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      The hull sliced through the waters of the Gulf of Mexico. I stood at the helm, peering through the polarized Ray-Bans. They were a nice pair of sunglasses, but not something I’d have spent my money on. A guest left them at the bar in the Manta Club, and they sat beside the register for a month before I took them back to Carina with me. I always seek out the polarized ones because they seem to help me distinguish what’s beneath the surface of the water. If I explained it to anyone, I’d end up lying because I had no idea how they worked. However, the polarization helped see through the light reflecting off the surface. In truth, it wasn’t miraculous, but it helped me spot fish or, even better, coral heads as I approached an anchorage.

      “I’m going to miss this,” Jay noted from the starboard bench. My friend stretched out on the seat and soaked up the sun.

      “You’re the one heading off to Mississippi,” I pointed out. “Are we going to get in any diving in Mississippi?”

      “Have you ever been in the Mississippi Sound?” Jay asked. “The only thing you can see under the water is more mud.”

      “You’re going to miss the waters off South Florida,” I reminded him.

      “For sure,” he agreed. “But I need to go back home. Sam needs help with Dad.”

      Jay’s father had, in recent years, succumbed more and more to the onslaught of dementia. While Jay’s older brother had been caring for their ailing father, he needed help. Jay was going up next month to start his new position in Ocean Springs, Mississippi, as the new chief of police. It allowed him to move back in and help his father stay at his home a bit longer.

      “It’s not like I can’t sail up there to see you,” I pointed out.

      “You’d enjoy it,” Jay remarked. “Place has a different vibe than West Palm, though.”

      This was a bit of a farewell trip for us. Jay and I had been as close as brothers since we were eighteen-year-old recruits getting off the bus at Parris Island. After graduating from that hellhole, we ended up in the same unit for most of our careers. Now we were halfway through a two-week trip around Florida. Technically, we skipped a lot. Over the years, we’d covered most of the Keys and Biscayne Bay. Today, we were testing a remote bit of sea called The Florida Middle Ground. The area seemed rather an anomaly in the vast Gulf. There was a swath of reefs in the northwest section of the gulf that rose up from the two to three thousand foott depths to only seventy to a hundred feet.

      The reefs made the area a remote fishing and diving ground, offering deeper dives than some of the reefs closer to shore. At a little over eighty miles from the eastern coast of Florida, not many people ventured this far out—at least not often.

      Not none for sure, but it required a heartier soul than someone in a small center-console.

      I’d never been out here, and it had been on my bucket list for a bit. The trip seemed perfect for the two of us. If the weather reports were accurate, we should have a couple of calm days out here. When I asked a few others who’d made the trip, I’d been told there was a mooring ball for visitors. At those depths, an anchor would be a challenge.

      “How far out are we?” Jay asked, staring out across the blue water.

      I scanned the horizon. According to the chartplotter, we were within a few miles. In the distance, I saw a sailboat with its sails down.

      “Looks like we might have some company out there,” I remarked.

      Jay strained his head to look. “Sure ‘nough. Hope it’s a boat full of beauties,” he joked.

      I shrugged. “Can’t say I disagree, but I’ve yet to come across a boat full of only women.”

      “Women aren’t stupid enough to leave sight of land,” Jay commented.

      “That’s probably true,” I agreed.

      “What is that?” Jay asked.

      “Looks like a Beneteau, but I’m not sure.”

      He peered at it closer. “Is it listing?” he asked.

      I narrowed my eyes as if that would improve my vision. “Can you grab my binoculars from below deck?” I relented.

      Jay nodded and disappeared below deck, returning a few seconds later with my Steiner Navigator Pro glasses. With my eyes pressed against the lenses, I focused on the sailboat.

      “Definitely a Beneteau,” I confirmed. “Fifty-footer.”

      Jay had been correct. The vessel had a list to it. The angle was slight, and I might not have noticed at first, thinking it was the waves rocking it. A list didn’t always mean anything. Some boats had a slight one. Even Carina in dead calm water tilted to starboard, especially if I just filled the water tanks on that side. However, this looked a bit more than just off-kilter.

      “Here,” I said, handing Jay the binoculars. “It’s probably nothing.”

      Still, I grabbed the handheld VHF I kept in the cockpit. It was a good backup radio while I was underway. My main VHF was below deck, and it could transmit over quite a distance. The handheld had its limits—line-of-sight.

      “This is Sailing Vessel Carina to the Beneteau at the Middle Grounds. Come in,” I said into the radio.

      No response came.

      I repeated the call. Again, no response.

      “Think it’s a problem?” Jay asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Could be they’re diving.”

      Jay put the Steiner’s to his eyes. “They have a flag up,” he remarked. “Looks like the stern reads, ‘SeaQueen.’ One word.”

      “Keep an eye out. We’re about thirty minutes out. I don’t want anyone coming up under us,” I told him.

      “You got it, Flash,” he commented.

      Jay was the only person left who called me Flash. When I joined the Corps, it became my call sign. An obvious play on Flash Gordon. Most people hate their call sign because they don’t get to choose it, and at first, I abhorred it. Now, it’s a term of endearment from men who once fought alongside me. Jay was the only guy from our unit that still stayed in touch with me. However, if any of the others showed up calling me, “Flash,” I’d have nothing but hugs and love for those men.

      “Nothing seems to be moving, but it definitely looks like it’s taking on water.”

      As we neared, I agreed with him. The list grew more pronounced. If someone was diving, they might have a serious problem on their hands.

      “I’m firing up the diesel,” I informed Jay. “Be ready to flake the main when I bring it down.”

      “Aye, aye, captain,” Jay joked.

      The diesel rumbled to life. I pushed the throttle down and grabbed the cam cleat, securing the main halyard.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Ready,” he responded, and I released the cam cleat.

      Gravity dropped the sail eighty percent of the way. If I hadn’t fired up the motor, our forward momentum would have slowed. Instead, the diesel chugged us along as Jay folded the sail across the boom. While he organized that, I released the cam cleat securing the genoa sheet. The wind caught the now-loosened sail, causing it to flap in the wind until I started reeling in the furler line. The foresail began to wind around the forward stay until the genoa wound into a tight coil.

      I was back behind the helm in a matter of seconds. Not that Carina’s was so fast even on her diesel engine to veer out of control. Bad weather and rough seas might jerk the rudder but today was calm. Once the sails were down, the engine did all the work, keeping us straight.

      “That looks bad,” Jay remarked when he finished securing the mainsail.

      “She’s definitely going down,” I agreed. “Listen, I’m going to come up on her side and board her. Can you handle the helm?”

      “Yeah, you sure you don’t want me to do that?”

      “If it’s an open seacock, I might be able to find it a little faster than you.”

      “True, my boat experience knows where the plug is on my fishing boat,” he said. “You guys with these massive ones have too many things.”

      I nodded.

      SeaQueen tilted at about forty degrees to starboard. There were limited things I could do once I boarded her, but I ran through them in my mind. First, I needed to be certain that no one was on board and in need of help. Second, if possible, I needed to find where the water was coming in. Third, I needed to stop that water from coming in. If it was possible, I should be able to do it. However, time would be a factor. If the Beneteau filled up enough, it would go down pretty quick. If I accomplished all that, I needed to pump the water out. Hopefully, the bilge pump still worked. Although, in a pinch, I had a strong pump in my storage locker. If I could stop the ingress of water, the SeaQueen could stay afloat long enough to sort that out.

      Of course, that assumed we reached her in time to find a stop for whatever was allowing the water into the vessel. The more water filled the interior, the more difficult the task of finding and staunching that flow became.

      “Take the wheel, Jay,” I urged, relinquishing the helm as my friend stepped behind it. “Get close and slow down. I’ll step across. Just back away in case it goes quickly.”

      While the Beneteau was a bit bigger than my Tartan 40, the risk of it sucking us under with it was slim. In fact, it was beyond unlikely. What was less unlikely was that the boat might rotate as it went below. The mast could slam down atop Carina or, worse, gouge the hull, leaving us in the same predicament that SeaQueen now found itself.

      “Pulling close,” Jay warned.

      “I’m ready,” I assured him as I stepped up on the gunwale.

      Jay nosed the bow toward SeaQueen. She was sitting far lower in the water now. It was a significant change, and every second seemed to cause her to sink a bit more.

      As he neared her, he spun the wheel hard to port and cut the throttle. Inertia took over. With the rudder turned, Carina slid sideways against SeaQueen. I took a long step across the three-foot gap and landed on the Beneteau’s gunwale as Jay accelerated to get clear of the sinking ship.

      “Hello!” I called as I climbed into the cockpit.

      My movement triggered something, and the fifty-foot sailboat rolled at a slight angle. Not enough to capsize, but enough to keep me dancing across the cockpit to retain my balance.

      I heard the sloshing before I opened the companionway. Below deck, water already reached the third step, putting the depth inside the boat at a minimum of three feet. And rising fast.

      There was a point when something took on water that it seemed the water rose faster. Now I could almost see the water level change with each second.

      “Is anyone in there?” I called again.

      No answer.

      The only way to be sure was to go below. That became far more dangerous. With as much water as was in the vessel, things became precarious. Objects that often remain motionless might slosh around. If I somehow got trapped in the cabin, there’d be no one on board to pull me off. Jay wouldn’t know I was in trouble until too late.
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