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Dedication

To Steve Berry, the best friend any author could wish for. We

started in the trenches together, and I’m happy to still be

fighting alongside you. Of course, I should temper such praise

with an insult—but for once, I will not. And only this once.





Epigraph

Let China sleep, for when she wakes, she will shake the world.

—attributed to Napoleon Bonaparte

All warfare is based on deception.

—Sun Tzu, The Art of War

“Earth must be warned!”

—Claudie Haigneré, the distinguished French astronaut who spent weeks aboard both the Mir space station and the International Space Station. She shouted these words before attempting suicide in 2008.
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Notes from the Scientific Record

Are we alone in the universe?

It’s a question that has puzzled and challenged humankind since we first stared at the stars and wondered who, if anyone, was up there.

In October 2021, a group of NASA scientists proposed a framework for assessing this question, compiling seven rigorous steps necessary to confirm the presence of “biosignatures” that might indicate extraterrestrial life.* They dubbed this list the “Confidence of Life Detection” scale.*

In a nutshell, here are those steps:


	The detection of a signature of biological life

	Rule out contamination

	Rule out non-biological sources

	Prove that the signature could originate from such an environment

	Acquire additional observations

	Eliminate all alternative hypotheses

	Independent, follow-up observations



Plainly, NASA is already modeling for that moment when extraterrestrial life is discovered or detected, whether that be out in the stars or elsewhere.

In a similar vein, back in January 2021, the CIA declassified nearly three thousand pages of documents, known as the Black Vault, pertaining to UFOs and UAPs (Unidentified Aerial Phenomenon). Likewise, in July of that same year, the Pentagon produced an unclassified report regarding 144 UAP cases noted by military pilots between 2004 and 2021. Of those cases, only one had an explainable origin (a deflated balloon). Perhaps it’s for that reason that the Pentagon established a new group in November 2021, to “detect and identify” unknown anomalies in restricted airspace, naming this outfit the Airborne Object Identification and Management Synchronization Group.

With all the recent declassifications, the continuing slow leak of data, and the congressional hearings with Pentagon officials in 2022—all pertaining to the possibility of alien life—it raises two questions:

What does the government already know?

And from the uptick in all these releases: What are they trying to prepare us for?

You’re about to find out.







Notes from the Historical Record

We live on a volatile planet. A geological powder keg that has challenged the permanence of life on Earth throughout its history.

More than 250 million years ago, one of the greatest mass extinctions—the Permian-Triassic Event—wiped out 70 percent of life on land and 90 percent in the oceans. Based on this massacre, it has been dubbed the “Great Dying.” What caused it? Extensive volcanic eruptions throughout Siberia surged magma to the surface, pushing lava through rock, igniting gas and oil deposits. It covered a land area half the size of the United States. The clouds of gasses released raised surface temperatures 18 degrees above today’s average. It acidified oceans, disintegrated coral, and dissolved the shells of ocean creatures.* Life died around the planet, both on land and in the sea.

And that geological event would not be the last to threaten all life.

The Toba supervolcano erupted 74,000 years ago in Indonesia. It blasted two thousand megatons of sulfur dioxide and created a crater more than sixty miles wide by twenty long. The blasts resulted in a volcanic winter that lasted years and tore a massive hole in the ozone layer of the planet, frying life under ultraviolet radiation.* Humanity was driven to a thin population of only about 10,000 to 30,000, a bottleneck that nearly ended us.

After that, Earth was not done trying to shake us off the planet. Almost seventy near-apocalyptic volcanic events followed, one of the last being the 1815 explosion of Mount Tambora in Indonesia. It was the largest ever in recorded history, witnessed by hundreds of thousands and shared with the world by British colonial ships plying the South Pacific. The blast was heard eight hundred miles away and was first attributed to cannon fire. It atomized the top three thousand feet of the mountain, sending a plume of ash and rock eighteen miles into the sky. Between the immediate explosion and the starvation that followed, 100,000 were killed in Indonesia alone, and millions more would die less than two weeks later when the ash cloud circled the equator, dropping temperatures in some areas as much as 20 degrees. It resulted in the infamous “year without a summer.”*

Yet, under that smoky cloud, another story has been buried. It’s a tale that bears on the geological instability of our volatile planet—and on a future playing out today, one that will challenge all we know about our place in this world.

Read on and find out the truth that’s been kept hidden from us all.

Until now.






Prologue

April 11, 1815

Off the coast of Sumbawa, the Dutch East Indies

From the bow of the HMS Tenebrae, Commander Leland Macklin stared into the fiery mouth of Hell.

Already it was high onto midday, but there was no sun. A low layer of ash and smoke fully cloaked the skies. The reek of sulfurous brimstone stung his eyes and burned his lungs. The only light came from the fiery island of Sumbawa. The coastline lay a half-mile off, but it remained indiscernible, except for the rivers of lava flowing down the blasted slopes of Mount Tambora.

The silence of the grave hung heavy over the surrounding seas—what little could be seen of them. The waves around the ship were covered solidly in a foot of ash, interspersed with floating reefs of pumice rock. Still, it couldn’t hide the dead. Shoals of fish bloated in the hot ash, along with countless bodies. Hundreds of souls. Most were so burned and blackened that they were indistinguishable from the dark seas.

“Best we retreat, Commander,” Lieutenant Hemple recommended with clear trepidation.

Seven years his junior, the lieutenant had been Macklin’s second-in-command for more than a decade. Hemple was an abrupt, hard man with dark blond hair and beard, one seldom taken to histrionics. Presently, due to the stifling heat, he had shed his uniform jacket. He wore only his waistcoat, a white shirt, and blue breeches. Like all the crew, his nose and mouth were hidden behind a wrap of damp cloth.

“We’ve taken on a tonnage of ash already, sir,” Hemple warned. “Some of it growing quite hot.”

“We have indeed.”

Macklin wiped a wet cloth across his steamy brow. He was similarly garbed to his lieutenant, except that he had kept on his blue jacket with its simple gold piping and gilt-brass buttons. He knocked ash from his black hat before replacing it over the salt and pepper of his hair.

Macklin turned to evaluate the state of the Tenebrae. His ship appeared to be as petrified as the seas themselves, a dark hillock rising out of these cursed waters. Ash covered all her decks and riggings and blackened the sails of her three standing masts. Masked members of the crew set about sweeping, brushing, and shoveling the hot ash away, only to be confounded by showers of powder and feathery flakes that continued to fall.

“Sir?” Hemple pressed him.

“Turn us about,” Macklin ordered. “Back to Java. Lieutenant-Governor Raffles will be anxiously awaiting our evaluation. Still, keep the Tenebrae at half sail in these treacherous waters.”

“Aye, Commander.”

Hemple left to pass down his orders to the helm. Within minutes, the ship slowly swung away from the fiery island. As she did, the coarse pumice in the water scraped along her hull, sounding like the claws of the dead scratching to board the ship. A low hissing could also be heard in the distance, whispering eerily across the sea’s stillness, coming from where the volcano’s lava poured into the water.

Macklin was cheered to see the fiery glow of Mount Tambora slowly disappear behind him. The first eruption had occurred six days before. The blasts had traveled the eight hundred miles to the island of Java, sounding like distant cannon fire. Many believed it marked a fierce pirate attack on a merchant vessel, but when black thunderheads of ash swept across the islands, followed by a swamping wave, all knew it for what it was: a volcanic eruption of Biblical might.

At the time, the Tenebrae had been docked at Batavia, the capital of the Dutch East Indies on the island of Java. Two days after the eruption, the ship had been commissioned by the lieutenant-governor to sail off and determine the source and the extent of the regional damage.

The Tenebrae had been a good choice for such an excursion. She was a collier-class vessel, used for hauling cargo. She had a square stern, a broad bow, and a flat bottom perfect for sailing through shallow waters. The ship also had a wide main deck running from forecastle to quarterdeck, stretching to a total length of ninety-seven feet with a beam of thirty. And as these were pirate-infested waters, she sailed with six 24-pounder carronades on her deck and two 6-pounder guns on her forecastle.

Macklin rested a hand on one of the latter, appreciating the cool iron and its strength. He was glad to be heading back to port, filled with an uneasy dread, which was only heightened by the stillness of these seas and the continual scraping of stones against the hull.

Footsteps drew him back around as a tall, skeletal figure approached. Though the man’s face was covered in a wet rag, it was easy to recognize Johannes Stoepker, a naturalist with the Batavian Society. He had shed both his jacket and waistcoat, wearing only black trousers and a white shirt, which by now was nearly as dark as his pants. The man had been assigned to the ship by Lieutenant-Governor Raffles, who was president of the same learned organization, whose goal was to study, preserve, and foster interest in the historical and scientific significance of the East Indies. So, for such an undertaking of exploration as this, the Batavian Society had wanted a member on board the Tenebrae.

Stoepker was shadowed by the ship’s cabin boy, Matthew. The twelve-year-old was an Aboriginal lad—dark of hair and skin and admirable of spirit—who also served as powder monkey whenever they employed the ship’s cannon, but during the past days, the boy had acted as the naturalist’s aide. Clearly happy with the assignment, Matthew grinned and hefted a heavy leather satchel over one shoulder, laden with pumice stones that the crew had netted from the water.

“What is it, Mister Stoepker?” Macklin asked.

The naturalist pushed his mask down to his bearded chin. “Commander, as we’re turning about, would it be possible to retrieve one of the bodies from the sea? Back in Java, there is an anatomist and surgeon with the Society who would be intrigued in the state of the dead.”

Macklin grimaced at such a thought. “I won’t have it aboard my ship, Mister Stoepker. The ill luck of it all will have the men in revolt.”

Stoepker frowned and bunched a brow. He spun a gold ring absently around a finger, in deep thought. The ring was adorned with a garnet stone, carved deeply with the letters BG, an abbreviation for Bataviaasch Genootschap, the Dutch name for the Batavian Society.

Stoepker finished his contemplation and cleared his throat. “Commander Macklin, the Tenebrae has an iron-hulled tender for coursing over rocks and reefs. Could we lower it down, load a body into it, and have your ship drag both to Java?”

Macklin considered this request, appreciating its cleverness. “It is a reasonable accommodation. I’ll allow it.” He turned to Matthew. “Boy, grab Landsman Perry and see about freeing the tender.”

The lad nodded, set his bag down, and sped off.

As they waited, Stoepker joined him at the rail and stared back toward the island’s glow as it faded behind the ship’s stern. “I never would’ve expected Mount Tambora to be the culprit, here. Maybe Mount Merapi or Klut. And if I were a betting man, I would’ve wagered Bromo, a peak that has been regularly smoking.”

Macklin nodded grimly. “Everyone believed Tambora was dormant.”

“Extinct, actually,” Stoepker corrected. “At least, that was the consensus until now. Though, I heard rumors that the natives of Sumbawa felt occasional shakes or heard deep-earth rumbles. Maybe we should not have dismissed such tales out of hand.”

“Clearly.”

“And last night . . . I think that second eruption from Tambora was even fiercer than the first. Or maybe it only seemed that way because we were much closer.”

“No, it had to be worse,” Macklin countered. “The thunderous blast it gave off sounded like the very Earth had cracked in half.”

“True. And the huge swell of the seas afterward did indeed feel monstrous. No doubt there’ll be even more coastal flooding throughout these islands.”

Macklin pictured the wave that had struck Java following the first eruption. The Tenebrae had been anchored in deep water and spared any damage. Along the shore, docks had been crushed by that surge, tossing ships and debris far inland.

“Let’s just pray we have a port to return to,” Macklin grumbled.

By now, Lieutenant Hemple had returned to the forecastle. He moved swiftly toward the deck, his legs stiffened by urgency. “Commander, the crow’s nest reports fresh fires ahead of us.”

“From one of the outlying islands?”

“No, sir. At sea. Starboard side. Half-mile out.” Hemple lifted a brass spyglass. “I confirmed the same.”

Macklin waved for the scope. “Let me see.”

Hemple passed him the spyglass. Macklin carried it to the starboard side of the bow. As he crossed, he noted the faintest glow through the pall. He fixed the scope to his eye and took a few breaths to center and focus down upon it. He studied it for a full minute. As the Tenebrae swept toward the location, the sight grew clearer.

“It appears to be a ship,” Macklin reported. “Aflame and listing badly.”

“One of His Majesty’s, sir?” Hemple asked. “Or an Indiaman?”

Macklin lowered the glass and shook his head. “Still too far off to make out any colors or flags. But we’ll strike for it, nonetheless.”

Hemple nodded crisply and left to alert the quartermaster at the helm.

“These seas remain hot,” Stoepker warned. “It would not be hard to imagine an errant flake of flaming ash setting torch to a wooden ship.”

“Not on the Tenebrae. My men know what to watch for. We’ll not be caught unawares.”

“Perhaps the other ship did not have as diligent a crew.”

“We shall see.”

Even at half sail, it did not take long to reach the foundering ship. By then, Macklin and Stoepker had joined Lieutenant Hemple on the quarterdeck. Master Welch manned the ship’s wheel. No one was taking any chances. Especially as it had become clear that the vessel in distress was that of a Bugi pirate, the scourge of the Dutch in this region. The ship’s masts had become torches, tilting crookedly out of the water. The hull smoked so thickly it nearly obscured the flames from view.

Several smaller boats rowed away from the wreckage through the heavy ash. Most were also burning, smoldering, or dancing with flames. Two boats turned and headed for the Tenebrae, with oars desperately chopping the waters.

Macklin found it strange that such pirates would seek succor aboard a ship waving His Majesty’s flag. They must know that they would only find the end of a noose if they made it here. Still, both fought hard for the Tenebrae.

One of them caught fire. The suddenness of it drew a gasp from Stoepker. Pirates crowded into the center of the boat, as if fearing the water more than the fire. But there would be no escape from either. Clothes quickly caught the flames and the boat broke out from under them. Men tumbled into the sea, vanishing below the layer of ash. One arm burst high, still burning, then drowned away.

“What’s happening?” Hemple asked, his eyes huge.

Stoepker backed away from the rail. “We must leave these waters. Something is infernally wrong here.”

As if punctuating the naturalist’s warning, a thunderous boom erupted, shaking the waters. The gloom behind them brightened with fire. It marked yet another eruption of Tambora.

Macklin grimaced, realizing the ship’s name was proving all too apt this day. Her first owner had run her as a convict ship and fittingly named the vessel after a Catholic ceremony of punishment. The celebration of Tenebrae marked the last three days of Holy Week, when a hearse of fifteen candles, representing Christ’s travails on the way to the cross, were extinguished one after the other—until there was only darkness. The ceremony ended with a loud bang in the dark, representing the closing of Jesus’s tomb.

Macklin stared at the sunless skies as the blast echoed away.

Are we about to be similarly entombed?

Moments later, the waters behind the ship swelled up, as if a great sea beast were surfacing and closing upon them.

“Hold tight!” Hemple bellowed to the crew.

The surge lifted the stern high, before rocking it down again, teetering the ship over the swell until she fell heavily back into the sea behind it. Afterward, the Tenebrae continued to jostle hard, waving masts and whipping sails.

Macklin returned his attention to the last of the fleeing rowboats. Only now it had swung away and had begun striking off, as if the pirates had finally noted the flag waving high as the masts flailed in the air.

But that was not the reason.

Hemple rushed to his side. “Smoke, sir. Rising all around us.”

Macklin had noted the thickening pall, but he had attributed it to the burning pirate ship.

A boatswain and his mate burst out of the quarterdeck and hollered to all. “Fire in the bilge!”

Hemple directed several of the crew. “Sand buckets and water! Go!”

Macklin frowned at the sea, at the burning pirate ship.

Stoepker leaned over the rail and looked down. “What are those?”

Macklin followed his gaze. A tide of black stony branches clung to the lower hull. With each rock of the boat, more appeared. Smoke billowed around them, as if the branches were red-hot irons branding into the ship’s planks.

Farther below, seen through breaks in the ash, something flashed and flickered down in the dark depths, like streams of glowing lights passing beneath and around the Tenebrae.

Macklin shuddered at the ungodly sight.

“Full sails now!” he ordered. “Get us out of these waters!”

As he shouted, he never took his eyes from the sight below. Those burning branches continued to spread, climbing higher, as if the fiery claws of some briny monster had nabbed the Tenebrae.

He now understood what had panicked the pirates.

Before the Tenebrae could truly gain speed, flames burst along the hull and swept along those branches, encircling the ship. Even a roll into the ashy water failed to douse the fire.

Behind him, Hemple bellowed and spread the commander’s orders. Shouts and curses rang out everywhere as desperation and terror gripped the Tenebrae.

Macklin searched across the thickening pall toward the Bugi ship. The pirate vessel slowly sank into the ash-covered sea. He knew the same fate likely awaited the Tenebrae. It was only then that he noted Mister Stoepker and the ship’s cabin boy had vanished from his side, but he had no time to ponder their disappearance.

As smoke shrouded his ship and flames rose to the rails, his heart pounded in his throat. He remembered the last time he had attended a Holy Week mass at the church in Batavia. A song had been sung, composed by Gregorio Allegri centuries before, marking the Tenebrae service, those last three days of Christ’s torture.

He recited the title now, “Miserere mei, Deus.”

It was as apt as the ship’s name.

Have mercy on me, God.

April 23, 1815

Batavia, on the island of Java

Stamford Raffles, the lieutenant-governor of the Dutch East Indies, followed the captain of the Indiaman cruiser, the Apollon, through the recovering ruins of the town’s port. Captain Haas was accompanied by his ship’s surgeon, Swann.

The two had appeared at the governor’s palace with some urgency, carrying a letter from a man whom Stamford trusted. So, despite the late hour, with the sun sitting low on the horizon, he had set off with the men in a carriage to the docks. The group now crossed briskly down a long stone pier, one of the few still intact following the damage over the past weeks.

Hammering and sawing and shouting echoed all around the port. But, at least, the skies had mostly cleared of ash, though a thick haze persisted that turned the sun into an angry red orb and created a perpetual twilight. The early evening’s breezes still sweltered and carried the reek of sulfur.

Stamford held a perfumed cloth to his nose against the stench. The heat further soured his mood. He had left the palace fully attired in a black jacket and stiff waistcoat as he was due to attend a dinner later with dignitaries from British Malaya, who had come to survey the damage from Tambora’s eruption.

Captain Haas drew alongside Stamford. The sandy-haired Dutchman was less formally dressed in gray jacket and trousers, but he kept himself neat and carried himself with a measure of practical gravitas.

Haas waved to his ship anchored in the bay. “The Apollon was sailing from New Guinea, passing through the Java Sea, when we came upon a small boat, foundering and lost. We thought she might’ve broken free and been left adrift.”

Swann nodded. He was a small, older man with a stern demeanor and dark eyes. “Then we spotted what the boat held. I recommended to Captain Haas that we haul it all here.”

“We’ve not touched any of it,” Haas added, raising a silver cross to his lips, then lowering it. “Not that any of us dared to.”

The two men drew Stamford to the end of the pier, where a small tender had been tied up. It was covered by a tarp of sailcloth. Before it stood the man who had sent the letter with the captain. It was Stamford’s aide-de-camp and trusted friend, Thomas Otho Travers. The dark-haired Irishman and former soldier kept a fit build, accented by a snug jacket and crisp trousers. He stood with a Scotsman of the same age, whom Raffles also knew, a physician of distinction, one associated with the Batavian Society, Dr. John Crawfurd.

Both men looked equally grim.

Stamford crossed past Haas to reach the pair. “What is it? What required such urgency?”

Travers turned to the iron-hulled boat, which looked weathered and dented. “This tender is from the Tenebrae.”

“What? How can you be so sure?”

Stamford had dispatched the cargo ship, the Tenebrae, sixteen days before, but nothing had been heard from her since. All imagined the vessel had been beset by pirates, as the Bugi fleet were prowling the waters in greater numbers following the eruptions, like vultures picking at a carcass.

“We’re certain, sir,” Travers said and turned to the physician. “Perhaps it’s best you show him, Doctor Crawfurd. I’ll help you.”

The young physician was dressed in black with a white collar, making him look priestly. He crossed with Travers to the tender and together they drew back the drape of sailcloth to reveal a ghastly sight.

Stamford wanted to step away, to refuse what was revealed, but Haas and his surgeon crowded behind him.

Two bodies lay across the bottom of the tender, one twice the height of the other. Both were blackened and featureless. Still, there remained an eerie polish to their surfaces, as if both had been carved of dark marble, with a slight prickling over their skin. The smaller of the two, clearly no more than a boy, lay curled under the arm of the other. Even still, the agonized contortion of neck and spine spoke to the pain of the boy’s death. The lad had found no comfort under that arm. Still, the man had tried, even as the same torturous death afflicted him.

Even stranger, the larger of the two had not fully succumbed to the affliction. The quarter of his body farthest from the boy remained blistered and burned at the edges, but mostly untouched past that point. An ear and cheek still shone pale and blue in death. Part of a burned white shirt hid the upper torso, and one whole leg looked untouched, still clothed in a dark pantleg and a calf-high boot.

None of it made any sense.

Raffles raised a foremost question. “Who are they?”

Doctor Crawfurd stepped gingerly into the tender and over to the larger body. He pointed to the arm wrapped around the boy, then down to a blackened hand, which still bore a ring on a finger. “The stone bears the initials BG.”

Stamford clutched his perfumed cloth tighter, knowing who had been aboard the Tenebrae. “Johannes Stoepker. The naturalist.”

“We believe so,” Travers acknowledged. “We suspect the lad must be a cabin boy from the ship.”

“What happened to them? No fire does this to a body. It looks like they’ve been turned to stone.”

Crawfurd stood again, rocking the tender enough that Travers had to reach over and steady him. “We don’t know, sir,” the physician admitted. “But I did a brief examination. Whatever afflicted them has indeed petrified their flesh. Turning it hard as a rock. But I cannot fathom how or why. I’ll need the corpses carried to my rooms behind the town’s apothecary, where I can better examine the bodies.”

“But there’s something else you should see first,” Travers warned.

The aide-de-camp joined the physician aboard the tender and knelt next to Stoepker’s other arm, which was held tight to his chest. His stony fingers clutched a small steel box.

“He clearly was protecting more than just the boy,” Travers said. “We didn’t want to disturb anything more until you arrived.”

“Can you free the box?” Stamford asked. “And whatever it holds?”

“I can try.”

Travers wrapped his hand in a handkerchief and grabbed hold of the steel, clearly trying to avoid touching the petrified skin. He attempted to slip the box free, but to no avail. Even in death, Stoepker refused to release the secret he held.

“With more force, Mister Travers,” Stamford demanded.

“Yes, sir.”

Travers planted his feet wider, then set about rocking the box and tugging hard at it. Finally, a loud snap cracked sharply, and Travers fell back to the gunwale. The tender nearly capsized under his weight, but Crawfurd balanced the other side to keep the boat from tipping over.

A splash near the stern drew Stamford’s eye.

He flinched. “Did you lose the box?”

“No, sir.” Travers lifted the steel container. “I still have hold of it.”

Stamford’s gaze remained on the water. He watched the remains of a blackened hand float to the surface, missing a couple of fingers. Despite its stony appearance, the hand clearly remained buoyant.

What devilishness is this?

Travers climbed out of the tender and carried the box to him.

Stamford crossed his arms, having no desire to touch the accursed object. “Open it,” he ordered.

Travers popped the latch and creaked the lid open. A fold of paper fell out, fluttering to the pier. Likely a last message from Johannes Stoepker.

Stamford ignored it and leaned closer to the box. It held only one other object: a branched stalk of rock that looked like a piece of black coral.

“What do you make of it?” Travers whispered.

Stamford shook his head, unable to fathom any meaning to it.

Why would Stoepker go to such lengths to preserve such a thing?

Still, Stamford noted that the color and sheen of the fractured piece matched the blackened corpses in the tender. He also remembered a unique feature of coral: when broken and dried, their pieces often floated.

As he stared at the ruins of Stoepker’s hand bobbing in the water, a cold certainty chilled through him.

These bodies hadn’t been petrified into rock.

They’d been turned into coral.
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January 18, 10:04 A.M. NCT

Three hundred miles off Norfolk Island (Australia)

Phoebe Reed stared out in awe at the sunken Garden of Eden.

Beyond the nine inches of acrylic glass, the station’s lamps lit the perpetual darkness. They cast out a unique band of red light that caused little disturbance to the surrounding marine life. Standing at the window, she wore image-enhancing goggles tuned to the light’s wavelength to expand the view.

Even here, two miles down, life teemed in a kaleidoscope of riches. Giant crimson-legged crabs climbed over shoals of reefs, picking delicately into crevices. Ghostly white snailfish glided over open sands. A cookie-cutter shark—once called a cigar shark due to its cylindrical shape—glowed past the window, dark on the topside, bioluminescent below. A larger shark, a bluntnose sixgill, patrolled at the edge of the light.

Next to her, a hand pointed, noting the same. “Sixgills have never been recorded at these depths.”

“Is that true, Jazz?” Phoebe asked, glancing over to her post-grad assistant.

Jasleen Patel gave her a scowl for doubting her expertise. Jazz had completed her master’s degree in marine biology two years before and was finalizing her doctoral dissertation under Phoebe’s mentorship. Jazz had been one of Phoebe’s undergrad students and eventually her teaching assistant at Caltech’s marine lab. Since then, they had been working collaboratively for more than five years. So much so that Phoebe and Jazz became known as PB&J by most of their colleagues.

Most believed the two had bonded because they were both women of color. Phoebe had been born in Barbados but raised by her mother in South Central after they immigrated to the States when she was eight. Jasleen, eight years younger than her, was a native-born Californian, but her heritage was East Indian. Her family, originally from Mumbai, ran a chain of dry cleaners across the Bay Area.

But it wasn’t the women’s skin color or gender that drew them together. At least, not entirely. It was much more about their mutual interests in the mysteries of the deep. That, and their respect for each other.

“It’s hard to believe anything could survive in this sunless bathypelagic zone,” Jazz said, placing a palm against the glass. “The pressure out there is more than two tons per square inch.”

“It’s exciting, isn’t it. Life not only took a foothold out there, but it’s thriving in great abundance.”

They both gazed at the wonderland beyond the glass.

A couple of anglerfish dangled their long rods, waving their luminescent lures. Clutches of squidworms squirmed through the light, feeding on marine snow that fell from the sunlit levels, bringing energy down to these midnight seas. Every glance around her revealed more: schools of viperfish, a pair of vampire squids, a single dumbo octopus. Farther out, albino lobsters crawled amidst waves of crimson anemone.

“Have you picked out the coral beds where you want to take our first samples?” Jazz asked, checking her dive watch. “Our first allotted window of ROV time is in ninety minutes.”

“I’ve selected a few candidates, but I’d like to make another full pass around the ring of windows at this level, and maybe on the tier above us, too.”

“Don’t dawdle,” Jazz warned. “We’re not the only ones salivating for ROV time. We’ve got a lot of competition down here.”

“And above us.”

Thousands of researchers, academics, and scientists had petitioned to be part of this great oceanic enterprise—but only three hundred had been chosen for the inaugural start of the Titan Project. Those hundreds were now spread across three zones.

Half the researchers remained topside, aboard the Titan X, the thousand-foot-long gigayacht that supported a thirteen-story glass sphere at its stern. The orb housed twenty-two state-of-the-art laboratories. It was a ship capable of servicing the station here, but it could also swiftly sail the seas, driven by a molten-salt nuclear reactor, to engage in studies around the globe.

Also topside was Titan Station Up, a floating platform designed after the FPSO system of oil rigs. It served as the staging ground, workstation, and permanent support facility. The station’s two dozen submersibles—both HOVs and ROVs—were also docked there.

During the past two weeks, the specialized HOVs—human occupied vehicles—had ferried researchers and staff two miles deep to Titan Station Down. Some had described the inverted pyramid of the underwater station as the “world’s most expensive toy top.”

To her, as she had descended in an HOV two days before, it had been the most incredible sight. The station’s uppermost level, with its large glass observatory dome, looked like a huge UFO that stretched a hundred meters across. The four tiers below it were the same circular shape as the first, but each shrank in diameter the deeper they went, forming that “toy top.” The bottommost level—where she was now—was a mere twenty meters wide. It held no labs, just a ring of polarized black glass, making it as much an observatory as the dome on top.

Like the platform and ship above, this entire station floated, hovering above the seabed. Its position was maintained by ballast tanks and dynamically stabilized by thrusters at each level. The only point of contact with the fragile ecosystem below were a few anchors cabling them in place.

To make it easier for the researchers and workers to move about the three zones, Titan Station Down was maintained at a constant one atmosphere of pressure, requiring no acclimation or decompression as personnel arrived or left. Submersibles offloaded or took on passengers through a docking system similar to the one at the International Space Station—which was appropriate, as the landscape around them was as hostile and as dangerous as any vacuum of space.

Still, such fears were hard to hold on to. Phoebe and Jazz, like most of the researchers, continued to walk around the sky-blue passageways in a haze of awe, nervousness, and excitement. They’d all had months of preparations, weeks of lectures, and days of safety classes. Still, nothing could prepare one for entering this world.

“Pheebs, you finish your survey down here,” Jazz said. “I’m heading up and checking our assigned ROV terminal. I want to make sure that duo from MIT doesn’t eat into our time.”

“You do that. Keep breathing down their necks if you have to.”

“Oh, trust me, this girl’ll cut a guy if he doesn’t move quick enough.”

Phoebe smiled as Jazz headed toward the spiral staircase that led upward. Jasleen was barely five-foot, with a pixie cut of dark hair, but when it came to defending their workspace and schedule, she could become a veritable pit bull.

Knowing Jazz would hold her just as accountable to their schedule as anyone, Phoebe set about circling the Tethys Tier. This time, she focused less on the wonder of the abundant sea life that swam, crawled, or jetted across the reefs and more on her area of expertise.

Her doctoral thesis had been on the unique biology of deep-sea coral. Most people were familiar with shallow coral from snorkeling, where polyps derived energy from photosynthesizing algae that lived cooperatively within the coral. But her interests focused on those corals who made their home below the sunlit zone. Such deep-thriving corals continued to be a mystery and remained poorly understood. In these frigid, high-pressure waters, they matured slowly and were known for their incredible longevities, up to five thousand years by some estimates.

With no sunlight, such species fed on microscopic organisms—zooplankton and phytoplankton—along with the particulate organic matter from decaying plants and animals. To take up that abundance, deep-sea corals formed beautiful, fragile structures of fronds and fine branches that sifted the currents for food and oxygen. As a result, bathypelagic reefs looked more like forests, all feathered and fanned out.

Which is certainly true here.

Beyond the window, the sheer volume of coral was astounding. It was more of a fluorescent jungle than a forest. Brilliant gorgonian coral rose in towering stalks and branches, some climbing thirty or forty feet high. They glowed in yellows, pinks, blues, and soft purples. They were mixed with sea whips and sea fans. Elsewhere, tall stands of jet-black tree corals rose in dense, thick branches, looking like carbonized sculptures of meter-tall pines. In stark contrast, huge bushes of ivory-colored Lophelia filled gullies or crowned ridges.

She was momentarily daunted by the monumental task to study and catalog the breadth of this landscape, but she took a deep breath, remembering a Chinese proverb often quoted by her mother whenever Phoebe grew too overwhelmed, especially after they had first moved to the States.

A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

She took a deep breath and exhaled it slowly.

I can do this.

11:08 A.M.

Forty minutes later, Phoebe completed her second pass around the windows of Tethys Tier. To navigate the space, she had to scoot past clusters of colleagues, who whispered in languages from around the globe. She carried an e-tablet that glowed with a map of the surrounding reefs. She had marked fifteen possible sites—three times too many for their first window of ROV time.

I need to whittle this down to the best five or six spots.

She clutched her tablet, frustrated but knowing she would have ample time later for additional sampling. In the months ahead, she intended to widen her search grid. The first week was intended to be about acclimation, about getting accustomed to the collection methods and learning how best to utilize the station’s onboard labs. After that, her research could be expanded. She already had a booking on a survey HOV heading out next Tuesday, where she could explore sites farther afield.

As if summoned by this thought, a brilliant yellow submersible, with a huge glass sphere at its bow, glided past. Beyond the glare of its lights, which stung through her sensitive goggles, shadows could be seen moving behind the HOV’s curve of glass.

She pressed a palm to the window and watched it disappear into the darkness, a slowly fading star. An ache of desire burned through her.

A man spoke, startling her. “What do you think of all this, Dr. Reed?”

Focused fully on the view, she hadn’t noticed anyone approach. She turned, then stiffened in surprise at the presence of William Byrd, the CEO of ESKY and principal investor of the Titan Project. The fifty-year-old Aussie had made his fortune from shipbuilding—mostly container ships and freighters, but also for the Australian navy. His company continued to handle the bulk of international trade. His net worth was upward of $70 billion. Still, he currently wore a simple navy-blue jumpsuit and cap bearing the symbol of a trident, the official uniform for the station. The only sign of his wealth was a bulky gold pocket watch that hung from a chain across his chest.

She removed her goggles and struggled to find her voice. She finally waved to the seas beyond the glass, remembering her own first impression of the view. “Mister Byrd . . . you . . . were not wrong to describe these seas as a lost Garden of Eden. It’s all truly astounding.”

“Ah, so you heard my press conference last week?”

He gave her a rakish grin, making him look even more boyish. His face was deeply tanned—but not from any salon. It had the salt-scoured look of a rugged sailor, set off by thick blond hair, speckled with white from either age or the sun’s bleaching, probably both.

“I doubt anyone missed it,” she said. “Though I suspect Bezos, Branson, and Musk might’ve taken offense.”

He shrugged. “Serves them right. Why spend billions sending rockets into space when there are so many mysteries left unexplored right here on Earth. Especially under the sea, where only 20 percent of the ocean floor has been mapped so far. And even those maps are of poor resolution. When it comes to discerning a level of detail necessary to detect items as large as plane wrecks, it drops to a paltry 0.05 percent—leaving nearly all the ocean floor unexplored.”

“I hadn’t realized those numbers were so low,” Phoebe said.

Byrd nodded sadly. “It presents our greatest challenge. Humanity’s future will not be discovered on the surface of Mars, but in that 99.9 percent of the Earth’s oceans that remain a mystery. And we neglect it at our peril. The oceans are our breadbasket, our playground, even our pharmacy. More importantly, the seas are the true lungs of our planet, producing 80 percent of the world’s oxygen and consuming 25 percent of the carbon dioxide. If even a quarter of the ocean dies, so does most life on Earth.”

Phoebe nodded along with him, reminded of the overall importance of the Titan Project. It was funded by a conglomerate of non-profit groups, research grants, and corporate sponsors, but the lion’s share of the investment had come from the man standing before her. She didn’t know if this was his way of giving back after raking in billions from his thousands of cargo carriers plying the world’s oceans. Still, at least he was giving back. It was his company that had overseen and financed most of the construction of the Titan Complex, spending $10 billion to see it come to fruition in a shockingly swift timeframe.

And I get to be part of it.

Yet, even the billionaire standing before her could not hold Phoebe’s full attention. Her gaze kept slipping past his shoulders to the ring of windows. Her eyes followed the path of a Cuvier’s beaked whale as it swept across the coral beds, likely as curious about them as they were about their surroundings. Such whales were the Cetacean deep-divers, known to hold their breath for hours.

Byrd must have sensed her restless inattention, which only broadened his welcoming grin. He turned to stare at the wonderland glowing out the windows.

“If this is truly a lost Garden of Eden,” he said, “let’s hope we don’t get kicked out for seeking forbidden knowledge like Eve. We have much to learn down here. And a lot of work ahead of us.”

“It’s not work. Trust me. It’s an honor. To be here at the edge of the Coral Sea. With all the discoveries that await us, I’m anxious to get started as soon as possible.”

By now, the others on this level had all turned their way, ignoring the view outside. William Byrd seldom intruded upon the researchers. During Phoebe’s weeks of training aboard the Titan X, she had spotted the billionaire only a few times, either across the deck of the yacht or as he was shuffled amidst an entourage throughout the science globe. At the moment, he had pared his staff down to a lone, stern-faced bodyguard, a tall Aboriginal man, who had a hand resting atop the pommel of a baton secured at his waist.

“Your enthusiasm inspires me, Dr. Reed,” Byrd said, still staring out at the breadth of the sea.

“Thank you,” Phoebe stammered, shocked that the man even knew her name.

Then again, she was one of the few Black faces aboard the Titan Complex and the only Black woman as far as she knew. She hoped that was not the reason for his recognition—or the fact that she stood six-foot-two and towered over most everyone.

While the Titan Project was an international effort, the majority remained white and male. There was a fair number from across Asia, along with a handful from Turkey, Pakistan, and the Middle East. Still, men outnumbered women twenty to one. But that spoke more to the lack of women in the sciences versus any prejudice.

At least, I hope so.

Byrd turned from the window to face her. “I look forward to your thoughts on the state of our reefs, Dr. Reed. I can only hope we discover a way to stop the destruction of the coral beds that gave this sea its name.”

She had suspected this was the reason she had been selected to participate in the project. Deep-sea coral seemed especially resistant to the heat-induced bleaching of surface coral, an affliction threatening the Great Barrier Reef. Such deep-growing coral also withstood pollution far better. But no one truly knew exactly why. If it could be discovered, it might offer a solution to saving the great reefs of the world.

“I’ve read your journal articles from your research at the Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute,” Byrd continued. “Related to the resilient ecology of Sur Ridge off the coast of California. It’s why I place such hope on your work here.”

She tried to hide her shock. He read my work. So, maybe the man’s acknowledgment had nothing to do with her skin color or her towering height after all.

She straightened her back. “I will do my best.”

“I have no doubt of that.”

Byrd finally sighed loudly. “I will leave you to get fully settled, Dr. Reed. But I look forward to chatting with you again.”

Before he could step toward the central stairs, a low rumble echoed through the station. Outside, the anchor cables swayed, but the five tiers of Titan Station Down barely moved as its rows of thrusters, all computer coordinated, compensated for the shaking.

Still, the other scientists gathered closer, shying from the ring of windows.

Even Byrd’s bodyguard reached a hand toward his charge.

But the Aussie stepped aside and raised an arm, along with his voice. “Just a minor sea quake, everyone. Nothing to worry about. We’re in a tectonically active region. This is the sixteenth—no, seventeenth—tremor we’ve recorded since we started this project. Such quakes are expected and have been fully accounted for by Titan’s design team.”

As the tremor subsided, Phoebe was the only one to step back to a window. She gazed out. Beyond the glass, the sea life looked as unimpressed by the shaking as Byrd. The fluffed-up sand was already sifting back down.

She tested a palm against the glass, feeling the slight thrum of the stabilizing thrusters but nothing else. She stared beyond the reach of the red lamps to the darkness beyond, toward the likely epicenters of the recent tremors. She pictured where this sea shelf dropped away into an interconnecting maze of deep trenches: the Solomon trenches, the New Hebrides, and farther out, the Tonga and Kermadec trenches. They marked the broken tectonic line where the Pacific Plate ground under the Indo-Australian Plate.

While the Mariana Trench to the north got more publicity and attention—being the world’s deepest—it was only a thousand meters deeper than this chain. Because of their second ranking, these trenches had never been given as much scientific attention.

Until now, she hoped.

One of the reasons she wanted to join the Titan Project had been its proximity to those trenches and how it tied to her latest research. Deep-sea coral had been well documented in beds two miles under the sea. But no one truly knew if they thrived deeper, and if so, what they might look like or how they survived. Answers to those mysteries could be found in the neighboring maze of trenches.

She glanced back to William Byrd, who had been stopped by a trio of researchers before he could leave. It sounded like he was still reassuring them, speaking about all the troubleshooting and shakedown testing that the station had undergone.

She let him drone on, remembering instead his statement from a moment before, about how 99.9 percent of the ocean remained unexplored. There must be deeper-growing coral out there somewhere.

She turned back to the window.

And I will find them.

With her palm still on the glass, she felt a tremor that started in her hand and vibrated up her arm. Outside, the seabed shivered, casting up sand, shaking that vast forest. The sedate sea life flashed away with flickers of fins and tails. An army of crabs abandoned their scavenging and skittered away from the reef. Octopi and squids jetted off into the darkness, leaving behind a panicked fog of ink.

Her eyes widened, and her breath caught, stifling the warning in her throat.

Before she could exhale, the sea floor bucked under the station. The anchor lines thrashed violently. Two of them ripped away. Overhead, fire doors slammed shut between the levels, isolating each tier. As the station twisted and jolted, the rest of the cables were jettisoned with bubbling blasts from their attachments to the floating structure.

Once loose, Titan Station Down spun slowly like the top that it was—until the thrusters finally compensated and drew them back to a steady hover.

Phoebe glanced to the others. A few of the researchers had been thrown to the floor by the jarring of the station. William Byrd remained on his feet, likely due to the firm grip of his bodyguard.

The Aussie attempted a laugh, but it came out forced. “That was more of a shakedown cruise than I had hoped you’d experience, but as you can see, even under such a severe jolt, all is well.”

Overhead, the fire doors slowly sighed open between the levels. An all-clear klaxon chimed throughout the station.

“As I told you,” he assured them with a big smile, “there’s nothing to worry about.”

Still, his grin looked far less sure than it had a few moments before.

Phoebe turned back to the window. As the quake faded, the seabed settled. The sands sifted down and revealed the reef again, which appeared mostly intact. A couple of taller tree corals had snapped at their bases and crashed down into the sand. But that seemed the worst of the damage.

Still, she waited and maintained her vigil.

After a full five minutes, a cold wave of dread shivered through her.

None of the other free-wheeling pelagic life had returned, as if still avoiding this area.

She winced, suddenly worrying.

Should we be doing the same?
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January 22, 6:02 P.M. HKT

Hong Kong, China

Commander Grayson Pierce knelt across from his two-year-old son and waited for Jack to make the selection that would determine his destiny.

For the moment, the boy’s focus remained on the sulfur-crested cockatoo dancing atop a perch near a balcony door. Outside, the sun sat low on the horizon, illuminating a view that swept across the forested heights of Victoria Peak and down to the skyscrapers of Hong Kong and its harbor.

An exasperated sigh drew back Gray’s attention.

“C’mon, Jack, pick one,” Harriet urged the boy. Clearly the seven-year-old girl’s patience had reached its limit. She knew there was a four-tiered birthday cake in the shape of Snoopy sitting in the kitchen.

“Don’t rush him,” Penny scolded her younger sister, portraying the tolerant older sibling, older by an entire year.

The two girls were the daughters of Gray’s best friends and fellow Sigma colleagues, Monk Kokkalis and Kathryn Bryant, who were presently in the kitchen readying the small party that would follow this ceremony. Gray heard the easy comfort of their conversation, interspersed with quiet laughter and the occasional louder snort of amusement from Monk, which was a fair approximation of a goose’s mating call.

He and the others had come to China from D.C. late last week to celebrate Jack’s second birthday with the boy’s maternal grandmother. Guan-yin circled those sitting on the floor around Jack. Her name meant goddess of mercy. Though as the dragonhead of the Duàn zhī Triad, such a moniker was likely more ironic than apt. Gray knew that if he and Seichan had not come to Hong Kong with Jack, no mercy would’ve been afforded them. Guan-yin had been furious enough that she had missed Jack’s pivotal first birthday.

Clearly, the boy’s grandmother intended to make up for it.

The slender woman wore a hooded robe, revealing a long cascade of black hair with a single streak of gray along one edge of her face, the same edge that bore the curve of a deep purplish scar. It curled from her cheek to across her left brow, sparing her eye. She hid the disfigurement in public—not out of shame, but because it was a well-known marker of who she was. Her status, as both dragonhead and the Boss of Macau, invited both reverence and enmity. But in her villa atop the Peak, she could let her guard down. Not that she needed any protection—the grounds were heavily patrolled by the elite of her triad. Plus, even in her early sixties, she was wickedly skilled with the knives and daggers hidden in her robes.

Guan-yin settled another stack of money-stuffed red envelopes atop those already resting on a side table. Scores of wrapped presents also crowded there. Clearly, there were few in her organization who were not going to honor her grandson with a gift.

Protecting that pile was Guan-yin’s ever-present shadow. Zhuang stood half a head taller than Gray. The older man’s snow-white hair was pulled back and knotted into a long tail. His face was lineless and smooth. His every move had a silky power to it.

As one envelope slipped from the pile, the man deftly caught it without glancing aside and returned it to its proper place. Across his back, he carried the scabbard of an eighteenth-century Chinese Dao saber. The man never mentioned its history, beyond the weapon’s age. But in the past Gray had watched Zhuang wield the blade and knew the centuries had not dulled its edge.

Guan-yin silently thanked Zhuang for rescuing the envelope with the lightest brush of her fingers across his upper arm. From the way Zhuang’s eyes lingered on her as she crossed back to the gathering, Gray suspected the man served more of a role than just a personal bodyguard.

Gray envied the quietness of their affection for each other.

He glanced to Jack’s left, where the boy’s mother knelt.

I wish the same could be said for our relationship.

Seichan looked seemingly calm, awaiting their son’s decision. She was dressed in black slacks and a matching jacket, embroidered with flowers only a few shades lighter. Her hair fell in a smooth ebony plait past her shoulders. Despite her patient expression, Gray knew her well enough to recognize the tense pinch to her emerald eyes, the slight rise in her shoulders as muscles clenched across her back.

She was a tightly wound spring.

And not about Jack’s future destiny.

Gray still felt the heavy weight in his sportscoat’s breast pocket.

What was I thinking?

Guan-yin leaned down to kiss Seichan on the cheek. “Chúc mừng sinh nhật, Con gái,” she said in Vietnamese, her native tongue, wishing her daughter a happy birthday.

Seichan reached to her mother’s hand and wished her the same. “Chúc mừng sinh nhật, Mẹ.”

Smoothly, Guan-yin knelt on Jack’s other side, resting a palm atop his head, drawing his attention back from the cockatoo. “Chúc mừng sinh nhật, Jack.”

Seichan had already explained the Vietnamese tradition for celebrating birthdays. The actual date of one’s birth was seldom acknowledged. All birthdays were celebrated, no matter the true date, on Tet Nguyen Ðan, the Vietnamese New Year. The holiday fell on the first new moon after January 20. The same as the Chinese New Year, the eve of which had been celebrated wildly and raucously last night.

Jack’s true birthdate was in another two days, but Guan-yin had insisted that her grandson be celebrated in the ways of Vietnamese, Chinese, and American traditions. There were still candles to be blown out atop the Snoopy cake—but not until the Chinese ceremony of Zhua Zhou was performed.

Still, like having his birthday cake two days early, Jack was a year late for this particular ceremony. While the Chinese performed this act on a child’s second birthday, a Chinese child’s first birthday was counted on the month after they were born. The Chinese considered the time spent in utero to cover the bulk of a child’s first year.

Still, Guan-yin demanded that lines be blurred for her grandson. Zhua Zhou—or the birthday grab—would be performed today. An array of symbolic items had been arranged across the floor before Jack, each representing a predicted destiny. There was a jade abacus heralding a future in business or finance. A chicken leg for a calling as a chef. A small microphone for that potential entertainer in the family. In all, there were sixteen items for sixteen destinies.

The group all waited for Jack to pick an item.

Gray did not fail to note that Seichan had centered a tiny sword closest to Jack’s left knee. It needed no explanation for the destiny it represented. Guan-yin, ever the grandmother, had snuck a toy stethoscope near Jack’s other knee. Apparently, all grandparents wanted a future doctor in the family.

Gray hadn’t bothered with such foolishness.

No one’s fate is decided like this.

Still, Gray sat straighter as Jack leaned forward. The boy gained his feet and took his first steps into the future. An expectant hush fell over the room. By now, Monk and Kat had joined them, standing at the entrance to the kitchen. Even Zhuang, drawn by the suspense, stepped away from his post to watch the action.

Jack crossed through the cluster of objects as if navigating a minefield. He finally dropped to his knees, then his hands. He reached to an object at the very edge, shadowed by the arm of a couch and hidden under a drape of a velvet throw.

Once obtained, the boy dropped heavily to his backside, giggling at his new treasure and proudly lifting it for all to see.

Gray lunged forward and grabbed it. “Who put a grenade over here?”

The answer came from the hallway behind him. “That’s my godson, all right.”

Gray swung around and glared at Kowalski.

The gorilla of a man stood in boxers, flip-flops, and a T-shirt. From his red eyes and the pained set to his lips, he was still hungover from the New Year celebrations that ran into the early morning.

“Don’t worry,” Kowalski grumbled to them all. “It’s a dud. From the Korean War. I picked it up at a night market a couple days back. Knew Jack would love it. Got future demolitions expert written all over him. Just like me.”

Gray groaned. “Maybe we’d better try this again.”

Seichan nodded, a rare point of agreement between them of late. “We’re definitely doing it again.”

10:18 P.M.

Seichan stood at the railing of the dark balcony and stared down at the walled garden below. A scatter of small lanterns glowed, illuminating dark ponds, arched bridges, and tinkling bamboo fountains. The scent of winter-blooming Bauhinia orchid trees sweetened the gentle night breezes.

Behind her, the villa slowly succumbed to the night. Gray was showering after getting Jack settled to bed. Monk, Kat, and the girls had retired to a private cabana within the walled grounds. Kowalski had set off into the city, trailed by a pair of triad guards—though their presence was likely less to protect the large man as to keep him from triggering an international incident.

Their group had traveled from the States under fake names and with forged passports. The goal was to keep a low profile. Since they were not here in any official capacity, they had to tread lightly. On paper, Hong Kong remained a special administrative region of the People’s Republic, with a separate governing and economic system from the mainland. But the principle of “one country, two systems” had grown so blurred of late as to make the two nearly indistinguishable in governance, especially following the harsh crackdown of protests in 2019 and then the strict quarantines during Covid.

Despite these changes, their group’s trespass into Hong Kong was facilitated by two factors.

First, Sigma remained a clandestine organization, operating at the periphery of military structure. Members were former soldiers with the Armed Forces, mostly special ops, who had been covertly recruited by DARPA, the Defense Department’s research-and-development agency. The operatives were re-trained in various scientific disciplines to act as first-strike field agents and investigative teams whenever a global threat should arise. In that capacity, Sigma missions remained entirely off-the-books, operating in a shadowy realm that blurred the lines between intelligence services, military operations, and scientific research.

Second, even with all the subterfuge, their group in Hong Kong was undoubtedly under surveillance and their identity was surely known. It was a game intelligence services played, to pretend not to notice another agency’s trespass, while keeping close tabs. Unless their group posed an immediate threat to Chinese security, their presence would be tolerated. No one would act against them without provocation.

At least for now.

Still, as Seichan stood at the balcony rail, she remained guarded, which was her steady state at all times. With the exception of the tiny lanterns in the garden, the only light came from the cold glitter of stars and the distant neon shine of Hong Kong’s skyscrapers. The moon had already set, not that it would have cast any light. With the Chinese New Year coming to an end, the phase of the lunar cycle—the new moon—was but a dark shadow sliding across the stars.

It was how she had felt most of her life.

A shadow moving across the brightness of the world.

The curtains shifted behind her, allowing a sliver of lamplight to slice across the balcony. The slider glided open, and a silk-robed figure pushed out onto the balcony. Her mother crossed toward her, bringing along the awkwardness that had never fully cleared between them.

Despite being reunited
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