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PART I


RIKORD ISLAND, EASTERN SIBERIA: MARCH 2, 07:14 (VLAT)

Dust motes hung in the early light streaming down through the archive’s overgrown windows, twisting slowly in the dead air. A card catalog cabinet lay overturned on the cracked linoleum, its contents gutted and spilled onto the floor so the fine handwriting on the cards was bleached to sepia by years of sun exposure. One wall of the main room was lined with stacks of periodicals held together by fraying twine—old party literature from discredited regimes, outdated factbooks and bound analyses from long-dead KGB agents, all marked STATE SECRET, all still forbidden long after the Cold War had ended.

She stooped down in the dust and picked up a photograph of Brezhnev that had been filed in with the rest. It was just a standard portrait, the kind that might have hung in every office building in Russia forty years ago. Still it had been stamped as secret, with a warning indicating the penalties for unauthorized access. Most likely the librarians here had gotten in the habit of stamping everything that came across their desks.

The Soviet Union had never had time to come to trust computers. Right up until the end hard copy had been the rule—all secret information must be printed, bound, and filed, even if by 1991 no one wanted it anymore. What she was looking for had to be here, in this old archive building on an uninhabited island on the wrong side of Russia. For years she had tracked down the information, the last piece she needed to complete her mission. Her life’s work, she thought, with a little grim humor.

So much had been lost when the coup failed and Yeltsin took the reins of the country. In the first flush of liberty the country had gone mad, like a dog chewing at its own paw. KGB installations across the country had been ransacked and set aflame, people who knew vital things had been taken away and quietly killed before they could be debriefed, computers had been smashed, archives razed. Of the seven KGB libraries in Russia that had once housed the information she needed, six had been pulled down and their records burned. This one had survived only because no one remembered it was here. Even the librarians who once worked here had disappeared, some crawling into bottles to drink themselves to death—the traditional suicide method for ex-KGB—some emigrating to breakaway republics or even nearby Japan.

Here was the last repository of the records the KGB had kept on dissidents, on foreign spies, on people who simply could not be trusted. Here was the institutional memory of a police state.

Here—

Here it was.

One of the twine-bound stacks held theater asset reports, dry technical papers listing every rifle, tank, and canteen the army possessed in a given region. Hidden among them was one marked with the sigil of the Strategic Rocket Forces. It was not only marked secret but sealed with a red band and actual wax. One glance at the title and she knew she’d found it:


                   STROGO SEKRETNO/OSOVAR PAPKA

                   SYSTEMA PERIMETR PROJEKT 1991



After so long she could hardly believe she held the report in her hands. The last copy on Earth, and the only piece of paper that could make the world safe again. She placed it inside her coat, close to her heart, and then pulled up her zipper to keep it in place.

Hurrying to the door she almost missed the sound. A crackling, the sound of someone stepping on broken glass outside. She stopped in the doorway and tried not to breathe. She heard a man speaking, though she could not make out the words. Then someone else laughed in response. It was not a kindly sounding laugh.

She didn’t know what to do. She’d known they would follow her, that they would chase her to the ends of the world. She’d accepted the risk. But here, in this lonely place where only seabirds lived now, she’d thought she would be safe.

Evidently not.

“Will you make us come in, little friend?” someone called out, in Russian. “There is no other exit. You must come this way eventually. And we will not wait for long.”

She closed her eyes, trying to get an idea of where the voice came from. To the left of the door, she believed. But there were two of them. If they’d been trained by the KGB, one would stand directly before the doorway, the other to the side. If they were Spetsnaz—much worse—they would flank both sides, because they would expect her to come out shooting.

She was unarmed. She had not even thought to bring a gun to the island. After all, there were no people on it.

There was no solution except to march forward, into the sunny doorway. Outside, the larch trees that covered most of the island fell away to form what looked like a natural clearing, just large enough for them to land their helicopter. She saw it first, a small late Soviet model that could not be hiding too many men. At least there was that.

Next she saw the man who had called out to her. He was in front of her and a little to the left. He wore a turtleneck under a well-tailored blazer and had the dead fish eyes of a man who had killed before. He had a knife in his hand, the kind one might use to pry open an oyster. His much larger partner, who wore a denim jacket, was off to the right a little ways, watching her. His hands were in his pockets. Perhaps he wanted her to think he had a gun, but if he did, he would have already shot her.

Just knives, then.

Konyechno, she thought. Okay.

The man in the blazer came toward her, his knife held low by his thigh. He spoke softly, as if he wanted to persuade her to come quietly, though she knew his orders were to make sure she never left the island. “Did you find it?” he asked. “The thing you came to steal? It will not—”

He didn’t get to finish his sentence. She moved in fast, sweeping her leg across the back of his calf to bring him off balance. She brought her right arm across her body, protecting her torso while delivering a strong blow to his forearm. It was not enough to knock the knife out of his hand, but it left him unable to strike, his knife arm stretched out to his side. He tried to recover by shifting his footing, but her foot was already behind his leg and she kept him balancing on the other foot. With his free hand he tried to grab for her throat but she twisted away, shooting out her left hand to grab his wrist. She dug her thumb deep into the tendons there and his hand released, dropping the knife.

He had been trained in fighting, she could tell. He did not panic or try to break free—he knew she had locked his leg. Instead he brought his hands up to punch at her face and her throat. He had the advantage of mass and arm strength and one good blow to her trachea could put her down, but she was faster and managed to take his strike on the side of her head. Her ear burned with pain but she ignored it. She had too much to do, yet.

She threw her arms around his waist and pushed her head under his armpit. He was already off balance so she threw her own weight backward, letting herself fall onto her posterior. His own weight carried him over her back, head first, and she both heard and felt the moment when his skull struck the ground behind her.

KGB, she thought. He’d been trained by the KGB.

She’d been trained by Spetsnaz.

She threw his dead weight off her back and twisted around, her toes digging into the hard ground. One arm pushed up from the dirt and she was half standing, half crouching and facing the second man.

He looked surprised.

“When I was a little girl,” she told him, “I wanted to be Ecaterina Szabo. You know, the gymnast?”

He seemed to remember then that he’d been sent to kill her. He moved quickly, his hands coming out of his pockets, and both holding knives. As he came closer she saw just how big he was. The moves she’d used on his partner would be useless on such a bear—his inertia would be too great for her to counteract.

So instead she snatched up the fallen knife from the ground and threw it into his stomach.

He grunted in pain but kept coming, his eyes wild.

There was no time to get out of his way, so she didn’t. Just before he fell on her she lanced out with her foot. Her heel struck the pommel of the knife she’d lodged in his belly, driving it in deep until she felt it touch his spine. She rolled to the side as he collapsed on where she’d been, and she scuttled away as he began to scream.

“I was too tall to be a gymnast.”

For a second, no more, she let herself breathe. She let herself feel the panic she had suppressed before. Her breath made a little mist in the cold morning air.

She touched her jacket and felt the paper folder inside it. Made sure it was safe.

Then she got up and dusted herself off. Went over to their helicopter and found no one else inside. In a few minutes she was airborne, headed for Sakhalin Island. From there she could find her way into Japan, and then on to America. Where the real work would begin.

SOUTH OF MIAMI, FLORIDA: JUNE 10, 18:16 (EDT)

Jim Chapel leaned on the prow of the yacht and peered down into the water that foamed and churned beneath him. Ever since he’d been a kid, growing up not far from here, he’d loved the ocean. He knew no more peaceful feeling than looking out over its incredible blue expanse, watching it roll in from the far horizon. What human problem could mean anything measured against that blue infinity? Whatever was waiting for him back in New York, whatever Julia was going to tell him, for the moment, at least, he could put it in the back of his mind, tuck it neatly away and think about—

Behind him a vast rolling thump of noise shattered the peace, followed quickly by a squeal of feedback and another squeal, less loud but far more human, the sound of a woman screaming. Chapel spun around just as the beat dropped in and the DJ really got the party jumping.

The yacht was rated for fifty people—it had that many life jackets on board, anyway. Nearly two hundred men and women were crowded onto its main deck, leaping and swaying and throwing their fists in the air as the DJ asked if they were ready to tear it up and burn it down. More squeals and screams came as men in surfer shorts grabbed women and hoisted them up in the air, tossed them into the on-deck pool, poured liquor down their bodies to suck it out of their navels. Chapel had to smile and shake his head as he watched the bacchanalia unfold.

“Jimmy! Jimmy, goddamnit!” someone shouted, and a man ten years Chapel’s junior came running across the deck. “Jimmy, get away from there; can’t you see you’re in the wrong place? The party’s over heeeere!”

Chapel laughed and braced himself as Donny Melvin came rushing at him like a linebacker. The younger man barreled into him and wrapped his arms around Chapel’s torso, and for a second Chapel thought Donny was going to pick him up and bodily carry him over to the party. Donny could have done it, too—Chapel had a couple inches of height on Donny, but Donny had nearly twice his mass, and the vast majority of it was muscle.

Donny had always been a big guy. He and Chapel had gone through Ranger school together and bonded over the fact they’d both grown up in Florida. Back then, Donny had constantly complained that the life of a soldier interfered with his ability to lift weights and that he was running to flab. That had regularly elicited nothing but groans from the other grunts, who wanted to bitch about how heavy their packs were—some of them suggested Donny could carry their packs for them. When Chapel went off to Afghanistan, Donny had gone to Iraq. Flabby or not, after one particularly nasty firefight in Fallujah, Donny had ended up carrying two wounded soldiers off the battlefield, one under each arm. He’d gotten a medal for that.

Since his discharge Donny had clearly returned to working out almost full-time. Nor was he particularly modest about his body. He wore nothing but a pair of white-rimmed sunglasses, some floral print board shorts, and a neon pink pair of flip-flops. One of his massive biceps had been tattooed with a banner reading 75 RANGER RGT, while his other arm had been decorated with a multicolored banner showing he’d fought in the war on terror. Neither of those tattoos was regulation, though now that Donny was a civilian again, he was allowed to do with his skin as he pleased.

“How many times did I invite you down for a cruise, and you always said no? I don’t know how you did it, but you picked the perfect time to say yes. There is some serious action over there,” Donny told Chapel as he released him from the bear hug. “I’m talking talent, Jimmy. Normally, I call one of these boat rides, I’m looking at five or six girls I would do bad things for. Today there’s at least a dozen. At least come take a look, huh?”

“Maybe just for a look,” Chapel told Donny.

“I promise, your redhead girlfriend will not mind if you look,” Donny told him, smiling. “And anything else that happens, well, we are in international waters.”

“That doesn’t give me a get-out-of-monogamy-free card. And stop calling me Jimmy. Only my elementary school teachers and my mother ever called me that.”

“Sure thing, Jimbo,” Donny said, grabbing Chapel’s arm and pulling him back toward the deck.

Chapel couldn’t help but grin. Donny Melvin deserved a little fun after what he’d done in Iraq. If he was a little raucous about it, where was the harm?

Back on the deck a group of girls in bikinis shouted and squealed as Donny burst into their midst. One of them threw her arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheek. She had a plastic cup of beer in one hand and she spilled half of it down Donny’s back by accident, but Donny just whooped at the icy touch and hugged the girl. “This is Sheila,” he shouted over the thumping music. “She’s a student at—what school was it?”

“Shelly!” she shouted back.

“What?” Donny asked her.

“My name is Shelly!” she shouted. “Shelly!”

“Seriously?” Donny spun her around and squatted to take a look at the tattoo that rode just above the top of her bikini bottom. “Oh, man! King James, meet Shelly,” he said. “You can recognize her by the butterfly back here.”

Shelly spun around with a mock scowl on her face, which prompted Donny to get a shoulder under her stomach and lift her up into the air. She screamed and giggled and spilled the rest of her beer as he carried her through the crowd toward the open air bar. Dancers and drinkers alike moved out of his way, some of them raising cups in salute as he barged through their midst. This was, after all, Donny’s party. And Donny’s boat.

Donny had not exactly signed up with the army for the GI bill. His father owned half the orange trees in Florida. One day Donny was going to have to learn how to take care of orange trees himself. But clearly that day was not today.

“Shots!” Donny shouted, and a hundred people all around him shouted it back. The two bartenders grabbed for bottles with both hands and started lining up waxed paper shot glasses on the marble top of the bar, which was already strewn with empty cups and discarded pieces of swimwear. Donny laid Shelly down on her back across the bar, and one of the bartenders poured a good measure of liquor right into her open mouth. Two other girls had already come rushing up to hang on Donny’s arms. It didn’t seem to be slowing him down any.

“Who’s your friend?” one of them asked, a blonde with elaborately plucked eyebrows. She gave Chapel a look that might have melted him on the spot if he was ten years younger. It threatened to melt him anyway, old as he was.

“A fellow soldier, I think,” another woman said, from Chapel’s right. She had a slight accent he couldn’t place, and when he turned to look at her, he saw she wasn’t like any of the bikini-clad coeds surrounding Donny. “He has the bearing. And the quiet that hides behind the eyes. Yes?”

The woman was significantly older than the coeds. Early thirties, Chapel thought. Short dark hair surrounded vaguely Asian features and instead of the orangish tan of the girls, her skin was a rich, warm shade that looked like it actually came from spending time in the sun. Shelly and the blonde and all the others were beautiful, in a sort of mass-produced girl-next-door kind of way, but this newcomer was striking, the kind of woman you would take a second look at wherever you saw her. She wasn’t wearing a bikini, either—instead she had on a short sundress that tied at the back of her neck. The dress gave just the subtlest sense of the athletic body underneath and somehow seemed more scandalous than a bikini would, since it left so much to the imagination.

“He’s got soldier hair,” the blonde said, reaching around Donny to run her fingers across the stubble on the back of Chapel’s neck. “I love that feeling! It tickles,” she said, laughing.

It did more for Chapel than just tickle. Still, he found himself turning to look at the older woman. He found he wanted to look at her very much. Nothing more, of course, not with Julia waiting back in New York. But like Donny had said, there was no harm in looking.

“Quite a lot hidden back there, I think,” she said, as if the blonde didn’t exist. “Jim here could tell us all a few things, if he let himself.”

Chapel’s mouth started to curve into a frown. How had she known his name? Nobody had introduced them. But it seemed the mystery would have to wait.

“In the pool, now,” Donny called out, lifting a pair of plastic cups over his head.

“You go ahead,” Chapel told him, smiling at his friend.

But Donny wasn’t having it. “My party, my rules. I’m getting hot and I want to cool down. With you,” he said to the blonde, “and you,” to a brunette who looked up with the wide eyes of someone who had just won the lottery, “and Sheila, of course.”

“Shelly!” the girl yelled from the bar, sitting up and knocking over the paper shot cups the bartender had been arranging on her stomach. Nobody seemed to mind. Shelly jumped off the bar onto Donny’s back and howled in laughter as he ran with her over to the pool, only a few feet away. He jumped in with Shelly still clinging to his neck, sending up a great wave of chlorinated water that splashed half a dozen dancers nearby. A general roar of excitement went up and the DJ switched to a new track, one with an even faster beat. One by one girls and men jumped in the pool after Donny, until the deck was awash with their splashing.

“Jim-meeee!” Donny shouted. “Where’s my Jim Dog? Jim-Jam, you get in here right now or I’ll have the captain throw you overboard!”

Raising his hands in protest, Chapel tried to laugh off the invitation.

Donny wouldn’t hear it. “In. The. Pool. Now!” He lunged out of the pool and grabbed Chapel’s leg. “Now!”

“Hold on,” Chapel said, suddenly alarmed. If Donny pulled him into the pool just then, it was going to be a problem. “Let me just—”

“Get that shirt off him,” Donny shouted, and a couple of coeds came giggling up to do just that. Despite his best efforts, they managed to pull Chapel’s polo shirt over his head.

Chapel knew exactly what would happen then.

The girls in the pool stopped laughing. One of them wiped hair from her eyes and stared at his left arm, and especially his left shoulder. It took a second for others to notice, but he could tell when they did because their eyes went wide too. Nobody said anything, of course. But it looked as if the water in the pool had suddenly turned twenty degrees cooler.

“Damn it, Donny,” Chapel said, under his breath.

Under the polo shirt, Chapel’s left arm looked just like his right one. It had the same skin tone and the same amount of hair. The illusion ended at the shoulder, though, where the arm flared out into a wide clamp that held it secured to his torso.

There was no point in trying to hide it anymore. Chapel reached up with his right hand and flipped back the catches to release the arm. It was a prosthesis, an exceptionally clever and well-designed replacement for the arm he’d lost in Afghanistan. When he took it off and laid it down carefully on a deck chair, it looked like something torn off a mannequin. He worried about just leaving it there, but he doubted anyone would get too close. None of these people would want to touch the thing.

The DJ didn’t scratch a record. Most of the partygoers saw nothing, and their roaring clamor of excitement didn’t drop by so much as a decibel. But around the pool the whole atmosphere of the party had changed, grown more subdued. The party was ruined.

Chapel stepped down into the pool and submerged himself until only his head was above the water. He looked over at Donny with half a grimace on his face. He wanted very much to duck his head under as well, and just disappear.

“Does it hurt?” Shelly asked.

“No,” he told her. “Not anymore.”

“How did ... I mean, how—”

Donny swam over to stand next to Chapel. “Shelly,” he said, “do you remember 9/11?”

“Of course I do!” she squeaked. “I was in fifth grade when it happened. We got to go home from school for, like, three whole days.”

Donny’s face squirmed as he tried to contain a braying laugh, but he couldn’t quite manage it. Eventually he just gave in and let the laughter boom all around the pool, until somebody else picked up on it, and then everyone was laughing. Even Chapel. “This man here,” Donny said, “is an American hero!,” and he grabbed Chapel’s right hand under the water and dragged it up into the air, making Chapel stand up and show his ruined left shoulder again.

The pool erupted in one huge roaring cheer, as cups everywhere lifted in the air and pointed in Chapel’s direction. The dancers jumped up and down and the bartenders grabbed new bottles and the party lurched back into full-on mode, back to exactly where it had been before Chapel’s shirt came off.

Good old Donny, he thought.

SOUTH OF MIAMI, FLORIDA: JUNE 10, 21:04

The party never really ended, but the level of alcohol consumed on board meant that by the time the sun set, a lot more people were sitting down than dancing. Dinner—catered by one of Miami’s best authentic Cuban restaurants—was served at eight o’clock and that helped alleviate the chaos a little, too.

Chapel found he had to be careful where he walked on the deck, which was strewn with abandoned cups and greasy paper plates. It would be very easy to slip and fall overboard, and he was a little surprised nobody had done so yet. He found Donny holding court in a lifeboat that hung off the starboard side. Nestled in there with him on a canvas tarp were Shelly and a couple of girls Chapel hadn’t been introduced to. A guy who looked like a surfer, maybe half Chapel’s age, was tuning an acoustic guitar while he puffed on a joint. As Chapel leaned over the side of the boat the surfer tried to hand it to him, but Chapel politely waved it away.

“Permission to come aboard?” Chapel asked.

Donny smiled. His eyes were a little hooded, and he looked like he was ready for a nap. Shelly was stroking his arms as if she couldn’t believe how muscular they were. “Granted,” he said. “Jim ... Jim ... I need another stupid name to call you.”

“Keep going, you’ll get there,” Chapel said, climbing into the lifeboat. It swayed a little and he mostly fell inside, right on top of a woman he hadn’t seen. Everyone seemed to think this was hysterically funny, including the woman he’d fallen on.

“Sailor Jim,” Donny said, finally. “Is that something? Is there a Sailor Jim? Lord Jim, maybe. Isn’t that a book?”

“There’s a Slim Jim,” Shelly pointed out.

“I was saving that one for later.” Donny reached over and steadied Chapel as he tried to find a seat in the crowded lifeboat.

Once Chapel was safely ensconced he turned to apologize to the woman he’d fallen on. It turned out to be the dark-haired Asian woman he’d met earlier at the bar, the one who’d pegged him as a soldier. She acknowledged his apology by closing her eyes for a second and giving him a vampish shrug.

“I’ve had worse things fall upon me,” she said. “So Donny has told us all about you.”

“He has?” Chapel asked, a little alarmed.

“Is it so strange? You are the honored guest of this voyage. And a very interesting man to hear him tell it. A man of many accomplishments. You fought in Afghanistan, he says?”

Chapel frowned. What had Donny been saying about him? Donny didn’t know anything too secret—most of Chapel’s military career was classified—but he valued his privacy. “I don’t much like to talk about the past.”

“Me either,” Donny announced. He struggled to sit up, pulling Shelly with him until she was sitting on his lap. “Especially when the present is so much more interesting. In all the years I’ve been sailing on this yacht, this is the very first time Jim Chapel has agreed to grace us with his presence. I want to know why now, after all this time.”

Chapel sighed. “I had some things I needed to think through. I thought I would get away for a few days, give myself some quiet time.”

“Exactly what you should expect from one of my world-famous party cruises. Peace and quiet!” The girls in the lifeboat all cheered and shouted at the idea. “C’mon, Jimster. Spill the beans. You said it was something to do with that girlfriend of yours. The sexy redhead.”

Chapel laughed. “You’ve never met Julia. How do you know she’s sexy?”

“Red hair. Likes soldiers. Sounds like a good start,” Donny pointed out.

“She’s ... amazing. Julia.” Chapel found himself smiling without meaning too. “And she is. Very sexy, I mean. More than that, she’s beautiful. And smart. Very sharp. She and I went through some things together, tough things, and it just brought us closer together.”

“The good start is turning into a good thing. But you didn’t come all this way to tell me you think you like somebody. You’ve got a decision to make—I can see it in your face. A big decision.”

Chapel was not a man given to giggling or outward signs of joy. But he came pretty close just then. “Yeah.”

Donny nodded. A lot of people assumed when they saw him that he was just some dumb meathead, but Donny had been an Army Ranger, and you didn’t get into Ranger school without something between your ears. “Well, I accept, of course.”

Chapel’s eyes went wide. “You—what?”

“I accept the position as your best man. Because that’s obviously why you’re here. To ask me to be your best man.”

“Best ... wait a minute,” Shelly said, and put a hand over her mouth.

“Hold on!” Chapel protested. “I haven’t asked her yet—maybe I should before I go looking for someone to—to—”

Donny moved Shelly next to him, then lunged across the lifeboat and grabbed Chapel up into a rib-cage-crushing bear hug. Chapel laughed and slapped his friend’s back until the big ranger released him.

“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,” Shelly said, tears starting to form in her eyes. Despite the fact she’d never met Julia and had met Chapel only a few hours ago, it seemed she was pretty excited by the prospect of a wedding. Any wedding.

Chapel had to admit he was pretty excited himself. The idea to propose to Julia had come to him in a sudden flash of inspiration a week earlier. The two of them had been going through a rough patch, fighting a lot, and it had taken him a long time to realize why. Julia didn’t think he was serious about her, that he was just stringing her along. She needed to know that he was committed to their relationship. As soon as he’d thought of it, a proposal had seemed like a great idea. There was no hesitation in him, no doubt. He was ready to spend the rest of his life with Julia. Why not formalize it?

“It may be too early for congratulations,” the Asian woman said. Her eyes searched his for a moment though he couldn’t figure out why. “But all the same. How wonderful.”

“Wonderful? It’s awesome! Oh my God, Donny, can I be your date at the wedding?” Shelly asked.

“Hold on,” Chapel said, laughing. “Nothing’s official yet, I still—”

He stopped because he’d seen something out of the corner of his eye. He made a point of not turning to actually look but, yes, it was there. Up in the wheelhouse of the yacht, high over the deck, someone had switched on a blue light.

“I was serious about that best man thing, if you want me,” Donny said. “I know you’ve probably got someone else in mind, but let me just point out—if you go with me, your bachelor party is going to be sick. And I mean epic. I will get every stripper in South Florida together and they will march in a parade in your honor, Jam Master Jim. You know nobody throws a party like me—”

“Uh, sorry,” Chapel said. Up in the wheelhouse the blue light switched off. He heard a chain rattle somewhere up in the bows and knew the yacht had dropped its anchor. “Listen, I—”

“Most guys would go with a limo to take you to and from this bachelor party,” Donny went on. “I’m thinking helicopters. Multiple helos.”

“I, uh,” Chapel said. He hadn’t expected this to come so soon. “Talking about this,” he said. “It’s making me a little queasy.”

“Try this,” the surfer with the guitar said, and he tried to pass Chapel his joint. “It’s good for seasickness.”

“I think what our new friend is trying to say is that he’s getting an attack of cold feet,” the Asian woman said. “Perhaps he should go lie down in his cabin.”

He wanted to thank her for that—it was the perfect out—but he was too busy doing his best impression of someone about to throw up. “I’d better get out of this boat,” he said.

Donny helped him climb back down onto the deck. “You okay?” he asked, suddenly serious.

“Fine,” Chapel told him. “I just need to lie down for a second.” He patted one of Donny’s giant biceps in thanks and then headed forward, making sure to stagger a little. Behind him he heard some of the girls laughing, probably making fun of the poor guy who’d had too much to drink or who maybe was a little too afraid of commitment.

As soon as he was out of their sight, Chapel dropped the act and hurried down a ladder to the cabins in the next deck down. He passed by a few partially opened doors, beyond which revelers had broken down into smaller more private parties, then found his own cabin. The door was still locked. Good—he’d worried that some couple in need of a bed would stumble into his cabin uninvited. That would have been a problem, since all his gear was in there.

His bag was still sitting on his bed where he’d left it. He made sure the door was locked, then took off his clothes. He unzipped the bag and pulled out the drysuit and his other gear.

The blue light had been a signal meant just for him. It was time to get to work.

OFF CAY SAL BANK: JUNE 10, 21:43

The first thing Chapel did was put on a hands-free radio headset. He switched it on and whispered, “Angel? Are you receiving me?”

The voice that answered him was sexy and warm, and like every time he heard it he felt his stomach do a little flip. “I’ve got you, sugar. Are you all geared up?”

“Putting on my drysuit now,” he told her. Angel was his operator, his direct connection to his boss and any information he might need to complete his mission. She had saved his life more times than he liked to think about—certainly more times than he could ever thank her for. He had never met her in person, though, only ever heard her voice—which was how it had to be. Angel knew enough secrets that if she ever fell into the wrong hands, she could devastate national security. Chapel didn’t even know where she was calling from, or anything really about her except that she was a civilian and that his boss trusted her completely, just as he did.

As he zipped up the drysuit—a form-fitting neoprene bodysuit designed for technical diving—he listened while she read off the local water temperature, the weather forecast for the next twelve hours, and the names and headings of every seagoing vessel in the local area. He adjusted a strap on his headset to make it secure, then zipped up the coif of the suit, covering most of his head. He would leave the mask and flippers for just before he went in the water. The suit was heavy and he started overheating as soon as it was on, but it was necessary. He couldn’t get his artificial arm wet, which meant he needed a closed suit. Where he was going it was going to be a lot colder, too, and he imagined he would be very glad for the suit’s insulation in a few minutes.

The suit came with a compact rebreather system that was just a little better than anything a civilian could buy. Chapel was an experienced diver, which made it feel just plain weird that there was no air tank hanging off his back. Instead the rebreather had him breathe constantly into a bag across his chest that looked like a collapsed life vest. He checked the system with ten normal breaths, in and out, in and out, just like he’d been trained. Everything about the rebreather was different from the SCUBA gear he was used to, right down to how you breathed through it. The system used a full face mask so he didn’t have to hold a regulator in his mouth. Instead of giving him a steady stream of gas from a tank, the rebreather took in his exhalations and scrubbed out the carbon dioxide, then returned the air to him rich in oxygen. A small tank of helium mounted on his stomach would be mixed in with his own oxygen and nitrogen to prevent some of the nastier physiological effects of a deep dive. The system was finicky and hard to use—you had to constantly monitor the partial pressures of the three gases, while also managing the pressurization of the drysuit—but it definitely had its advantages. Most important, it produced almost no bubbles, which was good for covert work.

He strapped on a buoyancy compensator and a dive computer and he was ready to go. “Angel, do you see anyone up on the deck right now?”

She looked down on the yacht with orbiting satellites good enough to make out what the partyers on board were drinking and told him it looked clear. “You’re good, sweetie. They’re all back around the pool. Don’t forget my transponder.”

“Got it right here.” Chapel grabbed the transponder, his mask, and his flippers and slipped out the door of his cabin. Down a short corridor he opened a door and stepped out onto to a swimming balcony built into the bows of the yacht, riding just above the waterline. He put on his mask and flippers and stepped down into the water, trying not to make too noisy a splash.

Chapel had grown up in Florida, which meant he’d spent what felt like half his youth in these waters. It felt good to be back in the ocean, like he was some kind of amphibian that had spent way too long on dry land.

Well, he thought, technically these weren’t Floridian waters. Technically they belonged to Cuba, which was why he had to go to such lengths to keep his dive a secret. The captain of the yacht had anchored in a place he wasn’t supposed to. Technically what Chapel was about to do was illegal under the law of the sea and two sovereign nations. Technically if he was caught doing it, he could be arrested, given a quick trial, and then executed.

Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.

Before he went under completely, he kicked himself around the side of the swimming balcony and over to where the yacht’s thick anchor cable slanted down into the water. He clipped the transponder unit onto the cable and switched it on. The unit carried Angel’s signal and relayed it through the metal cable. Wires embedded in his gloves could pick up that signal when he touched the cable, allowing him to talk to Angel no matter how far below the water he went.

“How’s it work?” Angel asked.

“Pretty good,” he told her. “Your voice is a little distorted, but I can understand you just fine.”

“Do I still sound all breathless and sultry?” she asked.

“That comes through, no problem,” he told her.

There were benefits to working for the world’s most technologically advanced military.

He tested the mask to make sure it wouldn’t fog up with his breath. Then he ducked his head under the water, bled some air from his buoyancy compensator, and dropped down into the dark ocean like a stone.
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For a second he flailed around in the dark, looking for the anchor cable. His good hand grasped it, and he pulled himself over to hug it. He waited a moment for his body to adjust to the weightlessness of the water. Then he started his descent.

There wasn’t much swimming involved. He turned himself upside down and started climbing down the cable, hand over hand. A little moonlight streamed down around him, shafts of it spearing down into the dark and occasionally lighting up the flickering shape of a passing fish. The local wildlife kept its distance, scared of this big weird shape that had invaded their domain. Sharks would be less wary, but probably wouldn’t attack him on principle—or so he hoped.

After a minute or two, the light went away, and he could see nothing through his mask but black water. There was no sound anywhere except for his own breathing and the rhythmic slap of his hands on the cable.

Down. Put one hand forward, grab the cable. Release the other hand. Move that hand down, grab the cable. Down. Nothing to see. Nothing to hear. Nothing to smell but the rubber mask. He could barely feel the cable through the thick gloves. Down.

It was funny—well, not ha-ha funny—how fast the total lack of light affected him.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in darkness this profound. Where he lived now, in New York, it never really got dark. There were streetlights outside his apartment’s windows, and the city itself gave off so much light it painted the sky no matter how cloudy it got.

This was like being at the bottom of a coal mine. This was like floating, weightless and lost, in the depths of space. This was like being blind.

Down. One hand after another. Down. He kept repeating the word to himself in his head, reminding himself that he was moving in a particular direction. He had no referents other than the cable. His body didn’t feel like it was upside down. If he let go of the cable now, if he swam away, he wouldn’t even know which direction was up, or how to get back to the surface.

Better not let go, then. Down. He checked the luminous readouts on his dive computer, made sure his oxygen mix was at the right partial pressure. If it was off, if the various safeguards and fail-safes built into the rebreather all went off-line at the same time, he could flood his lungs with oxygen and give himself oxygen toxicity. Supposedly that felt like being pleasantly drunk, but it was a great way to die underwater. Especially if you were diving alone. The first symptoms would be disorientation and giddiness.

He definitely felt disoriented. He double-checked the readouts.

His oxygen levels were fine.

Down. Release with one hand, clutch with the other. Down.

When Angel spoke in his ear, he was absurdly grateful. “You’re making good time,” she told him. “It’s going to feel longer than it actually is. Can you still hear me okay?”

“Loud and clear. Everything okay topside?”

“Yeah. So. Now that we can talk in private ...”

Chapel stopped climbing down the cable for a second. “Yes?” he asked. “Something on your mind?”

“I just wondered—have you got the ring yet?”

Chapel wanted to laugh. Never a great idea on a dive, of course. Laughing used up a lot of air. He forced himself to merely grin through the plastic mask. If any fish were watching with better eyes than he had, maybe they would see the scary monster from above the surface bare its teeth.

“Yeah,” he told her. “It’s waiting for me back in New York. I just have to pick it up.” He pulled himself down another meter. Down.

“Is it nice? Julia deserves something nice.”

“I agree.” Down. One hand over the other. “It’s nice. A gold band with a single diamond. Nothing showy—you know that’s not her style. Not too big.”

“I think if it were me you were proposing to,” Angel told him, with just a trace of jealousy in her voice, “I’d be perfectly happy with something showy. And big.”

“Stop trying to make me laugh.” Down. Release with the left hand, clutch with the right. Release with the right hand, hold on with the left. Down.

“You know I’m happy for you,” Angel said. “You know that.”

“I do,” he told her. When he’d first told Angel that he was going to propose, it had felt distinctly weird. He was confiding in a woman he’d never met. He didn’t even know what Angel looked like. But it didn’t feel weird for long. She’d been whispering in his ear for so long he felt like they were old, close friends.

“I mean, I’m happy for you now. I wasn’t ... convinced. At first.”

“I know,” Chapel said. Down. Angel had suggested he take his time and think about what he was doing. He and Julia had been fighting a lot, and they had both said things they couldn’t take back. Angel had suggested that maybe that wasn’t the best time to make things official. But Chapel was certain he was making the right decision.

Down. One hand. The other hand. Down.

He checked his depth gauge. Thirty meters. This was the farthest he’d ever dived before, and he was only a fifth of the way to the bottom. It had felt like no time at all. Or like he’d been doing this for hours.

“How long until I can turn my lights on?” he asked.

“A little ways, yet. I just wanted to tell you something. I know you can make her happy. You’ve never failed at a mission yet, Jim. I think if you put your mind to this, you’ll be a great husband.”

Down. He wished he could kick his way down. It would be so much faster. But he had to stay with the cable. Down.

He thought about what Angel had just said. “Is there a ‘but’ somewhere in that statement?”

Angel was quiet for a while. He started to worry there was a problem with the transponder. But apparently she was just thinking about what to say next.

“Not so much a ‘but,’” she said.

Down. Hand over hand. Down.

“More,” she said, “oh, I don’t know. A hope. I wanted to say that I hope she can make you just as happy. That you’re sure you’re making the right choice for yourself.”

He stopped again. He told himself he was resting, conserving his energy. In truth, what she’d said had just distracted him so much he couldn’t concentrate on his descent. When he realized that, he forced himself to focus. He adjusted the pressurization of the drysuit and checked over his dive computer. Then he started down again.

Angel couldn’t really be jealous, could she? Admittedly she was the woman he was closest to in the world other than Julia. And Angel flirted with him all the time—and he definitely reciprocated. But that was just the way they were, wasn’t it? It was just banter. Harmless.

At least, he’d always thought it was.

Down. Suddenly concentrating on climbing down the cable was a great distraction.

“I am sure,” he told Angel. “I definitely am.”

“Good. As long as you’re sure. Then I guess you have my blessing, though I notice you didn’t ask for it.”

He smiled inside his mask. Down. One hand, then the other. Down. “Can I turn my lights on yet?”

“Give it another ten meters.”

Down. One hand, the other. Left hand, right hand. Down.

Seventy-five meters down. Halfway to the bottom. He tapped a button on his dive computer screen. A halogen lamp the size of his pinkie finger mounted on either side of his mask flicked on, spearing light out into the darkness.

There was nothing to see, of course, not even any fish at this level. But he’d never been so glad to see anything as the cable he held in his hands. He looked down and then up along its length. It stood as straight as a pillar in the middle of the ocean.

He looked at his gloves. Put a hand to the cable. Then the other.

Down.
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Lying between the Florida Keys and Cuba, the Cay Sal Bank was one of the world’s largest coral atolls. From the surface it was almost invisible, merely a handful of tiny cays—rocks too small to be called islands. Just below the waves, however, more than three thousand square miles of ground rose up from the ocean floor, in most places coming within twenty feet of the surface. Unsurprisingly it was a graveyard for shipping—dozens of oceangoing vessels had run aground there, and most lay where they’d fallen, barely covered by the lapping blue water of the Caribbean.

If you could remove all that water and look at the bank in open air, it would resemble an enormous and ludicrously high plateau, with a flat top and—almost—sheer sides. If you stepped off that hypothetical plateau, you could fall two thousand feet before hitting the ground.

But that “almost” was important. Though from a distance the sides of the bank would look sheer, up close they were rough and slightly tapered, interrupted everywhere by promontories and narrow ledges that would stop your fall long before you hit the bottom. Donny’s yacht had dropped its anchor onto one of those ledges about eighty fathoms—a hundred and fifty meters, as Chapel’s dive computer reckoned—down.

That was still very deep. It was far, far deeper than Chapel had ever dived before, even though he’d been SCUBA diving since he was old enough to get his certification. It was deeper than most professional divers went. A hundred meters down, still pulling himself along hand over hand, he could feel the water above him pressing down on him, squeezing him inside his drysuit like a tube of toothpaste. He was getting cold, too, which was always a bad thing on a dive when you couldn’t afford clumsy fingers. He’d passed through the thermocline where the water dropped fifteen degrees in the space of a couple of meters of depth. Up on the surface he’d sweated inside his suit, and now he felt like he was slicked down with a layer of clammy water.

He concentrated on breathing normally, on regularly checking the gas levels on his dive computer. On sticking to a steady pace.

At a hundred and twenty meters down he saw the rocky wall of the slope as a looming shadow, a patch of darkness that cut off his lights. A little farther he started to see towers of coral rise up around him like the fingers of some enormous beast reaching up to snatch at him. The wall of the slope kept getting closer, which perversely enough made him feel claustrophobic—he’d gotten used to the sense of floating in limitless space, so any indication that there was solid ground nearby made him worry about falling and smashing into the ground below.

Of course that was an illusion. All he had to do was turn one knob on his belt and he would fall upward instead, dragged up by his own buoyancy. His body didn’t want to be down here, and only constant effort and high-tech engineering made it possible to fight his way down through the dense ocean at all.

The water down there was murky and thick with marine snow—a constant cascade of organic debris, the bodies of dead plankton settling slowly to the seafloor. There were fish down there who lived on that snow, but he saw few of them. They had evolved to live in an environment of perfect darkness, and his lights probably confused the hell out of them.

A hundred and forty meters down he saw what he’d come for, a long, tapered shadow at the very limit of his light.

“I’ve got it,” he told Angel. They had agreed in advance not to talk about the mission during his descent, except in the vaguest of terms. The odds of anyone listening in to their frequency were remote, but you couldn’t be too careful when you were working an illegal operation. “Right where we expected.”

The yacht’s anchor had fallen not half a dozen yards away from the wreck. The satellite data was spot-on. Now that his light touched the seafloor, it was safe for him to let go of the cable, but he found himself reluctant to do so. Once he let go, he would be out of communication with Angel, for one thing. But he knew his hesitation was more psychological than practical.

He indulged himself for a few seconds, under the pretense that he was scoping out the wreck before proceeding.

What lay before him was a wrecked submarine about two hundred and twenty feet long and thirty feet wide. It lay on its side, its long sail pointing away from him, its underslung tail fin sticking up in his general direction. A Kilo class sub, one of the old workhorses of the Russian navy.

For twenty years it had rested down here undisturbed by the world above. Coral had begun to grow over its tail and up its sides, while countless barnacles broke up the curve of the hull. Mud and drifts of marine snow obscured much of its skin, but he could still see the rivets that held the hull plates together.

He couldn’t see any names or designator numbers painted on its side, but he knew what he was looking at: the B-307 Kurchatov. Maybe the last submarine in history to fly the flag of the Soviet Union.
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The Kurchatov had been built in the early 1980s as an attack sub, designed to search out and destroy enemy shipping. As far as anyone knew, it had never fired one of its torpedoes, though, or seen any kind of real action. Like most of the world’s military submarines, it was more important as a deterrent than an actual weapon. It did possess one claim to fame, though—or rather, it would have if anyone had ever been allowed to know about its final mission.

In August 1991, when it became clear the Soviet Union wasn’t going to last, a bunch of Kremlin hard-liners attempted a coup d’état against Gorbachev in a last-gasp effort to hold on to power. After months of planning, they flooded Moscow with tanks and paratroopers and the world held its breath, but after only two days the coup failed. All the plotters were either arrested or committed suicide, and it was clear that the old USSR was finished.

The plotters must have known there was a chance they would fail, because they had given very special orders to the captain of the Kurchatov. He was to put in at the closest convenient port to Moscow and take on passengers, specifically the wives and children of some of the coup plotters, who might become victims of mob retribution during the coup. Originally the captain’s orders had simply been to take that human cargo out to sea and keep them safe until the coup succeeded and they could come home.

Chapel had learned all this from his boss, Rupert Hollingshead, who had it from the CIA. The information the American government possessed did not indicate what the Kurchatov’s captain was supposed to do if the coup failed. It was known that the captain was fanatically loyal to his superiors in the Kremlin, a member of the Communist Party, and a personal believer in state socialism. Perhaps when he realized that his homeland failed to share his beliefs, he decided to go somewhere where people still did. So he’d set course for Cuba, a voyage that would have strained his overcrowded vessel to the very limits of its fuel and supplies.

The captain signaled ahead of his intentions and had received an offer of asylum from the government of Fidel Castro. He’d been ordered to bring his vessel into the port of Havana where he would be welcomed as a hero of the socialist revolution. Why he failed to obey those instructions was unknown—maybe he didn’t trust Castro as much as he’d trusted his Soviet superiors, or maybe he was simply out of fuel. For one reason or another, just after Christmas in 1991, he had come to a dead stop in the water twenty miles from Cuba and ordered everyone to abandon ship.

The sub’s crew had intentionally scuttled their boat, opening all its hatches and letting it sink gracefully while they fled in lifeboats. Most likely the captain had intended for the submarine to sink to the very bottom of the ocean, but instead it had come to ground on the sloped side of the Cay Sal Bank. The crew and passengers had all disappeared into the Cuban population. And that was the last anyone had heard, or probably thought, about the Kurchatov until now.

Until Jim Chapel was ordered to disturb its decades-long sleep.

Through the murky water Chapel could only get a rough idea of how the submarine had fared after being scuttled, but it was obvious right away that it hadn’t come through unscathed. It must have struck the rocks several times as it sank, judging by the massive dents on the hull. Worse, it had been torn open toward its rear half where it had scraped up against a long spar of hard coral. A boat like the Kurchatov was built with two concentric hulls to withstand oceanic pressures. Both hulls were made of thick reinforced steel, but the coral had cut through them like a ceramic knife through a tin can, leaving the whole interior of the sub open to the seawater. That might actually be a good thing. Chapel hadn’t relished the prospect of trying to muscle open the heavy pressure hatches in the sail, normally the only way inside. The tear in the hulls might give him a better access point.

“Angel,” he said, “I’m going off radio now. Everything good up top?”

“There’s a little movement about twenty miles from you. Looks like a fishing boat. Nothing to worry about.”

“Okay. Talk to you in a few.”

“Be careful, sweetie,” she said. “I’ll be here, waiting.”

Chapel let go of the anchor cable and kicked away from it, using just his flippers to propel him toward the sub. He swam down toward the crack in its side and reached out to touch the place where the hulls had been cut through. The tear was pretty rough, and when it first happened the edges of the opening might have been razor sharp, but time and salt water had smoothed them down until he was pretty sure he wouldn’t rip his drysuit crawling through. He peered in through the rent, letting his lights play over the big boxy shape of the engines, then pushed inside.
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Tiny fish darted away from Chapel’s lights as he pushed his way through the cramped engine compartment, gingerly crawling along using his hands to keep from colliding with any sharp or rusted surface. It wasn’t easy. Submarines were cramped by design, cluttered by nature, and the crushing, tearing impact that tore the Kurchatov open had crumpled much of its hull, reducing further the room he had to maneuver. It felt more like he was spelunking than diving as he had to consider each move, work out in advance where his legs and arms would fit. Everything around him was pitch-black until he looked directly at it. But this wasn’t like the darkness outside, when he’d felt like he was drifting through outer space. Chapel was constantly aware that he was surrounded on every side by metal, by ton after ton of Soviet-era military equipment, and the thought of pushing himself deeper inside the crumpled tin can was daunting.

It didn’t help that the only sound he could hear, the only noise in the world, it seemed, was a deep, rumbling groaning sound that never quite stopped. It was just the sound of the submarine settling around him, straining against its own weight as it must have been doing for twenty years. But it was distorted by the water around him and amplified by the otherwise ubiquitous silence until it sounded alien and wrong, a sustained symphony of grinding, roaring moans.

At least he didn’t have to worry about radiation. The Kurchatov, like all Kilo class submarines, ran on diesel fuel, not a nuclear reactor, and there had never been any nuclear missiles on board. There were plenty of nasty chemicals around him—the lead-based batteries that filled the lower third of the sub had probably been leaking poison into the water for twenty years—but his drysuit would protect him from the worst of that.

The biggest danger he faced was ripping his suit or hitting his head on the low ceiling. If he stunned himself down here or if he lost visibility, he could be in real trouble. But he doubted it would come to that. He’d done his homework. Chapel had trained for this mission for weeks before coming down to Miami. He’d studied every known schematic of a Kilo class sub, memorized where everything was inside, thought himself through each motion he needed to make, every inch of the submarine’s interior he would have to traverse.

Of course, the interior of the sunken boat looked nothing like the photographs he’d studied. The interior would have been painted a drab, uniform tan when the sub was operational. It had gone through a real sea change since. Every surface inside was coated in organic muck, drifts of marine snow mixed with mud and the skeletons of coral and other invertebrates. A colony of tiny white-shelled clams had taken over one of the engine housings, looking like shelf fungus on a fallen tree. Brain coral had wrapped itself around one of the big fuel pumps. He thought he saw an octopus slither underneath an oil trap as he approached, though it was gone before he could be sure.

At the fore of the engine compartment stood a massive pressure hatch with a wheel mounted on its front. It lay on its side now, and for the first time Chapel realized that the entire submarine was heeled over on its port side and that what he’d been thinking of up and down were actually port and starboard. Added to the virtual weightlessness he felt while diving he had to force himself to remember what direction was up—something he definitely needed to keep in mind if he wanted to get back out of the wreck.

The door was closed, but he searched around its edges with his fingers until he found that it had either been left open by the crew—the better to scuttle the sub—or had been knocked out of its frame by the impact with the coral spar. It swung open with just a little elbow grease and let him into the engineering decks.

The semiclosed hatch had kept most of the marine life out of the middle of the submarine, so it didn’t look quite as alien to his trained eyes. The engineering decks were just as he’d expected to find them, tight corridors where every wall was lined with electrical boxes and stowed equipment. All tilted ninety degrees from the schematics he’d pored over. Strange ropy growths hung from both walls—now the ceiling and the floor—and at first he tried to identify what animal had left them behind, but then he realized they weren’t growths at all. They were the remains of string hammocks. The VIP passengers on board must have found any space they could to bunk down in, even the hot, noisy engineering areas that would normally have been unlivable. Chapel imagined just how desperate they must have been to cram inside the submarine with the fifty men of the Kurchatov’s crew, living shoulder to shoulder for long weeks as the sub inched its way across the Atlantic. They must have been terrified, he thought—afraid to surface in case a vengeful Russian proletariat was looking for them, constantly worried about being detected by American antisubmarine patrols. And all for nothing. Though every one of the coup plotters had been arrested and sent to prison, from what Chapel had read there had been no serious retribution against the families that stayed behind. The people who made the desperate journey in the Kurchatov had suffered in the tin can in vain.

Who knew, though? Maybe they were happier now in Cuba. Winter in Havana had to have Moscow beat.

The boat was less damaged through the engineering decks, and Chapel made a little better time crawling along until he reached another pressure hatch, this one leading to the crew and command areas underneath the sail. The door opened as easily as the one in the engine room and Chapel slipped inside, letting his lights play over what had once been the Kurchatov’s bridge. There were more hammocks here, though most were stowed carefully out of the way of the sonar screens and computer stations. Chapel pulled himself over the long silver pipe of a periscope stalk and found the narrow stairway leading down to the bunkrooms and officers’ cabins below.

He was getting close. Ahead of him, in the submarine’s bows, lay the enormous torpedo tubes, but those were of no interest to him. What he needed would be in the captain’s cabin if it was there at all.

Chapel ignored the groaning roar of the submarine and pulled himself along the stair rail, resisting the urge to kick for speed. The crew deck was one of the tightest spots in the whole boat, with four tiny rooms crammed together in a space half the size of a school bus. He saw the wardroom first, little more than a closet where the crew could have taken their meals or what little leisure time they got. It comprised a single narrow table with a bench behind it and a twelve-inch television set mounted to what had been its ceiling. The crew’s bunks lay beyond, with room for maybe twenty men at a time if they were very friendly. The crew would have had to sleep in shifts, taking turns using the same bunks, catching what sleep they could under blankets that smelled like the men who’d had them before.

The captain’s cabin had its own pressure hatch, which was closed. It lay on what had become the floor of the submarine, originally its port side, so it was beneath him. Chapel expected the hatch to open like the others, but his fingers couldn’t seem to get any purchase around its seals. He tried the wheel and found that it turned freely, but when he tried to pull it open it was like attempting to lift the entire submarine with his bare hands.

Chapel tugged and pulled for a while but that made him breathe heavier, and he couldn’t afford that with the amount of breathing gas he was carrying. He forced himself to take shallower breaths and relax.

He closed his eyes. Tried to block out for a moment the sustained painful groan of the dead submarine. Tried to think about why the door wouldn’t open.

Was the damned thing jammed? Maybe the impact that tore open the engine compartment had warped the door in its seals. Chapel felt around the edges of the metal door, looking for any sign that it had crumpled or fused in place, but he found nothing. He tried the wheel again. Looked for any kind of mechanism that might have locked the door shut—nothing.

In his frustration he smacked at the door with his hand, though that was worse than useless, since in the thick water he couldn’t get much leverage, and—

“Huh,” he said to himself.

He slapped the hatch again, and this time he listened to the sound it made.
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