn’t always mean others saw it that way. My team was international and sanctioned, but it wouldn’t have been the first time someone trying to make a point, stir up trouble, wield their minuscule amount of power, “misread” papers, or “failed” to receive the correct orders, and only the worst followed. 

I was hopeful my team and I could collect the information we needed and be off the island as soon as possible, having solved the mystery we’d been sent to unravel. Another job waited for me, anyway, one I had postponed just for this strange, emergency mission, but one that still had some urgency to it. 

My laptop dinged, and I turned my attention back to the screen to see the email had come in I had been waiting for. I clicked on the dialogue box, and the message popped open. I scanned the contents, wiping my forehead again before typing my reply. 

Then another dialogue box popped up on my screen, this one a message from my mom. Have you left yet?

Not yet, I typed. In a café, waiting for my ride to come to get me.

Three dots hovered in the bottom left-hand corner of the dialogue box, and I could almost see my mother trying but failing not to send her following words. I’m not crazy about this, you know? Something about it seems off. 

My mother never failed to air my deepest concerns, the ones I wanted to keep buried and pretend they didn’t exist.

It’s just a job. I have all the paperwork, and my team will be here soon. We’ll get in there, get what we need, and get out. 

She picked out the only thing that would make her worry, ignoring the rest of the statement I’d meant to reassure: You’re going alone? 

There’s a caretaker who will be there waiting for me. 

All I received in response was silence, and I rolled my lips together, pressing them until I felt the blood leave them entirely. 

The bell over the door dinged, and the proprietress looked up to call out her cheerful greeting, a smile on her face pointed towards the weathered, slightly stooped part-time ferryman, part-time fisherman. He bobbed his head in greeting to the proprietress before his gaze swept the small coffee shop, looking, I was sure, for me. When his eyes settled on me, the only foreign face in the place—with my dirty blonde hair and green eyes, I stuck out like a sore thumb—he bobbed his head again in a bow and headed my way, taking off his floppy hat and holding it in both hands, and he bowed. “Ashley Perry-san?” he asked. 

I nodded and smiled. “That’s me.” 

“The boat is ready,” he told me in heavily accented English. “Sorry for the wait.” 

“Hai, chotto matte kudasai,” Please wait a moment, I answered in Japanese, just one phrase of my small vocabulary, and turned back to my laptop, typing a message to my mom. 

The boat is ready. I have to go. I’ll contact you when I get back to Japan. I thought for a minute, then added, I’ll be fine. I know how to take care of myself. 

It took a moment for the dots to return before the message popped up. Be safe, please. Love you. 

Love you, too. My fingers flew over the keyboard before I powered it down, snapped the top shut, and stuffed it into my backpack. 

The boat’s captain took one of my bags, and I hefted the other onto my shoulder after sliding my arms into the straps of my pack. 

“Heavy,” he grunted as we pushed out of the coffee shop. I turned to bow a last thanks to the proprietress before skipping after. 

“Scientific instruments,” I replied, miming typing on a computer and inspecting a test tube. I wasn’t even sure why I thought that would help, but the captain seemed to understand. He nodded anyway. 

The walk to the dock was short, which was why I chose the coffee shop in the first place. That, and it had free access to the Internet so I could tie up some ends at work before being nearly unreachable. 

The boat was small, with a crew of only two. They were helping load two other people and their bags as we came up. I had to bite back a smile as one of the passengers, a thin young man with a backpacker's pack, grasped tightly to the railings on either side of the boat deck as he stumbled on, clearly without his sea legs yet. 

Having been on boats my entire life, I didn’t have that problem. Grasping the hand of one of the crew of the tiny ship, I easily hopped from dock to deck. My hand curled around the railing to steady myself as it rocked with the motion, then finally settled. I worked my way to the stern and the seats there, falling quickly into steadying myself against the rising and falling of the boat in the choppy waters. 

A stiff breeze was blowing from the north, and it was chilly on the water even at the height of summer. I pulled the collar of my jacket up around my neck, nodding politely to the two other passengers as I dropped into one of the seats. Dropping my bags beside me, I wriggled to find as much comfort as possible—I was going to be here for a while.

The boat would take me to the island off the coast, one of the many that formed the disputed territory between Russia and Japan. My international team and I had been assigned to study the migration patterns of the marine life of one such island. They had been acting strangely—all the cyber research told us the tagged animals had been behaving in ways that were wildly inconsistent with the typical models.

My team of marine biologists consisted of only three people, but I was going alone today. Coming from California, my plane had arrived before anyone else’s. And also, a part of me was eager to begin, despite my misgivings. The scientist in me had to know what was causing these anomalies. I could think of many things, none of them good, but what I didn’t understand was the suddenness of it. Usually, when you saw a change in a pattern, it was slow, over months, years, even decades. But this was unusual even outside of the inconsistency. 

I had to know, and I didn’t want to wait for the few days it would take the rest of the team to follow. My contact on the island was waiting for me, anyway. 

The boat’s engine rumbled to life with a growl and a burbling of water. The other person in the two-person crew untied the moorings from the dock and coiled the ropes onto the deck before leaping on himself, and we were off. 

I watched Japan drop away, the town of Nemuro and the flat coast with its coastline that looked like someone had taken a rake to a square of dirt fading into the haze of summer hanging over the water. In the winter, the land would be frozen and covered by feet of snow, but for now, it was bright green. 

Settling back into my seat, I watched the wake behind the boat, the white froth and churning of the water, and the wind blowing the whisps of hair that had escaped my bun. I breathed in the spray and the air, sea salt in my nose and on my tongue. 

This was my life, the life of a marine biologist. I traveled the world, following in the footsteps of my father. He, too, had traveled the world, bringing back with him fantastical tales of the creatures he’d seen on his research trips. I’d even gone with him when I was old enough, acting as a small, unpaid intern. But I’d loved every exciting, exhausting, sun-burnt, sea salt-encrusted minute of it. When he died, I had vowed to continue his work. 

It was a very different life than the one my mother had led and still led, thriving with the family seafood restaurant nestled between Berkley, where my dad had worked, and now I worked, and Oakland, where I’d grown up. 

My young adventures with my father had shown me that staying put just wasn’t for me. I’d wanted to see the world, surf in the waters of the Pacific in the summer, and huddle in a hut with a roaring fire in the winter, saving the world one research paper at a time. 

Okay, maybe not saving the world, but if I could help marine life in any way, I would do it. 

At a noise above the boat, I looked up to see military planes flying overhead. I knew the Japanese Self-Defense Force was playing war games off the coast, and I wondered if that had anything to do with my mission. That was one scenario that had been playing in my head, and at least it was easily fixable—a short-term problem with an easy solution that would fade when the war games ended.

Beyond that, international politics were not my concern—my work was beyond politics. I was here for the facts and the animals. 

The sun was nearing its zenith several hours later when the boat docked. The mid-day summer sun was hot without the ocean breeze, and I peeled off my jacket and stuffed it into my bag. 

Pacing up the gangplank and off the dock, I pulled the printed directions to the place I was supposed to go from my pack as the three other passengers went their own ways. When I pulled out my mobile phone to check the time, no bars blinked back at me—the device was only functional for pictures now. 

My mind flashed back to the conversation I’d had with my mother, and for a moment, I felt a strange panic welling in my gut. 

But this wasn’t anything new. The small cabin where I was supposed to stay even had a generator for electricity, which was more than I’d had on many of my research trips. Forcing the odd panic and the memory of my conversation down, I stowed the phone back into my bag and took off for the rest of the docks. 

The research station was halfway around the island, which was large, and a hike either around the coast or over the craggy mountain peaks in the distance would take a few days. Instead, I’d been instructed to hire someone to take me around by boat, which was a matter of another few hours but better than multiple days, and meant I hadn’t had to pack that many supplies. 

The docks were quiet this time of day, with most boats out fishing, less the fishermen who had already finished their work and gone home for the day. 

I saw a woman unloading fish from a bucket, and she looked up as I approached. I used what limited Russian I had to ask about someone to take me to the research station. The woman stared at me through hard, narrowed eyes, her gaze sweeping me up and down, her mouth drawn into a thin line. I was sure she was wondering what a strange, foreign woman was doing asking around for a ride to an uninhabited part of the island, but I didn’t have the language skills to explain. 

After a moment, she seemed to deem the issue not her problem because she waved me further down the docks. It was vague, but a direction, and I thanked her before moving that way. 

I managed to find several fishermen, some working on their boats, others offloading their catches. When I inquired, though, I received an almost universal no. And it was a no despite the money I offered. Stranger yet, the no was often emphatic, with a rough shake of the head followed by an even harsher, angry-sounding, second no, one that seemed to have an edge of fear to it. I didn’t miss the way their eyes darted in the direction of the coast, then back to me, before they would confirm their rejection. 

No matter how much I cajoled or added my own cash to the pot, I was turned down, until I found a woman, still in fishing gear, the only crew of her small boat. Just like the first woman had, she looked me up and down before her gaze came to rest on the cash in my hand, then she nodded. As I clambered on board among the scattered fishing gear, machine parts, and puddles of briny water, I even heard her mutter something about the other fishermen being “cowards,” which made me smile. But I stopped just short of laughing. 

Something about the anxiety, even fear I’d seen from the others, made my stomach clench again. I nearly jumped off the boat, intuition poking at the back of my mind telling me something was off about this entire thing.

But I didn’t. I watched as the engine started up with a rumble I could feel through my feet, and we pulled away from the dock. 

The ride took several hours, and I watched in silence as the coastline drifted by. The island wasn’t as brightly green as Japan had been. It was rockier, grass-covered, with heavy forests further inland, primarily flat with some hills that rolled up to the base of the mountains with those jagged peaks. 

A word from the captain—the first word I’d heard from her since we’d left—and I looked back over my shoulder. She pointed to a bay, a small half-circle, ahead of us, before steering the boat towards land. A small cabin made of industrial corrugated steel was the only building in the area, about half a mile from the beach. 

Once on shore, I watched the boat pull away, headed back where it had come from, the engine's noise fading with the distance. Then it was quiet—eerily quiet, save for the sounds of the waves lapping at the shore, the calls of sea birds, and the wind. 

Suppressing a shiver, I hauled my bags towards the research station. My arms were screaming with strain by the time I reached it.

It was still quiet, and I looked around for any signs of life before knocking. No one answered. 

Someone was supposed to meet me here, but the door swung open to more silence and an interior empty of other life. A search around the building and a small foray into the forest beyond found nothing and no one else. 

Maybe the caretaker or whoever was supposed to meet me here had gone out for the day to do whatever it was he did, and he would be back before nightfall. 

That was what I told myself, anyway. 

But as I started the process of settling in and arranging my gear and instruments for use, a feeling settled in the pit of my stomach, and I tried to ignore the fact that it was anxiety.  
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THE HELICOPTER WAS a nice surprise. 

I heard the chop of the blades through the air as I threw my duffle into the back seat of my truck, dreading getting stuck in traffic. Mom had detained me longer than I’d planned, showing me a new painting she was working on, and I hadn’t had the heart to extract myself. 

She’d always been artistic, focusing on her art when she wasn’t entirely focused on raising the four of us boys. But ever since my last brother had moved out of the house, our mother had thrown herself into painting. I’d always thought it was her way of dealing with the constant danger her boys were in, danger she didn’t—couldn’t—know anything about. She was a soft, kind soul, as gentle as my father was hard, her head always in the clouds and some artistic endeavor. I would never know how she had fallen in love with our rough, gruff bear of a father. But as a child, I had seen the unguarded moments she hadn’t meant me to see, those moments when my father was out on deployment and she was afraid he would never come home. 

Her life would have probably been less stressful if she’d fallen in love with someone else. But she’d met my father at sixteen and hadn’t looked at another man since. She hadn’t looked back, either. My father was retired, but now she had four boys to worry about, and worry she did, even if she refused to let on. 

That was why I hadn’t been able to walk away—I knew it was her way of spending a few more moments with me, soaking up every moment, just in case it ended up being her last. 

I knew what I faced. I accepted the risks of my career, the one I’d chosen for myself. But it was always a little more complicated when I knew my actions would also affect my mother. 

Turning, I waved at the figure in the window. She waved back, a melancholy smile on her face, which turned to surprise as the helicopter suddenly appeared low over the trees.

What I imagined had been a training exercise or a police search turned out to be an air force helicopter. The wind whipped the trees as the chopper landed in the large clearing across the dirt road from my parents’ cabin. The engine cut and the whirring of the blades began to slow, then stop, just as a tall figure threw open the door and jumped down from the pilot’s seat. 

My mother was already out the front door and running down the porch steps, her shoes crunching over the gravel of the driveway. She was in the arms of the pilot a moment after that, and he hugged her closely. 

“Steal a helicopter for the adrenaline rush, Herman?” I asked, following the path Mom had taken at an ambling pace. 

“You know, I hadn’t thought of that one.” The man released Mom with a grin and slapped his hand into mine for the handshake the four of us brothers had created years ago that only we knew. “I’ll have to try it out next time the CO gets on my nerves.” 

“You wouldn’t,” Mom chided, and my brother had to duck as she tried to run a hand over his freshly buzzed head. 

Tall, slim, with hazel eyes and dirty blonde hair, my brother took after my mother, save for in the height department. The Air Force branch of the four of us, my brother always had a glint of mischief in his crooked smile. He was the one who came home most rarely, always off on some new adventure in some inhospitable place in the world when he wasn’t on duty on his carrier. 

“Probably,” he shrugged, and neither of us was much convinced of his innocence. 

“What are you doing here?” Mom asked, wiping away a tiny crumb from his cheek only she could see. He let her. 

“I’m here to bring this idiot back with me. Decided to surprise him with a ride back to the carrier.” 

“That’s very sweet of you,” Mom cooed, but I shook my head as I turned to grab my duffle from my truck. I knew this would come back to haunt me at some point, probably as some favor in the form of accompanying him on one of his trips. 

After spending a few more minutes with Mom, we jumped back into the chopper. I suspected I was not the only one who had a feeling she would have asked us both to stay for a meal, and as tempting as that was, we were expected. No one took an Air Force chopper for dinner with their mom. 

Herman waited to start the helicopter until Mom was back on the porch. She waved us off with an arm protecting her eyes as the whirling blades stirred up the wind and threw dust into the air. 

“Just decided to take it out for a spin and pick me up?” I asked through the headphones. 

“Something like that.” Herman grinned, the house and trees falling away behind us. 

Even if it was just for a few hours and consisted mainly of trading insults and dirty jokes, it was nice to spend time with my brother, especially before a mission like this. The four Rusev brothers had spread out among the military branches and only occasionally came across each other. Even holidays were a crap shoot, one or more of us either out on deployment or a mission or unable to get leave time. 

I felt this had been set up specifically for me as a surprise and made a mental note to thank my CO when I got back. 

If I got back. There was always that possibility. 

It was why Herman and I, or any of my brothers, stayed mainly to safe topics, jokes, insults, and old stories. It was why we tried to stay in the moment. Anything else was to face the reality of our jobs, and it was just better not to. 

From the carrier, I went to the base and caught my transport to Japan. I managed to get some sleep on the flight there, and awakened with a start when we arrived. From there, I was taken to a Self-Defense Force base and transported to a sleepy fishing village on the far tip of the northern coast of Hokkaido. 

The old fishing boat we were using bobbed at anchor, a Japanese flag waving from the top of the cabin beside the radar equipment. Several other figures moved on board, preparing themselves and the gear. 

From this distance, they looked like any of the other Japanese fishermen preparing for their day out on the water in the boats down the row. They had their caps pulled low, and one was hauling in the ropes and fishing nets. 

But one looked up as I approached, eyes narrowed in suspicion, and with his dark skin, he was clearly not Japanese. 

“Carter?” I asked. 

“Rusev?” 

I nodded to his question, then tossed my bag onto the deck before I leaped the short distance from the dock to the boat. The man who had turned out to be Carter looked me up and down before extending his hand in a curt welcome. 

“Gear’s down below,” he said, a slight southern twang to his words. 

“Thanks.” 

Nodding a hello to another of my teammates, I headed below, gripping the railing to help keep my balance down the short set of stairs, slippery with years of oil, fish, and mildew. 

I changed into the jeans, sweater, and heavy boots, pulling the scratchy wool cap down low as Carter had, stowing the rest of my gear with the others just as I heard the engine starting up. 

It was time. 

I’d felt the mission creeping on me as I traveled across continents, an ocean, and even the polar ice caps. But this was the moment it started. This was when I felt the familiar tension, the buzz beneath my skin, and the adrenaline rush. Soon, it would be replaced by a calm sense of detachment, my years of training kicking in so all I saw and heard was the mission, the danger, the next movement, the path forward and through and away. 

I climbed the steps back up and took a place at the bow of the boat, looking out over the dark water. Waves crested with white caps in the stiff breeze, and the scent of salt, rust, fish, and old boat mingled with the sprays that misted my face as the ship cleared the harbor and moved out into open water. 

And I wondered what this mission had in store for us. 

The Japanese flag flapped wildly in the breeze as the boat picked up speed, pitching into a wave and cresting out of it with a gut-wrenching lurch, only to repeat it a moment later. But we were not, obviously, a Japanese fishing vessel. Well, to the naked eye, we were. The crews of several other fishing vessels hailed us as we passed. But soon, we were alone, beyond the waters used most often for fishing—this far north, they were too close to disputed waters, and any wrong move could be seen as aggression that could start off a dangerous chain of events. 

Our boat included. 

This was an international operation, and we were intensely aware of what could happen should we encounter any ship from the less-than-friendly countries that lay so perilously close to Japan. I had been briefed on board my brother’s boat, then received further information to study on the plane. But this operation wasn’t clear-cut, and there were far more questions than answers. Something, or someone, was messing around in disputed territory, and tensions were on the rise. 

Of course, this wasn’t common knowledge, but alarming currents were running along diplomatic channels. These currents warned of dire consequences and the explosion of long-running issues that could lead to something terrible. Something like World War III. 

But the problem was, no one knew who or what or even how, and trying to stop a threat without that knowledge was nearly impossible. Both the Russians and the Japanese denied any knowledge of issues, though the accusations certainly ran unchecked between the two. And now they were drawing in allies. 

My team’s mission was to find out the who, or the what, or the how—some puzzle piece, if not the entire puzzle—so we could solve the problem. 

We were here to find out the truth. 

“You ready, man?” 

Turning my head, I found another teammate handing an energy bar to me. I took it with a small “thanks” as he leaned against the railing, his line of sight following mine. 

“Always ready.” I hadn’t eaten since I’d landed in Japan, and I tore the wrapper open with my teeth before taking a large bite of the nutrition bar. It wasn’t good, but it had everything I would need to power me through the next hours. 

The guy looked at me with an appraising gaze, his mouth quirked with a slight smirk. “You’re one of those, huh?” 

“One of what?” I asked around a mouthful of bar. 

“One of those guys who can’t turn off.” 

It was a strange sentence coming from a virtual stranger. The only thing I knew about him, besides the fact that he had blonde, buzz-cut hair, blue eyes, and was slightly taller, was that he was also a Navy SEAL. I couldn’t even say I knew his name. 

“Isn’t that the way we’re supposed to be?” I chewed the last bite and swallowed, wiping my mouth off on the back of my arm. 

The response I got was a shrug. “Maybe. I’ve just witnessed a lot of guys like you burning out. Flaring hot and early and then burning out just as quickly.”

“I’m not going to burn out.” 

My unnamed teammate was starting to get on my nerves, and I changed the subject. 

“Are you Miller or Mercer? I’ve already met Carter.” 

“Miller.” The man stuck out his hand, and I took it, despite my lingering annoyance. “You’re Rusev, right? Any relation to the major general?” 

“My father,” I admitted, feeling my jaw clench, waiting for the next set of questions that were bound to come up. But instead, Miller just continued to gaze out at the endless expanse of water before he nodded.

“I’ve heard about the Rusev boys but never met any of them. Good guys. Or so they say.” Miller winked as he turned away from the railing, and I had to grit my teeth to let him walk away without saying something. 

No, he hadn’t said it, but he’d implied it—my brothers and I had gotten to our positions through our father’s name and connections. 

That wasn’t the truth, of course, but it didn’t matter—enough people believed it that I’d heard the same refrain, both as rumor and said to my face, many times since I’d joined the Navy at eighteen. Never mind, it wasn’t the truth, that we’d all worked twice as hard thanks to our well-known name just to prove to skeptical higher officers we weren’t skating by. Never mind the years of my father’s training we’d had to endure to gain our physical and mental strength. Never mind that I had been learning survival skills in some remote forest when this Miller guy was probably hitting a T-ball off a stand for the promise of a popsicle after the game. I’d heard it enough times that I could grit my teeth and get through it, ignore it, be the bigger man. It hadn’t always been that way, and I had my fair share of scrapes and scars and write-ups on my record to attest to that. 

I was just glad all I had to do was work with him. Nothing about being a Navy SEAL said you had to spend any more time than that with the other guys on your team. 

I hunted for another protein bar, then found an out-of-the-way corner to rest briefly. By the time I opened my eyes again, the sun had peaked. Standing to look over the water, I watched as a sea bird fell from the air, its entrance into the water a small, white splash. It bobbed to the surface a heartbeat later, a small fish in its mouth. 

Land hadn’t appeared, but we were close. 

“Should be pulling up to the coordinates in about half an hour.” 

I looked over my shoulder to find Carter standing just outside the small cabin, arms crossed over his chest, his gaze far out over the water. 

“Time to get suited up,” I said, passing him into the cabin, and he followed, his bootsteps heavy behind me. Mercer was already down there, and I figured Miller had come down already and was steering the boat. 

We shed our disguises and suited up, strapping on weapons and gear with quick efficiency. There was no chatter, no joking, only focused silence as the mission became less fact on paper and more an ever-growing reality. 

The large island grew closer, first a gray mound in the distance, then a large piece of land rising out of the water behind a haze, green and verdant for the summer. As the four of us discussed the final points of the mission, Carter steered us to the coordinates where we would leave the small fishing boat and drop the anchor. Miller took down the Japanese flag to avoid an international incident with a “Japanese fishing vessel” while we carried out our mission. 

For a long moment, we watched the island in silence. But it wasn’t just silence between our team members—it was an odd silence, a void where there should have been some evidence of humans and animals. Where there should have been netting and fishing traps, other signs of locals living the way they always had, only thick powerlines remained, the kind fish stayed away from, the kind that should have been buried deeply. 

They were laying right out in the open. 
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I WALKED OUT OF THE research station, squinting against the bright daylight. Shielding my eyes with my arm against the sun, I looked out over the water, then at the path I had taken to get to this remote part of the island. 

Still no one. 

The cabin door shut behind me, the interior dark and cool again. A small pot bubbled on the camp stove, the steam rising above it smelling of noodles. I stirred the pot, taking deep breaths into my lungs, trying to still the sense of unease. 

It had been two days, and I had yet to hear from the rest of the team. I’d tried to reach them multiple ways, but I had few resources here, and my attempts had failed. The field office was just as in the dark.  

Ripples followed the spoon as I stirred the bubbling water, the noodles swirling around it like a wild sea creature. Where in the world could the team be? They were supposed to have landed the day I arrived here. Even if one of them had been late, maybe a canceled flight, that should still have given them extra time to reach Japan. 

Maybe some part of their transport up here had broken down—a bus, a train, the truck picking them up at the station. But even if one had broken down, it wasn’t like there wouldn’t have been another to take its place. Japan, of all places, would have ensured a swift and reliable replacement to get them to a destination on time. 

Maybe the boat here was the one that had broken. That was the one part of the chain that didn’t have a replacement. 

I suddenly felt reassured, my anxiety climbing down a notch. That had to be it. The boat had broken down, and they needed time to get replacement parts and even more time to fix it. I’d been on hundreds of ships in my life, and I knew I’d heard a strange sound coming from the engine on the way here. 

Except, no one on the team had messaged me to let me know what was happening. 

The three other people on the team were familiar to me, and I had worked on prior research missions with them. One of them was terrible at communication—getting him to answer any correspondence was like pulling teeth. He’d told me himself he was always too absorbed in what he was doing, too much of a pragmatist, and felt communication was overrated. Far overrated. Maybe he had dismissed the idea of giving me a heads-up, knowing there was little I could do to make the time pass faster, anyway. They would get here when they got here. 

That was one possibility, anyway. 

Except he wasn’t the only one on the team, and someone else probably would have given me a heads up, even if he hadn’t. 

With that thought, my anxiety spiked again.

There had to be a reason they were late. A normal, explainable reason, and the rest of the team would be here any time now.  

I managed to snag a noodle on the spoon after several failed attempts and, deeming it cooked enough, turned off the burner. I dumped in the seasoning packet and stirred, the seasoned tofu cake floating to the top. 

The food had been an extra weight in my bag, an annoyance when my goal was to pack as light as possible. Luxury wasn’t a thing on a mission like this. You packed only what you could carry, and most of that space went to instruments and other items needed to collect data and samples. You were lucky if you had several changes of clothes and even more fortunate if the place had some kind of bathing facility. 

But some of the instant noodle bowls you could buy in Japan had become a weakness over the times I’d had extended work there. I’d left a few personal items at home just to be able to fit them in my bag. 

Who needed an extra pair of socks in the middle of summer, anyway?

Now, I was even more grateful I’d brought a few with me—they were something of a comfort. The fragrant, steaming broth spilled into the chipped bowl I’d found in a half-filled cabinet, the noodles following in a large tangle that sent the liquid sloshing over the side. The scent of spice wafted into the air on the steam that curled into the air. I sat at the table with my instruments, notebooks, results, and charts strewn across the top, pushing at them to make a small space. 

The old chair creaked as I sat down, struggling to catch a spoonful of noodles even before my butt was fully in the seat. Why hadn’t anyone thought to stock this place with a fork? Or maybe they had, and it had gotten lost, accidentally packed, or used to cobble together a fix for a machine that had broken but was still needed. 

But there was no one to ask because the guide-caretaker who had been the one who was supposed to meet me here hadn’t ever shown up, either. When I’d radioed my issue, the voice at the other end hadn’t had a solution except to wait longer. 

I blew gently on the first bite and chewed thoughtfully as intrusive thoughts wormed their way back into my head. 

No one had come to the small cabin. No one had tried to contact me about being late. And the silence and sense of isolation were starting to get to me. 

I had electricity, thanks to a generator. I’d worked in some places where the only thing available had been lanterns. My institute had also fitted my laptop with an Internet card connected to a government satellite so I could work, but the coverage was spotty at best. Music downloaded on my phone was my only companion, along with the books I’d downloaded onto it at the café in Nemuro while I’d been waiting for the ferry ride.

But even they were becoming a poor substitute. 

I was alone, and the silence was starting to get to me. 

The last conversation I’d had with my mother back in the café pushed its way into my mind. Suddenly, her concern didn’t seem so far-fetched, nor her feelings of agitation and apprehension. But what was concerning was the way I’d tried to ignore the fact that I felt the same stirrings, the same concern rippling just under my skin and swirling in my stomach. 

My mother was a worrier—it came to her as naturally as breathing. She’d forever been running after my brothers, reckless as most small boys. But she had also had to deal with me, the daredevil of our family. I’d been forever diving into the water to search for dubious treasure, or reaching for a potentially dangerous fish, or climbing up the top of my uncle’s fishing boat. I always conveniently forgot that one slight misstep would have sent me into the shark-infested waters around San Francisco Bay.

But my mother had a good reason to be concerned with my missions—her uncle had died when his fishing boat had gotten caught in a storm far out to sea. Only a few years later, my father died when equipment on the oil rig on which he was conducting marine research failed. That I had so single-mindedly gone after being a marine biologist had always bothered my mother. And I hadn’t chosen a safe job like the aquarium or something close to home, either. 

Despite her fears, I’d never had something like this happen before on a research trip, nor had such an unsettled feeling. I’d done research in the middle of nowhere, with little connection to the outside world. I’d spent long months in places most people would never see, much less seek out, in barren, rocky, freezing places, in jungles, on sun-bleached beaches. Some were paradise, others less than ideal, full of muck, mud, and mosquitos. But I’d never run—I’d stuck to my job, goal, and mission as a marine biologist bent on saving the world’s oceans and the creatures that resided there. 

This was the first time I’d felt anxious like this. Edgy enough to consider that maybe I wasn’t supposed to be here.

But two days was too early to start to worry like this. I had to buck up and do my job. 

I finished my meal, then took what shower I could in the small shower room with almost no water pressure attached poorly to the side of the cabin. Light and sea air flowed through the cracks, and I wondered how anyone showered during the winter when it would be frigid. 
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