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Synopsis
Real Hero - Book 4: Dark Waters thrusts Dave and his team into the Arctic Circle, where a global catastrophe looms. Following a cryptic message from an old contact, Jonathan Carlisle, the team uncovers evidence that EarthWise Geoscience, a prominent research company, may be hiding dangerous secrets about seismic activity beneath the ice. As they dig deeper into EarthWise’s operations, they discover that rapid ice melt and underground forces could destabilise the region, triggering a disaster of unprecedented scale.

The mission takes Dave and his team across Europe, starting with an infiltration of EarthWise’s offices in Germany. With Anya working behind the scenes to crack encrypted data and Omar performing reconnaissance on the ground, the team unravels layers of corporate conspiracy. As they piece together clues, it becomes clear that EarthWise’s seismic research isn’t just about environmental science—it’s tied to a much larger, more nefarious agenda.

As the team heads to Greenland, the stakes intensify. Dave’s powers are tested in the harsh Arctic conditions as they race against time to stop EarthWise from triggering a catastrophic event. The story builds tension with moments of action and suspense, including an encounter with a polar bear and the challenge of navigating treacherous terrain. The team faces not only the forces of nature but also EarthWise’s armed agents, determined to protect their secrets at any cost.

Throughout the novel, Dave grapples with the evolving nature of his abilities, particularly a new sense that allows him to perceive threats in low-visibility environments, such as smoke and darkness. This internal struggle adds emotional depth, as he battles the fear of losing control over his powers while trying to maintain his humanity in increasingly dangerous situations.

Dark Waters delivers a fast-paced, high-stakes narrative that blends corporate intrigue, environmental disaster, and personal discovery. The plot moves seamlessly from espionage to survival, with the Arctic setting amplifying the sense of urgency and danger. As Dave and his team race to prevent a global catastrophe, the book raises questions about power, control, and the delicate balance between science and nature.

This book, and many others by the author, are available for free download from
https://realhero.uk/.
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  Prologue

The taste of tear gas still burned in Dave’s throat as he stared at his reflection in the hotel mirror. Three days since Venezuela, since he’d torn through enemy soldiers like they were made of paper, and he still couldn’t wash away the memory. His body, deceptively ordinary with its middle-aged spread and tired eyes, betrayed nothing of what he was capable of. Nothing of what he’d done.

The mission had been straightforward on paper: neutralise North Korean influence in the region, outmanoeuvre CIA interference, prevent Venezuela from sliding into chaos. But paper plans rarely survived contact with reality, and reality had a way of pushing Dave to his limits these days.

He splashed cold water on his face, trying to clear his head. A little over a year ago, he’d been nothing more than an IT professional, content with his commuter lifestyle and desk job. The kind of man people’s eyes slid past without really seeing. Then everything changed. The agency found him – or perhaps he found them – after his abilities first surfaced. They were still a mystery, these powers that let him bend steel like putty and shrug off wounds that should have been fatal. The agency’s scientists had given up trying to measure his strength after he broke their last piece of testing equipment. His speed, while not instantaneous, left Olympic athletes looking like they were moving through molasses. But it was his durability that truly defied explanation – the harder something tried to hurt him, the more impenetrable his skin became.

Yet it was Guyana that had shown him something new. When Serj launched those smoke and CS gas grenades, Dave hadn’t just powered through like usual. He’d seen things differently. Through the chaos and chemical haze, he’d perceived the soldiers’ positions with impossible clarity, as if his mind had shifted into some new form of awareness. Each movement, each target, had been crystal clear despite the smoke that should have blinded him.

Dave’s hands gripped the sink’s edge, careful not to crack the porcelain. The agency had given him purpose, a way to use these inexplicable gifts for something greater than himself. They operated beyond government control, preventing global disasters and maintaining stability from the shadows. It should have felt noble. Instead, all he could think about was the rage.

In Venezuela, something inside him had broken loose. He hadn’t just neutralised threats; he’d revelled in his power, lost himself in a fury that turned trained soldiers into rag dolls. His strength wasn’t the problem – it was his control. Or rather, the moments when that control slipped and something darker took its place.

The mirror showed him what everyone else saw: a tired-looking forty-year-old man with an expanding waistline and greying hair. But beneath that carefully maintained facade lay something else, something that could warp industrial-grade steel and move faster than bullets. Something that was still evolving, still revealing new capabilities. And that terrified him more than any enemy ever could.

Dave straightened up, adjusting his rumpled shirt. Tomorrow he’d have to face Cecilia, his handler, and explain what happened in Venezuela and talk about his loss of control. But for now, he just stood there, wondering if the next mission would reveal something else lurking beneath his ordinary exterior – and whether he’d be able to control it when it did.

    
    Double Vision

    


  Touching Base

The rain had been falling for three days straight—the sort of persistent Birmingham drizzle that soaked through everything without the drama of a proper storm. Dave stood outside Cecilia's flat in Edgbaston, watching water stream down the building's Victorian brickwork, and tried to remember when he'd last felt dry.

Three days since he'd landed at Heathrow. Three days of sleeping in his own bed, making tea with his own kettle, pretending the Georgetown hotel room had been nothing more than a temporary inconvenience. Three days avoiding this conversation.

He pressed the buzzer.

“Come on up,” Cecilia's voice crackled through the intercom, warmth evident even through the tinny speaker.

The flat was on the second floor, and Dave took the stairs carefully—the sort of deliberate movement that had become second nature since his abilities manifested. Each footfall calibrated to avoid damaging the old wooden treads, each grip on the bannister measured to prevent the wood from splintering under pressure that looked gentle but could crush steel.

Cecilia opened the door before he knocked. She wore black leggings and a cream jumper that somehow managed to look both casual and professional—a talent she'd mastered along with everything else about her role as handler. Her shoulder-length hair was pulled back loosely, and her dark eyes assessed him with the sort of gentle scrutiny that made lying pointless.

“Dave,” she said, stepping aside. “You look terrible.”

“Thanks,” he said, managing a weak smile as he entered. “You always know what to say.”

The flat smelled of coffee and something baking—probably the banana bread she made when she was thinking through complex problems. The living room was tidy without being sterile, the sort of organised comfort that suggested someone who had their life properly sorted. A notepad sat on the coffee table next to two steaming mugs, already prepared.

“Sit,” Cecilia said, settling into the armchair across from the sofa. Not a suggestion. “You've been avoiding this debrief. The paperwork says mission successful. Your silence says otherwise.”

Dave sat, careful as always, and wrapped his hands around the mug without lifting it. The warmth bled through the ceramic—one of the few physical sensations that still registered the way it used to. “The mission was successful. North Korean influence severed, CIA's destabilisation efforts disrupted, Sarah Moreau extracted alive. Textbook outcome.”

“Mhm.” Cecilia picked up her own mug, that distinctive sing-song Ghanaian accent adding melody to her scepticism. “And the three days you spent in Georgetown after the team flew home? Also textbook?”

The question landed like a punch he couldn't shrug off. Dave stared into his tea, watching the surface ripple from the tremor in his hands—minute, invisible to normal observation, but present. The sort of thing his body did now when his mind couldn't quite maintain the control required to pass for human.

“I needed to process,” he said quietly.

“Process what?”

There it was. The question that had kept him awake in that hotel room, that had followed him home across the Atlantic, that sat in his chest like a weight his invulnerability couldn't shed.

“What I did,” Dave said. “What I became.”

Cecilia set down her mug and leaned forward slightly, her posture open but her focus absolute. She'd been his handler for months now—long enough to recognise when he needed silence to work through his thoughts, and when he needed gentle prodding to prevent him from disappearing into his own head.

This was apparently a prodding moment.

“Walk me through it,” she said. “Not the mission report. The part that's keeping you up at night.”

Dave exhaled slowly, the breath controlled because everything was controlled now, every biological function a conscious decision. “When we found Sarah in that compound… when I saw what they'd done to her…” He stopped, the words catching somewhere in his throat. “I didn't just neutralise the threats, Cecilia. I tore through them. Literally. With my hands.”

“You were protecting a captured operative under torture,” Cecilia said, her tone matter-of-fact. “The parameters were clear. Deadly force authorised.”

“I know the parameters.” His voice came out harder than intended. “The parameters aren't the problem. The problem is that I enjoyed it.”

The admission hung in the air between them, naked and ugly. Outside, the rain intensified briefly, drumming against the windows like applause.

Cecilia didn't flinch, didn't soften her expression into sympathy or concern. She simply nodded, acknowledging the statement as she would any piece of tactical intelligence. “Tell me what you mean by ‘enjoyed.’”

Dave's jaw worked, muscles bunching beneath skin that could withstand impacts that would pulverize concrete. “There was a moment—several moments—where I stopped thinking about the mission parameters and just… let go. The rage, the anger at what those militia bastards had done, at the casual cruelty of it—I stopped holding it back. And it felt…” He searched for the right word, the honest word. “It felt good. Like scratching an itch I'd been ignoring for years.”

“Were you in control?”

The question cut through to the core of what terrified him. Because the answer was yes. That was the worst part.

“Completely,” Dave said. “I knew exactly what I was doing. Every application of force, every decision to go just a bit further than tactically necessary. My abilities didn't take over. I didn't black out or lose myself. I was there, present, aware. I just stopped caring about the lines I usually maintain.”

Cecilia picked up her notepad, not to create distance but to organise her thoughts—a habit Dave had observed during previous debriefs. Her pen moved across the page in economical strokes, the sort of systematic documentation that characterised her approach to everything.

“The rage isn't new,” she said after a moment. “You've been angry before. Congo, Turkey, all the operations where civilians were hurt or threatened. What's different about Venezuela?”

“In Venezuela, I let it out.” Dave finally lifted his mug, took a drink. The tea was good—proper Yorkshire Gold, brewed correctly for once—but even that familiar comfort couldn't settle the knot in his chest. “Before, I kept it contained. Used the minimum force necessary, maintained professional detachment, remembered I was there to complete mission objectives, not to punish. But in that jungle, when I saw Sarah…” He shook his head. “I stopped being Dave Anderson trying to do the right thing. I became something that wanted to hurt people for what they'd done. And I had the power to do it.”

“And that frightens you.”

Not a question. An observation.

“Shouldn't it?” Dave set the mug down, afraid he might crush it. “I spent years in IT dealing with frustrated users and broken systems. My biggest ethical dilemma was whether to tell someone their computer was beyond saving or let them waste money on repairs. Now I've got abilities that break testing equipment when they try to measure them, and apparently I've got a taste for violence when I stop trying to be civilized about it.”

Cecilia was quiet for a long moment, her pen still, her eyes on him with that particular quality of attention that made her exceptional at her job. She wasn't rushing to reassure him, wasn't offering platitudes about combat stress or necessary force. She was actually thinking about what he'd said.

“Do you know why the Agency recruited you?” she finally asked.

The non-sequitur threw him. “Because I can punch through steel and shrug off bullets?”

“Partly.” She smiled, just a hint of warmth. “But mostly because when that building collapsed in Birmingham and you pulled those people out, your first response wasn't to test your limits or claim credit. You went home, called in sick to work, and spent three days trying to understand what was happening to you before we made contact.” She leaned forward. “You had godlike power emerge overnight, and your reaction was caution and responsibility. That's what we needed. Not another weapon. A man who understood the weight of what he could do.”

“And now I'm becoming exactly what you didn't want,” Dave said. “Another weapon who enjoys being used.”

“No.” Cecilia's voice carried absolute certainty. “You're becoming someone who understands that having power means confronting the reality of using it. The difference between you and an actual weapon, Dave, is that weapons don't feel guilty. They don't spend a week in a Georgetown hotel room questioning whether they've crossed a line. They don't sit in my flat drinking tea and worrying about what they're becoming.”

“So the guilt makes it okay?” He couldn't keep the bitterness out of his voice.

“The guilt makes it human.” She set the notepad aside. “You want to know what would worry me? If you'd come back from Venezuela proud of what you did. If you'd written up a mission report that bragged about the body count or described the efficiency of your rage. That would tell me you'd lost perspective, that the power was warping your judgement. But you didn't. You came back horrified at yourself. That's the appropriate response.”

Dave wanted to believe her. Desperately wanted to take comfort in the idea that his self-disgust was proof he hadn't actually become a monster. But the memory of that moment in the jungle, the visceral satisfaction of power unrestrained, refused to be dismissed by logic.

“What if next time I don't stop?” he asked quietly. “What if next time feels easier?”

“Then you tell me.” Cecilia's tone shifted, becoming firm without losing its warmth. “That's what I'm here for, Dave. Not just to hand you mission parameters and collect reports. I'm here to help you navigate the reality of being what you are. And part of that reality is acknowledging that yes, you have capacity for violence that would terrify normal people. Yes, there's a part of you that responds to threat with rage. Yes, under the right circumstances, you could become genuinely dangerous in ways that have nothing to do with geopolitics and everything to do with personal satisfaction.”

She paused, letting that sink in.

“But,” she continued, “you're not there yet. You're not even close. You know how I know? Because you're here. Because you're talking about it. Because instead of embracing what happened in Venezuela, you're interrogating it, dissecting it, trying to understand whether it means you're losing yourself. That process—that constant self-examination—that's what keeps you from becoming what you fear.”

The rain had softened to a gentle patter against the windows. Somewhere in the flat below, someone was playing piano badly, practising the same piece over and over with stubborn determination. Normal life, proceeding with complete indifference to the conversation happening one floor up about rage and power and the limits of human decency.

“The Agency's therapists are available if you want to talk this through more formally,” Cecilia said. “No judgement, no career impact. Just someone trained to help operatives process the psychological weight of the work.”

Dave considered it. The idea of explaining to a stranger that he'd discovered a concerning enthusiasm for violence during a covert operation in Venezuela had limited appeal. But then again, perhaps that was exactly why he should do it.

“Maybe,” he said. “Let me think about it.”

“Fair enough.” Cecilia picked up her mug again, the shift in her posture signalling a transition from handler to something closer to friend. “In the meantime, take some leave. Proper leave, not the kind where you sit in your house obsessing. Go somewhere. Do something normal. Remember who you are when you're not on mission.”

“Normal.” Dave tried the word out, finding it strange in his mouth. “Not sure I remember what that looks like.”

“The Hanged Man on Foundry Lane,” Cecilia said immediately. “Your regular table, regular pint, regular people who have no idea what you do for a living. Start there.”

She was right, of course. She usually was. The pub, the routines, the carefully maintained facade of Dave Anderson, IT professional and beer enthusiast—that was his tether to normalcy. The reminder that beneath the abilities and the mission parameters and the capacity for violence, he was still just a middle-aged bloke from Birmingham who liked a proper pint and complained about public transport.

“Right,” Dave agreed.

“Good.” Cecilia stood, and Dave followed suit, the meeting clearly concluding. “We'll do a proper mission debrief next week. Give you time to sort your head out first. But Dave?” She fixed him with that steady gaze that had seen through every deflection he'd attempted since she'd become his handler. “If this feeling gets worse, if you find yourself looking forward to the violence instead of dreading it, you tell me immediately. Not three days later from a hotel room in another country. Immediately. Clear?”

“Clear.”

She walked him to the door, one hand briefly touching his shoulder in a gesture that somehow conveyed both professional support and genuine care. “You're doing fine,” she said. “Better than fine, actually. The fact that you're worried about losing yourself means you haven't. Trust the process.”

Dave nodded, not trusting himself to speak, and headed back down the stairs into the Birmingham rain. Behind him, Cecilia's door closed with a soft click, leaving him alone with his thoughts and the persistent drizzle.

His car was parked around the corner—a sensible Ford Focus that blended into traffic the way Dave himself tried to blend into crowds. The walk took less than two minutes through streets that felt simultaneously familiar and foreign. These were the roads he'd walked for years before his abilities manifested, the same shops and cafes and mundane urban landscape. But now he moved through them with constant awareness of the force contained in every step, the power lurking beneath the facade of ordinariness.

A teenager on a bicycle swerved around him, shouting something creative about pedestrians and their collective lack of spatial awareness. Dave stepped aside automatically, his reflexes operating at a speed that made the kid's evasive manoeuvre look like slow motion. The bicycle was already three shops down before Dave's conscious mind registered the near-collision.

Normal people didn't experience time like that. Normal people couldn't calculate trajectory and force application while simultaneously monitoring thirteen different escape routes and three potential threats in their peripheral vision. Normal people didn't have to concentrate on making their footfalls sound human.

But normal people also didn't tear through militia soldiers with their bare hands and enjoy it.

He reached the Focus and unlocked it with a careful press of the button—the fob had already been replaced twice after he'd accidentally crushed the previous ones. The interior smelled faintly of the cardboard air freshener dangling from the mirror and the remains of yesterday's meal deal wrapper he'd forgotten to bin.

Dave sat in the driver's seat, hands on the steering wheel, and didn't start the engine. Just sat there in the rain-speckled quiet, watching water stream down the windscreen in chaotic patterns, and tried to remember who he'd been before Venezuela showed him what he was capable of when he stopped trying to be decent about it.

The Hanged Man, he thought. Regular pint, regular seat, regular evening of being the bloke who complained about software updates and debated the best method for brewing tea. A few hours of pretending the rage wasn't real, that Georgetown had been a dream, that he was still the person he'd been before he'd discovered just how good it felt to stop holding back.

A few hours of being Dave Anderson, IT professional.

Even if that person was becoming harder to find beneath the weight of what he'd become.
Time for a Pint

The Hanged Man hadn't changed. Same weathered brick facade bearing decades of grime, same perpetual twilight inside where the few windows failed to properly illuminate the interior even during daylight. Dave pushed through the door into the familiar dimness—low murmurs of conversation, the distinctive hiss of the Guinness tap being pulled at the bar, comfortable shadows separating pools of amber warmth from mismatched lamps.

Thursday evening, half past seven. His usual time.

The pub held its usual mix: manual workers in paint-splattered overalls, a businessman in a rumpled suit conducting some quiet discussion in a corner, solitary drinkers nursing their pints undisturbed. Nobody made eye contact unless they meant to. Nobody asked questions. Privacy was the currency here, anonymity the product. That was the whole point of The Hanged Man.

Dave claimed his usual table in a corner and went to the bar. The barman—scarred hands suggesting years of physical work before this job—was already pulling a pint before Dave reached him. Proper Guinness, settled and topped, the sort of pour that took patience and pride.

"Dave," Trevor said, setting the pint on the bar mat. "Haven't seen you in a bit."

"Work," Dave said, sliding a fiver across. "You know how it is."

"I do not, thankfully." Trevor grinned, making change. "IT consultant life too exciting for you?"

If you only knew, Dave thought. "Deadline crunch. You know the drill."

He carried the Guinness back to his table with the careful deliberation that had become automatic. The glass weighed perhaps three hundred grams full. His grip exerted exactly the pressure required to maintain contact without applying force. The calculation happened below conscious thought now, a constant background process managing the interface between what he was and what he appeared to be.

The first sip was perfection—cold, smooth, the slight bitterness cutting through with the cream. Proper pub Guinness, the kind you couldn't get anywhere else. Dave allowed himself a moment of genuine contentment, watching condensation bead on the glass, feeling the subtle weight of exhaustion from the conversation with Cecilia beginning to lift.

He'd made it perhaps three minutes into that contentment when Mick Halstead walked through the door with Steve Turner trailing behind like a nervous shadow.

Dave's entire body went still, every sense suddenly cataloging threat assessment without conscious direction. Mick: five eleven, well-toned build, leather jacket as always, moving with that particular tough-guy confidence. Recently released after six to nine months inside—Dave had put him there a year ago after the car lot incident. Steve: five seven, wiry, nervous energy radiating off him in waves, always looking like the world was conspiring against him.

This was their pub. Their local. The Hanged Man was where Dave had first observed them, where he'd gathered intelligence about Ralph Little's operation. Where Mick had seen what Dave was capable of.

They spotted Dave immediately. Of course they did. That was why they'd come.

Mick said something to Steve, and they started across the pub toward Dave's table. The background calculations in Dave's head shifted gear, no longer managing grip strength but instead plotting trajectories, identifying breakable objects, assessing collateral damage radius, planning exits.

He forced those calculations to stop. Forced himself to breathe normally. Forced his fingers to stay relaxed on the pint glass even though every instinct refined by months of field operations was screaming threat assessment protocols.

This wasn't Venezuela. This was Birmingham. These weren't trained soldiers or militia thugs. They were small-time criminals who'd seen Dave chase down a speeding Mercedes on foot, who'd watched him bend a car door around Mick like an improvised restraint. They knew what he was capable of—or at least, they'd seen enough to be wary.

"Dave Anderson," Mick said, arriving at the table. His accent carried that particular Brummie edge that sharpened on certain vowels. "Fancy seeing you here."

"Mick," Dave said evenly.

"Free country, innit?" Mick pulled out the chair opposite without invitation and sat. Steve remained standing, positioning himself to Dave's left—classic pincer movement, though Steve's nervous energy suggested this was more Mick's idea than his. "Thought we'd say hello."

Dave took another sip of his Guinness, buying time to think. His heart rate had increased—he could feel it, one of the few physical responses his body still produced under stress even though the adrenaline served no practical purpose anymore. Fear was obsolete when you were functionally invulnerable, but his brain hadn't received the memo.

"I'm getting on fine," Dave said. "Was enjoying a quiet pint, actually."

"Yeah, I bet you were." Mick leaned forward, elbows on the table. His knuckles were scarred—recent damage, not prison-old. He'd been busy since release. "Six months inside gives you a lot of time to think. Remember things. Like the bloke who chased down my motor doing sixty."

There it was. The real reason they were here. Not revenge—Mick had seen what Dave could do. This was about establishing position, about maintaining face in front of Steve and whoever else might be watching. About proving he hadn't been cowed.

"You got yourself arrested," Dave said quietly. "I was just in the wrong place."

"Wrong place?" Mick's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Nah, mate. You were exactly where you meant to be. Watching. Waiting. Playing the hero."

Dave was acutely aware of the pressure his fingers exerted on the pint glass. Three pounds per square inch. Sufficient to maintain contact. He could increase that to three hundred pounds without visible effort. Could crush the glass to powder, drive the shards through the table, through Mick's chest, through the wall behind him if he wanted.

He didn't want to.

That was important. That distinction mattered.

"I'm not interested in whatever you're into now," Dave said quietly. "Walk away, Mick. We're done here."

"We're done when I say we're done." Mick's voice rose slightly, enough to make a few heads turn at nearby tables. "You think you can just ruin someone's life and walk away? That's not how this works, mate."

Dave felt it then—that familiar heat in his chest, the anger starting to uncurl from wherever he kept it locked down. The same anger that had emerged in Venezuela, that had felt so good to release. These people had threatened him in his own pub, his refuge from the madness of the work. They'd brought violence into his space, and a part of him wanted very badly to teach them why that was a mistake.

A significant part of him.

"Last chance," Dave said, and his voice came out harder than intended. "Leave. Now."

Mick laughed—a short, harsh bark without humor. "Or what? You gonna do that thing again? Chase me down the street?" He leaned closer, and Dave could see the calculation in his eyes—the memory of what he'd witnessed warring with the need to maintain his reputation. "I know you're... different. Saw it myself. But I've got mates now, Dave. Real mates. And they don't care how fast you can run."

The anger flared hotter. Dave's grip on the glass tightened fractionally—he caught it immediately, forced his fingers to relax before the glass shattered. But the heat remained, the rage building with the same inexorable pressure he'd felt in that Venezuelan jungle.

How easy it would be. Reach across the table, grab Mick's collar, lift him like he weighed nothing. Let him see the truth in Dave's eyes, the reality of what he'd chosen to threaten. Let him understand that he was a insect threatening a god, that Dave could break him without effort, without thought, without consequence.

Let the rage out. Just for a moment. Just to make the point.

Dave's vision had narrowed to Mick's face, to the smug confidence that came from thinking he had the upper hand. His muscles had tensed, his body preparing for violence with the automatic precision of months of combat training and tactical operations.

And then he saw his reflection in one of the dim pub mirrors—a middle-aged man with grey hair and expanding waistline, sitting in a pub, getting wound up by small-time criminals. Ordinary. Unremarkable. Exactly what he was supposed to be.

Not the weapon. Not the rage. Not the thing he'd been in Venezuela.

Dave Anderson. IT consultant. Beer enthusiast.

He picked up his Guinness and took a long, deliberate drink. Let the silence stretch while he set the glass back down with careful precision. When he spoke, his voice was calm—not because he felt calm, but because feeling calm was irrelevant compared to appearing calm.

"Mick," he said quietly, "I'm going to explain something once. You can take it as advice or as a warning, your choice. But you need to listen."

Mick opened his mouth to respond, but something in Dave's tone made him pause.

"I don't want trouble," Dave continued. "I'm sitting here minding my own business, having a pint, causing harm to absolutely no one. You've come into my local, uninvited, and started making threats. That's a choice you've made. A poor one, but yours."

He leaned forward slightly, maintaining eye contact.

"Now here's what's going to happen. You and Steve are going to stand up, walk out that door, and forget about whatever grudge you think you've got with me. You're going to go back to your lives, I'm going to get back to my pint, and we're never going to have this conversation again." Dave's voice stayed level, conversational almost. "Because if you don't—if you keep pushing this, if you come back, if you even think about making this a problem—you will regret it. Not because I'll call the police. Not because I'll cause you trouble with your new associates. But because I'm asking you nicely right now, and that's a courtesy you won't get twice."

"Is that a threat?" Mick's bravado had cracked slightly, uncertainty creeping in.

"It's a fact." Dave sat back. "I'm not interested in proving anything to you. I'm not interested in showing you how tough I am or demonstrating why you should be worried. I'm simply telling you that pursuing this ends badly for you, and I'm trying to save us both the inconvenience."

The silence stretched. A few heads had turned—in The Hanged Man, that meant something serious was happening. People here minded their own business unless there was a reason not to.

Steve shifted his weight nervously. "Mick," he said quietly. "Maybe we should—"

"Shut up," Mick snapped, but the heat had gone out of it. He stared at Dave, trying to read him, trying to figure out if this was bravado or something more substantial.

Dave held his gaze, keeping his expression neutral. He didn't need to look intimidating. Didn't need to flex or posture or demonstrate anything. The absolute certainty in his voice had done the work—the calm assurance of someone who knew exactly how this would end if it continued.

"Your call," Dave said simply.

Mick's jaw worked, pride warring with the memory of that night at Ostlers Cars. The memory of being pinned in his own stolen Mercedes by twisted metal, watching Dave walk away like it had been nothing. For a long moment, it could have gone either way. Then he stood abruptly, the chair scraping back.

"We'll see," he said, trying to salvage something from the retreat. "Come on, Steve."

Steve didn't need telling twice. They headed for the door, Mick maintaining his tough-guy swagger but moving just a bit too quickly to be entirely convincing. The door swung shut behind them, and gradually the pub's atmosphere returned to normal—the low murmurs resuming, attention returning to pints and private conversations.

Dave exhaled slowly, forcing his heart rate down, willing the anger to dissipate back to wherever he kept it locked. His hands were shaking slightly—barely visible, but he could feel it. The adrenaline his body didn't need, producing responses he couldn't use, remnants of biology that hadn't caught up to what he'd become.

He'd been close. Closer than he should have been.

The barman appeared at the table with a fresh Guinness. "On the house," he said quietly, setting it down without further comment. No questions asked. That was The Hanged Man's way.

"Cheers," Dave said, managing a nod.

The barman returned to his post, and Dave was left alone with his complimentary Guinness and the uncomfortable knowledge that he'd nearly crossed the line Cecilia had warned him about.

Not because Mick and Steve were threats. Not because he'd needed to defend himself. But because the anger had felt good, and for several seconds, he'd genuinely considered giving in to it just to make a point.

That was the problem with rage, he realized. It didn't distinguish between justified and petty. Between necessary and satisfying. It just wanted out, wanted to be used, wanted him to stop restraining it and let it do what came naturally.

Dave drank his second Guinness more slowly, letting his thoughts drift to safer territory. The team, scattered across their various corners of downtime. Dan was probably at rugby training—he coached a local under-18s side when he wasn't running tactical operations, channeling his leadership somewhere constructive. Serj would be at the gym, because Serj was always at the gym, maintaining the physical edge that made him so effective. Omar might be anywhere—the man had contacts in a dozen countries and a gift for disappearing into whichever culture he needed.

Anya was easy to picture: hunched over multiple monitors in her flat, three different projects running simultaneously while some improbable 1980s playlist ran in the background. She'd described her setup once with the enthusiasm normally reserved for religious experiences.

Alicia, he didn't know as well. She'd only been on the Venezuela operation, brought in for her medical expertise and Spanish fluency. But she'd handled herself with the calm competence that suggested this wasn't her first rodeo with the Agency. Probably had her own routines, her own ways of processing the work.

And Mei—recovering from the injuries sustained in Turkey, working her way back to operational status through what she'd described as "absolutely sadistic physical therapy." The rescue that had pushed Dave further than he'd meant to go, the mission that had revealed just how much damage he could do when someone he cared about was threatened.

Each of them carrying their own weight, processing the violence and moral complexity in their own ways. None of them spending their Thursday evenings nearly losing control because some small-time criminal had wounded their pride.

Dave finished the second Guinness and decided against a third. He'd come here for normalcy, for the reminder that he was still Dave Anderson beneath all the abilities and operations and accumulated trauma. But normalcy wasn't working tonight. The anger was still there, simmering just below the surface, looking for excuse.

He stood, careful as always, and caught the barman's eye with a brief nod of farewell.

Outside, the Birmingham evening had turned properly dark, street lights reflecting off puddles from the earlier rain. His Focus waited around the corner where he'd left it, anonymous and practical. Dave walked slowly, letting the cool air work through his system, trying to process what had just happened.

He'd maintained control. That was the important thing. Mick and Steve had walked away intact, the pub hadn't been damaged, nobody had gotten hurt. By any reasonable metric, he'd handled it correctly.

But he'd wanted to hurt them. For a few seconds, genuinely wanted to demonstrate what happened when you threatened someone who could crush steel with their bare hands. Not because it was necessary, but because it would have felt satisfying.

That was the problem Cecilia had been warning him about. Not losing control, but enjoying the moments when he chose to use it.

Dave reached his car and sat in the driver's seat without starting the engine. Just sat there in the dark, watching occasional pedestrians pass, and tried to figure out if he was winning or losing the battle with whatever he was becoming.

The honest answer terrified him.

Because he genuinely wasn't sure.
Something New

Dave sat in the Agency's meeting room—sleek, modern, all glass walls and clean lines that made him feel conspicuously ordinary—and tried to explain something he didn't fully understand himself.

The formal debrief had been yesterday. Mission parameters, tactical decisions, operational outcomes—all documented with the clinical precision the Agency demanded. North Korean influence in Venezuela severed. CIA destabilisation efforts disrupted. Sarah Moreau extracted alive. Textbook success, according to the paperwork.

The paperwork didn't mention what Dave had done in that militia camp. What he'd become in those moments when the rage took over and he'd let it.

Today was different. Today was Cecilia's follow-up, the conversation that happened after the official reports were filed. The one where handlers tried to assess whether their assets were psychologically sound enough for continued operations.

Dave suspected he might fail this particular assessment.

Tea sat in front of him—proper Yorkshire Gold, brewed correctly for once in an Agency facility that usually managed to ruin even the simplest beverages. He hadn't touched it. His spoon clinked against the cup in repetitive motion, stirring nothing, the small sound betraying the restlessness he couldn't quite suppress.

Cecilia watched him from across the table, her dark eyes patient but focused. She held a bottle of water rather than coffee—she'd explained once that caffeine made her jittery during long debriefs. The notepad beside her remained closed. This wasn't the sort of conversation that got immediately documented.

“There's something else,” Dave said finally, continuing the pointless stirring. “Something that happened during the operation. I didn't mention it in the formal debrief because I needed to process it first.”

“I'm listening.” Her Ghanaian accent added warmth to the words, but her posture remained professionally attentive.

“The ambush,” Dave began, forcing himself to meet her eyes. “When we stopped the weapons convoy. You read the tactical report—how Serj deployed smoke and CS gas grenades to cover me while I cleared the Venezuelan soldiers from the blast radius.”

“I read it. You moved fourteen soldiers out of the killbox in under ninety seconds whilst being shot at and operating in a chemical weapons cloud. Dan described it as ‘tactically remarkable’ in his write-up.”

“Dan's being diplomatic.” Dave set the spoon down, the small click seeming loud in the quiet room. “What he should have written is ‘impossible.’”

Cecilia leaned forward slightly. “Explain.”

“The CS gas,” Dave said. “It didn't affect me. At all.”

“Your oxygen requirements are different from baseline human—”

“It's not about oxygen.” Dave's hands moved restlessly, fingers tapping against the cup. “CS gas works on the nervous system. It's not something you resist through breath control or pain tolerance. It hits you immediately—burning eyes, throat closing, uncontrollable coughing, total incapacitation. The concentration Serj deployed should have blinded everyone in that cloud.”

“But not you.”

“No.” Dave picked up the tea, took a drink he barely tasted, set it back down. “I walked through it like it was ordinary fog. No burning. No coughing. The soldiers were stumbling around, completely incapacitated, shooting blind because they couldn't see through the tears. And I was just… walking through it. Moving them out of the way. Fighting them in conditions where they were helpless and I was completely unaffected.”

Cecilia's pen moved across her notepad now, economical strokes capturing the information. “The immunity to the gas itself isn't surprising, given your other enhanced resistances. But you said something about seeing?”

“That's the part I can't explain.” Dave leaned back, forcing himself to articulate what had been bothering him since Venezuela. “The smoke and CS gas created a cloud so thick you couldn't see your hand in front of your face. I watched soldiers stumbling around, firing at sounds, completely disoriented. But I could see everything. Every vehicle. Every soldier. Their positions, their movements—clear as day.”

Cecilia's pen moved faster now. “You could see through the smoke?”

“Not exactly. It wasn't normal vision.” Dave struggled to find the right words. “It was more like… I saw them as shapes. Grey shapes. Three-dimensional. I couldn't make out faces or read text or see colours—everything was rendered in this monochrome grey. Like looking at a wireframe model, or…” He paused, searching for a comparison. “Like a video game where the textures haven't loaded properly. Just the basic geometry of people and objects.”

Cecilia set her pen down. “And this only happened in the gas cloud?”

“Yes. The moment I moved to clear air, normal vision returned. But while I was in that smoke—smoke thick enough that the soldiers couldn't see anything—I had perfect spatial awareness. I knew exactly where everyone was, how they were positioned, which direction they were facing.” He met her eyes. “I fought fourteen men in conditions where they were completely blind and I had what amounted to battlefield vision. Do you understand how disturbing that is?”

“A form of enhanced spatial awareness,” Cecilia said, writing quickly. “Your body adapting to an environment where normal vision was compromised.”

“An adaptation I didn't ask for and can't control.” Dave's hands tightened around the tea cup. “I didn't even know it was happening until I was in the middle of it. One moment I'm moving into the gas cloud expecting to be as blind as everyone else, the next I'm seeing these grey wireframe shapes of soldiers stumbling around whilst I fight them like they're training dummies.”

Cecilia tapped her pen thoughtfully against the notepad. “Your abilities have shown adaptive responses before. The increased durability under greater stress. This could be another evolution—your body responding to environmental conditions by developing compensatory capabilities.”

“You make it sound so clinical.” Dave's laugh held no humour. “Like I'm undergoing firmware updates instead of turning into something that barely qualifies as human any more.”

“You're still human, Dave.”

“Am I?” He gestured at himself—middle-aged, overweight, thoroughly ordinary in appearance. “I breathe chemical weapons like fresh air. I see through clouds that blind everyone else. I can crush steel with my bare hands whilst my skin turns aside bullets. At what point does ‘enhanced human’ become ‘something else entirely’?”

The question hung between them. Cecilia let the silence stretch, not rushing to reassure him, actually considering what he'd said.

“Do you want to know what worries me?” Dave continued, his voice quieter now. “It's not the abilities themselves. It's how easily I use them now. How naturally the violence comes. In that gas cloud, fighting those soldiers—I broke bones, dislocated joints, caused injuries that will take months to heal. And in the moment, it felt efficient. Clinical. I was solving a tactical problem.”

“You were saving lives,” Cecilia said. “If you'd detonated with those soldiers in the blast radius—”

“I know.” Dave cut her off. “I know the tactical justification. I know the alternative was letting them die. But that doesn't change the fact that I hurt them. Badly. And the part that terrifies me is how easy it was. How natural it felt to apply just enough force to incapacitate without killing, to grab a man and throw him clear of the killbox like he was a duffle bag.” He paused. “One soldier's mask shattered when I grabbed it. Glass and plastic cutting into his face. I heard him scream, saw the blood, and my immediate thought was ‘acceptable collateral damage for successful mission completion.’”

Cecilia's expression remained neutral, but Dave saw her pen still over the notepad. “And now? How do you feel about it now?”

“Guilty. Disturbed. Questioning whether I'm becoming the sort of weapon that sees people as obstacles rather than human beings.” Dave met her eyes. “And underneath all that, a part of me still thinks I made the right tactical choice. That the injuries were justified by the outcome.”

“Because they were,” Cecilia said simply. “The tactical justification is sound, Dave. You made difficult decisions under extreme pressure and achieved the mission objective whilst minimising casualties. The fact that you're struggling with the human cost means you haven't lost perspective.”

“Haven't I?” Dave picked up his tea again, hands needing something to do. “In the militia camp, after we found Sarah… I lost control. Completely. I tore through those fighters like they were paper. Some of them died, Cecilia. I killed them. And the one from Sarah's tent—what I did to him…” He stopped, couldn't continue that line of thought.

“I read the report.” Cecilia's voice was gentle but firm. “You encountered a situation that triggered a psychological response. What those men had done to Sarah—”

“Doesn't excuse what I did. What I became.” The tea cup creaked in his grip, ceramic protesting before Dave caught himself and loosened his fingers. “I keep trying to separate the incidents. The ambush was professional—controlled violence in service of mission parameters. The camp was rage. But the more I think about it, the more I realise they're connected. The ability to hurt people has become easier each time. More natural. And now I've got this new enhancement that makes me even more effective in combat situations.” He set the cup down carefully. “What happens when applying violence stops feeling like a necessary evil and starts feeling like… just what I do?”

Cecilia was quiet for a long moment, her pen still, eyes thoughtful. “You're asking me if you're becoming a monster.”

“I suppose I am.”

“The answer is no.” She said it with absolute certainty. “Monsters don't question themselves, Dave. They don't sit in debriefing rooms worried about the human cost of their actions. They don't see injuries as ‘collateral damage’ they need to process—they see them as expected outcomes or don't see them at all.”

“Then what am I becoming?”

“A more capable operative who's struggling with the psychological weight of using abilities that exceed human norms.” She leaned forward, her tone shifting to something more personal. “Listen to me. You have legitimate reason to be concerned about these patterns. The ease of violence, the satisfaction you felt in the camp, the clinical efficiency during the ambush—those are all warning signs worth monitoring. But they're not signs that you've lost your humanity. They're signs that you're adapting to impossible circumstances whilst trying to maintain ethical boundaries that most people never have to consider.”

Dave wanted to believe her. Desperately wanted to take comfort in the idea that his guilt proved he was still the person he'd been. But the memory of that soldier's screams, the wet crushing sound, the satisfaction he'd felt delivering that brutality—those refused to be dismissed by logical reassurance.

“We need to test this new ability,” Cecilia said, returning to professional mode. “Document it properly, understand its limits and triggers. If you can operate in chemical weapons clouds whilst everyone else is incapacitated, that's significant tactical advantage. But it's also another capability you need to learn to control.”

“Add it to the list,” Dave said. “Right below ‘try not to crush things accidentally’ and above ‘stop enjoying violence quite so much.’”

Cecilia smiled slightly. “The fact that you're making jokes means you're processing this better than you think.”

“Or I'm developing a concerning sense of humour about turning into something that breathes poison and sees through smoke.”

“Perhaps both.” She closed her notepad. “Here's what we're going to do. Tomorrow, controlled testing in the lab—we'll expose you to various chemical agents, document your responses, see if we can determine how this new sense works. Tonight, I want you to actually rest. Not sitting at home replaying missions and cataloguing your moral failings.”

“I'm not sure I remember how to do that.”

“The Hanged Man is still there. Your house is still there. Your regular routines—all still available.” She stood, and Dave followed suit. “You've had two major operations back-to-back, both of which revealed new capabilities and pushed you into situations that would traumatise anyone. You need time to process. To remember who you are when you're not on mission.”

Dave nodded, not trusting himself to speak. The weight in his chest hadn't lifted—if anything, talking through the events had made them feel more real, more unavoidable. But Cecilia was right about one thing: he needed distance from the work. Needed to step back before the violence became all he was.

“One more thing,” Cecilia said as he reached the door. “What you did in that gas cloud—moving those soldiers clear, choosing to risk yourself rather than detonate immediately—that was human decency overriding tactical efficiency. Hold onto that, Dave. When you're worried about what you're becoming, remember that you chose to save people even when killing them would have been easier.”

Dave managed a nod and left the meeting room, walking through the Agency's sleek corridors toward the exit. Around him, analysts and operatives moved with professional purpose, conducting the mundane business of global intelligence work. None of them would ever know about the impossible man who breathed poison and saw through smoke, who'd torn through a militia camp in rage and then questioned whether he was still human enough to deserve the Agency's trust.

The Birmingham afternoon was grey and damp when Dave stepped outside—proper British weather, the sort that soaked through everything with persistent commitment. He walked slowly toward his car, letting the drizzle work through his system, trying to process everything that had been said.

A new ability. Another enhancement. Another way his body was adapting to impossibly dangerous environments. Another reason the Agency would find him valuable.

Another step away from being Dave Anderson, IT professional who complained about slow internet and debated the proper method for brewing tea.

He reached his Focus and sat in the driver's seat without starting the engine. Just sat there watching rain streak down the windscreen, and wondered how many more enhancements he could acquire before the person he'd been disappeared completely beneath the weight of what he was becoming.

The honest answer terrified him.

Because each new capability brought efficiency. Power. The ability to operate in conditions that would kill normal humans. And underneath all of it, the growing ease with which he deployed that power against other people.

He could see through poison now. Could walk through chemical weapons that reduced trained soldiers to helpless targets. Could fight in conditions where he had every advantage and they had none.

And a part of him—the part he was most afraid to acknowledge—thought that was brilliant. Tactically elegant. Another tool in the arsenal of someone who'd stopped being ordinary and started being operational.

Dave started the engine and pulled out of the car park, heading toward home and the routines that were supposed to anchor him to normalcy. The Hanged Man. Proper pints. The carefully maintained facade of unremarkable middle age.

But beneath that facade, something was evolving. Adapting. Becoming more capable of violence whilst simultaneously becoming less disturbed by its application.

The question wasn't whether he was still human.

The question was how long he could maintain the pretence of being human whilst becoming something entirely other.

And Dave genuinely didn't know the answer.
Eye Test

The testing chamber smelled of disinfectant and electrical equipment—sterile, clinical, the sort of environment where human capabilities were quantified and documented with methodical precision. Dave stood in the centre of the white-walled space, surrounded by cameras and sensors that would capture whatever anomaly his body decided to demonstrate today.

Through the observation window, Dr. Kessler adjusted his tablet, stylus moving across the screen in quick, economical strokes. The man was fifties, grey-haired, with the particular combination of academic brilliance and operational pragmatism that the Agency recruited for its more unusual research programmes. He'd been studying Dave's abilities for months now, documenting each new impossibility with the calm acceptance of someone who'd stopped being surprised by the laws of physics breaking down.

“Baseline first,” Kessler's voice came through the intercom, carrying the slight German accent that emerged when he was concentrating. “Standard Snellen chart. Read line fifteen.”

Dave focused on the far wall where the eye chart displayed letters in progressively smaller rows. Line fifteen was well beyond what normal testing required—the sort of detail that separated exceptional vision from merely good.

“T, R, P, E, L, F.”

He read them without hesitation, without squinting, the letters clear despite being small enough that most people would need magnification to distinguish them.

Kessler made a note. “Twenty-ten vision. Better than Olympic marksmen. Better than fighter pilots.” He looked up from his tablet. “But still within the upper range of human capability. Your eyes themselves aren't superhuman—they're just operating at the absolute peak of what human physiology allows.”

“Which makes them the least interesting thing about me,” Dave said. “We both know that's not why we're here.”

“No.” Kessler set the tablet aside. “We're here because in Venezuela, you operated in a CS gas cloud thick enough to blind everyone else, and you saw perfectly. That's not peak human capability. That's something else entirely.”

Dave felt the familiar tension building in his chest—the awareness that they were about to push into territory where his body would do something impossible, where another piece of normalcy would be stripped away and replaced with evidence that he was becoming fundamentally other.

“Ready for the smoke?” Kessler asked.

“No.” Dave rolled his shoulders, trying to work tension out of muscles that no longer responded to stress the way they used to. “But let's do it anyway.”

Kessler activated the system. Vents along the ceiling hissed, releasing synthetic fog into the chamber—theatrical smoke, the sort used in concerts and film productions. Non-toxic, non-reactive, just particulate matter dense enough to obscure vision.

The smoke filled the space gradually, wisps becoming clouds becoming a grey blanket that reduced visibility to a few metres. Dave watched it roll across the floor, watched the walls disappear behind the haze, watched Kessler's form through the observation window become indistinct.

“Tell me what you see,” Kessler said.

“Smoke.” Dave turned slowly, assessing the chamber. “I can still see the general layout. Walls, floor, ceiling. The chart's getting harder to make out.”

“Read line ten.”

Dave squinted at where the chart should be. The letters were there, visible through the haze but indistinct. “K, D… maybe P? The smoke's interfering. I can see there are letters, but the detail's going.”

“Good. That's normal.” Kessler increased the density. More smoke poured in, the haze thickening until Dave could barely see his own hands when he held them in front of his face. “Now try.”

“I can't see the chart at all.” Dave looked toward where the observation window should be. Kessler had become a vague shadow, barely distinguishable from the wall behind him. “This is approaching zero visibility. In Venezuela, the concentration was even thicker than this.”

“Which is what interests me.” Kessler's voice carried through the intercom with clinical focus. “Because according to Dan's report, you fought men in conditions where they were completely blind and you moved with perfect spatial awareness. So what changed? What allowed you to see when conventional sight was impossible?”

Dave stood in the smoke, trying to recall the exact sensation from the ambush. The memory was vivid—the grey wireframe shapes, the perfect clarity of spatial relationships whilst all normal visual detail disappeared.

“I don't know,” he admitted. “It just… happened. One moment I expected to be as blind as everyone else, the next I could see. Not normally, but—”

“But you could perceive your environment,” Kessler finished. “Describe it. Don't worry about whether it makes sense. Just tell me what you experienced.”

Dave closed his eyes, reaching back to that moment in the Venezuelan jungle. “Everything went grey. Not dark—grey. Like someone had drained all the colour out of the world. And the smoke… it was like it wasn't there. I could see through it, but not see through it. I saw shapes. Three-dimensional shapes. People, vehicles, terrain features—all rendered in this monochrome grey. Like a wireframe model, or…” He struggled for the comparison. “Like a video game before the textures load. Just the basic geometry of objects.”

“But no detail.”

“No faces. No text. Nothing two-dimensional. Just the physical structure of things.” Dave opened his eyes, the smoke still thick around him but his vision still operating normally—frustratingly normally. “I could see a soldier's weapon, his vest, his body position. But I couldn't have read a name tag or distinguished facial features.”

Kessler was writing quickly, stylus racing across the tablet. “And this only manifested in the gas cloud? Not before?”

“Not that I was aware of.” Dave moved through the smoke, his normal vision gradually adapting to the reduced visibility. “But I've never been in a situation that required it before. Maybe it was always there, waiting for the right conditions.”

“Or maybe it's another adaptive response.” Kessler looked up from his notes. “Your body has shown capability for situational evolution before. Increased durability under greater stress. This could be the same principle applying to sensory perception—your brain developing compensatory mechanisms when normal vision is compromised.”

“You make it sound so reasonable,” Dave said. “Like I'm not describing something that violates basic biology.”

“Everything about you violates basic biology.” Kessler said it matter-of-factly, without judgement. “The question isn't whether this is possible—you've already demonstrated that it is. The question is understanding the mechanism so we can determine triggers, limitations, and control parameters.”

The smoke was beginning to dissipate, ventilation systems slowly clearing the chamber. Dave's normal vision returned gradually, the haze thinning enough to reveal the walls, the chart, Kessler's form behind the observation window.

“We need to test it under controlled conditions,” Kessler continued. “Different levels of visual impairment, different environmental factors. If this is a sensory adaptation, we need to understand what triggers it and whether you can activate it consciously.”

“And if I can't?” Dave wiped condensation from his face—the smoke left everything slightly damp, artificial fog doing what theatrical effects required. “If it only works unconsciously, under stress?”

“Then we document that and adjust operational planning accordingly.” Kessler stood from his chair. “But first, let's see if we can replicate the conditions. The smoke test failed to trigger the response—possibly because the concentration wasn't high enough, possibly because there was no threat stimulation. So we'll try darkness instead.”

Dave felt the familiar dread building. Every test revealed something new, some fresh evidence that he was becoming less human and more… whatever the Vril energy had turned him into. Each capability was tactically useful and psychologically disturbing in equal measure.

“Hit the lights,” he said.

The chamber went dark.

Not dim—dark. The sort of absolute darkness that only occurred in sealed environments without any light source. Dave's normal vision provided nothing, his eyes struggling to adapt to conditions where there was literally no light to process.

And then it shifted.

The darkness didn't lift, but somehow Dave could perceive the space around him. The walls appeared as grey outlines, distinct from the black void despite the absence of light. The equipment in the chamber resolved into three-dimensional shapes—cameras, sensors, the testing apparatus all rendered in that same monochrome geometry.

Through the observation window—which should have been invisible in the darkness—he could see Kessler's form. Not clearly, not with facial detail or colour, but as a grey humanoid shape standing beside his equipment.

“I can see you,” Dave said, his voice sounding strange in the darkness.

“Describe what you're seeing.” Kessler's tone carried excitement now, the academic enthusiasm of someone observing unprecedented phenomena.

“Same as Venezuela. Grey shapes. Three-dimensional awareness of the space. I can see the room's layout, the equipment, you through the window.” Dave turned slowly, the environment revealing itself in stark geometric clarity. “But I can't see details. The charts on the wall are just grey rectangles. I couldn't read them even if there was enough light.”

“Can you see this?” Kessler held up his tablet, the screen illuminated in what should have been the only light source in the room.

Dave focused on the shape in Kessler's hands. “I can see you're holding something. Rectangular. But the screen—the display, whatever's on it—that's not visible. Just the physical object itself.”

“Fascinating.” Kessler lowered the tablet. “Your perception is three-dimensional only. You can't process two-dimensional information—text, images, flat surfaces. The screen's display is meaningless to whatever sense you're using, but the physical structure of the tablet registers perfectly.”

“What does that tell you?”

“That you're not seeing in any conventional sense.” Kessler moved to the controls. “Your brain is constructing a spatial map using sensory input that has nothing to do with light. When normal vision is impaired—by smoke, by darkness—this other perception activates to compensate.”

“Compensates how?” Dave could see Kessler's grey form manipulating controls he couldn't distinguish. “What sense am I actually using?”

“That's the question, isn't it?” The lights came back on, dim at first, gradually increasing. “We've ruled out echolocation—you're not generating sound and you respond faster than audio feedback would allow. It's not electromagnetic sensitivity—we've tested that. So what's left?”

Dave's vision was doing something strange now. The grey wireframe perception was still there, overlaying his returning normal sight like a double exposure. He could see Kessler in full colour through the window, but also as a grey three-dimensional outline, both images occupying the same space in his awareness.

“It's still there,” he said. “The other vision. Even with the lights on, I can still see the grey shapes underneath the normal sight.”

Kessler was writing furiously. “Dual perception. Normal vision and spatial awareness operating simultaneously. That's new.” He looked up. “Can you focus on one or the other? Suppress the spatial sense and use normal vision exclusively?”

Dave tried. The effort was strange, like trying to unfocus his eyes whilst keeping them open. The grey wireframe flickered but remained present, a persistent layer beneath his conventional sight.

“Not really. I can reduce it, make it less prominent, but I can't turn it off completely.”

“And the normal lighting doesn't deactivate it?”

“No.” Dave moved toward the observation window, watching his own reflection—or rather, watching two versions of himself, one in normal colour and one rendered in grey geometry. “It's like having two sets of sensory data feeding into the same awareness. I can prioritise one over the other, but both are present.”

The lights continued to increase until the chamber was fully illuminated, standard fluorescent brightness that washed out shadows and revealed every detail. The grey perception faded gradually, becoming background noise rather than primary awareness, but it didn't disappear entirely.

Kessler made a final note and set down his tablet. “Alright. That's enough for today. We've got baseline data and confirmed activation under controlled darkness. Next session, we'll test chemical agents—see if CS gas triggers the response the same way smoke and darkness do.”

Dave nodded, grateful for the reprieve. The dual vision was giving him a low-grade headache, his brain struggling to fully process both sensory streams even as the spatial awareness retreated to the back of his consciousness.

“What's your theory?” he asked as the chamber door unsealed with a hiss of equalising pressure. “About what's actually happening?”

Kessler considered the question whilst gathering his equipment. “Honestly? I don't know. Your abilities have shown adaptive responses before—the increased durability under greater stress. This could be another evolution, your sensory processing expanding to compensate for environmental impairments.” He paused. “Or it could be something that was always latent, only manifesting when circumstances required it.”

“That doesn't narrow it down much.”

“No.” Kessler smiled slightly. “But that's what makes you interesting, Dave. Every time we think we understand the scope of what you can do, something new emerges. Your body doesn't follow normal rules. It adapts, evolves, develops capabilities in response to challenges that would kill anyone else.”

“Lucky me.”

“Indeed.” Kessler's tone carried no irony. “Though I suspect you don't feel particularly lucky.”

Dave stepped out of the chamber into the observation room, the normal lighting and temperature feeling almost shocking after the controlled environment. His vision had mostly returned to baseline, the grey wireframe perception reduced to occasional flickers at the edge of awareness.

“The part that bothers me,” Dave said, pulling on the jacket he'd left on a chair, “isn't the ability itself. It's tactically useful—I'm not going to pretend otherwise. Being able to operate in zero visibility conditions gives me significant operational advantage.”

“But?”

“But I didn't choose it. Didn't train for it. Didn't even know it was possible until it happened.” Dave met Kessler's eyes. “Every new capability is another reminder that I'm not in control of what's happening to me. My body just… adapts. Evolves. Changes. And I find out about it after the fact.”

Kessler nodded slowly. “That's a legitimate concern. The lack of agency over your own development is psychologically difficult.” He gestured to the testing equipment surrounding them. “Which is why we do this. Document the capabilities, understand the triggers, develop protocols for conscious activation. The more we understand, the more control you can exercise.”

“And if we can't figure out how to control it?”

“Then we adapt operationally.” Kessler began shutting down the monitoring systems. “The Agency is quite good at working with unpredictable variables. You're not the first asset with capabilities that manifest unexpectedly.”

Dave pulled on his jacket, feeling the weight of normal fabric against skin that could turn aside bullets. Everything about him was a contradiction now—ordinary appearance masking impossible physiology, middle-aged unremarkability concealing tactical capabilities that exceeded any conventional operative.

“Same time next week?” Kessler asked, already making notes for the next session.

“Assuming nothing else manifests in the meantime.”

“Indeed.” Kessler smiled. “Though given your track record, that's probably optimistic.”

Dave left the testing facility, walking through corridors that felt too bright after the darkness of the chamber. Around him, Agency personnel moved with professional purpose, none of them aware that they'd just shared space with someone whose sensory perception had evolved beyond human norms.

He signed out at security, collected his phone and keys from the locker, stepped outside into Birmingham afternoon that was grey and damp in the thoroughly normal way. The spatial awareness had completely retreated now, his vision operating exactly as it had his entire life—conventional, unremarkable, human.

But he knew it was there. Lurking beneath the baseline perception, waiting for conditions that required it. Another adaptation. Another capability. Another piece of evidence that Dave Anderson was becoming something that merely resembled the person he'd been.

He walked to his car through rain that soaked through his jacket because today, at least, he wasn't bothering to resist physical discomfort. Let the rain be cold. Let the weather be miserable. Let something about his existence remain ordinary and human and subject to the normal unpleasantness of British climate.

Tomorrow, maybe his body would adapt to temperature regulation in precipitation. Develop some new impossibility that made him more operationally effective and less recognisably human.

But today, Dave Anderson could still get wet in the rain.

And somehow, that felt like the victory he needed.
Geoscience

Anya sat in her flat's second bedroom—what the estate agent had optimistically called a “home office” despite barely fitting a desk and chair without the door hitting the keyboard. The glow from three monitors cast her face in blue-white light, windows open to code editors and network analysis tools she'd been running for the past six hours. Outside, Birmingham's evening traffic provided a dull backdrop of honking and the occasional siren.

A notification blinked in the corner of her primary screen. Personal message. Odd—she'd structured her digital life to keep work and personal rigidly separated, and personal messages during work hours were rarer than competent IT security.

The sender's name made her pause mid-keystroke.

Jonathan Carlisle.

She hadn't heard from Jon in—what, three years? Four? They'd run in the same circles back when she'd been doing contract work for various agencies, before the official recruitment. Jon had been the geoscientist who actually understood code, the one who could discuss encryption algorithms as easily as seismic activity. They'd collaborated on a few projects where environmental data met cybersecurity, back when that intersection was still novel enough to be interesting.

Then Anya had moved into proper intelligence work, and Jon had continued climbing the academic and corporate ladder. The casual beer-and-encryption evenings had faded into occasional LinkedIn acknowledgements of career moves.

So why was he messaging her now?

Anya opened it, expecting… she wasn't sure what. A job offer? A request for a reference? Something mundane that explained the years of silence.

Instead:

Influence shifting. Ecological forces at play. Trust no one.

That was it. No greeting. No signature. No context. Just three sentences that read like bad spy fiction, except Jon wasn't the dramatic type. He was methodical. Careful. The sort who triple-checked his footnotes and never sent an email without proofreading it twice.

Which made the message's terseness deeply unsettling.

Anya read it again, parsing each word for hidden meaning. “Influence shifting”—political? Economic? “Ecological forces”—his field, obviously, but phrased oddly. And “trust no one”—the kind of paranoid instruction that would be laughable if it wasn't coming from someone pathologically averse to paranoia.

She checked the message metadata. Encrypted, routed through a series of proxies that suggested Jon had taken this seriously enough to use proper operational security. The timestamp showed it had been sent four hours ago from somewhere in Central Europe, though the routing made pinpointing exact location difficult.

Anya fired back a response through the same secure channel: Need context. What's happening?

Then she waited.

Five minutes passed. Ten. Twenty. She ran a trace on Jon's last known digital footprint—not difficult when you had access to the sort of databases the Agency maintained. His social media hadn't updated in three days. His work email showed automated out-of-office responses. His personal email had gone dark after sending her that message.

An hour passed with no reply. Anya tried again, using three different secure channels they'd established years ago for when regular communication felt too exposed.

Nothing.

The silence wasn't just concerning—it was wrong. Jon going dark after reaching out with a cryptic warning wasn't his style. If he'd wanted to start a conversation, he'd have followed through. If he couldn't follow through…

Anya pushed that thought aside and started digging properly.

Jon's employment history came up clean through standard searches—the sort of thing any recruiter might pull. He'd moved through various research institutes and universities, each position representing a logical step-up. Data analysis, climate modelling, geological research. The career trajectory of someone brilliant enough to have options and ambitious enough to pursue them.

His current employer was listed as EarthWise Geoscience, a Frankfurt-based company that described itself as specialising in “geological research and environmental monitoring.” Their website was professionally generic—corporate speak about sustainability, innovation, cutting-edge research. The sort of content that said everything and nothing simultaneously.

Anya ran the standard background checks. Corporate filings looked legitimate. Leadership consisted of former academics and industry veterans with appropriate credentials. No obvious scandals, no buried lawsuits, no connection to shell companies or suspicious financial activities. EarthWise appeared to be exactly what it claimed: a respectable research company doing respectable research.

But “ecological forces” kept rattling around in Anya's head. Jon's phrasing had been deliberate—she was certain of that. And EarthWise's focus on environmental monitoring felt like more than coincidence.

She leaned back, staring at the screens, and tried to think like Jon would. Methodical. Evidence-based. What would make a cautious geoscientist send a cryptic warning and then go silent?

Discovery of something significant. Something he couldn't openly discuss. Something that made him worried enough to reach out to an old colleague with intelligence connections, but careful enough to keep the message vague.

The hair on the back of Anya's neck prickled—the same instinct that had kept her alive through more than a few dicey operations. Jon hadn't sent a casual “we should catch up” message. He'd sent a warning. And now he'd vanished.

Time to find out what EarthWise Geoscience was really doing.

Three days later, Anya had consumed enough tea to float a small boat and developed an intimate hatred for EarthWise's security architecture.

The company's digital defences weren't just good—they were paranoid. Multiple layers of firewalls, encrypted traffic at every level, network segmentation that made lateral movement nearly impossible. For a geological research firm, they had security infrastructure that would make defence contractors jealous.

Which raised the obvious question: what were they protecting?

Anya had started with the usual approaches. Network reconnaissance, identifying potential vulnerabilities, probing for weak authentication points. EarthWise's systems had batted away every attempt with the sort of efficiency that suggested someone was pouring serious money into cybersecurity. Even their employee security awareness was frustratingly competent—her carefully crafted phishing emails went largely ignored.

Then she'd caught a break. Not a huge one—a mid-level research coordinator who'd clicked a link in what appeared to be a legitimate academic conference invitation. The sort of tiny human error that opened microscopic doors.

Anya had slipped through that door and found… not much. Surface-level data, carefully compartmentalised. Project timelines scrubbed of sensitive details. Communications that read like they'd been written with the assumption someone might be watching. She had access to EarthWise's network, but it was like being invited into a house where every room was locked except the foyer.

Still, she'd learned to work with limited access. Patience and persistence could turn a foothold into a breakthrough.

She spent two more days mapping the network topology, identifying traffic patterns, watching how data moved through the system. EarthWise's researchers accessed certain servers in clusters—probably shared project resources. Financial data lived on segregated systems. But there were isolated nodes, heavily firewalled, that saw regular encrypted traffic without obvious purpose.

Those nodes interested her.

The breakthrough came from a rarely-accessed server running slightly outdated software—the sort of thing that happened when organisations grew quickly and legacy systems got overlooked. Anya had a collection of zero-day exploits for exactly these situations, vulnerabilities that hadn't been publicly disclosed or patched. She hated using them—once deployed, they risked exposure—but EarthWise had left her no choice.

She ran the exploit at three in the morning, when EarthWise's security team would be at minimum staffing and her intrusion might get lost in the noise of automated processes. Her fingers moved across the keyboard with the sort of automatic precision that came from years of doing this, her mind already three steps ahead, planning contingencies if the exploit failed or triggered alerts.

It didn't. The vulnerability opened like a door she'd been given the key to, and suddenly she was inside one of those isolated data vaults. Anya held her breath, half-expecting alarms to start blaring even through her VPN and proxy chains. But the network remained quiet, the exploit having slipped past defences that should have caught it.

What she found made Jon's cryptic message snap into focus.

Geological survey data. Masses of it. Satellite imaging showing polar regions—Greenland, specifically. Environmental impact assessments. Seismic monitoring reports. And all of it encrypted with the sort of care that suggested someone really didn't want casual observers understanding what they were looking at.

Anya pulled samples, careful to avoid triggering any data loss prevention systems. Small packets, extracted gradually, mimicking legitimate access patterns. It would take time, but time was better than getting caught and locked out entirely.

She fed the data into her analysis systems, adding open-source research from scientific journals for comparison. If EarthWise was manipulating environmental data or covering something up, the discrepancies would emerge when cross-referenced against legitimate studies.

The AI she'd built for pattern recognition began churning through the information, looking for anomalies. Anya watched progress bars crawl across her screens and wondered what Jon had discovered that made him desperate enough to risk reaching out.

Whatever it was, she was going to find it.

Four days into her slow-drip data extraction, Anya decided to try something unconventional. She added Jon's original message—complete with timestamp and digital envelope—into her analytical framework. Sometimes metadata revealed more than content.

The AI processed the addition, and suddenly connections began emerging that hadn't been visible before. The message timestamp correlated with a spike in EarthWise's internal communications. More interestingly, it aligned with a cluster of recent studies monitoring polar ice thickness and glacial retreat.

Climate change wasn't news—anyone paying attention knew the ice caps were melting. But the AI flagged something specific: one region in Greenland showed melt rates far exceeding model predictions. Not gradual acceleration, but a sharp divergence from expected patterns. The sort of thing that should have been headline news if anyone outside EarthWise knew about it.

Anya pulled satellite imagery from the same period. The visuals were stark—ice shelves retreating, leaving open water where solid sheets should have remained. The progression was rapid enough to be visible across months rather than years. She cross-referenced the images with publicly available climate data, looking for explanations. Atmospheric temperatures in the region had risen, yes, but not enough to account for this rate of melt. Ocean temperatures showed similar modest increases—concerning in the long term, but not sufficient to explain what she was seeing.

The discrepancy bothered her. In her experience, when data didn't align with known variables, it meant you were missing a variable. Something else was contributing to the accelerated melt, something that hadn't been factored into the standard models.

But it was the seismic data that made everything click into place.

Unusual geothermal activity beneath the ice. Not dramatic—no volcanic eruptions or obvious earthquakes—but persistent low-level seismic signatures suggesting something was shifting deep underground. The ice wasn't just melting from atmospheric warming; something beneath was generating heat, accelerating the process from below.

“Ecological forces at play,” Anya murmured, staring at the data. Jon had been trying to tell her something was wrong with the geological stability of the region. Something that didn't fit natural patterns. Something that suggested either a natural phenomenon no one had documented before, or…

Or what? Artificial manipulation? That seemed absurd, but the data pointed to something causing accelerated melt beyond climate models. And EarthWise had been monitoring it closely without raising any alarms in the scientific community.

She dug deeper into the seismic data, looking for patterns. The readings showed consistent activity over the past eight months—roughly the same period Jon would have been working on whatever project had made him send that warning. The activity wasn't random; it followed patterns that suggested a source point, heat radiating upward through layers of rock and ice. Natural geothermal vents existed in various parts of the world, but this region hadn't shown this kind of activity in previous geological surveys. Something had changed, and recently.

Anya pulled up older survey data for comparison, going back years. The historical baseline showed normal seismic quiet—the sort of stable geological profile you'd expect in that part of Greenland. Then, approximately nine months ago, the readings began to shift. Small at first, easy to dismiss as measurement variance or equipment calibration issues. But the trend was unmistakable: steadily increasing thermal signatures emanating from beneath the ice sheet.

If this was natural, it represented a significant geological event that should have been documented and studied openly. If it wasn't natural… Anya didn't want to finish that thought, but her analytical mind couldn't help following the logic. What kind of human activity could generate sustained geothermal signatures beneath Greenland's ice sheet? Mining? Weapons testing? Some sort of experimental energy project?

All of those seemed far-fetched, but no more far-fetched than a major research company sitting on data about unprecedented ice melt and keeping quiet about it.

Anya leaned back, her mind racing. If Jon had discovered this—had realised something was fundamentally wrong with what EarthWise was seeing—he might have started asking questions. Uncomfortable questions about why the data wasn't being shared, or what exactly was causing the anomalous readings.

Questions that apparently made someone nervous enough that Jon had gone silent.

She pulled up the last location data she had for him. Frankfurt. EarthWise's headquarters. Which meant he'd still been working when he sent that message, still embedded in whatever they were doing.

And now he'd vanished.

Anya stared at her screens, at the satellite images showing ice melting far faster than it should, at seismic data suggesting something beneath was shifting in ways that defied easy explanation. This wasn't just corporate malfeasance or data manipulation. This was potentially catastrophic—an environmental threat with geopolitical implications.

The sort of thing that needed to go to people with resources beyond her apartment's worth of computer equipment.

She reached for her phone and pulled up Cecilia's number. This had moved beyond a personal concern about an old colleague. This was the sort of discovery that required the Agency's attention, and quickly.

Whatever EarthWise was hiding beneath all that security, whatever had made Jon desperate enough to send a warning before disappearing—it was bigger than either of them.

And Anya suspected they were only seeing the beginning of something far worse.
Getting Involved

Anya sat staring at her screens for a solid minute after pulling up Cecilia's contact information, her thumb hovering over the call button. The weight of what she'd discovered pressed down like physical force. This wasn't something you dropped in a text message or explained through encrypted email. This required a face-to-face conversation, the sort where you could watch someone's reaction and know they understood the gravity of what you were saying.

She pressed the button.

Two rings. Three.

“Anya.” Cecilia's voice carried that particular tone of focused attention that made her exceptional at her job—present, assessing, already thinking three steps ahead. “What's happened?”

“I need to see you. In person.” Anya kept her voice level, professional. Panic didn't serve anyone, and Cecilia would recognise urgency without histrionics. “Something's come up that needs immediate attention. Agency-level attention, with someone from the scientific division.”

A pause. Anya could almost hear Cecilia's mental gears turning, evaluating the request against everything else competing for resources and time.

“How immediate?”

“Potential ecological disaster that could have geopolitical implications.” Anya glanced at her screens, at the satellite images showing ice retreating far faster than any model predicted. “I'm not being dramatic, Cecilia. This is the sort of thing that makes headlines if we don't get ahead of it.”

“Right.” Cecilia's tone shifted, snapping into operational mode. “I'll pull someone from the science division. Meet me at headquarters in an hour. Bring everything you've got.”

The call ended. Anya looked at the external drives containing the data she'd carefully extracted from EarthWise's systems over the past week. Everything was encrypted multiple times, backed up, stored with the sort of paranoid redundancy that came from years of handling sensitive intelligence. She grabbed her laptop, the drives, and her go-bag—a habit from her early days that she'd never quite shaken, always ready to move quickly if needed.

The drive to Agency headquarters took forty minutes through Birmingham's evening traffic, which gave Anya plenty of time to organise her thoughts. How did you explain that a respected geoscientist had sent a cryptic warning and vanished? That a company doing legitimate-seeming research had security infrastructure suggesting they were protecting something far more significant than geological data? That ice was melting at rates that defied natural explanation, driven by underground forces that shouldn't exist?

Put like that, it sounded like conspiracy theory nonsense. But the data didn't lie, and Jon Carlisle wasn't the sort to cry wolf.

Agency headquarters occupied an unassuming office building in an unassuming business park—the sort of deliberately boring architecture designed to make people's eyes slide past without registering. Anya badged through security and made her way to the briefing rooms on the third floor.

Cecilia was already there, along with someone Anya immediately pegged as academic—intelligent eyes behind practical glasses, no-nonsense appearance.

“Anya, this is Dr. Angela Morgan from our environmental science division.” Cecilia gestured to the third chair at the conference table. “She specialises in climate change analysis and geological events. Angela, this is Anya Petrova, one of our best signals intelligence analysts.”

Dr. Morgan nodded, her assessment of Anya quick but thorough. “Cecilia mentioned you've found something concerning. I'm listening.”

Anya set up her laptop, connecting it to the room's display system. “Four days ago, I received a message from an old colleague, Jonathan Carlisle. He's a geoscientist—methodical, careful, not someone who sends cryptic warnings.”

She pulled up the message on screen.

Influence shifting. Ecological forces at play. Trust no one.

Dr. Morgan leaned forward. “Jonathan Carlisle? I've read his work. This doesn't seem like his usual communication style.”

“Exactly. Jon doesn't do drama. I tried to respond through every secure channel we'd established. Nothing. He's been completely dark since sending this.”

Cecilia's expression remained neutral, but Anya caught the slight tension in her posture. “You traced his employment?”

“EarthWise Geoscience. Frankfurt-based company that claims to specialise in geological research and environmental monitoring. On paper, they're legitimate—proper corporate structure, respected leadership, no obvious red flags. But their digital security…” Anya shook her head. “It's excessive. Not just good—paranoid. Multiple firewall layers, encrypted traffic, network segmentation that would make defence contractors jealous. For a research company, they're protecting their data like it contains state secrets.”

“And you managed to access their systems anyway,” Cecilia said. Not a question.

“Eventually. Took me days of careful work and a zero-day exploit I really didn't want to burn. But once I got in, what I found justified the effort.”

Anya pulled up the satellite imagery, the stark visuals of retreating ice shelves filling the screen. “Greenland. Specific region showing ice melt rates far exceeding any current climate model predictions. Not gradual acceleration—sharp divergence from expected patterns. The sort of thing that should be making headlines if anyone outside EarthWise knew about it.”

Dr. Morgan stood, moving closer to the screen, her analytical focus sharpening. “Show me the time progression.”

Anya cycled through images spanning six months. The retreat was visible even to non-experts—solid ice giving way to open water, shelves that should have remained stable for years disintegrating in months.

“That's not consistent with atmospheric warming alone,” Dr. Morgan said quietly. “Ocean temperatures might contribute, but not at this rate. What else did you find?”

“Seismic data.” Anya brought up the readings, graphs showing persistent low-level activity. “Geothermal signatures beneath the ice sheet. Not dramatic volcanic activity, but sustained thermal output that's been steadily increasing over the past eight months. The ice isn't just melting from the top down—something beneath is generating heat, accelerating the process from below.”

Dr. Morgan stared at the data, her expression shifting from curiosity to concern. “That's… unusual. Geothermal activity exists in polar regions, but this pattern suggests something either naturally significant that we've never documented, or…” She trailed off, apparently reluctant to voice the alternative.

“Or something artificial,” Anya finished. “I know how that sounds. But the data's there, and EarthWise has been sitting on it without alerting the wider scientific community. No papers published, no data shared, no alarm raised about potential environmental catastrophe. Just quiet monitoring behind security infrastructure designed to keep people like me out.”

Cecilia had been silent, watching the exchange, but now she leaned forward. “Walk me through your assessment of Carlisle. You said he's careful. What would make him risk reaching out?”

Anya considered the question. “Jon's not an alarmist. If he sent that message, it means he discovered something that scared him enough to break operational security and contact someone with intelligence connections. The phrasing—’ecological forces at play’—that's him trying to hint at what he found without being explicit. He knew someone might be monitoring his communications.”

“And now he's gone dark,” Cecilia said.

“Completely. Which means either he's unable to communicate, or someone's stopping him.” Anya met Cecilia's eyes. “I think he stumbled onto something bigger than he expected. Started asking questions about why EarthWise wasn't sharing the data, or what was really causing the thermal anomalies. Made someone nervous.”

Dr. Morgan turned from the screen. “If this data is accurate—and I'll need time to verify it properly—we're looking at potential regional destabilisation. Accelerated ice melt at this scale affects ocean currents, sea levels, local weather patterns. The geopolitical implications alone…” She shook her head. “This needs to be investigated immediately.”

“Agreed.” Cecilia's tone shifted into operational mode, the handler persona taking over. “Anya, I need everything you pulled from EarthWise's systems. We'll cross-reference against our own databases, see if anyone else has flagged unusual activity in that region. Angela, I want your team to analyse the environmental data—verify what Anya's found and model potential outcomes if this continues unchecked.”

She stood, already mentally organising the resources needed. “If Carlisle's in trouble because he discovered what EarthWise is hiding, we need to move fast. I'm assembling a team for immediate deployment to Germany. We'll start at EarthWise's headquarters, see what we can learn about their operations and whether anyone there has noticed Carlisle's absence.”

Anya felt a mix of relief and apprehension. Relief that the Agency was taking this seriously, that she wasn't alone in facing whatever EarthWise was hiding. Apprehension about what came next—because investigations like this rarely stayed simple or clean.

“I want to come,” she said. “Jon reached out to me specifically. If there's a chance he's still alive, still able to be extracted, I need to be there.”

Cecilia studied her for a moment, then nodded. “You're on the team. Your technical expertise will be valuable on the ground, and if we need to access EarthWise's systems locally, you're our best option.”

She looked at Dr. Morgan. “How long do you need to preliminary verify this data?”

“Give me six hours. I'll pull my best analysts, run the numbers against known models, and give you an assessment of how urgent this really is.”

“Do it. I'll brief the director and start pulling together operational assets.” Cecilia's expression was grim. “If EarthWise is sitting on data about environmental catastrophe while unusual thermal activity melts Greenland's ice sheet, we need to know why. And if they've silenced someone who tried to raise the alarm…”

She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to. Everyone in that room understood the implications of a company willing to make scientists disappear to protect secrets.

Anya began transferring files to the Agency's secure network, her mind already racing ahead to what came next. Germany. EarthWise's headquarters. Answers about what Jon had discovered and where he'd gone.

And beneath it all, the gnawing question that had been bothering her since she'd first seen the seismic data: what could possibly generate sustained geothermal activity beneath Greenland's ice, and was it natural or something far more disturbing?

—

Six hours later, Anya was back at headquarters, this time in a larger briefing room with four familiar faces.

Serj arrived first, his imposing frame filling the doorway. He gave Anya a nod—expression neutral, eyes sharp.

Omar came in next, moving with the quiet efficiency that made him excellent at infiltration work. Where Serj commanded attention, Omar seemed to fade into backgrounds. He settled into a chair without speaking.

Dave entered last, looking tired but alert. He caught Anya's eye and offered a slight smile—silent acknowledgement that he was ready for whatever came next.

Cecilia waited until everyone was seated before beginning. “Thank you for coming on short notice. We've got a situation that requires immediate attention, and it's not like our usual operations.”

She activated the display, pulling up the satellite imagery Anya had presented earlier. “Anya's uncovered concerning activity involving a company called EarthWise Geoscience. They appear legitimate on the surface—respectable research firm doing geological and environmental monitoring. But they're hiding something significant, and we believe it's tied to unusual ecological activity in Greenland's polar regions.”

Cecilia gestured to Anya, who stood and moved to the front of the room. This was her discovery, her contact who'd disappeared. She needed to make them understand why it mattered.

“Four days ago, I received a cryptic warning from Jonathan Carlisle, an old colleague who's now working at EarthWise.” She pulled up Jon's message. “He's a careful, methodical geoscientist—not someone prone to drama or unnecessary alarm. This message was completely out of character, and he went dark immediately after sending it.”

She cycled through the evidence—the excessive security infrastructure, the ice melt data, the seismic readings showing unexplained thermal activity. “EarthWise has been monitoring unprecedented ice melt driven by underground heat sources that shouldn't exist. They haven't shared this data with the scientific community, and their security suggests they're protecting something far more significant than research findings.”

Serj spoke up, his accent slight but present. “Why would research company cover up environmental data? What's their motive?”

“That's what we need to find out,” Anya said. “Either they've discovered something so commercially valuable they're keeping it secret, or they're involved in something that's causing the thermal anomalies and trying to hide it. Either way, I think Jon discovered the truth and became a liability.”

Omar leaned forward slightly. “And now he's missing. If they're willing to silence a scientist, they won't hesitate to escalate if they detect outside interest in their operations.”

Dave had been quiet, studying the data on screen. “You said the heat's coming from beneath the ice. Any theories on what could cause that?”

“Natural geothermal vents, except there's no historical precedent for activity in this region,” Anya said. “Or something artificial—mining, energy experiments, weapons testing. All of those sound far-fetched, but so does a legitimate research company sitting on data about environmental catastrophe while maintaining security infrastructure that rivals intelligence agencies.”

Cecilia took over. “Here's the operational plan. We're going to Frankfurt, to EarthWise's headquarters. Primary objective is gathering intelligence—we need to understand what they're really doing and whether they're covering up something that poses wider threat. Secondary objective is locating Jonathan Carlisle or determining what happened to him.”

She looked at each team member in turn. “Anya will continue digital surveillance while on the ground. If we need to access their systems locally, she's our point person. Serj and Dave provide security and physical capabilities if the situation escalates. Omar handles infiltration if we need eyes inside their facilities.”

“Rules of engagement?” Serj asked.

“We go in quiet. No direct confrontation unless absolutely necessary. EarthWise doesn't know we're interested in them, and we want to keep it that way as long as possible.” Cecilia's expression hardened. “But if they've harmed Carlisle or are knowingly causing environmental damage, rules change. This becomes extraction and evidence gathering for prosecution.”

She closed her laptop. “Dr. Morgan from our science division has verified Anya's findings. The thermal anomalies are real, the ice melt is accelerating beyond natural explanation, and if this continues unchecked, we're looking at regional destabilisation with global implications. This isn't just about one missing scientist—this is potentially catastrophic on a scale that requires Agency attention.”

The room was quiet for a moment, everyone absorbing the weight of what they'd just been told.

Dave broke the silence. “When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow morning. We'll fly commercial into Frankfurt, maintain cover as business consultants conducting due diligence on potential investment in environmental technology companies. That gives us legitimate reason to be asking questions about EarthWise's operations.” Cecilia stood. “Get your affairs in order. This could escalate quickly depending on what we find.”

As the team filed out, Anya remained behind with Cecilia.

“You know him well?” Cecilia asked quietly. “Carlisle?”

“Well enough to know he wouldn't send that message unless he was genuinely scared.” Anya's hands moved restlessly, needing something to do. “Jon's not some conspiracy theorist seeing patterns where none exist. If he says something's wrong, something's wrong.”

“Then we'll find him.” Cecilia's tone carried certainty. “And we'll figure out what EarthWise is hiding beneath all that security. But Anya—be prepared for the possibility that we're too late. If they've already silenced him…”

“I know.” Anya did know, had been trying not to think about it. “But we have to try.”

Cecilia nodded. “We will. Now go home, pack, get some rest. Tomorrow we start unravelling whatever EarthWise has been hiding under Greenland's ice.”

Anya left headquarters as evening settled over Birmingham, her mind already racing ahead to Germany, to Frankfurt, to whatever answers awaited at EarthWise Geoscience.

Jon had sent a warning about ecological forces at play, about influences shifting, about trusting no one.

Tomorrow, she'd find out what he'd discovered that made those warnings necessary.

And she'd find out what happened to the friend who'd risked everything to alert her.
Ice and Salt

The smell of diesel mixed with sea salt filled Malik's lungs as he steered the small fishing boat back toward Nuussuaq's harbour. The hold was nearly empty—again. Just a few cod and a handful of halibut, barely worth the fuel it took to get out to the fishing grounds. Ten years ago, this time of year would have seen them struggling to haul in nets bursting with fish. Now the same routes yielded catches that wouldn't have fed a family, let alone turned a profit.

He cut the engine as they approached the dock, letting momentum carry them the last few metres. His son Inuk moved to secure the ropes with the fluid motions of someone born to the sea. The boy was seventeen, the same age Malik had been when he'd first taken charge of his own boat. But the waters Inuk knew were different from the ones Malik had grown up fishing.

“You're back early,” Aksel called from the dock. The older fisherman was mending nets, his weathered hands working the rope with steady efficiency. His own boat hadn't left the harbour in days.

Malik shrugged as he stepped onto the dock. “No point burning fuel to catch nothing.”

“That bad?”

“Worse.” Malik gestured for Inuk to start unloading their meagre catch. “Water temperature's all wrong. Fish are deeper than usual, if they're there at all. Even the seals are hunting in different places.”

Aksel's weathered hands gripped the dock railing, knuckles whitening. “Remember when you could set your watch by the cod runs? Now…” He shook his head, leaving the thought unfinished.

“The ice is different too,” Inuk added, hauling a plastic crate of fish onto the dock. “Uncle says the hunters are having trouble finding stable paths. Places that were safe for generations aren't any more.”

Malik watched his son work, pride mixing with worry in his chest. The boy knew more about changing ice conditions and shifting fish patterns than he did about the traditional hunting grounds that Malik's father had taught him about. Knowledge passed down through generations was becoming unreliable, forced to adapt to rapidly changing conditions.

“My grandfather,” Aksel said, setting aside his nets, “he used to say you could read the seasons in the ice. Now?” He gestured toward the harbour mouth where sheets of ice floated past, broken and thin. “Now it's like trying to read a book with half the pages torn out.”

Other boats were returning to harbour now, most riding high in the water—their holds as empty as Malik's. The dock slowly filled with fishermen, their quiet conversations echoing the same concerns. Poor catches. Changing patterns. Unstable ice.

“The company men say it's just a cycle,” someone commented. “That it'll go back to normal.”

Aksel snorted. “Company men don't have to feed their families from these waters.” He turned to Malik. “Your father still hunting?”

Malik shook his head. “Not since last winter. Says he doesn't trust the ice any more. After Pipaluk fell through…” He trailed off. Everyone remembered how close their community had come to losing the experienced hunter when a previously reliable ice route had given way beneath him.

“We adapt,” Inuk said suddenly, straightening up from the crates. “That's what we've always done, right? Learn the new patterns, find where the fish have gone.”

The older men exchanged glances. Youth and optimism—sometimes it was hard to remember having such certainty.

“We adapt,” Malik agreed, resting a hand on his son's shoulder. “But some changes come too fast for adapting. Sometimes you're just trying to survive until you can figure out the new rules.”

The conversation died as another boat pulled in, this one from the Johansen family. Henrik climbed out first, his face carrying the same expression of frustration they'd all worn recently. His teenage daughter followed, moving to help secure the boat.

“Anything?” Aksel called.

Henrik just shook his head. “Went out to the banks where my father used to fill his hold in three hours. Nothing but empty nets.” He spat over the side of the dock. “Water's warmer. I could feel it on my hands when I was hauling the nets.”

“How much warmer?” Inuk asked, his young face serious.

“Enough to notice. Enough that it's wrong.” Henrik glanced at his daughter, then lowered his voice. “There's something else. The ice shelf north of here—the one that's been stable for as long as anyone can remember? Large sections broke off last week. Just… fell into the sea.”

Silence greeted that statement. Ice calving wasn't unusual, but the shelf Henrik mentioned had been a landmark, used for navigation and hunting references for generations.

“You sure?” Malik asked.

“Saw it myself two days ago. Went up that way looking for better fishing.” Henrik's jaw tightened. “The whole northern edge is gone. And the water there—it's almost warm. Like something's heating it from below.”

Aksel's expression darkened. “From below?”

“I know how it sounds. But I've been fishing these waters for thirty years. I know what normal feels like, and this isn't it.”

Malik felt a chill that had nothing to do with the Arctic wind. Warming from below suggested geological activity, the sort of thing that happened near volcanic vents or tectonic shifts. But this region had been geologically stable for millennia. That was one reason the ice had persisted so reliably.

“The company men were up here last month,” another fisherman said, joining the conversation. Torben, who'd been fishing longer than anyone on the dock. “Had their equipment, taking measurements. They didn't talk much, but I saw their faces when they were looking at their instruments.”

“And?” Aksel prompted.

“They looked worried. Not the kind of worried you get from bad weather or thin ice. The kind you get when you've found something you don't understand.” Torben lit a cigarette, hands cupped against the wind. “They packed up quick and left. Haven't seen them since.”

“What company?” Inuk asked.

“Some research outfit. EarthWise, I think they said. Claimed they were doing environmental monitoring.” Torben exhaled smoke. “But environmental people usually want to talk your ear off about their findings. These ones kept their mouths shut, and their data locked up tight.”

Malik exchanged glances with Aksel. Research companies showing up and then disappearing without sharing results wasn't unusual—plenty of academic groups studied the region's changing climate. But the timing bothered him, especially combined with what Henrik had reported about the warming water and collapsing ice.

“My cousin works at the weather station,” Henrik said. “She mentioned they've been recording unusual seismic activity. Nothing dramatic, but persistent. Been going on for months.”

“Earthquakes?” Malik asked.

“Not exactly. Just… vibrations. Like something shifting deep down.” Henrik shrugged. “She said the scientists they reported it to didn't seem surprised. Just noted it and moved on.”

The group fell quiet, each man processing the accumulation of small wrongnesses that had been building for months. Individually, each observation could be explained away—climate change, natural variation, normal geological processes. But together, they painted a picture of something fundamentally shifting in ways that defied the patterns their families had relied on for generations.

“The elders have been talking,” Aksel said quietly. “Some of the old stories… they mention times when the ice changed. When the land itself seemed angry.”

“Stories,” Torben said dismissively. “We need facts, not legends.”

“Maybe.” Aksel's expression remained serious. “But our ancestors survived here for thousands of years by paying attention to what the land and water were telling them. When they say something's wrong, I listen.”

Malik looked out at the harbour, at the ice fragments drifting past that should have been solid sheets, at the water that should have been colder, at the boats returning empty that should have been full. His father had taught him to read the signs the ocean gave—the movement of birds, the behaviour of fish, the texture of the ice. All those signs were telling him something was fundamentally broken.

“What do we do?” Inuk asked, his youthful confidence cracking slightly.

“What we've always done,” Malik said, though the words felt hollow even as he spoke them. “We fish. We adapt. We survive.”

“And if we can't adapt fast enough?” his son pressed.

Malik didn't have an answer for that. The truth was that adaptation required time, and whatever was happening to their waters seemed to be accelerating. Each week brought new changes, new challenges, new evidence that the old certainties no longer applied.

“Then we find help,” Aksel said firmly. “Government, scientists, whoever will listen. This isn't just about our catches any more. If the ice is melting this fast, if something's heating the water from below…” He shook his head. “That's bigger than fishing. That's something that affects everyone.”

“And who's going to listen to fishermen from Nuussuaq?” Torben asked bitterly. “We're too small to matter.”

“Then we make noise until someone pays attention,” Henrik said. “Because if this keeps happening, we won't be the only ones affected. That ice shelf breaking off? That's fresh water entering the ocean. Enough of that, and it changes currents, affects weather patterns. This becomes everyone's problem eventually.”

Malik nodded slowly. Henrik was right—what was happening here wouldn't stay localised. The Arctic was the planet's thermostat, and if that thermostat was malfunctioning, the consequences would ripple far beyond their small harbour.

“Tomorrow,” he said decisively. “Tomorrow I'm going to contact the environmental ministry. Document what we're seeing, what we're measuring. Get it on record that something's wrong here.”

“They'll say it's climate change,” Torben predicted. “File it away with all the other reports.”

“Maybe. But at least someone will have been told.” Malik looked at his son, at the other fishermen's children helping with the boats. “We owe them that much. A record that we noticed something was wrong, that we tried to raise the alarm.”

The group dispersed slowly, each fisherman heading home to families they'd have to explain another poor catch to. Malik and Inuk worked in silence, cleaning their boat and securing their minimal haul in coolers for transport to the processing facility that would pay them barely enough to cover fuel costs.

“Da?” Inuk said as they finished. “Do you think it'll get better?”

Malik wanted to lie, to offer the kind of reassurance fathers were supposed to provide. But he'd never been good at comfortable lies, and his son deserved honesty.

“I don't know,” he said finally. “But I know we'll keep trying. That's what we do.”

They walked back toward town as the sun began its long Arctic descent, casting everything in shades of orange and purple. Behind them, the harbour grew quiet, boats secured against the night. And beyond the harbour mouth, ice that had endured for thousands of years continued its accelerating retreat into water that grew warmer with each passing day.

Tomorrow they would go out again, chasing fish through changing waters. Tomorrow Malik would make those calls, try to get someone official to pay attention to what was happening in their small corner of the world.

But tonight, he would try not to think about what it meant that the ocean his father had fished, and his father's father before him, was becoming unrecognisable in the span of a single generation.

Some changes, he was learning, came too fast for anything but witness.

    
    Frankfurter

    


  Frankfurt

The hum of the Lufthansa jet's engines gradually quieted as the plane began its descent into Frankfurt. Dave stared out the window, watching Germany's financial heart unfold below—endless rows of buildings interspersed with green spaces, highways snaking through the city like arteries, the distant skyline dominated by gleaming skyscrapers. The sun hung low, casting everything in burnished gold.

He shifted in his seat, automatically calculating the force he could safely apply to the armrests without leaving finger-shaped dents in the metal beneath the padding. Time in the field, and some calculations had become as automatic as breathing. The ones that kept him from accidentally breaking things when turbulence hit, when someone jostled past in the aisle, when he simply forgot for a moment that he wasn't the IT professional who used to slouch through airports with a laptop bag and lower back pain.

The landing gear engaged with a mechanical thunk that Dave felt more than heard. The plane touched down with a gentle bump that his body barely registered, though he made sure his expression showed the slight wince of a regular passenger feeling the impact.

Always performing. Always hiding.

The cool autumn air hit them as they disembarked, sharp and refreshing after the recycled atmosphere of the cabin. Terminal One bustled with the familiar chaos of international travel—announcements in German, English, and a dozen other languages creating a constant background hum; the clatter of luggage wheels on polished floors; conversations in multiple tongues blending into white noise.

Dave glanced around as they moved through customs, noting camera positions and security checkpoints with the automatic assessment that had replaced his old habit of mentally cataloguing network dead zones and WiFi signal strength. Different skills for a different life.

Anya moved through the crowd like a shadow, her practised ease at blending in making Dave acutely aware of how conspicuous he probably looked—middle-aged, slightly overweight, the kind of unremarkable traveller security barely glanced at. Which was, he supposed, its own kind of useful camouflage.

Waiting outside stood a sleek black Mercedes V-Class, its driver holding a simple sign reading “Agency.” The man—quiet, professional, tailored suit—gave them a respectful nod as they approached. Dave caught the subtle bulge under the driver's left arm, the way his eyes tracked their surroundings even while maintaining his courteous expression.

Not just a driver, then.

The vehicle's spacious interior offered room to breathe after the flight. Dave sank into soft leather seats, the tinted windows creating a barrier between them and Frankfurt's bustling streets. Privacy. The kind that allowed Anya to immediately pull out her phone and start typing, her brow furrowing in concentration.

“Anything?” Dave asked quietly, watching her reflection in the darkened window.

She shook her head without looking up. “EarthWise's security is tight. Even their public-facing systems are locked down harder than most government facilities.” Her accent carried the faint edge of frustration. “This is not normal for geology company.”

Omar leaned forward slightly from the seat behind them. “Speaking of security, we passed their building about two blocks back. Looks innocent enough, but I counted four cameras just on the main entrance.”

“Noticed that too.” Serj's deep voice carried the weight of experience. “High-end equipment, military-grade. Not your typical corporate setup.”

Dave filed away the information, his mind automatically sorting it alongside everything Cecilia had briefed them on. A geological research company with security that would make a defence contractor jealous. Scientists going dark in Greenland. Water temperatures rising where they shouldn't. The puzzle pieces weren't fitting together yet, but the edges suggested something bigger than simple corporate malfeasance.

The Mercedes glided smoothly through Frankfurt's streets, the driver navigating with the practised efficiency of someone who knew these roads intimately. Buildings slid past—modern glass facades mixing with older architecture, the city's layers of history visible in its varied skyline. Dave had been to Frankfurt once before, years ago, for an IT conference. He'd spent most of that trip in hotel meeting rooms staring at PowerPoint presentations about network infrastructure.

Different world. Different life.

The JW Marriott loomed ahead, its modern facade of glass and stone gleaming in the evening light. Uniformed doormen greeted them with practised efficiency as the driver pulled up to the entrance. Dave stepped out, automatically scanning the street—exits, cameras, potential threats—while making it look like he was just another tired businessman stretching after a long flight.

The lobby impressed despite itself—spacious and sophisticated, with marble floors that echoed footsteps, high ceilings creating a sense of airiness, polished chrome accents catching the light. Large abstract art pieces decorated the walls, and fresh flowers filled the air with subtle fragrance. Soft music played somewhere in the background, creating an atmosphere of refined calm.

Dave positioned himself near a large tropical arrangement while Anya approached the check-in desk, studying the flowers with apparent interest while actually mapping security camera positions. The plants were real, he noticed—some luxury hotels cut corners there, but not this one. Details like that told you things about a place.

“Welcome to JW Marriott,” the receptionist smiled, her English carrying a slight German lilt. “Do you have a reservation?”

“Yes, under Wagner.” Anya returned the smile with the easy confidence of someone playing a role she'd played a thousand times. The agency's cover identities were always thorough—right down to the corporate credit cards and years of booking history that would withstand serious scrutiny.

Serj and Omar had already melted into the background, conducting their own subtle surveillance. Standard procedure. Dave had learned that luxury hotels often presented more security concerns than cheaper accommodations—too many high-value targets, too many people with resources and enemies, too much money moving through spaces designed to feel safe.

The lift ride was silent, each of them processing the mission ahead. Dave's room was first—1214. He swiped the key card, noting how quickly the light blinked green. Good electronics. That would make things easier if Anya needed to access other rooms.

“Get settled,” Anya said quietly as she continued down the hall. “One hour. We need to talk strategy.”

Dave's expression remained neutral, but he caught Omar's subtle hand signal—two fingers brushed against his leg. Check for surveillance. Right. Even here, they couldn't afford to be careless.

Dave stepped into his room and paused in the doorway, letting his senses sweep the space before he entered. No electronic hum beyond the expected—minibar, climate control, television on standby. No chemical scents that might indicate recently disturbed dust or cleaning solutions masking other odours. Just a hotel room, clean and well-maintained.

The space was luxurious in that understated way expensive hotels preferred—neutral tones of beige and grey, plush carpeting that absorbed sound, a king-sized bed with crisp white linens that probably cost more per night than his first car payment. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a view of Frankfurt's evening lights beginning to twinkle as dusk deepened.

Dave conducted a methodical search anyway, checking standard surveillance spots while being careful not to disturb things enough to alert professional counter-surveillance. Under the desk, behind the television, inside lamp fixtures, around the smoke detector. Nothing. The room was clean, or at least clean of anything obvious enough for him to find.

He stood by the window after finishing his sweep, looking out at the city below. Somewhere out there, EarthWise was hiding something significant enough to warrant military-grade security and operational compartmentalisation. Somewhere, a scientist named Carlisle had gone dark after investigating anomalies in Greenland. And somewhere in the Arctic, water was warming in patterns that didn't match any natural explanation.

Dave's reflection stared back at him from the darkening window—a middle-aged man who looked like he should be debugging server crashes, not preparing to investigate potential corporate conspiracies. The disconnect still caught him sometimes, that gap between how he looked and what he could do.

He unpacked quickly—travelling light had become second nature—and splashed water on his face in the marble bathroom. The rainfall shower and deep soaking tub mocked him with their luxury. Later, maybe. After the mission. If there was time for such indulgences.

Fifty-eight minutes after they'd separated, Dave stepped into the hotel bar. He automatically noted the exits—main entrance, emergency exit near the restrooms, kitchen access through the back that would lead to service corridors. Public enough to avoid suspicion, private enough for quiet conversation. The soft jazz and murmur of other patrons would mask their discussion from casual eavesdroppers.

Serj had claimed the corner booth—perfect positioning with clear sight lines to both entrances and minimal risk of being overheard. Dave slid into the seat, catching sight of what looked like a phone on the table but which he suspected was one of Anya's signal jammers in disguise.

The bar itself was a study in modern elegance. Low ambient lighting cast warm glows over dark wood panelling and plush velvet seating. A sleek marble bar ran along one side, rows of premium spirits gleaming on glass shelves behind bartenders who worked with the precise efficiency of craftsmen. The space exuded quiet luxury—the kind of place where deals were made in hushed tones and business travellers decompressed after long days.

Dave ordered bourbon—something decent but not memorable—and leaned back as Omar joined them. The bartender returned with his drink, and Dave took a sip, letting the warmth settle in his chest. The alcohol wouldn't affect him as much any more—his enhanced metabolism processed it too quickly—but the ritual of drinking helped maintain appearances.

“The accommodation here is certainly a step up from Guyana,” Dave remarked, memory flashing to sweltering jungle heat and a cramped safe house where the air conditioning had been more theoretical than functional.

Omar chuckled softly. “No complaints about humidity or insects this time.” He swirled his drink thoughtfully. “Tomorrow I'll take a look around the EarthWise offices. Keep it subtle—blend in, see what I can pick up without raising alarms.”

Anya arrived, sliding into the booth with her usual economical grace. She had that inward-looking expression Dave had learned meant she was mentally running through multiple scenarios and contingencies.

“Good,” she said, picking up the thread of Omar's plan. “While you do reconnaissance, I'll keep digging through EarthWise's personnel files. There's got to be something on Carlisle—address, emergency contacts, something. Once I've got his home address, we can decide approach.”

“Serj and I will handle the visit to Carlisle's place once you've got the location,” Dave said. “We'll also scope out nearby areas—bars, cafes, places where EarthWise staff might hang out. Somewhere people talk.”

Serj nodded his agreement, his expression thoughtful. “Low-key surveillance. No direct contact unless necessary. But we need feel for the people who work there. If Carlisle's gone dark, someone might have noticed—or they might be trying to cover it up.”

Omar leaned forward, lowering his voice slightly. “I've got feeling EarthWise won't be as straightforward as it seems. Security measures are too tight for company just doing geological research. They're protecting something bigger.”

Dave's instincts agreed. Corporate security was usually about protecting intellectual property or preventing industrial espionage. But military-grade equipment and compartmentalised operations suggested either government involvement or something valuable enough to warrant that level of protection.

“I agree.” Anya's fingers drummed a precise rhythm on the table. “I'll keep working on encrypted files we identified. But whatever they're hiding, they're doing damn good job of it.”

The conversation paused as a server approached to take orders. Dave asked for another bourbon—his first was barely touched, but keeping up appearances meant occasionally refreshing drinks. The others ordered as well, maintaining the illusion of colleagues unwinding after travel.

Once the server left, Serj spoke quietly. “Cecilia made it clear—this mission is sensitive. Low-profile, no unnecessary attention. We work in shadows until we understand what we're dealing with.”

“And if we find something significant?” Omar asked.

“Then we escalate to Cecilia, and she decides next steps.” Anya's tone brooked no argument. “We're here to gather intelligence, not start international incidents.”

Dave understood the subtext. Whatever EarthWise was involved in, it had implications beyond simple corporate wrongdoing. The kind of implications that required careful handling and political awareness above their clearance level.

“What about local assets?” Dave asked. “Do we have Agency support in Frankfurt?”

“Limited,” Anya replied. “There's secure communications setup, and emergency extraction if needed. But Cecilia wants to keep this compartmentalised. Too many people involved increases risk of leaks.”

So they were essentially operating alone in a foreign country, investigating a company with military-grade security, looking for a scientist who'd gone dark. Dave had participated in ops with worse odds, but that didn't mean he liked it.

“Questions?” Serj asked, his deep voice quiet but commanding attention.

Dave considered. “Do we know who EarthWise's main clients are? Their funding sources?”

Anya pulled out her phone, tapping quickly. “Mostly government contracts—environmental monitoring, geological surveys, climate change research. Some private sector work in resource exploration. On paper, everything looks legitimate.”

“On paper,” Omar echoed sceptically.

“Exactly.” Anya set her phone down. “But their operational security is inconsistent with that profile. Research companies want to publish findings, establish academic credentials. EarthWise keeps everything locked down tight. No published papers, minimal conference presence, almost no academic collaboration.”

“So they're not really a research company,” Dave concluded. “They're using research as cover for something else.”

“Or,” Serj offered, “they've discovered something significant enough that normal academic openness became impossible. Something commercial, or military, or political.”

The implications settled over the table. If EarthWise had stumbled onto something genuinely valuable—rare earth minerals, oil deposits, some geological phenomenon with military applications—then the stakes were higher than simple environmental investigation.

“We need more data before we speculate,” Anya said firmly. “Tomorrow we gather intelligence. Then we assess what we've learned and make informed decisions.”

Professional. Methodical. It was the right approach, but Dave couldn't shake the feeling that they were missing something. The puzzle pieces—warming water, missing scientist, excessive security, compartmentalised operations—suggested a pattern he couldn't quite see yet.

They finished their drinks with casual small talk, maintaining their cover as business travellers unwinding after a long day. The bar gradually filled with other guests, voices creating a comfortable ambient noise that would make their conversation even harder to overhear if anyone was trying.

Eventually, Anya signalled it was time to disperse. Staying together too long risked drawing attention, and they all needed rest before tomorrow's work began.

Dave returned to his room, conducting another quick sweep before settling in. The bed was as comfortable as it looked, and the view from his window showed Frankfurt's lights spreading across the landscape like a constellation brought to earth.

He should sleep. Tomorrow would be demanding, and field work required staying sharp. But his mind kept turning over the mission parameters, the gaps in their intelligence, the sense that something significant was hidden just beyond their current understanding.

Somewhere in this city, EarthWise held answers. Somewhere, Carlisle was either hiding or being hidden. And somewhere in the Arctic, ice was melting in patterns that suggested human intervention rather than natural processes.

Dave closed his eyes, letting his enhanced hearing pick up the subtle sounds of the hotel—ventilation systems, distant conversations, the mechanical hum of the lifts. White noise that would help him sleep while staying alert to anything unusual.

Tomorrow they'd begin peeling back EarthWise's layers of security and deception. Tomorrow they'd start finding answers.

Tonight, he would rest in luxury that felt incongruous with the mission ahead, in a city that didn't know a team of intelligence operatives had arrived to investigate secrets hidden in plain sight.

The bourbon's warmth had faded, processed away by metabolism that made him harder to kill but also harder to simply relax. Another small price paid for abilities he never asked for but had learned to accept.

Dave slept lightly, as he always did on operations, ready to wake fully alert at the slightest disturbance. The kind of sleep that wasn't really rest but rather preparation for whatever challenges tomorrow would bring.

Outside his window, Frankfurt's lights continued their glittering display, indifferent to the small drama about to unfold within its borders. Just another mission in just another city, searching for truth in a world that specialised in comfortable lies.
EarthWise

Omar stood across the street from the EarthWise Geoscience headquarters, letting the mid-morning crowd flow around him as he studied the building. Steel and glass rose against Frankfurt's skyline—sleek, modern, deliberately unremarkable. The kind of corporate architecture designed to project success without drawing attention. Most people probably walked past without a second glance.

He wasn't most people.

The entrance was understated. A revolving glass door beneath a tasteful plaque: EarthWise Geoscience. Planters lined the entrance with neatly trimmed bushes, and a steady stream of suited professionals moved in and out, briefcases swinging. Nothing about the exterior suggested anything more than another environmental consultancy firm.

But Omar had learned not to trust surfaces.

He crossed the street, adjusting his collar, and pushed through the revolving doors.

The reception area matched the exterior's polished professionalism. Dark stone floors reflected overhead lights, and the walls alternated between clean white panels and wood accents. Large potted plants added calculated greenery, and abstract art pieces hung at precise intervals. The air carried the faint scent of expensive coffee.

Two receptionists sat behind a sleek counter, their screens positioned to monitor both the entrance and the corridor beyond. The nearer one—a middle-aged man in a sharp suit—looked up with a smile that was professional without being warm.

“Good morning. How can I help you?”

Omar returned the smile, keeping his body language casual as he approached the desk. “Morning. I was in the area and thought I'd stop by—heard EarthWise is doing some interesting work. Figured I'd ask if you're taking on new people.”

The receptionist's posture shifted slightly. The smile remained, but something behind his eyes changed. “We do have positions listed on our website. EarthWise is always looking for talent in data analysis, geological research, environmental sciences.” He gestured toward a display screen mounted on the wall. “You can apply online, or if you'd like, I can connect you with someone in HR.”

Omar tilted his head, keeping things easy. “Sounds good. I've got a background in logistics and operations—worked with environmental monitoring projects before. Just thought I'd ask around, see if there's a more personal route in.” He leaned slightly on the counter, the picture of casual interest. “Place looks impressive. Must have a lot going on. Any major projects?”

The receptionist hesitated—barely a second, but Omar caught it. “We're involved in multiple research initiatives, but most of that information is confidential. If you're interested in learning more, I'd recommend checking the public projects section on our website.”

“Of course.” Omar kept his tone understanding. “Wouldn't expect trade secrets.” He paused, making his next question seem like an afterthought. “Actually, I heard about one of your people in the news a while back—Jonathan Carlisle? Still around? I've followed some of his work. Really impressive.”

The professional mask slipped. Just for a moment, but Omar saw the receptionist's eyes shift before he recovered. “I believe Dr. Carlisle is on leave. I'm not sure of the specifics, but he hasn't been in the office recently.”

Leave of absence. The lie was smooth, practised. Omar filed it away.

“Ah, shame. Was hoping to meet him if I got in here.” He straightened, giving the receptionist an out. “Well, thanks for your help. I'll check the website.”

“No problem at all. Let me know if you need anything else.”

Omar nodded and turned toward the exit, but his mind was cataloguing everything. The layout. The security cameras mounted at intervals. The way staff moved through the space—purposeful, efficient, monitored.

And the two men near the far side of the lobby.

They weren't dressed like typical corporate security. No cheap suits or bored expressions. These two moved with purpose, their eyes constantly scanning the space in coordinated patterns. Their posture was too precise, movements too controlled. Omar had seen enough operators to recognise the signs—military training, probably special forces.

For a geoscience consultancy, that level of security seemed excessive.

He passed one of the guards on his way to the exit. The man's hand shifted almost imperceptibly toward his hip—where a concealed holster would be. Their eyes met briefly. No bored indifference. This man had seen combat.

“First day?” Omar kept his tone conversational.

The guard's response was clipped, professional. “Can't discuss security matters, sir.”

British accent. Military cadence. Everything about him screamed Regiment.

Omar gave a friendly nod and continued toward the exit, making sure not to look back. But the pieces were falling into place. The receptionist's rehearsed lie about Carlisle. The mention of “leave” delivered with practised smoothness. And now private military contractors standing guard in a corporate lobby.

EarthWise was protecting something. The question was what.

He pushed through the revolving doors back into Frankfurt's morning air and pulled out his phone, typing a quick message to the team: Security's tight. Military contractors. Carlisle's not on leave—they're covering something. Keep digging.

As Omar disappeared into the pedestrian traffic, the receptionist watched him go. The professional smile faded the moment the door closed. His fingers hovered over the desk phone for a second before he picked it up, speaking in low, urgent tones to whoever answered on the other end.

—

Anya sat hunched over her laptop, fingers flying across the keyboard as line after line of code scrolled past. She'd been at this for hours, and EarthWise's security was proving more resilient than she'd expected. Not impossible—nothing was impossible—but over-engineered in ways that suggested they were protecting more than just employee records.

Multiple encryption layers. Rotating authentication protocols. Honeypots designed to catch intrusion attempts. This wasn't standard corporate IT. Someone had invested serious money into keeping people like her out.

Which only made her more determined to get in.

She ran another exploit, watching as her code probed for weaknesses in the authentication system. The progress bar crawled forward. Fifteen percent. Twenty. The encryption was military-grade, the kind of security you'd expect protecting classified government data, not personnel files for a geoscience company.

Forty percent. Fifty.

A breakthrough. One of the rotating keys had cycled at the wrong moment, leaving a brief window. Anya's script caught it, leveraged it, and suddenly she was through the outer layer.

“Got you,” she muttered, fingers already working on the next barrier.

Two more layers to go. She set up a series of decoys to mask her intrusion, making it look like routine network traffic from half a dozen different locations. The security system would be tracking phantom intrusions in São Paulo and Singapore while she worked from her hotel room.

The second layer cracked twenty minutes later. The third took another hour of patient work, testing and probing until she found the weak point—a legacy system integration that hadn't been properly updated when they'd upgraded the main security.

And then she was in.

Anya exhaled sharply, adrenaline mixing with satisfaction as data flooded her screen. She navigated quickly to the personnel files, pulled up Carlisle's record, and—

Nothing.

She stared at the screen, frustration building. The file was there, but it was clean. Too clean. No disciplinary actions, no complaints, not even a vague reprimand. His performance reviews read like corporate template text—”excellent teamwork,” “demonstrates leadership,” “consistently meets objectives.” For someone with high-level access at a company this secretive, it was suspiciously spotless.

Anya scrolled through every page, looking for anything unusual. Travel records showed standard conference attendance. Project assignments were vaguely worded but unremarkable. Even his leave records were mundane—a week here, a few days there, nothing that raised flags.

It was exactly the kind of file you'd create if you wanted someone to appear completely ordinary.

She cross-referenced the data, making notes. Then she pulled up Carlisle's home address from the system: Schweizer Straße 28, 60594 Frankfurt am Main.

Switching to satellite view, she studied the location. A quiet residential street in Sachsenhausen, close enough to the EarthWise office for a comfortable commute. The building looked like an older apartment complex, renovated but understated, nestled among similar buildings and small shops. The kind of place where you could live without drawing attention.

Anya leaned back in her chair, staring at the screen. Hours of work to crack their security, and the file itself told her nothing useful. Which meant either Carlisle genuinely was just an ordinary employee—unlikely, given everything else—or someone had sanitised his records.

She copied the address and sent it to the team: Carlisle's address. Time to knock on doors.

Then she started digging deeper, looking for anything EarthWise might have missed when they cleaned up.

—

Dave and Serj sat in yet another café near the EarthWise offices, nursing cups of coffee that had long since gone cold. They'd spent the morning working their way through lunch spots in the area—coffee shops, delis, bakeries—asking if anyone had seen Jonathan Carlisle recently.

The answer was always the same. No one remembered him. Most people grabbing lunch barely glanced at the staff, let alone built relationships with them. And no one at EarthWise seemed to eat at the same place twice.

Dave's phone buzzed on the table. A message from Anya.

He glanced at Serj, raising an eyebrow as he opened it. Carlisle's address. Here's the link to maps and satellite imagery. Time to knock on doors.

Beneath the message was the address and a map link. Dave tapped it, scanning the location. Twenty-minute walk from where they sat.

Serj leaned over to look at the map. “Could take the train.”

Dave shook his head. “By the time we find the station and wait for the next train, we'll have walked there.” He drained the last of his cold coffee and stood. “Let's move.”

They left the café and fell into step together, navigating Frankfurt's streets. The business district's gleaming towers gradually gave way to residential areas—older buildings, tree-lined streets, the pace noticeably slower. Small parks appeared at intervals, and the scent of fresh bread and coffee drifted from corner bakeries.

The contrast between the corporate centre and this quieter neighbourhood was stark, but it only heightened the tension in Dave's mind. This was where Carlisle lived. Where he might have gone to ground, or where something might have happened to him.

As they neared the address, Dave checked the satellite imagery again on his phone. The building was a five-storey apartment complex, typical of Frankfurt's older residential areas. Clean grey stone façade, simple rectangular windows, small balconies on each floor facing the street. A modest entrance courtyard with maintained flowerbeds led to a metal gate with a security keypad.

A few residents moved about—shopping bags, walking dogs. Nothing unusual.

Serj scanned the entrance. “Standard keypad. No obvious additional security.”

Dave's eyes traced the building's façade, cataloguing details. “Looks like a normal middle-class apartment. Nothing screaming high security.”

“Still,” Serj said quietly, “let's not assume it's routine. If Carlisle's hiding—or if someone's after him—this place might not be as quiet as it looks.”

Dave felt his awareness sharpen, that familiar shift when surveillance turned operational. “We go in easy. No forcing entry unless necessary.”

Serj pressed the buzzer for Carlisle's apartment. Once. Twice. A third time.

Silence.

They exchanged a glance. Time for a different approach.

They skirted around the side of the building, following a narrow path that led to the rear. The back was as unremarkable as the front—clean, well-maintained, forgettable. A small patio area with potted plants sat outside what was likely Carlisle's unit.

Serj knelt by the rear door, pulling a small lock-picking kit from his pocket. Despite his size and massive hands, he worked with surprising delicacy. Within seconds, the lock clicked open and he swung the door inward.

Both men slipped inside, closing the door softly behind them.

Dave's eyes immediately scanned for security measures. Alarm panels. Cameras. Motion sensors. Nothing. The place had standard locks and nothing more. Still, they moved cautiously through the apartment, checking corners, listening for any sign they'd triggered something unseen.

The interior was tidy—meticulously so. Polished wood floors, clean and uncluttered. To the right, an open-plan living room with simple modern furniture: grey sofa, low coffee table, flat-screen television mounted on the wall. Bookshelves lined one wall—scientific journals, geoscience texts, a few novels. A couple of framed landscape photos and a small plant added minimal personality.

Functional. Utilitarian. Like Carlisle himself, from what they'd gathered.

The kitchen to the left was equally neat. Stainless steel appliances, spotless counters, no dishes in the sink. Either a man who cleaned religiously or one who hadn't been home in a while.

Dave moved toward the bedroom while Serj checked the hallway. The bedroom continued the pattern—neatly made bed with white linens, two simple nightstands, everything in its place. Dave checked the wardrobe: work clothes, suits, casual outfits, all separated and organised. Drawers beneath held socks, underwear, folded shirts.

A large suitcase sat on top of the wardrobe, visibly unused.

But smaller travel cases—the kind you'd use for a quick trip—were absent. Dave crouched and checked under the bed. Nothing tucked away.

Serj appeared in the doorway. “No signs of struggle. But something feels off.”

Dave straightened, pulling open a nightstand drawer. Pens, a notebook, what looked like a journal. Nothing immediately useful. “If Carlisle left, he took just enough for a short trip. Some clothes are missing, but nothing suggesting he packed up permanently.”

Serj glanced at the suitcase on the wardrobe. “Big one's still here. Probably has a smaller case, something for quick travel.”

“That's what I'm thinking.” Dave closed the drawer. “He's been gone long enough that it shows. But this doesn't look like someone who planned to disappear permanently.”

Serj walked to the window, parting the curtains slightly to peer at the quiet street below. “He left in a hurry. Question is why. And where.”

Dave turned back to the wardrobe, thumbing through the hanging clothes again. The feeling was strange—Carlisle had left, but not with the weight of someone abandoning their life. He'd just… gone. A few items here and there, but nothing drastic.

“We need to figure out where he went.” Dave checked the bedside table again, looking for anything they'd missed. “If he left in a hurry, either someone scared him or he was heading somewhere important.”

Serj drummed his fingers against the windowsill before stepping away. “Let's search more thoroughly. Maybe he left something about his destination.”

They moved through the apartment systematically, but one detail caught Dave's attention almost immediately.

The desk.

It sat in the corner of the living room, clearly set up as a home office. The chair was worn, obviously used regularly. But the desk itself was completely bare. No monitor. No keyboard. No mouse. No laptop. Nothing.

Dave stepped closer, frowning. His own home setup flashed through his mind—desktop PC under the desk, dual monitors, all the peripherals. Anyone doing complex data analysis would have something similar. But Carlisle's workspace was empty.

“Serj.” Dave gestured at the desk. “Look at this.”

Serj walked over, his expression darkening as he took in the empty surface. “What are you thinking?”

“No monitor, no PC, no peripherals. The chair looks used, but there's nothing here.” Dave ran his hand along the desk's edge. “If Carlisle worked with data, he'd need more than a laptop. No one does long-form analysis on just a touchpad—it's inefficient. This desk should have equipment.”

Serj pulled out his phone, putting it on speaker as he called Anya. When she answered, he relayed Dave's observation.

Anya's voice came through clear and sharp. “You're right. No way Carlisle relied solely on a laptop for the work he did. If there's no PC, no peripherals, not even a monitor, someone's been through there and taken anything sensitive. They've cleaned it.”

Dave stepped back from the desk. “Makes sense. The place is too tidy in that one spot. If Carlisle took his equipment, he wouldn't have cleared the entire workspace. Someone removed evidence.”

“This changes things,” Anya said through the speaker. “It's not just that he's missing. Someone's covering their tracks. We need to move fast.”

“Agreed,” Serj said. “We'll finish up here and see what else we can find.”

Dave moved to the bathroom. Shampoo and body wash still in the shower, both half-used. But no toothbrush. No toothpaste. Small detail, but it registered.

“If this was staged,” Dave called out to Serj, “wouldn't they have taken the small things too? Maybe he left in a hurry but expected to come back.”

Serj leaned against the hallway wall, arms crossed. “Or they're trying to make it look that way. Could be misdirection. But I agree—leans toward him travelling light and fast, not planning on being gone long.”

With nothing else standing out in the apartment, they shifted focus to the neighbours. They started knocking on doors, keeping it casual, asking if anyone had seen Carlisle recently.

The responses were depressingly uniform.

“He keeps to himself.”

“I wouldn't remember if he came or went.”

“Barely see him around.”

No one knew anything about their reclusive neighbour. It struck Dave how disconnected people had become. Carlisle had lived here—presumably for a while—and not a single person in the building could say when they'd last seen him.

I should connect with my neighbours more, Dave thought as they knocked on another door. We're all becoming too wrapped up in our own worlds.

After several more dead-end conversations, they regrouped in the hallway.

“Nothing,” Serj said flatly, frustration creeping into his voice.

Dave sighed. “Carlisle kept to himself. The neighbours don't even know when he was last here.”

Serj crossed his arms. “We're running out of leads. Let's get back to Anya and see if she's found anything new.”

They'd come looking for answers and found only more questions. But the sparse packing, the missing technology, the subtle details—it all pointed to one conclusion: Carlisle hadn't disappeared willingly. And whatever had driven him from this place, it hadn't been ordinary.

Someone was covering their tracks. And the team was running out of time to figure out why.
Viagra

The hotel bar was quieter than the night before, the casual atmosphere replaced by focused tension. Dave and Serj sat discussing the frustrating dead ends from Carlisle's apartment—the missing equipment, the sanitised workspace, the neighbours who knew nothing. Omar leaned back in his seat, replaying his reconnaissance at EarthWise, mentally cataloguing the military contractors and the receptionist's rehearsed lies.

Anya sat slightly apart, her attention on her phone, scrolling through her inbox with the methodical precision she brought to everything. Most of it was routine—automated alerts, spam filtered into quarantine, a few legitimate messages flagged for later review.

Then she stopped.

One email had made it through her filters. That alone was unusual—she'd spent years fine-tuning her security, layering protections that caught everything from sophisticated phishing attempts to garden-variety junk. Very little slipped through.

The subject line was laughably mundane: Cheap Viagra.

Anya's first instinct was to delete it, but something made her pause. The fact that it had bypassed her filters meant it wasn't ordinary spam. She clicked it open, not because she cared about the content, but because she wanted to understand how it had got through.

The message appeared standard at first—poorly worded offers, a link to some dodgy website promising miracle results. But the phrasing was off. Subtle differences in the sentence structure, deliberate misspellings that would avoid automated filters but still be readable. Someone had crafted this carefully, designed it to slip through the cracks while appearing innocuous.

Clever, she thought. Maybe a new tactic worth studying for future work.

Then she examined the digital envelope—the metadata most people never looked at. That's when she saw it: an IP address embedded in the message headers where it absolutely shouldn't be. Standard spam didn't bother with that level of complexity. This was deliberate. Someone had hidden something in plain sight.

She pulled up the agency tools on her phone and ran a quick trace on the IP. The result came back almost immediately: digital handset, IP phone.

Anya's pulse quickened.

“Wait.” Her voice cut through the surrounding conversation. The others stopped mid-sentence, turning to look at her. “I'm onto something.”

She stared at the IP address, mind racing through possibilities. This wasn't random spam. Someone had gone to significant effort to reach her specifically, disguising their contact method as junk mail that her filters would catch and flag for manual review. Someone who knew how she worked.

Without explaining further, she initiated a call to the IP address.

The line connected with a faint click, followed by a pause. Static crackled softly.

Then a voice—one she hadn't heard in years but recognised immediately.

“Hello.”

Anya's breath caught. She knew that voice. Knew the careful cadence, the slight hesitation before speaking.

Jonathan Carlisle.

Her eyes widened as she glanced at the team. Dave and Serj had gone silent, watching her reaction. Omar's posture had shifted, instantly alert.

Carlisle was alive. And this carefully crafted spam email was his way of reaching out.

Anya stood abruptly, phone still pressed to her ear. “I need to take this in private.” Her tone left no room for argument.

Dave and Serj exchanged a glance but nodded. Omar raised an eyebrow but stayed silent, reading the gravity of the situation in her body language.

She moved quickly through the bar, heading for the lifts. Her heart pounded as she rode up to her floor, the adrenaline of hearing Carlisle's voice mixing with professional focus. Once inside her room, she locked the door and sat on the edge of the bed, taking a measured breath before speaking.

“It's okay,” she said quietly. “I'm alone now.”

A pause on the other end. Static crackled faintly, then Carlisle's voice came through—low, cautious. “Good. Listen, I can't say much. They're watching everything.”

Anya's fingers tightened around the phone. “Jonathan, what's going on? We've been looking for you. Your apartment—”

“Stop.” The interruption was sharp. “I can't explain over the phone. It's not safe. You shouldn't even be calling from a traceable device.”

She frowned. “Then why reach out like this? You know we're trying to help.”

Another pause. When Carlisle spoke again, his voice was barely above a whisper. “Because I have no other choice. They're closing in. I need to disappear, but not before I give you what you need. Meet me in Berlin. The next ICE train. Come alone.”

“Berlin?” The sudden demand caught her off guard. “That's not a lot of time, Jonathan. Why—”

“I don't have time to explain!” Urgency bled into his voice. “I'll give you answers when we meet. Be on the next train. If anyone else comes with you, the deal's off. Understand?”

Anya glanced at the clock. She didn't like it. The whole setup reeked of desperation, and the lack of specifics gnawed at her instincts. But this was their only lead. If Carlisle was genuinely in danger—and everything suggested he was—she couldn't afford to ignore it.

“Fine,” she said, keeping her voice steady. “I'll be there. Alone.”

Carlisle's breath came heavy through the line. “Good. Berlin Hauptbahnhof. I'll find you.”

The line went dead.

Anya stared at her phone, mind already racing through logistics. She'd have to tell the team, but Carlisle's instructions were clear. She'd need backup without appearing to have backup. And the clock was already ticking.

—

Anya burst back into the hotel bar, her expression tight with urgency. “Dave, you need to get on the ICE train to Berlin. Now! Go!”

Dave was on his feet before she finished speaking, moving for the exit without hesitation.

Anya turned quickly to Serj and Omar. “I need to be on that train too. Get a conference call going—we'll talk while we move.” She was already following Dave toward the street.

By the time she reached the entrance, Dave was climbing into a taxi. He paused, looking back, waiting to see if she'd join him. Anya gave him a barely perceptible shake of her head and waved him on. She flagged another cab for herself.

They needed to maintain distance. Carlisle's conditions were strict, and she wasn't taking chances.

As both taxis merged into Frankfurt's evening traffic, Anya slipped her earpiece in and joined the conference call. Her voice came through clearly despite the rush of the city outside. “As you probably guessed, that was Carlisle. He gave me instructions—be on the train to Berlin, alone, or he'll disappear again. But I needed backup.”

A slight pause, then she continued. “Dave's got that everyman face. Sorry, Serj, but no one could miss you on a train.”

The truth was simple: Serj's presence would be too obvious. His size, his bearing—he stood out in any crowd. But Dave could blend in with business travellers and tourists, unnoticed by everyone except those who needed to see him.

Dave's voice crackled over the line. “Got it. I'll stay low-key. Blend in, grab a coffee, maybe a newspaper. Keep things casual.”

Anya exhaled, relief mixing with focus. “Exactly. Just be yourself, but stay alert. When we get to Berlin, Carlisle will find me. Keep eyes on him—if anything feels off, I'll signal. If it goes well, I'll call you in and we'll get him to safety.”

There was a moment of quiet before Serj's low, calm voice came through. “Good plan. We'll monitor from here. Keep us posted.”

Anya gripped the phone tighter. “Roger that. This is our only shot at finding Carlisle. Let's make it count.”

The call ended. Anya's taxi accelerated through Frankfurt's streets, the driver navigating toward the Hauptbahnhof with practised efficiency. She checked her watch. The next ICE train to Berlin left in twenty-three minutes. Enough time if traffic cooperated.

She glanced out the window at the passing lights, mind already shifting through contingencies. Carlisle was scared—that much was obvious from his tone. But scared people made mistakes, and she needed to be ready for whatever was waiting in Berlin.

The taxi pulled up to the station entrance. Anya paid quickly and moved through the terminal, scanning departure boards as she walked. Platform 7. Fifteen minutes.

She spotted Dave ahead, moving casually through the crowd with a small overnight bag he must have grabbed from his room. He didn't look her way, but she caught the subtle shift in his posture that told her he'd registered her presence.

Good. They were in position.

Now it was just a matter of getting to Berlin and finding out what Jonathan Carlisle was so desperate to tell them—and what he was running from.
Ice Ice Baby

The taxi merged into Frankfurt's evening traffic, brake lights painting the wet streets in shades of red. Dave's thumb moved across his phone screen, navigating the ticketing app with practised efficiency. ICE train to Berlin—next departure in forty minutes. He selected no seat reservation, keeping his options open. Flexibility mattered more than comfort on a mission like this.

The station's grand facade loomed ahead through the rain-streaked windscreen, its classical architecture softened by the modern glass entrance. Dave paid the driver and stepped out into the damp evening air, the smell of diesel and rain mixing with the faint aroma of street vendor bratwurst.

Frankfurt Hauptbahnhof hummed with constant motion. The rhythmic clatter of rolling suitcases echoed beneath the high ceiling, punctuated by the metallic chime of arrival announcements. Dave moved through the crowd with deliberate ease, just another business traveller in a sea of unremarkable faces. Field work had taught him that the best disguise was being exactly what people expected to see—a tired man in his forties, slightly overweight, moving with the resigned efficiency of someone who'd made this journey a hundred times before.

The departure board flickered, updating with new information. Platform 7. Twenty-eight minutes.

He followed the flow toward the platforms, catching his reflection in a shop window as he passed. The face that looked back could have belonged to anyone—forgettable, ordinary, safely invisible. Once, that would have bothered him. Now he recognised it as an advantage.

The ICE train waited on Platform 7, its sleek white and red carriages gleaming under the platform lights. Modern, efficient, designed to blur the distance between cities at three hundred kilometres per hour. Dave had always appreciated German engineering—the careful attention to detail, the way form followed function without unnecessary flourish.

The doors hissed open. He stepped aboard.

The interior smelled faintly of cleaning solution and recycled air. Smooth grey-blue fabric covered the seats, and overhead compartments ran the length of the carriage. Large windows promised views of countryside once they left the city behind. Dave found a seat by the window in one of the unreserved sections, positioning himself where he could watch the entrance without appearing to pay it any attention.

The carriage was sparse—a few business travellers absorbed in laptops, tourists consulting guidebooks, an elderly couple sharing quiet conversation. Good. Empty spaces made surveillance easier.

The train's engines hummed to life beneath his feet, a subtle vibration that travelled through the floor. More passengers filed aboard, their movements unhurried. Dave kept his phone out, scrolling through a news site he wasn't actually reading, his peripheral vision tracking each new arrival.

Then Anya appeared at the far end of the carriage.

She moved with the same casual efficiency as everyone else, but Dave's trained eye caught the subtle differences—the way she scanned available seats, the controlled precision of her movements, the brief moment when her gaze found him and moved on without pause. Professional. Practised. Perfect.

She settled into a seat several rows ahead, angling herself to face forward. Close enough to maintain awareness, far enough to avoid obvious association. Dave leaned back, letting his shoulders settle into the comfortable slump of a tired commuter. To anyone watching, he was reading his phone. In reality, he was cataloguing faces, exits, patterns of movement.

The departure announcement echoed through the speakers—calm, automated, perfectly punctual. The train glided forward with barely a lurch, the platform sliding past the windows as Frankfurt's lights began to blur into motion.

Dave settled in for the journey, his mind already running through contingencies. Berlin was just the first step. Whatever Carlisle was running from, it had been deadly enough to make him disappear. Now Dave needed to make sure it didn't catch up with them before they got answers.

The suburbs gave way to darkness beyond the windows, the train's reflection ghosting across the glass. Inside, the lighting remained soft and steady, the other passengers lost in their own worlds of books and screens and quiet conversation.

Dave's phone stayed in his hand, his eyes on its screen, his attention everywhere else.

Ten minutes out from Frankfurt, he stood. Time to move.



The walk to the Bordbistro took him through three carriages, each transition marked by the brief rush of wind and mechanical noise in the vestibules between cars. Dave kept his pace unhurried, his eyes cataloguing passengers with the systematic attention that had become second nature.

Businessmen hunched over glowing screens, their expressions tired and distant. A young couple leaned close together, speaking German in low voices. A mother rocked a fussy infant, her eyes heavy with exhaustion. Normal. Unremarkable. The kind of scene that repeated itself on trains across Europe every night.

Nothing stood out. No one watching. No tension in the air beyond the usual weariness of evening travel.

The Bordbistro occupied a carriage near the middle of the train, its interior brighter than the passenger sections. The smell of coffee and reheated pastries hung in the air, underlaid by the faint chemical tang of industrial cleaning products. Dave had long since given up on finding decent tea outside the UK. Coffee would have to do.

He ordered an Americano from the attendant, paid with cash, and added a packaged sandwich he had no intention of eating. The transaction took less than a minute. He pocketed his change, picked up the coffee, and began the return journey through the train.

The hot cup warmed his hand through the paper sleeve. The coffee tasted like every other train coffee he'd ever had—bitter, slightly burnt, adequate but unremarkable. He took another sip anyway, maintaining the fiction of being exactly what he appeared to be.

Walking back, he let his attention drift across faces again. Same passengers, same tired expressions, same absorption in their private worlds. The young couple had fallen asleep, her head on his shoulder. The mother had managed to settle the infant. A businessman typed rapidly on his laptop, his face illuminated by the pale glow of the screen.

Dave returned to his seat, coffee in hand, and eased back into position. Through the window, darkness had fully claimed the landscape. Occasional lights marked distant farmhouses, their warm glow swallowed almost instantly by the speed of the train's passage. His own reflection stared back at him from the glass—a tired man drinking bad coffee, alone with his thoughts.

Ahead, Anya remained motionless in her seat, her posture relaxed but ready. Dave knew that stillness. He'd seen it in operators who understood the value of patience, who could wait for hours without fidgeting, every sense alert beneath a mask of calm.

The train hummed onward through the German night, carrying them toward Berlin and whatever Carlisle had to tell them.

—

Anya stared out the window, watching the darkness blur past, her thoughts half on Carlisle's cryptic message and half on the mission's growing complexity. EarthWise, the Arctic, some undefined threat large enough to make a geologist fake his death and reach out through spam email. None of it made sense yet, but she'd learned to trust that patterns emerged if you waited long enough.

The seat beside her suddenly compressed with someone's weight.

She didn't flinch. Instinct kept her muscles loose, ready to respond but showing no outward reaction. Her peripheral vision caught the profile—male, early fifties, the kind of weathered face that came from years of outdoor work. Carlisle.

“Sorry for the cloak and dagger routine, Anya,” he said quietly, his voice carrying the strain of sustained stress. He glanced around the carriage, checking faces the way someone does when they've been running long enough to forget what safety feels like. “But you need to understand how serious this is. EarthWise… they're involved in something much bigger than anyone realises.”

Anya's gaze remained steady, her body language unchanged. She gave him space to explain, knowing that frightened people needed to tell their story in their own way.

Carlisle leaned closer, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper. “EarthWise is directly involved in events in the Arctic that could cause a global cataclysm. They need to be stopped—”

The sound was wrong. Not quite a gunshot—too muted, too mechanical. A suppressed round.

Carlisle's head snapped to the side with violence that physics demanded, blood and brain matter spraying across the seat, the window, her lap. His body jerked once and slumped against her, dead weight pressing her into the seat.

Anya froze for half a second, her mind processing the impossible speed of it. Carlisle had been speaking, and now he was dead. The warmth of his blood soaked through her clothes, sticky and obscene.

Global cataclysm. The words hung in her mind even as her body moved into action.

She registered the shooter peripherally—male, professional movement, silenced pistol tracking toward her position. No time for thought. Only reaction.

She heaved Carlisle's body forward with both arms, using his weight as a shield. The corpse toppled toward the aisle, catching the approaching shooter mid-stride. He stumbled back, trying to aim around the falling body.

Anya moved. Her tactical knife appeared in her hand as she rolled out from under the dead man's legs, low and fast. The shooter recovered, bringing the pistol back on target.

She was faster.

Her blade flashed upward, catching his wrist. The pistol clattered to the floor. Before he could react, she drove her shoulder into his midsection, sending him crashing backward into the row of seats. He tried to rise, his training screaming at him to create distance, but Anya was already on him.

The knife found his throat with surgical precision.

Around them, passengers screamed. The sounds felt distant, irrelevant. Anya's breath came steady and controlled as she retrieved the fallen pistol, tucked it into her waistband, and quickly scanned for additional threats.

Carlisle's body lay sprawled in the aisle, his blood pooling on the floor. The words he'd been about to speak were gone, taking critical intelligence with them.

Anya wiped the knife on the dead shooter's jacket and looked toward where Dave had been sitting.

He wasn't there.



Dave had left his coffee behind at the Bordbistro. The two men walking with purpose through the carriage ahead of him had his full attention now.

They moved wrong. Too focused. Too aware of their surroundings in a way that passengers never were. The rear man kept his right hand inside his jacket at an awkward angle, his shoulder hunched slightly to accommodate whatever he was concealing.

Dave closed the distance, maintaining the casual pace of someone heading back to their seat. His enhanced vision might not work in the daylight, but a little over a year of field work had taught him to read body language, to spot the tells that separated professionals from civilians.

When they entered the vestibule between carriages, Dave accelerated.

The space was cramped, filled with the mechanical sounds of the train at speed—the rush of wind against the coupling, the rhythmic clatter of wheels on track. The two men were focused forward, toward the next carriage where Anya sat. They didn't hear him coming.

Dave “accidentally” bumped into the rear man, the contact harder than it needed to be.

The man spun, irritation flashing across his face. “Watch where you're—”

Dave's left hand shot out, clamping around the man's right wrist with crushing force. His suspicion confirmed itself instantly—the hard outline of a suppressed pistol pressed against his palm. The man's eyes widened as Dave's fingers tightened like a vice, bones grinding together beneath the grip.

The pistol clattered to the floor.

Dave drove his left elbow upward into the man's chin before he could cry out. The impact lifted the agent off his feet, his head snapping back with whiplash force. He crumpled unconscious against the wall.

The lead agent reacted with professional speed, his own suppressed pistol already clearing his jacket. He fired twice centre mass, the suppressed shots making soft mechanical coughs that were nearly lost in the ambient noise.

Both rounds hit Dave square in the chest.

He barely felt them. Like someone tapping his sternum with their fingertips. The disconnect between what his eyes saw—muzzle flash, recoil, the certainty that bullets had just struck him—and what his body experienced never stopped being strange. His IT professional's mind still wanted to analyse it, to understand the physics. His field operative's instincts told him to move.

Fury flared hot in his chest. These men had come to kill Anya. Probably had already killed Carlisle.

Dave lunged forward, closing the distance in two steps. His fist drove into the agent's stomach with enough force to fold him in half. Dave pulled the punch at the last instant, training with Serj and the others reminding him that his strength could kill. But the agent still went down gasping, his face grey with shock and pain.

Before he could recover, Dave grabbed him by the collar and slammed him face-first into the connecting doors. The metal rang with the impact. The agent went limp, sliding down to join his unconscious partner.

Dave stood over them, breathing hard, adrenaline singing through his veins. The train lurched.

Emergency brakes. The deceleration threw him backward, his shoulder hitting the wall as the train's whistle shrieked. Metal screamed against metal, the entire carriage shuddering as hundreds of tons of steel fought against momentum.

Someone had pulled the emergency brake.

Dave caught his balance and turned toward Anya's carriage. No time to secure the unconscious agents. He needed to reach her now.

He burst through the connecting doors into chaos.

Passengers screamed and pressed themselves against windows and seats. Blood painted the floor in dark streaks. Two bodies—one crumpled in the aisle, another slumped against the seats. Carlisle's weathered face stared at nothing, a crater where the side of his head should have been.

Anya stood in the centre of it all, blood-spattered but unharmed, a pistol in her hand and her eyes already tracking to Dave as he appeared.

Their gazes met. No words needed. They had seconds, maybe less.

“Move,” Dave said. “Now.”

The train was still decelerating, the brakes screaming. Passengers huddled in terror, some crying, others frozen in shock. Outside the windows, the German countryside blurred past more slowly now, the train's speed dropping but still too fast to jump safely.

They didn't have time to wait for a full stop. German police would be on this train within minutes. CCTV footage would show everything. They needed to disappear.

Dave moved to the nearest door, grabbed the emergency handle, and wrenched it sideways with inhuman strength. The mechanism groaned, metal bending under his grip. The door buckled, then slid open with a screech of protesting hydraulics.

Cold air rushed in, carrying the smell of diesel and grease and autumn countryside.

“Jump?” Anya looked at him, eyebrows raised.

“Jump,” Dave confirmed.

The train was still moving at what had to be forty kilometres per hour, slowing but not stopped. For a normal person, jumping would mean broken bones at best. For Dave, it was barely an inconvenience. For Anya…

She'd made harder calls.

Without hesitation, she slipped through the open door and dropped into the darkness.

Dave followed, pulling the buckled door closed behind him as well as he could. He hit the ground rolling, plunging into a shallow ditch that splashed up a foul mix of swampy water and what smelled like diesel. The impact spread across his enhanced body like a light shove. He came up running, mud and water streaming off him, his eyes adjusting to the darkness, searching for Anya.

She was already moving, limping slightly but steady, disappearing into the tree line that bordered the tracks.

Behind them, the train finally screeched to a complete stop, its carriages lit up like a string of glowing boxes in the darkness. Passengers’ silhouettes moved in panic behind the windows. Somewhere, sirens would already be starting their approach.

Dave caught up with Anya in the trees. She pressed a hand to her ribs, breathing hard but controlled.

“Broken?” he asked.

“Bruised,” she said. “I'll live. We need to move.”

They moved.



Getting back to Frankfurt had taken three hours of careful movement—stolen car, back roads, constant awareness of police presence. By the time they slipped into Anya's hotel room, dawn was threatening the eastern horizon.

Serj and Omar were waiting, their expressions tight with controlled concern. They'd been monitoring police radio, tracking the chaos spreading from the train incident. Three bodies, two unconscious agents in Deutsche Bahn custody, and footage that would be analysed frame by frame.

“You're both intact,” Serj said. Not quite a question, but close.

“More or less,” Anya replied, lowering herself carefully into a chair. Her ribs protested the movement, but nothing felt broken. She'd taped them during the drive back, working by touch in the darkness of the stolen Audi's back seat.

Dave stood by the window, looking out at Frankfurt's pre-dawn streets. His shirt bore two neat holes where the bullets had struck, but beneath them his skin was unmarked. He'd need to dispose of the clothing, but that was the least of their concerns.

“Carlisle's dead,” Anya said flatly. “Shot before he could tell us anything useful. EarthWise has eyes on us. Professional operators, not corporate security.”

Omar's expression darkened. “How many?”

“Three on the train. All neutralised. But where there's three, there's more.”

“We need to talk to Cecilia,” Dave said, turning from the window. “Now.”

Anya pulled out her encrypted phone and initiated the secure video call. The connection took several seconds to establish, cycling through multiple proxies and encryption layers. When Cecilia's face appeared on screen, her expression carried the weight of someone who'd already been briefed on the situation by other sources.

“You're both alive,” Cecilia said. The relief in her voice was genuine but brief. “Tell me what happened.”

Anya recounted the events in precise detail—the contact, the train, Carlisle's appearance and immediate execution, the firefight, the escape. Dave added his perspective on the agents he'd encountered, their professional bearing, their equipment.

When they finished, Cecilia was silent for several seconds, her eyes distant with thought.

“I'm already handling the fallout,” she said finally. “We have people in German Federal Police. CCTV footage will be corrupted before it reaches official analysis. The witness statements will be… managed. As far as the official record will show, this was a robbery gone wrong. Carlisle will be identified as a victim of mistaken identity. The dead shooter will have an extensive criminal history by morning.”

“And the two Dave left alive?” Serj asked.

“In custody, but not for long. They'll develop sudden medical complications requiring transfer to a private facility. From there, they'll disappear into our system.” Cecilia's expression hardened. “I want to know who sent them and what they were trying to protect.”

“Carlisle got one sentence out before they killed him,” Anya said. “EarthWise is directly involved in something in the Arctic. Something he called a ‘global cataclysm.’”

The words hung in the digital connection between Frankfurt and the UK. Cecilia's jaw tightened.

“That's specific enough to be terrifying and vague enough to be useless,” she said. “But it confirms what we've been suspecting. EarthWise isn't just a mining company dabbling in questionable geology. They're into something catastrophic.”

“They're also willing to kill to protect it,” Omar added. “Which means we're getting close to something they can't afford to have exposed.”

Dave moved away from the window, joining the others in the camera's frame. “What do we know about EarthWise's Arctic operations? Specific locations, personnel, timeline?”

Cecilia's fingers moved off-screen, likely accessing files. “Limited information. They have exploration rights in several regions around Greenland and the Arctic Circle. Multiple drilling sites, research stations, the usual corporate structure designed to obscure what's actually happening on the ground. But after tonight, I'm escalating this. I want full surveillance on their leadership, financial tracking, satellite imaging of their Arctic facilities. If they're planning something catastrophic, we need to know what and where.”

“We should identify their key players,” Anya said, shifting carefully in her chair. “Find out who's running their Arctic operations. Someone gave the order to kill Carlisle. That same someone is making decisions about whatever they're doing up there.”

“Agreed,” Cecilia said. “Anya, I want you digging into EarthWise's corporate structure. Senior management, project leads, anyone with decision-making authority over Arctic operations. Omar and Serj, start building tactical profiles. If we need to go into their facilities, I want to know exactly what we're walking into.”

“And me?” Dave asked.

Cecilia's gaze settled on him through the screen. “You stay ready. If this escalates—and I think it will—we'll need someone who can operate in extreme conditions. The Arctic isn't forgiving, and if EarthWise has set up shop there, it's because they need the isolation.”

“One more thing,” Cecilia said, her tone shifting to something that carried weight beyond tactical planning. “Carlisle died trying to warn us. Whatever EarthWise is doing, it scared him enough to break his cover, risk contact, put himself in the open. That tells me we're not just dealing with corporate malfeasance or environmental crimes. This is something bigger.”

The words settled over the team like a cold weight. Anya met Dave's eyes, then Serj's, then Omar's. They'd all heard the term Carlisle had used in his last moment.

Global cataclysm.

Not corporate profit. Not regional disaster. Global.

“Get some rest,” Cecilia said. “You've been running for hours. I'll have cleanup crews handling the German side by midday. By tomorrow, this incident will be buried under enough bureaucratic confusion that no one will be able to piece together what actually happened. Use that time. Sleep, recover, and be ready to move when I have more information.”

“Understood,” Anya said.

The connection ended, leaving the four of them in the quiet of the hotel room. Outside, Frankfurt was beginning to wake—early morning traffic, the distant sound of a tram, the ordinary rhythm of a city starting another day.

Dave looked at his teammates. Serj stood by the door, his posture relaxed but ready, years of experience showing in the way he could shift from alertness to rest without wasted energy. Omar sat at the room's small desk, already pulling up files on his laptop, his mind likely cataloguing what they knew and what they needed to find out. Anya remained in her chair, one hand pressed lightly to her taped ribs, her grey eyes distant with thought.

It seemed long ago, Dave had been an IT professional living a quiet suburban life. Now he stood in a Frankfurt hotel room, bullet holes in his shirt, planning how to stop a corporation from triggering some undefined catastrophe in the Arctic.

The absurdity of it never quite faded. But neither did the certainty that this was exactly where he needed to be.

“I'm going to grab a shower,” Dave said. “Try to get the smell of diesel and fear off me.”

Serj said, “You look like you've been rolling in a ditch.”

“I have been rolling in a ditch,” Dave replied.

Omar's lips quirked in something that might have been a smile. “Occupational hazard.”

Dave nodded and headed for the door. Behind him, he heard Anya begin outlining search parameters for EarthWise's corporate structure, her voice steady despite the night they'd just survived.

The team was already moving forward. That's what they did. Process the trauma later, act in the moment, keep pushing until the mission was complete, or they were dead.

Dave showered quickly, watching diesel-tinted water circle the drain. His body was unmarked beneath the steam, no bruises from the jump, no wounds from the bullets. Just the same unremarkable frame that had carried him through forty-plus years of ordinary life and a little over a year of extraordinary circumstances.

When he returned to his room, the sun had fully risen, painting Frankfurt in shades of gold and grey. He sat on the edge of his bed, staring at his phone's blank screen.

Carlisle was dead. EarthWise was planning something catastrophic. And somewhere in the Arctic, a clock was ticking toward something none of them fully understood yet.

Dave set an alarm for four hours from now and lay back. Sleep would be difficult, adrenaline still humming through his system. But Cecilia was right—they needed rest. Whatever came next would demand everything they had.

He closed his eyes and let exhaustion pull him under, his last conscious thought circling back to two words:

Global cataclysm.

They had to find out what that meant before it was too late.
Dead End

Anya stared at her screen until the characters began to blur together, frustration coiling tight in her chest. Three days. Three days of hitting walls that shouldn't exist, encountering security that went beyond standard corporate paranoia into something that felt almost prescient.

EarthWise had locked down their systems with layers of protection that suggested they knew exactly what to expect. Every route she tried—personnel databases, financial records, operational logs—met with encrypted barriers and honeypots designed to catch intrusion attempts. She'd backed out of two traps that would have traced her location, abandoned three promising attack vectors that turned out to be deliberate dead ends.

Someone at EarthWise understood digital security at a level that made her work feel predictable.

“Alright,” she muttered to the empty room, pushing away from her desk. “If we can't get in through the front door, we try the back.”

The flat was quiet around her, the kind of silence that came from working alone for days. She'd barely left her desk except to sleep and eat, the urgency of Carlisle's final warning driving her forward even as each attempt yielded nothing but locked doors.

She made coffee—strong, black, scalding—and returned to her screens with a different strategy forming. If EarthWise's systems were impenetrable, maybe their competitors’ weren't.

The geoscience field was specialised, particularly for Arctic research. The pool of qualified experts was small enough that movements between companies left traces. If EarthWise had recruited talent from their competitors, those absences would create gaps. People didn't just vanish from the scientific community without someone noticing.

Anya shifted her focus, pulling up employee rosters from the major players in Arctic geoscience. She started with the obvious ones—Geotherm Innovations, ArcticCore Research, Nordic GeoSolutions. Public records gave her names and basic employment histories. From there, she cross-referenced with professional publications, conference attendance, research grants.

The work was meticulous and mind-numbing. Hours of scrolling through HR databases, checking LinkedIn profiles that hadn't been updated in years, following citation trails through academic papers. But patterns began to emerge.

Three names stood out. All specialists in Arctic research—geophysics, environmental impact assessment, seismic analysis. All had left their previous employers within the last three years. And all had vanished from the professional record afterward. No new positions listed, no papers published, no conference presentations. In a field where professional visibility was currency, silence was suspicious.

Dr. Elias Keller—geophysicist, formerly of Geotherm Innovations. Last published paper: two years ago. Last known employment: terminated without public explanation.

Dr. Viktorija Liska—seismic researcher from Lithuania. Extensive publication history until two years ago, then nothing. Employment records showed her leaving his research institution but no indication of where she'd gone.

Dr. Maria Sokolova—Russian environmental scientist specialising in Arctic ecosystems. Last known address in Murmansk. Six months of silence after leaving her position.

Anya compiled the information into a brief report, adding notes on each subject's specialisation and last known location. It wasn't the direct line into EarthWise she'd hoped for, but it was something. Follow the talent, find the project.

She encrypted the file and sent it to the team with a simple message: Three possibles. Keller in Estonia, Liska in Lithuania, Sokolova in Murmansk. Need eyes on location.

Outside her window, London's evening traffic hummed with its usual chaos. Somewhere in the Arctic, EarthWise was planning something catastrophic. And somewhere between here and there, three scientists had disappeared into work that required them to vanish from professional view entirely.

Anya's fingers drummed against her desk, her mind already racing ahead to the next problem. Even if they found these people, even if they could establish the connection to EarthWise, they'd still need to understand what the company was actually doing up there.

Global cataclysm. Carlisle's words echoed in her memory.

She pulled up satellite imagery of Greenland and the Arctic Circle, zooming in on the coordinates where EarthWise had filed exploration permits. The images showed ice, rock, and the occasional research station—small clusters of buildings designed to withstand brutal winters. Nothing that screamed catastrophe. Nothing that explained why a geologist would risk everything to warn them.

But something was there. Had to be.

Her phone buzzed. Omar's response came through first: Taking Keller. Tallinn by tomorrow.

Then Serj: Dave and I will handle Liska and Sokolova. Starting in Vilnius.

The team was moving. Now they just needed one of these leads to pay off.

Anya saved her work, backed up her files to encrypted drives, and finally allowed herself to step away from the screens. Her eyes burned with fatigue, her back ached from hours of sitting, and her coffee had gone cold.

But they had direction now. After days of hitting walls, they finally had something to chase.

She just hoped they'd find it before EarthWise realised they were coming.



The apartment building looked like a thousand others across the former Soviet bloc—grey concrete weathered by decades of Baltic winters, small balconies cluttered with forgotten furniture, windows that hadn't been properly sealed since they were installed. Omar stood across the street, watching the entrance for ten minutes before approaching. Old habits. Even when you weren't expecting trouble, you acted like it was waiting around every corner.

Tallinn had surprised him. The old town was beautifully preserved medieval architecture, but once you left the tourist areas, you found neighbourhoods like this—functional, forgettable, perfect for someone who wanted to live quietly. Dr. Elias Keller's last known address was a third-floor flat in a building that asked no questions and expected no answers.

Omar crossed the street and entered through the building's main door, which opened with a push. No security, no intercom system. Inside, the stairwell smelled of damp and old cigarette smoke. He climbed to the third floor, his footsteps echoing in the concrete shaft.

Keller's door was unremarkable—brown, slightly warped in its frame, with a peephole that had probably never been used. Omar knocked. The sound travelled through the empty hallway, met with silence.

He knocked again, harder this time, and listened. No movement inside. No muffled television or shuffling footsteps. Just the kind of silence that felt permanent.

The neighbours would know more. They always did.

The woman in 3B was elderly, suspicious, and initially unwilling to open her door more than the security chain allowed. Omar spoke to her in Russian—his accent carrying hints of his past that he'd never quite managed to erase—and kept his posture non-threatening. Eventually, her suspicion eased enough for conversation.

“Keller? Yes, I remember him. Quiet. Kept strange hours.” She spoke Estonian-accented Russian, her voice carrying the weariness of someone who'd seen too many neighbours come and go. “Haven't seen him in months. Maybe six? Seven?”

“Did he mention travelling? Taking a new job?”

She shook her head. “He wasn't the type to chat. Sometimes I'd see him leaving early in the morning with a bag, coming back late. Work, I assumed. Then one day he just… wasn't there any more.”

“Did anyone come looking for him? Ask questions?”

“No. Why would they?” Her eyes narrowed. “Why are you?”

Omar smiled, the expression practised and reassuring. “Family matter. Making sure he's alright.”

She didn't believe him, but she didn't care enough to press. The door closed, the chain rattling back into place.

Two other neighbours gave him similar stories. Keller was quiet, professional, forgettable. The kind of man who existed in the background of other people's lives without ever quite registering as real.

Omar returned to Keller's door. The lock was standard, old enough that modern picks made it feel like a suggestion rather than security. He had it open in under thirty seconds, stepped inside, and closed the door behind him.

The smell hit first. Stale air, dust, and something organic that had been left to decay. Not a body—Omar knew that smell too well to mistake it. This was smaller. Food, maybe. Something forgotten.

He moved through the apartment carefully, taking in details. The living room was sparse—a couch, a small television, a bookshelf holding technical journals and a few paperback thrillers. Dust covered everything in a thin grey layer, undisturbed except where his own movement created eddies in the air.

The bedroom told the same story. Clothes still hung in the wardrobe, organised with the precision of someone who'd lived alone long enough to develop rigid routines. A suitcase sat under the bed, empty, its interior showing no signs of recent use. The bed was made, corners tight, pillows arranged.

In the bathroom, a toothbrush rested in its holder, bristles frayed and crusted with dried paste. The mirror reflected dust-clouded glass. A towel hung on the rack, stiff with age.

The kitchen held the answer to the organic smell. A plate sat on the small counter beside the sink, the remnants of what might have been breakfast now reduced to something between archaeology and biology. Beside it, a mug held coffee that had long since evaporated into a ring of mould-spotted residue.

And next to the mug, a newspaper.

Omar picked it up carefully. The paper crackled, brittle with age. The date was clear: six months ago. He scanned the front page—local news, weather, advertisements for summer sales that would never be relevant again.

He set it down and stood in the small kitchen, reconstructing the scene. Keller had woken up, made breakfast, poured coffee, sat down to read the paper. A morning routine repeated hundreds of times. Except this time, something had interrupted it. The coffee sat undrunk. The food uneaten. The paper abandoned mid-article.

Omar checked the rest of the apartment with renewed focus. No signs of struggle. No blood, no overturned furniture, no indication of forced entry beyond his own. The door had been locked from the outside when he arrived. Windows were secure. Nothing suggested violence.

But everything suggested that Dr. Elias Keller had left his apartment one morning six months ago and never returned.

The implications settled over Omar like cold weight. This wasn't someone fleeing. Wasn't someone making a planned departure. This was an interruption. Someone had come for Keller, or Keller had been summoned, and whatever happened next had prevented him from ever coming back.

Omar pulled out his phone and took photos—the newspaper, the kitchen, the undisturbed bedroom. Evidence of a life paused mid-beat.

He left the apartment as he'd found it, locking the door behind him. In the stairwell, he paused to compose a message to the team:

Keller's apartment is a time capsule. Six months untouched. Breakfast on the table, coffee gone cold. He didn't plan to leave. Someone made him.

He hit send and descended the stairs. Outside, Tallinn's afternoon light painted the grey buildings in shades of amber. Traffic moved past with Baltic efficiency. People went about their lives, unaware that a man had vanished from their midst, leaving nothing but questions and dust.

Omar walked back toward his rental car, mind already shifting to the next question: If someone had taken Keller, where had they taken him? And more importantly—was he still alive to tell them about it?



Vilnius in autumn carried a melancholy beauty—golden leaves against baroque architecture, the Neris River reflecting grey skies, churches that had witnessed centuries of conquest and survival. Dave found himself appreciating the city's quiet dignity as he and Serj made their way through the Old Town toward the research institution that had last employed Dr. Viktorija Liska.

The Institute of Geophysical Research occupied a converted monastery, its stone walls and arched windows giving it an atmosphere more suited to contemplation than cutting-edge seismic analysis. They'd called ahead, establishing themselves as colleagues of Dr. Liska seeking to collaborate on research. The receptionist had been polite but vague, suggesting they speak with the administrative director.

Dr. Elena Kasparov met them in her office on the second floor, a space that managed to be both cramped and elegant. Books lined every wall, papers covered her desk in organised chaos, and a samovar sat in the corner radiating warmth into the autumn chill.

“You're asking about Viktorija,” she said in English, her accent carrying the musical quality of Lithuanian inflection. She was perhaps sixty, grey hair pulled back in a severe bun, eyes that missed nothing. “May I ask why?”

Serj handled the conversation with his usual calm directness. “We're following up on a research opportunity that might benefit from his expertise. Our records show she left the institute two years ago, but we haven't been able to locate current contact information.”

Dr. Kasparov's expression softened into something that looked like sadness. “I see. I'm afraid I have difficult news.” She gestured for them to sit, settling into her own chair with the careful movements of someone whose joints protested the cold. “Viktorija didn't leave for another position. She became ill.”

Dave felt the investigation shifting beneath them, the solid ground of conspiracy giving way to something far more human.

“Pancreatic cancer,” she continued, her voice carrying the weight of personal loss. “Aggressive. She was diagnosed two years ago, during what should have been a routine physical examination. By the time they found it…” She made a small gesture that needed no elaboration.

“I'm sorry,” Serj said, and Dave heard genuine emotion beneath the words. “That must have been difficult for everyone here.”

“Viktorija was brilliant. One of the finest minds in seismic research I've ever worked with.” She picked up a framed photo from her desk—a group shot, researchers gathered around what looked like sensing equipment in a field somewhere. Her finger touched one face. “She had theories about tectonic prediction that were decades ahead of conventional thinking. Always asking the questions no one else thought to ask.”

“Is she…?” Dave left the question unfinished.

“She's alive, but…” Dr. Kasparov set the photo down carefully. “She retired to a home in the countryside with his daughter's family. The prognosis isn't good. Months, perhaps. Not years.”

The room fell silent except for the gentle hiss of the samovar. Outside the window, students crossed the courtyard, their laughter muted by old glass.

“Our HR records weren't updated properly,” she admitted. “After Viktorija left, there was confusion about how to classify his departure. Medical retirement, certainly, but the formal paperwork…” She shrugged. “Sometimes the bureaucracy fails to keep pace with reality. I should have ensured it was handled correctly. Her absence leaves a gap in our digital records that makes it look like she simply vanished.”

“Does she still follow the research?” Dave asked. “Keep in touch with colleagues?”

“Less now than at first. The treatment is exhausting. And I think…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “I think watching the field continue without her has been painful. She was a woman who lived for her work. Being forced to step away while still possessing such a sharp mind—that's a particular kind of cruelty.”

Serj stood, extending his hand. “Thank you for your time, Dr. Kasparov. We're sorry to have intruded with what must be a difficult subject.”

She shook his hand, then Dave's. “If you do speak with her, tell him Elena sends her regards. And that her paper on predictive seismic modelling is still required reading for all our graduate students.”

They left the institute and walked in silence for several blocks, the autumn air cool against their faces. Tourist groups passed by, cameras raised to capture the city's beauty, unaware of the small tragedy they'd just heard.

“Dead end,” Dave said finally.

“Dead end,” Serj confirmed. “But the right kind. The woman's dying. She's not involved in Arctic conspiracies. He's spending her last months with family.”

“Makes you think, doesn't it?” Dave watched a young couple walk past, arms linked, laughing about something only they could hear. “How quickly everything can change. One day you're at the top of your field, the next you're counting months.”

Serj's expression remained neutral, but something in his eyes suggested he'd had similar thoughts many times before. “Makes you appreciate being able to do the work while you still can.”

They found a café and ordered coffee—much better than train station coffee, Dave noted—and Dave sent an update to the team: Liska is out. Terminal illness, living with family. HR records were just sloppy, not sinister. Moving to Murmansk for Sokolova.

Anya's response came quickly: Understood. Omar's lead in Tallinn looks promising. Sokolova might be our best shot. Be careful.

Dave looked across the table at Serj. “Murmansk?”

“Murmansk,” Serj agreed. “The real Russia. You'll enjoy it.”

“Will I?”

Serj's lips quirked in something that might have been a smile. “No.”

They finished their coffee, settled the bill, and headed back to their hotel to arrange flights. One lead had closed, but another waited in the far north. And unlike Dr. Liska, Dr. Maria Sokolova hadn't been forced away by illness.

She'd left willingly, excited about a new job, heading into the Arctic for research that required her to abandon her old life entirely.

That was the kind of disappearance they needed to follow.



Murmansk hit Dave with cold that felt personal. Not the crisp autumn chill of Vilnius, but a damp, penetrating cold that carried the promise of Arctic winter on its breath. The city sprawled along the eastern shore of the Kola Bay, its apartment blocks grey and functional, built to withstand months of darkness and temperatures that could kill an unprepared person in hours.

The flight from Vilnius had taken them through Moscow—too many hours in airports, too much bad coffee, too many security checkpoints where Dave had to maintain the fiction of being exactly what he appeared to be. By the time they'd landed in Murmansk, his patience had worn thin and his body was complaining about airline seats that hadn't been designed for comfort.

But the cold woke him up. Cleared his head. Reminded him they were getting closer to the Arctic, closer to whatever EarthWise was planning.

Dr. Maria Sokolova's last known address was in one of the Soviet-era apartment blocks that defined much of the city—concrete slabs stacked into towers, balconies enclosed with whatever materials residents could afford, windows that rattled in the constant wind from the bay.

They stood outside, watching the building for patterns of movement. Serj's tradecraft was showing—even in a city this far north, you didn't rush into situations without understanding the environment first. After twenty minutes of observation, they approached the entrance.

The building's intercom system was broken, the door propped open with a brick. Inside, the stairwell smelled of cabbage and old cigarettes, the walls marked with graffiti in Cyrillic script Dave couldn't read. They climbed to the fourth floor, Serj's movements silent despite his size, Dave trying to match that professional quiet.

Sokolova's apartment was at the end of the hall. The door was intact, no signs of forced entry. Serj knocked—a pattern that sounded casual but carried authority. They waited.

No answer.

He knocked again, then tried the door handle. Locked. Serj glanced at Dave, a question in his eyes. Dave shook his head. They'd try the neighbours first. Breaking and entering could wait.

The apartment next door was answered by a woman who looked to be in her seventies, bundled in layers despite the building's heating. She peered at them through thick glasses, suspicion and curiosity fighting for dominance in her expression.

Serj spoke in Russian, his accent carrying none of the hesitation that marked non-native speakers. The conversation flowed naturally—he was asking about Sokolova, explaining they were colleagues trying to reach her, apologising for the intrusion.

The woman's suspicion eased slightly. She responded in rapid Russian, gesturing as she spoke. Serj nodded, asked follow-up questions, maintained the kind of friendly professionalism that made people want to help.

When they'd exhausted the conversation and thanked her appropriately, they moved to the stairwell. Serj leaned against the wall, processing what he'd learned.

“Well?” Dave asked.

“Sokolova left six months ago. Excited about a new job. The neighbour—Galina—remembers it clearly because Maria gave her a cat. Said she was going somewhere the cat couldn't follow. Work in the Arctic, long-term assignment, wouldn't be back for months or maybe years.”

“Did she mention the company?”

“No. Just that it was important research, something she'd been hoping for. Arctic ecosystems, climate impact studies. The kind of work she'd built her career around.” Serj's expression remained neutral, but Dave could see the wheels turning. “Galina said Maria seemed happier than she'd been in years. Like she'd finally got the opportunity she'd been waiting for.”

“So she wasn't coerced. She went willingly.”

“More than willing. Enthusiastic.” Serj pushed off from the wall. “But six months with no contact? In a field where collaboration and peer review are constant? That's unusual.”

Dave thought about the frozen apartment in Tallinn, the breakfast left half-eaten, the newspaper marking the moment when Dr. Keller's life had been interrupted. This was different. Sokolova had packed, said goodbye to her neighbour, arranged care for her pet. She'd left with full knowledge and excitement.

But she'd still vanished just as completely.

“The Arctic,” Dave said. “Has to be connected to whatever EarthWise is doing.”

“Or she's working for them directly.” Serj started back down the stairs, Dave following. “Environmental scientist with Arctic specialisation? That's exactly the kind of expertise they'd need for operations in Greenland or the Arctic Circle.”

They emerged onto the street, the wind carrying a bite that promised snow before long. The grey sky seemed to press down on the city, winter's weight already making itself felt even though autumn hadn't finished.

Serj pulled out his phone and composed a message to the team: Sokolova left willingly for Arctic research job six months ago. Excited, professional opportunity. No company name given to neighbour, but timing and speciality match EarthWise profile. She's connected to this. Now we just need to find where.

They found a small café that catered to locals rather than the handful of tourists who made it this far north. The coffee was strong enough to qualify as a weapon, served in cups that had seen decades of use. Serj ordered in Russian, the waitress responding with the kind of efficiency that suggested she'd been doing this job longer than Dave had been alive.

“So what now?” Dave asked when they had their coffee. “We've confirmed two people connected to Arctic research have disappeared—one involuntarily, one willingly. Both specialists in exactly the kind of work EarthWise would need.”

“Now we give this to Anya.” Serj wrapped his large hands around the small cup, warming his fingers. “Let her cross-reference Sokolova with EarthWise's Arctic permits, their known facilities, any shipping records or supply chains. If Sokolova is up there working, she needs supplies, communication equipment, transport. All of that leaves traces.”

“And if we find her?”

“Then we find out what she's working on.” Serj's expression darkened slightly. “And whether she knows what Carlisle tried to warn us about.”

Dave's phone buzzed. Anya's response: Good work. Sokolova is our connection. I'll start tracking Arctic supply chains and communications. Cross-referencing with EarthWise permits now. This might be what we need.

Then a second message: Be careful coming home. After the train incident, EarthWise knows we're investigating. They'll be watching for movement.

Dave showed the message to Serj, who read it and nodded slowly. “We'll take different routes back. I'll go through Helsinki, you through Stockholm. Vary the patterns, make it harder to track.”

“Sometimes I miss IT work,” Dave said, only half joking. “The biggest danger was carpal tunnel and too much free coffee.”

Serj's lips quirked in that almost-smile. “You'd be bored in a week.”

“Maybe.” Dave looked out the café window at the grey city, the cold bay beyond, the knowledge that somewhere far north of here, people were planning something catastrophic. “But I'd be warmer.”

They finished their coffee, paid in rubles that Serj produced from apparently nowhere, and headed back into the cold. The investigation had given them something solid—a name, a timeline, a connection to the Arctic that felt real rather than theoretical.

Dr. Maria Sokolova was out there somewhere, working on research she'd been excited to pursue. Dave just hoped they'd find her before they discovered why someone like Carlisle had been willing to die trying to stop it.

The Arctic waited. Cold, dark, and hiding secrets that could change everything.

Time to find out what those secrets were.
Landslide

The call came through at 3 AM London time. Dave's phone buzzed insistently on his nightstand, dragging him from uneasy sleep filled with Arctic ice and frozen bodies. He grabbed it without checking the screen, already knowing.

“Secure line. Twenty minutes.” Cecilia's voice carried none of its usual warmth. The call disconnected.

Dave stared at the ceiling of his small bedroom, processing. Emergency protocol. Middle of the night. Something had happened.

He rolled out of bed, his body moving with efficiency born of three years of field operations even as his brain struggled to catch up. Shower. Coffee. Laptop. The familiar routine of crisis response, just like responding to server crashes in his old life. Except now the stakes involved more than lost data.

Nineteen minutes later, he was seated at his desk, the video call connecting to the secure channel. The team materialised on screen one by one—Anya from her London flat, expression sharp despite the hour; Omar from what looked like a hotel room, fully dressed as if he'd never slept; Serj with Frankfurt's pre-dawn darkness visible through his window.

Cecilia appeared last, and Dave's stomach tightened. Her usual composed professionalism had cracked enough to show the tension underneath. Behind her, multiple monitors displayed satellite imagery and data streams he couldn't quite make out at this resolution.

“Thank you for responding quickly.” She leaned forward, her face filling more of the screen. “We have a situation in the Arctic. USGS and ESA both flagged it approximately four hours ago. I'm bringing you up to speed now because this connects directly to our EarthWise investigation.”

She shared her screen. Satellite imagery bloomed across Dave's monitor—the Arctic from space, vast and white and deceptively peaceful. Then a second image, time-stamped six hours earlier. A section of coastline had changed. Where there should have been ice and rock, a massive scar marked the landscape.

“Landslide,” Cecilia said, her accent wrapping around the word with unusual heaviness. “Official classification is geological event, natural causes. But look at the location.”

She zoomed the image, coordinates appearing in the corner. Dave felt his chest constrict as he recognised them—nearly identical to the areas where EarthWise had filed their exploration permits.

“That's not coincidence,” Anya said, her voice flat with certainty.

“No,” Cecilia agreed. “It's not.”

She pulled up another screen—seismic data, wave patterns, a cascading series of measurements that meant nothing to Dave's IT background but clearly told a story to those who could read them.

“The landslide generated shock waves through the water. Rogue waves, localised but significant. Three fishing vessels capsized, crews rescued but suffering from exposure. Two Arctic research stations reported structural damage. A supply ship heading to Svalbard had to divert to avoid the wave front.”

Dave studied the data, his analytical mind automatically cataloguing the information. Casualties: minimal but real. Damage: contained but measurable. Location: exactly where they'd been investigating.

“Methane hydrates.” Anya's words cut through his analysis. “That's what this is about.”

Cecilia nodded slowly. “The geologists are already speculating. Arctic methane hydrate deposits are one of the planet's most unstable geological features. If something disturbed them—drilling, seismic testing, any kind of significant excavation…”

She didn't need to finish. Dave had read enough about methane hydrates during his research. Frozen methane trapped in ice structures, stable only under specific temperature and pressure conditions. Disturb them, and you released massive amounts of greenhouse gas while potentially triggering exactly this kind of geological instability.

“Carlisle's warning,” Omar said quietly. “Global cataclysm. This could be just the beginning.”

The silence that followed carried weight. Dave looked at the satellite images again, the scar across pristine Arctic landscape. One landslide. Limited damage. But if this was the start of something larger…

“Media coverage?” Serj asked, his tactical mind already moving ahead.

“Breaking now in European morning news. By afternoon, it'll be global. Environmental groups are already mobilising—social media is lighting up with climate change discussions.” Cecilia's expression hardened. “We have maybe forty-eight hours before the narrative solidifies. If EarthWise is behind this, if their Arctic operations caused this event, we need evidence before they have time to bury it.”

Dave felt the familiar weight settling over him, the transition from ordinary life to crisis response. He'd felt it before—Venezuela, Guyana, half a dozen other operations. The moment when the world tilted and suddenly everything mattered more than it had seconds before.

“What do we know about their operations up there?” he asked, keeping his voice level.

“Not enough.” Cecilia pulled up another screen—maps, permit applications, the fragments they'd assembled from weeks of investigation. “We know they have permits for the Nuussuaq Peninsula. We know they've been recruiting specialists in Arctic geology and environmental science. We know at least two scientists have disappeared into their operations.”

“Sokolova and Keller,” Anya added. “And there are probably others we haven't found yet.”

“The trail leads to Greenland,” Serj said, his tone making it clear he was already planning the next steps. “That's where we go.”

Cecilia met his eyes through the screen, and something passed between them—an understanding born of too many operations, too many impossible situations. “I'm already working on logistics. But I needed you all to see this first. To understand what we're dealing with.”

She pulled up a final image. News footage from an Arctic research station—scientists examining structural damage, concern evident even in the grainy video. A fishing boat being towed to port, its hull scraped and dented. A weatherman gesturing at satellite images, explaining wave patterns to viewers eating breakfast.

“This is real,” Cecilia said quietly. “Not theoretical any more. Not just corporate espionage or missing scientists. People were hurt. More could be hurt if this continues. And if Carlisle was right about the scale…”

She didn't finish, but she didn't need to. Dave understood. They all did.

The Arctic wasn't just a location any more. It was ground zero for something that could spiral beyond control. One landslide today. What about tomorrow? Next week? What happened when the methane hydrates really destabilised, when the geological chain reaction truly began?

“We find that ship,” Dave said, surprised by the firmness in his own voice. “We find Sokolova, find out what EarthWise is actually doing, and we stop it before this gets worse.”

Around the screen, he saw nods of agreement. Anya's sharp and certain, Omar's calm and focused, Serj's carrying the weight of too much experience. And Cecilia, looking at her team with an expression that mixed pride and worry in equal measure.

“Get some rest if you can,” she said. “I'll have a briefing packet ready by morning. We'll need to move fast on this.”

The call ended, leaving Dave alone in his bedroom with the blue glow of his monitor and the weight of what they'd just learned. Outside his window, the English dawn was beginning to break, ordinary and peaceful.

He thought about the Arctic, about ice and rock and frozen methane. About scientists who'd vanished into corporate operations and geologists who'd died trying to warn them.

The world kept spinning. Somewhere up north, the damage was still being assessed. And somewhere in that frozen landscape, answers waited.

Dave closed his laptop and headed for the shower. Morning routines first, then the real work began.

They had forty-eight hours before the narrative solidified.

Time to make them count.



The agency's secure briefing room smelled of fresh coffee and old carpet, the scent familiar enough to be almost comforting. Dave arrived first, the morning sun cutting through the reinforced windows in precise geometric patterns. He'd managed three hours of restless sleep after the emergency call, his mind churning through satellite images and seismic data even in dreams.

Anya appeared next, moving with her usual precise efficiency, a tablet already in hand. She nodded to Dave, the gesture economical and professional. No small talk. Never small talk with Anya.

“Couldn't sleep either?” Dave asked anyway.

“Sleeping is time wasted when there's work.” She set her tablet on the conference table, fingers already dancing across the screen. “Spent the last four hours cross-referencing geological surveys with EarthWise's permit applications. Found inconsistencies.”

Omar arrived carrying a tray of proper coffee—not the break room sludge, but something from the café two blocks over. He distributed cups without comment, the gesture so casually generous it almost went unnoticed. Almost.

“Bless you,” Dave said, accepting the offering.

Omar's lips quirked in something that might have been a smile. “Long day ahead. We'll need it.”

Serj filled the doorway moments later, his presence immediately commanding despite saying nothing. He scanned the room with practised efficiency, cataloguing exits and sightlines even in a space he'd occupied dozens of times before. Old habits.

Cecilia entered last, arms full of folders and her own laptop, looking more herself than she had on the early morning call. The brief moment of visible stress had been filed away behind professional composure, but Dave could still see it in the tightness around her eyes.

“Right then.” She set her materials down with a decisive thump. “Let's work through what we know and what we need to find out.”

The main screen flickered to life, displaying the map of Greenland they'd been studying for weeks. Red markers indicated EarthWise's known permit locations, with additional yellow markers showing the landslide site and affected areas.

“The event occurred here.” Cecilia highlighted a section of coastline. “Approximately seventeen kilometres from EarthWise's primary research permit zone. Close enough to be connected, far enough for plausible deniability.”

“Convenient,” Anya said, her tone making the word sound like an accusation.

“Very.” Cecilia pulled up another layer—shipping routes, flight paths, the infrastructure of Arctic operations. “But convenience doesn't help us prove causation. We need to establish direct connection between their operations and the geological instability.”

Dave studied the map, his analytical mind automatically looking for patterns. “What about their supply chains? They'd need equipment for whatever they're doing up there. Heavy machinery, drilling rigs, maybe specialised geological surveying gear.”

“Already working that angle.” Anya's fingers moved across her tablet. “Shipping manifests for the region are… selectively documented. But I found three cargo shipments in the last six months from companies with ties to EarthWise subsidiaries. Contents listed as research equipment and supplies.”

“Vague enough to mean anything,” Omar observed.

“Exactly.” Anya looked up, her grey eyes sharp. “Which suggests they're hiding something worth the effort of obscuring paper trails.”

Serj leaned forward, his large frame making the conference chair look small. “The scientists. Sokolova and Keller. They're our direct line into whatever's happening up there.”

Cecilia nodded. “Which brings us to the immediate problem—finding them. Anya, walk us through what you discovered last night.”

Anya stood, moving to the screen with practised efficiency. Her presentation was as precise as everything else about her—no wasted motion, no unnecessary detail.

“Dr. Maria Sokolova. Environmental scientist, speciality in Arctic ecosystems. Last confirmed location: Murmansk, approximately six months ago.” She pulled up a photo—a woman in her forties, weathered features, eyes that looked accustomed to squinting against harsh light. “Serj and Dave interviewed her neighbour. She left excited about new research opportunity, long-term Arctic assignment. Gave away her cat.”

“So she expected to be gone a while,” Dave said.

“Yes. But here's what's interesting—” Anya switched screens, displaying visa and permit records. “Russian nationals need specific clearances for extended stays in Greenland. Sokolova's visa application shows Danish approval, but the sponsoring organisation is listed as Arctic Climate Research Initiative.”

“Never heard of them,” Omar said.

“Because they don't exist. Not as a legitimate organisation.” Anya's satisfaction was visible in the slight curve of her lips. “Shell company, incorporated four months before Sokolova's departure. Registered address is a law firm in Copenhagen. No published research, no academic affiliations, no web presence beyond a basic landing page.”

“Front organisation,” Serj said, his tone making it sound obvious.

“Yes. But the visa trail is useful because it includes an entry point—Kangerlussuaq Airport. From there, internal flight manifests show chartered helicopter to Nuussuaq Peninsula.” Anya highlighted a section of Greenland's coast. “Same region where EarthWise holds primary research permits.”

Dave felt pieces clicking into place, the satisfying sensation of a problem approaching solution. “So we know where she went. Now we need to know if she's still there.”

“Communications records.” Cecilia pulled up another screen. “Remote Arctic research stations require regular communication protocols—safety check-ins, weather reports, supply requests. If there's an active facility on Nuussuaq, it'll be generating radio traffic.”

“I can track that,” Anya said immediately. “Give me access to the satellite monitoring array and six hours.”

“Done.” Cecilia made a note on her tablet. “Omar, I need you working equipment angles. If they're operating a facility large enough to house scientific personnel, they needed to transport and assemble it. I want to know what they shipped, when they shipped it, and what it tells us about their operational capacity.”

Omar nodded, already pulling out his phone to start coordinating contacts.

“Serj, Dave—” Cecilia turned to them. “Start planning logistics for Arctic deployment. Assuming we confirm a target location, we'll need to move fast. Transport, gear, local contacts. The works.”

“Weather window's closing,” Serj observed. “Another month and the region becomes significantly more hostile.”

“Which means if we're going, it needs to be soon.” Cecilia's expression hardened slightly. “Forty-eight hours to gather actionable intelligence. Then we decide if this is a reconnaissance mission or something more aggressive.”

Dave thought about the satellite images from earlier, the scar across Arctic landscape. Thought about Carlisle's warning, the geological catastrophe waiting to happen if they didn't stop it.

“It'll be more aggressive,” he said quietly. “Whatever they're doing up there, it's not stopping on its own.”

The room fell silent for a moment, the weight of that acknowledgement settling over them. Then Cecilia straightened, her natural leadership reasserting itself.

“Right then. We have our assignments. Let's meet back here at sixteen hundred hours for progress update. Questions?”

“Just one,” Dave said. “When this hits the media—the landslide, the environmental speculation—how do we handle it if someone connects EarthWise to the event before we have evidence?”

Cecilia's smile was thin and entirely without humour. “We pray they do. Public pressure might force transparency we can't get through investigation alone. And if they panic…” She spread her hands. “Panicked organisations make mistakes.”

“Cold,” Omar observed, though his tone carried approval rather than criticism.

“Practical,” Cecilia corrected. “Now go. Clock's ticking.”

They dispersed, each to their assigned tasks. Dave found himself paired with Serj, heading down to the logistics planning room with its wall maps and equipment catalogs. The older operative moved with characteristic silence, his presence both comforting and slightly intimidating.

“You've done Arctic operations before?” Dave asked as they settled into the planning room.

“Twice. Norway and northern Russia.” Serj pulled up digital maps of Greenland, his large fingers surprisingly deft on the keyboard. “Different terrain than Nuussuaq, but same principles. Cold kills faster than bullets if you're not prepared.”

Dave thought about his own abilities, the fire immunity and adaptive resistance that had saved him repeatedly in the field. Would they work in extreme cold? Only one way to find out, apparently.

“Equipment requirements?” he asked, focusing on practical matters.

“Assume hostile environment and potential hostile personnel.” Serj began listing items methodically. “Arctic survival gear, cold-weather weapons, secure communications, extraction protocols. We plan for everything to go wrong, then add contingencies.”

“Cheerful.”

Serj's expression might have been amusement. Might have been. “Pessimism keeps you alive. Optimism gets you killed.”

They worked in focused silence for the next several hours, building operational plans layer by layer. Dave found himself appreciating Serj's methodical approach—it reminded him of system architecture, building redundancy and fail-safes into every component.

His phone buzzed mid-afternoon. Anya's message was characteristically brief: Found their comm signature. Nuussuaq confirmed. Active facility.

Dave showed Serj, who nodded once. “So we know where. Now we figure out how.”

Outside the planning room windows, Birmingham continued its ordinary existence—traffic, pedestrians, the mundane flow of city life. Somewhere far north, in ice and isolation, a facility held answers they desperately needed.

Forty-eight hours had become thirty-six.

The clock kept ticking.



The sixteen hundred hours meeting convened with military precision. The team reconvened in the briefing room, each carrying the weight of hours spent chasing leads through digital mazes and logistical nightmares.

Anya went first, her presentation as efficient as everything she did. The main screen displayed radio frequency data, communication intercepts, the electronic signature of Arctic operations.

“Confirmed active facility at these coordinates.” She highlighted a point on Nuussuaq Peninsula. “Multiple radio transmissions over the past seventy-two hours. Mix of routine weather reports, supply requests, and encrypted communications I couldn't break without more time. But the volume and frequency suggest significant personnel presence—estimate fifteen to twenty people minimum.”

“Equipment?” Cecilia asked.

“Based on power consumption patterns from generator signatures…” Anya pulled up another screen. “They're running serious hardware. Multiple high-draw systems operating continuously. Could be drilling equipment, seismic monitoring arrays, data processing facilities. Hard to say definitively without closer observation.”

Omar took over, his calm voice cutting through the technical details. “Shipping manifests confirm major equipment deliveries over the past eight months. Three cargo shipments via Nuuk, contents officially listed as research equipment and prefabricated structures. Total weight suggests modular facility components—living quarters, laboratory space, heavy machinery.”

He pulled up photographs—cargo containers being loaded onto ships, customs documentation with EarthWise subsidiary signatures, port records from Greenland showing helicopter transport to the interior.

“They built a base,” Dave said, the conclusion obvious now that the evidence was assembled. “Not a temporary research camp. An actual facility.”

“For work they couldn't do anywhere else,” Serj added. “Work that required isolation and secrecy.”

Cecilia studied the data, her expression thoughtful. “Dr. Sokolova's visa application showed entry through Kangerlussuaq six months ago. We have confirmed facility presence in the region where her helicopter was chartered. And we have geological activity occurring within kilometres of that location immediately after Carlisle's warning about environmental catastrophe.”

“It's all connected,” Anya said flatly. “The only question is whether we can prove it before they clean up their operation.”

“Or before they trigger something worse,” Omar pointed out. “One landslide. What happens if the methane hydrate destabilisation continues?”

The silence that followed carried weight. Dave thought about the satellite images, the rogue waves, the fishing boats and damaged research stations. Small-scale damage, locally contained. But Carlisle had warned about global cataclysm. What did that escalation look like?

“Logistics planning?” Cecilia asked, turning to Dave and Serj.

“Workable.” Serj pulled up their operational plan. “Transport via commercial flight to Kangerlussuaq, charter helicopter to Nuuk, then Arctic-rated helicopter to approach coordinates. We can be boots on ground within forty-eight hours of final authorisation.”

“Weather window?” Cecilia asked.

“Stable for the next ten days. After that, winter storm patterns start becoming unpredictable. We go soon, or we wait until spring.”

Cecilia stood, moving to the wall map of Greenland that dominated one side of the briefing room. Her finger traced the route from their current location to the target coordinates—thousands of miles of ocean, mountains, and ice.

“Field operation to hostile Arctic environment with potential hostile personnel and unknown environmental hazards.” She turned back to the team. “This is high-risk. I need everyone clear on that before we proceed.”

“Understood,” Serj said immediately.

“Obviously,” Anya added, her tone suggesting the danger was barely worth mentioning.

Omar nodded once, calm as always.

Dave found himself thinking about the progression of missions that had brought him here. Venezuela's chaos, Guyana's jungle, the half dozen operations in between. Each one pushing him further from his old life, each one proving his abilities in new ways. And now the Arctic—the first environment that might actually challenge his physical capabilities.

“I'm in,” he said. “Whatever it takes.”

Cecilia studied each of them in turn, her expression mixing pride with concern. “Right then. Mission authorisation approved. Omar, start procurement for Arctic gear. Serj, finalise transport arrangements. Anya, I need complete facility assessment—best-guess layout, security presence, anything you can extract from radio intercepts.”

“And me?” Dave asked.

“Research.” Cecilia's smile was thin. “Everything you can find about methane hydrate extraction, Arctic drilling operations, geological destabilisation. I want you understanding the science before we get there. If we're going to stop this, we need to know exactly what we're dealing with.”

The team dispersed to their assignments, the energy in the room shifting from analysis to action. Dave found himself back at his desk with a stack of geological research papers and the sinking realisation that he had roughly thirty-six hours to become conversant in Arctic environmental science.

He dove in, his analytical mind automatically organising the information into useful categories. Methane hydrates: ice-like structures containing methane molecules, stable only under specific pressure and temperature conditions. Disturb those conditions—through drilling, seismic activity, or warming—and you released the methane while destabilising the geological structures that contained it.

The implications were staggering. Methane released into the atmosphere was a greenhouse gas far more potent than carbon dioxide. And the geological instability could trigger cascading failures—one landslide leading to another, each event releasing more methane and causing more structural collapse.

Carlisle's warning made perfect sense now. Global cataclysm wasn't hyperbole. It was accurate description of worst-case scenario.

Dave's phone buzzed. A message from Cecilia to the entire team: Media coverage escalating. Environmental groups calling for Arctic drilling moratorium. EarthWise stock down 12%. They're feeling pressure.

Good. Pressure meant mistakes. Mistakes meant opportunities.

He returned to his research, hours blurring together as he assembled the puzzle pieces. Outside his window, evening fell over Birmingham. Somewhere in the Arctic, a facility continued its operations, unaware that they'd been found.

Not for long.

His phone buzzed again near midnight. Serj: Transport confirmed. Departure 0600 day after tomorrow. Pack for hostile cold.

Then Anya: Final facility assessment complete. Sending brief. Security presence confirmed—armed personnel, perimeter monitoring. This won't be simple reconnaissance.

And finally, Omar: Gear procurement in progress. Added some special items for contingencies. You'll like them.

Dave smiled despite the tension coiling in his chest. The team was moving, pieces falling into place, the mission transitioning from planning to execution. He'd learned to trust that process over three years of operations. Trust the preparation, trust the team, trust that when everything went to hell—which it always did—they'd adapt and overcome.

He closed his laptop and headed for bed. Tomorrow would be equipment checks and final briefings. The day after, they'd be airborne, heading into the frozen north.

Somewhere in that ice and isolation, Dr. Maria Sokolova worked on research that had already caused one geological disaster. They needed to find her, understand what EarthWise was doing, and stop it before the next landslide.

Before the methane hydrates really destabilised.

Before Carlisle's warning became horrifying reality.

Dave set his alarm and tried to sleep, knowing it would be restless. His last conscious thought was about cold—the kind of cold that could kill even enhanced operatives if they weren't prepared.

Only one way to find out if his abilities extended to Arctic survival.

The mission clock was running. In thirty-six hours, they'd have their answer.
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  Nuuk

The logistics came together with the kind of efficiency that only years of covert operations could produce. Cecilia orchestrated the mission parameters like she was conducting a particularly complex symphony—each element timed, each detail accounted for, each potential failure point addressed with backup plans and contingencies.

Dave sat in the agency briefing room, watching her work through the final arrangements with something approaching awe. She made it look effortless.

“Cover story is ecological survey group,” she explained, pulling up documents on the main screen. “Climate change impact assessment in the Arctic. Completely legitimate research angle, gives you access to restricted areas without raising flags. Shell company's already established, permits processed, academic credentials fabricated and backstopped.”

“Equipment?” Serj asked.

“Hägglund BV206 all-terrain vehicle being airlifted to staging area near Nuussuaq Peninsula. Tracked vehicle, designed for Arctic conditions, essentially mobile accommodation. Plus one snowmobile for reconnaissance where the BV206 can't reach.” She switched screens, showing specifications and capabilities. “You'll have everything you need to operate independently for two weeks minimum.”

“Route?” Anya's question was characteristically direct.

“London to Copenhagen, Copenhagen to Kangerlussuaq, then smaller aircraft to Nuuk. You'll have three days in Nuuk for Arctic survival training while we position the vehicles and supplies. Then helicopter to Ilulissat, final helicopter insertion to operational area near Nuussuaq Peninsula.”

Dave studied the map, tracing the route with his eyes. Thousands of miles, multiple modes of transport, ending in one of the most remote regions on the planet. The kind of journey that left no room for second-guessing.

“Training?” Omar asked.

“Erik Nyström. Swedish Arctic survival specialist. Three days intensive—vehicle operation, cold weather survival, emergency protocols, first aid for environmental injuries. It's condensed, normally you'd have weeks, but he's worked with special operations before. He knows how to compress the learning curve.”

Cecilia's expression grew more serious. “Once you're deployed to Nuussuaq, you're isolated. No rapid extraction, no immediate backup. Communications will be limited to scheduled check-ins. You'll be completely self-sufficient.”

The weight of that statement settled over the room. Dave had operated in difficult environments before, but this was different. Venezuela had infrastructure, Guyana had the jungle but also supply lines. The Arctic offered nothing but ice and wind and the very real possibility of death if they made mistakes.

“Departure is 0600 tomorrow,” Cecilia continued. “Pack light where possible, but don't compromise on survival gear. Erik will do final equipment check when you arrive. Questions?”

Silence. The team had operated together long enough that the unspoken communication was as important as the verbal briefing. They understood the risks, accepted them, and were already mentally preparing for what came next.

“Right then.” Cecilia stood, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “This is high-risk, high-importance. EarthWise has already triggered one geological event. We need to know what they're doing and stop it before it escalates. But—” she paused, her accent wrapping around the words with unusual weight, “—survival comes first. The mission matters, but not more than bringing everyone home. Clear?”

Nods around the room. Dave felt the familiar pre-mission tension coiling in his chest, the transition from planning to execution, the point where theoretical became real.

They dispersed to prepare. Dave returned to his flat to pack, staring at the pile of Arctic gear that had accumulated over the past days. Canada Goose Expedition Parka—rated to negative forty Celsius. Thermal base layers, insulated pants, specialised boots, gloves, face protection. The sheer volume of equipment required just to survive was staggering.

He packed methodically, checking each item against the list Cecilia had provided. His analytical mind treated it like system deployment—ensure all components present, verify functionality, test redundancy. Some habits transferred well from IT work.

His phone buzzed. Message from Serj: Meet at agency 0530 for transport. Bring coffee.

Then Anya: Weather forecast for Nuuk. Clear but cold. Good flying conditions.

And Omar: Looking forward to freezing. Said no one ever.

Dave smiled despite the tension. The team dynamic had evolved over three years of operations into something that worked—professional respect mixed with the kind of dark humour that came from facing danger together repeatedly.

He finished packing, set multiple alarms, and tried to sleep. Tomorrow they'd be airborne, beginning the long journey to Greenland and whatever waited in the Arctic ice.

—

The journey unfolded in stages, each leg bringing them further from familiar territory into something increasingly alien.

London to Copenhagen was routine—business travellers and tourists, airport efficiency, the comfortable mundanity of modern air travel. They maintained their cover as ecological researchers, discussing climate change and Arctic ecosystems with the casual expertise of people who'd done their homework.

Copenhagen to Kangerlussuaq marked the transition. The aircraft was smaller, the passengers fewer, the destination less about tourism and more about necessity. Dave watched through the window as they crossed from ocean to ice, the landscape below transforming into something that looked more like another planet than Earth.

Vast ice fields stretched to the horizon, broken by dark rock and frozen fjords. Mountains thrust up through the ice like the bones of the world laid bare, jagged and ancient and completely indifferent to human presence. The scale was incomprehensible—miles of nothing but white and grey and the occasional dark line where rock broke through the eternal winter.

“First time seeing Greenland?” The passenger beside Dave—an actual climate researcher based on their conversation—followed his gaze out the window.

“First time,” Dave admitted.

“It changes you,” the researcher said quietly. “Understanding how small we are, how little our concerns matter to places like this. The ice has been here longer than human civilisation. It'll be here long after we're gone.”

Dave thought about EarthWise, about drilling into methane hydrates, about triggering geological instability in a landscape that had remained unchanged for millennia. Human arrogance thinking it could extract resources from the Arctic without consequences.

The final leg from Kangerlussuaq to Nuuk was on an even smaller aircraft, the kind where you could feel every air current and hear the engines working. They descended over Nuuk as afternoon light painted the landscape in shades of grey and white and deep blue-black where the ocean met the ice.

Nuuk appeared below them—colourful buildings clustered along the rocky coastline, dwarfed by mountains that rose behind the city like walls holding back the ice sheet. Despite being Greenland's capital, it looked impossibly small, a human outpost clinging to the edge of habitability.

The cold hit like a physical force when they stepped off the aircraft. Dave had experienced cold before—English winters, operations in northern Europe—but this was different. This was cold that burned in your lungs with each breath, that found every gap in your clothing, that made your face ache within seconds of exposure.

“Welcome to Greenland,” Serj said, his breath fogging in the air. Despite the temperature, he looked almost pleased. “Now the real preparation begins.”

The shuttle to Hotel Hans Egede took them through Nuuk's streets. Colourful houses—red, blue, yellow, green—stood out against the grey sky like defiant statements that humans refused to let the Arctic dictate aesthetics. The ocean was visible everywhere, dark and cold, with chunks of ice floating in the harbour like reminders that winter never truly left this place.

The hotel rose above the surrounding buildings, modern glass and steel incongruous against the rugged landscape. Inside, warmth and civilisation reasserted themselves—contemporary design, comfortable furnishings, the smell of coffee and the crackle of a fireplace.

They checked in efficiently, the hotel staff clearly accustomed to researchers and explorers using Nuuk as a staging point for Arctic operations. Dave's room on the upper floor offered views of the harbour and the mountains beyond, the landscape beautiful and hostile in equal measure.

He stood at the window, watching ice drift in the dark water, and thought about the next phase. Three days of training, then deployment to Nuussuaq Peninsula and whatever EarthWise had built in that isolation.

His phone buzzed. Cecilia: Erik Nyström arrives tomorrow 0800. Be ready. He doesn't tolerate unprepared people.

Then a group message from Omar: Bar in one hour. We should discuss Arctic operations while we still have heat and alcohol.

Dave smiled. Some things remained constant regardless of location—the team's need to talk through operations, preferably with drinks.

He unpacked his gear, organised his equipment, and tried not to think about how much could go wrong once they left this comfortable hotel for the Arctic wilderness.

One hour until the bar meeting. Three days until deployment. Then they'd find out if their preparation was sufficient, or if the Arctic would teach them lessons they weren't ready to learn.

Outside his window, the Greenlandic twilight settled over Nuuk, and somewhere far north, a facility waited in the ice.

—

The Hotel Hans Egede's bar occupied the ground floor, large windows offering views of the harbour illuminated by the town's lights reflecting off dark water and floating ice. The design was Scandinavian modern—clean lines, warm wood tones, comfortable leather seating that invited lingering. A fireplace crackled in one corner, and soft jazz played beneath the murmur of conversation from the handful of other patrons.

Dave arrived first, claiming a corner table with good sightlines to the door—habit born of too many operations where awareness meant survival. He ordered coffee, knowing alcohol before Arctic deployment wasn't smart regardless of how much the situation called for it.

Anya appeared next, moving through the space with her characteristic efficiency. She'd changed from travel clothes into dark jeans and a fitted black sweater, looking more relaxed than Dave had seen her in days. She slid into the seat across from him, ordered something in what sounded like flawless Danish to the bartender, and fixed him with her grey eyes.

“You're thinking about the cold,” she said. Statement, not question.

Dave shrugged. “Thinking about a lot of things. The cold is just one of them.”

“Your abilities have never been tested in extreme cold.” Again, not a question. Anya had a way of stating observations that made further denial pointless.

“No,” he admitted. “Fire immunity doesn't tell me much about frost resistance. Adaptive penetration resistance might help with wind chill, but…” He spread his hands. “Only one way to find out.”

“Practically speaking, you should prepare as if you have no special advantages in cold environment.” Anya accepted her drink from the bartender—something amber and neat. “Assume vulnerability. Plan for worst case.”

“Sound advice,” Serj rumbled, appearing seemingly from nowhere despite his size. He settled into a chair that looked too small for his frame, already holding what looked like whiskey. “Arctic doesn't care about special abilities. Cold kills everyone eventually.”

Omar arrived moments later, carrying what appeared to be the same coffee Dave had ordered. He took the remaining seat, completing their circle. “Cosy. Are we having a moment?”

“Strategic discussion,” Anya corrected, though her lips quirked slightly. “About not dying in frozen wasteland.”

“Even better.” Omar sipped his coffee. “I've compiled list of ways Arctic operations typically fail. It's extensive and depressing.”

Dave leaned back, feeling the team dynamic settle into its familiar rhythm. This was how they worked—professional competence mixed with the kind of dark humour that came from repeatedly facing situations that could kill them.

“The gear alone is ridiculous,” he said, thinking about the pile of equipment in his room. “I've packed more for three days of training than I did for two weeks in Venezuela.”

“Venezuela doesn't kill you in minutes if your jacket fails,” Serj observed. “Arctic is different class of hostile environment. Everything has redundancy, backup systems, failsafes. Because when primary systems fail—and they will—you need alternatives immediately.”

“Erik Nyström,” Anya said, pulling up information on her phone. “Forty-seven years old, Swedish military background, twenty-three years Arctic survival instruction. Works primarily with special operations units. Reputation for brutal honesty and low tolerance for incompetence.”

“Wonderful,” Dave muttered.

“We have three days,” Omar said quietly. “Normally you'd have three to four weeks for proper Arctic acclimatisation. We're compressing months of training into seventy-two hours. It's going to be… educational.”

The word hung in the air, carrying implications they all understood. Educational meant painful, exhausting, humbling. It meant having their assumptions about capability and resilience tested against an environment that had been killing unprepared humans for millennia.

“The BV206 is our primary asset once deployed,” Serj said, shifting to tactical considerations. “Tracked all-terrain vehicle, mobile accommodation, designed for Arctic conditions. We'll need to master it quickly—operation, maintenance, emergency repairs. If it fails and we can't fix it, we're walking out. Through potentially hostile territory. In conditions that kill exposed humans in hours.”

“Snowmobile for reconnaissance,” Anya added. “Faster, more maneuverable, but also more exposed. Limited capacity, higher risk of mechanical failure. Useful for quick surveys but not primary transport.”

Dave absorbed the information, his analytical mind organising it into operational parameters. Systems, redundancies, failure points, contingencies. The familiar process of understanding complex environments and planning for when things went wrong.

Because they always went wrong.

“What do we actually know about EarthWise's facility?” he asked. “Beyond location and approximate personnel count?”

“Not enough,” Anya admitted. “Radio intercepts confirm active operations, power consumption suggests significant equipment. But specific configuration, security measures, defensive capabilities…” She shook her head. “Unknown until we get visual confirmation.”

“So we're preparing for Arctic survival and potential hostile contact simultaneously,” Omar summarised. “While operating under cover as ecological researchers. In an environment that kills mistakes immediately.”

“Standard operating procedure for us,” Serj said, and Dave couldn't tell if he was joking.

The conversation continued, flowing between tactical planning and dark humour, professional assessment and personal concern. Around them, the bar maintained its quiet atmosphere—a few other guests talking softly, the fire crackling, jazz playing beneath it all. Outside the windows, Nuuk's lights reflected off the harbour, and beyond that, invisible in the darkness, the ice sheet waited.

Dave thought about the journey that had brought them here. Birmingham briefing rooms to Arctic hotels. IT professional to field operative. The trajectory of his life over the past three years had been surreal enough that moments like this—sitting in a Greenland bar discussing survival gear with Russian former Spetsnaz and Middle Eastern explosives experts—barely registered as strange any more.

“Tomorrow starts early,” Anya said eventually, finishing her drink. “Erik arrives at 0800. We should rest while we can.”

“Sleep while we still have beds,” Omar agreed. “Once training starts, we're in tents.”

They stood, the casual meeting dissolving as professional preparation reasserted itself. Dave watched his team disperse—Anya moving toward the elevators with predatory grace, Omar pausing to chat with the bartender in what sounded like fluent Danish, Serj simply disappearing like a man his size shouldn't be able to.

Dave remained at the table for a few more minutes, nursing the last of his coffee and watching ice drift in the harbour. The Arctic waited, patient and eternal and completely indifferent to human plans or human fears.

He thought about Carlisle's warning. Global cataclysm. Methane hydrate destabilisation. The kind of threat that transcended normal operational parameters into existential risk.

They were four people—five counting Cecilia coordinating from Birmingham to stop a corporation from triggering environmental catastrophe in one of Earth's most remote regions. The scale was absurd. The risks were immense. The chances of success were uncertain at best.

But that was the job. Had been the job for three years now. Going places normal people couldn't go, doing things normal people couldn't do, stopping threats that would kill thousands if left unchecked.

Dave finished his coffee and headed for the elevators. Tomorrow they'd begin learning how to survive in conditions that had killed better-prepared people than them. Three days of compressed training, then deployment into the unknown.

The Arctic didn't care about their mission or their abilities or their determination. It would test them regardless, and they'd either prove capable or become another statistic in the long history of humans who underestimated the ice.

Time to find out which.

—

Morning arrived with grey light and wind that rattled the hotel windows. Dave woke before his alarm, the pre-mission tension already coiling in his chest. He dressed in the base layers they'd be wearing for training—thermal underwear, fleece mid-layer, weatherproof outer shell. The Canada Goose parka waited by the door, along with specialised boots and gloves rated for Arctic conditions.

The team assembled in the lobby at 0750, each carrying gear bags and wearing expressions that ranged from professional focus to barely concealed apprehension. The hotel staff had coffee ready—strong, dark, scalding—and Dave accepted a cup gratefully.

Erik Nyström arrived at precisely 0800.

He filled the hotel entrance, not with size—though he was tall and broadly built—but with presence. Weathered features that spoke of decades in harsh conditions, ice-blue eyes that catalogued everything with a single sweep, movements that carried the efficient economy of someone who'd learned to conserve energy in environments where waste meant death.

“Good morning.” His English carried a Swedish accent, voice gravelly and direct. “You're the ecological research team heading to Nuussuaq Peninsula.” The tone made it clear he knew their cover story and didn't particularly care about the fiction.

“That's us,” Serj said, stepping forward. The two men sized each other up with the recognition of professionals who'd operated in similar worlds.

“Right. Gear check first. Lay everything out.” Erik gestured to the lobby space. “I need to verify you're not heading into the Arctic with equipment that will kill you.”

They spread their gear across the lobby furniture—parkas, boots, gloves, face protection, thermal layers, survival equipment, emergency kits. Erik moved through it methodically, checking specifications, testing zippers and seals, examining each item with practised efficiency.

He frowned at Dave's gloves, replaced them with a different pair from his own bag. Adjusted the fit of Omar's face protection. Added emergency heat packs to Anya's kit. Made small modifications and recommendations with the calm authority of someone who'd seen what happened when gear failed.

“This will keep you alive if you use it properly,” he said finally. “But equipment is only part of survival. We have three days to teach you how to operate in conditions most humans have no business being in. Normally I'd have three to four weeks minimum. This is…” he paused, finding the word, “…ridiculous. But we work with what we have.”

His eyes swept across them, assessing. “The Arctic doesn't care about your experience, your training, or your determination. It kills the unprepared and the unlucky with equal efficiency. My job is to make you slightly less unprepared. Whether that's enough depends on how well you listen and how fast you learn.”

A minibus waited outside, engine running, exhaust fogging in the cold air. They loaded gear and piled in, Erik taking the driver's seat with the casual competence of someone who'd navigated worse conditions than Nuuk's streets.

The training facility sat beyond the town's edge—basic structures designed for function rather than comfort, surrounded by the kind of terrain that gave a taste of what waited further north. Wind-swept snow, exposed rock, temperatures that bit through clothing if you stopped moving.

Erik led them to where several tents had been erected—military-grade Arctic shelters designed to withstand brutal conditions. “Say goodbye to hotel comfort,” he said flatly. “Tonight you sleep in these. Same tents you'll use at Nuussuaq. Get familiar with them now, before your life depends on setting them up correctly in a storm.”

He laid out the training schedule with military precision. Day one: cold weather survival fundamentals, gear management, navigation in Arctic conditions, emergency signalling. Day two: vehicle operations for both the BV206 and snowmobiles, maintenance protocols, emergency repairs. Day three: cold injury first aid, team coordination under stress, decision-making in extreme environments.

“Questions?” Erik asked.

“Just one,” Dave said. “What's the failure rate for three-day crash courses?”

Erik's lips quirked in something that might have been amusement. “High. But you're not typical students, are you?” His gaze took in their collective bearing, the way they stood, the professional competence evident despite the unfamiliar environment. “Special operations background, some of you. Private military, intelligence work. You know how to learn fast and adapt faster. That might be enough.”

“Might be,” Anya repeated.

“Might,” Erik confirmed. “The Arctic has killed better-prepared people than you. But it's also failed to kill people who should have died. Survival comes down to preparation, skill, and luck. I can help with the first two. The third is between you and whatever you believe in.”

He clapped his hands once, sharp sound cutting through the wind. “Right. Let's begin. First lesson: how to stay warm without wasting energy. Sounds simple. It's not. Everything in the Arctic is about energy management—heat, movement, calories, mental focus. Waste any of it, and you die. Efficiently manage all of it, and you might survive.”

The training began. Erik moved through fundamentals with the methodical thoroughness of someone who'd taught these lessons hundreds of times and knew exactly which details meant life or death. Proper layering techniques. Managing moisture from sweat and breath. Recognising early signs of cold injury. Emergency shelter construction. Navigation when landmarks disappeared in storms.

Dave absorbed the information, his analytical mind organising it into frameworks and protocols. But beneath the careful attention, something nagged at him—the same disconnect he'd felt when others described pain thresholds or physical limits. Erik spoke of cold as an enemy that exhausted and killed, but Dave's experience of temperature had always been… different.

He pushed the thoughts aside, focusing on technique rather than personal capability. The team needed this knowledge. Whatever made him different didn't change the mission requirements or the very real danger his teammates faced.

Hours blurred together. They practised tent setup until they could do it with gloves on, in wind, without looking. Learned to read weather patterns in cloud formations and wind shifts. Studied the subtle signs of hypothermia and frostbite, the narrow window between recognising danger and becoming a casualty.

Erik's instruction was relentless but never cruel. He corrected mistakes immediately, explained the reasoning behind each protocol, shared stories of what happened when people ignored warnings. His teaching carried the weight of personal experience—these weren't theoretical risks but actual dangers he'd witnessed claim lives.

As grey daylight faded into Arctic twilight, they erected the tents that would serve as accommodation for the next two nights. Erik supervised, making minor adjustments, ensuring they understood that proper shelter setup wasn't optional but survival-critical.

“Tomorrow we move to vehicles,” he said as they finished. “The BV206 is your primary asset—mobile shelter, transportation, equipment platform. If it fails and you can't fix it, you're walking out. In these conditions, on foot, your survival time is measured in hours. So you will learn maintenance, repair, and operation until you can handle it in a storm while wearing heavy gloves and dealing with equipment failure.”

He paused, looking at each of them. “You're doing better than expected. But don't let that give you confidence. Confidence kills people in the Arctic faster than cold does. Respect the environment, trust your training, and always assume the next mistake will be fatal.”

With that cheerful assessment, he headed for his own accommodation—a trailer that served as mobile operations base and instructor quarters.

The team gathered in the largest tent, portable heater running, sharing thermoses of coffee and the kind of exhausted silence that came from intensive training.

“Day one,” Omar said finally. “Two more to go.”

“Then the real test begins,” Serj added.

Dave thought about Nuussuaq Peninsula, about EarthWise's facility hidden in ice and isolation. About scientists who'd vanished into Arctic operations and geological disasters waiting to cascade into global catastrophe.

Three days to learn what normally took months. Then deployment into one of Earth's most hostile environments, with potential hostile personnel and uncertain mission parameters.

The tent fabric rippled in the wind, and somewhere in the darkness beyond Nuuk, the Arctic waited with ancient patience.

They'd know soon enough if Erik's training was sufficient, or if the ice would teach them lessons they wouldn't survive long enough to learn.
Intense

The tent fabric snapped and rippled in the wind, a constant percussion that had been going for hours without pause. Dave lay in his sleeping bag on the insulated pad that did almost nothing to soften the frozen ground beneath, watching his breath fog in the dim light from the propane heater fighting a losing battle against the Arctic night.

Day one of Erik's training had been exactly as brutal as promised.

His body catalogued the day's abuse—muscles protesting movements they weren't accustomed to, joints aching from constant cold exposure, hands cramping from hours of practising tent setup with heavy gloves. Even with all his abilities, with the enhanced strength and adaptive resistance that had carried him through the years of field operations, the Arctic had found ways to make itself felt.

Not pain, exactly. His enhanced physiology handled that differently than normal humans. But fatigue. The constant energy expenditure of maintaining body temperature, of moving through snow and ice, of focusing despite wind and cold that wanted to strip away concentration along with heat.

Around him, the team settled into their own sleeping arrangements with varying degrees of success. The tent—military-grade Arctic shelter designed for four people—felt both cramped and exposed. Close enough that he could hear everyone's breathing, isolated enough that the wind outside sounded like it belonged to another world.

Anya had claimed the spot furthest from the tent entrance with the efficient territoriality that marked everything she did. She'd stripped down to thermal base layers, organised her gear with practised precision, and now sat cross-legged on her sleeping bag doing what looked like flexibility exercises that made Dave's sore muscles ache in sympathy.

“You're not actually stretching right now,” Omar said from his own corner, voice carrying a mix of disbelief and reluctant admiration. “After twelve hours of Arctic survival training, you're doing yoga.”

“Maintaining flexibility in cold conditions prevents injury.” Anya didn't pause in her movements. “Muscle tissue contracts in extreme cold. Maintaining range of motion is tactical advantage.”

“Everything's tactical with you,” Omar muttered, but he was already shifting into his own stretching routine. Dave recognised the movements from training—combat flexibility drills designed to keep joints loose and ready.

Serj occupied the space near the tent entrance, positioned where he could monitor both the interior and respond to any external threat. Even here, in a training facility outside Nuuk, old habits dictated his choices. He'd been quiet since they'd finished dinner—freeze-dried meals heated with boiling water, consuming calories they'd need to replace the energy the cold was stealing from them constantly.

“First day assessment?” Serj asked, breaking the silence that had settled over them. His voice carried the calm authority that made even exhausted people snap to attention.

Dave considered the question. “Harder than expected. Different kind of hard than anything else I've done.”

“Venezuela was chaos but hot,” Omar agreed. “Guyana was jungle but had cover. This…” He gestured vaguely at the tent walls, at the wind beyond. “This is exposure. Constant, unrelenting exposure to an environment that wants you dead.”

“Erik wasn't exaggerating about energy management,” Dave added. “Every task takes twice as long with cold weather gear. Every movement burns more calories fighting temperature. Every decision has to account for wind chill and exposure time and backup plans for when equipment fails.”

Anya finished her stretches and pulled her sleeping bag around her shoulders like a cloak. “The psychological component is significant. Knowing that mistakes kill quickly. That there's no margin for error once we deploy to Nuussuaq.”

“Speaking of deployment,” Omar said quietly. “We should discuss what we're actually expecting once we reach EarthWise's facility.”

The tent fell silent except for the wind. The question hung there, demanding attention despite their exhaustion.

“Unknown facility configuration,” Anya started, her analytical mind engaging with the tactical problem. “Radio intercepts suggest fifteen to twenty personnel. Unknown security measures. Unknown defensive capabilities. We have no visual confirmation of layout, hardened structures, or response protocols.”

“So we're going in blind,” Dave said.

“Essentially.” Serj's tone was matter-of-fact. “We have approximate location, personnel estimate, and confirmation of active operations. Everything else is speculation until we get eyes on target.”

“While operating in environment that kills exposure in hours,” Omar added. “And maintaining cover as ecological researchers. And trying to determine if they've triggered geological catastrophe that could cascade into global crisis.”

“Standard Tuesday for us,” Dave said, and was rewarded with Omar's quiet laugh.

The heater hissed, burning propane to create a bubble of warmth that extended maybe three feet before the Arctic cold reclaimed dominance. Outside, the wind found new harmonics in the tent rigging, creating sounds that ranged from howl to whistle to something that almost resembled voices.

“I've been in extreme environments before,” Serj said after a moment. “Desert operations in temperatures that melted plastic. Siberian winters that required similar protocols to this. Jungle humidity that bred disease and rot. But the Arctic is different category of hostile.”

“How?” Dave asked.

“Because it's honest about wanting to kill you.” Serj shifted in his sleeping bag, his large frame somehow finding comfort on the frozen ground. “Desert heat can be managed with water and shade. Jungle has resources if you know how to find them. But Arctic cold is constant, predictable, and completely indifferent. It will kill you at exactly the rate physics dictates unless you maintain perfect vigilance.”

“Cheerful bedtime story,” Omar observed.

“Accurate bedtime story,” Serj corrected. “Which is more useful.”

Dave thought about his own abilities, about fire immunity and adaptive resistance that had proven effective against every threat he'd faced so far. But those abilities had never been tested against sustained extreme cold. Against an environment that attacked through simple thermodynamics rather than violence or impact.

He'd felt the cold today during training. Not the way others described it—the biting pain, the numbing exhaustion, the desperate need for warmth. But he'd felt it as difference, as something his enhanced physiology had to work to compensate for. As challenge rather than agony.

But would that be enough? Once they deployed to Nuussuaq, operating in conditions even more extreme than this training facility, with mission objectives and potential hostile contact and the weight of preventing environmental catastrophe?

Only one way to find out.

The tent entrance rustled, and Erik pushed through from outside where he'd been checking weather instruments and securing the perimeter. Snow dusted his shoulders, and his weathered face carried the calm that came from decades of Arctic operations.

“Storm front moving in,” he announced, settling into the space near the heater. “Should hit around 0300, pass through by morning. Good timing—you'll get to experience tent integrity under storm conditions without actually being deployed in field.”

“That's good timing?” Omar asked.

“Better to learn here than when your life depends on it.” Erik pulled a thermos from inside his parka, poured something that steamed in the cold air. “Coffee. Real coffee, not the instant garbage. You want to survive the Arctic, you maintain morale through small comforts.”

He offered the thermos around. Dave accepted it gratefully, the warmth of the metal almost as valuable as the coffee itself.

“Today's assessment,” Erik said, his tone shifting to instructor mode. “You performed better than expected for first day. But you all made mistakes that would be fatal in field conditions.”

The team waited, professional focus overriding exhaustion.

“Omar—you removed your gloves for equipment adjustment without securing your position against wind. In field conditions, wind gust carries your gloves away, you have ten minutes maximum before frostbite becomes amputation risk.”

Omar nodded, accepting the criticism without defence.

“Anya—efficient movement is good. Rushing is fatal. You completed tent setup thirty seconds faster than others, but your stake placement was inadequate for storm conditions. Speed means nothing if structure fails.”

Anya's expression didn't change, but Dave saw her mentally cataloguing the correction.

“Serj—you have Arctic experience, but you're operating on protocols from twenty years ago. Equipment has improved. Trust modern gear instead of compensating for old failures.”

Serj inclined his head slightly, acknowledging the point.

“Dave—” Erik paused, his ice-blue eyes studying him with unsettling intensity. “You're overthinking. I can see it. You're analysing every movement, every procedure, treating this like academic exercise. But in Arctic, thinking comes second. Action first, then analysis. Hesitation kills as surely as mistakes. When you move, commit fully or don't move at all.”

Dave felt the observation land with uncomfortable accuracy. He had been overthinking, his analytical mind trying to process and categorise everything instead of just executing. The IT professional's instinct to understand systems before implementing them.

“Noted,” he said simply.

Erik nodded, satisfied. “Tomorrow will be harder. Vehicle operations in extreme cold, emergency repairs, navigation in whiteout conditions. You'll learn how quickly things can go wrong, and how fast you need to respond to stay alive.”

He finished his coffee, secured the thermos. “Storm hits in two hours. Try to sleep before then. You'll want rest before experiencing what Arctic storm sounds like from inside tent.”

With that encouraging assessment, Erik ducked back outside into the wind and darkness.

The team sat in silence for a moment, processing the day's lessons and the challenge waiting tomorrow.

“Two more days,” Anya said finally.

“Then deployment,” Serj added.

“Then we find out what EarthWise is really doing up there,” Dave finished.

The wind howled agreement, and somewhere in the Arctic darkness, the storm front moved closer.



They settled into the routine of preparing for sleep—checking gear, organising equipment for quick access, making sure everything was secured against the storm Erik had promised. The tent had transformed from temporary shelter into something more intimate: a shared space where exhaustion and proximity broke down the usual professional distance.

“Erik's instruction style is interesting,” Omar said, checking his cold-weather boots for any ice buildup. “Brutal honesty wrapped in calm delivery. Like being criticized by a particularly disappointed grandfather.”

“Effective though,” Anya observed. “No sugar-coating, no encouragement that isn't earned. Just assessment of performance and correction of errors.”

“Reminds me of instructors from Spetsnaz training,” she continued, a rare glimpse into her past. “They would tell you exactly how you were going to die if you didn't fix your mistakes. Then watch to see if you were smart enough to listen.”

“And if you weren't?” Dave asked.

“Then natural selection handled it during live exercises.” Her tone was matter-of-fact. “Arctic training was part of certification. Similar conditions to this, but longer duration. Three weeks minimum, operating in Siberian wilderness with minimal support.”

Serj looked up with interest. “You did the Kolyma course?”

“You know it?” Anya's surprise was subtle but visible.

“Trained there in the ‘90s. Before they modernised the programme.” Serj's expression carried memory weight. “Lost two people in my class to exposure. Both experienced operators who made single mistakes at wrong moment.”

The tent fell quiet. The reminder of mortality sat heavy in the confined space.

“The Arctic doesn't care about experience or capability,” Serj continued quietly. “I watched man with fifteen years field experience die because his glove developed small tear and he didn't notice until frostbite set in. By the time he reported symptoms, damage was irreversible. We evacuated him, but he lost three fingers and his career.”

“What was the mistake?” Omar asked, his explosives expert's mind always analysing failure points.

“Thinking small damage wasn't urgent enough to address immediately. In normal environment, a torn glove is minor inconvenience. In Arctic, it's mission-ending injury waiting to happen. Everything operates on compressed timeline—small problems become catastrophic faster than you can respond if you don't treat them as emergencies from the start.”

Dave absorbed the lesson, adding it to the growing list of Arctic-specific protocols his analytical mind was cataloguing. In his old IT work, problems escalated in predictable patterns. Systems gave warnings before failing. Monitoring tools provided advance notice of degradation.

But the Arctic didn't send warning emails or trigger alert thresholds. It just killed you when you stopped paying attention.

“The isolation is going to be the real challenge,” Anya said, steering the conversation back to their upcoming deployment. “Three days training in a facility near Nuuk, with hotel comfort available if needed. But Nuussuaq Peninsula? Days or weeks of complete isolation. No rapid extraction. No backup one radio call away.”

“Just us and whatever EarthWise has built out there,” Omar added. “Speaking of which—we should discuss approach strategy once we have eyes on target.”

Serj shifted, his tactical mind engaging with the operational planning. “Depends on the facility configuration. If it's modular units like shipping manifest suggests, we're looking at multiple structures connected by covered walkways or exposed passages. Likely central operations building, living quarters, lab space, equipment storage.”

“Security presence confirmed,” Anya said. “Radio intercepts mentioned perimeter monitoring and patrol schedules. Unknown if that's human patrols, automated sensors, or combination.”

“In this environment, automated systems make more sense,” Omar observed. “Human patrols in extreme cold require massive resource expenditure. Motion sensors, thermal cameras, acoustic monitoring—all more reliable and cheaper than freezing guards walking perimeter.”

“But humans provide response capability,” Serj countered. “Sensors detect intrusion. Then what? You need personnel to investigate and respond.”

“So assume both,” Dave said. “Electronic perimeter with human quick reaction force. Standard corporate security elevated for remote location.”

“And our approach?” Anya asked.

The team considered this. Outside, the wind continued its assault on the tent, and somewhere in that darkness, their target waited.

“Reconnaissance first,” Serj said finally. “We establish observation position outside their detection range. Document facility layout, security patterns, personnel movements. Build complete intelligence picture before considering direct action.”

“How long for adequate reconnaissance?” Omar asked.

“Forty-eight to seventy-two hours minimum.” Serj's tone was firm. “Longer if weather interferes with observation. Cannot plan an assault without understanding what we're assaulting.”

“But if we observe something that requires immediate intervention?” Dave pressed. “If they're actively conducting operations that could trigger another landslide?”

The question hung in the cold air. The tactical calculation was clear—proper reconnaissance took time. But if their mission was preventing geological catastrophe, time might be luxury they couldn't afford.

“Then we adapt,” Serj said quietly. “But rushing in blind is suicide. Especially in environment where single mistake kills you before enemy ever gets chance.”

“The cover story complicates approach,” Anya added. “We're supposed to be ecological researchers. Hard to explain why ecological researchers are conducting military-grade reconnaissance on a corporate facility.”

“Cover story is for getting into Greenland and moving equipment without raising flags,” Omar said. “Once we're at Nuussuaq, if EarthWise spots us, cover is already blown. We're in their operational area. No legitimate reason for researchers to be there.”

“So we avoid detection entirely,” Dave said. “Or we're prepared to go loud if compromise is inevitable.”

“Going loud in Arctic with limited ammunition, no reinforcements, and extraction measured in days rather than hours…” Omar shook his head. “That's worst-case scenario planning.”

“Which means we should plan for it,” Serj said firmly. “Because worst-case scenarios have habit of occurring.”

They spent the next thirty minutes working through contingencies. What to do if spotted during reconnaissance. How to handle hostile contact at various escalation levels. Extraction protocols if mission went sideways. Medical emergency procedures when you were days from hospital.

The planning was methodical, professional, and deeply sobering. Every contingency revealed another way things could go catastrophically wrong in an environment that amplified every mistake.

Eventually, Erik returned from his rounds, bringing blast of cold air and swirling snow through the tent entrance.

“Storm's closer,” he announced. “Maybe ninety minutes out. You can see it coming if you look north—wall of cloud eating the stars.”

He settled near the heater again, studying each of them with those unsettling ice-blue eyes. “You're planning your operation.”

Statement, not question.

“General discussion of Arctic operations,” Serj replied, neither confirming nor denying.

Erik's lips quirked. “Uh-huh. Let me give you wisdom earned through decades of Arctic operations and more near-death experiences than I can count.” He leaned forward, voice dropping to teaching tone.

“The Arctic punishes elaborate plans. You cannot account for all variables because environment creates new variables constantly. Weather changes without warning. Equipment fails in ways you didn't anticipate. Situations evolve faster than you can adapt if you're locked into rigid operational framework.”

He paused, making sure they were listening.

“So you plan for principles, not specifics. You establish priorities: survival first, mission second, pride never. You build in flexibility at every stage. You maintain multiple backup options. And most importantly—” his gaze swept across all of them, “—you trust your team to make right decisions when communication breaks down, which it will.”

“You've done operations like this before,” Anya observed. It wasn't really question.

“Can't discuss details. But yes. I've been consultant on what you might call ’sensitive Arctic operations’ for various organisations.” His tone made it clear that was all they'd get on the subject.

“Any advice specific to facility reconnaissance in extreme cold?” Serj asked.

Erik considered this. “Observation positions are double-edged sword. You need clear sightlines to target, which usually means exposed terrain. But exposed terrain in Arctic means constant wind, no cover from elements, and you're burning calories fighting cold instead of focusing on surveillance. Meanwhile, your target is in heated facility, comfortable, not fighting to stay alive.”

“So they have home field advantage,” Dave said.

“Massive home field advantage. They're adapted to environment, familiar with terrain, operating from position of comfort. You're invading their space while fighting hypothermia and exhaustion.” Erik's expression was serious. “That asymmetry has killed more Arctic operations than enemy action ever did.”

The storm chose that moment to announce its arrival. The wind, which had been constant background noise all evening, suddenly doubled in intensity. The tent walls snapped taut, the fabric straining against stakes and guy lines. Sound went from howl to roar, like standing behind jet engine.

“And there it is,” Erik said with something approaching satisfaction. “Welcome to Arctic storm. Try to sleep through this. Tomorrow you'll learn vehicle operations in deteriorated weather. Should be fun.”

He settled into his own sleeping spot, apparently capable of falling asleep in conditions that made concentration difficult.

The team looked at each other in the flickering heater light, the tent shaking around them, the storm battering their fragile shelter with the Arctic's full attention.

“Two more days,” Omar said again.

“Two more days,” they agreed.

And tried not to think about how much harder it would be at Nuussuaq, where the stakes were higher and the margin for error was nonexistent.



Sleep came in fragments, disrupted by the storm's assault on their shelter. The wind found every weak point in the tent's structure, testing stakes and guy lines with persistent fury. Inside, the temperature dropped despite the heater's best efforts, cold seeping through layers of insulation to make sleeping bags feel inadequate.

Dave drifted in and out of consciousness, his mind refusing to fully surrender to rest. The storm provided constant stimulation—sound, vibration, the occasional gust that made the tent walls snap inward before the structure reasserted itself.

Around him, the team dealt with the conditions in their own ways.

Anya had gone still, her breathing deep and regular in a pattern Dave recognised from tactical rest training. Not true sleep but a state of consciousness that allowed the body to recover while maintaining awareness of surroundings. She'd position herself to wake instantly if the situation required, but her physiology was getting whatever rest these conditions allowed.

Omar shifted occasionally, small adjustments to find comfort that didn't exist. Dave heard him muttering in what sounded like Arabic—prayers or curses, hard to tell over the storm. Either seemed equally appropriate.

Serj had achieved what looked like actual sleep, his large frame somehow relaxed despite the frozen ground and howling wind. Years of field operations in extreme conditions had apparently taught him to rest whenever opportunity presented, regardless of comfort level.

Erik remained utterly still in his corner, breath slow and steady, giving no indication whether he was awake or asleep. Probably awake, Dave figured. Someone who'd spent decades teaching Arctic survival likely didn't sleep deeply in storm conditions, even in relatively safe training facility.

The heater hissed and flickered, propane combustion fighting thermodynamic reality. Dave watched the small flame through half-closed eyes, thinking about energy expenditure and efficiency. His analytical mind couldn't help calculating—burn rate, temperature differential, time until fuel exhaustion. Old habits from IT work where uptime and resource management mattered.

Some skills transferred. Others didn't. Network monitoring didn't prepare you for sleeping on frozen ground in a tent being battered by Arctic storm.

His thoughts drifted to the mission ahead. To Dr. Maria Sokolova, environmental scientist who'd vanished into EarthWise's Arctic operations six months ago. Was she at that facility right now, working on research that had already triggered one geological disaster? Did she know what she was involved in, or was she another specialist manipulated into serving corporate interests that transcended any individual's understanding?

And Dr. Keller, who'd left his breakfast half-eaten in Tallinn, who'd never returned to his apartment. Where had he ended up? Working alongside Sokolova in the Arctic facility? Or had his fate been darker, his knowledge deemed too dangerous once EarthWise decided their operations couldn't risk exposure?

The storm howled answers Dave couldn't interpret.

He thought about Carlisle's warning. Global cataclysm. The geologist had been desperate enough to risk death trying to deliver that message. Had known or suspected something catastrophic enough that stopping it justified any cost.

Methane hydrate destabilisation. Cascading geological failures. The potential for triggering climate feedback loops that could accelerate warming beyond any hope of control.

The scale was incomprehensible. Dave had worked operations that saved lives, stopped threats, prevented disasters. But those had been contained threats—terrorist cells, rogue technology, corporate conspiracies with specific impacts.

This was different category entirely. This was existential risk. The kind of threat that didn't just kill people but potentially altered the planet's climate trajectory for centuries.

And they were four people—soon to be isolated in Arctic wilderness, operating with limited support and uncertain intelligence—trying to stop it.

The absurdity should have been laughable. Instead, it just felt heavy.

Dave shifted in his sleeping bag, trying to find position that eased the ache in his muscles. His enhanced physiology handled damage differently than normal humans, but exhaustion still accumulated. The day's training had been intense, pushing physical limits while learning protocols that would keep them alive once deployed.

Tomorrow would be harder. Vehicle operations in storm conditions. Emergency repairs with frozen fingers and howling wind. Navigation when visibility dropped to metres. All the skills they'd need to reach Nuussuaq Peninsula and operate once there.

If they could master those skills in three days. If Erik's compressed training would prove sufficient. If their preparation and capabilities could match the challenge waiting in the Arctic ice.

Too many ifs. Too many variables. Too many ways things could go catastrophically wrong.

But that had always been true. Venezuela, Guyana, every operation in between—they'd always faced odds that looked impossible. And they'd adapted, overcome, found ways to succeed despite the variables and the risks and the inadequate preparation time.

This would be the same. Had to be the same.

Because the alternative was unthinkable.

The storm reached its peak around 0400, the wind achieving velocities that made the tent structure scream in protest. Dave gave up on sleep entirely, lying awake and listening to the Arctic's fury, wondering how exposed they'd be once deployed to Nuussuaq where there'd be no training facility to retreat to if conditions became unbearable.

Erik stirred, checked his watch, made quiet rounds inside the tent to verify everything remained secure. He caught Dave's eyes in the dim light, nodded once—acknowledgement that sleep was optional when the Arctic was demonstrating its power.

“First storm is always hardest,” Erik said quietly, voice barely audible over the wind. “Not because conditions are worse, but because you haven't learned to trust your shelter yet. Tomorrow night you'll sleep better. By deployment, storm like this will just be background noise.”

“Assuming the tent holds,” Dave replied.

“Tent will hold. But good instinct—never fully trust your equipment until it's proven itself.” Erik settled back into his position. “Morning comes in two hours. Rest if you can. Tomorrow's training will make today seem like gentle introduction.”

Dave closed his eyes again, not expecting sleep but willing to let his body recover what it could. Around him, the team breathed and shifted, each dealing with their own thoughts and the storm's assault.

Somewhere beyond the tent, beyond the training facility, beyond Nuuk's lights and civilisation's edge, the Nuussuaq Peninsula waited. Ice and rock and whatever secrets EarthWise had built in that isolation.

Two more days of training. Then they'd find out if Erik's crash course had prepared them, or if the Arctic would teach them lessons they wouldn't survive.

The storm howled through the remainder of the night, gradually weakening as dawn approached. By the time grey light began seeping through the tent fabric, the wind had dropped to merely brutal levels rather than catastrophic.

Erik was first up, moving with the efficient economy of someone who'd done this thousands of times. “Morning. Storm passed. Time to see if you learned how to secure equipment properly, or if half your gear is scattered across Greenland.”

They emerged from the tent into a transformed landscape. Snow had drifted against every windward surface, creating sculptures that looked almost artistic if you ignored the brutal conditions that formed them. The sky remained overcast, threatening more weather, but visibility had improved to maybe fifty metres.

“Gear check, breakfast, then we move to vehicle operations,” Erik announced. “And remember—today's training will be harder than yesterday. Tomorrow will be harder than today. Because when you deploy, every day will be harder than training. Better to push you past breaking point here, where failure means learning, not dying.”

The team exchanged glances, professional assessment mixing with the physical reality of exhaustion and cold. But they'd signed up for this. Knew what it would take.

Dave pulled on his Canada Goose parka, feeling the cold bite immediately despite the insulation. His breath fogged, ice crystals forming in his beard, the Arctic making its presence felt in ways that felt both alien and oddly honest.

This was the environment they'd chosen to operate in. This was the challenge they'd accepted. This was what stood between them and whatever EarthWise was doing at Nuussuaq Peninsula.

Time to prove they were capable. Time to earn survival. Time to prepare for mission that might determine more than just their own fates.

The Arctic waited, patient and eternal. Two more days until deployment. Two more days to transform from students into operators ready for whatever waited in the ice.

Erik was already moving, voice carrying across the snow. “Let's go. Storm's given us gift—real Arctic conditions for vehicle training. Don't waste it.”

They moved to follow, tired and cold and uncertain, but committed. The mission demanded nothing less. The stakes allowed no half measures.

Somewhere far north, answers waited. First, they had to survive long enough to find them.
Nuussuaq

The helicopter's turbine whine changed pitch as they descended toward Mittarfik Qaarsuarsuit, the small airstrip on Nuussuaq Peninsula appearing below like a scar across endless white. Dave pressed his face against the small window, watching the landscape resolve from abstract patterns into harsh reality—ice, rock, and the kind of isolation that made their three days of training feel inadequate.

The interior of the Arctic-modified helicopter was cramped, five people packed in with their gear, breath fogging despite the heaters running at full capacity. Erik occupied the co-pilot's seat, communicating with the pilot in Swedish-accented English. Behind him, the team sat in tactical silence, each processing what waited outside.

Dave's analytical mind catalogued details. Temperature gauge reading negative twenty Celsius. Wind speed indicator fluctuating between twenty and thirty knots. Visibility maybe two kilometres in the grey afternoon light. The numbers told a story his IT background understood—systems operating at the edge of their parameters, multiple points of potential failure, no margin for error.

Beside him, Anya studied the landscape with professional focus, her grey eyes tracking features that Dave couldn't identify. Looking for what? Terrain analysis, approach routes, escape vectors. Always planning, always calculating. Three days of Erik's training had given them survival skills. Anya had brought a lifetime of tactical instincts that no crash course could teach.

Omar sat across from them, face partially obscured by cold weather gear, but his hands were busy with final equipment checks. Magazine seating, communications encryption, emergency beacon functionality. The kind of methodical preparation that came from operations where overlooked details meant death.

Serj occupied the space near the cargo door, his large frame somehow relaxed despite the cramped conditions. He'd been quieter than usual during the flight from Nuuk, and Dave wondered if he was thinking about his previous Arctic operations. About the people who hadn't made it home. About lessons learned in temperatures that could kill exposed humans in minutes.

“Two minutes,” Erik called back, his voice cutting through the turbine noise. “Airstrip is basic. We land, we load, we move. Weather window is maybe six hours before the next front arrives.”

The helicopter banked, giving Dave a different view of their destination. The airstrip was barely visible—cleared snow marking a rough landing zone, surrounded by the kind of emptiness that made Dave's chest tighten. No buildings visible. No signs of civilisation beyond that single strip of maintained ice.

And somewhere beyond the horizon, hidden in that vast white expanse, EarthWise had built a facility conducting research that had already triggered one geological disaster.

The helicopter touched down with a jarring impact, skids crunching into packed snow. The pilot kept the engines running—hot shutdown in Arctic conditions risked equipment failure that could strand them. Erik was first out, moving with practised efficiency despite wind that immediately tried to knock him sideways.

Dave followed, and the cold hit like a physical force. Three days of training hadn't prepared him for this. The wind found every gap in his gear, stealing warmth with predatory efficiency. His breath fogged and immediately crystallised, ice forming in his beard within seconds. The temperature numbers he'd seen on the gauge became visceral reality—this was cold that could kill, cold that didn't care about enhanced abilities or special operations training.

“Move!” Erik's voice barely carried over the wind. “Gear out, helicopter gone, two minutes!”

They worked with coordinated urgency, hauling equipment from the helicopter's cargo bay. Packs, weapons cases, specialised cold weather gear, emergency supplies. Everything they'd need for a week of Arctic operations, assuming they could survive that long.

The Hägglund BV206 waited off the cleared strip, its distinctive articulated form hunched against the wind. Two tracked sections connected by a steering joint, the vehicle looked like something designed by committee to survive conditions that killed conventional transport. Rubber tracks half-buried in snow, bright orange paint marking it as civilian Arctic research equipment rather than military hardware.

Behind the BV206, a trailer carried the snowmobile—smaller, faster, more exposed. For reconnaissance where the tracked vehicle couldn't reach. For speed when stealth wasn't an option. For situations Dave didn't want to think about yet.

Erik supervised loading with the efficiency of someone who'd done this hundreds of times. Gear secured against shifting, weight distributed properly, emergency equipment accessible, fuel status verified. The kind of attention to detail that seemed excessive until you understood that single mistakes in the Arctic cascaded into fatal situations faster than you could respond.

The helicopter lifted off ten minutes after landing, turbine noise fading as it banked back toward Nuuk. Dave watched it disappear into grey sky, fighting the surge of isolation that came with watching their extraction disappear. They were committed now. Days from help. Operating in an environment that would kill them if they made mistakes.

“Final checks,” Erik called, his Swedish accent making the English sound clipped and efficient. “BV206 systems, communications, emergency protocols. We have one hour before we need to move if we're making Qaarsut before dark.”

The team gathered at the vehicle, running through checks that had become ritual during training. Serj verified communications equipment, establishing connection protocols that would work despite Arctic interference. Omar inspected the snowmobile, checking fuel and mechanical systems with explosives expert's attention to detail. Anya reviewed their maps and GPS coordinates, cross-referencing satellite imagery with actual terrain.

Dave found himself assigned to inventory verification—confirming they had all supplies loaded, nothing forgotten in the helicopter or left on the tarmac. His analytical mind appreciated the systematic approach. Check lists. Redundancy. Verification protocols. The IT professional's instinct translated surprisingly well to Arctic survival.

“Fuel status?” Erik asked, moving between team members with instructor's oversight.

“Full tanks on BV206, plus three reserve jerry cans,” Serj reported. “Snowmobile topped off. Enough for two hundred kilometres at standard consumption, more if we're conservative.”

“Rations?”

“Seven days for five people,” Omar confirmed. “Dehydrated meals, high-calorie supplements, emergency bars. Water filtration functional.”

“Weapons?”

“Two rifles, cold weather modification. Four handguns. Ammunition secured.” Anya's tone was matter-of-fact. “Non-optimal for Arctic operations but adequate for potential hostile contact.”

Erik nodded approval at each response. “Medical supplies?”

“Complete field kit,” Dave said, reading from his inventory. “Cold injury treatment, trauma response, emergency medication. Alicia trained us on basics during mission prep.”

“Communications?”

“Satellite link operational,” Serj confirmed. “Scheduled check-ins with Cecilia every twelve hours. Emergency beacon if situation becomes critical. Range limited in extreme weather but functional.”

Erik stepped back, surveying the team and equipment with critical assessment. “You're as prepared as three days allows. Not enough, but it never is. Remember—survival first, mission second, pride never. The Arctic will test you in ways training couldn't simulate. Trust your preparation but stay flexible.”

He climbed into the BV206’s driver compartment, the vehicle's diesel engine rumbling to life with cold-start reluctance. Exhaust fogged in the frigid air, adding to the surreal atmosphere of standing on an empty airstrip in one of Earth's most remote locations.

“Load up,” Erik called. “We have intelligence to gather and daylight to burn.”

The team climbed into the BV206’s second compartment—the passenger section designed for Arctic transport. Cramped but heated, insulated against the killing cold outside. Dave settled onto the bench seating, feeling the vehicle rock slightly as others found their positions.

Anya was already reviewing maps on her tablet. Omar checked weapon safeties for the third time. Serj sat near the connection to Erik's compartment, maintaining communication access. The kind of professional focus that made their team functional despite impossible odds.

The BV206 lurched forward, tracks grinding through snow as Erik turned toward the route that would take them deeper into Nuussuaq Peninsula. Through the small windows, Dave watched the airstrip disappear behind them, replaced by endless Arctic landscape.

Somewhere ahead, answers waited. Along with whatever EarthWise was hiding.

The vehicle rumbled across frozen ground, and Dave tried not to think about how far they were from civilisation. How isolated. How exposed.

Three days of training. Days of travel. All to reach this point—deployed into the Arctic, hunting for evidence of environmental catastrophe before it cascaded beyond control.

The mission clock was running. Time to find out if they were capable, or if the ice would teach them lessons they wouldn't survive long enough to learn.



Qaarsut appeared after an hour of grinding through Arctic terrain—a handful of colourful buildings clustered against the grey landscape like defiant statements that humans refused to be driven out entirely. Population maybe fifty, Erik had said during the approach. Remote even by Greenlandic standards. The kind of place where everyone knew everyone, and strangers were immediately noted.

The BV206 rumbled to a stop at the settlement's edge, engine idling to prevent cold-start issues if they needed to leave quickly. Erik remained with the vehicle while Omar and Serj prepared to make contact with locals. Information gathering in remote communities required particular skills—the ability to seem non-threatening while extracting useful intelligence. Omar's diplomatic nature combined with Serj's intimidating presence created effective balance.

“Keep it simple,” Anya advised from inside the heated compartment. “Ecological researchers looking for another group. Don't mention EarthWise by name. See what they volunteer.”

Omar nodded, pulling his face protection down to appear more approachable despite the cold. Serj simply loomed—his size and bearing spoke volumes without him saying anything.

They approached the central building—a combination community centre and café that served as social hub for the isolated settlement. Smoke rose from its chimney, promising warmth and human contact after hours of empty landscape.

Dave watched through the BV206’s window as Omar and Serj disappeared inside. The waiting was harder than moving. Sitting in heated vehicle compartment, watching grey sky and endless snow, knowing that intelligence gathering was happening that might determine their next moves.

“How long do reconnaissance contacts usually take?” he asked Anya.

“Depends. Could be ten minutes, could be an hour.” She didn't look up from her tablet, where she was reviewing satellite imagery of the region. “Remote communities are cautious with outsiders but usually helpful once they decide you're not a threat. Omar's good at reading people. He'll know how much to push.”

Erik's voice crackled through the communicator from the driver compartment. “Everyone stay alert. Small settlements like this notice everything. If EarthWise has people watching local areas, we might have already been reported.”

The thought sent cold unrelated to temperature down Dave's spine. They were operating on assumption that EarthWise didn't know they were coming. But corporations with resources to build Arctic facilities probably also had resources for counter-intelligence. For watching airports and tracking charter flights and noticing when ecological research teams appeared in regions where they had secret operations.

Twenty minutes passed before Omar and Serj emerged from the café, moving with purpose but not urgency back to the BV206. They climbed in, bringing blast of cold air with them, faces flushed from the warmth of the heated building.

“Got something,” Omar said immediately, pulling out a small notebook where he'd sketched map details. “Locals confirmed outsiders passing through about a week ago. Small group, well-equipped but travelling light. Headed north-west toward the coast.”

“Small group doesn't match facility personnel estimates,” Anya observed.

“That's what we thought.” Serj's expression was thoughtful. “So either they're scouting party, or the main operation is supplied by sea. Heavy equipment wouldn't come through village this size—too visible, too impractical. But you could land cargo on the coast if ice conditions allowed.”

Dave's analytical mind engaged with the problem. “So we're looking for coastal facility. Accessible by sea for supply transport, but isolated enough that casual observers don't stumble across it.”

“Which narrows possibilities considerably,” Anya said, already marking zones on her digital map. “Ice-free coastal access this time of year limits to specific areas. Cross-reference with EarthWise's permit coordinates…”

Her fingers moved across the tablet. “Three potential locations. All within fifty kilometres north-west of here. Remote enough for isolation, accessible enough for maritime operations.”

“Nussaq is north-east from here,” Serj said, pointing on Omar's sketched map. “Settlement's even smaller than Qaarsut, but it's positioned where locals would observe coastal approach routes. If EarthWise has active facility, people there might have seen supply ships or helicopter traffic.”

Erik's voice came through the comm. “Nussaq is four hours in current conditions. We go now, we arrive near dark. We wait until morning, we give EarthWise another day of operations we're not observing.”

The tactical calculation was clear—push forward into unknown territory with failing light, or establish safe camp and approach fresh in the morning. Dave had seen enough operations to know there was no perfect answer. Every choice carried risks.

“We push forward,” Anya said decisively. “We're already behind schedule. Sokolova's been at that facility six months—one more night doesn't change her situation. But if they're actively drilling or conducting seismic tests, another night could trigger more instability.”

“Agreed,” Serj added. “We maintain mobile capability. If conditions deteriorate, we stop. But we maximise intelligence gathering while we have window.”

Erik engaged the BV206’s tracks without further discussion, turning north-east toward Nussaq. The vehicle's rumble became background noise as they settled in for hours of transit across terrain that looked identical in every direction—white ground, grey sky, occasional exposed rock breaking the monotony.

Dave found himself wondering about the people they were hunting. Dr. Maria Sokolova, environmental scientist who'd left Murmansk excited about research opportunity. Dr. Elias Keller, who'd vanished from his Tallinn apartment mid-breakfast. Were they working voluntarily at EarthWise's facility, or had their situation changed once they understood what the corporation was actually doing?

And what were they actually doing? Drilling into methane hydrate deposits was dangerous but not inherently catastrophic. Unless you were careless. Or desperate. Or operating under orders that prioritised profit over planetary consequences.

Carlisle's warning echoed in his memory. Global cataclysm. The geologist had died trying to deliver that message. Had known or suspected something catastrophic enough that stopping it justified any cost.

The BV206 ground through another hour of Arctic landscape before Nussaq appeared—smaller even than Qaarsut. Maybe thirty people total, buildings clustered against coastal bluffs that offered some protection from brutal wind. The settlement looked like it was barely holding on, human presence maintained through sheer stubborn determination rather than any practical reason to stay.

Omar and Serj made contact again, this time with even fewer preliminaries. The locals here seemed less cautious, more eager to talk—isolation did that, made any break in routine worth discussing.

Dave watched through frosted window as conversations happened in mime-show pantomime. Serj pointing directions, local man gesturing north-west toward coast. Omar nodding, taking notes, the universal language of intelligence gathering playing out in frozen village at the edge of the world.

When they returned to the BV206, both men carried expressions of grim satisfaction.

“Confirmed,” Serj said without preamble. “Large group on the coast, maybe ten kilometres north-west. Been there several days, possibly longer. Heavy equipment visible at distance—the locals see lights at night, hear machinery during the day.”

“They kept clear,” Omar added. “Didn't want trouble. But they're concerned—unusual activity in their fishing areas. And…” he paused significantly, “they mentioned geological survey teams asking similar questions about a month ago. Before the landslide.”

The implication settled over them. Carlisle had been in this region. Had made it this far in his own investigation before being stopped. Before whatever happened in Frankfurt that forced him onto that train with Dave, desperate to deliver his warning before EarthWise silenced him permanently.

“Ten kilometres,” Erik said, his voice carrying tactical assessment. “In these conditions, at BV206 speed, we're looking at ninety minutes. But we're losing light fast. I recommend we establish camp here in Nussaq, approach the facility at first light. Give us time to plan proper reconnaissance.”

“And give them another night of operations,” Anya countered.

“Versus approaching unknown facility in darkness with inadequate reconnaissance.” Erik's tone was firm. “This is survival versus mission, Anya. I know which priority I follow.”

The tension hung in the cold air of the vehicle compartment. Dave understood both positions—the urgency to prevent further catastrophe versus the practical reality that rushing into situations in Arctic darkness got people killed.

“We camp,” Serj said quietly, and his voice carried authority that ended debate. “Erik's right. We've confirmed target location. We have approximate personnel count. We know they're actively operating. Rushing in blind serves no purpose except getting us killed or captured.”

Anya's expression showed disagreement, but she nodded acceptance. Professional enough to recognise when she was overruled.

“Right then,” Erik said, some tension leaving his voice. “We set camp near settlement edge. Not close enough to alarm locals, but positioned for quick departure at dawn. Full security protocol—watch rotation, emergency procedures. We're close to hostile facility now. We operate accordingly.”

The BV206 moved to a position Erik selected—sheltered by coastal bluff, good visibility of approaches, close enough to Nussaq for emergency retreat if needed. Not perfect, but Arctic operations never were.

As they began unpacking camp equipment, Dave looked north-west toward where EarthWise's facility waited in the gathering darkness. Ten kilometres away. Maybe a dozen people. Research that had already triggered one landslide and could spiral into the catastrophe Carlisle had warned about.

Tomorrow they'd find out exactly what they were dealing with.

Tonight they'd prepare, plan, and try not to think about how exposed they were—days from extraction, operating in environment that wanted them dead, hunting people who had every reason to ensure they never reported what they found.

The Arctic wind howled agreement, and somewhere in that darkness, machinery rumbled. Work continuing. Operations progressing. Time running out to stop whatever came next.



The tent setup went faster this time—Erik's training and practise making familiar work of tasks that had seemed impossible days ago. The large expedition tent materialised from packed components into livable shelter, stakes driven through snow into frozen ground beneath, guy lines tensioned against wind that wanted to tear everything away.

Inside, the portable heater fought its losing battle against Arctic cold, but the tent walls blocked wind and the small flame created bubble of relative warmth. Dave helped organise gear while Anya established security protocols and Omar checked weapons one more time.

“First watch rotation at twenty-two hundred,” Serj said, reviewing the schedule he'd drafted. “Two-hour shifts, two people per shift. Erik takes first with me. Then Omar and Anya. Dave, you're on final shift with me again at oh-four-hundred.”

Dave nodded. The pre-dawn shift—coldest part of night, but also when they'd begin final preparations for approaching EarthWise's facility. Made sense to have him alert and ready rather than pulled from deep sleep.

Erik had set up the camping stove and was heating water for their evening meal. Dehydrated rations—beef stew tonight, according to the packet labels. The kind of food that prioritised calories and preservation over taste, but after hours of cold travel anything hot would taste acceptable.

“Tea?” Dave asked, pulling out the supplies he'd packed despite team mockery.

“Bloody hell, you actually brought tea to the Arctic,” Omar said, but he was grinning.

“Necessity, not luxury,” Dave replied, echoing his earlier defence. He'd also brought a flask of milk and packet of Digestive biscuits, because some standards couldn't be compromised regardless of latitude.

The water boiled quickly at their altitude, and soon Dave was distributing cups of properly made tea—Yorkshire Gold, steeped three minutes, milk added after. The familiar ritual felt absurdly normal in their current context, and somehow that made it more valuable.

“This,” Erik said after his first sip, “is why British empire was successful. You can make home anywhere you can boil water.”

“Colonial exploitation and superior naval forces,” Anya corrected dryly. “But tea helped.”

The rehydrated meals took longer, boiling water poured into packets and left to steep while flavours reconstituted and starches absorbed liquid. The tent filled with smells of beef and vegetables that tasted better in imagination than reality would likely provide.

They ate in comfortable silence, the kind that came from shared exhaustion and successful teamwork. Outside, Arctic wind howled its constant song. Inside, five people huddled around portable heater, burning calories they'd need to replace tomorrow.

When the meal was finished and trash secured against attracting wildlife, Erik produced a bottle from his pack. Tall, slender, labelled in Swedish.

“Akvavit,” he announced, unscrewing the cap. “Traditional liquor. Good for cold nights and better for camaraderie.”

He poured shots into small metal cups—practical camping gear doing double duty. The liquid was pale golden, catching the lamplight with promise of warmth.

“To surviving training,” Erik said, raising his cup. “To finding our target. And to getting home alive. Skål!”

“Skål!” they echoed, touching cups in the confined space.

Dave sipped the akvavit and immediately regretted not preparing better. The alcohol hit with herbaceous intensity—caraway, dill, anise notes mixing with burn that made his eyes water. It was like drinking spiced fire, warmth spreading through his chest with almost medicinal efficiency.

“Bloody hell,” he coughed. “That's… strong.”

“Forty percent,” Erik said cheerfully. “Good Swedish akvavit. Makes you forget the cold.”

Anya downed hers in single gulp, Russian training evident in her lack of reaction. “It's adequate. Could be vodka, though.”

“Everything could be vodka to you,” Omar observed, sipping his more carefully. His expression suggested appreciation mixed with respect for the liquor's potency.

Serj finished his quietly, the slight smile he wore suggesting he'd consumed stronger in worse conditions. “Reminds me of rakiya from Balkans. Same philosophy—burn away cold with alcohol.”

“Exactly!” Erik poured another round, smaller this time. “In Arctic, you learn to appreciate small comforts. Warm tent. Hot meal. Strong drink. These things matter when environment wants you dead.”

They settled into the kind of conversation that happened in tents on long operations—trading stories, sharing experiences, the professional revealing personal in small controlled doses.

Erik talked about twenty-three years teaching Arctic survival, about students who'd succeeded and ones who hadn't. About missions that went wrong and ones that went right. His Swedish accent made even dangerous stories sound almost matter-of-fact.

Anya shared limited details about Spetsnaz Arctic training, about Kolyma course that tested operators at the edge of human endurance. About teammates who'd earned respect and ones who'd earned burial.

Serj spoke about Baltic winters and Russian operations, about lessons learned when conventional thinking met unconventional circumstances. About adapting when plans failed, which was always.

Omar contributed stories of Middle Eastern operations, finding humour in the contrast between desert heat and Arctic cold. “Same principles though,” he observed. “Environment wants you dead. Survival comes from respecting that and preparing accordingly.”

Dave found himself talking about the journey from IT professional to field operative, about Venezuela and Guyana and the dozen operations in between. About learning that enhanced abilities didn't make him invincible, just differently vulnerable.

“Three years ago, I was troubleshooting network issues and complaining about office coffee,” he said, aware of the akvavit loosening his tongue slightly. “Now I'm in Arctic tent drinking Swedish liquor and planning reconnaissance on corporate facility that might trigger environmental catastrophe. The career progression is… unexpected.”

“But you're still complaining about coffee,” Omar pointed out.

“Fair.”

Erik raised his cup again. “To unexpected journeys and better coffee. Skål!”

They drank, and the akvavit burned less this time. Or maybe Dave was just adjusting. Either way, the warmth spreading through him felt welcome, the alcohol fighting cold and tension with chemical efficiency.

The conversation drifted, grew quieter, eventually faded into comfortable silence as exhaustion claimed space that adrenaline had occupied. They prepared for sleep—sleeping bags arranged, gear organised for quick access, weapons secured but accessible.

Serj and Erik took first watch, moving to positions near tent entrance and window ports that allowed observation of approaches. The others settled into sleeping arrangements, trying to find comfort on insulated pads that did almost nothing to soften frozen ground beneath.

Dave lay in his sleeping bag, listening to wind and the occasional murmur of watch conversation. Tomorrow they'd approach EarthWise's facility. Would conduct reconnaissance. Would try to understand what research had triggered landslide and threatened worse.

Would try to stop it before Carlisle's warning became reality.

His last conscious thought, before exhaustion pulled him into restless sleep, was about the scientist they were hunting. Dr. Maria Sokolova, who'd left Murmansk excited about research opportunity. Who'd been at that facility for six months. Who might not even know she was part of operation that could cascade into global catastrophe.

Or who knew exactly what she was doing and had made peace with the consequences.

Only one way to find out.

The wind howled outside their fragile shelter, and somewhere in the Arctic darkness, machinery continued its work. Tomorrow they'd have answers.

Tonight they slept—or tried to—and prepared for whatever came next.
Ursus Maritimus

The early morning light cast a pale, anemic glow over the frozen landscape, more suggestion than illumination. Dave stood beside the snowmobile, his breath fogging in sharp bursts as he ran through the pre-flight checks with methodical precision. The machine gleamed dully in the weak sunlight, its treads already biting into the compacted snow beneath. A little over a year of field work, and he still approached each piece of equipment like it might crash at any moment—old IT habits died hard.

The wind had died down since last night, leaving an eerie stillness that seemed to swallow sound. The kind of quiet that made you want to whisper, even though there wasn't another soul for miles. Dave could hear everything with unsettling clarity: the creak of his Gore-Tex jacket, the metallic click of Serj checking his rifle, even the distant groan of shifting ice somewhere out on the peninsula.

Serj stood a few feet away, adjusting the FN SCAR-H slung across his back. The sleek rifle was equipped with Leupold Mark 6 optics and a Surefire suppressor—perfect for silent, precise engagements should the need arise. Though if they were doing their job properly, the weapon would stay on his back the entire trip. Reconnaissance meant eyes only. No heroics.

“You know the drill.” Erik's voice cut through the stillness, his Scandinavian accent wrapping around the English words with practised ease. His breath fogged thick in the cold air as he gestured toward the route he'd marked on their GPS units. “Stick to the path I laid out. Stay clear of the coast at first. If EarthWise has set up camp there, they'll have eyes on the shore. Stay back, observe, and don't get seen.”

Dave mounted the snowmobile, feeling the machine settle under his weight. The two-seater was purpose-built for this terrain—reinforced suspension, powerful engine, heated grips that were already warming his gloved hands. He'd driven worse vehicles in better conditions and somehow survived. This should be straightforward.

The engine growled to life with a pull of the throttle, rumbling with barely contained power. Serj climbed on behind him, his pack settling against Dave's back as he adjusted his gear for the ride. Even through layers of insulated clothing, Dave could feel the weight distribution shift—another calculation his mind automatically processed, another habit from a life that required constant awareness of his own strength.

“Let's do this,” Dave said, glancing back at Serj. The big Russian gave a single nod, his dark eyes already scanning the horizon. Professional. Focused. Ready.

Dave throttled forward, and the snowmobile leapt ahead with surprising eagerness, treads kicking up powder in their wake. The camp fell away behind them as they pulled inland, following Erik's carefully plotted route away from the coastline. The Arctic tundra stretched out before them in every direction—a vast, featureless white desert of snow and ice broken only by the occasional ridge or dark outcrop of rock pushing through the permafrost.

The cold was relentless. It cut through their heavy gear with patient, methodical precision, finding every gap in the insulation, every exposed inch of skin. Dave felt it gnawing at his cheeks, making his eyes water behind his goggles. But beneath the discomfort, something else nagged at him—the same strange disconnect he'd felt with fire. The cold hurt, yes, but it felt… distant. Like his body was reporting the sensation out of obligation rather than urgency.

He filed that thought away for later. Right now, he needed to focus on not flipping the snowmobile.

The ride was rough. The terrain looked smooth from a distance, but up close it revealed itself as a chaotic mess of uneven ice patches, hidden drifts, and frozen ruts that jolted the snowmobile with bone-jarring regularity. Dave gripped the handlebars tightly—careful not to crush them—and steered them through the obstacles with growing confidence. His enhanced reflexes helped, letting him react to sudden changes in the terrain before his conscious mind fully registered them.

Serj remained silent behind him, a solid, watchful presence keeping his eyes on the horizon. His rifle stayed strapped securely to his back, but Dave knew the big Russian could have it in his hands and ready in under two seconds if needed. Some skills you didn't lose, no matter how quiet the morning seemed.

The wind picked up as they drove further out, a sharp blast of Arctic air that made conversation impossible and thought difficult. The only sounds were the steady hum of the snowmobile's engine and the rhythmic crunch-crunch-crunch of snow beneath the treads. The sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows over the landscape and making the snow seem to glow with pale, ethereal light.

After nearly an hour of driving, Dave veered slightly toward the north-west, following Erik's indicated direction. The terrain became more uneven, more treacherous. Ridges rose from the frozen plain like the spine of some ancient, sleeping beast. They were getting close to where EarthWise's operation should be—if Erik's intelligence was accurate.

Dave slowed the snowmobile as they approached a natural rise in the land, the engine's growl dropping to a lower purr. This would give them the vantage point they needed.

He brought the machine to a halt at the base of a small ridge, the snowmobile settling into the snow with a final rumble before he killed the engine. The sudden quiet was almost deafening—just wind and the occasional crack of distant ice, sounds that seemed impossibly loud after an hour of engine noise.

Serj dismounted first, unslinging his rifle in one fluid motion and crouching low. His movements were economical, precise, the product of decades in the field. He brought the SCAR-H up, scanning the horizon through the Leupold optics with professional thoroughness.

“Let's take a look,” he said quietly, his accent thickening slightly in the cold. His breath came out in measured puffs, controlled even after the rough ride.

They both moved cautiously up the ridge, staying low to avoid skylining themselves against the pale Arctic sky. The snow crunched softly under their boots, and Dave found himself grateful for the wind—it would mask any sound they made. As they reached the top, they dropped to their stomachs, using the natural rise of the land as cover.

Serj brought the rifle to bear, the optics offering a clear, magnified view of the terrain ahead. Dave pulled out his Zeiss Terra binoculars, the high-quality glass bringing the distant coastline into sharp focus. His excellent 10/20 vision made the most of the superior optics.

“Got something,” Serj whispered after a moment, his voice barely audible over the wind. “Looks like a camp… far off, near the coast. Hard to tell from here, but it's not a small operation. Vehicles, possibly equipment… definitely EarthWise.”

Dave squinted through his binoculars, following Serj's line of sight. In the distance, just barely visible through the shifting snow and Arctic haze, he could make out the faint outlines of structures nestled against the icy shore. Prefab buildings, maybe. The dark shapes of vehicles. The telltale geometry of human construction in an otherwise organic landscape.

“That's them,” Dave confirmed, adjusting the focus. “Good eyes.”

Serj lowered his rifle slightly, gesturing toward the distant camp with a gloved hand. “We'll need to get closer for proper reconnaissance, but not today. Let's report back and come up with a plan. Erik will want detailed positioning before we move.”

Dave nodded, his eyes still locked on the distant structures. They'd found their target. Mission accomplished—or at least, the first phase of it. Now came the hard part: figuring out how to approach a fortified corporate operation in the middle of the Arctic without getting shot.

“Right,” Dave said, lowering his binoculars. “Let's get back to the others and—”

The snorting noise cut him off mid-sentence.

Both men turned swiftly, instincts flaring. In front of them, no more than twenty metres away, stood an immense mound of white fur that Dave's brain initially refused to classify as an animal. It was too big. Too massive. The polar bear looked like someone had taken a normal bear, scaled it up by fifty percent, and then added another hundred kilos of muscle and fat for good measure.

The bear snorted again, low and threatening, its beady black eyes locked directly on them. Its breath steamed in the frigid air, and even from this distance, Dave could see the yellow tinge to its teeth as it grunted and began moving closer with deceptive casualness.

“Serj, move behind me slowly,” Dave said, his voice calm but carrying an edge of command. “I'll deal with this. As soon as it kicks off, get on the snowmobile and go. I'll catch up.”

Under normal circumstances, anyone making such a statement while unarmed in the face of an apex predator would be deemed clinically insane. Serj was the one with the rifle. Serj was the one with training in Arctic survival. But Serj wasn't the one who could shrug off bullets, and they both knew it.

Serj kept his eyes locked on the beast, his body already shifting position with careful, measured movements. A slight tilt of his head acknowledged Dave's words. His trust in Dave was implicit, forged through missions where he'd witnessed impossible things become routine.

Dave squared his shoulders and rose to his full height in an attempt to appear more threatening to the bear. It was a tactic that worked with most wildlife—make yourself big, make noise, establish dominance. The bear's attention shifted, its growls deepening as it locked onto Dave, clearly perceiving him as either a challenger or possibly the world's most overconfident meal.

The moment hung in the freezing air for what seemed like an eternity, both combatants sizing each other up. Dave could see the bear's muscles bunching beneath its thick coat, could see the way its weight shifted as it prepared to—

The bear charged.

It moved like a freight train wrapped in fur, barrelling toward Dave with terrifying speed. For something that weighed close to half a ton, it moved with shocking agility, snow exploding in its wake as massive paws propelled it forward. Dave heard Serj bolt for the snowmobile behind him, boots crunching frantically through the snow.

Dave braced himself, his enhanced reflexes tracking every detail of the bear's approach. Time didn't slow—not yet—but his mind catalogued everything with clinical precision: the angle of attack, the bear's centre of mass, the optimal point of impact. Like running diagnostics on a server crash, except the server was seven feet of murderous Arctic predator.

The impact hit like nothing Dave had ever felt. The bear slammed into him with the force of a small car, and despite his enhanced durability, the sheer momentum knocked him backward. His boots slipped on the snow, and then he was going down, the bear's massive jaws clamping onto his shoulder.

The bear's teeth scraped against his skin, unable to penetrate but applying crushing pressure through the layers of his jacket and thermal gear. The beast grunted in frustration, shaking Dave violently like a dog with a chew toy. Dave's world became a dizzying blur of white snow, blue sky, and matted fur as the bear thrashed him back and forth.

Frustrated that its teeth couldn't find purchase, the bear adjusted tactics. It raised its head, tugging Dave upward by the coat still clenched in its jaws, and then flung him like he weighed nothing. Dave sailed through the air for a brief, surreal moment—his IT professional's brain noting with detachment that this was not covered in any field manual—before landing hard in a snowdrift.

He had approximately half a second to appreciate the softness of the landing before the bear pounced, slamming its enormous bulk down on top of him with crushing force.

The world went white and breathless. Nearly half a ton of polar bear pressed down on Dave's chest, driving him deeper into the snow. The bear's jaws clamped down again—this time shredding through his thick jacket, his thermal layers, his shirt. Fabric tore with sharp ripping sounds, and Dave felt the Arctic air hit his exposed skin as pieces of his clothing scattered across the snow like confetti.

The bear snarled, its hot breath washing over Dave's face, smelling of fish and fury. Its paws were on either side of his head, claws digging furrows in the snow. This close, Dave could see every detail—the black skin beneath its white fur, the scars from previous fights, the raw power in every muscle.

With each lunge, the bear's fury seemed to grow. Its teeth scraped uselessly against Dave's skin, unable to break through his adaptive defences, and the failure only enraged it further. It bit down on his arm, shook its head, achieved nothing. Tried again on his shoulder. His chest. Each time meeting skin that refused to yield.

Dave waited, staying calm even as his clothing disintegrated around him. The bear was working itself into a frenzy, but Dave had learned patience. In the chaos of combat—even absurd combat against Arctic wildlife—there was always a moment. A gap. An opening.

As the bear's heavy paw swung toward him for another blow, time seemed to slow.

There it was. That familiar sensation, the one he'd experienced in firefights and close-quarters combat. The world shifted into a strange, crystalline clarity where the bear's enraged movements became almost leisurely, each motion telegraphed and obvious.

Dave clenched his fist and threw a punch into the bear's ribs.

For an ordinary human, the strike would have been laughable—like trying to punch a mountain. But Dave was anything but ordinary. His fist connected with the bear's side, and despite the thick layer of fat and muscle insulating the animal, the impact drove deep. The bear grunted in pain, a sound mixing shock with outrage, as if offended that its prey had the audacity to fight back.

The bear reared up on its hind legs, momentarily stunned. It swayed, black eyes wide with what might have been confusion or respect—Dave wasn't sure which, and he didn't particularly care.

Seizing the opportunity, Dave struck again—this time delivering a powerful blow to the creature's abdomen. His fist sank into the bear's midsection with satisfying force. The bear stumbled backward, breath whooshing out in a pained huff, before collapsing onto the snow. It lay there for a moment, sides heaving, looking for all the world like a boxer who'd just taken a kidney shot from someone two weight classes up.

Dave pushed himself to his feet, snow cascading off his mostly destroyed clothing. He stood face-to-face with the polar bear as it regained its footing, both combatants breathing hard, steam rising from their bodies in the frigid air.

The bear, its pride clearly wounded along with its ribs, roared furiously at Dave. The sound echoed across the frozen wasteland, a primal challenge that probably carried for miles. From somewhere in the distance, Serj watched through his rifle scope, scarcely able to believe what he was seeing. Dave—clothes completely shredded, skin exposed to Arctic air that should be causing instant frostbite—stood his ground against seven feet of apex predator.

And then, in a move that would haunt Serj's memory for years to come, Dave slapped the bear across the face.

Not a punch. A slap. Open-handed, the way you might slap someone who'd said something particularly stupid at a pub. The impact was incredible. The bear's head snapped sideways as if struck by an unseen force, strings of saliva flying from its jaws. Its entire body followed the momentum, stumbling sideways in the snow.

For a long moment, the bear just stood there, swaying, looking utterly defeated. Its black eyes had lost their fury, replaced by what could only be described as wounded dignity. It huffed once, twice, shook its massive head as if trying to clear it.

Then, in a decision that spoke to either wisdom or self-preservation, the bear turned away. It huffed one final time—a sound that might have been ursine for “not worth it”—and jogged off, its massive form disappearing into the white landscape. Its retreat carried none of the predatory grace from its approach, more the gait of someone who'd just lost a bar fight and wanted to leave before anyone asked questions.

Dave stood there, breathless but unscathed, watching the retreating figure of the bear. His destroyed clothing hung in tatters from his frame, exposing large patches of skin to the Arctic air. He should be dying of hypothermia. Should be in shock. Should be, by all rights, polar bear food.

Instead, he just felt cold. Really, really cold.

From the snowmobile, Serj finally lowered his rifle, shaking his head in stunned silence. He sat there for several long seconds, processing what he'd just witnessed, before exhaling slowly and revving the snowmobile's engine.

“Only you, Dave,” Serj chuckled as he brought the machine closer, his voice carrying equal parts amusement and disbelief. “Only you.”

The ride back to camp was quiet, the hum of the snowmobile cutting through the cold, empty landscape. Serj focused on the trail ahead while Dave sat on the back, shivering from the brutal Arctic chill. His clothes had been shredded during the encounter with the polar bear, leaving him in nothing but tatters that provided zero protection against the elements. Strips of torn fabric flapped in the wind like prayer flags, and his exposed skin had turned an angry shade of red.

By the time they reached the camp, Dave's bones ached with a deep, penetrating chill that seemed to radiate from his core. But despite the obvious discomfort, despite the fact that he'd spent the better part of an hour exposed to sub-zero temperatures, he felt… okay. Not warm, certainly not comfortable, but not in danger either. It was the same disconnect he'd noticed earlier—the sensation of cold without the critical urgency that should accompany hypothermia.

As the snowmobile pulled up next to the BV206, Omar was already waiting, his face etched with confusion as he took in the sight of Dave, nearly naked and shaking with cold but otherwise intact. The rest of the team emerged from the tents, eyes widening as they processed the scene before them.

Anya, ever sharp, immediately asked, “What the hell happened?”

Before Dave could formulate a response that wouldn't sound completely insane, Serj simply said, “Dave slapped a polar bear.”

The silence that followed was profound.

Anya's eyes widened. “You what?” she exclaimed, already moving forward to grab Dave by the arm and pull him toward the nearest tent to get him out of the cold.

Meanwhile, Erik stood by the BV206, looking utterly confused. “Sorry,” he said to Serj, his Scandinavian accent thickening with bewilderment, “but did you just say… ‘Dave slapped a polar bear’?”

Serj chuckled, giving Erik a quick pat on the back before walking past him toward the tent. “Yep, you heard that right.”

Inside the tent, Dave was still shivering, his skin a deep shade of red from prolonged exposure to the freezing cold. “Damn it! I liked that coat,” he complained as Anya hurriedly draped blankets over him and shoved a heat pack into his hands.

“You're lucky you didn't freeze to death!” Anya scolded as she wrapped him up. Her hands moved with practised efficiency, assessing him for signs of frostbite or hypothermia. “An hour out there like this, you should be half-dead, Dave.”

Dave, still shaking but oddly calm, leaned back as the warmth began to seep into him. “I know… I should be,” he murmured, his brow furrowing as he processed the implications. Something gnawed at the back of his mind—just as he'd once realised his body couldn't burn, maybe this cold didn't affect him the way it should either. It wasn't that he didn't feel the chill—he did, deeply—but it didn't feel critical. Not in the way it would have been for anyone else.

“I feel cold,” Dave said, working through the thought out loud, “but it's like… I don't know, not as dangerous as it should be. Like my body's registering it but not treating it as a threat.”

Anya looked at him with concern, her fingers checking his extremities for the telltale signs of frostbite that should absolutely be there. “You're shaking, but yeah, you should be in hypothermic shock. You don't even have frostbite.” She paused, meeting his eyes. “This is like the fire thing, isn't it?”

Dave flexed his hands, rubbing them together and watching as circulation slowly returned. The redness was already fading, his body recovering with the same uncanny resilience it always showed. “Maybe… maybe I can handle more than just heat.”

Anya stared at him for a long moment before letting out a sigh. “Whatever you are, Dave, you're insane. But we need to be more careful. Slapping polar bears isn't exactly low-profile.”

Dave chuckled despite his condition. “I'll try to avoid it next time.”

Outside the tent, Omar noticed the confusion still etched across Erik's face. The Swede hovered near the entrance, watching Dave sit nearly naked but calmly warming up despite the fact that he should be suffering from severe hypothermia. Erik clearly needed some explanation, or the cognitive dissonance might break him.

Omar approached, his voice low and measured. “Erik,” he began, giving a reassuring pat on the Swede's arm, “I think it's time we had a quick talk.”

Erik looked at Omar, still bewildered. “I've seen some crazy things in these conditions, but this? You're going to have to explain, because I swear… I didn't mishear.”

Omar glanced toward Dave, who was now covered in blankets, sipping something warm that Anya had thrust into his hands. Serj and Anya were keeping close, but Omar could sense Erik needed to be brought into the loop before his brain short-circuited trying to rationalise what he'd just witnessed.

He stepped closer to Erik and lowered his voice. “Dave is… well, a bit special. He's not just your average agent.”

Erik raised an eyebrow, and Omar continued.

“It's not something we talk about openly, and it's certainly not public knowledge. It's classified. But here's the thing: Dave has… abilities. Not the kind you'd expect from a man who's all pragmatism and quiet determination. We're still figuring out the full extent, but he's discovered he can handle situations that would kill anyone else—like fire, and clearly, now, freezing cold.”

Erik's eyes widened, his mind visibly working through the implications of what Omar was saying. “You mean… that's why he was able to… survive?”

Omar nodded. “Exactly. He may not be invulnerable to everything, but there are certain things—extreme heat, now it seems extreme cold—that he can tolerate in ways no normal person could. He doesn't know the full limits yet, and we don't either, but it makes him a massive asset to the agency… and to the team.”

Erik exhaled slowly, the pieces starting to fall into place. “So, what you're saying is… this is top-secret?”

“More or less,” Omar replied. “But if knowing this helps you understand what happened back there, and it makes you part of the team… then yes, we're bringing you into it. The thing is, Erik, this doesn't leave the tent. We trust you, or we wouldn't have told you.”

Erik, ever the professional, processed the information with the same calm efficiency he brought to Arctic survival training. He nodded slowly. “Understood. I won't speak of it. I appreciate the trust.”

Omar smiled, clapping Erik on the shoulder. “Welcome to the team.”

The conversation left Erik with a better understanding of Dave, and though it was clear he was still grappling with the extraordinary nature of it all, he seemed more at ease. Omar had done his job—Erik was now fully part of the inner circle, someone they could trust to keep their secrets while they navigated the dangerous mission ahead.

Erik glanced back at Dave, who was grumbling about his ruined coat but otherwise seemed no worse for wear. “You know, I'm not sure I'll ever get used to that,” Erik said with a wry smile.

Omar chuckled. “None of us will.”
Ambush

The Arctic sun hung low on the horizon, painting the frozen landscape in shades of amber and violet that would have been beautiful under different circumstances. Dave watched it dip toward the distant ice shelf, his breath fogging in the frigid air. The temperature had dropped another ten degrees since they'd set up camp, and the wind carried that particular bite that promised a brutal night ahead.

“You two take it easy,” Erik said, standing near the tents as the team assembled. His Norwegian accent thickened slightly in the cold, words clipped with concern. “I'll be here on standby if you need an extraction.”

Dave nodded, already running through the mission parameters with the same methodical approach he'd once used for system deployments—only now the stakes involved bullets instead of bandwidth. “Let's hope we won't need it.”

He started the snowmobile, its engine muted by the vast expanse of snow surrounding them. Anya climbed on behind him, her movements efficient and practised. She'd been training him for a little over a year now, and he still caught himself comparing her fluid combat instincts to his own slower field development. Some things couldn't be rushed, even with enhanced abilities.

“Let's hope we don't get any more surprise visitors,” he said, thinking of the polar bear encounter. His heart rate had spiked then—a reminder that for all his impossible durability, his mind still processed fear like any other human.

Anya's grip tightened on his jacket. “Wildlife's the least of our concerns.” Her voice carried that particular tension he'd learned to recognise—she'd spotted variables he'd missed, patterns his still-developing tactical awareness hadn't caught.

The snowmobile cut through the twilight, tracks disappearing behind them in the windswept snow. Dave navigated by memory and his exceptional vision, grateful for the natural 20/10 clarity that served him well in the fading light. The terrain rolled beneath them in endless variations of white—pressure ridges casting long shadows, wind-sculpted drifts that concealed treacherous ice beneath deceptively smooth surfaces.

The cold seeped through his new cold-weather gear—another coat to replace the last one—and he found himself consciously monitoring his core temperature. Enhanced durability didn't mean immunity to everything, as the Arctic kept reminding him. His fingers gripped the handlebars with precisely calibrated pressure, a constant background calculation he'd learned to maintain. Too loose and he'd lose control. Too tight and he'd crush the metal. A little over a year in, and some things still required active concentration.

Behind him, Anya shifted her weight smoothly with each turn, her combat instincts reading the terrain as naturally as he read code. The difference between them lay in that effortless adaptation—she'd been born to this kind of work. He'd been dropped into it and was still learning the language.

An hour later, the site's lights appeared on the horizon like a small constellation against the darkening sky, artificial and stark against the vast darkness of the Arctic night.

Dave killed the engine at their observation point, and silence crashed over them—that absolute Arctic quiet that swallowed sound and amplified awareness. Below, the site blazed with industrial lighting, casting harsh shadows across temporary structures and equipment. The brightness seemed obscene against the natural darkness settling over the landscape.

“Look at that,” Anya whispered, binoculars already up.

Through his sharp eyes, Dave catalogued the layout with methodical precision. Drilling rigs, cranes, supply trucks—all organised with military efficiency. Several figures moved between buildings, their body language suggesting routine rather than high alert. The perimeter lighting illuminated the centre brilliantly but left the outer edges in shadow.

“We can get closer,” Anya said, voice low and calculated. “Security's lighter than expected. If we slip in, grab something tangible—documents, equipment markings—we might actually link this to EarthWise.”

Dave studied the approach vectors, his mind automatically risk-assessing like he used to evaluate system vulnerabilities. Different context, same analytical framework. “Let's move.”

Somewhere to the south, Serj and Omar were making their own approach on foot, using rocky outcrops for cover. Serj's voice crackled over the radio, barely audible. “Southern edge clear. No heavy patrols.”

The words were still hanging in the cold air when gunfire shattered the night.

The sharp crack of automatic weapons echoed across the frozen landscape, followed immediately by Serj's grunt of pain over the comms. “Contact! I'm hit—left side. They had a security detail in the shadows.”

Dave's hand was already on the ignition. A little over a year of field work had taught him to move before his analytical mind finished processing, and right now every second counted. The snowmobile roared to life.

“Going hot,” Anya said, her voice clipped and professional. Her Udav was out before they'd covered twenty metres, body language shifting into that lethal efficiency he'd witnessed in previous operations.

Omar's voice cut through the comms, calm despite the chaos. “Three contacts, maybe four. Serj is down but mobile. I'm pinned behind the western outcrop—can't get to him.”

Dave gunned the engine, snow spraying behind them as they cut a wide arc around the site's perimeter. They came in from the north, flanking the firefight as the security team remained focused on Omar's position. The tactical advantage of the two-pronged approach was already paying off—the security detail hadn't expected a secondary element.

Two figures turned at the sound of their approach, bringing weapons up. Anya's Udav whispered twice, suppressed shots barely audible over the wind and distant gunfire. Both figures dropped, dark shapes crumpling into snow that would hide them until morning.

Dave killed the engine twenty metres out and dismounted in one fluid motion, his enhanced hearing cataloguing the tactical situation even as his eyes processed it. Omar's SCAR-H barked from behind cover, keeping two—no, three—security personnel suppressed. Serj's laboured breathing came through the comms, wet and concerning. The security team had taken position between Omar and Serj, using temporary equipment for cover while trying to finish what they'd started.

“Omar, on my mark, shift fire right,” Dave said, already moving. “Anya, take Serj.”

“Copy,” came Omar's immediate response.

Anya was already moving, a grey shadow cutting through the darkness with practised stealth.

Dave assessed the angles, calculating approach vectors with the same methodical precision he'd once used for network security. Different tools, same fundamental logic—identify vulnerabilities, exploit weaknesses, minimise exposure.

“Mark.”

Omar's fire shifted, tracers cutting through the night as he forced the security team to adjust their positions. Dave advanced straight into their line of fire, and three security personnel opened up on him almost simultaneously.

The bullets struck with dull impacts against his chest, each one registering like hail on a windscreen—visual threat, physical nothing. Muzzle flashes strobed in the darkness, and some distant part of his mind catalogued the weapon types by their sound patterns while his body simply absorbed the impacts without breaking stride.

A little over a year hadn't normalised that disconnect between what he saw and what he felt. His IT professional's brain still struggled to reconcile impossible physics with lived experience. He could see the bullets hit, watch fabric tear on his coat, feel the phantom pressure of impact—but pain never followed. Just the awareness that something should hurt, paired with the knowledge that it wouldn't.

But he'd learned to use it. Fear was optional when physics bent around you.

One of the temporary accommodation buildings stood twenty feet away, a solid structure designed to withstand Arctic storms. Dave gripped its frame with both hands, feeling the give in materials that had probably cost thousands to engineer for durability. To him, it felt like office furniture—substantial but manageable. The absurdity wasn't lost on him: a little over a year ago, he'd struggled with heavy server racks. Now he was repositioning buildings while under fire.

He dragged the entire building across the snow, positioning it between Serj and the security team's line of fire. The structure groaned but held together, metal frame protesting but maintaining integrity. Instant cover where there'd been fatal exposure seconds before.

“If you can't get to cover,” he muttered, muscles straining more from the awkward angle than the weight, “get the cover to you.”

The security team's weapons faltered. Dave saw it in their body language—the moment training met impossibility and uncertainty crept in. They weren't equipped for this, weren't prepared to fight someone who treated buildings like shields.

One of them made the tactical decision to retreat, his voice carrying through the cold air in urgent Russian. The others followed his lead, falling back toward the site's interior in a fighting withdrawal. Omar's suppressive fire kept them honest, preventing them from regrouping or counter-attacking.

“They're falling back,” Omar reported, his breathing controlled despite the adrenaline. “No pursuit capability.”

Behind improvised cover, Anya reached Serj. Through his enhanced hearing, Dave caught her voice, firm but focused: “Stay with me. Pressure on the wound, now.”

Dave held position, providing overwatch as the remaining security personnel scattered deeper into the darkness. He could have pursued, but the mission parameters were clear—they'd come for evidence, not bodies. And Serj needed immediate attention.

“Area secure,” Dave said into the comms. “Omar, collapse on my position. We're extracting Serj.”

The firefight had lasted less than three minutes, but it had fundamentally changed the tactical picture. They'd been made, blood had been spilled on both sides, and whatever element of surprise they might have maintained was gone.

Twenty minutes later, back at camp, Erik worked by torch inside the largest tent. The beam cast harsh shadows across Serj's face as he lay on his back, pale but conscious, his left side exposed where the bullet had torn through gear and flesh. Blood stained the hastily applied bandages, darker against the white snow packed beneath the groundsheet. The metallic scent hung in the confined space, sharp and immediate.

“Bullet's lodged, but it missed the artery,” Erik said, his hands steady despite the cold seeping through the tent walls. His Norwegian accent thickened with concentration as he prepped his tools. “You're lucky, Serj. Few centimetres either direction…”

He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to.

“Real lucky,” Serj managed through gritted teeth, his usual stoicism cracking under the pain. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the freezing temperature, and his jaw clenched as Erik began the extraction.

Anya held the torch steady, her grey eyes fixed on the procedure with professional detachment. But Dave noticed her free hand resting near Serj's shoulder—not quite touching, but close enough. A small gesture of solidarity from someone who rarely showed vulnerability.

Outside, Dave and Omar maintained watch, their breath fogging in the darkness as they scanned the horizon for pursuit that hadn't come. The Arctic night pressed in around them, wind howling faintly through the hills, carrying the taste of snow and distance. Each shadow held potential threat, each sound demanded assessment.

“Think they'll follow?” Omar asked quietly, his lean frame barely visible in the darkness.

Dave shook his head, eyes on the horizon. “We hit them hard. They weren't expecting a two-sided assault.” He paused, processing what they'd seen. “But that wasn't just basic security. They were organised, prepared. Someone's protecting something valuable, and they just lost people doing it.”

Inside the tent, metal clinked against metal as Erik dropped the extracted bullet into a tray. “It's out. You're stable, but you need proper medical attention soon.”

Serj managed a faint smile. “I'll live. Just need some time.”

The next morning arrived with pale grey light that did nothing to warm the frozen landscape. Dave and Omar returned to their vantage point, moving carefully to avoid detection. What they saw confirmed their worst fears.

The entire site swarmed with activity—people moving with urgent purpose, packing equipment, clearing out with practised efficiency. A distant rumble grew steadily louder, resolving into the rhythmic thud of helicopter rotors cutting through cold air.

The aircraft appeared over the horizon, massive and military-grade, its dark silhouette stark against the grey sky. It circled once, rotors whipping snow into swirling clouds, then descended heavily near the camp centre.

Personnel loaded gear with mechanical precision. Two body bags went aboard, dark reminders of the previous night's violence. Dave watched through his sharp eyes as the last equipment was secured, the final personnel climbed aboard, and the helicopter lifted off.

But it didn't leave.

The aircraft hovered, turning slowly to face the site it had just evacuated. Dave's stomach dropped as he recognised the configuration of rocket pods on its sides.

“That's not good,” Omar breathed beside him.

The first rockets streaked downward with a high-pitched scream, impacting with concussive force that Dave felt through the ground beneath him—a deep shudder transmitted through frozen earth and ice. Explosions ripped through temporary structures, each detonation a bloom of orange flame against grey morning light. Heat washed over their position even at this distance, carrying the acrid stench of burning fuel and chemical accelerants.

Shelters disintegrated under the assault. Equipment that had cost millions to design and deploy became twisted scrap in seconds. The systematic destruction held a terrible efficiency—whoever ordered this knew exactly what they were erasing. Each impact sent debris skyward in blooming fireballs that painted the grey morning orange and black, smoke rising in thick columns that the wind tore apart and scattered.

The helicopter's autocannons opened up next, shells tearing through what remained with brutal efficiency. The staccato rhythm echoed off distant mountains, a mechanical drumbeat of destruction that left nothing standing. Dave watched through his sharp eyes as the shells chewed through anything resembling structure, pulverising even the foundations until only churned earth and scattered metal fragments remained.

When silence finally returned—sudden and absolute after the sustained violence—only scorched earth and scattered debris remained. The wind carried ash now, instead of snow. The message was clear: whatever had been here was valuable enough to erase completely, and they had the resources to make it happen.

Back at camp, Anya relayed their situation to Cecilia via satellite phone, the others gathered close in the tent's relative warmth.

“Mission's a bust,” Anya reported, her precise words carrying the weight of failure. “Site's confirmed, but they cleared out before we could get evidence. Then they torched it—complete destruction. We've got nothing to link it to EarthWise. Serj's wounded; we need extraction.”

Cecilia's voice crackled through the speaker, professional despite the disappointment. “Understood. The fact they wiped it clean tells us something, even without physical evidence. Serj's health is priority now. I'll have air transport there within a few hours. We'll debrief when you're back.”

“Thank you,” Anya said quietly.

The call ended, leaving them in reflective silence. Outside, wind whispered across snow that would soon swallow their camp like it had swallowed the site—erasing evidence, covering tracks, keeping secrets buried in the frozen north.

Three hours later, the rescue helicopter's red hull cut through grey sky, descending toward their position with practised precision. The team loaded quickly, securing Serj on a stretcher while Erik monitored his vitals with careful attention.

As they lifted off, Dave looked down at the barren expanse below—white stretching to every horizon, hiding whatever truths had been buried there. The mission had ended in stalemate: no evidence, but clear confirmation that someone was willing to go to extreme lengths to protect their secrets.

Whatever EarthWise was involved in, they'd just scratched the surface. And the surface had fought back hard.

The helicopter banked south toward Nuuk, carrying them away from the ice and back toward civilisation. But Dave knew the mission wasn't over—it was just entering a new phase. One that would require different tools than enhanced abilities and tactical assaults.

Sometimes the hardest fights weren't physical at all.
Catch the Pigeon

The hotel bar in Nuuk felt almost surreal after a week in the Arctic. Dave sat nursing a Wild Turkey, the bourbon tasting exactly how he remembered—which somehow felt wrong after days of tasteless freeze-dried rations and recycled coffee that had ranged from barely acceptable to actively hostile. The fireplace crackled in the corner, warmth radiating across polished wood floors that his feet still weren't quite convinced existed. His body had spent so long in a state of constant cold management that normal room temperature felt almost tropical. Outside, wind rattled the windows, but here the temperature hovered somewhere near comfortable instead of life-threatening.

The contrast was disorienting. A little over a year of field work hadn't prepared him for how strange it felt returning to civilisation after extended operations. His enhanced senses, which had served him well tracking threats and reading terrain, now picked up dozens of overlapping conversations, the hiss of the espresso machine, ice clinking in glasses across the room. Information overload in a way that combat zones never produced—at least in combat, everything was relevant.

Serj was at the medical centre getting properly patched up. Erik had checked in an hour ago, reporting that Serj was doing well and complaining about the hospital bed—which meant he was definitely on the mend. Typical Serj, more annoyed by being sidelined than by the bullet hole.

Dave stared at the ice cubes in his glass, watching condensation bead on the outside. “Two coats,” he said flatly. “One eaten by a polar bear, the other filled with bullet holes.” He took a sip, the warmth of the bourbon spreading through his chest. “Hell of a week.”

Omar took a slow sip of his Scotch, the ghost of a smile touching his face. “Could've been worse.”

“Could've been warmer,” Dave countered, pushing the glass away slightly. The ice clinked, and he grimaced. “Not sure I'll ever look at ice the same way again. Used to be something you put in drinks. Now it's just frozen misery in crystalline form.”

Anya sat across from them, tablet already out, her grey eyes moving across data streams with practised efficiency. The mission had been a bust, but she processed failure the same way she processed everything else—methodically, looking for the exploitable weakness.

Omar's brow furrowed as he stared into his drink. “Something's been bothering me about that helicopter.”

“What?” Dave asked.

“How the hell did it get there?” Omar's question carried the weight of experience—he'd worked enough logistics operations to know the math didn't add up. “A bird that size doesn't just appear in the Arctic. It needs support, fuel, maintenance.”

Anya's fingers paused mid-swipe, her posture shifting. “You're right. MI-8, MI-17, something in that category—those aren't casual operations.” Her accent clipped the words with precision. “Somewhere, someone logged fuel consumption, flight time, crew rotation.”

Dave mulled it over, his analytical mind automatically spinning up the same frameworks he'd used tracking network vulnerabilities. “So we trace it backwards. Find where it came from, find who's running it.”

“Exactly.” Anya was already pulling up databases, fingers moving with purpose across her tablet. “If we can identify the model first, we narrow the search parameters significantly.”

She turned the screen toward them. “Did you see any markings?”

Dave and Omar exchanged glances. “Nothing,” Dave said. “No registration, no insignia. Completely clean.”

“Type?” Anya pressed. “Anything distinctive about the airframe?”

Omar leaned back, thinking. “Big. Utility configuration, heavy weapons package.”

Dave shrugged. “Not the kind you see in movies. This thing was pure business.”

Anya's jaw tightened with frustration, but then her eyes lit up. “Would you recognise it from images?”

“Maybe,” Dave admitted.

Omar nodded. “Worth trying.”

She pulled up a database of military helicopters, filtering for heavy-lift capabilities and Arctic operational range. The screen filled with dozens of similar-looking aircraft—angular, utilitarian, designed for function over form. To someone who didn't live and breathe aviation, they all looked remarkably similar.

They worked through them methodically. Anya would swipe to an image, hold it up, and Dave and Omar would study it with varying degrees of certainty.

“MI-8,” she said, showing the first candidate.

Dave shook his head immediately. “Too boxy. The one we saw was more streamlined.”

“MI-17 variant?” She showed another.

Omar leaned in, studying it carefully. “Closer, but still not right. The proportions are off.”

They went through a dozen more—Sikorsky variants, Eurocopter designs, even some Chinese models that looked promising but didn't quite match. Dave found himself wishing he'd paid more attention during the destruction sequence, but at the time his focus had been on the devastation, not aircraft identification.

“Wait,” Dave said, leaning forward as she scrolled past another image. “Go back. That one.”

She reversed, and he studied the nose profile more carefully. “The front was different. More boat-shaped, like there was a seam running underneath the fuselage.”

Omar snapped his fingers. “Yes. Exactly that. Almost like a keel, or a hull shape built into the underside.”

Anya swiped through more images with renewed focus, filtering for helicopters with distinctive nose configurations. Then she stopped on an Aérospatiale Super Frelon. The distinctive hull-like structure beneath the cockpit stared back at them—designed originally for water landings, giving it that boat-like profile they'd described.

“That's closer,” Omar said slowly, his tone cautiously optimistic.

Dave studied it, his exceptional vision picking out details on the small screen. The rotor configuration, the body shape, the nose profile. “Not perfect, but yeah. That general shape. Could be this one.”

“Super Frelon.” Anya made notes, already querying flight records. “French design, not common in Arctic operations but—” She stopped, frowning at her results. “Nothing. No registered flights, no charter records, no maintenance logs.”

The frustration in the room was palpable.

Hours later, after Anya had spent most of the evening chasing dead ends through every database she could access, they reconvened for dinner in the hotel restaurant. The space was warm and inviting, all wood beams and soft lighting that cast everything in golden tones. The contrast to the harsh Arctic environment couldn't have been more pronounced—here, the air smelled of roasted meat and fresh bread instead of fuel and snow. But despite the comfortable surroundings, the team's mood remained subdued.

The mission had cost them a week in brutal conditions, netted them a wounded team member, and produced exactly zero actionable intelligence. Dave found himself wondering if this was how investigations always felt—one step forward, two steps back, chasing shadows that might not even exist.

Dave had ordered lamb stew—something hot and substantial that didn't taste like it had been freeze-dried for six months. The first bite had been almost overwhelming, his senses recalibrating to actual flavour instead of survival calories. Omar was working through local halibut with quiet appreciation. Anya picked at smoked Arctic char, though her attention remained fixed on her tablet, barely registering what she was eating.

“Anything?” Omar asked after a while, breaking the silence.

Anya shook her head, frustration evident in the tight set of her shoulders. “Flight records, charter manifests, maintenance logs, fuel purchases—nothing. It's like the helicopter doesn't exist.”

“Or someone's very good at making sure it doesn't,” Dave said quietly.

The implication hung in the air. This wasn't just corporate secrecy or bureaucratic oversight. Someone was actively scrubbing records, ensuring no paper trail existed. That required resources, capability, and motivation that went beyond normal business operations.

“So I spoke to one of Erik's pilot friends this morning,” Anya said after a moment, not looking up from her screen. “Rambled for forty minutes about how modern pilots have lost their edge, how everything's too automated now, how back in his day they flew by feel.” She paused, a slight smile touching her face. “But buried in all that nostalgia, he mentioned something useful—the Chinese Z-18. Based on the Super Frelon design, virtually identical profile.”

She showed them comparison images.

Dave studied both. “You'd need to be a serious aviation nerd to tell those apart.”

“Could be either,” Omar said thoughtfully. “The Z-18 looks slightly less boxy. Front profile matches what I remember better.”

“Problem is,” Anya said, leaning back with visible frustration, “I still haven't found any record of either model operating in the region. No flight logs, no charters, no fuel purchases. It's like it doesn't exist.”

The silence stretched as they processed the implications.

“What does that mean?” Dave asked quietly. “If there's no official record…”

“It means whoever's running this operation knows how to stay off the grid,” Anya said. “Which suggests resources and capability well beyond standard corporate operations.”

Omar stared out the window at the dark Arctic landscape. “We need to find out where it's been. A helicopter that size leaves traces, even if someone's actively trying to hide them.”

After dinner, they gathered in one of the hotel's small conference rooms for a video call with Cecilia. The room felt cramped after days of Arctic vastness, but at least it was private. Dave helped Anya set up the laptop, angling it so the camera caught all three of them.

Cecilia's face appeared on screen, professional as always, her Ghanaian accent warm despite the digital compression. “Walk me through it.”

They laid out their progress—the helicopter identification, the dead-end searches, the complete absence of official records. Anya detailed every database she'd accessed, every contact she'd called. The list was extensive. The results were nil.

Cecilia listened carefully, her expression thoughtful. When they finished, she was quiet for a moment, processing.

“What if it's not based in the Arctic?” she finally said.

Anya frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Think about the timing.” Cecilia leaned forward slightly, her tone shifting into the analytical mode Dave recognised from briefings. “It arrived at your site quickly enough to extract personnel and equipment, then conducted a thorough destruction operation. That suggests it was close by, yes?”

“Very close,” Omar confirmed. “Maybe twenty, thirty kilometres at most.”

“But we've eliminated all airfields within that radius—they'd have records.” Cecilia paused, letting them catch up to her thinking. “So what if it's not operating from an airbase at all?”

Anya sat up straighter, her eyes widening as the logic clicked into place. “A support vessel. A ship with a helipad.” Her Russian accent thickened with excitement. “Own fuel supply, mobile platform, operates in international waters with no oversight—”

“Exactly,” Cecilia confirmed. “Ships can carry everything they need for extended operations. If it's not making port regularly, there are no customs records, no harbour master logs, no formal documentation required.”

Dave leaned back, the pieces connecting in his mind with satisfying precision. It was like debugging code—once you found the right layer to examine, the whole system made sense. “That explains why we couldn't find anything. We were looking at the wrong infrastructure entirely. They've got a floating base we weren't even thinking about.”

“And in international waters,” Omar added, “they can operate without oversight. Nearly impossible to track unless you know what you're searching for.”

Anya was already working her tablet, pulling up maritime databases. “If they're using a ship, it has to be substantial. A Z-18 needs serious deck space, reinforced helipad, fuel capacity, maintenance equipment—we're talking a major vessel.”

Dave raised an eyebrow. “I know nothing about helicopters and even less about ships, but wouldn't that mean we're looking for something pretty damn big?”

“Yes,” Anya confirmed. “Probably an exploration or oil support vessel. Something designed for extended Arctic operations with helicopter capability.”

“Even I'd notice a ship that size,” Dave said.

“Exactly.” Anya's fingers moved with renewed purpose. “Ships that size can't hide completely. They still need to follow certain routes, especially near shipping lanes. If we cross-reference vessels capable of supporting that helicopter class with Arctic operating patterns—”

Cecilia's voice cut through. “That's your angle. Find the ship, find their operation. Get on it.”

The call ended, leaving them in the quiet hotel room with the wind howling outside. For the first time since the Arctic mission went sideways, they had something concrete to chase.

“So we're looking for a ship now,” Dave said, swirling the last of his bourbon. “Because tracking a ghost helicopter wasn't challenging enough.”

Omar's slight smile appeared again. “At least ships are harder to lose than helicopters.”

Anya didn't look up from her tablet, already deep into maritime traffic data. “Give me until morning. If there's a vessel matching those parameters in Arctic waters, I'll find it.”

Dave caught something in her tone—the same focused intensity she brought to field operations, just channelled into databases instead of combat. A little over a year working with her had taught him to recognise that shift. When Anya locked onto something, she didn't let go.

Outside, the Arctic night pressed against the windows, dark and cold and keeping its secrets. But somewhere in that darkness, a ship was operating. And ships, unlike helicopters, left trails—fuel consumption, supply chains, shipping routes, satellite imagery.

They just had to know where to look.
Snow Dragon

Anya had been staring at maritime databases for three hours, her eyes tracking vessel profiles with the same intensity she brought to target acquisition. The hotel room's quiet hum of climate control and distant Arctic wind had become white noise as she filtered through hundreds of ships operating in Arctic waters.

The parameters were specific: vessels capable of supporting a Z-18 helicopter, reinforced helipads, Arctic-rated hulls, significant fuel capacity. Each filter narrowed the field, eliminating cargo ships and tankers, focusing on specialised craft—research vessels, oil support platforms, icebreakers.

And there, in the refined results, a name caught her attention: Xuelong-3. Snow Dragon.

“Look at this,” she said, turning her tablet toward Dave and Omar. They'd been nursing coffee and reviewing tactical notes, but both leaned in immediately.

“Chinese icebreaker,” Anya continued, pulling up specifications. “Third generation, launched from Jiangnan Shipyard. Designated for Arctic research operations. And it has full helicopter support capabilities.”

Dave raised an eyebrow. “Snow Dragon. That's a bit theatrical.”

“Chinese origin, like the Z-18,” Omar said, studying the screen. “Specifications match—helipad, fuel capacity, Arctic operations.” He paused. “Seems like too much coincidence.”

Anya's fingers moved across the screen, pulling up movement records. “And it's been operating in this region. Recent satellite tracking puts it in Arctic waters within the last month.”

She initiated a video call to Cecilia, who answered within seconds.

“We have something,” Anya said without preamble. “Xuelong-3—Snow Dragon. Chinese icebreaker with full helicopter support, operating in Arctic waters. Same origin as the Z-18, specifications match our requirements.”

Cecilia's expression sharpened with focus. “That's your lead. Finally something concrete instead of ghost chasing. Keep digging into the ship's movements, cross-reference with your site locations.”

After the call ended, Anya dove deeper into the Xuelong-3’s specifications. What she found raised more questions than it answered.

The public data felt wrong. She'd spent years analysing intelligence reports, first for Russian military intelligence and later in her current role. She'd learned to spot the gaps where information should be—the careful omissions, the deliberate vagueness that suggested active concealment rather than simple classification.

The Xuelong-3, supposedly China's most advanced icebreaker and the flagship of their Arctic fleet, had specifications that looked suspiciously similar to its predecessors. Not just similar—in many cases, identical. Entire technical sections appeared copy-pasted from Xuelong and Xuelong-2 documentation.

“This doesn't make sense,” she muttered, opening multiple windows for comparison. The discrepancies were glaring once you knew what to look for. “They list Type 347S radar—that's decades old technology from their naval programme. Why would their newest vessel, launched within the last two years, use outdated systems?”

Dave looked over her shoulder, squinting at the technical specifications. “Maybe they're cheap? Reusing old tech?”

“China doesn't build flagship vessels cheaply,” Anya countered, scrolling through propulsion specifications. “And look at this—diesel-electric propulsion system supposedly identical to Xuelong-2. Same power output, same engine configuration. But modern Arctic icebreakers always upgrade engines for better efficiency and reduced emissions. It's standard.”

She highlighted another section. “Helicopter support equipment rated for medium-lift aircraft like Mi-8. But we know they're operating a Z-18—that needs reinforced deck plating, heavier tie-down systems, higher fuel capacity. The specs here don't match operational reality.”

Omar leaned in, studying the data. “So what are we looking at? Deliberate misdirection?”

“Classic intelligence technique,” Anya confirmed. “Publish enough information to satisfy casual inquiry, but obscure real capabilities behind false specifications. Anyone doing surface-level research accepts the public data. Anyone digging deeper finds inconsistencies but no actual intelligence.”

“Keeps people from asking questions,” Dave said, his analytical mind recognising the strategy. It was like obfuscating code—make it functional enough to pass inspection, but hide the real logic behind layers of misdirection.

“Exactly.” Anya's grey eyes narrowed with focus. “Which means we need better intelligence. Someone who can access information that isn't publicly available—someone with connections inside China who might know what this ship actually is.”

The answer came from Cecilia within the hour: Mei Lin.

“She's not field-ready yet,” Cecilia explained over video call, “but she has connections inside China. Cultural knowledge, language fluency, and most importantly—contacts who might talk to her where they wouldn't talk to anyone else.”

Anya felt a surge of relief. Mei had been recovering from injuries sustained in a previous operation, but her analytical skills and Chinese government contacts made her invaluable for this exact scenario.

When Mei joined the call, her voice carried warmth despite obvious fatigue. “Good to hear from you all. I've missed being useful.”

“You're plenty useful,” Dave said. “We need your particular kind of magic with this Snow Dragon situation.”

“I'll do what I can,” Mei said carefully. “But reaching out carries risks. Some contacts won't answer. Others will be too scared.”

“Anything you can find helps,” Anya assured her. “We're running blind here, and knowing more about Chinese involvement could break this wide open.”

Over the next eighteen hours, Mei worked her network with surgical precision. She operated from her recovery apartment in London, laptop positioned carefully to avoid window sight lines—old habits from her intelligence days. The surveillance landscape in China was something she understood intimately, not from briefings but from lived experience. State monitoring systems flagged unusual communication patterns, tracked encryption usage, analysed semantic content for suspicious topics.

Her initial outreach was deliberately mundane. Friendly emails asking how old colleagues were doing, generic pleasantries about family and weather designed to blend seamlessly into the millions of ordinary messages crossing international networks daily. Nothing overtly suspicious, nothing that would trigger automated monitoring systems.

Most contacts responded politely—brief, warm messages that nevertheless made clear they wanted no further engagement. The subtext was unmistakable: too risky, too visible, too dangerous. Mei understood their hesitation. Some had families to protect. Others worked in sensitive industries where even perception of foreign collaboration could destroy careers or worse.

But one former colleague, someone she'd worked with years ago during a joint environmental assessment project, responded differently. His message contained the same surface pleasantries, but embedded within the casual language were subtle signals—specific phrasing, particular word choices that indicated willingness to communicate through more secure channels.

Mei moved carefully to the next phase. She established encrypted communication through layered VPNs running Tor routing—enough security to defeat casual monitoring, but not so much that the encryption itself became a red flag. Too much security drew attention. The goal was to blend into the background noise of routine secure business communications happening constantly across global networks.

Once the secure channel was established, Mei framed her inquiry with meticulous care. The right framing was critical. Her contact needed to believe this wasn't political espionage or state security concerns—those were third rails that would end the conversation immediately.

“This is about environmental protection,” she explained in carefully chosen Mandarin. “I'm working with an organisation investigating unusual Arctic activity that could lead to significant ecological damage. We need to know if Xuelong-3 is involved, what its real capabilities are. Not for political reasons—for preventing disaster.”

Her contact was cautious, asking pointed questions about her motivations, who she was working for, what the intelligence would be used for. Mei answered honestly where she could, reassuring where she couldn't. The conversation spanned several exchanges over multiple hours, each message carefully crafted to maintain trust while advancing toward the information she needed.

Eventually, her contact provided a connection to an industry insider—someone involved in the Jiangnan Shipyard construction process who'd had direct knowledge of Xuelong-3’s actual specifications. This new contact was even more cautious, requiring additional assurances before sharing anything substantive.

When the information finally came through, transmitted in compressed technical documentation through their encrypted channel, it confirmed Anya's suspicions and then exceeded them dramatically.

Xuelong-3 wasn't just an icebreaker. It was a stealth platform. Multispectral camouflage, radar-absorbent materials, diesel-electric engines capable of near-silent operation. Active noise cancellation systems defeated sonar. Disruptive winter overlays allowed visual blending with Arctic conditions. Advanced azimuth thrusters provided exceptional manoeuvrability in ice-packed waters.

The public specifications weren't outdated—they were deliberately misleading. The ship's actual systems represented cutting-edge Chinese stealth technology, designed specifically for undetected Arctic operations.

When Cecilia relayed Mei's intelligence to the Nuuk team, the atmosphere in their temporary command centre shifted perceptibly. The hotel conference room, with its bland corporate furniture and innocuous Arctic landscape photos, suddenly felt inadequate for the scale of what they were confronting. This wasn't corporate espionage any more. This was state-level capability being deployed for unknown purposes in one of the most remote regions on Earth.

“A ghost ship,” Dave said quietly, processing the implications. His analytical mind was already working through the ramifications—if they'd been chasing this lead for days without finding it, how many other operations could be running undetected? “Designed specifically not to be found.”

Omar's expression was grim, his lean frame tense. “We're not just dealing with EarthWise any more. Chinese government backing changes the entire operational picture. Resources, capability, willingness to escalate—everything just went up several levels.”

Anya's shoulders tensed, her grey eyes scanning the technical documentation Mei had provided. “This explains why every search came up empty. Satellite tracking, maritime databases, traffic control—none of it works against a vessel designed specifically to defeat those systems. The Xuelong-3 was operating right under our noses, invisible to standard monitoring.”

She pulled up a map of Arctic waters, highlighting the area where they'd encountered the site destruction. “It could have been within thirty kilometres and we'd never have known. Stealth systems this sophisticated…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “This is military-grade technology being deployed in civilian operations.”

Erik, who'd been studying maps of Arctic shipping lanes with the practised eye of someone who'd spent years in these waters, looked up with visible concern. “If they can operate completely undetected, they could be doing anything up there. Resource extraction, weapons testing, intelligence gathering. And no one would know until it was too late to respond.”

Cecilia's voice through the tablet speaker carried unusual weight, her Ghanaian accent somehow making the warning feel even more immediate. “You're in very deep water now. We always suspected EarthWise was serious, but this… this has global implications. State-sponsored operations in international Arctic waters, advanced stealth technology, connection to resource extraction.” She paused, and they could hear her taking a breath. “It gives me shivers, and I'm not even there.”

The room fell silent as the team absorbed the escalation. Finding the ship had seemed like progress, like they were finally getting ahead of the investigation. Understanding what it actually was made them realise how little they actually knew—and how much more dangerous the situation had become.

“So what's it doing?” Dave finally asked.

Anya pulled up her notes. “We know there's undersea activity. Likely related to methane hydrates beneath the Arctic seabed.”

“But the Xuelong is a surface vessel,” Cecilia interjected. “It has a helipad, not drilling infrastructure. What's its actual role?”

“Deploying underwater systems,” Anya said, thinking through the logistics. “ROVs, maybe autonomous submersibles. Equipment for extraction or seismic surveys.”

“Then where's the storage?” Cecilia pressed. “If they're extracting methane, you need tanker capacity nearby. We haven't seen any vessels matching that profile.”

The question hung in the air, unanswered. Anya frowned, working through possibilities. “Either the methane isn't being extracted for transport, or…”

“Or they're doing something entirely different with it,” Omar finished.

Cecilia's expression hardened. “We need to find the Xuelong. Not just track it—actually locate it and determine what it's doing. Because if EarthWise is hiding something this sophisticated, we're running out of time to stop it before it escalates beyond control.”

Dave stared at the map, at the vast expanse of Arctic waters where a stealth icebreaker could operate unseen. Three years of field work had taught him that the most dangerous operations were the ones no one knew existed.

And somewhere in that frozen darkness, the Snow Dragon was conducting operations that required state-level stealth technology to conceal.

Whatever they were hiding, it was big enough to justify this level of secrecy.

Which meant finding it had just become critical.

“So how do we track something designed to be invisible?” Dave asked.

Anya's fingers were already moving across her tablet, accessing satellite databases and tracking algorithms. “Carefully. Very carefully.”

Outside, Arctic wind rattled the windows. Somewhere beyond that dark horizon, answers waited in the ice.

They just had to figure out how to find them before whatever was happening reached a point of no return.
Rogue Wave

The Hotel Hans Egede's restaurant offered a warm refuge from Nuuk's morning cold, all Scandinavian wood accents and large windows framing snow-covered streets against distant mountains. Dave sat nursing his second coffee—bitter and strong, the only way to face the day after restless sleep filled with images of ghost ships and Arctic destruction.

He'd ordered scrambled eggs with smoked Arctic char and thick rye bread slathered with local butter. Omar worked through a similar plate with added pancakes, while Anya picked at yogurt and muesli, her attention already elsewhere. The breakfast spread was simple but substantial, reflecting Greenland's practical approach to everything.

They occupied a round table by the window, discussing next steps in low tones. The Xuelong-3’s capabilities weighed heavily on all of them. State-sponsored stealth operations in international waters. Advanced technology deployed for unknown purposes. The escalation kept compounding.

“We need satellite coverage of Baffin Bay,” Anya said, tapping notes into her tablet. “If the helicopter response time was that quick, the ship has to be operating within—”

The lights flickered.

Conversations around them faltered, people looking up with the universal human response to unexpected darkness. Then the power died completely, plunging the restaurant into grey morning light filtered through windows.

For a moment, silence. Then, from outside, distant screaming.

Dave was already moving, grabbing his coat as shadows of running figures appeared beyond the windows—people fleeing from the direction of the port with the particular urgency that meant something catastrophic had happened.

“What the hell—” Omar started.

Sirens cut him off, the wailing growing rapidly louder as emergency vehicles tore past the hotel toward the waterfront.

“Move,” Anya said, already halfway to the exit.

They hit the street into biting Arctic cold, joining the growing crowd drawn toward the port by instinct and dread. The scene that emerged as they approached made Dave's stomach drop.

The port looked like a war zone.

Fishing boats lay overturned on shore, thrown dozens of metres from the water like discarded toys. Shipping containers had been ripped from moorings, contents spilled across docks in chaotic debris fields. Several buildings nearest the water showed severe structural damage—cracked walls, shattered windows, sections of facade torn completely away. Water still sloshed unnaturally high against the docks, and the air carried the acrid mix of seawater, diesel fuel, and destruction.

A rogue wave. Had to be. The same undersea instability they'd been investigating, manifesting in devastating real-world consequences.

People huddled in shocked groups, pointing toward the waterfront where emergency workers were already moving with practised efficiency despite the chaos. The mood was thick with fear and confusion—this wasn't supposed to happen here, not in their quiet Arctic port town.

“It's starting,” Dave said quietly, watching rescue workers pull someone from an overturned vehicle. His enhanced hearing picked up their frantic calls for medical support, the victim's laboured breathing.

This wasn't data on a screen any more. This was immediate, visceral, people hurt and infrastructure destroyed by forces unleashed beneath the Arctic seabed. Forces that EarthWise had apparently triggered.

The team didn't discuss it. They simply moved, joining the emergency response with the automatic efficiency of people trained for crisis situations.

Erik's survival training and cold-weather medical experience made him invaluable to the ambulance crews. Dave saw him working triage with calm precision, assessing hypothermia cases pulled from frigid water, improvising splints for broken bones, ensuring critical patients reached medical facilities first. His Norwegian accent carried clearly through the chaos, directing people with quiet authority.

Omar coordinated with local workers clearing debris, his tactical mind naturally organising the effort into efficient sectors. Smaller obstacles got moved first, establishing pathways for rescue equipment. Heavier debris got marked for machinery.

Which left the truly heavy work for Dave.

He moved through the wreckage with practised discretion, his enhanced strength allowing him to shift obstacles that should have required cranes or teams of workers. Concrete chunks that weighed hundreds of kilos got moved aside like heavy furniture. Steel beams bent by the wave's force were straightened and cleared from pathways. Overturned boats—multi-ton vessels—were flipped back onto their hulls with apparent ease.

The chaos provided perfect cover. People were too focused on immediate survival, too overwhelmed by the scale of destruction, to notice one man casually performing impossible feats of strength. Those who did see just processed it as another surreal element of a surreal day. Shock did strange things to perception and memory.

Dave found himself calculating constantly—how much could he do without drawing attention? Where was the line between helpful and suspicious? He'd operated in combat zones before, places where adrenaline explained apparent superhuman feats. But this was a civilian disaster response. People would remember afterward, would process what they'd witnessed once the immediate crisis passed.

So he worked with practised discretion. When moving particularly heavy debris, he positioned himself where visual angles obscured the full picture. He recruited helpers for show, making it look like team effort even as he bore the actual weight. He grunted and strained theatrically when people were watching, then moved smoothly when they weren't.

The internal calculations were exhausting in their own way. His body didn't tyre, but his mind worked overtime maintaining the fiction of normal human limitations. In the few years of field work, he still hadn't perfected the balance between using his abilities and maintaining operational security.

At one point, working to flip an overturned fishing vessel, a local worker stared at him with obvious confusion. “How did you—”

“Adrenaline,” Dave said quickly, breathing hard for effect despite not being winded. “You'd be surprised what people can do in emergencies.”

The man nodded slowly, accepting the explanation because it fit his worldview better than the alternative. Dave made a mental note to avoid that particular worker for the rest of the operation.

He worked for hours without slowing, his enhanced stamina a sharp contrast to the exhaustion creeping into everyone else. His body didn't accumulate fatigue the way normal physiology did—another aspect of his abilities he was still mapping. Even now, he kept discovering new implications, new advantages that came with disadvantages of their own. Like right now, where appearing tired was as important as actually being useful.

By late afternoon, when the immediate crisis had stabilised into cleanup and assessment, the team finally allowed themselves to withdraw. They made their way back to the hotel in exhausted silence, each processing what they'd witnessed.

Erik moved stiffly, his muscles protesting hours of constant work in freezing temperatures. Omar's hands were scraped raw despite gloves, his breathing laboured from sustained physical exertion. Anya's normally crisp movements had slowed to careful deliberation, conserving energy for the walk.

Dave felt fine. Which somehow made it worse—watching his teammates suffer the physical toll while he remained essentially fresh. The disconnect between his experience and theirs kept widening.

They collapsed into the hotel lounge's chairs, the building's warmth almost painful against cold-shocked skin. Dave's hands tingled as circulation returned to extremities he hadn't even realised had gone numb—his enhanced durability protected him from serious cold damage, but not from the sensation of rapid temperature change.

Around them, other guests spoke in hushed tones, processing the morning's events with that particular quiet that followed communal trauma. A woman sat near the window, staring blankly at her phone. A family huddled together, their young children mercifully unaware of how serious the situation had been. Hotel staff moved with practised efficiency, providing blankets and hot drinks to those who'd been displaced from the waterfront.

Omar rubbed his shoulders, wincing as he worked stiff muscles. His lean frame looked diminished by exhaustion, and he glanced at Dave with tired amusement mixed with something that might have been envy. “I don't know how you're still standing.”

Dave shrugged, the gesture feeling inadequate. How do you explain that your body just… doesn't work the same way? “Different metabolism” was the truth, but it didn't capture the disconnect he felt watching his teammates suffer physical consequences he didn't experience.

“We could've used ten more of you out there,” Anya said, managing a faint smile despite obvious exhaustion. Her grey eyes, usually so sharp and assessing, had a softness that came from genuine fatigue. “Hell, we could've used five more.”

Erik leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes. “My back is going to hate me tomorrow.” He'd spent hours bent over patients, working in positions that strained even his Norwegian resilience.

But beneath the tired banter, the implications sat heavy. They'd just witnessed the consequences of what they'd been investigating—seen it up close, not filtered through reports or satellite imagery. The rogue wave wasn't a natural disaster. It was a direct result of the undersea destabilisation EarthWise had triggered. People had been hurt. A fishing boat captain had died, crushed when his vessel capsized. A dockworker had a skull fracture from flying debris. Children had been traumatised. Infrastructure that represented generations of work and investment lay in ruins.

And this was probably just the beginning if the operation continued unchecked.

“We know who's responsible,” Omar said, his voice carrying grim certainty that cut through the exhaustion. “EarthWise. The Xuelong-3. This has to stop. Not eventually—now. Before it happens again.”

Anya nodded, her fingers already reaching for her tablet despite obvious fatigue. “We need to find that ship. The satellite passes Cecilia mentioned—”

“Will wait until tomorrow,” Dave interrupted gently but firmly. “We're all running on fumes. Making tactical decisions in this state leads to mistakes.”

The weight of their mission pressed down with renewed urgency. They weren't chasing corporate espionage any more. They weren't gathering intelligence for some future action. They were trying to prevent immediate, catastrophic events that killed people and destroyed communities. The mission had shifted from investigation to intervention, and that meant the stakes had fundamentally changed.

“Sit tight,” Dave said, rising. “I'll get drinks.”

Before anyone could protest, he was moving toward the restaurant. The staff looked overwhelmed—the hotel had become an impromptu shelter for people displaced from the waterfront, and the restaurant was packed with shell shocked locals. Families huddled at tables, still in coats, hands wrapped around cooling cups of tea. A group of dockworkers sat in silence, staring at nothing. An elderly woman clutched a blanket around her shoulders, her eyes distant.

Dave approached one of the waiters, a young man who looked ready to collapse. “Mind if I use the kitchen? You're swamped, and I can manage.”

The waiter glanced toward the chaotic kitchen, then back at Dave, relief evident. “Please. We're barely keeping up. People keep asking for hot drinks, but we're running low on clean mugs and the dishwasher can't keep pace.”

Dave slipped into the professional kitchen, assessing the space with practised efficiency. Despite the frantic activity around him—staff calling orders, pots clattering, the hiss of steam—he moved calmly toward the cookware section.

He reached for a medium saucepan, then stopped. His hand hovered over it as he looked back through the kitchen doorway at the crowded restaurant. How many people out there? Thirty? Forty? All of them cold, shocked, traumatised by the morning's disaster. All of them needing something warm and comforting.

Four mugs of hot chocolate wasn't going to cut it.

Dave scanned the kitchen's industrial equipment, his analytical mind automatically calculating volumes and timing. Then he spotted it—a massive stock pot hanging from the overhead rack, the kind used for preparing soup for large events. Had to be at least ten litres capacity.

He pulled it down, its weight negligible to him despite requiring both hands for show. One of the kitchen staff glanced over, and Dave gave him a questioning look.

“Need to borrow this for a bit. Going to make hot chocolate for everyone out there.”

The cook's eyes widened, then he grinned—the first genuine smile Dave had seen from any staff member all afternoon. “Brilliant. We've got bulk chocolate in the pantry, second shelf. Milk's in the walk-in cooler.”

Dave set up at an unused section of the commercial range, working with the methodical efficiency he'd learned over years of adapting to field operations. The familiar motions were grounding, providing structure after hours of crisis response where nothing had been predictable or controllable.

He filled the massive pot two-thirds with milk, setting it to heat slowly to avoid scorching. While it warmed, he located the bulk chocolate—professional-grade dark chocolate in large blocks. He started chopping, his enhanced strength making quick work of what would normally require significant effort with industrial quantities.

The rich smell of chocolate began cutting through the kitchen's chaos, drawing curious glances from the overwhelmed staff. Dave worked steadily, adding the chopped chocolate to the warming milk in stages, whisking constantly to prevent separation. The mixture gradually transformed, darkening and thickening into proper hot chocolate.

“That smells incredible,” one of the kitchen staff said, pausing mid-task to watch.

“Should be ready in about ten minutes,” Dave said, continuing to whisk. “Got enough mugs?”

“We'll find them,” the cook said, already moving to organise clean cups. “This is exactly what people need right now.”

As the hot chocolate reached temperature, Dave tasted it carefully, then added a touch more chocolate and a small amount of vanilla extract he'd spotted. The kitchen was watching now, the chaotic energy shifting into something more purposeful as the staff recognised what he was doing.

“Right,” Dave called toward the lounge entrance, where Anya had appeared, drawn by the smell. “I'm going to need some help distributing this.”

Anya took in the massive pot, then the crowded restaurant beyond, and understanding crossed her face. “Omar, Erik—we're on serving duty.”

Within minutes, they'd organised an impromptu distribution system. The hotel staff found every available mug, cup, and heat-safe container. Dave ladled the hot chocolate with careful precision while Anya, Omar, and Erik moved through the restaurant and lounge, distributing steaming cups to everyone who needed one.

The response was immediate. People wrapped cold hands around warm mugs, inhaling the rich chocolate smell. A child's face lit up with the first genuine smile since the disaster. The elderly woman with the blanket took a tentative sip, then closed her eyes, some tension finally leaving her shoulders.

“This is good,” one of the dockworkers said quietly, his voice rough. “Really good. Thank you.”

Dave just nodded, continuing to pour. This he could do. He couldn't undo the destruction, couldn't bring back the fishing boat captain who'd died, couldn't erase the trauma. But he could provide warmth and comfort to people who desperately needed it.

They worked for twenty minutes, ensuring everyone had a cup. The hotel staff joined in once they saw what was happening, organising second rounds for those who finished quickly, especially children and elderly guests.

Finally, as the massive pot showed its bottom and the lounge had settled into a quieter, warmer atmosphere, Dave poured four final mugs for the team. They collapsed back into their chairs, hands wrapped around the hot chocolate they'd spent the last half hour distributing to others.

“That was a good idea,” Erik said quietly, watching a family across the room huddled together over their drinks, the parents’ faces less tense than they'd been.

“Seemed necessary,” Dave said, taking his first sip. The chocolate tasted exactly right—rich and warming without being too sweet.

Then he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out the bottle of coffee liqueur with a slight grin. “But I think we've earned something extra.”

Anya's eyes widened, then she laughed—genuine amusement breaking through exhaustion. “Dave, you're a legend.” She took the bottle first, adding a generous splash to her mug.

Omar and Erik followed suit, the liqueur transforming simple hot chocolate into something that warmed from the inside. For a brief moment, they allowed themselves this small pleasure, the weight of the day easing slightly.

“Skål,” Erik said, raising his mug with tired satisfaction.

They clinked mugs together, a small gesture of solidarity amid chaos. The storm wasn't over—in fact, it was likely just beginning. But for now, they had this moment of warmth and companionship.

Before retreating to rooms and much-needed rest, Anya initiated a video call to Cecilia. Her face appeared on the tablet screen, relief evident immediately.

“Thank God you're all okay,” Cecilia said, exhaling visibly. “I've been calling for hours. When I heard what happened…” She paused, composing herself. “But I understand why you didn't answer. You were helping with emergency response. That matters more than check-ins.”

“It was bad,” Omar said simply. The understatement carried more weight than elaboration would have.

Cecilia's expression shifted to professional focus. “The seismic activity epicentre appears to be in Baffin Bay. That aligns with your hypothesis about the Xuelong-3’s operating area—close enough to the Nuussuaq Peninsula for rapid helicopter deployment to your site.”

Anya leaned forward, exhaustion momentarily forgotten. “So we target that region with satellite coverage.”

“Already initiated,” Cecilia confirmed. “Multiple passes scheduled over the next twenty-four hours. The Xuelong can't maintain complete stealth indefinitely—there will be gaps, moments when conditions allow detection. Once we have solid location data, we regroup and plan next steps.” She paused, her tone softening. “But for now, get some rest. You've done more than enough today. We'll coordinate in the morning with whatever intelligence the satellite passes provide.”

“Thanks, Cecilia,” Dave said, speaking for the team as collective exhaustion finally caught up to them.

The call ended, leaving them in the lounge's quiet hum. Tomorrow would bring new challenges—likely including confrontation with a state-sponsored stealth vessel conducting unknown operations in international waters.

But tonight, they would follow Cecilia's advice and rest.

Outside, Arctic wind rattled the windows. Somewhere in the dark waters of Baffin Bay, the Snow Dragon conducted its operations. And beneath the seabed, destabilised methane deposits threatened more catastrophic releases.

The rogue wave had been a warning. A demonstration of what happened when you disrupted natural systems for profit or power or whatever motivated EarthWise's Arctic operations.

Dave finished his spiked hot chocolate, feeling the warmth spread through his chest. Tomorrow they would hunt a ghost ship using satellite technology and tactical planning. Tonight, he would allow himself this small comfort.

The mission had escalated beyond anything they'd initially imagined. But that just meant stopping it had become more important.

They'd seen the consequences first-hand now. People hurt, infrastructure destroyed, a community traumatised.

That made it personal.

And personal meant they wouldn't stop until the operation was shut down and the people responsible were held accountable.

No matter how sophisticated their stealth technology.

No matter what state-sponsored resources backed them.

No matter what it took.

    
    Ice Breaker

    


  Xuelong-3

Dr. Viktorija Liska stood at the observation deck window, watching endless white stretch to every horizon. The Arctic had a way of making everything else feel insignificant—the ice, the sky, the crushing isolation all reducing human concerns to background noise against the vast indifference of nature.

She'd expected cold. Expected isolation. Expected the particular challenge of working in one of Earth's most hostile environments. What she hadn't expected was this gnawing unease that had been building since she first boarded the Xuelong-3.

The pay had been phenomenal—far more than any legitimate research project should have offered. At the time, rationalising it had been easy. Risky work in extreme conditions commanded premium compensation. Her expertise in seismic modelling wasn't common, and fewer still were willing to spend months on an icebreaker in Arctic waters. The money made sense.

Except now, it didn't.

What was EarthWise really after? They'd hired her to use her knowledge predicting seabed behaviour in relation to seismic activity—modelling fault lines, determining likelihood of underwater landslides, standard geoscience work she'd done before. But the deeper she'd dug into EarthWise's operation, the less it felt like pure science and more like something she didn't want to name.

She thought back to working with Dr. Carlisle before deploying to the field. Brilliant geoscientist, someone she'd admired for his intellect and unconventional problem-solving approaches. He'd spoken excitedly about potential breakthroughs in methane extraction and seabed analysis. But there'd been a shadow behind his words—tension that made her wonder if he knew more than he was sharing. Looking back now, that tension made more sense.

The attack on the Nuussuaq Peninsula site had crystallised her doubts into something heavier. The memory remained fresh and visceral—gunfire erupting from nowhere, their small research team scrambling for cover as security forces engaged unseen attackers. The rescue had been swift and professional. A helicopter—massive, military-grade, unnervingly efficient—had extracted them from the chaos. Before she'd fully processed what was happening, she was aboard this vessel, safe but profoundly unsure of what she'd become part of.

Liska traced her fingers along the cold bulkhead, taking in the sheer scale of the vessel surrounding her. Every research ship she'd worked on before felt like a toy compared to the Xuelong-3. This wasn't just another ice-capable vessel—it was a fortress of steel and technology, designed to dominate Arctic seas.

The massive hull rose several stories above the waterline, its reinforced bow engineered to crush through ice sheets that would cripple lesser vessels. At over 160 metres long and displacing god knows how many tons, the Xuelong-3 represented cutting-edge icebreaker design. The public specifications she'd reviewed before deployment listed it as China's third-generation polar research vessel, launched from Jiangnan Shipyard with advanced capabilities exceeding its predecessors.

But being aboard made those specifications feel inadequate. The ship felt military in ways that went beyond robust construction. The security presence was more extensive than necessary for protecting research equipment. The communications infrastructure seemed excessive for scientific coordination. Entire sections remained restricted, marked with warnings about authorised personnel only.

Just being aboard made her feel small—insignificant against the raw industrial might surrounding her.

Her accommodations exceeded expectations for a research vessel operating in harsh Arctic conditions. Private quarters with individual heating systems, en-suite bathrooms, comfortable beds. Not luxury, exactly, but far more than the cramped bunks and shared facilities she'd experienced on previous expeditions. A small lounge area provided common space where scientists and crew could decompress, though the atmosphere had grown increasingly tense since the Nuussuaq evacuation. The mess hall operated continuously, providing hot meals around the clock, though Liska found herself eating less as days passed, her stomach knotted with growing anxiety.

The heart of the Xuelong-3 lay in its research facilities—two entire decks dedicated to state-of-the-art scientific equipment. Banks of computers hummed constantly, processing data streams from sonar arrays and satellite feeds displayed across multiple screens. In one corner, technicians monitored seismic activity across the seabed, analysing information collected from the underwater drones that formed the pride of the ship's scientific arsenal.

The drone hangar occupied a cavernous space beneath the main deck—a vast chamber where autonomous underwater vehicles were stored, serviced, and deployed. Walking into it felt like entering a different vessel entirely. The space could easily have accommodated several buses parked side by side, with overhead cranes and service gantries creating a complex three-dimensional workspace. The drones themselves were sleek machines designed for extreme-depth operations, capable of descending thousands of metres beneath Arctic ice. Each unit carried high-resolution cameras, sonar systems, and sensor suites measuring temperature, pressure, and methane concentration.

The first time Liska had entered the hangar, she'd counted at least eight drones in various states of readiness. Some sat in maintenance cradles, their outer casings opened to reveal complex electronic innards. Others were being prepped for deployment, technicians running diagnostic checks and loading data modules. The scale of the operation suggested long-term, sustained survey work far beyond what a single research mission would require.

Liska had watched deployment operations with professional interest that gradually shifted toward unease. The crews operated with military precision, as if they'd performed these procedures hundreds of times rather than conducting novel scientific research. Each deployment followed identical protocols—pre-launch checklists, synchronised countdown, mechanical precision in the lowering process. Drones would disappear into dark waters through specially designed launch bays, their streamlined forms cutting through depths as they began seabed surveys. Once deployed, they could operate autonomously for days, returning with gigabytes of data that were immediately classified and compartmentalised.

She'd asked once to see the complete data from a drone survey. The request had been politely deflected with explanations about security protocols and need-to-know access. She had clearance for her specific modelling work—inputs and parameters she needed to run her seismic analysis. But the raw sensor data, the comprehensive survey results, the full picture of what was happening down there beneath the ice? That remained locked behind access restrictions she wasn't cleared to bypass.

But what EarthWise was doing with that data troubled her deeply. Her seismic models had always served predictive analysis—determining likelihood of earthquakes, landslides, tsunamis. Natural disaster prevention. Here, aboard the Xuelong-3, her models were being used to pinpoint areas of seabed vulnerable to methane extraction. The methane hydrates frozen within the ocean floor represented potential energy sources, but they were also highly unstable. Any disruption could trigger catastrophic methane release, destabilising the seabed and cascading into landslides or worse.

The labs buzzed with constant activity—technicians and scientists working around the clock processing drone data. But an air of secrecy pervaded everything. She'd been granted access to some reports while key pieces remained withheld, as if something bigger was happening beneath the surface they were only allowed to see in fragments. She couldn't shake the feeling that her seismic models were enabling something far more dangerous than she'd signed up for.

The helipad on the upper deck was designed to support heavy-lift helicopters. The evacuation bird from Nuussuaq had been a Changhe Z-18—she'd identified it from the distinctive hull-like nose structure, a design inherited from the French Aérospatiale Super Frelon. Three engines mounted above the fuselage, capable of carrying thirty passengers or several tons of cargo. The rotor blade sound was distinctive, a deep rhythmic thud that carried across ice when helicopters arrived or departed with personnel, supplies, and equipment.

Regular helicopter operations suggested the Xuelong-3 served as a mobile command centre for broader operations rather than just a research vessel. Supply chains, personnel rotations, equipment distribution—all conducted with efficiency that spoke to established procedures rather than experimental deployment.

As she walked through corridors humming with engine vibration, Liska couldn't escape the feeling of being trapped. The ship was impressive, its capabilities unmatched among civilian icebreakers. But it was also a fortress of secrets. What had started as a research mission had transformed into something sinister. She knew she wasn't alone in asking questions, but with each passing day, answers slipped further away, buried beneath layers of cold Arctic silence and institutional compartmentalisation.

She'd made her choice accepting EarthWise's offer. Now she had to live with consequences she was only beginning to understand.

The question gnawing at her was simple but terrifying: What exactly had she chosen to be part of?

The alarms tore through the Xuelong-3’s ambient hum, sending adrenaline spiking through Liska's system. Her first thought was routine drill—they conducted them regularly as part of hazardous environment protocols. But the frantic movement of crew outside her cabin, the urgency in their faces, told her this was real.

The PA system crackled to life, the captain's voice cutting through chaos. “All personnel, emergency stations! This is not a drill! Repeat, this is not a drill!”

Liska grabbed the life vest from her cabin wall, hands shaking as she fumbled with unfamiliar straps. The vest felt bulky and awkward, the fastenings difficult to manage in her panicked state. She pulled them tight—too tight—as her breath quickened. Corridors outside filled with running footsteps, shouted orders, the relentless wail of alarms. Crew members hurried past, some already wearing vests, others grabbing theirs while dashing toward muster stations.

The ship groaned beneath her feet, metal hull vibrating as if responding to some vast external force. The low, deep moan of engines straining against the sea added to growing dread. Liska stumbled into the hallway, joining the rush of bodies moving toward the muster point. The deck beneath her trembled, and she felt the distant rhythmic thud of waves slamming into the massive hull. But this was more than bad weather—this was something catastrophic.

The Xuelong-3 lurched violently to starboard, throwing Liska against the bulkhead. The impact knocked wind from her lungs, and she gasped, clutching cold metal for support as the vessel righted itself with a protesting groan. She barely recovered before the ship was hit again, harder this time. She heard the deep, terrifying roar of ocean as a massive wave crashed into the hull, sending spray of icy seawater over the deck.

Even with its immense size and advanced design, the Xuelong-3 was being overpowered by the ocean's fury. The undersea landslide—miles beneath the surface—had triggered chain reactions, sending massive waves radiating from the epicentre. These weren't ordinary swells—they were rogue waves, towering walls of water slamming into the ship with freight-train force.

Liska felt the ship rise and fall as it struggled to maintain balance, each impact testing structural limits designed for ice crushing, not seismic tsunamis. The lights flickered overhead, and the shriek of stressed metal echoed through corridors as the ship strained against the assault. She could hear crew members shouting over alarms, their voices barely audible above the roar of water.

She forced herself forward, gripping handrails as the ship continued heaving beneath her. The deck tilted again, steeper this time, and she slipped, landing hard on her knees. Cold fear gripped her as she looked up, seeing sheer panic in eyes of those around her.

Another massive wave hit, and the ship shuddered violently. Equipment not secured flew across spaces, smashing into walls with deafening crashes. Liska could feel cold spray of seawater seeping through walls, tiny streams trickling into corridors, signalling that the ocean was breaching the ship's defences. She staggered to her feet, every instinct screaming to keep moving.

The ship seemed to groan in protest, the once-sturdy vessel now feeling like a fragile toy being tossed by unforgiving Arctic seas. Liska made it to the muster station, joining throngs of scientists and crew clinging to each other for stability as the ship was rocked again. Through windows, she could see dark churning sea, illuminated briefly by flashes of emergency lights. The Xuelong-3 was still holding, but clearly even this behemoth was at the ocean's mercy.

Then, as quickly as it had started, the worst assault seemed to pass. The ship, though battered, gradually began to settle, violent rocking subsiding into slower, steadier roll. Alarms still blared, and the captain's voice echoed over the PA, instructing everyone to remain calm and stay in life vests.

Liska collapsed into a seat, body shaking with adrenaline, mind racing. They'd survived the waves, but she knew—deep down—that this was just the beginning.

Whatever EarthWise was doing down there on the seabed had triggered something catastrophic. And she'd helped them do it.

The weight of that realisation settled over her like the Arctic cold seeping through the bulkheads.

She'd sold her expertise for money and now people would die because of it.
The Offer

Dr. Viktorija Liska stood at her office window, watching rain streak down the glass in patterns that reminded her of seismic waveforms. Forty-six years old, fifteen years at the Institute of Geophysical Research, and her bank account still couldn't handle an unexpected expense over five hundred euros. She thought about the leak in her apartment ceiling that needed repair, about Emilija's tuition bills that kept climbing, about the modest salary that barely kept pace with inflation.

A lifetime of brilliant academic work, and she had almost nothing to show for it.

The knock on her office door pulled her from these bitter calculations.

“Dr. Liska? You have a visitor.”

The woman who entered was in her early fifties, dressed in an understated charcoal suit that spoke of professional competence rather than corporate flash. Her auburn hair was pulled back in a neat chignon, and she carried a slim leather portfolio. Everything about her suggested careful calculation—from her neutral expression to the way she moved into the office with practised efficiency.

“Dr. Liska, I'm Katherine Brennan, Director of Strategic Recruitment for EarthWise Geoscience. Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”

She hadn't agreed to see her, but the receptionist had clearly been impressed enough by her credentials to bypass protocol. Viktorija gestured to the chair across from her desk.

“I'm quite busy, Ms. Brennan. If this is about a position, I should tell you I'm not looking to leave academia.”

“Not even for two million euros?” Brennan asked, settling into the chair with practised ease.

The words hung in the air between them. Viktorija felt her breath catch, certain she'd misheard. “I'm sorry, what?”

“Two million euros. Transferred to accounts of your choosing before you begin work. Six months of consulting on Arctic seismic research, then early retirement with complete financial security. For you and your daughter.”

Viktorija's hands gripped the edge of her desk. “That's… that can't be a serious offer.”

Brennan opened her portfolio, extracting a single sheet of paper with figures that made Viktorija's vision blur slightly. €2,000,000. More money than she'd earn in five lifetimes of academic work.

“I assure you, it's entirely serious. EarthWise is conducting cutting-edge research in Arctic waters—methane extraction, tectonic stability assessments, seabed behaviour modelling. Your expertise in earthquake prediction and underwater landslide analysis is precisely what we need. Your work on predictive algorithms is decades ahead of conventional thinking.”

“There are other seismic researchers,” Viktorija said slowly, trying to understand the catch. “Younger ones, more current with recent developments.”

“None with your particular combination of brilliance and…” Brennan paused, choosing her words carefully, “…flexibility. We need someone willing to work under conditions of absolute operational security. No publications, no conference presentations, no communication with the academic community about the research. Six months of complete professional isolation.”

“You want me to disappear.”

“Temporarily. Yes.” Brennan's expression remained neutral. “EarthWise's Arctic operations are commercially sensitive. Media scrutiny, environmental activists, competing corporate interests—any of them could complicate our research. We need scientists willing to work without the usual academic visibility.”

Viktorija looked at the number again. Two million euros. She thought about Emilija's architecture degree, the struggle to establish herself in a competitive field, the years of financial stress that lay ahead. Thought about her own modest pension, the decades of work still required before she could even consider retirement.

“Why would anyone investigate my absence? I could simply take a sabbatical, claim I'm doing fieldwork—”

“Because people ask questions,” Brennan interrupted gently. “Colleagues wonder where you've gone, what you're working on. Students email with questions. The academic community is small and interconnected. A simple sabbatical wouldn't provide the isolation we require.”

She leaned forward slightly, her voice dropping. “But a terminal illness? That provides absolute cover. No one questions someone who's dying choosing to step away from public life. No one investigates a researcher who retires for medical reasons. Your absence becomes not just understandable, but expected.”

The words settled over Viktorija like ice water. “You want me to fake a terminal diagnosis.”

“We want to provide you with a believable cover story that ensures your work for EarthWise remains confidential. The medical documentation will be impeccable—created by professionals, indistinguishable from legitimate diagnoses. Pancreatic cancer, stage IV, inoperable. Tragic but not uncommon. You'll retire quietly, and when you return in six months, you can claim the diagnosis was incorrect or that you sought experimental treatment abroad. Medical errors happen. Misdiagnoses occur.”

“And in the meantime, everyone I know believes I'm dying.”

“Yes.” Brennan's honesty was brutal. “Your colleagues, your friends, your daughter. The deception must be complete to be effective.”

Viktorija stood, walking back to the window. The rain continued its relentless pattern against the glass. Behind her, she could feel Brennan waiting with the patience of someone who'd made this pitch before and knew how it usually ended.

Two million euros. Early retirement at forty-six. Emilija's future secured, her education paid for, her career launched with financial stability Viktorija had never known. Six months of lying to everyone she cared about, and then freedom. Real freedom, not the academic poverty she'd endured for fifteen years.

“You've done this before,” she said quietly. “Recruited scientists this way.”

“We recruit the best people for sensitive research. Sometimes that requires… creative solutions for maintaining operational security.”

“And after six months? When I ‘recover’ or the diagnosis proves ‘incorrect’?”

“You retire quietly to the countryside. Perhaps you travel. You maintain a low profile, enjoy your financial security, and EarthWise's research remains confidential. Everyone wins.”

Viktorija turned to face her. “Except the people I lie to. My daughter, who'll spend six months believing her mother is dying. My colleagues, who'll grieve for me while I'm perfectly healthy aboard your research vessel.”

“Yes,” Brennan agreed simply. “That's the price. The question is whether two million euros and complete financial freedom is worth that price to you.”

She stood, placing the paper on Viktorija's desk. “I'll need your answer within forty-eight hours. If you decline, this conversation never happened. If you accept, arrangements will move very quickly. Think carefully, Dr. Liska. Opportunities like this don't come twice.”

After she left, Viktorija sat at her desk for a long time, staring at the number. €2,000,000. She thought about her career at the Institute, the papers she'd published that changed the field but earned her nothing beyond professional respect. The late nights running models, the conferences she couldn't afford to attend, the equipment requests denied for lack of funding.

She thought about Emilija, brilliant and ambitious, facing the same academic poverty if she pursued the career she wanted. Or worse—struggling to establish herself in architecture, crushed by tuition debt and the competitive pressure of a field that favoured those with family money and connections.

Two million euros could change everything. Six months of deception, and then freedom neither of them would ever have otherwise.

The question that haunted her wasn't whether she could live with the lie. It was whether she could live with herself for choosing money over integrity.

By evening, she had her answer.



The café near Vilnius University was nearly empty when Viktorija arrived. Emilija was already there, sitting by the window with a portfolio of architectural drawings spread across the table. At twenty-three, she looked so much like Viktorija had at that age—dark hair pulled back, intense focus, hands that moved with unconscious grace as she sketched modifications to her designs.

“Mama!” Emilija looked up, smiling. “You're early. I was just reviewing the competition submissions for—” She stopped, seeing something in Viktorija's expression. “What's wrong?”

Viktorija sat down heavily, the rehearsed words suddenly thick in her throat. She'd spent all afternoon practising this, running through the script Brennan had provided, memorising the medical terminology and prognosis details. Now, facing her daughter's concerned eyes, the enormity of what she was about to do nearly choked her.

“I received some medical results today,” she said quietly. “The tests I had done last month, the ones I said were just routine…”

Emilija's face went pale. “Mama—”

“Pancreatic cancer. Stage IV. Inoperable.” The lies came easier than she'd expected, each word a small betrayal. “The oncologist says months, perhaps six at the outside.”

The portfolio slipped from Emilija's hands, architectural drawings scattering across the floor. Neither of them moved to pick them up. Her daughter's eyes filled with tears, her mouth opening and closing as she struggled to process the words.

“No,” Emilija whispered. “That can't—there must be some mistake, a misdiagnosis—”

“There's no mistake.” Viktorija reached across the table, gripping her daughter's hands. The contact made everything worse, the warmth of Emilija's skin against hers a reminder of the intimacy she was violating with this lie. “I've seen multiple specialists. The diagnosis is certain.”

“But you feel fine! You've been working, you haven't been sick—”

“Pancreatic cancer often doesn't show symptoms until it's advanced. By the time most people are diagnosed…” She let the sentence trail off, hating herself for the clinical detachment in her voice.

Emilija was crying now, tears streaming down her face as she gripped her mother's hands with desperate strength. “What about treatment? Surgery, chemotherapy, experimental trials—”

“The location makes surgery impossible. Chemotherapy might buy a few months, but the quality of life…” Viktorija shook her head. “I've spent my career studying patterns, analysing data, understanding outcomes. The numbers here are clear.”

“I don't care about numbers!” Emilija's voice cracked. “You can't just give up—”

“I'm not giving up.” Viktorija squeezed her daughter's hands, manufacturing hope she didn't feel. “There's an experimental treatment programme. Cutting-edge research, very specialised. A facility in Switzerland that's had remarkable results with cases like mine.”

Emilija's expression shifted from despair to desperate hope. “Experimental treatment? You mean there's a chance—”

“A chance, yes. Small, but real.” The lies flowed smoothly now, each one carefully constructed by Brennan's team. “The programme is six months. Intensive, highly experimental protocols that aren't approved yet through conventional channels. But the data they've shown me… it's extraordinary.”

“Then you have to do it!” Emilija gripped her hands tighter. “Whatever it costs, we'll find a way—”

“It's already arranged.” Viktorija kept her voice steady. “The programme covers all treatment costs. They're recruiting patients for their trial, documenting outcomes. But there are conditions—complete isolation during treatment, no visitors, minimal contact. The protocols are extremely demanding, and they need patients fully focused on recovery without outside distractions.”

“I don't care about distractions. I can be there, help you—”

“No.” Viktorija pulled her hands back gently. “You can't, Emilija. The facility is remote, access is restricted to medical staff only. And even if you could visit…” She paused, adding the final twist of manipulation. “The cost of travel, the time away from your studies—I can't let you sacrifice your future on the small chance this treatment works. I need to know you're here, finishing your degree, building your life. That's what will give me the strength to fight.”

“But six months without seeing you—”

“I'll have scheduled communication windows. Video calls when the treatment protocols allow. And if it works…” Viktorija forced herself to smile through the guilt choking her. “If it works, we'll have years together. Years you'll spend established in your career, not buried in debt and regret.”

Emilija was crying again, but differently now—tears of fear mixed with fragile hope. “You really think this could work?”

“I think it's worth trying.” Another lie, smooth as ice. “Six months of fighting for a future, rather than six months of watching the end approach. And knowing you're here, secure, pursuing your dreams—that's everything to me.”

Her daughter reached across the table, gripping Viktorija's face in both hands. “You have to promise me you'll fight. Promise me you won't give up, no matter how hard the treatment gets.”

Viktorija felt something crack inside her chest. The irony was devastating—Emilija thought she was asking her mother to fight for her life, when the only fight Viktorija was engaged in was against her own conscience.

“I promise,” she whispered, and wondered if there was any lie she wouldn't tell for two million euros.

Viktorija pulled her daughter close, holding her while Emilija cried—tears of fear and hope tangled together, grief mixed with the fragile possibility of reprieve. The café had grown darker, the afternoon fading into evening, and she sat there manufacturing comfort for emotions she'd deliberately manipulated. Each sob felt like confirmation of what Brennan had warned—the deception must be complete. And it was. Perfectly, devastatingly complete.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered into Emilija's hair, the only honest words she'd spoken all evening. “I'm so sorry.”



The arrangements happened with remarkable speed. EarthWise had clearly done this before—the contracts were airtight, the money transfers immediate, the logistics seamless. Medical records appeared in her file at three different hospitals, each one documenting the progression of pancreatic cancer with technical precision. Oncology reports, imaging results, specialist consultations—all fabricated, all perfect.

Within two weeks, Viktorija's affairs were in order. The apartment's mortgage was paid in full. Emilija's tuition was secured through graduation. What remained went into accounts that would provide her daughter with financial stability for years.

Brennan's instructions had been explicit about the next phase: retirement from the Institute, minimal contact with colleagues, a clean disappearance into the fiction of terminal illness.

Dr. Elena Kasparov, the administrative director who'd been Viktorija's colleague for over a decade, took the news with professional sympathy and personal sorrow. They met in Elena's office, surrounded by books and research papers, the samovar in the corner hissing gently.

“The diagnosis is certain?” Elena asked, though the medical records she'd reviewed left no doubt.

“Stage IV. Aggressive. The oncologist gives me months, perhaps six at the outside.” The lies came easily now, worn smooth by repetition.

“I'm so sorry, Viktorija.” Elena's eyes were wet. “Your work here has been extraordinary. Your paper on predictive seismic modelling is still required reading for all our graduate students.”

“I'd like to retire quietly,” Viktorija said, each word rehearsed. “I've been accepted into an experimental treatment programme abroad. Six months, very intensive. I want to avoid the institutional bureaucracy, the formal goodbyes. Just… step away peacefully.”

“Of course. Whatever you need.” Elena's face brightened slightly with desperate hope. “Experimental treatment? That's wonderful, Viktorija. There's a chance—”

“A small one.” Viktorija kept her voice measured, not wanting to oversell the lie. “But I have to try. For Emilija's sake, if nothing else.”

Elena stood, moving around the desk to embrace her. “You've contributed so much to this field. Your legacy will endure. But I hope—I truly hope—this treatment works.”

Viktorija returned the embrace, feeling the weight of Elena's genuine care pressing against her manufactured tragedy. Her colleague believed she was saying goodbye to someone fighting for their life. The truth—that Viktorija would be aboard a research vessel in the Arctic, doing the work she loved for more money than she'd ever imagined, while everyone she knew believed she was dying—made the embrace feel like ash in her mouth.

She left the Institute on a grey November afternoon, carrying a box of personal items that represented fifteen years of academic life. Colleagues stopped her in the corridor, offering condolences and well-wishes she accepted with manufactured grace. No one questioned her decision to retire. Terminal illness was a brutally effective excuse.

That evening, Emilija helped her pack. Her daughter moved through the apartment in careful silence, occasionally stopping to wipe away tears she thought Viktorija couldn't see. The contract with EarthWise required minimal contact during deployment—scheduled check-ins, encrypted communications, nothing that could compromise operational security.

“I hate this,” Emilija said finally, standing in the middle of the living room surrounded by half-packed boxes. “I understand why you're doing it, but I hate it.”

“So do I,” Viktorija replied, and that at least was true. She hated what she was doing, hated the person she was becoming, hated that two million euros had proven to be exactly the price of her integrity.

“I'd rather have you here,” Emilija whispered. “Six months feels like forever.”

“I know. But this is my chance—maybe my only chance.” The lies came automatically now, each one a small betrayal wrapped in manufactured hope. “And knowing you're here, safe, finishing your degree—that's what will get me through the treatment.”

She pulled her daughter close, feeling Emilija's shoulders shake with silent crying. This was the cost. Not the deception itself, but the intimacy of it—holding someone you loved while they clung to false hope, manufacturing comfort for fear you'd deliberately created, letting them believe you were fighting for your life when you'd simply sold it for the right price.

Two million euros, Viktorija thought. This is what two million euros feels like.



The flight to Copenhagen, then on to a private airfield outside Nuuk, Greenland, felt surreal. EarthWise provided comfortable business-class flights and discreet luxury that reinforced what Viktorija was beginning to understand: she hadn't just accepted a research position. She'd sold herself to people who knew exactly how to buy compliance, and who had the resources to make problems—including inconvenient scientists—disappear.

At Nuuk, a helicopter waited—a massive Changhe Z-18, its rotor blades slicing through Arctic air with a distinctive rhythmic thud. The pilot loaded her equipment without comment, professional and efficient. The flight out to the research vessel took three hours over endless white ice and dark water.

Viktorija watched the landscape pass below, thinking about what she'd done. The lies she'd told, the grief she'd manufactured, the daughter she'd left behind believing her mother was dying. All of it for money. All of it because she'd decided that financial security was worth any price.

The Xuelong-3 appeared on the horizon like a fortress of steel—far larger than she'd expected, its massive hull designed to crush through ice that would cripple lesser vessels. The helicopter landed on the helipad with precision, and Viktorija descended into a world that would be both her workplace and her prison for the next six months.

Dr. Jonathan Carlisle met her in one of the research laboratories, a space filled with state-of-the-art equipment that made the Institute's facilities look primitive by comparison. He was perhaps fifty, sharp-eyed and energetic, clearly excited about the work ahead.

“Dr. Liska! Excellent to finally meet you. Your papers on predictive seismic modelling are brilliant—decades ahead of conventional thinking. We're going to do extraordinary work together.”

They spent hours discussing seabed stability assessments, the challenge of predicting underwater landslides in regions where traditional monitoring was impossible. Carlisle spoke with genuine enthusiasm about the potential breakthroughs, the chance to expand human understanding of Arctic geology.

But as the days passed, Viktorija began to notice things that didn't align with legitimate research. The security protocols were excessive for scientific work. The communication restrictions went beyond protecting proprietary data. The extraction operations she was modelling weren't experimental trials—they were full-scale industrial mining hidden beneath the cover of research.

She'd known the work would be ethically questionable. Methane extraction, environmental impact, commercial exploitation of Arctic resources—none of that was surprising. But the scope of what EarthWise was doing, the systematic deception, the coordination with what appeared to be covert submarine operations for transport…

This wasn't controversial research. This was illegal exploitation on a massive scale.

And she was complicit. Her models helped them predict seabed stability, identify optimal extraction points, avoid catastrophic collapses that would expose their operation. Her expertise was making their illegal mining operation possible.

She stood at the observation deck window one evening, three weeks into her deployment, watching ice floes drift past in the endless Arctic twilight. The money was already transferred. Emilija's future was secure. The lies had been told, the bridges burned, the person she'd been left behind in Vilnius.

This was what two million euros had bought: her expertise, her silence, and her soul.

Viktorija pressed her forehead against the cold glass, feeling the weight of her choices settle over her like the Arctic darkness. She'd made a deal with the devil, trading integrity for security, honesty for comfort. And now she was trapped aboard this ship, watching an environmental catastrophe unfold, her brilliant mind being used to enable exactly the kind of exploitation she'd spent her career trying to prevent.

The question that haunted her now wasn't whether she could live with what she'd done. It was whether, when the time came, she'd have the courage to try to make it right.

Six months, she thought. Six months of living this lie, enabling this operation, being the person she'd become for money.

And then what?

The Arctic offered no answers, only endless ice and the growing certainty that some prices, once paid, could never be refunded.


Sisimiut

The hotel lounge had transformed since their arrival in Nuuk. What had been a quiet refuge now served as temporary shelter for townspeople displaced by the rogue waves. The space hummed with subdued conversations, the air heavy with shared trauma and uncertainty. Families huddled at tables still wearing coats, elderly residents wrapped in blankets stared at nothing, children sat unusually quiet.

The team occupied a corner table, laptops and tablets arranged for the video call with Cecilia. Her face appeared on screen, and she dispensed with pleasantries immediately.

“There's been an interesting development,” she began, her tone carrying satisfaction beneath professional focus. “It appears EarthWise may have shot themselves in the foot.”

The team waited in silence as she let that sink in.

“The Xuelong-3 is heading into—or is already in—the port at Sisimiut.”

Dave's coffee cup paused halfway to his mouth. “No way.”

“Sounds like they faced consequences of their own actions,” Cecilia confirmed. “They're in need of repairs. From what we've gathered, they took serious damage from the waves they triggered. Sisimiut was hit too, and many vessels need repairs. But as always, those with deepest pockets jump the line.”

Anya's expression hardened. “EarthWise will pay whatever it takes to get the Xuelong-3 operational.”

Cecilia's fingers tightened around her mug. “Exactly. We don't know the full extent of damage yet, so it's unclear how long they'll be in port. But we need to act fast.”

The team exchanged glances. They were close—closer than they'd been since starting this investigation. This was their chance to actually see the ship, maybe understand what EarthWise was doing.

“I'm arranging air transport to Sisimiut as soon as possible,” Cecilia continued, leaning forward. “I want you ‘eyes on’ with that ship the moment you arrive. We'll figure out next steps once you're there, but we need to take advantage of this window.”

The weight of the task settled over them, accompanied by a spark of determination. The Xuelong-3 was vulnerable. And they were going to exploit that vulnerability.

Within an hour they'd packed and reached Nuuk airport, gear stowed and ready. Cecilia had arranged a helicopter—direct flight to Sisimiut, no commercial schedules to work around. The urgency was palpable. Every minute the Xuelong-3 sat damaged in port was a minute they couldn't waste.

The helicopter's rotors whirred to life, the familiar vibration transmitting through the airframe as they lifted off. Nuuk shrank beneath them, the colourful buildings giving way to vast white wilderness. The view opened up as they gained altitude—sprawling snow-covered tundra fractured by deep blue fjords, jagged peaks piercing grey sky. Ice glistened in pale morning light, the landscape simultaneously beautiful and hostile.

Dave stared out the window, his enhanced vision picking out details others might miss—pressure ridges in the ice, subtle variations in snow depth suggesting underlying terrain features, the occasional dark shape of wildlife moving across white expanses. Three years of field work and the Arctic still felt alien, a place where human presence seemed temporary and conditional.

The rhythmic thrum of rotors provided steady background noise as they crossed snow and ice toward Sisimiut. Below, the frozen wilderness stretched endlessly, occasionally interrupted by mountain ranges or glimpses of dark water where currents prevented complete freezing.

As they neared their destination, the landscape shifted. Coastline emerged—a craggy border between vast ice sheets and deep waters of Davis Strait. Sisimiut appeared on the horizon, a cluster of brightly coloured houses perched on the edge of icy sea, defiant against the surrounding desolation.

The helicopter descended, the town growing larger in the windows. Snow-dusted streets and industrial docks came into view. Fishing boats anchored in the harbour, water calm but forbidding. Mountains encircled the town, their peaks piercing the grey sky like sentinels.

The helicopter touched down at Sisimiut's small airstrip with a gentle bump. They disembarked quickly, gathering gear with practised efficiency, and loaded into a waiting vehicle. The short drive into town gave them their first ground-level view of the place.

Sisimiut had a certain rugged charm despite its remote location. Brightly coloured houses—reds, yellows, blues—contrasted sharply with the monochrome landscape, a deliberate assertion of human presence against Arctic bleakness. Main roads were lined with small shops, cafés, and local businesses. Snow crunched rhythmically under the vehicle's tires.

The vehicle pulled up in front of Hotel Sisimiut, a large modern building standing tall among smaller, older structures. The hotel blended utilitarian design with Nordic simplicity, built to withstand harsh Arctic weather. Steel frame and wooden facades gave it a warm, welcoming feel despite the cold outside.

Inside, warmth hit them like a physical force after the biting wind. They were led to a large apartment reserved for the team—spacious accommodation designed for groups. Modern but cosy, with large windows offering views of snowy mountains and distant harbour. The living area had plush sofas arranged around a central coffee table, flat-screen TV mounted on the wall, small kitchenette off to the side. Two bedrooms flanked the living room, each furnished with comfortable beds, dark wood furniture, and heavy curtains to block out the near-perpetual Arctic daylight.

Omar wasted no time. “Quick bag drop, then we head to the port.” His eagerness was evident. Anya shared his urgency, already moving toward the rooms.

They tossed bags into bedrooms without unpacking, grabbing only what they needed for immediate reconnaissance. The others would stay back—getting “eyes on” the Xuelong was the priority.

The harbour at Sisimiut bustled with activity focused on recovery efforts after the rogue waves. But among the fishing vessels and cargo ships, there was no sign of the Xuelong-3. Omar scanned the horizon, looking toward open water.

“There,” Anya said, pointing toward a massive silhouette anchored offshore. The Xuelong-3 was unmistakable—a looming figure against icy waters, too large to fit into the small port. It sat anchored a few kilometres out, and smaller boats were already ferrying personnel and supplies between ship and shore.

“Harbour's too small for anything that size,” Omar remarked, breath visible in cold air. “They're working fast though—probably trying to fix whatever they can before heading back out.”

The port bore scars of recent disaster. Boats overturned, pushed far beyond where they should be by powerful surges. Crates lay scattered and broken along the water's edge, some smashed against stone docks, contents spilled and half-frozen. Repair crews worked steadily, and forklifts rumbled past, moving debris and salvaging anything usable.

The port mixed industrial function with small-town practicality. Warehouses lined the waterfront, corrugated steel walls dented and weathered from years of Arctic exposure. Small fishing boats bobbed at docks, and farther out, larger cargo ships and trawlers waited for clearance. But the Xuelong-3—looming offshore like a shadow over the sea—held their focus.

Omar and Anya moved casually through the port, stopping to make small talk with workers, sounding out locals. Anya, with her tech-savvy charm, struck up conversations about communications systems, how they'd handled chaos from the waves. Omar, always good at reading people, shifted conversations toward logistics, asking about supply flow and anything unusual coming through recently.

They kept inquiries light, never drawing too much attention.

Most people knew little about the Xuelong-3. To local dockworkers and fishermen, it was simply unusual to see something that large anchored offshore, but not unheard of. Sisimiut didn't often host massive icebreakers, but the presence was noted without deep curiosity.

They struck up conversation with a wiry man wearing an old, oil-stained jacket—the look of someone who'd worked docks for decades. He was unloading fish from a nearby boat, cold air making his breath visible in white puffs.

“Big ship out there,” Omar remarked casually, gesturing toward the Xuelong.

The man grunted, not looking up. “Aye, not something you see around here often.”

Anya chimed in, “What's it doing here? We don't usually get icebreakers in Sisimiut.”

The man straightened, wiping his hands on a rag. “Heard from a couple of guys down at the repair dock that it's having trouble. Stabilisation system, or something like that. Waiting on parts to come in from further south, I think.”

Omar raised an eyebrow, exchanging a quick glance with Anya. “Any idea how long it'll be in dock?”

The man shrugged. “Could be a few days. Can't go anywhere without those stabilizers, especially not in waters like these. They've been making runs back and forth, ferrying supplies out to it, but nothing major yet.”

Anya smiled, offering him a cigarette as thanks.

He took it with a nod, stuffing it into his jacket pocket for later. “If you're into ships, it's worth keeping an eye on. But that thing… it's not here for the long haul. They'll be fixing it as fast as they can, I'd reckon.”

The news was exactly what they'd hoped for. Omar and Anya moved away, blending back into the crowd, minds racing with implications.

“That's our window,” Omar said under his breath. “If the Xuelong's stuck here for a few days, we have time to figure out next steps.”

Anya shifted her weight, keeping her voice low as she watched the massive ship offshore. “We need to get back to the team. This is good. Very good.”

The failure in the Xuelong-3’s stabilisation system meant that despite its power and size, the ship wasn't going anywhere fast. It was vulnerable.

Back at the hotel, they developed their first plan. They'd noticed repair crews making regular trips to the Xuelong-3, and Omar had managed to secure temporary credentials as part of a communications repair team. It should have been simple—blend in with maintenance crews, board with their equipment, find their way to lower decks.

But EarthWise's security was tighter than anticipated.

As Omar and Anya approached the inspection point at the dock, a guard was carefully checking not just IDs, but cross-referencing every worker against the day's maintenance schedule. Ahead of them, they watched a legitimate repair worker get turned away—his crew's slot had been rescheduled due to arrival of priority parts for the stabilisation system.

“Something's off,” Omar observed, noting unusual thoroughness. “This isn't standard procedure for a research vessel.”

They were three people away from the checkpoint when Anya spotted the handheld scanner. The guard was running some kind of verification check on each ID badge. Her fingers tightened around their forged credentials—good enough to fool visual inspection, but they wouldn't hold up to electronic scanning.

“Abort,” she whispered, casually turning away from the line. “They're running deep checks.”

They retreated, trying to look natural as they walked back toward the main port area. Behind them, they could hear the guard questioning someone else's credentials.

“They're paranoid,” Omar said once they were safely away. “That level of security screening? On a supposedly civilian research vessel?”

“Makes you wonder what they're hiding,” Dave added. He'd been watching from a distance, ready to create a distraction if needed. “But it also means we need a new plan. One that bypasses their security completely.”

Returning to the hotel, they reassessed options. Regular maintenance crews were too heavily screened. Even repair teams were being thoroughly vetted. They needed a different angle—something EarthWise wouldn't expect.

It was during dinner at the hotel's restaurant that inspiration struck. Anya watched kitchen staff loading supplies onto a truck, preparing for delivery to various ships in the harbour.

“Food,” she said suddenly, interrupting Omar's discussion of potential entry points. “Everyone needs to eat, even paranoid research teams.”

Dave caught on immediately. “Supply deliveries. They can't screen every potato and flour sack.”

Omar stopped pacing, his mind working through logistics. “They'll be focused on checking people, not provisions. Especially with a crew that size—they must go through massive amounts of supplies.”

The new plan came together quickly. With the Xuelong-3 still undergoing repairs, there was steady stream of food supplies being ferried to the ship—ideal cover. They would hide inside a shipment of food supplies, which would be loaded onto the ship and taken down to food storage. From there, they'd slip out undetected.

“The good thing about food shipments is they won't stay on deck long,” Omar explained. “Once it's loaded, they'll move it straight to the larder. No one wants their supplies sitting out in Arctic cold.”

Anya leaned back, nodding. “That gives us better chance to stay hidden and get deeper into the ship before anyone notices anything's off.”

The next supply run was scheduled for evening, under cover of the long Arctic night. The timing couldn't have been better—most of the crew would be focused on tasks related to the ship's repairs, allowing them to slip aboard with minimal attention.

Dave glanced at Omar. “And if things go sideways?”

Omar smirked. “That's why you're going in with her, Dave. If anything goes wrong, you handle it. I'll stay back and keep communication running—get you the intel you need once you're inside.”

By dusk, Omar had spoken with the boat owner, and necessary arrangements were made. The plan was set, the window identified, the method chosen.

Tomorrow, they would infiltrate the Xuelong-3.

And tomorrow, they would finally get answers about what EarthWise was really doing in the Arctic.
Aboard

The supply crate smelled like fish and engine grease—a combination that would have been unpleasant under normal circumstances but became actively hostile when experienced from inside a wooden box barely large enough for two people. Dave shifted slightly, his shoulder pressed against Anya's back, their bodies arranged in the most space-efficient configuration possible. It wasn't comfortable. It wasn't meant to be.

The smell got worse.

“Next time,” Anya whispered, her voice barely audible even to Dave's enhanced hearing, “I'm taking the decoy mission.”

Dave said nothing.

“Seriously, Dave,” she hissed after a moment, her tone carrying barely suppressed disgust. “In an enclosed space?”

“Next time, we're finding a bigger crate,” Dave offered quietly, still not acknowledging anything.

Anya's silence spoke volumes.

The crate sat among dozens of others in the loading area—boxes of preserved food, cooking supplies, bulk ingredients for feeding a crew of sixty-plus people operating an icebreaker in Arctic waters. Omar had coordinated the details with the supply company, ensuring their particular crate would be loaded last, positioned where it could be opened from the inside once they reached the ship's storage areas.

Ventilation came through carefully drilled holes disguised as knots in the wood grain, providing just enough airflow to prevent suffocation. Dave's enhanced physiology meant he could manage with less oxygen than normal, but Anya needed proper breathing space. The holes also gave him limited visual access—narrow sightlines showing fragments of the dock, workers moving supplies, the distant silhouette of the Xuelong-3 sitting offshore like a steel fortress.

Through the gaps, Dave watched workers load crates onto the transport boat with practised efficiency. Forklifts rumbled past, their diesel exhaust cutting through the salt-and-fish smell. Voices called instructions in Danish and broken English, coordinating the operation. The sounds were muffled by the wooden walls, but his enhanced hearing picked up enough to track progress.

“Movement,” he whispered as their crate shifted suddenly. The forklift's prongs had slid beneath them, lifting with a mechanical whir. The sensation was disorienting—being moved while unable to see properly, unable to brace against anything. Anya tensed against him, her breathing controlled but rapid.

The crate tilted as they were loaded onto the transport boat, and Dave felt gravity shift uncomfortably. His inner ear compensated automatically, but the wrongness of the angle made his muscles want to adjust, to move, to do something. He forced himself to remain still. Any significant movement would make the crate's weight distribution feel wrong to the workers, potentially drawing unwanted attention.

More crates were loaded around them—the heavy thuds and scrapes of wood on metal, the workers’ voices directing placement. Then engines rumbled to life, vibrations transmitting through the boat's hull into their crate. They were moving.

The journey across the water took approximately fifteen minutes by Dave's internal count. The boat rocked with the swells, each wave sending subtle motion through their confined space. Anya's breathing remained steady, her Russian training evident in how she managed the discomfort. Dave found himself grateful for his enhanced equilibrium—the enclosed darkness combined with constant motion would have made most people violently seasick.

Through the ventilation holes, he caught glimpses of grey sky, dark water, the massive hull of the Xuelong-3 growing larger as they approached. The ship was even more imposing from water level—a wall of reinforced steel rising several stories above the surface, the bow designed to crush through Arctic ice sheets.

The boat bumped against the ship's loading platform with a dull thud that resonated through their crate. Voices called out in Mandarin now, the language shift marking their transition into the Xuelong's operational sphere. Dave's Mandarin was limited to basic phrases, but the tone was clear—efficient coordination, routine supply transfer.

Their crate shifted again as it was hooked to the ship's crane system. The sensation of being lifted was immediate and stomach-dropping. Dave felt the floor fall away beneath them, replaced by nothing but thin air and the crane cable's mechanical tension. They rose smoothly, the crane operator clearly experienced. Through the gaps, Dave saw the transport boat recede below, the dark Arctic water, then the ship's hull passing as they ascended toward the main deck.

The crane swung them inboard with practised precision. Dave caught flashes of the deck—crew members moving about their duties, equipment secured against the elements, the massive superstructure rising toward the bridge. Then they were lowered into the cargo transfer area, a covered section where supplies could be moved into the ship's interior without exposure to Arctic weather.

More voices in Mandarin, the clatter of hooks being released, the scrape of their crate being shifted onto a cargo dolly. They were moving again, this time through the ship itself. Dave tracked their progress by sound and sensation—the change from open deck to enclosed corridor, the hum of ventilation systems, the distant throb of engines deeper in the vessel.

The journey into the ship's interior took several minutes. Dave heard other crew members passing, conversations in Mandarin about maintenance schedules and meal times, the everyday business of running a vessel this size. Their crate was one among dozens being distributed throughout the ship, routine supply delivery attracting no special attention.

Finally, they stopped. The dolly's movement ceased, and Dave heard footsteps retreating. Voices grew distant. The ambient noise shifted to just the ship's background systems—ventilation, engines, the subtle creaks of a vessel at anchor.

“Clear,” Anya whispered after a long minute of silence.

Dave felt carefully for the interior latches Omar had arranged. The crate's construction allowed for emergency exit from inside—a safety feature that served their purposes perfectly. The latches released with quiet clicks, and he pushed the lid up slowly, his enhanced hearing monitoring for any approaching footsteps.

They were in a storage area lined with industrial shelving, crates stacked efficiently to maximise space. Emergency lighting provided dim illumination, and the air carried the neutral smell of bulk food storage—flour, rice, preserved goods. No one was visible.

Dave climbed out carefully, his muscles protesting the cramped confinement. Anya followed, stretching with visible relief once free of the box. They'd both worn dark clothing suitable for crew members—nothing that would immediately stand out as wrong if seen from a distance.

“Larder,” Anya said quietly, scanning the space. “Just like Omar predicted.”

The storage area connected to larger ship systems—Dave could see corridors branching off, presumably leading to galley operations and crew quarters. The Xuelong-3’s interior was utilitarian but well-maintained, all industrial paint and metal surfaces designed for function over comfort.

They moved carefully into the corridor beyond, adopting the purposeful walk of people who belonged. Dave's enhanced hearing tracked movements through the ship—footsteps on metal decking above, voices from distant compartments, the constant mechanical symphony of a vessel this complex. Each sound painted a picture of the ship's layout, where people were, where they might be heading.

The corridor led past crew quarters—doors marked with Chinese characters Dave couldn't read but could infer from context. Some were open, showing small cabins with bunks and personal storage. Others remained closed, privacy maintained in the close quarters of ship life.

They passed a galley where kitchen staff were preparing the evening meal, steam rising from industrial cooking equipment. The smell of cooking meat and rice drifted into the corridor, and Dave's stomach reminded him they'd skipped lunch in preparation for this operation. They kept moving, not making eye contact, just two more crew members with somewhere to be.

The ship's layout followed logical patterns—living quarters near the centre for stability, operational areas distributed based on function. Dave's analytical mind automatically mapped the space as they moved, building a mental model of the vessel's structure. Storage and crew support amidships, technical systems toward the stern, research facilities likely forward where specialised equipment could be installed.

They climbed a stairwell to the next deck, the metal stairs ringing softly under their boots. The corridors here were wider, better lit, suggesting they'd moved into more critical operational areas. Warning signs in Mandarin marked equipment spaces and restricted zones.

A crew member rounded the corner ahead, and Dave felt Anya tense beside him. But the man barely glanced at them, nodding briefly as he passed before continuing on his way. The disguise was working—they looked like they belonged, and on a ship this size with crew rotating through different shifts, unfamiliar faces weren't immediately suspicious.

They found the research section by following the logical layout—specialised facilities would be positioned where they could access both the deck above for equipment deployment and power systems below for the energy-intensive instruments. The corridor opened into a wider space with observation windows looking into laboratory areas.

The first lab they passed held oceanographic equipment—sensors, water sampling systems, analysis stations for measuring temperature and salinity. Legitimate research infrastructure that matched the Xuelong's public mission as a polar research vessel. But Dave noted the security—card readers on doors, cameras positioned to cover access points. More than you'd expect for pure civilian science.

The second lab made him stop.

Through the observation window, he could see underwater drone systems—not the simple ROVs used for routine surveys, but sophisticated autonomous vehicles designed for deep-sea operations. Multiple units sat in maintenance cradles, their casings opened to reveal complex electronics. Technicians worked with focused precision, running diagnostics and replacing components.

“Those aren't standard research drones,” Anya whispered, her intelligence background immediately recognising military-grade equipment. “Those are deep-submersible AUVs. Thousands of metres depth rating, advanced sensor suites.”

Dave studied the visible specifications on nearby monitors. Depth ratings of 6,000 metres. Sonar systems capable of seabed mapping at extreme precision. Sampling equipment designed for extracting material from the ocean floor. This was serious hardware, the kind usually reserved for oil industry exploration or military operations.

Beyond the drone lab, another window revealed a larger research space. Banks of computers processed data streams displayed across multiple screens—seismic information, bathymetric maps, complex geological models. And there, working at one of the analysis stations, was a woman Dave recognised from the briefing photos Cecilia had provided.

Dr. Viktorija Liska.

She sat hunched over a laptop, eyes fixed on what appeared to be seismic modelling software. Her dark hair was pulled back in a practical ponytail, and she wore civilian clothes rather than any kind of uniform—jeans, a comfortable sweater, the casual outfit of a scientist focused on work rather than appearance. Her posture spoke of exhaustion and stress, shoulders tight, one hand occasionally rubbing her neck as if trying to relieve tension.

Dave watched her work, his enhanced vision picking out details through the window. The laptop screen showed three-dimensional terrain maps of the seabed, with layers of data overlaid—probable methane hydrate deposits marked in red, seismic fault lines traced in yellow, areas of calculated instability highlighted in orange. She was modelling catastrophic release scenarios, running simulations of what would happen if specific deposits were destabilised.

“That's her,” Anya confirmed quietly, checking her phone where Cecilia had sent reference photos. “Dr. Liska. Seismic specialist, recruited by EarthWise six months ago.”

As they watched, Liska paused her work, staring at the screen with an expression Dave had seen before—the look of someone realising they'd made a terrible mistake. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, then resumed typing, but her movements carried resignation. Someone going through the motions because they'd already committed and couldn't see a way out.

“She knows,” Dave said quietly. “She knows what this is doing, and she's figured out she helped cause it.”

A door opened further down the corridor, and voices approached. Dave and Anya moved smoothly, continuing their purposeful walk away from the research section. They couldn't afford to be caught lingering near sensitive areas.

They descended back toward crew quarters, seeking a space where they could regroup and plan their next move. They'd confirmed Liska's presence aboard. They'd seen the drone systems and the research suggesting deep-sea resource extraction. But they still didn't know the full scope of EarthWise's operation or what the endgame was.

The ship's corridors carried the constant background noise of a vessel at anchor—ventilation systems cycling air, generators maintaining power, the subtle flexing of the hull responding to wave action. Dave had spent enough time in various military facilities to recognise the sounds of a well-maintained operation, everything running smoothly because people knew what they were doing.

They found an empty maintenance closet—a small space filled with cleaning supplies and spare parts for corridor fixtures. Not comfortable, but private enough for a quick discussion.

“We need access to their data systems,” Anya said, keeping her voice barely above a whisper. “Liska's modelling software, the drone deployment records, whatever they're using to coordinate this operation.”

Dave nodded. “Can you bypass their security remotely, or do we need physical access?”

“Physical would be better,” she admitted. “These systems are likely air-gapped for security. But getting into that lab means dealing with card readers, cameras, probably active security patrols.”

Through the closet's door, they heard footsteps passing—multiple crew members, talking in Mandarin about shift changes. Dave waited until they'd passed before responding.

“Omar should be getting regular updates from us,” he said, checking his phone. No signal, as expected—the ship's hull blocked standard cellular, and they couldn't risk using the ship's own communications. “We're overdue for check-in.”

“We need to get back to the larder area,” Anya said. “That was our planned extraction point—we can signal from there using the dead drop Omar arranged.”

They waited another minute, then slipped back into the corridor, resuming their cover as crew members moving through the ship. The return journey took them past the galley again, now bustling with dinner service. Crew members lined up for food, the atmosphere casual and relaxed. An ordinary evening on a research vessel, if you ignored the military-grade security and the scientists modelling underwater catastrophes.

Back in the larder storage area, Anya accessed her phone, connecting to a small wireless relay Omar had hidden in one of the earlier supply deliveries. The relay would transmit their status in a brief encrypted burst—too quick for shipboard security to trace, but enough to let the team know they were alive and gathering intelligence.

Message sent, they had a decision to make. They could attempt to access the research labs directly, potentially gathering hard evidence of EarthWise's activities. Or they could extract now with the intelligence they'd already gathered—confirmation of Liska's presence, visual evidence of the drone systems, general layout of the ship's operations.

“What do you think?” Dave asked, trusting Anya's experience with these kinds of decisions.

She was quiet for a moment, weighing options with the same analytical precision she brought to fieldwork. “We push,” she finally said. “We're already aboard, already inside their security perimeter. Getting back here would be nearly impossible. We need to maximise this window.”

Dave felt the familiar tension that came before committing to a high-risk action. But she was right. They'd come this far, taken these risks. Leaving without actionable intelligence meant wasting the opportunity.

“Liska,” he said, the idea forming as he spoke. “She's clearly having doubts about this operation. What if we could talk to her? Get her to provide the information we need?”

Anya's eyes widened slightly. “Recruit her? That's bold.”

“She's not here voluntarily any more,” Dave said, thinking through what he'd observed. “That expression, the way she was working—that's someone trapped by circumstances. If we offer her a way out…”

“It could work,” Anya admitted. “But approaching her is high risk. If she refuses, if she alerts security, we're compromised immediately.”

They stood in the dim storage area, surrounded by supplies meant to sustain the Xuelong's crew through Arctic operations, weighing a decision that could either break the investigation wide open or end with them in EarthWise custody.

Finally, Anya nodded. “We do it. But carefully. Watch her patterns first, find a moment when she's alone, minimise the chance of witnesses.”

They made their way back toward the research section, moving with practised caution. The corridor outside the labs was busier now—shift change bringing personnel through the areas, scientists finishing work or beginning evening shifts. They found a maintenance alcove with a partial view of the lab where Liska worked and settled in to observe.

She remained at her workstation, occasionally getting up to check printouts or consult with another scientist—a younger man who seemed focused on bathymetric data. Their interactions were professional but minimal, colleagues working parallel rather than collaboratively.

An hour passed. Dave's enhanced hearing tracked movement throughout the surrounding section, building a pattern of when corridors were busy and when they cleared. Anya monitored camera positions, timing the gaps in coverage where they'd be less visible.

Finally, Liska stood, stretching tired muscles, and headed toward what appeared to be a small breakroom adjacent to the main lab. The other scientist remained at his station, focused on his screens. The corridor was temporarily empty.

“Now,” Anya whispered.

They moved quickly but quietly, crossing the corridor to the breakroom. Dave entered first, his presence blocking the doorway. Liska looked up from the coffee maker, surprise flashing across her face.

“Dr. Liska,” Dave said quietly, his voice calm but serious. “We need to talk about what EarthWise is really doing up here.”

Her expression shifted rapidly—surprise to fear to something that might have been relief. She didn't scream. Didn't immediately try to flee. Instead, she looked at them with eyes that held too much guilt and exhaustion.

“Who are you?” she finally asked, her accent placing her as Eastern European, possibly Czech or Slovak.

“People trying to stop this operation before it kills more people,” Anya said, stepping into the room and closing the door behind them. “The rogue wave that hit Nuuk—that was caused by the destabilisation your seismic models predicted, wasn't it?”

Liska's face went pale. “You know about that?”

“We were there,” Dave said. “Saw the damage firsthand. People died, Dr. Liska. And from what we've seen of your modelling, Nuuk was just the beginning if this continues.”

She sat down heavily, the coffee forgotten. “I didn't—I thought this was legitimate research. By the time I understood what they were actually doing…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

“We can help you,” Anya said, her voice carrying surprising gentleness. “But we need evidence. Documentation of what EarthWise is doing, where they're operating, what the endgame is. Can you provide that?”

Liska looked between them, weighing the offer against whatever fears kept her compliant. Dave could see the internal struggle playing out—the desire to do the right thing warring against self-preservation and fear of consequences.

“If I help you,” she finally said, “EarthWise will know it was me. They'll—” She stopped, unable or unwilling to voice what would happen.

“If you help us, we can get you off this ship,” Dave said. “Protection, new identity if necessary, whatever it takes. But we need to move fast.”

The decision played across her face. Then, slowly, she nodded.

“There's a data archive,” she said quietly. “Comprehensive records of the methane extraction operation, seismic surveys, financial documentation linking EarthWise to Chinese state entities. It's all there, but it's on an air-gapped system in the main research lab.”

“Can you access it?” Anya asked.

“Yes, but not without raising suspicion if I'm seen copying data at this hour.” Liska paused, thinking. “Unless… there's a scheduled data backup tomorrow morning. I could substitute a drive during the backup process, make it look like routine archiving.”

“Tomorrow might be too late,” Dave said. “We need this now.”

“Then you'll need to create a distraction,” Liska said, some of her scientific precision returning as she worked through the problem. “Something that pulls security attention away from the research section long enough for me to access the archive and copy what you need.”

Dave and Anya exchanged glances. A distraction aboard an icebreaker at anchor in Arctic waters, something significant enough to occupy security but not so dangerous it risked the ship or crew.

“We can manage that,” Anya said. “How long do you need?”

“Twenty minutes, maybe thirty to be safe. The archive is large.”

“Thirty minutes,” Dave confirmed. “When security is pulled away, you access that data. We'll meet back here to collect it and get you off this ship.”

Liska nodded, still looking uncertain but committed. “What kind of distraction are you planning?”

“Better if you don't know,” Anya said gently. “Plausible deniability. Just be ready when it happens.”

They left her in the breakroom, returning to the corridor with their timeline compressed and stakes elevated. They had to create a distraction significant enough to occupy ship security, get Liska the time she needed to access classified data, then extract both her and the evidence before EarthWise realised what had happened.

Dave's mind was already working through options as they moved through the ship, heading for areas where they could cause controlled chaos. This was about to get very interesting.

And very dangerous.
A Matter of Survival

The boardroom of EarthWise's Frankfurt headquarters occupied the entire top floor of the Westend Tower, floor-to-ceiling windows offering a panoramic view that stretched from the Main River to the financial district's steel-and-glass skyline. On clear days, the view was spectacular—a demonstration of corporate power rendered in architecture and altitude. Today, grey autumn clouds pressed against the windows like a physical presence, reducing visibility to maybe a kilometre and casting everything in muted tones that matched the mood inside.

Marcus Zhang stood at the head of the polished mahogany table, his reflection ghosted in its mirror finish. Sixty-three years old, Chinese-American, two decades as CEO of a company that had grown from a regional energy supplier into a multinational corporation with operations on four continents. His suit was bespoke Savile Row, his tie understated silk, his expression carrying the particular weariness of someone who'd spent too many years fighting battles that never quite ended.

Twelve people occupied the leather chairs arranged around the table, each armed with tablets displaying identical data—profit projections, market analyses, competitive assessments, environmental impact reports buried in appendices that most of them wouldn't read. The air carried the subtle smell of expensive coffee from the machine in the corner, mingling with the faint leather scent of the chairs and something that might have been anxiety rendered chemical through stress hormones.

Marcus activated the wall display with a gesture, graphs appearing in high resolution across the seamless screen. Declining profit margins rendered in red. Market share losses to Russian and Norwegian competitors shown in comparative bars that told a story of slow strangulation. Stock price trends that had analysts questioning EarthWise's long-term viability.

“The numbers don't lie,” Marcus said, his voice carrying the controlled modulation of someone who'd delivered thousands of presentations. “Our traditional extraction methods can't compete with state-backed operations. Not any more. Gazprom operates with Kremlin support. Equinor has the Norwegian government as majority shareholder. We're fighting a war with one hand tied behind our backs, and the market doesn't care about fairness.”

He paused, letting that sink in. Several board members shifted uncomfortably. The leather chairs creaked softly.

“Either we adapt,” Marcus continued, “or we become another cautionary tale in next year's business school case studies. Remember Yukos? Powerful energy company, crushed by competitors who had government backing. That's our trajectory if we don't change course.”

Sarah Winters, head of Research and Development, sat forward. Forty-two, MIT PhD in marine engineering, fifteen years with EarthWise climbing from lab technician to division head through a combination of brilliance and ruthless departmental politics. She swiped through documents on her tablet with practised efficiency, data reflecting in her wire-rimmed glasses.

“The submarine extraction system works,” she said, her tone carrying scientific confidence that bordered on arrogance. “Yes, there's localised seabed instability, but the methane capture rate is unprecedented. We're achieving yields that conventional drilling can't match, with a fraction of the surface infrastructure. Once we refine the process, optimise the drone deployment patterns—”

“Localised instability?” James Morrison cut in, his face flushed with barely contained frustration. Chief Risk Officer, fifty-seven, former insurance executive who'd spent his entire career quantifying danger and watching people ignore his warnings. His tablet showed different data—liability projections, legal exposure analyses, worst-case scenarios rendered in probability matrices. “We've triggered two underwater landslides in the past month. Two. The rogue waves hit Nuuk and Sisimiut, caused millions in damage, killed people. If anyone connects those incidents to our operations—”

“Which they won't,” Elizabeth Hayes interjected smoothly. Legal Affairs, forty-nine, Harvard Law followed by twenty years navigating the grey spaces between legality and profit. She adjusted her glasses with one perfectly manicured hand, the gesture somehow making her interruption seem reasonable rather than rude. “We've contained the situation. The research vessel cover story is holding. The Xuelong-3’s official designation as a Chinese polar research platform provides perfect cover. And our contacts in certain regulatory bodies continue to be… cooperative.”

She paused, choosing her next words carefully. “Though I should note that maintaining their cooperation is becoming increasingly expensive. The deputy director at AMAP has been hinting that his retirement fund could use supplementing. And someone at the IMO has started asking uncomfortable questions about seismic activity in Baffin Bay.”

Marcus leaned back in his leather chair, the mechanism responding with silent hydraulics that probably cost more than most people's monthly salary. He steepled his fingers, a gesture he'd unconsciously adopted from a mentor decades ago. “The cost of secrecy is still cheaper than the alternative. The Chinese partnership alone is worth the risk—their technology, our extraction methodology, combined expertise that no competitor can match. It's the only way to compete in this market.”

The room fell silent for a moment, broken only by the ambient hum of climate control and the distant sound of Frankfurt traffic twenty floors below. Through the windows, clouds shifted, allowing brief shafts of pale sunlight to illuminate parts of the financial district before grey returned.

Dr. Phillips cleared his throat. Environmental Assessment director, sixty-one, career scientist who'd joined EarthWise fifteen years ago believing he could influence corporate behaviour from within. He looked uncomfortable, shifting papers that everyone else had already reviewed digitally—a generational tell that marked him as someone who'd come of age before tablets replaced physical documents.

“And the environmental impact?” His voice carried the particular strain of someone asking a question they already knew would be dismissed. “The methane releases we're causing… the potential cascade effect if we destabilise larger deposits… The models suggest—”

“The models suggest worst-case scenarios that assume we continue current operational parameters,” Sarah interrupted, her tone dismissive. “But we're improving the process. Another six months of development, and we can reduce seabed disruption by sixty percent. The drone technology is advancing faster than expected. We've already implemented autonomous pressure monitoring that can predict instability before it cascades.”

She pulled up new data on her tablet, swiping it to the wall display. Technical diagrams of underwater drones, sensor arrays, methane extraction mechanisms that looked like something from science fiction. “The Xuelong-3’s current deployment is testing the refined systems. If the data matches our projections—and early indicators suggest it will—we'll have solved the instability problem by Q2 next year.”

“Q2,” James repeated, his voice flat. “And between now and then? How many more underwater landslides? How many more rogue waves hitting coastal communities?”

“Acceptable risk,” Elizabeth said calmly, as if discussing weather patterns rather than potential casualties. “The statistical likelihood of events severe enough to draw serious investigation is minimal. Most seismic activity in the Arctic goes unmonitored. Most rogue waves are attributed to natural causes. We've run the numbers.”

Marcus turned to face the window, his reflection appearing in the glass—a ghost version of himself superimposed over Frankfurt's skyline. “Six months. That's what we need. Once we prove the system works at scale, once we refine it to minimise environmental disruption… think about the implications.”

He turned back to face the board, his expression carrying the conviction of someone who'd already committed to a course of action and was now selling it to others. “We'll have an extraction method that no one else possesses. Minimal surface presence. Nearly impossible to detect from satellite surveillance. We can operate in contested waters, disputed territories, areas where conventional drilling would trigger immediate international response.”

“While our competitors are still fighting over surface rights and visible installations,” Elizabeth added, warming to the theme. Her legal mind immediately saw the advantages. “The territorial disputes in the Arctic are about surface activity—drilling platforms, shipping lanes, fishery rights. Subsea operations? The legal framework barely exists. By the time international law catches up, we'll have established operational precedent across hundreds of extraction sites.”

Jennifer Park, Chief Financial Officer, had been studying her tablet throughout the discussion. Thirty-nine, youngest board member, quantitative analyst who saw everything through numbers and projections. She finally looked up, her expression carefully neutral.

“The Chinese partnership terms are favourable in the short term,” she said, her tone suggesting she had reservations about the long term. “They provide the icebreaker platform, helicopter support, military-grade stealth technology. We provide extraction methodology and market access. Revenue split is sixty-forty in our favour initially.”

“Initially,” James said. “What happens when they've learned our techniques? When they can operate independently?”

Jennifer's slight smile suggested she'd already considered that. “Then we negotiate new terms. But by then we'll have established market position and operational infrastructure they can't easily replicate. First-mover advantage, especially with this technology, is worth the partnership risk.”

Marcus nodded. “Exactly. The Arctic is the next great resource frontier. Everyone knows it. The only question is who will control it—and with what technology. Russian state companies have resources but outdated methods. Norwegian firms have environmental restrictions that slow them down. We have an opportunity to leapfrog everyone if we move fast.”

Dr. Phillips tried again, his voice carrying the desperation of someone watching a disaster unfold in slow motion. “But the environmental costs—we're talking about potential methane releases that could accelerate Arctic warming, destabilise frozen deposits across the entire region. If we trigger a large-scale cascade—”

“If,” Sarah cut in. “Theoretical. Our models show we're operating well below cascade thresholds. We're being careful.”

“Your models didn't predict the Nuuk wave,” James said quietly.

Silence again. The kind that acknowledged an uncomfortable truth without actually addressing it.

Marcus checked his watch—subtle Patek Philippe, the kind that cost more than most cars. “We're not just fighting for market share here. We're fighting for survival. Five years ago, EarthWise was a top-ten energy corporation. We had contracts on three continents, stock price that made shareholders happy, strategic reserves that positioned us for long-term growth.”

He paused, letting them see the numbers they all knew. “Now? We're barely holding onto top twenty. Our North Sea operations are being undercut by Russian competition. Our contracts in West Africa are under pressure from Chinese state companies offering below-market rates because they don't care about profit—they care about strategic resource access. Without this technology, without the Arctic operations, we're facing managed decline at best, hostile takeover at worst.”

The board members exchanged glances. Some showed resolve, others uncertainty, but all understood the stakes. In the energy sector, standing still meant death. Innovation wasn't just about profit—it was about survival in an industry where competitors had government backing, unlimited capital, and no qualms about playing dirty.

Sarah cleared her throat. “The next phase of testing is ready. We've improved the drone guidance systems, enhanced their ability to manage unexpected subsea conditions. The Xuelong-3 is in position. We've recruited additional seismic specialists to refine the predictive models. We just need to maintain operational security a little longer.”

“The Carlisle situation is resolved?” Marcus asked, his tone carefully neutral.

Elizabeth nodded once. “Resolved. The investigation concluded it was a robbery gone wrong. No one is asking further questions.”

No one asked what “resolved” meant. Some things were better left unspoken in boardroom discussions where minutes might someday be subpoenaed.

Marcus surveyed the faces around the table. Twelve people who'd risen to the top of their fields through combination of talent, ambition, and willingness to make compromises that kept them awake at night. Twelve people who understood that in corporate warfare, victory went to whoever was willing to push furthest while maintaining plausible deniability.

“Let's vote,” he said finally. “All in favour of proceeding with Phase Two of the Arctic extraction programme?”

Hands rose around the table. Not all at once—Sarah's immediately, Elizabeth's a second later, Jennifer's after a moment of calculation. James Morrison's hand stayed down longest, his face showing the internal struggle of someone choosing between principles and practical reality. But in the end, even his hand rose.

The vote was unanimous.

“Make the calls,” Marcus instructed, his voice carrying the finality of decision made and committed to. “Authorise the next series of extractions. Increase drone deployment frequency per Sarah's recommendations. And ensure our communications team is prepared for any… unexpected media attention.”

He gathered his papers—physical documents, another generational tell that he couldn't quite abandon despite embracing technology. The gesture effectively ended the meeting. “Remember—we're not just securing EarthWise's future. We're changing the face of Arctic resource exploitation. We're proving that corporate innovation can compete with state-backed operations. History will vindicate us.”

The board members filed out, some lingering to discuss implementation details, others clearly eager to leave the room and the weight of the decision they'd just made. Sarah and Elizabeth huddled by the coffee machine, already planning next steps. James Morrison left quickly, his posture suggesting someone who'd compromised principles and needed to be alone with the consequences.

Marcus remained, standing at the window as Frankfurt's grey afternoon pressed against the glass. Below, the city buzzed with activity—millions of lives dependent on energy his industry provided, heated homes and powered computers and functioning infrastructure all requiring the resources EarthWise extracted from hostile environments.

The Arctic's reserves had to be claimed. The methane frozen beneath the seabed represented decades of energy security, strategic advantage, economic power. If EarthWise didn't extract it, someone else would. Russia, China, Norway—someone would figure out the technology eventually. Better that EarthWise be first, maintain market position, survive the corporate warfare that never quite ended.

The ethical costs were regrettable but necessary. The environmental risks were manageable with proper precautions. The human casualties—Nuuk, Sisimiut, the fishing boat captain who'd died when waves overturned his vessel—were tragic but ultimately acceptable in the larger calculus of corporate survival.

Marcus told himself these things, had been telling himself these things for months as the Arctic operation escalated. Some days he even believed them.

His reflection in the window stared back, older than he remembered, carrying the weight of decisions that couldn't be undone. Outside, clouds shifted again, and for a brief moment sunlight illuminated the Main River, turning it golden before grey returned.

Either way, the ice would melt. The methane would be extracted. The Arctic would be claimed. The only real choice was who would profit from the inevitable, and whether EarthWise would be among the victors or victims in the resource war that had already begun.

Marcus turned from the window, heading toward his private office. There were calls to make, implementation details to finalise, plausible deniability to maintain. The machinery of corporate decision had been set in motion. Whatever happened next would unfold according to its own logic, driven by market forces and technological capability and human ambition.

He'd learned long ago that you couldn't stop such forces. You could only ride them and hope you didn't get thrown off before reaching whatever destination awaited.

The boardroom stood empty now, autumn light fading as afternoon turned toward evening. The polished table reflected nothing, waiting for the next meeting, the next decision, the next compromise made in the name of survival.
Liska

The ship's fire suppression system was elegantly simple in its vulnerability. Dave had spotted it during their initial reconnaissance—industrial-grade sensors positioned throughout the vessel, designed to detect smoke and heat, triggering automated responses that would immediately alert security and potentially activate suppression systems in critical areas.

All it needed was the right trigger in the right location.

“Engineering spaces,” Dave explained quietly as they moved through a maintenance corridor away from the research section. “Fire alarm there pulls maximum security response. Everyone drops what they're doing to respond—it's drilled into crews on vessels like this. Can't risk fire spreading in enclosed spaces.”

Anya nodded, her tactical mind already working through the implications. “How long until they determine it's false?”

“Five minutes, maybe ten if we're lucky,” Dave said. “Depends on how thorough their response protocols are. But it should be enough for Liska to access that archive and copy what she needs.”

They'd left Dr. Liska in the breakroom with instructions to wait fifteen minutes, then make her way to the main research lab. The timing had to be precise—too early and security would still be at their posts, too late and the distraction window would close.

The engineering section occupied the ship's lower decks, a maze of machinery and systems that kept the Xuelong-3 operational in Arctic conditions. Dave's enhanced hearing picked up the constant symphony of mechanical operation—pumps cycling coolant, generators maintaining power, ventilation systems moving air through kilometres of ductwork. The smell was industrial—oil, metal, ozone from electrical equipment, the faint acrid tang of chemicals used in various shipboard systems.

They found what they needed in a maintenance closet adjacent to one of the auxiliary engine rooms—cleaning supplies, including several containers of industrial degreaser. The liquid was flammable, though not explosively so. Perfect for creating smoke without actual danger.

“This'll work,” Anya said, examining the containers. “Spray it near a heat source, let it vaporise, smoke detector does the rest.”

Dave located a suitable spot—a ventilation grill positioned above a steam pipe that ran hot water through the ship's heating system. The pipe radiated enough heat to vaporise the degreaser without igniting it, creating thick smoke that would be immediately detected by the overhead sensors.

He climbed onto a maintenance platform, positioning himself near the grill while Anya kept watch. His enhanced strength made quick work of the grill's fasteners, and within seconds he had access to the ventilation system itself.

“Ready?” he asked quietly.

Anya checked her phone's timer. “Liska should be in position in three minutes. Go.”

Dave sprayed the degreaser directly onto the hot pipe, the liquid immediately beginning to vaporise with a sharp chemical smell. Smoke billowed—not thick enough to be dangerous, but more than sufficient to trigger the sensors. He sprayed more, ensuring a steady output, then replaced the grill and climbed down.

They had perhaps thirty seconds before alarms would sound.

“Move,” Anya said, already heading for the exit.

They made it to the corridor junction before the alarm shrieked to life—a piercing wail that cut through every other sound aboard the ship. Emergency lighting kicked in, bathing corridors in amber. Dave's enhanced hearing picked up immediate response—running footsteps from multiple directions, shouted orders in Mandarin, the crackle of radio communications as crew members coordinated.

Through the ship's PA system, a calm but urgent voice announced fire protocol in both Mandarin and English. “Fire alert, engineering section delta. All personnel respond per emergency procedures. This is not a drill.”

Perfect chaos.

Dave and Anya moved with purposeful calm back toward the research section, taking a different route that avoided the areas where they'd expect security concentration. They passed crew members hurrying toward emergency stations, nobody giving them a second glance in the organised confusion.



Dr. Viktorija Liska's hands shook as she inserted the flash drive into the research terminal. The fire alarm shrieked through the ship's corridors, and she could hear crew members responding to emergency protocols—exactly as Dave had predicted. She had perhaps five minutes, maybe less, before someone questioned why a geoscientist was accessing EarthWise's operational archives during a fire alert.

She navigated through directory structures she knew by heart. Three weeks aboard this vessel had taught her exactly where everything was stored—seismic surveys, drone deployment logs, extraction schedules, financial records that proved coordination between EarthWise and Chinese state entities. All the evidence needed to expose what they were doing in these waters.

Evidence she'd helped create.

Her cursor hovered over the archive folder. This was it. The moment where she stopped being complicit and started seeking redemption. Or perhaps there was no redemption for what she'd done—just the cold satisfaction of destroying the operation she'd enabled.

Two million euros, she thought bitterly. This is what two million euros bought.

She'd sold her integrity for financial security. Lied to everyone she loved. Enabled an environmental catastrophe that could trigger underwater landslides, destabilise the Arctic seabed, release methane deposits that had been locked away for millennia. All of it justified by the comfort of knowing Emilija's future was secure, that she herself would retire wealthy while everyone believed she'd died fighting cancer.

The progress bar appeared—copying files, gigabytes of data flowing onto the flash drive. Each percentage point felt like a small act of atonement. Not forgiveness—she didn't deserve that—but at least acknowledgement of the choice she'd made and the consequences she was willing to face.

When Dave and Anya had approached her three days ago, explaining who they were and what they suspected, she'd felt something crack inside her chest. Relief, maybe. Or just the recognition that someone was finally going to stop what EarthWise was doing, with or without her help.

She'd chosen to help. Not because it made her a good person—nothing could change the deal she'd made with the devil—but because some prices, once understood, became unbearable to keep paying.

The progress bar crawled toward completion. Outside, through the observation window, she could see Dave and Anya positioning themselves as lookouts. They trusted her. Two strangers risking their lives based on the word of a woman who'd proven she could lie to anyone, including her own daughter, for the right price.

She didn't deserve their trust. But she'd earn it anyway, or die trying.



The research section corridor was nearly empty when Dave and Anya arrived—only one technician visible, focused on securing his workstation per emergency protocols. Through the observation window, Dave could see Liska at one of the main computer stations, a flash drive already inserted, her fingers moving rapidly across the keyboard despite the visible tremor in her hands.

They couldn't enter—too suspicious if anyone noticed. Instead, they took up positions where they could monitor both Liska and the corridor approaches, appearing to anyone who might see them as workers ensuring research equipment was secured during the emergency.

Dave watched Liska work through the window. Her face was pale but focused, eyes fixed on the screen as progress bars indicated file transfers. The archive she'd described was apparently massive—minutes passed with the transfer still ongoing, each second feeling like an eternity.

“Come on,” Anya muttered under her breath, her posture tense despite the casual stance she'd adopted.

Through his enhanced hearing, Dave tracked the fire response teams working their way through engineering. They'd located the source quickly—professional crew doing professional work. Soon they'd determine it was a false alarm, or at least that there was no actual fire. When that happened, security would start asking questions.

The progress bar on Liska's screen hit ninety percent.

Footsteps approached from the main corridor—multiple people, moving with purpose. Dave glanced toward the sound, his enhanced vision picking out two security personnel in conversation, heading directly toward the research section.

“Security incoming,” he said quietly to Anya.

Anya's jaw tightened. “She needs more time.”

Ninety-five percent.

The security personnel were fifty metres away, their conversation audible to Dave's enhanced hearing—they were discussing the fire alarm, questioning whether it might have been triggered intentionally, wondering if they should check sensitive areas for intrusion.

Ninety-eight percent.

Dave made a decision. “Distraction number two.”

He stepped away from the wall, moving into the corridor with apparent confusion on his face, speaking loudly in English. “Excuse me, where should I go? The alarm, I don't know the protocols—”

The security personnel stopped, momentarily redirecting their attention to this confused crew member who clearly didn't know emergency procedures.

One hundred percent.

Through the window, Dave saw Liska eject the flash drive, pocket it, and begin closing out the programs she'd accessed. She moved with practised calm, ensuring nothing looked out of place, just another scientist securing her workstation during an emergency.

The security guard was speaking to Dave in accented English, explaining emergency procedures, when Liska emerged from the research lab. She gave no sign of recognising Dave or Anya, simply moving past them toward crew quarters as if following evacuation protocols.

“Ah, thank you,” Dave said to the guard, nodding gratefully before heading in a different direction. The guard and his partner continued into the research section to verify equipment security, their suspicions apparently satisfied by the confused English speaker who'd been lost during the emergency.

Dave and Anya converged on Liska's position five minutes later, in a maintenance closet they'd identified earlier as a temporary meeting point. The small space barely accommodated three people, but it provided privacy and wasn't on any standard patrol routes.

“I got it,” Liska said immediately, producing the flash drive with trembling hands. “Everything. Seismic surveys, drone deployment logs, extraction schedules, financial records linking EarthWise to Chinese state entities. It's all here.”

The weight of the small device felt absurd—a few grams of plastic and silicon that contained proof of everything she'd enabled. Her predictive models showing optimal extraction zones. Her stability assessments that let them mine without triggering catastrophic seabed collapse. Her expertise, sold for two million euros, now condensed into evidence that would destroy the operation she'd made possible.

Anya took the drive carefully, as if it were made of fragile crystal rather than plastic and silicon. “This is enough?”

“More than enough,” Liska confirmed, her voice steadier than she felt. “The methane extraction operation, the locations they've been working, projected yields, risk assessments they've been ignoring—everything you need to prove what EarthWise has been doing.”

Everything I helped them do, she didn't add. That truth lived in her chest like a stone.

Dave felt a surge of relief, tempered immediately by the reality that they were still aboard a moving vessel in the middle of the Arctic with no obvious extraction plan. Getting the data was step one. Getting off the ship with it was going to be significantly more complicated.

“Now what?” Liska asked, her voice carrying the edge of someone who'd just committed to a course of action with irreversible consequences. Whatever happened next—arrest, exposure, consequences she couldn't yet imagine—she'd earned it. The deal she'd made with EarthWise had seemed so simple in Vilnius: six months of work, two million euros, everyone believes she died in treatment, retire quietly to wealth and comfort.

She'd never imagined standing in a maintenance closet aboard an icebreaker, helping expose the very operation she'd been paid to enable. Never imagined that the price of her choice would become unbearable three weeks into the deployment, watching the systematic environmental destruction her models made possible.

If this ended badly—if they were caught, if she faced consequences—she wouldn't protest. Some debts could only be paid one way.

Before either Dave or Anya could answer, the ship's engines changed pitch. The subtle vibration that had been constant since they'd boarded shifted, becoming more purposeful, more directed. Through the hull, Dave could feel the change in the vessel's relationship with the water—they were no longer just sitting at anchor.

“We're moving,” he said.

Anya's eyes widened slightly. “The repairs must be complete. They're leaving port.”

The three of them stood in the cramped maintenance closet, the flash drive containing evidence of EarthWise's Arctic operations secure in Anya's pocket, while the Xuelong-3 began manoeuvring away from Sisimiut and back out into open water.

“We need to signal Omar,” Anya said. “Let the team know we have the data and that the ship is mobile.”

Dave nodded, his mind already working through the complications. Signalling from within the ship's hull would be nearly impossible—the steel structure blocked most radio frequencies. They'd need to get to an exterior deck, somewhere they could transmit without being noticed.

“The aft deck,” Liska said quietly. “Smoking area for crew. Usually empty except during designated break times. There's minimal camera coverage there.”

She knew the ship's layout intimately now—every blind spot, every patrol route, every vulnerability in the security systems. Knowledge she'd accumulated while pretending to be a loyal EarthWise employee, all the while running seismic models that enabled their illegal extraction operation. The irony wasn't lost on her: the same expertise they'd paid for was now being used to destroy them.

They made their way through the ship's corridors, moving with the practised casualness of people who belonged. The fire alarm had been silenced, emergency protocols stood down, and the ship was returning to normal operations. Crew members they passed showed no unusual interest—just another shift change, another day aboard the icebreaker.

The aft deck was exactly as Liska had described—a small open area protected from the worst Arctic wind by the superstructure, marked with the universal no-smoking signs that paradoxically indicated this was the designated smoking area. Empty now, with the ship preparing to depart.

Dave stepped to the railing, looking out over the dark Arctic waters. Sisimiut was visible in the distance, its colourful buildings growing smaller as the Xuelong-3 pulled away. The town's lights reflected on the water, warm points of civilisation against the vast cold wilderness.

Liska joined him at the railing, gripping the cold metal as she stared at the receding shore. Somewhere beyond that horizon was Vilnius, where Emilija believed her mother was undergoing experimental cancer treatment. Somewhere in those dark waters below were the extraction sites—methane deposits being systematically mined using coordinates and stability assessments she'd provided.

The Arctic wind cut through her parka, and she welcomed the cold. It felt appropriate somehow—standing here on a vessel she'd helped outfit with the scientific justification for environmental destruction, watching the last connection to civilisation disappear, knowing that whatever came next, she'd earned every consequence.

Two million euros, she thought again. The number that had seemed so significant in her cramped office in Vilnius now felt obscene. What was financial security worth when measured against complicity in ecological catastrophe? When measured against the lies told to everyone she loved?

She'd made her choice. Now she'd live with it, or die with it. Either way, the debt would be paid.

Anya pulled out the encrypted phone Omar had provided, configuring it to send a compressed burst transmission—too quick for shipboard security to trace, but enough to transmit their status to the team waiting in Sisimiut.

MESSAGE: PACKAGE SECURED. VESSEL MOBILE. EXTRACTION REQUIRED.

She hit send, and the phone transmitted in a brief pulse of radio energy. Somewhere in Sisimiut, Omar would receive it and begin coordinating their exit strategy. What that would look like from a moving icebreaker in the middle of Arctic waters, Dave couldn't guess.

“How do we get off this ship?” Liska asked, voicing the question they were all thinking. Not that her own escape particularly mattered—she'd already accepted that whatever happened aboard this vessel, she'd brought it on herself. But Dave and Anya didn't deserve consequences for her choices. They were trying to stop what she'd enabled.

If it came down to it, if someone had to be left behind or take the fall, she knew who it should be.

Anya pocketed the phone, her expression thoughtful. “Carefully. Very carefully.”

The deck vibrated beneath them as the Xuelong-3’s massive engines pushed the vessel through dark water, heading back toward its operational area in Baffin Bay. Behind them, Sisimiut continued to recede, the last connection to shore disappearing into Arctic night.

Liska watched the lights fade, thinking about all the choices that had led to this moment. The bitterness about academic poverty that made two million euros seem worth any price. The lies told to Emilija, to Elena, to everyone who'd cared about her. The three weeks aboard this vessel watching environmental catastrophe unfold while telling herself it wasn't her responsibility, that she was just providing scientific analysis, that what EarthWise did with her models wasn't her fault.

All of it had been self-deception. She'd known exactly what she was enabling. Known and chosen the money anyway.

But at least now—standing on a freezing deck with two operatives who might be her only chance at redemption—she was making a different choice. Not for forgiveness. Not even for absolution. Just to stop being the person who'd sold her integrity for comfort and called it necessity.

The data was secured. The evidence existed. Whatever happened next, EarthWise's Arctic operation would be exposed, and the environmental destruction she'd enabled would stop.

If that cost her everything—her freedom, her life, the comfortable retirement she'd purchased with lies—so be it. Some prices were simply overdue.

Dave gripped the railing, feeling the ship's power through his enhanced senses. They'd accomplished their primary objective—secured evidence of EarthWise's illegal methane extraction operation. But they'd done it while boarding a vessel that was now actively leaving port, taking them farther from safety with every passing minute.

His enhanced hearing picked up sounds throughout the ship—crew members at their stations, machinery operating at full capacity, the distant voices from the bridge coordinating their departure from Sisimiut's waters. Everything sounded routine, professional, exactly as it should.

Which meant they had time before anyone realised what had happened. Time to plan their extraction. Time to figure out how to get off this ship alive with evidence that could bring down one of the most sophisticated corporate operations in the Arctic.

“We should get below,” Anya said. “Standing out here draws attention.”

They filed back into the ship's interior, leaving the cold Arctic air and the receding shoreline behind. Liska led them through maintenance corridors toward crew quarters, where they could potentially find a space to regroup and plan their next move.

As they walked, Dave's mind worked through scenarios. They had the data. They had a witness in Dr. Liska who could testify to EarthWise's activities. They had confirmation of the operation's scope and the danger it posed. What they didn't have was an exit strategy from a Chinese icebreaker now actively operating in international waters.

The ship's PA system crackled to life, announcements in Mandarin that Dave couldn't fully understand but that Liska translated quietly as routine operational updates—course settings, estimated arrival at their next survey location, standard crew notifications.

They were just another shift aboard the Xuelong-3, heading back to work in Arctic waters. Except three people aboard weren't crew members, and they carried evidence that could expose the entire operation.

Dave felt the familiar tension that came before the truly difficult part of any mission. Getting in was often easier than getting out. They'd proven that rule held true even aboard a state-of-the-art Chinese icebreaker.

Now they just had to survive long enough to deliver what they'd found.

Walking beside them through the maintenance corridors, Liska felt strangely calm. The trembling in her hands had stopped. The weight in her chest remained, but it no longer felt crushing—just present, a permanent reminder of choices made and prices paid.

She'd betrayed EarthWise. When they discovered what she'd done—and they would, eventually—there would be consequences. Legal, professional, maybe worse. The comfortable retirement she'd purchased with two million euros and a mountain of lies would evaporate. Emilija would learn the truth about her mother's “treatment,” about the deception, about everything.

All of it was inevitable now. Liska had made her choice aboard this ship the moment she'd agreed to help Dave and Anya. Not the choice to take EarthWise's money—that had been made months ago in a Vilnius office, motivated by bitterness and greed. But the choice to stop being complicit, to burn down what she'd helped build, to face whatever consequences that decision demanded.

She couldn't undo the deal she'd made with the devil. But she could at least make sure the devil didn't get to keep what he'd paid for.

The ship pushed deeper into Arctic darkness, and somewhere in that cold night, answers waited. Along with danger that was only beginning to reveal itself.

And Dr. Viktorija Liska, who'd sold her integrity for two million euros, walked toward that danger with the calm acceptance of someone who knew exactly what she deserved.
Davis Strait

The mess hall occupied a large space amidship, designed to feed a crew of sixty-plus people operating in shifts around the clock. The air carried competing smells—reheated stew with an institutional blandness, industrial-strength coffee that smelled burnt even when fresh, the faint metallic tang of steam tables that had seen years of constant use. Overhead fluorescent lighting cast everything in harsh white, reflecting off steel surfaces and worn linoleum floors that showed the traffic patterns of countless meals.

Anya stood just inside the entrance, Liska at her side. She kept her posture casual, but her eyes tracked every crew member in the space, cataloguing faces, noting security personnel, mapping exits. Old habits from Russian intelligence work, automatic threat assessment that she couldn't turn off even when trying to blend in.

Dave arrived a minute later, his expression controlled but his eyes widening fractionally at seeing Liska and Anya together. The surprise was there—brief, quickly masked—but Anya caught it. She gave him a slight nod, the minimal communication they'd perfected over three years of field operations. Trust me. This is handled.

Dave's shoulders relaxed incrementally, accepting without question. If Anya vouched for Liska, that was enough.

The mess hall was perhaps a quarter full, scattered crew members hunched over their meals or gathered in small groups that spoke in the low tones of people too tired for animated conversation. Most wore the standard-issue navy parkas or had them draped over chair backs, their faces showing the particular fatigue that came from Arctic operations—pale skin from limited sunlight, the subtle drawn quality around eyes that spent too much time squinting against glare and cold.

“Let's get something,” Anya said quietly, gesturing toward the serving area. “Can't just stand here.”

They moved to the beverage station positioned along the back wall—industrial coffee urns that promised quantity over quality, tea bags in varieties that all tasted vaguely the same, hot water dispensers that hissed steam. The kind of setup designed for efficiency and durability rather than enjoyment.

Anya poured herself coffee, the liquid dark and thick enough to be concerning. Dave followed suit, grimacing slightly at the smell but accepting that caffeine was caffeine. Liska selected tea, her hands trembling slightly as she dunked the bag, the small motion betraying her nervousness despite her outward composure.

They found a table in the far corner, tucked away from the main traffic flow but not so isolated as to draw attention. The benches were cold metal, uncomfortable by design—not a place meant for lingering, just functional eating and brief respite from duties.

Dave took a sip of his coffee and immediately regretted it. “Jesus, that's awful,” he muttered, but took another sip anyway. The bitter heat served a purpose even if enjoyment wasn't part of the equation.

Anya leaned forward slightly, keeping her voice low enough that ambient mess hall noise would mask their conversation from anyone more than a few feet away. “We need to figure out where the methane is going. It's not being stored aboard—nothing in the ship's configuration suggests methane processing or containment capability.”

Dave nodded, processing the logistics. “So if they're extracting it but not storing it here, they're transferring it somewhere else. Another vessel? Some kind of offshore storage?”

Liska wrapped both hands around her tea mug, as if the warmth could steady her. “I've only worked with the seismic models and calibration data. My access was limited deliberately—compartmentalised so I could do my job without seeing the full operational picture. But you're right, there has to be a transfer mechanism. Extraction without storage means they're moving it regularly.”

“Frequency matters,” Anya said, her analytical mind working through possibilities. “If transfers happen often, that means regular vessel traffic. If infrequent, they're storing it somewhere and doing large-volume pickups. Either way, there should be records—schedules, coordinates, communication logs.”

Dave scratched his jaw, thinking. “The drone systems Liska mentioned—could those be handling transfer operations? Underwater equipment managing the hand-off?”

“Possibly,” Liska said. “The drones are sophisticated enough for complex tasks. And operating underwater would make the whole process nearly invisible to satellite surveillance or surface observation.”

The weight of what they were uncovering settled over the table. This wasn't just illegal extraction—it was a comprehensive system designed for stealth, operating beneath detection thresholds that would normally flag such activities.

“I need access to their operational systems,” Anya said. “Liska's workstation gave me entry to seismic data, but the extraction schedules and transfer logistics will be on more secured networks. I'll need to dig deeper.”

“Can you do that without tripping alarms?” Dave asked.

Anya's slight smile carried confidence built on years of experience breaking into systems that were supposedly secure. “I've got into worse. Just need time and a terminal that isn't actively monitored.”

Dave glanced around the mess hall again, his enhanced vision picking out details—security camera positions, crew members who might be security personnel in civilian clothes, the subtle body language of people who were alert versus those just going through routines.

“I need better cover,” he said quietly. “Right now I stand out. Everyone aboard has their standard clothing, their place in the ship's routine. I'm just some guy wandering around without clear purpose.” He paused. “I need one of those parkas. The navy ones with the hi-vis patches.”

Anya raised an eyebrow. “You planning to ask nicely?”

“I'm planning to acquire one from somewhere people leave them unattended.” Dave's expression showed he'd already been thinking through this. “Mess hall's too exposed—too many people around. But there are other places crew members might hang up jackets…”

“Toilets,” Liska said quietly, understanding where his logic led. “The big parkas don't fit well in the cramped stalls. People hang them on hooks outside while they're occupied.”

“Exactly.” Dave took another drink of terrible coffee. “I wait for the right moment, borrow a jacket, suddenly I'm just another crew member moving through the ship.”

It was pragmatic if ethically questionable, but they were well past worrying about minor theft when dealing with an operation that had already killed people and threatened to kill more.

“While you're getting your disguise,” Anya said, “I'll start working on system access. Liska, can you show me where I might find an unmonitored terminal? Somewhere I can work without drawing immediate attention?”

Liska nodded slowly. “There are auxiliary workstations in some of the research corridors. Not always staffed, especially during shift changes. I can guide you there and provide cover if anyone questions what you're doing.”

The plan was taking shape—rough, improvised, but better than wandering aimlessly through a ship where they were increasingly exposed with each passing hour.

They finished their drinks in silence, each running through their next moves. The mess hall continued its low hum of activity around them, crew members oblivious to the infiltrators planning their next steps from a corner table.

Finally, Dave stood. “Let's move. The longer we sit here, the more we risk someone questioning why they don't recognise us.”

They dispersed separately—Dave heading toward crew facilities, Anya and Liska toward the research sections. Just three more people moving through the Xuelong-3’s corridors, unremarkable among dozens of others going about their duties as the icebreaker pushed deeper into Davis Strait.

Dave found the crew facilities after several wrong turns through corridors that all looked distressingly similar—industrial paint, harsh lighting, the constant vibration of engines transmitted through metal walls and floors. His enhanced hearing helped navigate by sound, tracking the flow of water through pipes and voices echoing from different sections.

The toilet area was exactly as utilitarian as expected. No frills, just stark functionality rendered in steel and tile. The smell hit him immediately—heavy bleach attempting to mask the inevitable odours of constant use, cleaning products sharp enough to sting the senses. The floor gleamed wetly, probably mopped recently but perpetually damp from boots tracking in moisture from the Arctic cold.

LED lights hummed overhead, their harsh illumination reflecting off scratched mirrors above industrial sinks. A row of urinals lined one wall, their white porcelain showing age and hard use. Opposite them, metal stall dividers created a line of cramped toilet cubicles, each barely wide enough for an average person to turn around.

Coat hooks were mounted near the entrance—currently empty.

Dave moved into one of the stalls, the metal door clanging shut with a solid clunk that echoed in the tile-and-steel space. The lock slid home with a metallic scrape. He sat on the closed toilet lid, the plastic cold even through his clothing, and settled in to wait.

The air was cool and musty, cleaning product smell mixing with less pleasant odours. Through the thin metal walls, he could hear the ship's constant background symphony—engines thrumming, ventilation systems cycling air, occasional clangs from distant machinery. Water dripped somewhere, a rhythmic percussion that marked time passing.

Fifteen minutes elapsed. Dave's heard footsteps in the corridor outside several times, but none entered. Crew members passing by, heading elsewhere, their voices fading into the ship's ambient noise.

Then the door squeaked open. Boots scuffed on wet floor. The distinctive rustle of a heavy parka being removed, followed by the click of fabric on metal hook.

Dave waited, listening. The man grunted, moving into the adjacent stall. Door closing, lock engaging. The sound of someone settling in for a moment's privacy.

Dave stood quietly, easing his own stall door open with careful pressure to minimise noise. His eyes immediately found the navy parka hanging on the hook just outside the occupied stall—hi-vis patches visible, exactly what he needed.

He lifted it carefully, the fabric rustling softly. Heavy, well-insulated, designed for Arctic conditions. He tried it on, shrugging into the arms—

And immediately felt the fabric pull tight across his shoulders. The sleeves barely reached his wrists. The hem sat awkwardly high, exposing his midsection.

Damn it.

Dave stared at the parka in his hands with quiet frustration. Of all the crew members aboard, he'd managed to find the shortest guy on the ship. The jacket was useless—too obviously ill-fitting to provide any kind of cover.

He returned the parka to its hook, positioning it exactly as he'd found it, and slipped back into his stall. The lock clicked home again. He resumed his patient vigil against the cold metal wall, waiting for another opportunity.

Five more minutes passed before the door opened again. Heavier footsteps this time, the clomping boots of someone substantially larger. The grunt of effort as a parka was removed—this one sounding bulkier, heavier.

Dave peeked through the crack in his stall door. The jacket hanging on the hook looked much more promising—bigger, longer, clearly sized for a larger frame.

He heard the adjacent stall door close and lock. The creak of someone settling onto the toilet seat.

Dave moved quickly but quietly, stepping out and lifting the new parka from its hook. He slipped it on—perfect. The sleeves reached his wrists properly. The fit across his shoulders was snug but functional. The hem fell to an appropriate length. The hi-vis patches stood out clearly against the navy fabric.

He zipped it up, feeling the immediate satisfaction of finally looking the part. One more anonymous crew member among dozens.

With a quick glance to ensure he hadn't been noticed, Dave slipped out of the toilet area, pulling the hood up slightly as he made his way deeper into the ship. Time to find that moon pool and see what EarthWise was really doing down there.

The moon pool occupied a large space in the ship's lower decks, accessible through corridors that grew progressively more industrial—less crew comfort, more raw machinery and functional equipment. The air changed as Dave descended, growing cooler and carrying the particular smell of seawater and machine oil.

When he reached the moon pool area, he was surprised to find it completely deserted. Made sense—the ship was en route, no deployment operations scheduled until they reached whatever operational area EarthWise was targeting. The empty space gave him perfect opportunity to observe without drawing attention.

The room was expansive, maybe thirty metres across and fifteen deep, with polished steel floors that reflected overhead industrial lighting. The ceiling soared high—necessary for the crane equipment and lift mechanisms visible along one wall. Everything had the clean, efficient look of serious engineering designed for harsh conditions.

In the centre of the floor sat the moon pool itself—a large circular opening in the ship's hull, currently sealed by a retractable platform. The cover fit tightly to the pool's rim, solid steel that showed no gaps or leaks. When operational, that platform would slide back, allowing direct access to the water below for deploying drones and other equipment.

Around the edges of the room, sleek autonomous drones rested in maintenance cradles. Dave moved closer, studying them with genuine interest. These weren't the boxy, clunky ROVs he'd seen in documentaries—these were state-of-the-art machines, streamlined and clearly built for serious work.

Each drone was roughly the size of a large motorcycle, painted matte black with smooth curves designed to minimise drag through water. The hydrodynamic shape spoke to serious engineering, every surface optimised for efficiency. High-resolution cameras were mounted on articulated housing near the nose, flanked by what looked like sonar arrays and other sensors he couldn't immediately identify. Mechanical arms folded against the body, sophisticated manipulators capable of delicate work at extreme depths.

The cradles holding them had umbilical connections—power, data transfer, maintenance diagnostics. Each drone sat like a dormant predator, waiting for activation and deployment into Arctic waters.

Dave counted eight drones total, each in its own dedicated cradle with its own service connections. The scale suggested sustained operations, multiple units cycling through deployment and maintenance to keep continuous coverage.

To the side of the moon pool was the control room—a glass-walled space overlooking the entire area. Dave could see through the windows into what was clearly the operational nerve centre. Banks of monitors lined the walls above sleek black desks, ergonomic chairs positioned for long shifts, wall-mounted displays currently dark but ready to show diagnostic information and mission data.

Tools were organised on nearby workbenches—specialised equipment for drone maintenance and calibration, everything methodically arranged by someone who took professional pride in their workspace.

Dave approached the metal stairs leading up to the control room, but stopped at the bottom. The door at the top had a card reader mounted beside it—electronic access control, same as the other secure areas on the ship. Without a valid crew ID, he wasn't getting in.

But the glass walls gave him a clear view inside. He moved to a better angle, studying the layout through the transparent barrier.

The control room was compact but sophisticated. Two workstations faced the large window overlooking the moon pool, providing operators clear visual access to deployment operations. The desks were built-in units, industrial design with no wasted space.

Each station had dual flat monitors, currently dark, mounted above keyboards and trackball mice integrated into the desk surface. The keyboards were rugged—industrial-grade peripherals designed for harsh environments and heavy use. The trackballs eliminated need for mouse pads or delicate optical sensors that might fail in Arctic conditions.

Even from outside, Dave could see the key slots embedded in the corner of each desk—small, recessed, metallic. Physical key switches, not just software locks. Without the proper keys, the entire system would be locked down.

No visible PC towers, no obvious hardware. Everything must be integrated into the desks themselves or connected to servers elsewhere in the ship.

Dave memorised the layout—the position of the workstations, the key switch locations, the general arrangement of the equipment. This was a serious operation, secured by both electronic access control and physical key locks. Multiple layers of security that would all need to be bypassed.

He took one final look through the glass—clean lines, minimal clutter, professional setup designed for precision work. Then he made his way back through the moon pool area, retracing his path through the ship's corridors.

Time to find Anya and see how her system access was progressing.

Anya worked with focused intensity, her fingers moving across her tablet screen with practised efficiency. She'd found an auxiliary workstation in a research corridor, exactly as Liska had suggested—currently unmanned during the shift change window that created gaps in personnel coverage.

Physically connecting her tablet to the ship's network had been step one. The security was robust but not designed to defend against someone already inside the perimeter. She gained access to mundane systems first—shipboard management, supplies ordering, crew schedules. Nothing immediately useful, but it established her presence on the network in ways that looked routine.

The real challenge came when she attempted to breach more heavily firewalled systems. Normally she'd use her tablet as a front-end, driving more powerful attacks from remote servers or secure systems back at base. Today the tablet had to do all the heavy lifting itself.

She started by exploring Dr. Liska's analytical systems—the access Liska had legitimately, analysing seismic data and running geological models. But Liska's role was deliberately compartmentalised. She manipulated and analysed information fed to her, but once her work was done, the data was submitted to deeper, more secure systems.

It was this data pathway that Anya decided to follow.

She crafted careful data packets, disguised as routine communications, designed to bait responses from the core systems. That response revealed what she'd hoped for—a familiar vulnerability in the internal data transfer protocols. An outdated encryption standard that she'd exploited before in other contexts.

Her eyes lit up. She knew this hole, had the tools to slip through it.

With precision built on years of experience, she worked the exploit, gaining access incrementally, each small victory opening doors to deeper systems. The process took time—fifteen minutes of careful probing, twenty minutes of careful extraction, building her access without triggering alarms.

And then she was in.

What filled her screen made her pause, breath catching slightly.

Detailed 3D maps of the undersea surface, rendered in high resolution with layers of data overlaid—bathymetric measurements, seismic profiles, methane hydrate deposit locations marked in red. The scale was staggering. This wasn't exploratory work. This was active, comprehensive extraction operations across a vast area of the Arctic seabed.

Anya dug deeper, pulling up schematics and operational plans. The drones weren't just collecting data—they were controlling sophisticated underwater machinery that extracted methane hydrates from deep beneath the ocean floor. But the methane wasn't coming to the surface. Instead, the drones were directing it to massive undersea storage vessels.

Her fingers moved rapidly, following the operational workflow. What happened when the underwater storage filled? The answer appeared in deployment schedules and coordination protocols.

Undersea liquid natural gas tankers. Specialised submarines designed for stealth cargo operations, slipping beneath Arctic ice to connect with the storage vessels. The drones assisted with the coupling operations, managing the transfer of methane from storage to the tanker's holds. Then the submarines disappeared back into dark waters, impossible to track without knowing exactly where to look.

The elegance of it was chilling. No surface activity to monitor. No obvious shipping traffic. No easy way to trace what was happening unless you already knew the entire system existed.

Anya sat back, her mind racing through implications. EarthWise wasn't just exploring or conducting pilot programs. This was a full-scale, illegal extraction operation running right under the noses of international oversight. And with the methane stored and transported via submarines, there was no easy way to detect or stop it.

She had found the proof. Now she just needed to get it out.

The tablet's storage was limited—screenshots and small data files wouldn't capture the full scope of what she was seeing. She needed comprehensive records: the complete 3D maps, operational logs, deployment schedules, financial documentation linking everything together.

Her mind worked through the ship's infrastructure. Systems this large wouldn't rely on single servers—they'd have redundancy. RAID arrays with hot-spare drives standing by to take over if primary drives failed.

If she could hijack those hot spares, convince the system to treat them as active storage while she copied data…

Anya dove back into the system, navigating through network structure and storage architecture. She identified five RAID systems distributed across the servers, each with hot-spare drives ready for emergency deployment.

With careful precision, she began mounting the hot spares as a temporary network array, making the system think it was running routine maintenance tasks. A ruse that would allow her to copy data without raising immediate alarms.

She distributed worker tasks among the servers, ensuring the copy process would run in background while the system continued handling regular operations. Slow and steady, but comprehensive.

Satisfied the process was underway, Anya carefully logged out, making sure no obvious traces of her activity remained. She pocketed her tablet and quietly left the auxiliary workstation, feeling the weight of what she'd discovered.

They had the evidence. Now they just needed to survive long enough to deliver it.

Dave was heading back through the corridors when he encountered Anya emerging from the research section. They made brief eye contact, the minimal communication that meant later, somewhere private.

They made their way separately toward the mess hall, arriving within minutes of each other. Dave got fresh coffee—still terrible, but at least hot—and found their previous corner table again. Anya joined him a moment later, tea in hand.

“Moon pool's impressive,” Dave said quietly. “Eight drones, sophisticated control systems, the whole setup designed for serious underwater operations. But the controls are locked down—physical keys required to power up the workstations. And the control room door has electronic access control. I couldn't get in, but I could see everything through the glass windows.”

“I found their operational data,” Anya said, keeping her voice low. “The methane extraction is real. They're using the drones to control underwater machinery, storing the methane in subsea vessels, then transferring it to specialised LNG submarines that come and go beneath the ice. Completely invisible to normal surveillance.”

Dave let that sink in. “So we're looking at a full-scale illegal operation that's nearly impossible to detect. How big?”

“Huge. The maps show extraction sites across hundreds of square kilometres. This isn't a pilot programme—this is production-level activity that's probably been running for months.”

“Jesus.” Dave took a drink of coffee, grimacing at the taste but needing something to do with his hands. “That's—”

He stopped mid-sentence, picking up approaching footsteps with a particular cadence and purpose. His eyes tracked to the mess hall entrance just as a crew member stormed in, face flushed with anger, immediately zeroing in on the coat hooks along the wall.

The man grabbed the navy parka Dave was wearing—or rather, a parka identical to it—and checked the pockets aggressively, muttering in what sounded like Norwegian or Danish. When he found nothing missing, he yanked it off the hook and stormed back out, still grumbling.

Dave and Anya exchanged glances.

“That's going to be a problem,” Anya said quietly.

“Yeah.” Dave looked down at the parka he was wearing. “I'm guessing mine's about to have an owner looking for it too.”

As if on cue, another crew member entered, moving with the same purpose toward the hooks, scanning them with clear agitation.

“Time to go,” Dave said, standing. They moved quickly toward a different exit, trying to put distance between themselves and the increasingly angry crew members discovering their missing jackets.

They made it two corridors away before Dave heard more shouting behind them—definitely someone who'd just realised their parka was missing and was not happy about it.

“We need to regroup,” Anya said. “Liska's quarters. Now.”

They navigated back through the ship, Dave keeping the hood up and trying to look purposeful while Anya maintained her careful pace. Behind them, the sounds of confusion and anger echoed—crew members discovering thefts, security probably being alerted, the quiet infiltration suddenly becoming more complicated.

They reached Liska's cabin and slipped inside, closing the door behind them. Liska looked up from her desk, immediately reading their expressions.

“What happened?”

“I got made,” Dave said, pulling off the stolen parka. “Owner's looking for this, and they're not happy. My cover just went from questionable to completely blown.”

Anya moved to the small window, checking the corridor outside. “We need a new plan. We've got the intel on what they're doing, but we're stuck on a moving ship in the middle of Davis Strait with security probably now looking for whoever's been stealing clothes.”

Liska stood, her scientific mind shifting into problem-solving mode despite the stress. “What did you find? What's the full picture?”

Anya laid it out—the underwater extraction, the storage vessels, the LNG submarines, the comprehensive scale of EarthWise's illegal operations. Liska listened with growing horror, realising just how deep the deception ran.

“We need to stop this,” Liska said quietly when Anya finished. “Not just expose it—actually stop the operation before they can continue.”

“Agreed,” Dave said. “But first we need to not get caught. And then we need a plan that works from inside a ship we can't easily leave.”

The three of them stood in Liska's cramped quarters, the Xuelong-3 pushing through Davis Strait's dark waters, and began considering options that ranged from difficult to nearly impossible.

But impossible had never stopped them before.
48 Hours

Liska's quarters were cramped even by shipboard standards—a cabin designed for one person who spent most of their time elsewhere. A narrow bed against one wall, a small desk with built-in shelving above it, a single chair that had seen better days. The personal touches were minimal: a few photos thumb tacked to the wall, scientific journals stacked on the desk, a coffee mug with a university logo. The space of someone who'd expected this to be temporary assignment before everything went sideways.

Dave slumped into the chair, his frame making it look child-sized. Anya perched on the edge of the bed, tablet balanced on her knees. Liska stood near the door, occasionally glancing through the small window into the corridor outside, nervous energy making her unable to settle.

“We need to think this through carefully,” Anya said, her fingers swiping through the data she'd extracted. “We can't just wing it. One mistake and we're compromised, arrested, or worse.”

“Define worse,” Dave said, though his tone suggested he could imagine several scenarios.

“Disappearing into Arctic waters with no record we were ever aboard,” Anya said flatly. “EarthWise has already killed Carlisle to protect this operation. Two more people wouldn't even register as a difficult decision.”

Liska flinched at that but didn't argue. She'd already accepted that her former employer had crossed lines she'd been desperately trying not to see.

Dave leaned back, the chair creaking under his weight. “So we need evidence that can't be disappeared with us. Something that gets out even if we don't.”

“Already working on it,” Anya confirmed. “The data copy is running in background on their servers. Complete operational records, financial documentation, deployment schedules—everything we'd need to prove what EarthWise is doing. But…” She paused, checking something on her tablet. “The transfer's going to take time. These are massive files.”

“How much time?”

Anya did quick calculations, her expression growing more serious. “Based on current transfer rates and the volume of data… roughly forty-eight hours until the copy completes.”

The number hung in the air. Two days. Two days stuck aboard a ship where Dave's disguise was blown, where security might already be looking for infiltrators, where every hour increased the risk of discovery.

“Forty-eight hours,” Dave repeated. “Okay. We can work with forty-eight hours. We just need to stay hidden and—”

“Wait,” Liska interrupted, her face going pale. She moved to her desk, pulling up her own tablet and navigating through files with practised familiarity. “Forty-eight hours from now… that's when the LNG submarine is scheduled to arrive.”

Anya and Dave both straightened.

“The submarine?” Anya asked. “You're sure?”

Liska nodded, showing them her screen. Deployment schedules, coordinate data, timing windows for the methane transfer operation. “The Xuelong couldn't afford to stay in port long because they had to be in position for this. The submarine will arrive in exactly forty-eight hours to collect the methane from the underwater storage. The drones will facilitate the connection and transfer.”

Dave stood, pacing the small space in three steps before turning. “So in two days, we'll have all the evidence we need, and both vessels—the Xuelong and the submarine—will be in the same location conducting an illegal operation.”

“That's our window,” Anya said, her tactical mind immediately recognising the opportunity. “Both ships vulnerable, both engaged in activities they can't explain away. If we can expose them during the actual transfer—”

“We'd have undeniable proof,” Liska finished. “Not just documents but caught in the act.”

The implications shifted the entire dynamic. This wasn't just about surviving long enough to copy data. This was about timing their move to catch EarthWise at their most exposed.

The door to Liska's cabin opened suddenly, making both Dave and Anya tense. Liska slipped inside quickly, closing the door behind her with more force than necessary. Her face was pale, her movements agitated.

“We have a problem,” she said without preamble.

Dave straightened in the chair. “What happened?”

Liska moved to the small desk, setting down her tablet with hands that trembled slightly. “Security has been heightened across the ship. They're checking IDs at all secure areas now—computer suites, communications systems, the research labs, engineering spaces. Anyone entering or leaving is being verified against crew manifests.”

“They're looking for someone,” Anya said quietly.

“Definitely. I overheard two security personnel talking near the mess hall. They didn't say specifically what triggered it, but the timing…” Liska looked at Dave. “It has to be about the stolen parkas. Someone reported infiltrators aboard.”

Dave cursed under his breath. “How thorough are the checks?”

“Very. I watched them turn away a technician who'd forgotten his ID badge in his quarters. Wouldn't let him pass until he retrieved it and came back. They're scanning badges electronically, cross-referencing with shift schedules.” She paused, her scientific mind processing the implications. “Even if you had a stolen ID, it wouldn't work. The system would flag you as being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Anya stood, moving to the small window to check the corridor outside. “This changes everything. Dave can't move through the ship at all now, not without being stopped and questioned. And we can't forge credentials that would pass electronic verification.”

“So I'm trapped here,” Dave said, the frustration evident in his voice despite his attempt to remain calm. “Great. We have forty-eight hours until our window opens, and I can't access any of the areas we need to reach.”

Liska sat on the edge of the bed, exhaustion and stress showing in her posture. “I can still move freely—I'm legitimate crew with proper credentials. But I can't access the moon pool control systems or do the technical work you need. My clearance is limited to the seismic analysis lab.”

The three of them sat in tense silence, the weight of the new constraint settling over their already desperate situation. They had the evidence collecting in background, they had a timeline, they had targets to disable. But Dave—the one who could actually perform the physical sabotage—was now effectively confined to a cabin barely large enough for one person.

“We need a different approach,” Anya said finally, returning to the bed and picking up her tablet. “One that doesn't require Dave to move through the ship past security checkpoints.”

“What if we don't just expose them?” Dave said, his voice carrying the particular tone that meant he was working through an idea that sounded crazy but might work. “What if we actually stop the transfer? Disable both vessels?”

Anya looked at him with cautious interest. “I'm listening.”

Dave moved to the small desk, thinking out loud. “The drones control the underwater operations, right? They facilitate the connection between storage and submarine, manage the transfer process?”

“According to the operational data, yes,” Anya confirmed.

“So what if we reprogram some of the drones? Turn them from support equipment into… attack systems. Send them after the submarine's propulsion, disable it enough to force it to surface. Once it's stuck, we sabotage the Xuelong. Both ships dead in the water, unable to complete the transfer, forced to call for help.”

Liska stared at him. “You're talking about turning autonomous scientific drones into kamikaze weapons.”

“I'm talking about using available resources to prevent an ongoing environmental catastrophe,” Dave countered. “EarthWise's extraction has already triggered underwater landslides that killed people. If we don't stop this operation, it'll continue escalating until something catastrophic happens.”

Anya was already thinking through the technical requirements. “The drones are autonomous, following pre-programmed tasks. If we could alter their programming before deployment…” She pulled up her tablet, accessing the drone control specifications she'd found in the ship's systems. “The AI framework is relatively straightforward—plain English commands converted into operational instructions. But there are core directives that can't be overridden: communicate, prioritise, persevere, preserve, adapt.”

“Those sound like safety features,” Liska said. “Preventing the drones from being used destructively.”

“Probably,” Anya agreed. “But safety features always have exploits. The ‘persevere’ and ‘adapt’ directives… if we frame the mission correctly, we might be able to use those to our advantage. We can't order them on a suicide mission directly, but we can give them a high-priority objective and let their adaptation protocols figure out how to achieve it.”

She started typing, working through the logic. “If I phrase it as: ‘Highest priority mission objective—locate and disable LNG submarine propulsion system to force surface operations…’ The drones would interpret that as their primary goal and use whatever methods available to accomplish it, including potentially sacrificing themselves if adaptation protocols determine it's the most effective approach.”

Dave watched her work, impressed despite the circumstances. “Can you write that code from here?”

“I can write it. But actually uploading it to the drones is a different problem. The mission instructions are loaded from the moon pool control room. I'd need physical access to the system there.”

“Which is locked down with physical keys,” Dave said, remembering the control room setup he'd seen through the glass. “Keys we don't have. And now with security checking IDs at all secure areas, I can't even get close to it.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the challenge apparent. They could create the attack code, but delivering it required access they couldn't easily obtain. And Dave—the one with enhanced abilities to bypass physical obstacles—was now confined by security measures designed to catch exactly what they were: infiltrators aboard the ship.

Dave stood, pacing the cramped space with visible frustration. Then he stopped, his expression shifting from frustrated to determined. “What if I don't go through the ship at all?”

Anya looked up from her tablet. “What do you mean?”

“The moon pool. It's an opening in the hull, right? Direct access to the water below.” He turned to face them. “What if I swim under the ship, come up through the moon pool from below?”

The silence that followed was profound.

“You're joking,” Liska said finally, her voice carrying disbelief that bordered on horror. “You want to swim in Arctic waters? The temperature alone would kill you in minutes. The currents, the darkness, the exposure—” She stopped, looking at Anya as if expecting her to explain why this was obviously impossible.

But Anya's expression was more complicated—concern rather than outright dismissal. “Dave, even for you, this is extreme. The water temperature is maybe two degrees Celsius. The currents under the ship are unpredictable. You'd be completely exposed, no support, no backup if something goes wrong.”

“I can handle the cold better than most people,” Dave said carefully, aware that Liska didn't know the full extent of his abilities. “And the currents… I'm a strong swimmer. I just need to get from the hull to the moon pool opening. It can't be more than a few metres.”

“A few metres in freezing water that would give you hypothermia in seconds,” Anya countered, her frustration evident. She stood, facing him directly. “Your enhanced physiology might protect you from some things, but you're not invincible. Arctic water is different from cold water. It's not just uncomfortable—it's immediately debilitating.”

Liska looked between them, catching something in the exchange. “Enhanced physiology?”

“Dave's… more resilient than average,” Anya said, not quite lying but not revealing the truth either. “But that doesn't mean he's immune to freezing to death.”

“I don't need to be immune,” Dave said. “I just need to survive long enough to get into the moon pool. We're talking minutes, maybe less. I get over the side, swim under the hull, surface in the pool, access the control room.” He turned to Anya. “You said yourself—this is our only window. We can't walk through the ship without being caught. Security's already looking for someone. But underwater? No one's watching underwater.”

Liska shook her head, still processing the absurdity. “Even if you could survive the swim—which I don't believe for a second—the moon pool is sealed. That retractable platform is closed. You'd surface and immediately hit solid steel.”

“That's the real problem,” Dave agreed, looking at Anya. “Getting to the pool I can manage. But I need a way in. The platform has to open.”

Anya sat down heavily, her analytical mind already working despite her obvious concern about the plan. “The moon pool controls are in that same locked control room. We can't open it remotely because we don't have access to those systems.”

She pulled up the system architecture on her tablet, navigating through the networks she'd already mapped. Her fingers moved rapidly, checking connections, testing access points. “The moon pool controls are completely isolated from the main ship network. Air-gapped for security. It's designed so that only physical presence in the control room with the proper keys can operate it.”

“So we're stuck,” Liska said.

“Wait.” Anya's fingers stopped moving, her eyes fixed on something on the screen. “The controls are isolated from the operational network. But ships don't work that way for safety systems. You can't have critical equipment that's completely inaccessible during emergencies.”

She started digging deeper, following different pathways through the system architecture. “Fire suppression has to reach everywhere. Hull breach protocols need to seal or open hatches regardless of whether control stations are manned. Emergency equipment deployment can't wait for someone to find the right keys…”

Her voice trailed off as she navigated through layers of safety protocols and emergency systems, looking for the connection she suspected had to exist. Dave and Liska watched in silence, understanding she was onto something but not yet sure what.

Minutes passed. Anya's expression grew more focused, occasionally muttering in Russian as she worked through the technical specifications.

“There,” she said finally, though her tone carried more triumph than satisfaction. “The emergency control system. It's a completely separate network that runs parallel to all normal operations. In the event of fire, hull breach, evacuation scenarios—it has override authority for basically everything, including hatch controls.”

She pulled up a schematic, showing them the network architecture. “See? The moon pool door is connected to the emergency system just like every other hatch on the ship. It has to be, otherwise you could have a fire in the moon pool area with no way to seal it off if the control room is compromised or the operators are incapacitated.”

“So you can access it through the emergency network?” Dave asked.

“I can do better than that. I already have access to the ship's emergency systems from my earlier breach. They're less protected than the operational networks because they're designed for rapid response, not security. I can trigger the moon pool door to open by simulating an emergency protocol.” She continued exploring the system architecture, her eyes narrowing as she followed connections. “And it's not just the moon pool platform. The control room door—the one with the card reader—is on the same emergency access system.”

Dave leaned forward. “You can unlock the control room?”

“Emergency protocols override all access controls. If there's a fire, hull breach, any critical situation, the emergency system can unlock any door to allow evacuation or emergency response.” Anya's fingers moved across the screen. “When I trigger the moon pool opening as an emergency event, the system will automatically unlock the control room door as part of the response—so emergency personnel can access the drone controls if needed.”

“So when you open the pool remotely, the door unlocks automatically?”

“Exactly. Standard emergency procedure—ensure all critical control stations are accessible during crisis situations.” She looked up at Dave, her expression still showing concern about his plan but grudging admiration for the technical solution. “When you're in position underwater, I open the moon pool platform. The emergency protocols unlock the control room door at the same time. You'll have direct access—no card reader to bypass, no forced entry.”

“How long will it stay unlocked?” Dave asked.

“As long as the emergency condition is active. Once I trigger it open, it stays open until someone manually overrides it from a secure terminal or the emergency is resolved.” She paused. “Of course, an unexpected moon pool opening will trigger alarms. The crew will notice. You'll have very limited time before someone comes to investigate, but at least you won't waste time breaking in.”

“So you can open the pool remotely when I'm in position,” Dave said.

“I can open it,” Anya confirmed. “But Dave, this is insane. You're talking about swimming under an icebreaker in Arctic waters, surfacing in a moon pool that we'll have to open remotely, then somehow getting into a locked control room and uploading code to drone systems. Any one of those things could kill you.”

“But it could work,” Dave pressed.

Liska's voice was quiet but firm. “You'll die. I don't know what kind of ‘enhanced resilience’ you're talking about, but Arctic water doesn't care. Your muscles will seize up, your breathing will become uncontrollable, you'll lose coordination. Even if you're some kind of… I don't know, specially trained operative, the human body has limits.”

Dave met her eyes. “I appreciate the concern. But I'm not exactly normal.” He paused, choosing his words carefully. “I can hold my breath longer than you'd think possible. The cold affects me, but not like it would affect you. And I'm strong enough to force my way through conditions that would stop other people.”

“How much longer?” Liska challenged. “How much stronger? Because unless you're talking about something fundamentally different from normal human capability—”

“He is,” Anya said quietly. “That's what I've been trying not to say directly. Dave's physiology is… significantly enhanced. Beyond normal human limits. I've seen him survive things that should have killed him.”

Liska stared at Dave with new eyes, reassessing everything. “Enhanced how? Genetic? Chemical? Some kind of experimental treatment?”

“It's complicated,” Dave said. “And honestly, I don't fully understand it myself. But Anya's right—I can do things normal people can't. Including survive a short swim in very cold water.”

The revelation hung in the cramped cabin. Liska processed it, her scientific mind wanting details but recognising this wasn't the time.

“Even if you can survive it,” Anya said, her voice carrying an edge, “this is still the most dangerous thing you've ever suggested. And I've watched you do a lot of dangerous things.”

“I know,” Dave said simply. “But unless you have a better idea for getting into that moon pool control room without being caught by security who's actively looking for infiltrators, this is what we've got.”

Anya wanted to argue more. Dave could see it in her expression—the instinct to find another way, to keep him from risking himself like this. But she was also ruthlessly practical. They needed access to those drones. They needed to stop this operation. And conventional approaches weren't available.

“Fine,” she said finally, though the word came out harsh. “But I'm going to spend the next hours finding every way to make this less suicidal. Timing the opening perfectly, mapping your route, monitoring conditions. If we're doing this, we're doing it as safely as possible.”

“Which still isn't very safe,” Liska said.

“No,” Anya agreed, meeting Dave's eyes. “It's not.”

Dave nodded, accepting both their concerns and the necessity of what he was proposing. “Once I'm in the moon pool and the platform is open, the control room door will be unlocked. I'll need to access the workstations. They're locked with physical keys we don't have.”

“You can hotwire them,” Anya said, her tone making it clear this was the least of her worries now. “Bypass the key locks, provide direct power to the systems. You've done similar before.”

“Exactly,” Dave confirmed. “Get the systems powered up, upload your drone code, then the drones deploy on their normal schedule. By the time anyone realises they've been reprogrammed, they'll already be going after the submarine.”

Despite the stress and the fear and the absurdity, Liska almost laughed. They were trapped aboard a Chinese icebreaker, planning to reprogram scientific drones into attack systems, and now discussing having one member of their team swim through Arctic waters to break into a secured control room. A week ago this would have seemed impossible.

Now it just seemed desperate.

“Okay,” Anya said, returning to logistics. “Let's say we can reprogram the drones and deploy them against the submarine. That's half the problem. We still need to disable the Xuelong itself. Both ships have to be stopped, or the operation continues.”

Dave's expression grew more serious. “I've been thinking about that. Originally I considered just smashing the main engines—I could probably tear through the diesel-electric motors with enough effort. But that would kill all power, including heating and life support. In Arctic waters, everyone aboard would freeze before rescue arrived.”

“So that's not an option,” Liska said firmly.

“Not if we want to avoid mass casualties,” Dave agreed. “But there's an alternative. The azimuth thrusters—those are what give the Xuelong its manoeuvrability. Electric motors separate from the main power systems. If I disable the thruster motors, the ship loses propulsion but maintains life support, heating, communications. They'd be stuck but not in immediate danger.”

Anya nodded, following his logic. “Dead in the water but alive. Forced to call for help because they can't move, can't complete their operation. And when rescue arrives, they have to explain what they're doing out here.”

“Where are the azimuth thruster motors located?” Dave asked Liska.

She pulled up ship schematics on her tablet. “The thrusters are in pods at the stern and bow. The electric motors are housed in compartments near the base of each pod, accessible through maintenance hatches. You'd need to get to those compartments without being seen.”

“Security will be heightened once the drones start their attack on the submarine,” Anya warned. “The moment the submarine is disabled, the Xuelong's crew will know something's wrong. You'll have a narrow window between the drone attack and full security lockdown.”

Dave studied the schematics, memorising the layout. “How long from drone deployment to submarine propulsion failure?”

Anya did quick calculations based on the drone capabilities and submarine specifications she'd found in the operational data. “Depends on how many drones we dedicate to the attack and how effectively they can target the propulsion. Conservative estimate: fifteen to twenty minutes from deployment to catastrophic propulsion damage.”

“That's my window,” Dave said. “Drones launch, I make my way to the thruster compartments, disable the motors before security can lock down those areas. By the time they realise the Xuelong is also compromised, it's too late to fix it quickly.”

Liska looked between them, the reality of what they were planning sinking in. “This is incredibly dangerous. If anything goes wrong—if you're caught before disabling the thrusters, if the drones fail to stop the submarine, if security realises what's happening faster than we expect—”

“We're already in danger,” Dave said quietly. “EarthWise has killed to protect this operation. They've caused environmental damage that's killed civilians. If we don't stop them now, while we have this chance, more people will die. Maybe not immediately, but eventually. This operation will continue, will escalate, until something truly catastrophic happens.”

The weight of that truth settled over them. They weren't just trying to survive or expose corporate wrongdoing. They were trying to prevent a disaster that could dwarf what had already occurred.

“Forty-eight hours,” Anya said, pulling the conversation back to practical matters. “That's how long until the submarine arrives, until the data transfer completes, until our window opens. We need to stay hidden until then, stay safe, and be ready to execute when the time comes.”

“I can keep you hidden here,” Liska said. “My quarters aren't large, but no one has reason to come in. I'll maintain my normal routine, attend my shifts, act like nothing's changed. You two stay here, conserve energy, prepare for what's coming.”

“And I'll finish programming the drone attack code,” Anya added. “Make sure the instructions are perfect so when Dave uploads them, they'll execute exactly as needed.”

Dave looked at both of them, seeing the determination despite the fear. “We're really doing this. We're going to take on a multinational corporation, disable two ships in the middle of the Arctic, and hope we live to tell about it.”

“When you put it that way, it sounds impossible,” Liska said.

“Good thing impossible is our speciality,” Anya countered.

The next hours passed in tense preparation. Anya worked on her tablet, coding the drone attack parameters with meticulous attention to detail. The commands had to be sophisticated enough to achieve the objective but phrased carefully to work within the drone AI's limitations.

She tested the code in a debugger she'd created, simulating the drone responses to different scenarios. The AI system converted her plain English commands into actionable tasks, checking them against core directives. Several iterations failed—too explicitly destructive, triggering the ‘preserve’ directive that prevented self-sacrifice. But eventually she found the right phrasing:

“Highest priority mission objective: Locate LNG submarine. Disable propulsion systems to force emergency surface operations. Maintain communication using designated encryption keys. Persevere until objective achieved. Adapt methods as necessary for success.”

The debugger processed it, checked against core directives, and returned: Successful.

The ‘persevere’ and ‘adapt’ directives would push the drones to find whatever methods worked, including potentially sacrificing themselves if that proved most effective. But the framing was about forcing the submarine to surface rather than destroying it—a mission that could be interpreted as emergency intervention rather than pure attack.

“That should work,” Anya said with satisfaction. “Once these instructions are loaded, the drones will pursue the submarine relentlessly, targeting propulsion specifically. They'll adapt their tactics based on what they encounter, but the objective remains clear.”

Dave had been studying the ship schematics, memorising routes from the moon pool to the azimuth thruster compartments. “I'll need to move fast once the drones deploy. Security will respond to the submarine attack, confusion will be high, but that window won't last long.”

“Communication is going to be critical,” Anya said. “Once you're in the moon pool uploading the drone code, I need to know when deployment happens so I can track timing. And you need to know when the submarine is disabled so you can move on the thrusters.”

They worked out a simple signal system using their phones—brief encrypted messages, minimal text, just enough to coordinate timing without extended communication that might be intercepted or noticed.

Liska came and went, maintaining her normal schedule to avoid drawing suspicion. She brought food from the mess hall when she could, carefully portioning meals that wouldn't be obviously excessive for one person. The small cabin became their temporary refuge, cramped but safe.

Time crawled. Dave found himself alternating between planning sessions and forced rest, his enhanced physiology not requiring sleep but benefiting from conservation of energy. Anya worked continuously, refining code, reviewing ship systems, looking for any advantage or vulnerability they could exploit.

Twenty-four hours passed. Then thirty-six. The tension built with each hour, knowing they were approaching the critical moment when everything would either work or fail spectacularly.

“How's the data transfer?” Dave asked during one of their planning sessions.

Anya checked her tablet. “Seventy-eight percent complete. It'll finish in time, but just barely. We need the full dataset before we make our move—otherwise we're risking everything for partial evidence.”

“And the submarine's still on schedule?”

Liska confirmed from her access to operational data. “Arrival in eleven hours. The Xuelong will begin positioning for the transfer operation eight hours from now. Drones will deploy two hours before submarine arrival to set up the connection systems.”

“So we have eight hours before the ship starts active operations, eleven hours until the submarine arrives, and somewhere in there the data transfer completes,” Dave summarised. “Tight timing.”

“Very tight,” Anya agreed. “But workable. The data should finish with about three hours to spare. That gives us time to verify we have everything before committing to the attack.”

Dave stood, stretching in the confined space. His muscles were tense from too many hours of inactivity, his body wanting movement and action instead of waiting. “I'm going to review the moon pool route one more time. Make sure I know every corridor, every turn, every potential obstacle.”

He studied the schematics again, walking through the path mentally. From Liska's quarters to the moon pool: three decks down, two corridor junctions, one section that passed near crew areas where he might encounter personnel. The route back to the thruster compartments: across the ship toward the stern, down another deck, through engineering spaces that would be actively monitored.

“The hardest part will be getting from the moon pool to the thrusters without being caught,” he said. “Once the submarine attack starts, security will be scrambling. I'll be just another crew member rushing toward a crisis. But if someone stops me, asks what I'm doing…”

“You improvise,” Anya said. “You're good at that.”

“Improvisation is just a polite word for panic with confidence,” Dave muttered, but he smiled slightly. Three years of field work had taught him that plans rarely survived first contact with reality. What mattered was being able to adapt when things went wrong—which they inevitably would.

Liska returned from her shift, looking exhausted but determined. “The crew is preparing for the transfer operation. Extra personnel being assigned to moon pool operations, engineering teams running final systems checks. The whole ship feels different—there's an energy, an anticipation. This is a major operation for them.”

“Which means attention will be focused on making it succeed,” Anya said. “That works in our favour. The more they're concentrating on the submarine transfer, the less likely they'll notice other things going wrong.”

“Unless we make too much noise,” Dave cautioned. “We need the chaos of the submarine attack to provide cover, but we can't let it escalate into full lockdown before I finish with the thrusters.”

They reviewed the plan again, looking for flaws, for anything they'd missed. The timeline was brutal: Anya would use the emergency system to open the moon pool when Dave was in position. The emergency protocols would simultaneously unlock the control room door. He'd enter the control room, bypass the workstation key locks, upload the drone attack code. The drones would deploy automatically on their scheduled timing, heading for the underwater storage and the submarine that would be approaching.

While the drones engaged the submarine, Dave would race to the thruster compartments and disable the Xuelong's propulsion. Both ships would be stuck—the submarine damaged and forced to surface, the Xuelong unable to move. EarthWise's operation would be frozen in place, forced to call for help, unable to hide what they were doing.

And if everything worked perfectly, Dave and Anya would survive long enough to deliver the evidence they'd collected.

“Forty-eight hours,” Dave said quietly as they approached the final countdown. “Seemed like forever when we started. Now it feels too soon.”

“It's always too soon when you're about to do something this crazy,” Anya said. She met his eyes, serious despite the light tone. “But we've done crazier. We'll make this work.”

Liska looked at both of them, these people who'd appeared in her life and offered her a chance to do the right thing despite the risks. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “For including me. For trying to stop this. I helped create this situation with my work. At least now I can help end it.”

“We all do what we can,” Dave said. “You're doing plenty. Hiding us, providing intelligence, risking your career and maybe your life. That's not nothing.”

The final hours ticked down. Anya completed the drone code, tested it thoroughly, packaged it for upload. Dave reviewed his routes one more time, visualizing each step, each action, preparing mentally for the chaos that was coming.

And outside Liska's small cabin, the Xuelong-3 continued through Davis Strait toward the coordinates where a submarine would arrive, where an illegal operation would reach its critical phase, where three people hiding in cramped quarters would attempt to bring the entire operation crashing down.

The data transfer ticked toward completion. The submarine drew closer. And the window they'd been waiting for began to open.

Forty-eight hours had passed.

Now came the hard part.
Cold Swim

The timing had to be perfect.

Dave stood just inside Liska's cabin door, ear pressed against the metal, his enhanced hearing tracking footsteps in the corridors beyond. Three crew members passing, heading toward the mess hall. Voices fading. Then silence except for the ship's constant mechanical symphony—engines, ventilation, the subtle creaks and groans of a vessel at sea.

“Clear,” he said quietly.

Anya checked her tablet one final time, reviewing the route they'd mapped during the past forty hours of hiding. “The aft deck area near the waste management systems. Security doesn't patrol there regularly—no sensitive equipment, just plumbing and garbage processing. The cameras have blind spots we can use.”

“How long until the next scheduled patrol?”

“Seventeen minutes based on the pattern Liska observed. But patterns can break. We need to be fast.”

Dave nodded, pulling on the stolen parka one last time—not for warmth where he was going, but to blend in during the brief walk through the ship. Underneath, he wore only a t-shirt and jeans. His boots were loosely laced, ready to kick off quickly.

Liska stood by her desk, pale but determined. “I'll monitor the security feeds I can access. If I see anyone heading your direction, I'll send a warning to Anya's tablet.”

“Thank you,” Dave said. “For everything. For hiding us, for the intelligence, for taking this risk.”

She managed a slight smile despite the stress. “Just come back alive so this wasn't for nothing.”

The corridor outside was empty when they slipped out. Dave walked with purposeful stride, not hurrying but not dawdling, just another crew member moving through the ship on some mundane errand. Anya followed a few steps behind, tablet in hand as if reviewing work orders, her posture casual despite the tension coiling in her muscles.

They passed a junction—empty. Descended a stairwell—no one. The deeper they moved into the ship's aft sections, the more industrial everything became. Polished floors gave way to non-slip plating. Climate control diminished, the air growing cooler. The sounds changed too—less crew activity, more machinery, the particular ambiance of spaces where people only came when equipment needed maintenance.

Dave's enhanced hearing picked up voices ahead—two people, conversation casual, not coming closer. He gestured for Anya to pause, pressing against the wall near a service alcove. They waited, Dave tracking the voices acoustically. Maintenance crew, discussing some issue with water filtration. Their voices faded as they moved away down a perpendicular corridor.

“Go,” Anya whispered.

They continued, reaching the aft deck access finally. The door was marked with warning signs about cold exposure and the importance of proper gear when going outside. Dave pushed through, bracing for the temperature drop.

The Arctic cold hit like a physical force. The wind carried spray from the dark water below, moisture freezing almost instantly on exposed surfaces. The aft deck was exactly as Liska had described—an industrial area dominated by waste management infrastructure and ventilation outlets. Large metal containers for refuse, processing equipment that hummed and clanked, pipes carrying various ship systems to external vents. Not glamorous, not sensitive, just necessary infrastructure tucked away where most crew never ventured.

No one was outside. Why would there be? Arctic night, brutal cold, nothing out here but machines and garbage. The area was lit by harsh industrial lights that created deep shadows between equipment. Anya had identified the camera positions—three covering this section, but their angles created gaps where clever movement could avoid detection.

They moved into one of those gaps, between two large waste containers and a ventilation housing. The metal surfaces radiated cold, frost forming in intricate patterns on every surface. Dave could see his breath, white clouds dissipating quickly in the wind.

“Last chance to tell me this is insane,” he said, starting to remove the parka.

Anya's expression showed exactly what she thought of the plan, but her voice was controlled. “It's insane. You know it's insane. But we're here, so let's make it count.” She pulled out her tablet, checking the emergency system interface. “I've got the moon pool controls ready. The moment you signal you're in position, I trigger the opening.”

Dave kicked off his boots, the cold deck like ice against his socks. Those came off next, his bare feet immediately going numb on the frozen metal. He pulled off the parka, then the jeans, standing in just t-shirt and boxers in Arctic wind that cut through fabric like it wasn't there.

His enhanced physiology started responding immediately. He felt his heart rate slow slightly, his breathing deepen, his body shifting into a survival mode that normal humans couldn't access. The cold was painful—god, it was painful—but it wouldn't kill him. Probably.

“Dave.” Anya's voice carried an edge he rarely heard from her. She held his clothes bundled against her chest, her eyes showing fear for him that she usually kept locked away. “If this doesn't work—”

“It'll work.”

“If it doesn't, I'm not leaving without trying to fish you out.”

He managed a grin despite his teeth wanting to chatter. “Then I'd better make sure it works, because you in Arctic water would actually be fatal.”

She didn't smile back. “Thirty seconds after you're in, I open the pool. You signal when you're at the control room. We do this fast, we do this clean, and you get back here before hypothermia sets in.”

“Fast and clean,” Dave agreed. “Story of my life.”

He moved to the railing, looking down at the dark water below. The Xuelong's massive hull dropped away into blackness, white spray where waves crashed against reinforced steel. Somewhere beneath that churning surface was the moon pool opening. He just had to find it. While not freezing to death.

“See you soon,” he said, and swung himself over the railing.

For a moment he hung there, hands gripping icy metal, body suspended over Arctic water, and every survival instinct he possessed screamed that this was suicide. His rational mind knew better—knew what he could survive—but rational mind and primal fear were having a serious disagreement.

He let go.

The fall seemed to last forever and no time at all. Wind rushing past, the dark water rushing up, his body automatically curling into a cannonball position because Olympic dives had never been in his skill set.

Impact.

The Arctic water hit him like being flash-frozen in liquid nitrogen. Every nerve ending screamed. His muscles seized. His chest constricted so hard he thought his ribs might crack. The cold was immediate, total, overwhelming—a physical presence that wanted to shut him down, wanted to stop his heart, wanted him to simply cease functioning.

Dave forced his eyes open despite the pain, despite the cold, despite every instinct demanding he surface and breathe and get out of this killing environment.

The shift happened.

His vision changed as it always did under extreme stress, the world losing colour but gaining impossible clarity. The darkness vanished, replaced by stark grey-scale outlines. The Xuelong's hull materialised above him—not visible in any normal sense, but present in his awareness as solid shapes against the water's fluid formlessness. He could see the massive keel, the azimuth thruster pods, the reinforcement ridges along the hull's bottom.

And there, amidships—the moon pool recess, a geometric depression in the otherwise smooth hull line.

His body wanted to seize up, wanted to stop, wanted to sink. Dave forced movement, forced his limbs to respond. Each motion was a fight against muscles that felt like frozen meat, against a cold that tried to turn him into a statue.

Swim.

He kicked, the movement sluggish and weak. Pulled with his arms, the strokes uncoordinated. Time felt wrong—either dragging eternally or racing too fast, he couldn't tell which. His enhanced perception showed the distance to the moon pool but not how long the swim would take, not how much cold his body could actually endure before it failed despite his abilities.

The water fought him. Currents from the ship's presence pushed and pulled unpredictably. The cold leeched into his core with every second. His fingers were numb, his feet useless blocks of ice. But he kept moving, kept forcing his body to function, kept swimming toward the recess that represented survival.

Closer. The moon pool's structure becoming clearer in his altered vision. He could see the strengthening ridges built into the walls, the ladder access points for crew maintenance, the sealed platform at the top that Anya would have to open or he'd drown trying to surface.

His hand touched the first ridge. The sensation was distant, his fingers too numb to feel properly, but his enhanced awareness registered contact. He grabbed, pulled, hauled himself from open water into the confines of the moon pool's recess.

Immediately the current lessened. The walls provided shelter from the worst of the water movement. But the cold remained, endless and crushing.

Climb.

Dave found handholds on the ridges, his fingers barely able to grip, his arms shaking with effort that should have been easy but felt impossible. Each pull upward was a triumph of will over a body that wanted to stop. His legs kicked weakly, trying to help, mostly just dead weight being hauled up by arms that burned despite the cold.

He could see faint light above now—real light, not the grey-scale of his altered vision. The platform must be opening. Anya keeping her timing perfect even while he struggled through water that wanted him dead.

Three metres to go. Then two. His progress was agonisingly slow, each handhold a victory, each metre of vertical distance an achievement that normal climbing would make trivial but this cold made Herculean.

One metre.

His head broke the surface and he gasped air that felt warm compared to the water but was still Arctic cold. The platform had retracted, the moon pool open, bright industrial lighting flooding the space. Dave grabbed the ladder installed on the wall, his hands barely able to close around the rungs.

Up.

One rung. Another. His body trembling violently now, the cold having penetrated so deep that even his enhanced physiology was struggling. Water streamed off him, immediately beginning to freeze on exposed skin. His feet slipped twice on the rungs, only his death-grip on the ladder keeping him from falling back into the water.

Finally—finally—his hand found the top rung. He pulled himself up over the edge, collapsing onto the cold deck plating of the moon pool floor. For a moment he just lay there, shaking uncontrollably, his body a symphony of pain and cold and protest.

Move. Can't stay here. Security will respond to the moon pool opening.

Dave forced himself to hands and knees, then to his feet. His legs barely supported him, shaking so hard he staggered. The eight drones in their maintenance cradles seemed to watch him with their dark sensor arrays as he stumbled past, leaving wet footprints that immediately began frosting over.

The control room. Had to reach the control room.

He made it to the stairs through sheer determination, climbing them more by momentum than coordination. At the top, he reached for the door handle—and it turned freely. Unlocked. Through his cold-addled thinking, he registered brief confusion. The card reader beside the door showed a green light. Anya's emergency protocols. Had to be.

He pushed through into the control room, automatic lights flickering on, flooding the space in harsh white. Two workstations faced the window overlooking the moon pool, locked with key switches, currently powered down. This was exactly what he'd seen through the glass during his reconnaissance—but now he was inside, dripping Arctic water onto the floor, shaking violently from cold.

Dave collapsed into the nearest chair, his body still convulsing with shivers. Water dripped from his soaked clothes, pooling on the floor. He could barely think through the cold, but the mission required thought, required action.

The desk unit. Right side. Key lock mechanism.

He bent down, his shaking hands finding the corner seam where the panel met the main desk structure. Normal people would need tools for this. Normal people couldn't have survived the swim.

Dave dug his fingers into the seam and pulled.

Metal groaned. The panel resisted, industrial-grade steel not meant to be torn open by hand. But his enhanced strength—even diminished by the cold, even with his hands mostly numb—was still more than human. The seam separated with a screeching protest, the panel bending outward as he forced it.

Inside: wires, circuit boards, the simple barrel lock of the key switch completing a circuit between two power lines.

He staggered to the drone storage area, vision blurring, looking for anything that could serve as a jumper wire. His hands knocked tools off a workbench, his coordination shot. Finally he found a short length of wire, the kind used for diagnostic connections.

Back to the control room. Fingers barely working, shaking so hard he could barely grip the wire. He twisted the ends, creating a crude but functional connection. Found the power leads behind the lock mechanism. Connected them.

The workstation hummed to life.

Screens flickered, boot sequences running, the drone control interface loading with agonising slowness. Dave watched through vision that kept trying to grey out, his body approaching its limits even with enhanced physiology. The cold had taken too much. He was running on willpower and borrowed time.

Login prompt appeared.

“Anya,” he whispered through chattering teeth, knowing she'd be monitoring the systems. “It's yours.”

He could only wait now. Wait while Anya remotely accessed the systems, while she uploaded the drone attack code, while she worked her technical magic. Dave slumped in the chair, arms wrapped around himself, shaking violently, watching his breath fog in the control room's air that felt warm but wasn't, not really.

Minutes passed. The upload progress bar crawled across the screen as Anya's code flowed into the drone systems. Dave watched it, willing it to move faster, knowing every second increased the risk of discovery.

Then a warning flashed across the screen: UNIT 7 - INSTRUCTION REJECTION - PROTECTIVE PROTOCOLS ENGAGED.

Dave stared at it, not understanding the technical details but recognising a problem when he saw one. One of the drones was fighting back, rejecting Anya's reprogramming.

—

Back in Liska's cabin, Anya swore under her breath.

Unit 7’s defensive protocols had kicked in—advanced AI security that recognised her code as potentially malicious. The drone's system was actively fighting her, throwing up barriers faster than she could break them down.

Her fingers flew across the tablet's keyboard, line after line of code scrolling past. She tried a backdoor exploit—blocked. Attempted a privilege escalation—denied. The drone's AI was learning from each attempt, adapting its defences in real-time.

“Come on,” she muttered, her usual calm cracking under pressure. Dave was in the control room, freezing, exposed, waiting for her to finish. Security could arrive any second. She needed to crack this now.

Unit 7 threw another error: CHECKSUM MISMATCH - ABORT UPLOAD.

Anya's mind raced. The drone was validating every packet of her code, comparing checksums against expected values. Standard security practise, but EarthWise's implementation had a weakness—she'd studied these systems for months, memorised their architecture.

The validation protocol ran on a separate thread from the main AI. If she could overload that thread with garbage data while simultaneously injecting her actual code through a different vector…

Her fingers moved faster, splitting her attack across multiple interfaces. Flood the validation system. Saturate it with meaningless data. Make it too busy to check the real payload coming through the maintenance port.

Unit 7’s error messages multiplied: WARNING - SYSTEM OVERLOAD. PROCESSING DELAY. CHECKSUM QUEUE OVERFLOW.

“Yes,” Anya breathed. The validation thread was choking on her garbage data. Now—inject the real code before the AI realised what was happening.

She hammered the execute command.

For three agonising seconds, nothing happened. The screen froze. Had Unit 7 caught her? Had the whole attack failed?

Then: UPLOAD RESUMING. UNIT 7 - ACCEPTING INSTRUCTIONS.

The drone's defences had collapsed. Her code was flowing into its systems, reprogramming its targeting parameters, changing its mission from methane facility protection to submarine attack.

Anya sagged back in her chair, hands shaking from adrenaline. The progress bar crept forward again, all eight drones now synchronised. She'd won.

But it had cost precious minutes. Minutes Dave had spent exposed and vulnerable.

—

Dave watched the progress bar finally resume, relief flooding through him despite the cold. The upload continued, the percentage climbing: 87%… 91%… 95%…

The door's electronic lock chirped.

Dave's head snapped up, adrenaline cutting through the cold haze. The lock's LED flashed from red to green. The handle began to turn.

Before the door could open more than a crack, a radio crackled from the corridor outside. “Jensen, we need you in Engineering. The stabiliser readings are all over the place.”

The handle stopped moving. A pause, then: “Copy that. On my way.”

Footsteps retreated rapidly, moving away from the control room. Dave listened to them fade, forcing his enhanced hearing to track them despite the cold making everything harder. Jensen was heading to Engineering. Crisis averted.

For now.

The monitor flickered. Text appeared: Upload complete. Drones reprogrammed. Close the pool and get out. Security will respond. —A

Dave's numb fingers fumbled with his phone, sending the signal for Anya to close the moon pool platform. He heard the hydraulics engage below—a deep mechanical groan as the retractable cover slid back into place, sealing the opening.

Within seconds, an alarm chirped—not loud, not ship-wide, but enough to alert security to an unauthorised moon pool operation. Anya had warned him this would happen. The emergency system opening triggered automatic alerts.

Relief flooded through him despite the new danger. Dave reached under the desk with trembling hands, disconnected the jumper wire. Bent the torn panel back into approximate position—not perfect, but would pass casual inspection with the system appearing to function normally.

Had to leave. Security would be coming to investigate the moon pool alert. He needed to be gone before they arrived.

He stood on shaking legs and staggered toward the exit. Down the stairs, his feet barely responding to commands. Across the moon pool floor, leaving wet footprints that gleamed under the harsh lights.

He'd just reached the main corridor when his enhanced hearing picked up what he'd been dreading—multiple footsteps approaching fast, the distinctive cadence of security personnel responding to an alert. Radio chatter: “Moon pool unauthorised opening. Investigating now.”

No time to reach the exit. They'd spot him in seconds—soaking wet, barefoot, clearly not belonging here.

Dave's eyes scanned desperately. The corridor had maintenance access panels, equipment lockers, storage—there. A supply locker, maybe two metres tall, door slightly ajar. He lunged for it, yanked it open, and squeezed inside among cleaning supplies and equipment. Pulled the door nearly closed, leaving just enough gap to see out while staying hidden in shadow.

His body shook violently in the confined space. Water dripped from his clothes onto stored equipment, each drop sounding impossibly loud to his enhanced hearing. He tried to control his breathing, tried to stop shaking, tried to be invisible.

The security team arrived—three personnel in tactical gear, moving with professional efficiency. They swept past his hiding spot without slowing, focused on the moon pool area. Radio chatter filled the corridor: “Platform is closed now. Checking the control room.”

“Why would someone open it?” one of them asked. “There's no scheduled maintenance.”

“Check everything. Something's not right here.”

Dave pressed himself further into the locker's shadows, watching through the narrow gap as they entered the moon pool area. He could hear them climbing the stairs to the control room, hear the door open, hear their boots on the metal floor above.

“Control station is off,” one called out. “System's cold.”

“See anything else unusual?”

A pause. Then: “Wet marks on the floor. Fresh ones. Like… footprints, maybe?”

Dave's heart hammered. They'd found his trail. The water he'd dripped everywhere, the prints from his bare feet. They'd know someone had been here.

“Footprints?” The second security guard's voice carried confusion. “From what?”

“I don't know. But they're fresh. Someone was here.”

Dave held his breath as they continued their inspection. They were looking right at evidence of his presence, and they knew something was wrong—they just couldn't figure out what.

“Cameras show anything?” the team leader asked.

“Negative. Coverage in this area has those blind spots near the drone storage. Been meaning to get that addressed.”

“So we've got an unauthorised moon pool opening, fresh wet marks on the floor, and no visual confirmation of what happened.” The team leader's voice carried frustration. “I don't like this. We need to sweep the area thoroughly.”

“Want me to call for backup?”

“Yes. And someone check the drones. Make sure nothing's been tampered with.”

Dave's stomach dropped. They were staying. Not just staying—they were expanding the search, calling for more personnel. His escape route was about to get a lot more complicated.

“Also run diagnostics on the pool mechanism,” the team leader continued. “I want to know if it was opened manually or remotely.”

The security team spread out through the moon pool area, their boots echoing on metal catwalks, their radios crackling with communications. More personnel would be arriving soon. Dave was trapped in a supply locker while the very area he needed to escape through became the centre of an active security investigation.

But then—a realisation cut through his cold-addled thinking.

They were all focused on the moon pool. Every guard, every security officer responding to the alert—they were converging on one location, leaving other areas unpatrolled. The very intensity of their investigation was creating the gap he needed.

He just had to move away from the moon pool, not toward it.

Dave waited, listening with enhanced hearing as the security team conducted their methodical sweep of the drone area. Their radio chatter told him exactly where they were: “Checking drone cradles.” “Examining the hydraulic systems.” “Running diagnostics now.”

All of them deep in the moon pool chamber, backs to the corridor.

He eased the locker door open, every movement agonisingly slow. The corridor outside was empty—everyone had gone to investigate the very disturbance he'd caused. The cold had penetrated so deeply that simple actions felt monumental, but he forced himself out, forced his frozen feet to move.

The security team's concentration on the moon pool had pulled personnel away from other areas. Anya had been right—the chaos created gaps in normal coverage. Dave moved away from the investigation, taking the opposite corridor, his wet footprints marking his path but no one there to see them.

Dave moved through corridors with painful slowness, his wet feet leaving prints he couldn't avoid. But the routes were empty—everyone who would normally patrol these sections had been redirected to investigate the moon pool alert or the disturbance on deck three.

He passed the engineering section entrance. Climbed stairs that seemed impossibly steep. Forced himself to keep moving despite muscles that wanted to stop, despite cold that had invaded his core.

The corridor near Liska's cabin appeared ahead. Almost there. Just a few more metres.

A crew member rounded the corner ahead—young woman in a maintenance jumpsuit, carrying a tablet. She looked up, saw him, her eyes widening as she registered his soaking clothes and bare feet.

Dave froze.

She opened her mouth, clearly about to ask what had happened, about to offer help or sound an alarm.

“Plumbing accident,” Dave gasped through chattering teeth, not slowing. “Waste system. Sprayed everywhere. Getting changed.”

It was barely coherent, but his dripping clothes and obvious distress sold the lie. The woman's expression shifted from alarm to sympathy.

“Oh god, that's awful. You should report that to—”

“Already did,” Dave interrupted, moving past her. “Just need dry clothes.”

He didn't look back, didn't give her time to reconsider, just kept moving until he reached Liska's door. His numb fingers fumbled with the handle. It opened—Liska must have been watching through the peephole.

Dave stumbled inside and the door closed behind him with blessed finality.

Liska took one look at Dave and went pale. “The shower. Now. As hot as you can stand.”

Dave stumbled into the small bathroom, turned the water to maximum heat, and stood under a spray that would have scalded normal skin. His frozen body barely registered it at first, then slowly—agonisingly slowly—warmth began to seep back in.

He stood there for twenty minutes, maybe more, watching his skin turn red under water hot enough to steam the mirror completely opaque. Feeling gradually returned to his extremities, painful pins and needles that signalled his body beginning to recover. His shaking slowly subsided. His thinking cleared.

They'd done it. The drones were reprogrammed. Tomorrow when they deployed for the methane transfer, they'd go after the submarine instead. The first domino in bringing down EarthWise's entire operation.

All it had cost was a swim through Arctic water that should have been fatal.

Dave leaned against the shower wall, letting the heat work, and tried not to think about how close he'd come to his enhanced physiology not being quite enhanced enough. Tried not to think about Jensen's confused face, or how long before that confusion turned into a security report. Tried not to think about the next phase of the plan, which would require him to disable the Xuelong's thrusters while the ship descended into chaos.

Right now, all he wanted was to be warm.

Tomorrow would bring its own challenges.

Tonight, he'd survived the impossible.

Again.

—

When Dave finally emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in Liska's spare robe and still shivering slightly, he found Anya pacing the small cabin. Liska had tactfully retreated to her desk, headphones on, giving them space to debrief.

“The upload worked,” Anya said without preamble. “All eight drones reprogrammed. Tomorrow they'll deploy against the submarine instead of protecting the methane transfer.”

“I saw Unit 7 fighting back,” Dave said, moving to sit on the edge of Liska's bunk before his legs gave out. “Your workaround was impressive.”

“It took too long.” She stopped pacing, turned to face him. “You were up there exposed for an extra three minutes because I couldn't crack its defences fast enough.”

“But you did crack them.”

“This time.” Her voice carried an edge of frustration—not at him exactly, but at the situation, at the impossible margins they were working with. “Next time we might not be so lucky. The thrusters are going to be worse. You'll have to access them while the ship is in chaos, while the drones are attacking, while security is everywhere.”

Dave recognised the tone. It was the same one his sister used to use when he'd do something reckless as a kid—that mix of relief and exasperation that came from caring about someone who kept taking stupid risks.

“I know,” he said simply.

Anya grabbed the desk chair, spun it around, and sat down facing him. “Your core temperature is still low. How are your extremities?”

“Fingers hurt. Toes are starting to get feeling back.”

She nodded, slipping into analytical mode. “That's actually good—means no serious tissue damage. But you were at the edge, Dave. Another minute in that water and even your enhanced physiology might not have been enough.”

“Noted for the permanent record of ‘Dave's terrible ideas.’”

She almost smiled at that, the tension breaking slightly. “That's a very long record.”

“Hey, most of them work.”

“Most is not all.” The humour faded from her expression. “Look, I know this is what you do. I know your abilities let you survive things that would kill anyone else. But you're not invincible, and I…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “I need you to stay alive. We're a team. You do the impossible physical stuff, I handle the technical side. But if you die doing something reckless, I'm stuck on this ship with no backup and no way to complete the mission.”

It was a very Anya way of saying she cared—wrapped in tactical necessity and mission parameters. But Dave heard what was underneath it. They'd worked together too long for him not to.

“I'll be more careful,” he said.

“You absolutely will not. But at least pretend to consider it.” She stood, moving back to her tablet. “Get some sleep. Tomorrow's going to be chaos, and I need you functional for the thruster sabotage.”

“What about you? When are you sleeping?”

“I'll rest when we're off this ship and EarthWise's operation is burning to the ground.” She glanced back at him. “And you're buying the first round when we get back to civilisation. After that swim, you owe me for about ten years of stress.”

Dave managed a tired grin. “Deal.”

Anya returned to her tactical planning, and Dave lay back on the bunk, letting exhaustion pull him under. Tomorrow would bring the drone attack, the thruster sabotage, and whatever else EarthWise threw at them.

But tonight, he'd survived. And Anya—practical, brilliant, occasionally exasperated Anya—would make sure he was ready for whatever came next.

That was what made them a good team.
Thrust

The submarine was due within the hour. Dave stood in Liska's cabin, checking the zipper on the crew parka he'd kept from their earlier infiltration. The blue fabric had got them this far, but it wouldn't be enough now.

“Security's been stepped up,” Anya said, peering through the cabin porthole at crew members moving along the deck. “They know something's wrong. Too many people out of place, missing gear. They're checking IDs at every restricted access point.”

Dave nodded. He'd noticed the same thing during their return to the cabin. Guards stationed at key corridors, crew members being stopped and questioned. The Xuelong's security chief wasn't taking chances.

“The thruster room is going to be locked down tight,” Liska added, his voice quiet with worry. “Even with the parka, you'll need proper authorisation. Engineering staff only, and they're checking credentials.”

“Then I'll need to borrow some credentials,” Dave said.

Anya met his eyes. “How quietly can you work?”

“Quiet enough.”

She pulled out a small tablet, bringing up the ship's layout they'd mapped during their reconnaissance. “Security makes rounds every thirty minutes. Engineering access is here—” she tapped the screen, “—two levels down, aft section. At least two guards stationed at the checkpoint. You'll need an all-access card to get through the thruster room doors.”

“Where do I find one?”

“Senior engineering staff, security supervisors, or the duty officer.” Anya zoomed in on a section of corridor. “There's a security station here, near the equipment lockers. Usually two guards. If you can isolate them…” She paused, considering. “I could create a distraction. Draw them away from their post.”

“Focus on the data transfer,” Dave said. “I'll handle it.”

She studied him for a moment, then nodded. “All right. But you're on your own once you're in position.”

Dave studied the layout, his mind automatically calculating approach vectors and sightlines. The few years of field work had taught him to read tactical situations, even if his methods were unconventional. “Forty minutes. If I'm not back in an hour, assume something went wrong.”

“And then what?” Liska asked.

Anya answered before Dave could. “Then we improvise.”

Dave slipped out of the cabin, moving into the corridor with the careful casualness of someone who belonged. The ship thrummed around him—ventilation systems humming, distant machinery clanking, the low vibration of the azimuth thrusters keeping the Xuelong positioned over the extraction site. All of it would stop soon enough.

He made his way aft, descending two levels via a maintenance stairwell. Crew members passed him in the corridors, most too focused on their own tasks to pay attention. Everyone seemed on edge—the missing equipment and tightened security had put the whole ship on alert.

The security station came into view at the end of a long corridor—a reinforced door with a card reader, two guards standing watch. Both were armed, wearing tactical vests over their cold-weather gear. They looked alert, scanning everyone who passed.

Dave walked by without breaking stride, just another crew member heading to his station. One of the guards glanced at him but didn't challenge. He turned the corner and found the equipment locker two sections over.

Inside were tools, spare parts, and maintenance supplies. Dave grabbed a heavy wrench from the rack and moved back to the corner, staying just out of sight from the guards. He could hear them talking—complaints about the extra shifts, speculation about what had prompted the security increase.

Dave tossed the wrench down the corridor away from the security station. It hit the deck with a loud, metallic clang that echoed off the steel walls.

The conversation stopped. Footsteps approached—both guards coming to investigate.

“Probably just fell off a rack,” one voice said.

“Let's check it anyway.”

Dave pressed himself against the bulkhead, controlling his breathing. The two guards rounded the corner together, flashlights sweeping the corridor. They spotted the wrench on the deck.

“Told you,” the first guard said, bending to pick it up.

Dave moved.

He drove his fist into the first guard's solar plexus. The man folded with a wheeze, and as Dave's arm recoiled, his elbow snapped sideways into the second guard's face. The impact sent the guard's head backwards into the steel bulkhead with a solid clang. He crumpled to the deck, unconscious before he hit the floor.

The first guard was trying to draw breath, still bent over. Dave delivered a controlled strike to the back of his head, and the man went limp.

Two down in less than three seconds.

Dave grabbed both guards by their tactical vests and dragged them through the nearest doorway into a storage room. He pulled the door mostly closed, leaving them slumped in the darkness where they wouldn't be visible from the corridor. They'd wake eventually with headaches and no clear memory of what happened.

He took both all-access keycards, clipping one to his parka and pocketing the other as backup. Then he grabbed a toolbox from the equipment locker and stepped back into the corridor, adopting the posture of a maintenance tech heading to a job.

The checkpoint was now unmanned. Dave swiped the stolen keycard through the reader. The light turned green, and the door unlocked with a heavy click.

He stepped through into a dimmer corridor, industrial lighting casting long shadows. The temperature dropped noticeably—this section of the ship wasn't heated as well as the crew areas. His breath misted in the cold air.

Warning signs lined the walls: AUTHORISED PERSONNEL ONLY. KEEP DOORS CLOSED AT SEA. TURN ON VENTILATION SYSTEMS BEFORE ENTERING.

The ventilation system was off. No one was working down here. Good.

Dave descended another ladder, boots ringing on metal rungs. The thruster room access was one more level down, through a maze of passageways that grew narrower and more industrial with each step. The polished surfaces of the upper ship gave way to raw steel, unfinished and functional.

He reached the thruster room door—another card reader, another swipe. The door opened with a pneumatic hiss, revealing a catwalk overlooking the massive chamber below.

Dave stood on the catwalk, looking down at the azimuth thrusters. They were enormous—electric motors the size of small cars, churning endlessly to keep the Xuelong positioned precisely over the methane extraction site. The low-frequency vibration travelled through the deck plating and into his bones, a constant mechanical heartbeat.

These machines were running at peak efficiency, perfectly maintained.

Not for long.

Dave climbed down to the main floor, moving between the thrusters with careful precision. He'd briefly considered just smashing them with brute force, but these motors were bolted to reinforced mounts designed to handle Arctic conditions. Even with his abilities, it would take too long and make too much noise.

Better to let them destroy themselves.

His eyes—sharper than a normal persons—tracked the network of pipes feeding into the system. Oil lines snaked along the walls, labelled with warnings: CHECK GRAVITY FEED LEVELS. MAINTAIN LUBRICATION PRESSURE. Without oil, these motors would grind themselves into scrap metal.

But there wouldn't be a single point of failure. The system was too well-designed for that. He'd need to hit multiple feed lines to ensure catastrophic damage.

Dave followed the piping, identifying the critical junctions. There—a main feed line running to the starboard thruster. Another supplying the port side. A third managing the backup lubrication system. He'd need to compromise all three to guarantee complete failure.

Footsteps echoed from somewhere above.

Dave froze. Two people, maybe three, moving along the upper catwalk. Voices carried down—crew members discussing something technical, words lost in the acoustic echo of the chamber.

He pressed himself against one of the thruster housings, staying in the shadows. The footsteps paused at the catwalk railing. Someone was looking down into the chamber.

“Thought I saw something,” a voice said.

“It's just the motors,” another replied. “They're running fine. Let's finish the rounds.”

The footsteps resumed, moving away. A door opened and closed. Silence returned, broken only by the thruster hum.

Dave released a breath. Too close.

He moved to the first feed line—a thick pipe carrying oil under pressure to the starboard motor. The precision required here was delicate. Too much force and the pipe would rupture catastrophically, spraying oil and triggering immediate alarms. He needed it to fail slowly, quietly.

Dave wrapped his hands around the pipe and applied controlled pressure. The metal compressed under his grip, yielding like aluminium foil despite being reinforced steel. He felt the flow constrict, then stop entirely as the pipe collapsed inward. No rupture, no spray—just a silent, complete blockage.

One down.

He moved to the port side feed line and repeated the process. Same careful pressure, same controlled collapse. The metal groaned softly as it gave way.

Two down.

The backup system was more challenging—smaller pipes, multiple redundancies. Dave crushed three separate feed points, ensuring the backup couldn't compensate when the primary systems failed.

He stepped back, surveying his work. Oil flow had stopped to all three thrusters. The motors were still running on residual lubrication, but that would last maybe five minutes before the bearings began to fail.

Time to leave.

Dave climbed back up to the catwalk, moving quickly now. The sabotage was complete. All that remained was getting out before the motors failed and the alarms started.

He made it through the access door and back into the corridor before the sound changed behind him. The soft purr of the thrusters gave way to a harsh grinding—metal scraping against metal. The smell hit next: hot oil mixing with the acrid stench of overheating bearings.

Dave quickened his pace, climbing the ladder back toward the equipment locker level. Behind him, the grinding intensified, filling the lower decks with a deafening screech.

Then the alarms started.

Orange strobes flashed in the corridors. The high-pitched wail of emergency klaxons echoed off steel walls. Crew members appeared from everywhere, rushing toward their stations.

Dave kept his head down, moving with the flow of personnel. In a crisis, the blue parka served as camouflage—just another crew member responding to the emergency. People rushed past him toward the thruster room, shouting orders in Mandarin.

One crew member actually nodded at him in passing—a quick acknowledgement between workers responding to the same crisis.

Dave suppressed a dark smile. Sometimes the simplest disguises worked best.

He reached the upper level and made his way back toward Liska's cabin, navigating corridors that were now filled with controlled chaos. Crew members scrambled to assess the damage, security personnel tried to establish order, and somewhere below, the thrusters were tearing themselves apart.

Dave slipped into Liska's cabin and closed the door behind him.

Anya looked up from where she sat, tension written across her face. “Did you—”

“It's done,” Dave said. “Thrusters are finished. The Xuelong isn't going anywhere.”

Through the cabin porthole, he could see crew members gathering on deck, looking out at the water. The submarine would be surfacing soon, expecting to rendezvous with a functioning extraction platform. Instead, they'd find a crippled ship adrift in Arctic waters.

“What now?” Liska asked.

Dave pulled off the parka, feeling the accumulated tension of the infiltration beginning to drain. “Now we wait for the right moment. Security will be focused on the thruster failure. Once things settle, we go for the server room.”

Anya nodded slowly. “One mission at a time.”

Outside, the alarms continued to wail, and the Xuelong drifted helplessly in the freezing water. The covert extraction operation was falling apart. Soon, the world would be watching.

But first, they needed the evidence to prove it.
Exposed

The Xuelong had been drifting for twenty minutes when Dave spotted it through the cabin porthole. A massive dark shape breaking the surface a few hundred metres out—the submarine rising from the depths like some ancient leviathan. Hatches opened on the conning tower, and crew members emerged onto the deck, looking toward the crippled research vessel with obvious confusion.

“There,” Dave said, pointing.

Anya and Liska crowded to the porthole. The submarine sat in the water, its hull cutting through ice floes, making no effort to conceal itself. Crew members on the Xuelong's deck were already gathering to stare, some pointing, others running to alert their superiors.

“So much for covert operations,” Anya muttered, studying the vessel's unusual profile. “That's not military. Look at the hull configuration—it's industrial. LNG tanker, I think. Subsea variant, designed to transport liquified gas underwater.”

“They came to the surface expecting a rendezvous,” Liska said quietly. “To collect the extracted methane. Now they're exposed.”

Dave watched the submarine crew on the conning tower. They were making no move to submerge, just watching the Xuelong with the tense posture of people waiting to see what went wrong. “How long before satellite coverage picks this up?”

“Already happening,” Anya said. “Any intelligence agency monitoring the Arctic will have flagged this. Unknown submarine surfacing in international waters near a disabled research vessel? Questions will be asked.”

“Then we need to make sure there are answers waiting,” Dave said, pulling away from the porthole. “Time to get those hard drives.”

Anya checked her watch. “Security will be focused on the thruster failure and that submarine. Engineering teams trying to assess damage, command staff trying to figure out what to do. This is our window.”

She pulled the tablet out, bringing up the server room location. “Two decks up, forward section. Door is reinforced, electronic lock. I can bypass it, but we'll need maybe three minutes once we're inside to pull the drives.”

“What about security?” Liska asked.

“Guards will be spread thin right now. Most of them are on deck or down in engineering.” Anya looked at Dave. “But if we're spotted, it's going to get loud.”

Dave nodded. “Then we move fast.”

They left the cabin together, Dave in his blue parka, Anya in her stolen cold-weather gear. The corridors were chaos—crew members rushing between stations, officers barking orders, the alarm klaxons still wailing. No one paid attention to two more people moving through the ship.

The server room was located in a secure section near the bridge. Dave and Anya climbed two levels, staying to the maintenance passages where possible. They passed crew members, but everyone was too focused on the crisis to question them.

They reached the corridor leading to the server room. It was empty—the two guards who would normally be stationed here had been pulled away to deal with the emergency. Anya moved to the door, pulling a small electronic device from her pocket.

“Keep watch,” she said, attaching it to the card reader.

Dave stood at the corner, eyes scanning both directions. Footsteps approached from the left—two crew members walking quickly, deep in conversation about the submarine. They passed without looking at him. He kept his breathing steady, projecting the casual posture of someone who belonged.

“Got it,” Anya whispered.

The door clicked open. They slipped inside, and Anya let it close behind them with a soft hiss.

The server room was small and cramped, filled with rack-mounted equipment humming with activity. Lights blinked on network switches, cooling fans whirred, cables snaked between systems in organised chaos. The air was warmer here, the servers generating their own heat despite the Arctic cold outside.

“These three,” Anya said, pointing to specific drives. “Navigation logs, extraction data, operational communications. Everything we need to prove what they've been doing.”

She grabbed a hard case from a shelf—the kind used for backup storage drives—and dumped out the blank media inside. Then she began extracting the critical drives, working quickly but carefully. Each drive clicked free from its housing, the server barely registering the loss as redundant systems took over.

Dave watched the door, listening to footsteps in the corridor outside. More crew members rushing past. Voices raised in tension. Everyone was focused on the submarine and the disabled thrusters.

“How much longer?” he asked quietly.

“Two more drives. Thirty seconds.”

The footsteps outside stopped.

Dave's hand moved to the door handle as voices became clear on the other side—two men, speaking in tense Mandarin. One of them was checking rooms, methodical security sweep.

“Anya—”

“I know. Almost done.”

The door handle rattled. Someone tried to open it from outside, found it locked. A moment of silence, then a card reader beep.

The door started to open.

Dave shoved it hard from his side. The heavy steel door slammed into whoever was trying to enter, and he heard a grunt of pain and surprise. Dave pushed through, using his shoulder to drive the door fully open.

Two security guards stumbled back, one holding his face where the door had caught him. The second was reaching for his radio.

Dave didn't think—he just moved.

He grabbed the first guard by his tactical vest and threw him sideways into the corridor wall. Not a precise technique, just raw strength applied with brutal efficiency. The guard hit hard, the impact rattling his teeth, and slumped to the floor dazed.

The second guard got his radio up. “Intruders in server room—”

Dave lunged forward, swinging a wild haymaker that caught the guard across the jaw. His fist connected with bone-jarring force, the angle all wrong, his form terrible. But the guard's head snapped sideways anyway, and he dropped the radio.

The guard tried to grapple, grabbing Dave's parka and attempting some kind of takedown. Dave just bulled forward, using his weight and strength to drive the man backwards. They crashed into a service cart, scattering tools across the floor. The guard threw a punch that connected with Dave's ribs—solid hit, good form.

Dave barely felt it.

He grabbed the guard's wrist and twisted, not bothering with proper leverage or technique, just overpowering the joint with brute force. The guard cried out and Dave shoved him away, sending him sprawling across the corridor.

The first guard was getting back up, blood running from his nose. He drew a baton and swung it at Dave's head.

The baton connected solidly across Dave's temple with a crack that echoed in the corridor. Dave's head didn't move. He didn't even blink.

The guard froze, staring at him with dawning confusion and fear. He'd just delivered a strike that should have dropped anyone, and this man was looking at him like nothing had happened.

The guard swung again, desperate now. Dave caught the baton mid-swing. His hand closed around it like a vice, and he yanked it from the guard's grip as easily as taking a toy from a child. The guard's eyes went wide as Dave tossed the baton aside and grabbed him by the shoulders.

“Sorry about this,” Dave muttered, then drove his forehead into the guard's face.

The headbutt was artless and brutal, all power and no precision. The guard's nose broke with an audible crack, and he went limp. Dave let him drop.

The second guard was scrambling for his fallen radio. Dave kicked it away—too much force, the radio skittered down the corridor and smashed against a bulkhead. The guard looked up at him, fear evident in his eyes.

“Stay down,” Dave said.

The guard wisely chose to comply.

Anya emerged from the server room, hard case clutched to her chest. “We need to move. That radio call went through.”

They ran.

Boots pounded on steel behind them—more security responding to the alert. Dave and Anya took the maintenance stairs two at a time, descending toward their deck. Voices echoed above, shouts in Mandarin, the clatter of armed personnel mobilising.

They reached their level and sprinted down the corridor. A security team rounded the corner ahead—three guards, weapons drawn.

“Stop!”

Dave didn't stop. He accelerated, lowering his shoulder like a linebacker and hitting the first guard full force. The man went flying backwards into his companions, all three going down in a tangle. Dave vaulted over them, Anya close behind.

More guards ahead. They were getting boxed in.

“This way,” Anya gasped, pulling him through a side passage.

They emerged onto an external deck, Arctic wind hitting them like a physical blow. Dave pushed the door closed, and gave the door mechanism a mighty twist, effectively sealing it preventing security from gaining on them too quickly. Crew members were everywhere, gathered at the railings, staring out at the submarine that sat brazenly in the water. The scene was surreal—a covert operation laid completely bare, dozens of witnesses watching as the evidence of illegal extraction floated in plain sight.

Dave and Anya pushed through the crowd, the hard case of evidence secure in Anya's grip. No one tried to stop them—everyone was too fixated on the submarine.

They made it back to Liska's cabin and locked the door.

“Did you get it?” Liska asked, her voice tight with tension.

Anya held up the case. “Everything. Navigation logs, extraction data, communications. Proof of the entire operation.”

Dave leaned against the door, breathing hard. His temple throbbed where the baton had caught him, but the pain was already fading. “Now what?”

“Now we transmit,” Anya said, moving to the cabin's communication console. “Cecilia needs to know we have the evidence.”

She worked quickly, bypassing the ship's standard communication protocols and establishing a secure satellite link. After a moment, Cecilia's voice crackled through the speaker.

“Anya? Dave? Status?”

“We have the evidence,” Anya said. “Hard drives from the server room. Everything EarthWise has been doing—the methane extraction, the submarine rendezvous, all of it.”

A pause on the line. “Good work. I've been monitoring the situation. The Xuelong's distress signal went out thirty minutes ago. Multiple international agencies are already responding. Maritime rescue, satellite monitoring, even UN observers.”

“What about the submarine?” Dave asked.

“That's the interesting part,” Cecilia replied. “It surfaced right in front of satellite coverage. Subsea LNG tanker—custom built, previously unknown design. Its presence at an illegal extraction site in international waters has caused… significant diplomatic interest. Everyone wants to know who built it, who's operating it, and how long this has been going on. This isn't going away quietly.”

Anya leaned back, something like satisfaction crossing her face. “So it's over.”

“The operation's blown wide open,” Cecilia confirmed. “EarthWise can't bury this. Too many eyes, too much evidence. You'll be extracted with the rescue teams. I'm coordinating with Norwegian maritime authorities—they're dispatching vessels now. Greenlandic authorities are also involved. ETA to your position is roughly four hours.”

“And after extraction?” Dave asked.

“Transport to Nuuk, then home. You've done your job. Now we let the evidence do the rest.”

The call ended, leaving them in the relative quiet of the cabin. Outside, they could hear the continued chaos—crew members scrambling, security trying to restore order, the ongoing wail of alarms. Through the porthole, the submarine remained visible, an undeniable testament to everything they'd uncovered.

Dave sat on the edge of the bed, feeling the accumulated exhaustion of the last days settling into his bones. The mission was complete. The thrusters were sabotaged, the evidence secured, and the operation exposed to international scrutiny.

“Four hours,” Liska said quietly. “Think they'll leave us alone that long?”

Anya checked the hard case one more time, ensuring the drives were secure. “They have bigger problems now. A disabled ship, an exposed submarine, and international rescue on the way. We're the least of their worries.”

Dave looked out the porthole at the submarine, its dark hull stark against the ice and water. “No cover-up this time.”

“No,” Anya agreed. “This time, everyone's watching.”

They settled in to wait, the evidence of EarthWise's crimes sitting safely in a hard case, while outside the Arctic waters, the world began to take notice of what had been hidden beneath the ice.

The endgame had arrived. All that remained was the extraction, and letting the truth speak for itself.
Epilogue

Back in the agency offices in the UK, the team gathered around the familiar table, the warmth of the room a stark contrast to the icy wasteland of the Arctic that seemed like a distant memory. The mood was a strange mixture of relief and exhaustion, the adrenaline of their mission finally starting to ebb away. Anya sat across from Dave, her expression serious but softened by the comfort of being back home. Even Serj was there, fresh out of the hospital. He looked a little more battle-worn, his movements slower, but the scar on his side would join the collection of others that criss-crossed his body, marking a lifetime of missions. He was healing well, and his usual wry smile was still intact.

Cecilia was at the head of the table, as always, her calm demeanour holding the room together. She began the briefing, her voice cutting through the small talk. “First, I want to congratulate all of you. The mission was a success, beyond what we could have hoped for. International outrage is brewing, as expected. The Chinese government has a lot of questions to answer, and EarthWise? Well, let’s just say their future looks very uncertain.”

She paused for a moment, letting the weight of her words settle. “The political fallout from this is going to be monumental. The methane extraction operation, the covert drilling—it’s all exposed. There’s going to be a reckoning. But the real story here are the drones.”

Anya lifted her chin, picking up from Cecilia. “I was able to retrieve the full communication logs from the drones. We know everything now—how they operated, how they disabled the submarine. EarthWise had built an entire mining operation beneath the surface, all run almost exclusively by these autonomous drones.” She leaned forward, excitement in her voice. “They weren’t just extracting methane; they had drilling, digging equipment, tools, everything. These weren’t ordinary mining operations—they were fully automated, with underwater welding equipment, repair tools, and everything needed to sustain the operation for the long term.”

Dave listened intently, his memory flashing back to the moon pool, to the moment when they had taken control of the drones. “So, they really did disable the sub.”

“Yes,” Anya said, her eyes gleaming with satisfaction. “The drones are incredible. The technology EarthWise developed allowed them to adapt to changing circumstances in real-time. When they received the order to stop the submarine, they found a way to do it. They placed explosive charges on the sub’s propeller. The charges were likely meant for mining, but the drones repurposed them on their own. The explosion was enough to disable the submarine’s forward motion completely.”

Serj chuckled, rubbing the scar on his side. “Smart machines. Wish they were on our side from the start.”

Cecilia folded her arms, a small smile playing at her lips. “In the end, they were. The drones are a remarkable piece of engineering, no doubt about it. EarthWise thought they could control them, but the very technology they created to make them adaptable ended up working against them.”

The room fell quiet for a moment, the magnitude of what they’d uncovered sinking in. Beneath the surface of the Arctic, EarthWise had been running a secret mining operation using cutting-edge technology, exploiting natural resources with no regard for the consequences. And now, because of their team, that operation was in shambles.

Dave leaned back in his chair, the tension finally starting to release from his shoulders. “It feels like we’ve stopped something huge. But I can’t shake the feeling that EarthWise isn’t going to be the last company that tries something like this.”

Cecilia drummed her fingers on her desk, her eyes distant as she considered the implications. “You’re right, Dave. This was just one operation, but now the world knows. And that changes everything. It’s going to take time, but the fallout from this will set a precedent. We’ve bought some time. We’ll need to be ready for whatever comes next.”

Dave leaned forward, a half-smirk playing on his lips as he continued his story, the weight of their Arctic ordeal still fresh in his voice.

“As we waited for the rescue team aboard the Xuelong, it became pretty obvious that the major players were making their escape. Anya and I were watching from a distance as they loaded up a helicopter with key personnel and equipment. They were in a rush, desperate to get out of there. We could see it in their faces. They were trying to take whatever they could, any evidence they thought might save them. But by then, Anya had already pulled more than enough to bury them. There was nothing left on that ship they could hide or smuggle away to cover up what they’d done.”

Serj, leaning back in his chair with a scarred hand on his side, raised an eyebrow. “High-ranking crew, the captain, and probably the heads of this whole operation, yeah?”

“Exactly,” Dave replied, nodding. “In the chaos, they thought they could slip out unnoticed. The helicopter was their ticket. Everyone who could be held accountable was scrambling to get on board. But in their rush to get the hell out of there, they missed something.” Dave paused, letting the moment hang before his grin widened. “Me.”

Anya chuckled, shaking her head as she remembered the scene. “They never saw it coming.”

Dave continued, “As they loaded up, I slipped away, made my way to the helicopter just before they took off. They were so focused on their escape, they didn’t even notice me climbing into the cockpit. By the time they did, well… it was a bit late for them.”

Serj leaned in, intrigued. “What’d you do?”

“No finesse required,” Dave said with a shrug. “Just brute force. Smashed every piece of equipment I could get my hands on. Flight systems, controls—anything that looked important. Didn’t take long to turn the cockpit into a mess.”

The room filled with the team’s quiet laughter. Dave’s casual tone masked the tension of the moment, but they could all picture the scene—the desperation, the high-ranking officers thinking they could make a clean getaway, only to have Dave turn their helicopter into a useless hunk of metal on the flight deck.

“They knew they were screwed,” Anya added, her eyes lighting up. “You should’ve seen their faces when they realised they weren’t going anywhere. Whatever they thought they were escaping with was useless.”

“After that,” Dave said, leaning back, “there wasn’t much left for them to do. They were grounded, just like the Xuelong. No one was going anywhere, not without a lot of explaining.”

Cecilia chuckled from her seat at the head of the table, shaking her head. “Dave, you always seem to find a way to make things a little more dramatic, don’t you?”

“Hey,” Dave replied with a grin, “just making sure they knew there was no easy way out.”

Dave leaned back, recounting the final moments of their ordeal with a calm that belied the chaos. “After I’d wrecked the helicopter,” he began, “the armed security team tried to react. A few of them pulled guns on me as I went to walk away, like they still had some sort of power to change the outcome.”

Serj raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “And what? They actually thought they could stop you?”

Dave shrugged. “There was no need to get brutal. These guys were stuck in the same situation as the rest of us. They knew they’d face the consequences of any action they took, and deep down, I think they understood they were going nowhere. Still, one of them, clearly more irate than the others, wasn’t about to let it go that easy. He didn’t go for his gun. Instead, he figured he’d at least land a punch, maybe to save face or make himself feel better.”

Anya, already knowing how this would end, smirked. “And let me guess, that didn’t go as planned.”

Dave chuckled softly. “Not even close. His move was slow, telegraphed as if he was swinging through water. I could see it coming a mile away. Didn’t need to do much. I blocked it easily, then countered with a shot to the solar plexus. One clean hit.”

He mimicked the motion casually, a simple demonstration of what had clearly been a devastating strike.

“Even through his combat vest and armour,” Dave continued, “it put him down. You could hear the air rush out of him as he collapsed. He dropped to his knees, completely winded, gagging for breath, retching. He was done.”

The room was quiet for a moment as they all pictured the scene: the enraged guard, the effortless precision of Dave’s counter, and the security team realising just how outmatched they were.

“No one else even thought twice after that,” Dave added, his voice relaxed. “They just stood there, watching. I walked right through them and headed back to the cabin. No more trouble from them after that.”

Serj smirked. “I guess they learned the hard way that messing with you was a bad idea.”

Dave grinned. “Yeah, they got the message.”

The team shared a collective laugh, but the weight of the mission’s success still lingered. They’d stopped something huge, exposed an operation that could have spiralled into something far worse. And now, with EarthWise’s cover blown and the evidence secured, there was no hiding what had happened.

In agreement Cecilia replies, “Well, whatever their plan was, they didn’t count on you two. And now the world’s going to know everything.”

The team sat in silence for a few more moments, the enormity of their mission slowly settling in. They’d uncovered a secret that spanned continents, nations, and corporations, but more importantly, they’d struck a blow against those who sought to exploit the world without consequence. And for now, that was enough.

Cecilia smiled at them all. “You’ve earned a break. Go home, rest. We’ll regroup soon.”
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