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Prologue

	The salty air of Smögen’s harbor stung Erik Sandström’s face as he sprinted toward the pier. Gunfire echoed behind him, but his focus remained locked on the retreating ship, its shadow slipping into the storm-laden mist. The ship, a sleek, black vessel unlike any other in the small coastal town, carried something far deadlier than its ominous appearance suggested, advanced bioagents capable of catastrophic destruction.

	“Lars, we need to move now!” Erik shouted, his voice cutting through the chaos. His partner, Lars Holm, stumbled through the debris-strewn dock, his breath fogging in the icy wind.

	“I’m on it!” Lars replied, gripping a radio to relay their intentions. “Get us a boat ready, fast!”

	The storm had begun to consume the horizon, the waves swelling angrily against the harbor walls. Time was slipping away, and with it, their chance to intercept the vessel. Erik’s mind raced. If the ship reached open water, its cargo could disappear forever, or worse, reach its intended target.

	A guttural roar shattered the air as an explosion erupted behind them, tearing through the dock and sending Erik diving for cover. Splinters rained down, embedding themselves in the weathered wood around him.

	“Erik!” Lars called, pulling him up. “We’ve got no time!”

	Erik nodded, wiping blood from his forehead. 

	“Then let’s go.”

	 


Chapter 1: Open Waters

	The deck beneath Erik Sandström’s feet pitched violently as the commandeered patrol boat cut through the churning waters. He gripped the railing tightly, his knuckles white as icy spray lashed his face. Ahead, the sleek black ship they were chasing appeared and vanished in the storm, a shadow dancing between the waves.

	Lars Holm staggered toward him, clutching the side of the boat for balance. His breath came in short, sharp gasps, his voice nearly drowned out by the roar of the storm. “They’re gaining distance! We can’t keep this up for long!”

	Erik wiped rain from his eyes, his jaw tightening. 

	“We have no choice. If that ship disappears, we’ll never find it again.”

	The radio at Erik’s hip crackled, a voice breaking through the static. 

	“Commander Sandström, visibility’s dropping fast. Should we call off the pursuit?” 

	Erik still wasn’t used to the title. A few years earlier he’d been a coastal detective in Smögen, chasing cone-snail murders, Magnus Ekström, and the shadowy Council behind Project Tide. The fallout from that case, and the takedown of The Architect in Montenegro, had dragged him into hearings, task forces, and finally Nordic Joint Ops. Now the rank came with fleets instead of patrol boats, and consequences measured in continents instead of coastlines.

	Erik hesitated, his instincts warring with the rising sense of futility. The storm was relentless, hammering their small vessel with towering waves that threatened to capsize them at any moment. Yet, the stakes were too high. Those bioagents could devastate ecosystems, collapse entire cities, if not countries.

	“Negative,” Erik barked into the radio. “Maintain course! That ship doesn’t leave these waters.”

	Behind him, Lars cursed under his breath, bracing against the side as another wave slammed into them. 

	“This is madness, Erik. Even if we catch them, what’s the plan? They’ve got more firepower than we do.”

	Erik turned to him, his blue eyes steely. 

	“We improvise. We’ve been in worse situations.”

	Lars didn’t look convinced but said nothing. He moved toward the helm to relay orders to the crew. Erik stayed by the railing, his mind racing. He could feel the weight of every decision pressing down on him, every failure, every loss. This time, there was no room for error.

	As if sensing his thoughts, the storm seemed to double its fury. Lightning split the sky, illuminating the enemy ship for a brief, fleeting moment. Erik saw figures moving on its deck, preparing something, what, he couldn’t tell.

	The radio crackled again. 

	“They’re deploying something in the water! It’s…”

	Before the message finished, a detonation rocked the patrol boat. Erik was thrown to the deck, the wind knocked out of him as flames erupted toward the stern. The acrid stench of burning fuel filled the air, mingling with the salty spray.

	“Engine’s hit!” Lars shouted, scrambling toward the smoking rear of the boat. “We’re dead in the water!”

	Erik pulled himself upright, his ears ringing. He grabbed the radio. 

	“Report! What just happened?”

	One of the crew’s voices came through, panicked. 

	“They deployed mines! We didn’t see them in time!”

	Another blast shook the vessel, this one closer. Erik’s heart pounded as he realized the enemy ship was circling back, its silhouette growing larger with each passing second.

	Erik steadied himself as the enemy ship’s profile became clearer. Its deck lights flickered like faint fireflies in the mist, their glow unnervingly steady amid the storm’s chaos. He turned to Lars, who was clutching a fire extinguisher and shouting orders to the crew.

	“We’re sitting ducks out here,” Lars yelled over the howling wind.

	Erik nodded grimly. He grabbed the radio and issued swift orders. 

	“Get all hands on deck! Return fire if they approach, disable their engines if you can!”

	One of the officers rushed past, slipping briefly on the wet deck before regaining their balance. Erik’s mind churned as he assessed their dire situation. The enemy ship had every advantage, speed, firepower, and now proximity. Their own vessel, small and battered, had become a vulnerable target.

	Another explosion erupted, this time closer to the bow. Erik flinched as shrapnel sliced through the air. He shielded his face, cursing under his breath as the patrol boat shuddered violently.

	 “What the hell are they firing?” he muttered, struggling to maintain his footing.

	“They’ve got proximity charges,” Lars called out, his face pale under the dim emergency lights. 

	“They’re keeping us at range while closing in for the kill!”

	Erik’s eyes narrowed. He couldn’t let that happen. His gaze darted to the stormy horizon, where the dark silhouette of a nearby island loomed like a ghost. If they could lure the enemy closer to the shallows, the rough terrain might give them a chance to fight back.

	“Lars! Helm! Adjust course, thirty degrees starboard!” Erik shouted, his voice cutting through the storm.

	Lars hesitated, glancing at Erik in confusion. 

	“Toward the rocks? Are you insane?”

	“Trust me!” Erik snapped, grabbing the railing as another wave slammed against the hull. “They’ll think we’re retreating! We’ll use the terrain to level the playing field!”

	Lars didn’t argue further. He scrambled to the helm, relaying the command. Slowly, the patrol boat began veering toward the jagged shoreline. The enemy ship followed, its lights cutting through the storm like vengeful eyes.

	As they neared the island, the waters grew choppier, the waves crashing against hidden reefs. Erik gritted his teeth, every muscle in his body tense as he held onto the railing. The enemy ship seemed to hesitate, its captain likely wary of the treacherous waters ahead.

	“Now’s our chance,” Erik muttered, gripping the radio again. “All units, prepare to engage! Aim for their bridge and engine compartment!”

	The storm roared around them, a chaotic symphony of wind, waves, and gunfire. Erik’s team responded with precise shots, targeting the enemy ship’s exposed areas. Sparks flew as rounds struck the vessel’s side, but it wasn’t enough to stop its advance.

	“They’re still coming!” Lars shouted. Erik didn’t wait, he turned the wheel hard, aiming straight for the storm’s heart. They collided mid-charge. Metal tore. Screams followed. Then Erik was up again, pistol in hand, searching the smoke.

	Erik clenched his fists, his mind racing. He needed a way to neutralize the threat before they were overwhelmed. Suddenly, an idea struck him, a risky, borderline suicidal plan.

	“Lars,” he said, turning to his partner. “Get the crew below deck. I’m going to take the helm.”

	“What?” Lars stared at him, incredulous. “You’ll be a sitting target!”

	“I’ll keep them distracted,” Erik said firmly. “You focus on disabling their engines. We can’t let them escape with those bioagents.”

	Lars hesitated, clearly torn between his duty and his loyalty to Erik. Finally, he nodded, gripping Erik’s shoulder tightly. “Don’t do anything too reckless,” he said before disappearing below deck.

	Erik took the helm, his hands gripping the wheel as he steered the patrol boat into the storm’s fury. He kept his eyes fixed on the enemy ship, now bearing down on them with terrifying speed.

	“Come on,” he muttered under his breath. “Take the bait.”

	The enemy ship fired another volley, the explosion lighting up the night like a second sun. Erik swerved sharply, the patrol boat narrowly avoiding the blast. He could see the enemy crew scrambling on deck, their silhouettes illuminated by sporadic flashes of lightning.

	Suddenly, a sharp crack rang out, and Erik felt the boat lurch beneath him. The wheel spun wildly in his hands, the patrol boat groaning as its rudder took a direct hit.

	“Damn it!” he growled, gripping the wheel tighter to regain control.

	Below deck, Lars and the crew worked frantically. One of the officers called out, “Engine two is offline! We’ve got minimal propulsion!”

	“We don’t need speed, we need precision,” Lars replied, his voice steady despite the chaos. “Focus all fire on their stern!”

	The patrol boat’s cannons roared to life, sending a volley of shells toward the enemy ship. This time, the shots found their mark. A plume of fire erupted from the enemy’s rear, and Erik saw the vessel begin to slow, its movements becoming erratic.

	“They’re hit!” Lars called over the radio. “But they’re not out yet!”

	Erik nodded grimly, his grip on the wheel tightening. He pushed the patrol boat closer to the enemy ship, ignoring the alarms blaring around him. The gap between the two vessels closed rapidly, and Erik braced himself for the final move.

	With a deafening crash, the patrol boat rammed into the enemy ship’s side. The impact sent both crews sprawling, and Erik was thrown against the console. Pain shot through his ribs, but he forced himself to stand.

	“Board now!” Erik barked. Chaos exploded as boots hit deck and shouts filled the corridor. Erik ducked beneath a swinging pipe, eyes locked on the man with the briefcase. That was his target, and the reason they were here.

	Lars and the crew didn’t hesitate. They climbed onto the enemy ship, weapons drawn as they engaged in close-quarters combat. Erik followed, his breath ragged as he pushed through the chaos.

	The enemy crew fought fiercely, but Erik’s team was relentless. Amid the melee, Erik spotted a figure slipping into the ship’s lower decks, a man carrying a briefcase.

	“Lars! Cover me!” Erik shouted, breaking away from the fight to pursue the man.

	The narrow corridors of the enemy ship were dimly lit, the air thick with smoke and the acrid scent of burning fuel. Erik’s footsteps echoed as he descended into the bowels of the vessel.

	He caught sight of the man ahead, struggling to open a hatch. Erik raised his weapon. “Stop right there!”

	The man froze, turning slowly to face Erik. His expression was calm, almost smug. “You’re too late,” he said, his voice laced with disdain.

	Erik’s eyes flicked to the briefcase, realizing too late what was happening. 

	The man pressed a button on the side, and a countdown timer began to tick down.

	“It’s a decoy,” the man sneered. “But loud enough to cover what matters.”

	He hurled the briefcase into a nearby compartment and slammed the hatch shut.

	An explosion tore through the ship, more flash than substance. Erik felt himself thrown forward, the concussive force bruising but not lethal.

	The faint buzz of fluorescent lights hummed in Erik Sandström’s ears as he sat in the dimly lit briefing room of the Smögen police headquarters. His ribs still ached from the explosion, a reminder that life after the Council’s fall in Montenegro hadn’t gotten simpler, and the faint scent of burnt fuel lingered in his memory. On the table before him was the device recovered from the enemy ship, a waterlogged piece of technology that, despite its damage, was their only lead.

	Lars Holm entered the room with a steaming mug of coffee and a laptop tucked under his arm. He placed the coffee before Erik and flipped open the laptop, its screen glowing in the dim light.

	“We’ve got something,” Lars said, sliding into the chair beside him. “Dr. Westin managed to pull some data from that device. It wasn’t easy, but she found a partial navigation log.”

	Erik leaned forward, his attention sharpening. “And?”

	Lars tapped the screen, where a map of the Baltic Sea appeared. A red line traced a jagged path across the waters, terminating near the Kaliningrad region in Russia. “Their last recorded stop before Smögen was here,” Lars explained, pointing to the map. “It’s a decommissioned Soviet research facility on the coast. Officially, it’s abandoned. Unofficially… well, who knows?”

	Erik frowned. “What
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