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Chapter 1: The Dive and the Vintage
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The Nautilus Rex hummed through the Atlantic, a steel beast slicing the depths at 300 feet below the surface. Its corridors buzzed with the low thrum of machinery, a sound that had become white noise to the crew after two months submerged. Commander Evelyn Hart stood on the bridge, her eyes fixed on the sonar screen, its green glow casting shadows across her sharp features. At forty-two, she’d logged more hours underwater than most sailors dared dream, her cropped gray hair a testament to years of salt and steel. She didn’t flinch at the creaks or groans of the hull—those were just the sub’s way of talking back.

“Depth steady, ma’am,” said Lieutenant James Carter, his voice crisp over the hum. Twenty-eight, wiry, with a mop of brown curls he kept shoving back, he was her second-in-chief, a stickler for protocol who’d memorized the sub’s manual before his first dive. “Pressure’s holding at 150 psi. All systems green.”

“Good,” Hart replied, her tone clipped but calm. “Keep us on course—bearing 270. We’re two days from rendezvous.”

“Aye, ma’am,” Carter said, his fingers dancing over the console. He paused, then added, “Crew’s getting antsy, though. Two months is a long haul, even for us.”

“They’ll live,” Hart said, her lips twitching into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “They’ve got coffee and bunks. What else do they need?”

“Something stronger than coffee,” came a voice from behind them. Dr. Marcus Tate leaned against the bulkhead, arms crossed, his white lab coat pristine despite the sub’s grime. The resident oceanographer, Tate was a lanky man in his fifties, with a hawkish nose and a perpetual smirk that irritated Hart more than she’d admit. “I’ve got just the thing, if you’re interested.”

Hart turned, one eyebrow arching. “If it’s that seaweed moonshine you tried last month, I’ll pass. Nearly blinded Ensign Lopez.”

Tate chuckled, a dry sound that echoed off the steel. “Not that. Something better. Summerween.”

Carter snorted, not looking up from his controls. “Sounds like a bad beach cocktail.”

“It’s not,” Tate said, his smirk widening. “It’s a vintage—rare, from a sunken freighter I tracked off the Azores. Pulled it from the wreck last dive. Been saving it for a special occasion.”

Hart’s eyes narrowed. “You hauled wine onto my sub without clearance?”

“Call it scientific salvage,” Tate said, unfazed. “It’s been aging down there since ’42—German, pre-war. Worth a fortune topside, but I figured we could use a taste. Boost morale.”

Hart didn’t reply right away, weighing it. The crew was restless—two months tracking currents for some classified NATO project had frayed their edges. A drink might smooth things over, keep them sharp for the last leg. “Fine,” she said finally. “One bottle. Mess hall, 1900 hours. No one gets sloppy—understood?”

“Crystal,” Tate said, saluting with mock formality before slipping out.

Carter glanced at Hart, his brow furrowing. “You sure about this, ma’am? Tate’s a loose cannon.”

“He’s a pain in my ass,” Hart corrected, “but he’s harmless. Besides, if it’s as good as he says, I might not court-martial him.”

Carter grinned, shaking his head. “Aye, ma’am.”

The mess hall at 1900 was a cramped rectangle of steel tables and flickering fluorescents, the air thick with the smell of reheated stew and stale coffee. The crew—thirty souls, give or take—filtered in, their chatter a low buzz over the sub’s hum. Hart stood at the head table, arms crossed, watching them settle. Carter sat to her right, nursing a mug of black coffee, while Tate presided over the center, holding court with his prize.

The Summerween bottle was a relic—dark green glass, its label peeled to a faded smear, caked with barnacles Tate hadn’t bothered to scrape off. He’d uncorked it with a flourish, the pop loud in the tight space, and poured it into mismatched mugs. The wine was a deep ruby, shimmering under the lights, its scent sharp and strange—berries, salt, something metallic.

“To the Nautilus Rex,” Tate toasted, raising his mug. “And to us poor bastards stuck in her belly.”

A ripple of laughter spread, mugs clinking as the crew drank. Hart sipped hers, cautious—sweet at first, then a bitter edge, like rust on her tongue. Not bad, but odd. She set it down, watching the others. Carter grimaced, swallowing hard. “Tastes like history,” he muttered.

“Expensive history,” Tate said, grinning. “You’re drinking a piece of the past.”

Ensign Maria Lopez, a petite woman with dark eyes and a quick laugh, took a second sip, wincing. “Past tastes like it needs a filter,” she said, earning a chuckle from Chief Engineer Sam Brody, a bear of a man with a graying beard and hands like hams.

“Better than your cooking,” Brody shot back, downing his in one gulp. “More of this, Doc—I’m sold.”

Tate poured another round, the mood loosening, voices rising over the clatter of mugs. Hart stayed quiet, her eyes scanning the room—Lopez joking with Brody, Carter fidgeting with his mug, Tate basking in the attention. It was working, she thought—morale lifting, the crew unwinding. Maybe Tate wasn’t useless after all.

Then it happened.

Brody coughed—a hard, wet sound that cut through the chatter. He set his mug down, his face flushing red, then purple. “Christ,” he rasped, clutching his throat, his chair scraping back as he stood. The room froze, eyes on him, mugs mid-air.

“Brody?” Hart snapped, rising. “What’s wrong?”

He didn’t answer—just staggered, his massive frame swaying, then crashed to the deck, his mug shattering beside him. Lopez screamed, dropping hers, the ruby liquid spilling across the table. Carter lunged forward, kneeling beside Brody, checking his pulse. “He’s not breathing,” he said, his voice tight. “No pulse—ma’am, he’s gone.”

Hart’s mind raced, the hum of the sub deafening now. “Get the med kit,” she barked, shoving past the table. Lopez bolted for the corridor, the crew erupting—shouts, chairs clattering, panic spreading like oil on water.

Tate stood rooted, his smirk gone, the Summerween bottle trembling in his hand. “This—this can’t be,” he stammered. “It’s just wine.”

Hart grabbed his collar, yanking him close, her voice steel. “What the hell did you put in that bottle, Tate?”

“Nothing!” he choked, eyes wide. “It’s vintage—sealed since ’42—”

Carter straightened, his face pale. “Poison,” he said, low and sure. “Had to be. Too fast for anything else.”

The word hung, heavy, slicing through the chaos. Hart released Tate, her eyes darting—Lopez back with the kit, useless now; Brody sprawled, foam at his lips; the crew staring, mugs abandoned, the ruby stain spreading on the deck. Poison. On her sub. In her crew.

“Lock it down,” she ordered, her voice cutting the din. “No one leaves this room. Carter—check the bottle, the mugs, everything. Lopez—secure the galley. Now.”

“Aye, ma’am,” they chorused, moving fast, the crew falling into stunned silence.

Hart stood over Brody’s body, her jaw tight, the bitter tang of Summerween still on her tongue. Two months submerged, two days from safety, and now this—a dead man, a killer aboard, a vintage turned venom. She didn’t know who, didn’t know how, but she’d find out. The Nautilus Rex was her domain, and no one—poisoner or not—would crack it open.

The hum of the sub pulsed on, relentless, as the mess hall became a cage, the crew’s eyes darting, the question unspoken but loud: Who poured the death?
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