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            Author’s Note and Content Warning

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Project Underworld, book 3 of The Kari Chronicles! I’m assuming if you’ve made it this far, you’re enjoying the series. Yay! This novel features the same twists and turns, humor, world travel, and paranormal elements as the first two in the series; however, this novel is darker and I don’t mean that in a ‘the lighting is poor’ kind of way.

      I don’t believe the general public realized the extent of the depravity among some of the supremely wealthy until recently. Sure, we had our guesses, but now the details—the ones not redacted—are available. It’s because of this, I felt I needed to include more appalling behavior among the billionaires to make this world more believable. Please note that I did not go into detail. You can be assured that once a terrible topic is broached, there’s not much more to it. Having said that, the following issues do appear in this novel: alcohol and drug abuse, child abuse, cults, eugenics, family death, homophobia, misogyny, murder, possessive behavior, racism, sex trafficking, violence, and voyeurism. There’s also a 25% increase in the f word.

      Now that I’ve given you a heads-up, I think you’re well prepared to venture into Kari’s underworld. Did I mention the novel’s still funny at times? Okay, good. I hope you enjoy the story! (Please rate, review, and tell your friends if you do.)

      Happy reading,

      Serena J. Bishop

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Sapporo, Japan

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re sure you’re ready to be initiated as my fidele?” Henry asked Kari, his bright white smile beaming. “You look nervous.”

      Kari stood outside the closed conference room door and held her hands behind her back to hide her shaking. She was already on edge since she had been acting as an informant for the CIA. “I am, but it’s a good nervous, right? Like the way people must feel before they get married or have kids,” she said to the divorced man who had plotted his son’s murder a few months ago.

      His smile still didn’t leave. “I assure you that everything will be wonderful. Now, wrap up this meeting and pack your bag. I was told to dress in rugged clothes for many days of travel and then business attire for one day.”

      That ratio of clothing did not make sense. “We’ll be gone almost a week? Where are we going?”

      “I don’t know!” Henry added a little knee bounce to his excitement. “Meet me on the helipad in thirty minutes!” He strutted away with spirited steps.

      Before she went back inside to end her meeting with the VIP team, Kari took a moment to collect herself. Even in her genius brain, she had a difficult time contending with the fact that she was about to join In Virtute, an organization of such power and secrecy it probably only rivaled the Illuminati. The two groups probably got together once a year to plan civil wars and decide which genetic traits they wanted systematically removed. Maybe play polo.

      With her small speech prepared, Kari went back inside. The presentation slide displayed the VIPs for the Hawaii stop, which included Kari’s mothers.

      Five pairs of eyes around the conference room table darted her way.

      “That was Henry Wibawa,” Jia, one of the new VIP interns from World University, said in awe.

      “It sure was,” Kari said with an awkward grin. “I apparently need to go with him on a trip. For about a week.”

      “A week!” Ahmed, the newly minted Senior of VIP Relations, said with wide eyes and gripped arm rests.

      “You’ll be fine.” Kari gestured to the blonde beside him. “Belle is around—Matthew, too—to help if you run into any issues.”

      Nando, poker friend turned VIP intern, knitted his brow.

      “Question, Nando?”

      He pushed his stocky frame up in the chair. “Does that mean Ahmed will give our progress reports to Doug?”

      “Nope.” Doug, the World University intern coordinator and her CIA contact, shook his head. “I only meet with Kari. In fact, if she’s leaving, then I might as well go. The new semester is slamming me.” He left the room, the door staying open in his wake.

      “Any other questions?” Hearing none, Kari turned off the projector and unplugged her laptop. “I call this meeting adjourned!”

      Kari took her belongings and made a bee line from the administrative deck to the stairwell for her cabin. Or suite, really. She hated Henry had insisted she live in Madeleine’s former living space. The super cabin offered VIP comforts at every turn, something Kari didn’t think she’d ever get used to. Except for the new bathtub. The soaking tub with jets had been a necessary replacement, as she refused to bathe in what may have Madeleine’s murder tub.

      Before she started to pack, Kari pulled the Frida Kahlo print off the wall in her dining area to reveal her wall safe. She pressed her thumb to the scanner, entered the code, and pulled out her telepathy remote. She didn’t trust Henry or his In Virtute colleagues, and, because of that, she needed to know every thought in their heads. Kari placed the remote back—she could not risk losing it while traveling—and returned the safe back to the way it was before she turned for the stairs, but a knock at her cabin door made her pause. She went to answer, checked the peep hole, and opened it.

      Gorgeous, inquisitive eyes the color of sapphires scrutinized her.

      “Did you think of another question?”

      Belle tsked, shaking her head. Seriously asking me that? “Henry pulled you out of our meeting like the ship was on fire. Can I come in so we can talk?”

      “While I have enjoyed your company in the past a great deal, I’m afraid that since I’m your boss now, the optics of that wouldn’t look good.” However, the optics of the two of them together in Kari’s fantasies looked spectacular. Alas, Doug had forbidden any dalliance between them, and HR had its own policies with employee relationships.

      She’s right about that.

      “Also”—Kari tapped the device nub behind her ear—“I can do the mind thing right now.” Due to events during the New Year’s celebration, Belle had learned that Kari was a telepath, Kari had learned Belle was undercover CIA, and they both had learned what each other’s lips tasted like.

      Belle looked both directions down the passageway. You’re scared. That can’t be good. “Can you at least tell me where you’re going?”

      “I don’t know, and that’s the truth. Also, you’re right, I am scared, but this is something I need to do.”

      What you need to do is be safe. “I’m worried”—Belle stepped back, putting herself out of range, and folded her arms—“as a friend.”

      “Henry needs me, so I won’t be hurt.” She hitched her thumb backward. “I have to change and pack a bag before the helicopter leaves.”

      “Alright,” Belle said through a long exhale. “I’ll let you get to it.”

      “Thank you. I promise I’ll see you soon.” Kari shut the door and returned to her plan.

      She bounded up the stairs to her master bedroom’s walk-in closet and pulled out a suitcase. She had no idea what the climate of this mystery place would be, so far too many clothes were tossed inside. Next came her toiletries. Kari loved her shorter hair, but the products required to keep the style punk yet professional were ridiculous.

      Once she stripped off her business suit and changed into hiking clothes for travel day one, she steered her packed rolling luggage down the stairs. A quick glance at her kitchen cupboard while slinging her work attaché over her shoulder convinced her to grab snacks before she headed out.

      “I couldn’t leave,” Belle said as soon as the door opened. “I know there’s more to this.” What aren’t you telling me?

      Belle couldn’t know the scope of what Henry—and herself, apparently—were about to commit to. It was too dangerous, even for Belle. “You’re right, I’m not telling you everything and I’m sorry. I’m Henry’s right hand now, so I have to go.”

      God, I hope she’s careful.

      “I promise I will be.” Kari grinned. “I have to come back so we can talk about our book and movie list, right?”

      Of all people, why do I have to love her? Belle’s cheeks flushed and she took two steps back. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to . . . I’m sorry.”

      It was reassuring to know her feelings for Belle were reciprocated. Even if that meant the emotions Kari had been wrestling with had evolved into a full-blown cage match with swinging folding chairs and table smashing. “I get it, and it means everything to me that you care, but you should leave before the rumor mill starts.”

      Belle chuckled in that bubbly way that tickled Kari’s belly and heart. “Alright then, boss. Be safe, and I’ll look forward to our book-movie discussion.” Belle walked away, then bellowed, “Don’t forget your necklace!”

      She reached up to touch her firestarter necklace, only to feel bare skin. In her haste to change clothes it must have been pulled off.

      The necklace had become a symbol for what mattered most—her family—and helped ground her to the person she was raised to be. Bathtub jets, exquisite Japanese-style omelets, and all-she-could-drink sparkling wine were only temporary perks. Kari ran back up the stairs, saw her necklace lying on the floor, and looped it over her head. Okay, now it was time to go.

      When she arrived on the VIP deck, Josef caught her eye. Henry’s new chief of security and go-to assassination enthusiast had a sour expression. While she didn’t want anything to do with In Virtute or be Henry’s fidele, it did give her some satisfaction that she was allowed to go somewhere Josef wasn’t.

      As the pilot directed Kari how to load her things, the sound of clanging on the helipad’s metal steps caught her attention. Henry jogged up them in his ‘rugged’ outfit of jeans, a flannel shirt, snakeskin boots, and a cowboy hat.

      They had interpreted the wardrobe assignment differently.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      Zero was my only clue. Wish I knew what that meant. Henry took the helicopter seat in front of her. “This journey will consist of many phases, Karishma. The helicopter will take us to the airport, where Botan has arranged a private jet. That’s all I know.”

      Botan Itoi, In Virtute member for the northwest Asian territory, was big on secrets and technology. Especially robotics.

      “Positively exhilarating.” Finally, I’m one of them. Henry faced front again, slapped the pilot on the shoulder, put on the headphones, and yelled, “Yee-haw!”

      Kari’s ears rang from Henry’s deafening cheer, but the pilot seemed unfazed and lifted off. The trio flew over the harbor into Japan’s bustling city, filled with nearly two million people and over a hundred skyscrapers. They couldn’t have been in the air longer than twenty minutes before they touched down again in an airfield. A luxury sedan sped toward them and stopped.

      Kari followed Henry out of the helicopter and, to see the person coming toward them more clearly, used her hand to shade the late afternoon sun from her eyes. He looked more like an executive than a crew member and gave a short bow, which they both returned.

      Henry even took off his cowboy hat to show proper respect.

      “I’m an associate of Botan Itoi’s,” he said. “Botan asked if I would greet you and take you to your plane.”

      “It’s such a pleasure to be here!” Henry put his hat back on, covering his receding hairline once more. “Do you know where we’re going?”

      “I only know that your pilot has a flight plan to Nairobi. Due to the duration, we have outfitted the cargo plane with cots and blankets since the temperature at high altitude drops significantly. You will also have a camp toilet, water, and fruit.”

      Henry slapped his thigh and laughed. “Too funny!”

      Kari, however, noted that Botan’s associate wasn’t joining the good humor. “We’re flying across the world in a cargo plane, not a passenger jet?” she asked.

      Botan’s messenger winced. “That was Botan’s request. If it helps, we have arranged the full pallets so the camp toilet is sectioned off. There’s a curtain, too, so you can have split rooms for privacy. Like a hospital.”

      The details were enough for Henry’s cowpoke grin to slide off his face. “What? No! Absolutely not. I’m not a boy at a camp! I don’t sleep on a cot or use a camp toilet!”

      He shrugged. “I suppose you don’t have to sleep, but given the duration of the flight, I’d recommend using the toilet.”

      Henry spun away with clenched fists. “Why would Botan send us such a barbaric means of travel to get us there?”

      Kari had no issues with the accommodations, since she was an experienced camper, but she had a sinking feeling this ride was more than the few movies she had downloaded. “How long are we going to be in the air?”

      “Seventeen hours, but some of that is time change,” he rushed. “I didn’t do the final math.”

      Kari folded her lips inward and nodded. Nearly an entire day with a miserable Henry. Great.

      Does he hate me? “Why would Botan do such a thing to me?” Henry looked at her for the answer.

      “We,” she emphasized the plural, “are one hundred percent getting hazed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Libreville, Gabon

          

        

      

    

    
      As promised, the travel from Sapporo to Nairobi lasted nearly an entire day. The only time she and Henry spoke and left their individual “rooms” was over their dinner of pears. Henry’s thoughts were consumed with annoyance, excitement, apprehension, and the meaning of zero. The location of zero. The only things that made the trip tolerable for her was fashioning a tent out of her blanket so she could keep in body heat and secretly munch trail mix while she read and watched a movie for her and Belle’s two-person entertainment club.

      When they landed in Nairobi, her limbs thawed, but instead of getting in a car or helicopter, they boarded another plane. This time the flight was a passenger jet with a flight plan to Gabon arranged by Amara Gupta, In Virtute member of the southeast Asian territory. Kari had another six hours in the sky—in coach due to her lower status—with dozens more voices in her head. And a massive ache building behind her temples.

      Mama makes the best nkumu ofula.

      Can’t believe I’m stuck here for three weeks.

      Don’t piss your pants. You can hold it a little longer.

      The intercom clicked. “We’re about to land,” the pilot said. “You can take your devices off airplane mode.”

      Kari did so and read a few texts that had come through.

      An unprogrammed number wrote:

      
        
          
            
              
        Please reply Y to confirm your appointment with Dr. Ola Egbe, Friday, May 22, at 5:00pm UTC, or N to reschedule.

      

      

      

      

      

      From Ahmed:

      
        
          
            
              
        First day was good. No fires.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jade, her friend and former Hinewai neighbor who had moved back home to Louisiana to raise her and Neill’s baby:

      
        
          
            
              
        I was up with Sammy all night & ended up watching a show about brain surgery while I nursed. Thought of you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Speaking of nursing, Mom A, her biological and birth mother:

      
        
          
            
              
        Do you think when we visit the Hinewai, I can see the ship’s kite deployment system? Or any metrics associated with energy savings?

      

      

      

      

      

      Mom L, her other biological mother due to her mystical conception:

      
        
          
            
              
        Will you answer your mom A already?! She’s driving me nuts about this stupid kite!

      

      

      

      

      

      Kari chuckled and, while first class deplaned, replied to all of them.

      When her turn to leave came, she made the fastest dash out of the plane she could, eagerly awaiting only hearing one voice—even if it was Henry’s—and breathing fresh air. She made her way down the narrow aisle, the air stairs, and to the baking sheet of a tarmac below. A wavy, heat-generated mirage danced over the asphalt where Henry waited, tapping his snakeskin boot. He must have felt the heat too because he’d rolled up his sleeves and unbuttoned his flannel shirt, exposing a white undershirt underneath.

      “That was hell,” Henry said.

      “Weren’t you in first class?”

      A joke. “To them maybe it is. I had to sit beside someone who smelled like the processed meat they were eating. This has to be over soon, but I have no clue. Zero. What does zero even mean?”

      “Zero can mean a lot of things, but considering where we are in the world, I think it’s coordinates.” The glazed look in his eyes implied he needed more information for the geography lesson. “We’re basically on the equator right now. So, zero latitude. As for our longitude . . .” She brought up a map on her phone that showed their global position as a red dot. “We’re only a few degrees shy of zero.”

      Henry viewed and pointed at her phone. Zero, zero in the ocean. “But there’s no land there.”

      Kari zoomed the map and had the same conclusion. Shit. They were getting on another boat.

      “Mr. Wibawa!” A man with a bright Ankara shirt came toward them, rolling a cart that held the luggage they both had to check and two heavy-duty black cases with combination locks. One case had silver tape forming an X. “Mr. Monye would like me to extend his greetings to the both of you and show you to your car.”

      His involvement here made sense. After all, Jasi Monye was the In Virtute member of the African territory.

      Kari followed their guide to a topless, doorless, four-wheel drive vehicle with the engine running. The bottom of it was caked with dried mud. She made a wide circle around the car to inspect it and give her brain a voice break.

      “This is our vehicle?” Henry asked in disbelief. “It’s so small! How will it fit our luggage, us, and our driver?”

      The guide shook his head. “You’ll be taking yourselves. The mapping system already has your route programmed. Your luggage can go in the backseat.” He held his index finger up as though he remembered something. “But before you go, Mr. Monye requests that you’re searched for electronic devices on your personhood or in your bags.”

      “You’re going to pat me down like a criminal?” Henry Wibawa, lawless businessman, screamed.

      The man held up his two hands in a defensive posture. “I am sorry, but I’m under very strict orders from Mr. Monye. I promise everything will be returned to you in these cases. You get to set the combinations and choose which one you’d like.”

      As annoying as the procedure was, this was a logical security measure, since secret organizations weren’t keen on location trackers. “Use the back of your hands and don’t be a creep about it.” Kari assumed a starfish-like position. “Come on, Henry. Let’s get this over with.”

      Henry gritted his teeth. “Fine!”

      The guard proceeded to pat them down, take all of their electronics, and place them inside the cases.

      “I wish you both a safe journey and I’ll see you when you come back.” The hired hand left with both of their locked cases and headed in the direction of a luxury sedan.

      “Shall we?” Kari gestured to their ride and rounded the vehicle to the passenger’s side. As did Henry. “You’re not driving?”

      Can’t. “I don’t know how.”

      She wanted to yell at him, but the fact of the matter was he’d had a chauffeur most of his life.

      Kari went to the driver’s side—thank the Gods Mom A had insisted she learn how to drive a manual transmission—and read the digital map. The distance they had to travel wasn’t far, but the arrival time was nearly an hour. She dragged her finger across the screen until she saw their final destination at the water’s edge. She turned toward Henry, who had placed his hat between his boots. “I’ve never driven a boat before, so you know.”

      Can do that. Henry grinned. “I will take over then.”

      Kari put the car in drive and followed the voice commands while Henry played with the satellite radio. He continued to push the buttons and stopped when Disco Hits flashed across the screen. As a lover of rock and blues music, she would not have chosen that station, but he was more bearable when he wasn’t a whiny cockwaffle. And he was probably less inclined to murder people, which he had orchestrated at least six times.

      Kari paid attention to the turns and dodged potholes in the rough road until she heard a loud pop. The sound was a million times worse than the wah-wah pedals and synthesizers coming from the speakers. There was no shoulder to speak of to pull off, so she came to a stop in the middle of the road. A flash of heat rolled over her skin like someone had opened an oven door. An oven being steam cleaned. Who knew the breeze from their drive had been so cooling?

      “What happened?” The panic in Henry’s voice was clearer than the squawking birds.

      Kari turned the engine off—but kept the mapping feature on—and pulled the emergency brake. “Flat tire.”

      “No!” Can’t get worse. He picked up his hat and beat it against the dashboard. “This can’t happen to me!”

      “Yet it did happen to us.” Kari unbuckled her seat belt and headed to the back, where fortunately the rear-mounted spare and related tools were ready and waiting. The ground, on the other hand, was an uneven obstacle. “Can you help me find some rocks or something we can use to block the tires? I don’t want this thing rolling on me.”

      Henry’s mouth popped open as his brow raised. “You can fix this?”

      “Yeah. It’s an inconvenient problem, not a hard one. As you go rock hunting, shuffle your feet and lift things away from you, in case there’s an animal underneath that’s mad you took its house. You should also keep your eyes on the trees because critters are dangling there, too.”

      “Like snakes?” he asked with a pained expression. “I don’t like snakes.”

      “You’re wearing its skin on your feet.”

      “Proof that I don’t like them!” He pouted but still headed off into the rainforest.

      “Thank you.” Kari observed the surrounding area, and her eyes landed on a plastic soda bottle. Pollution was everywhere, which was awful, but sometimes it was convenient. She plucked a matte green leaf the size of her thigh off a tree.

      “What are you doing?” Henry asked.

      “Making a funnel for some dirt.” She took her multi-tool out of her luggage, loosened the compacted earth with the pliers, then used the leaf to fill the bottle with crumbly earth. Sweat dripped into her eyes during several rounds of the tedious method, but she managed to fill the bottle and wedge it under one of the tires.

      Henry held a stubby downed tree limb. Think work. “I found this.”

      “Good.” She told him where to place it—which was not up his ass—and proceeded to change the flat tire for the spare. Henry studied her every move.

      Wonder if her family is handy, too.

      With the spare securely on and the car lowered, Kari tossed the plastic dirt bottle in the backseat and kicked the limb out on the other side while Henry got in. She dusted her hands off on her cargo pants and tucked the tool into one of her many pockets. “We’re ready to go.”

      I must ask. “Where did you learn how to do these things?”

      Kari turned on the engine and put the car in drive, even though Henry hadn’t fastened his seat belt. His safety was not her concern. “My entire family is big on practical skills. Mom A, specifically, taught me how to change a tire and its oil. Mom L was always fixing things that broke on the farm but also has a real gentle touch for medical-first aid things. She learned that from my grandmother, Nani Tanha, who was a heart surgeon. My grandfather, Nana Sid, was a medical doctor, too, but he was more into research.”

      This may answer. “And what about your father?”

      “My father?” she arched a brow.

      “Yes. Do you know if your biological father was good with his hands?”

      Kari played the question like she always did. “I was never curious to go digging for that information. My moms told me the sperm donor’s traits were a lot like Mom L’s and that was always enough for me.”

      Such a surprise. “But as a scientist, aren’t you curious about your genetics? Your medical history?”

      “One can have all the medical history in the world and it still doesn’t mean it’ll apply to them. Why worry about something that might not happen? And it’s not like I’m going to have kids of my own where I’ll have to worry about passing on a disease or something like that.”

      He shifted so he sat more upright in his seat. Fascinating. “Really? You don’t want children?”

      “No. Just dogs.” Kari’s dreams of playing guitar for a large yellow dog warming themself by a woodstove and a little scrappy one sleeping on the couch nuzzled beside her had not disappeared. Her current substitute for that life was a stuffed animal, Rio, that Belle had gifted her. The light brown hand-me-down puppy with Cyrillic script on the bottom of its paw was a reminder that not only did Belle love her, but there were many unanswered questions about her.

      “I hope you change your mind, as it would be a shame to see your lineage come to an end.” Although, like Ray, children can be a major disappointment.

      The sheer vileness of that thought caused Kari to grip the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white. Henry had conspired to kill his son in the most diabolical way possible by tampering with the electronics of his insulin pump. Justice had not been served, but she could whip up a small taste of what she hoped was coming. She braced herself and slammed on the brakes.

      Henry flew forward, his forearms striking the dash to protect his face at the last moment. “Ow! What happened?” Arms are bruising already.

      “That monkey came out of nowhere! I’m so sorry.” Kari placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      Hurts. “I’ll be fine.” He rubbed his forearms. “Keep going. We’re almost done with this godforsaken road anyway.”

      She stepped on the gas and bit her tongue to prevent herself from smiling. After a few minutes, the road took a slight turn and Kari drove parallel to the Gabon Estuary until she was instructed by the mapping system to stop at a marina.

      She hadn’t even cut the engine before a woman walked out of a single-level, industrial-looking building. “You’re late,” she said with what sounded like an Italian accent. “I was very close to radioing Gabriella my concerns.”

      Ah, yes. Gabriella Fermi, the In Virtute member of the European territory. The first member Kari had ever met and the first person to tell her to be careful around Henry.

      “We had a flat tire,” Henry said as he got out.

      “Not a surprise,” the Fermi minion said. “Let me help you and we can head to the boat.”

      Kari grabbed her luggage from the backseat and did the simple travel math. It was early afternoon now. “How long are we going to be on the boat?”

      “About twenty-four hours.”

      Henry uttered a sound of anguish. “And where do we go after that?”

      Boat lady shrugged. “I don’t know, but someone will come out to guide you.”

      The three of them walked from the marina’s office and down a sandy but rocky path. Kari lagged behind, pleased to have a few minutes where the only thoughts in her head were her own. The path ended where a dozen or so single-engine fishing boats were tucked in and tied to their slips.

      The boat rocked back and forth as their guide got in first. “Give me your luggage first.”

      “This is ridiculous!” Henry shouted. “We’re going to be in this atrocity for an entire day?”

      “No.” Her weathered hand pointed in the direction of the more open sea. Hidden by the fronds of a palm tree was a much larger fishing trawler. “You’ll be in that.”

      Kari looked at Henry, his cowboy excitement appeared to be a distant memory. “Yee-haw.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A creaking above Kari woke her from a restless sleep. In eight hours, she maybe had gotten three hours of rest. Between the boat rocking, Henry bitching or snoring, the heat, the hunger, and feeling the grossest she had ever felt since that time she was in elementary school and her bus buddy had thrown up on her, she was officially over this adventure. Not that she had ever been excited about it.

      She rolled over in her top bunk and put a pillow over her head. But that only made everything warmer. Maybe her 4-7-8 breathing would work? Kari closed her eyes as she took a steady inhale, but then her eyelids flew open when the curtain beside her did the same.

      Henry shielded his face like he was a vampire and she was the sun. I can’t see this indecency. His hand continued to block his field of vision, and he backed away. “You’re not wearing pants.”

      Kari peered down at her naked legs but not naked lower half. She didn’t think it’d help if she told him her underwear had a colorful sugar skull print. “Pants make it hotter. Just look at the ceiling and tell me what you want.”

      Henry averted his eyes to the wooden boards. “I can see our destination in the distance!” His smile was back. “And very wealthy people own it!”
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      “Where are we?” Henry asked their captain.

      “Null Island in the Gulf of Guinea. There’s no land mass at zero latitude and zero longitude, but people still wanted to give the area a name.”

      Kari listened to their conversation as she focused on the mega-yacht they approached. From her job as a VIP assistant in the past year, she had seen hundreds of yachts from the Hinewai, but this was, by far, the most impressive. The sleek vessel was roughly ten times the length of the fishing trawler, and based on the windows, Kari made out five decks above water. She also noted the yellow, blue, and red of the Venezuelan flag flapping in the sea breeze. This boat belonged to Ricardo Rojas, In Virtute member of the South American territory. Every member of In Virtute had participated in the travel thus far, except for Jack Weatherby, the North American member, but she had a feeling he would come into play soon.

      A flurry of deckhands dressed head to toe in white stood by as a pneumatic gangplank was set between the two boats. Then, a nautical steward—at least that was what the dark three-piece suit with jaunty cap suggested—crossed onto their fishing vessel. As did another similarly dressed person. “Hello. We’re instructed to help you with your bags and show you to your quarters.”

      After a journey that was only comparable to destroying a precious ring by going to an evil landscape and throwing it inside a volcano, Kari wasn’t wowed by the glitz and glamour that surrounded her. The air conditioning alone was enough to excite her. Although, once she stopped sweating, the filth on her skin crusted.

      The steward stopped in front of a door near a spiral staircase and presented her with a card. “Ms. Okpik-Bakshi, this is your room key. I’m told there are instructions and an agenda for you on the cart beside the cloche.”

      Kari ignored the mispronunciation of her name and swallowed the instant production of saliva. “I get food?”

      Hope she washes her hands first. “Indeed. One of your favorite dishes, I’m told.” He turned to Henry. “Mr. Wibawa, please follow me to your suite.”

      Henry stopped in front of her. Tired. “Get as much rest and hygiene as you can.” So dirty.

      Kari’s travel-weary boots stepped on the plush carpet of her cabin. She took in the shades of grays and purples as she went about removing her shoes and socks. Aside from the color palette, four elements competed for her attention: the dining table with a wax-sealed envelope leaned against the cloche, the king-sized bed complete with gauzy draping, the balcony, and the bathroom with a rainfall shower head.

      Her stomach growled, but she went to the bathroom first. The brownish-gray water that splashed against the white of the cut stone sink justified her priorities. She dried her hands on a fluffy monogramed KOB towel and then went for the food. She lifted the cloche’s lid and drooled at the steak frites they had taken the liberty of cutting into slices. She ate with her hands, not even taking a moment to admire the medium-rare perfection. She was a quarter finished when she reached for the champagne in the ice bucket and popped the cork.

      Unlike Sven, her situationship from the spring, the first glass went down easy. Kari chugged a glass of water next, then picked up the envelope, noting the head of a front-facing elephant embedded in the red wax. She removed the linen paper from inside and read:

      
        
        Greetings, Kari,

        Congratulations for making it through an arduous journey. You’ll learn that much of what we do is steeped in tradition, and the expedition to arrive here is no different.

        Your portion of the ceremony will commence tomorrow at 4:00pm. To prepare, please wear your business attire and bring what is on the nightstand. A fellow fidele will come for you. Between now and then, please enjoy every amenity your key card gives you access to. Also, while you do have a small pantry, refrigerator, and full housekeeping service available to you, you should know there will be a feast tomorrow evening.

        The future is ours,

        Botan Itoi

      

      

      Kari tossed the paper and envelope to the side and sipped her champagne once more. Before she returned to her meal, she had to know what was laying on the nightstand. She headed to the side of the bed and shook her head. “This is so weird.”
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      After a restful eighteen hours in her cabin—except for the small self-guided tour where she only saw crew members and was locked out of most rooms—Kari was nearly ready. Hair done, suit on. All she had to do was get the brown leather cord from the nightstand. It didn’t match her black skirt suit, but she still wrapped it around her wrist several times to make a thick bracelet. It did match her firestarter necklace, but that was tucked underneath her shirt.

      At four pm sharp, there was a light knock at her door, with the most conniving fidele on the other side. From a New Year’s Eve visit on the Hinewai, Kari had learned that Leonarda Fermi believed she should be the leader in the family, not her older sister, Gabriella. Kari plastered on a faux excited smile. “It’s so good to see you again, Leonarda.”

      Looks almost like a grown-up. Leonarda kissed both cheeks in an Italian greeting. “I’m happy to see that you’re looking so well rested. Do you have the leather cord?” So stupid they do this.

      Kari held up her wrist.

      All for the drama. “Very good. Tradition is important, which is why I need to give you this.” Leonarda handed her what appeared to be a candy wrapped in wax paper. “Eat it.”

      “What is it?” Kari peeled the paper off a red gum drop. But she knew it wasn’t candy. “What kind of drug is this?”

      Had to ask. “A hallucinogen. In case you have a bad reaction, Raquel is a physician and can help.” I hate to give her credit. “Eat it now.”

      Kari didn’t need hallucinogenic assistance to see red flags waving around Leonarda. “I . . . um.” She stared at the menacing candy in her palm. She had promised the moms she would never do any drug made in a lab. “Is it natural?”

      I’m rich, not a scientist. “I only know that it’s fruit flavored.”

      Kari viewed the candy suspiciously. “Do I absolutely have to take this?”

      Leonarda’s manicured brow pinched. It’s like she doesn’t even care we could leave her in the ocean for dead. “Yes!”

      The fear of drowning was greater than the fear of having a bad trip. Kari popped the gummy into her mouth and mimed eating it. “Very cherry-y.”

      Leonarda crossed her arms. Can’t believe it. “Except it’s strawberry.”

      Dammit. Kari chewed and swallowed. “So it was. How long until it kicks in?”

      Finally. “About the same amount of time it will take to arrive at our destination. Follow me.”

      Kari kept a reasonable distance behind as she followed Leonarda down the passageway and back to the deck with the pneumatic gangplank. A new craft, similar to the VIP boat in size, was where the fishing trawler had been. Standing in the area were a dozen people: all the members of In Virtute and their fideles.

      “Everybody!” Leonarda called and waited until they turned to her. “I present the final element to today’s festivities.” She made a sweeping motion toward Kari.

      The ship’s owner, Ricardo Rojas, clapped quietly, as did his daughter and personal doctor, Raquel. Jasi and Ise Monye clapped, too. Amara Gupta gave her a quick nod of acknowledgement, while her daughter, Aarti, viewed Kari with disinterest. Jack Weatherby leaned into his son’s, JJ, ear, and both leered at her. Gabriella Fermi grinned at Kari. Henry glowed—was he high already?—and stood beside Botan Itoi. Botan gave Kari a warm smile, as did his gorgeous, humanoid personal assistant, Yuki. There were no crew members in sight.

      “Welcome!” Botan spread his hands as if to take in the grandeur of the ship. “This is a truly special day for both you and Henry. Are you ready, Karishma?”

      Everyone looked at her.

      “Yes.” Whether she had been able to keep the dread out of her voice was up for debate, but no one batted an eye.

      Instead, one by one, everyone went into the covered portion of the new boat.

      Botan squeezed Henry’s shoulder. “Would you like to guide us there?”

      “I would be honored.” Henry received a clap on the back as the two headed to the captain area.

      If Henry knew the way that meant he had been initiated already. Therefore, this trip was all for her!

      Kari took a seat beside Raquel, since she was the only one not in a conversation. “I’m sorry to bother you”—Kari hated how meek she sounded—“but what’s happening?”

      Raquel studied her nails. I need a new manicurist. “We’re going to a small island.”

      “But there’s no land in this area. I checked a map once I determined we were coming to zero, zero.”

      Raquel smiled. Might be as smart as me. “Yes, but who owns the company of that mapping system?”

      Kari’s eyes drifted over to where Amara Gupta looked to be engaged in witty banter with Jasi and Ise Monye.

      I should own it. “Are you discussing the ‘non-existence’ of the island?” Aarti asked. “I really wish my mother would listen to my ideas regarding that, but she won’t relinquish control over the platform.”

      This’ll get her. “And what makes you think you could handle that level of responsibility?” Raquel asked. “Especially after the drama of your last project.”

      Aarti tsked and walked away.

      Running away as usual. “You’ll have to excuse Aarti. She talks big but rarely backs it up.”

      Ise, their next visitor, towered over them. Be smooth. Be flirty. “And what are you lovely ladies discussing?”

      Raquel returned her attention to her fingernails once more. I hate this act of his.

      “Maps,” Kari said, even though she wanted to learn more about why he needed to be smooth and flirty. “And how where we’re going isn’t on them.”

      Such a boring topic. “Well, there’s more than the Gupta’s careful map editing that keeps this a secret.”

      He might have been bored, but at least Ise wasn’t objectifying her. “What do you mean by its more than mapping?”

      “Ise!” Jasi yelled. “Come here before Henry figures out your intentions.” He, Jack, and JJ all shared a laugh as Ise meandered over to them.

      Give her a heads up. Raquel turned to her. “Ise is fine.” Has to be gay. “But avoid being alone with any of the other men here. They were friends or clients of Julius Fermi at one time. Do I have to spell out what that means?”

      Hearing Julius’s name was enough to give her chills from her narrow escape of being drugged and sold two years ago in Stockholm. “No. That spells very clear words.” But left bigger questions. Did all of In Virtute know about the trafficking ring? “Did you know about Julius?”

      Suspected. Raquel grimaced. “Talking about these things is not always in our best interest. Or safety. However, you’re safe now.”

      Kari stifled a laugh. “Sorry, but I don’t feel very safe. Going to an island that doesn’t exist aside, I was forced to take the mystery drug.”

      Leonarda has no patience or persuasion skills. “I promise it’s safe, and I came prepared to monitor you carefully. We can even start now for a baseline if you’d like.”

      “I’d like that. Thanks.”

      Raquel pulled a pen light out from her pocket and shined it into Kari’s eyes. Then, she reached to feel the pulse on her non-leather-wrapped wrist while she counted time on her rose gold, diamond-studded watch. Pupils normal but heart rate very low. “Do you run marathons or something?”

      “I’ve always had a below average pulse. I’m glad you’re on board to check these things.”

      Raquel grinned. She appreciates me at least. “Do you feel any disorientation yet?”

      Nothing on the boat or sea burst with colors, nor were people speaking in guitar solos. “I don’t think s⁠—”

      “Raquel!” Ricardo beckoned from across the boat. “Leonarda has a question for you.”

      Hate her so much. Raquel buttoned her jacket when she stood and looked Kari’s way. So nervous. “Don’t worry. We’ll be there soon.”

      Her departure gave Kari a moment alone to process the latest news. In Virtute was a part of Julius Fermi’s human trafficking ring. The men who occasionally smiled her way knew about—and some even participated in—unspeakable crimes. How could she be affiliated with this? She had to distance herself, even if it was for a few minutes. Kari stepped outside the cabin for fresh air. And maybe throw up over the side of the boat.

      “Sometimes nausea happens with the drug,” Gabriella said from behind her.

      Kari turned, sea spray misting her face, and the filter she had been so carefully using fell away. “How long did you know Julius was involved in human trafficking?”

      Gabriella approached Kari at the railing. Such a shame. “When he was arrested. How long did I know Julius was a sociopath? Since he was six. Why are you asking me about my son?”

      Kari didn’t want to out Raquel, since that could put a target on her back and she seemed like she could be an ally. “I’m getting mentally undressed by most of the men on this boat and it reminded me of Stockholm.”

      Makes sense. “I don’t know what to tell you except that they do exactly as they please without any consequences. For now, try not to think about that and focus on what’s coming. We’re almost there.”

      Kari scanned the area ahead but saw nothing. “Really?”

      Metamaterial cloak. “Botan has camouflage over the island.”

      Kari wanted to be stunned but couldn’t. Of course, In Virtute would do anything in their power—which was nearly infinite—to ensure their secrecy. That included the incorporation of metamaterials that could bend and manipulate light to shield objects in a way that made them nearly invisible. She focused on the patterns of waves and clouds, hoping to see a break. Cloaking excelled at using its surroundings, but it wasn’t perfect. After a few minutes, the pattern broke.

      A small island—not much larger than a football field—was covered with an almost dome-like shell that perfectly matched its surroundings, but there was a small opening they headed toward.

      Yuki came her way. “Hello, Kari. How are you?”

      “I’m . . .” It was so difficult remembering they weren’t human. “. . . hanging in there. What happens if other people get too close to the island?”

      “That’s such an interesting question, but I shouldn’t be surprised coming from you. To answer your question, in the shallower water, there are underwater obstacles to detour boats, like shipping containers. In the deeper water, there are seamines, which are very similar in mechanism to landmines.”

      “So, a curious boat is a blown-up boat.” Yep, they were really scraping the bottom of the barrel with their ethics. “I really hope Henry knows how to dodge those underwater mechanisms.”

      “We don’t need to worry about that because the course to the island is programmed. Henry’s only at the wheel for tradition’s sake.”

      Kari looked past Yuki’s shoulder to where Henry fake steered the boat, barely moving at a crawl, through a slip in the cloak. As they approached land, the engine halted. Kari peered overboard, where waves lapped at the boat, and saw the sandy but rocky bottom. In the near distance, a wave farther out gradually grew in size. She pointed at it. “What’s going on out there with that wave?”

      JJ turned to her with a smirk. “You are such a light weight.”

      “Shut up, JJ!” Jack said.

      “Yes, sir,” JJ said like a child who had been reprimanded.

      Kari’s head whipped back toward the sea where the wave in question roared like a lion and grew to the size of a mountain. A cresting mountain about ready to crash on them. She crouched and covered her head to shield her body from the impact. “No!”

      Raquel rushed over. Couldn’t have waited until we were off the boat. “Hear my words, Kari. You will be fine. Whatever terrible thing you just saw isn’t real.”

      Kari did more than hear her words. She saw the air pressure change between each syllable and savored their tanginess. The colorful corn snake wrapped around her wrist flicked its tongue out to taste the air, too.

      It’s hit her hard. Raquel waved Yuki over. “She needs to be carried to shore.”

      “What’s happening?” Suddenly, Kari’s face tipped up to the sky, where the silhouette of wings grew larger. She could have sworn the bird of prey was going to land on her, but instead it perched on a palm. Its dark brown eyes glared down. “Is that bird real?”

      Yuki tilted their head up. “Yes.”

      “Weird.” She hadn’t called for her raptor friends. The only time they had ever come to her was when she needed protection. “I don’t think that’s a good sign.”

      “Yuki, put her down and check the torches,” Botan said. “Raquel, do another vitals check.”

      Suddenly, the ground beneath Kari swirled and pulled her in while a kaleidoscope of colors exploded in her vision. There was so much new sensory information. “Am I in the eleventh dimension?”

      Oh no. Raquel placed her long rubbery fingers on her inner wrist. “Vitals are within normal levels.”

      “You can work through this, Karishma!” Henry yelled from a faraway land. “Show them how powerful your mind is and walk toward me.”

      Even though Henry was on the other side of the hourglass and sounded like the wah-wah pedal from a few days before, she braced her hands—and snake—against the sands and pushed. Her legs were gelatinous lead weights, but she eventually stood.

      Impressive.

      JJ cried at this point.

      Is she talking to her hand? Funny.

      “The torches and fire are still burning,” Yuki said.

      “Wonderful!” Botan said. “It’s time to finish part two of the ceremony. Karishma?”

      She slowly turned to his gurgling, underwater voice.

      Need her attention. Botan took a firm grasp of her shoulders. “Focus on me. Yuki will escort you, but you need to face the beast alone and be victorious against it. Remember that you are powerful!”

      Kari nodded and found herself swept off the ground again. As Yuki took her through, the stony teeth of the cave’s entrance closed, and the darkness allowed the firebirds dancing on the walls to reach out to her with their flaming wings. For reasons she couldn’t explain, her organs dropped in her body, like she had gone down a steep sliding board. When her stomach leveled again, she saw a dim flickering ahead.

      “We’re almost at the beast’s chamber,” Yuki said.

      Light from the torches affixed to several carved stone columns created swirls of light in the darkness. Directly above the explosive starburst pattern of a fireplace’s golden colors was a massive elephant with tusks nearly as long as its trunk. It charged her.

      “Ah!” She stumbled back and fell.

      “Remember, you are powerful.”

      Kari looked up at the beast. It twisted its massive head and threatened her with its might, but as she studied it, she saw the softer, vulnerable places in its rough gray skin. “I’m not afraid of you!”

      Snap!

      Kari’s eyes went to the fireplace, where a blue spark shot outward. That was the weapon she needed to penetrate its thick skin, but the light was too fast to catch. She had to move closer. Kari crawled until she had the momentum to push herself up to walk into the fire and secure her weapon.

      “Yuki, get her away from there!”

      She was yanked backward and heard the stomps of a million footsteps. A beam from a UFO shot into her eyes. An alien caressed her wrist. “I’m not done! I didn’t get the spark yet.”

      Eyes are all pupil. Pulse still high. “I think it’s time to give her the second dose.”

      “Agreed. I’m beyond satisfied she passed the test.”

      “But then the hilarity stops.”

      “Jesus Christ, JJ, will you shut the fuck up. At least she didn’t cry like you did.”

      Have to get her out of this. “Kari?” Raquel touched her chin and held up a sugar cube. “You need to put this in your mouth.”

      “Only if it’ll let me get the spark. That’s how I can win.”

      Very determined. “Yes, it will.”

      Kari opened her mouth, and Raquel placed the sugar cube on her tongue. The small block dissolved and coated her mouth. Her eyes involuntarily closed. After the initial rush of sweetness, an intense bitterness followed. She opened her eyes to an oddly familiar sight.

      She recognized this room. The first time she had seen it was as a sketch in Matt Fiesler’s office in Brisbane. The second time was in a vivid thought of Amara Gupta. And the third time had been on the coin Botan had given Henry. Kari craned her head to take in the vastness of the cavern. The angry elephant’s thrashing head was, in fact, a stone carving above the fireplace. Her eyes observed the room to see a small table made of aged lumber and a dagger—its tang exposed—with a line of copper running through the center. The In Virtute members and fideles had formed a large circle around her.

      Botan walked toward her. Went well. “How are you feeling?”

      Kari looked down at her wrist to see the leather cord and not a snake. “I feel much better now.”

      So wonderful. Henry put his hands on both of her shoulders, then hugged her. “You passed the test with flying colors!”

      “Historically, I’m good at tests, and I did see a lot of colors.” She didn’t want to know what would have happened if she had failed the test. Probably more drugs. Either to wipe her memory or kill her. “What happens now?”

      Melt complete. “The first step of today’s initiation involved Henry and the blade, and now that the blade is ready, we can finish with you and the leather.” Botan held out his hand. “Please.”

      Kari untucked the end that had held the cord in place, unwrapped it, and gave it to him.

      Botan went to the table and picked up the dagger. “Henry received a metal token from each one of us, symbolizing our approval for his initiation into In Virtute. Those tokens were melted and incorporated into the ceremonial knife for the blood oath. Henry, come forward.”

      Something shuffled to her left, and when she glanced over, Henry stood beside her and dabbed beads of sweat with his tie. Never been more nervous.

      “The In Virtute knife is symbolic in many regards.” Botan wrapped the dagger’s tang with the cord. “The leather is both strong and flexible to ensure a perfect grip. The dagger itself already has a healthy weight and lethal point, but with further care, its edges can be sharpened so that it’s a force to be reckoned with from both sides. At one time, each person in this room was only considered to be a threat from one direction. But as a group, we sharpen our blades from all angles as we work together. This makes us unstoppable from all directions.” Botan pulled the end of the leather through a loop to knot it. “Will my successor please join me?”

      Kari searched among those who surrounded them, curious as to who it was. Gabriella moved from the opposite side of the room to Botan’s side. Raquel handed her several white packets.

      More sweat ran down Henry’s brow and into his widened brown eyes. What is happening?

      Kari had the same question.

      “To keep the world order,” Botan said, “there must be knowledgeable, connected leaders from around the globe who aren’t afraid to make hard choices for the greater good of humanity. Even if that means destroying it to start anew.” Botan bore his gaze into Henry’s. “Harold ‘Henry’ Wibawa, are you prepared to finalize your membership by initiating your fidele?”

      It’s happening. “Yes.”

      “And who have you chosen?”

      Henry kept his eyes locked on his leader’s. My God. “Karishma Okpik-Bakshi.”

      As she watched him, Kari was struck by Henry’s thought. Did he mean ‘my God’ in an expression type of way or that he literally believed that she was a God? The former was acceptable, the latter was terrifying.

      Botan regarded her. “Do you accept this role of fidele, Karishma?”

      Kari recognized her shallow breathing as her heart raced and beads of perspiration trickled underneath her arm. She took a steady, controlled inhale before she said, “I accept.”

      Henry’s face pinched as though he wanted to scream in celebration.

      Botan gestured to them both. “Do you, Henry and Karishma, accept the consequence that disclosing In Virtute is death by fire?”

      I would never. “Yes, I accept,” Henry said.

      Botan turned to her. “And you?”

      Instead of an answer, visions—not hallucinations—of flames and screams filled her mind. Not only would they kill her if she revealed them, but they would execute her in the most excruciating way possible. The nightmares she used to have regularly about Mitchell and Santos’s burning would be her reality. But among her panicked thoughts was a sliver of logic. A loophole. Botan had said ‘In Virtute’, not the names of the key members. She could still be an informant and keep the name of the secret society to herself. “I accept.”

      Botan grinned. “Excellent. Now, for the blood oath.” He rested the dagger on the table and took two of the small packets from Gabriella. He tore open the first and swabbed the tip of the knife.

      The astringent odor of rubbing alcohol filled the air.

      Botan swabbed his palm and punctured the thickest area at the base of his thumb with the dagger. A drop of blood rose to the surface, which he dabbed dry with the leather-wrapped handle. He disinfected the blade, then passed it to Gabriella, who followed with the same
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TERMINATION
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