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CHAPTER 1

Imposing and eerily silent, the mysterious island suddenly emerged just beyond the veil of fog. It was like the ghostly eye of some ancient sea beast—not quite there, yet making an indelible mark on the horizon before vanishing in an instant. In its wake, three ships were said to have disappeared, swallowed by the sea’s enigma. Sailors whispered of a curse, a place that appeared and

disappeared, bringing death to sea life and fear to all who dared approach.

At that moment, with the island’s spectral form

lingering in my mind, I felt a relentless pull—a calling I couldn’t ignore. We were tasked with uncovering the truth behind these vanishing legends and protecting our fragile planet. I am Dr. Jim Roberson, an oceanographer and adventurer. My wife, Judy, complements our

explorations as a wildlife and marine life photographer.

Together with our son, Robin, and our daughter, Kate, affectionately called Kitten, we seek answers on this enigmatic journey.

The last words of the only survivor from the most recent disappearance still echoed in my mind. They were like an eerie lullaby, unfinished, as if there was more yet to uncover. He had whispered of a chilling sight just before the ship vanished—a ghostly, shrouded figure standing atop the waves. Its eyes were like hollow pits staring through the mist, an image that lingered like a shadow in the forgotten corners of my thoughts.

It all started when my first wife passed away. A year later, I acquired Trade Wind, a 55’ sloop. With Trade Wind under my command, my new life began. My family and I have embarked on a mission to solve oceanic mysteries and protect the fragile marine environment. This is not just a journey, but a dedication to preserving our oceans. I feel they are among our most precious resources. As the waves become our only road into the unknown, I sense a whisper of the mysteries waiting to be uncovered.

Wood hole, Massachusetts, is our home port. I grew up with the salt-soaked docks and sea breeze as constant companions. My first wife and I had our two children here, creating a tapestry of memories between the lapping waves and the laughter echoing from the shore. The smell of the ocean always brings me back to those days. It is a comforting reminder of stability amidst a life often adrift. Yet, it also holds a whisper of loss, like the ebb of the tide taking a piece of me with each retreating wave. The sound of the waves, once a cheerful rhythm, now echoes with a somber undertone—a melody tinged with what has passed. Now, as we set sail into the unknown, Wood hole symbolizes both the safety of home and the siren call of adventure. It is a poignant memory that invites reflection on the sacrifices made in pursuit of discovery.

After my first wife passed, I met Judy a year later. Together, we decided to leave our old life in Wood hole and live aboard Trade Wind. Judy’s keen eye for marine beauty complements my own research. Our son, Robin, is always inventing gadgets to help on our missions, while our daughter, Kate—Kitten—sketches and dreams of discovering a new species. I named the boat Trade Wind while working with my partner, Don, before continuing my research alone after his retirement.

We hope to reach San Juan, Puerto Rico, for an important meeting with Mr. Diaz, a maritime lawyer and partner with my organization, International Maritime Research and Resources Protection (MRRP). He may have vital information about the mysterious island and the loss of sea life. We are especially concerned about dying coral reefs and endangered Hawksbill turtles, whose populations have dropped sharply. Each dive, the absence of these turtles and the ghostly reefs underscores the urgency of our mission. MRRP seeks better legal protections for these species.

Trade Wind is just thirty miles from the coast of Jacksonville, Florida. That is 1,000 miles from San Juan, Puerto Rico, three hours away at 13 knots (about 15 MPH). Judy and the kids are below deck. I’m on deck in the cockpit, navigating to our first port of call, which I hope to make by one in the morning. The sharp sting of salt spray kisses my skin as the wind teases the sails. A rhythmic boom mingles with the gentle creaking of the ship’s wood. The air is fresh with the tang of the ocean, and I can feel the cool, salty breeze brushing against my face. As Trade Wind makes good time, her hull slices seamlessly through the calm seas under the northwest wind of 13 knots. A piece of driftwood, tangled with remnants of a plastic net, briefly appears in our wake. It serves as a stark reminder of humanity’s imprint on these waters, even as we revel in the natural beauty around us. The boat cuts through the one-foot chop with ease. Yet, the sight of that floating debris lingers, urging us to look beyond the horizon for answers and solutions.

Judy came topside with coffee and a jacket—something I needed. “I thought you would like a cup of coffee and a jacket,” Judy said, smiling as her hair flew wildly. Though her face bore a smile, I noticed a slight tension in her shoulders. Her fingers clutched the coffee mug just a bit too tightly. As she tried to hand it over, a small splash of coffee escaped, staining the deck. A familiar metallic scent drifted through the air, reminiscent of our time near Cape Horn. “Yeah, that’s what I need and plenty of it,” I said, looking tired. I could sense an undercurrent of unease in her demeanor, a silent tension that contrasted with our light conversation. “Why don’t you hand it over to Robin?”

“I will in a little bit,” Judy replied, her voice trailing off as she gazed at the dark horizon. She continued, her attention still on me, Jim. “I just keep thinking about that storm we got caught in last year. You remember—the one near Cape Horn? There was something in the air, like we weren’t alone even then.” Her voice held a hint of unease, like shadows creeping slowly under the moonlight. The same metallic scent lingered now, as if carried by the wind from that haunted storm. The low, eerie creak of the rigging, so familiar from our ordeal at Cape Horn, seemed to echo now. It sent a shiver down her spine and reminded her of the dangers that lay ahead.

Tom could tell that Judy was deep in thought and clearly anxious about what lay ahead. “Is there something wrong?” he asked, eyes searching her face for answers. Judy’s gaze was fixed on the darkening horizon, her mind seemingly elsewhere. The silence between them was only broken by the soft splash of the waves against the hull. Finally, she spoke. “What if they attack us and have weapons?” Her voice was barely above a whisper, heavy with concern.

“We’ve handled situations like this before,” Tom reassured, trying to sound confident. “That’s the thrill of the adventure, right?” He offered her a knowing smile. “Yeah,” Judy nodded, though her voice carried a tired edge. “Just feeling a bit worn out, I guess.” She paused, glancing below deck where their children were. “The kids have grown up around this. They’re smart and know how to handle themselves.” With that, she retreated below, leaving Tom to ponder her unease. Once she is in port and finds out more about this peekaboo Island, she will get excited about it, Tom thought. Trade Wind was moving at a steady thirteen knots and holding the wind. The sheets are full, and the weather is fine. They will be in port for the meeting soon. What happens after that, he didn’t know. But that is part of the job and adventure. The unknown, the search, and finding the answer are all part of the job and his family’s lives.


CHAPTER 2

The chill of early morning gripped the deck as Trade Wind eased into port at 3:30 AM. Tom braced against the biting breeze, hearing wet lines creak and the hull slap dock pilings. Exhausted, his eyelids drooping, he moved with steady resolve, driven by the knowledge that this arrival was more than just another port—it was a step toward solving a mystery threatening both his family and his research. The sails snapped overhead, awaiting his attention. Pausing, Tom pulled out a battered photo of his family, edges worn from years afloat. He whispered a promise, reminding himself that each hardship was for their future. Below deck, the family slept, oblivious to his determination to keep them safe and secure and to provide a stable life. Tom secured the boat but left the sails, longing for sleep before the pivotal meeting that could determine everything for them. He pondered island rumors as he entered silently, careful not to wake anyone, knowing that secrecy was for their protection.

By dawn, the night's silence gave way to the familiar bustle of the galley. Tom woke to the scent of coffee. The family was already up. "There's our mighty captain," Judy said, a sparkle in her eyes that dimmed momentarily as she poured him coffee. Tom noted the playful tone, feeling a twinge of guilt, remembering last night's unresolved talk about where they were going. He looked at Judy, grateful for her understanding, but noticed how she seemed to avoid holding his gaze for too long. "Robin stowed the sails earlier and had a quick bite before heading out," she said, patting his shoulder. "Where did he go off to?"

Judy rolled her eyes with a smile at Tom’s praise, then turned away to prepare breakfast before leaving to go shopping.

Later that day, after breakfast and some quiet thoughts, Tom left the boat and made his way from the dock to Doctor Diaz’s office, a maritime lawyer and adventurer passionate about sea life. As he strolled through the vibrant streets, a peculiar tension hung in the air. A rust-worn freighter docked nearby bore a flag he couldn't quite place, its fading colors hinting at an identity obscured by time and neglect. The quiet murmur of the streets seemed different that day, as if hushed by some unspoken anticipation. Tom searched for the building, reaching it at ten minutes to one, just in time for the meeting. He wondered what Doctor Diaz would say and what he had discovered. During their call, Doctor Diaz seemed distressed and hesitant to discuss details. He walked in and checked in with the secretary.

The secretary looked up as the door opened, smiling and tapping a tide chart with her pen, a hint of impatience in her eyes. This subtle action suggested her familiarity with maritime matters. "May I help you, sir?" she asked, her tone professional yet warm, setting her apart from a mere pretty face.

"Tom Roberson. One o'clock with Doctor Diaz," Tom said. The secretary checked the book, then pressed the intercom. "Doctor, Tomas Roberson here to see you."

"Send him in."

"You can go in, sir," she said.

“Thank you and Tom, please. And what is your name?”

"Mairea," she replied, smiling.

“Thank you, Mairea.”

"Right this way, Tom," she gestured. Tom knocked, then heard, "Come in."

Tom entered. "Welcome to Porto Rico," a heavy man said, offering his hand and a cigar. "Thank you, Doctor," Tom replied, uneasy amidst the smoke and heat.

They sat. "Coffee, or something cold?" Dr. Diaz offered.

"No, thank you," Tom said.

"Cafe Yauco Selecto is mild," the doctor said. Tom shook his head. "No, thank you, Doctor."

"Call me Carlos."

"No thanks, Carlos," Tom said. Carlos looked

disappointed. Why? Was Tom being tested, or was something else happening?

Carlos leaned in. "We have a problem." He handed Tom a battered logbook. "A ship saw the island: '...spotted

uncharted landmass... sea creatures erratic...'" Tom nodded. "My company mentioned it."

"How much did they tell you?" the Doctor asked. Tom showed a sonar printout. "Ships sinking, animals dying, radiation. Funding is at risk. Some want to quit." The Doctor said, "I got the same report from the Maritime board and Navy."

"Who's behind this and why? KGB, China, terrorists?" Tom asked.

"That's the question," the doctor said dryly. Voices outside interrupted; he stepped out.

As Carlos stepped out, transitioning from a tense conversation to solitude, Tom sat there, wondering what their contacts had found, if anything. He needed all the information to solve this odd mystery. Whatever they found out or didn’t find, they had to solve it no matter what. Pausing, Tom settled into his thoughts about his family below deck. What about Judy and the kids? They knew the danger, and they had the same spirit that he had all his life. Their safety was a constant worry for him. As he considered the risks, Tom realized he needed to involve them in his decision. Picking up his phone, he decided it was time to call Judy, to share his concerns and make sure they were prepared for whatever might come. This choice, he hoped, would anchor his restless thoughts and transform his worries into a shared resolve.

While waiting for Carlos to return, Tom's thoughts drifted to his son. Robin is a spitting image of him, and the boy's love for the ocean is evident in his actions. In the evening, he could be found carefully logging plankton samples, meticulously jotting down details in his field notebook like a true marine biologist. He hasn't chosen a specific path yet, whether marine biology, chemical oceanography, physical oceanography, or marine geology, but he's gearing up for college in two years. As for Kate, or Kitten as she's fondly called, her passion is captured through her camera, often framing breathtaking shots of bioluminescent waves washing ashore. Both love the sea, and sailing is their life. Each possesses toughness, intelligence, and good judgment that will serve them well in whatever paths they choose.

Diaz returned, smiling. “Now, where were we? Peekaboo Island. First seen near Antarctica—it

disappeared four days, then reappeared off Chile and Argentina. Surveyors found sea animals with deep black wounds—radiation burns. Looked like a laser weapon.”

Tom hesitated. “Sounds military.” “You're the one to solve it,” the doctor insisted. “Wouldn't the military be better for this disappearing island?” The doctor grinned, puffing his cigar.

The doctor frowned, spun his chair, and stared out the window. 'I am not asking. The United States Government wants your help,' Diaz said, his tone making clear his own obligation as well. Tom hesitated. Government backing meant he had no real option—his lab depended on federal grants. He weighed his family’s safety against the truth, knowing that refusing meant jeopardizing both. 'In that case, I have little choice,' Tom admitted, feeling torn. 'Their safety and the pursuit of truth both compel me, though they pull in opposite directions.' He felt trapped at a moral crossroads—every action seemed fraught with consequence. 'I’ll do what I can...' Diaz paused, inhaled deeply. 'I have weapons and supplies for you. I could be arrested for this,' Diaz added, hinting at personal risk and commitment to uncovering the truth.

Tom was stunned. “Who are we dealing with?” The doctor sighed. “KGB, or maybe terrorists.”

"North Korea?" Tom asked.

"No, too small," the doctor said. Tom tried, "China? Balloons over the U.S." The doctor nodded. "Possible. Still think KGB or Russian military."

The so-called island seemed to stay in the South Atlantic. “What resources do we have in that area?”

“Research labs from many countries might aim at dominance,” the doctor said. “Russia could try something big.” He paused. “Meet me tomorrow at two. I’ll look into this.” They shook hands and agreed to meet. Tom walked back to the boat, feeling the fresh air. Tomorrow would bring its own answers.


CHAPTER 3

In a small coffee shop, the harsh scent of over-roasted beans hung in the air, gripping Tom’s senses. His cup quivered in his hand, a sign of his unrest. Decision loomed: Tom canceled the meeting, knowing he wasn’t ready to face unknown risks without first understanding what he and his team were up against. This shift gave him time to gather his thoughts and reassess the mission, so he focused on the classified file in his briefcase. The lively chatter faded into a distant hum, muffled by the weight of the meeting replaying in his mind. Whether it was today’s unresolved events or worries at home, Tom’s uncertainty tightened its grip. Time slipped away.

Maybe this was more than he could handle. Tom pushed the thought aside—he’d been on missions like this before, so why the doubt now? A vivid memory intruded: on the last mission, Robin had nearly slipped off an icy cliff. The image of his son’s fear forced Tom to acknowledge the fragility of their path and the growing risk to his family. This mishap became a turning point, prompting him to question whether pushing forward was worth the danger. Still, he reminded himself of why he kept taking these missions: responsibility to protect his loved ones and their future. Worry for his family returned. Why the hesitation now? They’d faced danger before. Robin was almost seventeen, and Kitten, or Kate, was fifteen. Both had good heads on their shoulders.

However, just as the ocean carries its hidden depths, so too did Tom’s thoughts. He let the sights swirl around him, like the restless tides he was about to study. Tom scuffed off the thought for now, shifting focus as another detail from the case drew his attention. Was there a chance this mission, unlike the others, held secrets beneath its surface, secrets that could forever alter his path? Tom picked up his briefcase from the floor, then pulled out the report and the area's case study. There was a startling mention of a humpback whale found with an inexplicable burn, its skin marred in a pattern that suggested something sinister lurking in the waters. This single striking detail stood out amidst the thriving marine life: crabs, lobsters, and seahorses. Large migratory whales, like the humpbacks and dolphins, continued their journeys, oblivious to the hidden perils beneath.
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