



[image: Cover Image]





THE MIDAS DEEP


John Brosnan


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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At 1.20 a.m. on the night of 12 April, Professor Alan Melville left his office at Oceandeep Projects Incorporated and began the sixty-yard walk to the scene of his murder. It was a featureless two-storey building known as the Ocean Simulation Facility.


It was a typical La Jolla night. The air was pleasantly warm and filled with both the sound of the nearby Pacific Ocean and the tang of eucalyptus trees. He breathed deeply as he walked.


He met no one on his walk through the complex. This should have struck him as odd because there was always a strong security presence there twenty-four hours a day, but he was too preoccupied to notice. He was halfway to the Facility building before he even remembered that he’d promised his girlfriend that he’d be home by 10 p.m. She’d planned a special meal – it was an anniversary or something; he couldn’t recall what the occasion was exactly – and he’d forgotten completely about it. Once again his work had blotted out everything else. Miranda was going to be furious. He would have to call her from the OSF building.


He paused at the entrance to the Facility. There was only a single light burning within its cavernous interior and that was over in a far corner. The network of huge cylindrical and spherical pressure chambers, and their surrounding machinery, that grew out of the concrete floor cast deep shadows. There was no sign of the person who had made the urgent call to his office only minutes ago. Where had they got to?


Frowning, Professor Melville stepped into the gloom. He was still puzzled as to what they were doing here at this time of night anyway. There were no pressure experiments being carried out at the moment, so what could there possibly be in here that needed his urgent attention?


He called out again but there was still no answer. He stood still for a couple of moments listening carefully for any sound but there was none. He continued on towards the light.


Then, just as he was rounding the corner of one of the big cylindrical tanks, he heard the merest of sounds behind him – like the scuff of a rubber heel on the concrete floor.


He started to turn but it was already too late. Everything suddenly became very confusing and the world started to tilt to one side. With clinical detachment he realized that he must have been hit very hard on the back of the head and that he was now falling towards the floor, but there was no pain. Nor did he feel any pain when he hit the floor though he distinctly felt the jarring shock as his chin slammed into the concrete. Then he was falling through the floor and down into layers of black cotton wool …


Consciousness returned with a jolt. He knew immediately that something was very wrong – every cell of his body was telling him so. He was shaking violently – so violently it was almost a convulsion – and his skin felt as if it was being flayed. Every breath took an enormous effort and even then he wasn’t drawing in enough oxygen. What the hell was going on?


He tried to focus his eyes in the bright light that surrounded him. He then saw that he was lying on his back in one of the pressure chambers – the biggest of the cylindrical ones. It could, he knew, be pressurized to the equivalent ocean depth of 700 metres. Then it hit him. The system was functioning! He was in a pressurized environment … and if his symptoms were any indication he was already goddamn deep!


He rolled over onto his stomach and dragged himself up onto his hands and knees. The exertion made him feel worse and a wave of nausea and dizziness swept over him. His body began to shake even more violently.


He knew now what was happening to him. He was experiencing ‘helium tremors’, a condition that occurred when you were subjected to a pressure equal to a depth of over 300 metres while breathing a mixture of oxygen and helium. The way to overcome it was to slow down the rate of compression but he’d obviously been taken to this depth at an incredibly high speed.


A glance at his watch confirmed this. It was 2.40 a.m. In normal pressure experiments it was standard procedure to increase the compression in a series of slow stages with long adjustment periods in between … but he’d been taken to at least 300 metres in just over an hour!


His rising anger helped him to stagger to his feet. Whoever the crazy idiot was who was doing this to him was going to regret the day he was born.


He fell heavily against the curving wall of the chamber as the dizziness almost completely overcame him. Take deep breaths; he told himself. Because of the sheer effort of breathing at this depth, with the diaphragm and other chest muscles having to strain to push a heavier mass in and out of the lungs, he was breathing too shallowly and the lack of oxygen was adding to his symptoms.


Then his vision cleared and he was able to take in his surroundings. The first thing he looked at was the pressure gauge. It was as he feared – it read 380 metres. That was the equivalent of being over 1,000 feet below the sea!


He swore loudly – and was momentarily surprised by the squeaky tone of his voice until he remembered it was a side-effect of the helium – then staggered over to the intercom. He switched it on and yelled: ‘Hey, you out there! What the hell do you think you’re doing?’


He waited for an answer but there was none. He then pressed the red Emergency Alarm button beside the intercom. That should have set bells ringing throughout the Facility, but when he listened on the intercom he couldn’t hear a sound. Was the intercom dead or had someone disconnected the alarm circuit? Suddenly his anger was replaced with a chill of fear. For the first time since he’d regained consciousness it had occurred to him that someone might be trying to kill him.


He went to one of two observation ports and peered out but could see no one. This wasn’t surprising as the thick glass port-holes were set in the upper curve of the chamber wall – observers standing on the small catwalk would be able to see into the chamber but all you could see from inside was the ceiling of the Facility. Melville banged on the glass with his fist and yelled though he knew it was futile. There was no way the sound would penetrate glass that thick.


The effort made him feel even weaker so he sat down on one of the narrow bunks. He took deep breaths and told himself to keep calm and to look at the situation rationally. It was ridiculous that anyone might be trying to kill him. It had to be some kind of crazy, dangerous practical joke. After all, if someone had really wanted to kill him they would have done so instead of just knocking him unconscious. But who on Earth did he know who would pull this kind of stunt for a joke?


He glanced at the pressure gauge. It now read 420 metres. They were taking him down even further! And at the same fast rate. Panic gripped him for a moment but he fought it away. He was in no real danger, he told himself. Lots of people had been subjected to greater amounts of pressure in this very chamber. What was the record? He strained to remember but concentration was difficult – another symptom of what was known as the ‘high pressure nervous syndrome’.


In theory the human body should be capable of withstanding enormous pressure providing the internal gas pressure stays in balance with the exterior, but physiologists had discovered that the compression of the actual cell membranes at depths past 300 metres had increasingly serious effects on the nerves. It was now believed that the human nervous system would never be able to cope with depths past 600 metres.


Experiments had shown that the high pressure nervous syndrome could be controlled providing the descent was made as slowly as possible, but as Melville was being taken down at such a fast rate he was getting the full brunt of all the syndrome effects. The trembling in his limbs was getting worse and he was sweating heavily, his body temperature rising because of the pressure.


He got to his feet again and immediately vomited as another wave of nausea overcame him. The pressure gauge was now showing 500 metres. That meant he was at the equivalent ocean depth of over 1,600 feet and being subjected to – he fought to concentrate – over 700 pounds of pressure per square inch of his body.


He went to the intercom and yelled for help but the effort made him short of breath and he had to stop. It was a waste of time anyway – whoever was out there operating the controls knew he was in here. He wondered again who it could possibly be, and he also wondered what had happened to the person who had called him here. For a brief moment he considered the possibility that they might be responsible for what was going on, but dismissed the idea immediately. It had to be someone else.


He pressed his face to the glass of the observation port, trying to increase his restricted field of vision, but it was no use. He still couldn’t see anyone out there.


And as he stared through the glass it suddenly occurred to him how isolated he had suddenly become. The world just 2½ inches away on the other side of the glass had become a hostile environment to him. It would take several days of slow and careful decompression before he could re-enter that world.


He was struck by an alarming thought. What if his unknown tormenter out there intended to kill him by suddenly decompressing the chamber? Panic gripped him again until he remembered that all the tanks were equipped with fail-safe devices that prevented the accidental rapid decompression of any of them.


But even so it would still be possible to reduce the pressure at a faster rate than his body could handle, with the result that the dissolved helium in his cells would start to form tiny bubbles. If the bubbles formed in the joints or in the nerve tissue he would suffer agonizing pain – the dreaded ‘bends’ – and if they accumulated in the blood he could die of thrombosis.


He had seen divers suffering from the bends. It was probably one of the most unpleasant ways to die there was.


But who would want to do this to him. And why?


The only answer was that it was someone from outside. Someone had managed to penetrate Oceandeep’s tight security net, as unlikely as that seemed.


He remembered how he had lightly dismissed the security chief’s warning about the strong possibility that the Russians would take covert action against the Proteus Project. But could that be the explanation behind all this?


Could this be the work of a Russian saboteur?


No, that was ridiculous. No outsider would be able to get into Oceandeep. And why would a saboteur make him the target? His death at this stage would only mean a minor set-back to the project. Most of the important work had been completed and Proteus would go ahead with or without him. And if murder was the object of this whole thing why would his assassin go to such complicated lengths? Who would want to make his death as slow and as painful as possible?


No, this had to be someone with a personal grudge against him. But who? He had no enemies that he knew of. Who had he antagonized recently? He strained to think but no one came to mind. Could it be a case of professional jealousy? Did someone want his job? No, it was impossible. He knew of no one at Oceandeep who would be capable of doing something like this …


He looked at his watch again. It was now 3.05 a.m. The gauge read 550 metres.


Hell, surely this couldn’t go on for much longer! Soon one of the security people would be along to check why someone was running an unscheduled experiment in the Facility. The noise of the pumping equipment would be attracting attention …


And there was Miranda. He was five hours late. She’d be worried by now. This was much later than he usually was. By now she’d have rung his office and found he wasn’t there. What would her next move be? Yes, she’d call the main gate and ask if he’d signed out yet. She’d be told no. Next step. Knowing Miranda she’d tell the guy to get off his fat ass and go check if he was all right. There’d be a search. It had probably already begun. Any moment now they’d be coming in here …


All he had to do was hang on. Miranda would save him. Miranda. Beautiful Miranda …


He woke up on the cold floor of the chamber again. He’d passed out. But for how long? He tried to focus his eyes on his watch. Finally he saw it was 3.40 a.m.


Why hadn’t help arrived by now? Where was everyone? This was a crazy nightmare! He was going to wake up soon in bed beside Miranda …


He hauled himself to his feet. His head was being crushed in a spiked vice. The pain was unbearable and his skin seethed as if every nerve ending was being stroked with a wire brush. Breathing took enormous effort …


A look at the pressure gauge explained why. It now read 670 metres. He tried to laugh. He had set a world’s record and he was still alive.


And he was going to stay alive. He knew 700 metres was the limit of the chamber’s machinery. If he’d gone this deep he could take another 30 metres. And by then help would have arrived.


Come on, Miranda, hurry!


Then he noticed it.


On the outside of one of the observation ports. A small lump of white clay-like substance. And leading away from it was a thin red wire. It was attached to the glass by a piece of adhesive tape.


He screamed. It was both a scream of terror and a futile attempt to empty his lungs of air. He knew, with a dreadful certainty, what was going to happen.


His scream was a grotesque one. The helium in his larynx made him sound like a character in a Mickey Mouse cartoon.


There was a flash of light and the glass in the port shattered. One moment the pressure in the chamber was 967 pounds – nearly half a ton – per square inch; the next it had dropped to the normal 14½ pounds as the mixture of helium and oxygen exploded out through the broken port.


As this happened Melville’s feet left the floor and he flew head-first into the 12-inch diameter opening. The impact, as his head shot through the port, splintered both collar bones, but these were minor injuries compared to the damage being inflicted upon the rest of his body.


Every space within him that contained trapped gas ruptured with explosive force – the pleural sac, the intestines, the Eustachian tubes, the sinuses … even tooth cavities.


In the same instant the helium was forming in such large bubbles in his blood stream that the blood began to froth and boil. It sprayed out from his mouth, ears, nostrils, eyes, anus …


There was a high-pitched shriek as the remaining gas in the chamber forced its way out past his jammed body then all was quiet in the Ocean Simulation Facility.


Elsewhere in the Oceandeep complex alarm bells had started to ring but Professor Alan Melville couldn’t hear them.
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Hak Issen Saanderman smiled politely as the guard ran inexpert fingers over his clothing. The smile masked a mixture of loathing and disgust – he hated all forms of physical contact – as well as contempt. As before the young Sicilian had missed the knife. It had a flat hilt, wide five-inch blade and rested in a pigskin sheath taped to the small of his back.


As Saanderman continued to smile at both the guard doing the searching and his companion who was lounging nearby against the wall of the gatehouse, his right hand placed with grating obviousness inside his jacket, he wondered icily what would happen to them if their employer, Carlo Peracetti, learned they had overlooked the weapon.


No doubt the punishment meted out to these two swaggering young amateurs with their arrogant manner, greasy black hair and overpowering aftershave would be brutal. Knowing of Peracetti’s love of the old Sicilian customs it would probably fit the crime – they would be returned to their relatives with their eyes put out. Saanderman’s smile widened at the thought.


‘Okay, man,’ said the young Sicilian, ‘you can go in. Mr Peracetti is waiting for you beside the pool. You take the path up to the villa and …’


‘I know the way,’ Saanderman interrupted. He had only been here once before, and that had been over a year ago, but he had memorized every detail of the villa and its surrounds. He gave them each a polite nod and walked out of the shadow of the gatehouse into brilliant sunshine.


Peracetti’s villa was located on one of the upper slopes of the Pradels hills which stretch along the southern French coast between La Croix-Valmer in the west and Le Lavandou in the east. It is known as the unfashionable side of St Tropez but Peracetti had always believed in keeping a low profile with regard to his lifestyle. It was typical of the careful nature of the man. He had survived to his mid-sixties while most of his contemporaries had fallen by the wayside, usually in violent circumstances.


Saanderman, dressed in a cream-coloured lightweight suit with an open-necked blue shirt, strode easily up the steep incline of the hill. He was a tall, lean man but powerfully built. About 40 years old he possessed typically Nordic good looks which were spoilt only by his unattractively thin lips. His eyes were his most striking feature, being such a light blue they seemed almost luminous.


As he rounded the side of the villa an old man lying on a couch by the side of a large swimming pool waved and called to him. ‘Ah, the good Captain Saanderman. As punctual as ever. Come and sit down.’ He gestured at a nearby deck-chair under an umbrella then turned towards the pool and cried, ‘Jetta! Come meet our guest!’


Saanderman nodded at the old man as he sat down. ‘I came as quickly as I could, Mr Peracetti. Is there some problem?’


Peracetti gave him a benign smile. ‘Problem? No. No problem. I have a new assignment for you.’


‘Already? What is it?’


But Peracetti wasn’t to be rushed. He indicated a small table by his couch. On it was a bowl of fruit, two bottles of red wine and glasses. ‘Would you like a fig, or perhaps some grapes? The wine is only Provence red but quite drinkable.’


‘No thank you.’ Saanderman stared at him expectantly. Peracetti’s appearance was deceptive. Stretched out on the couch in his floral shirt and white shorts he looked like some ordinary old Italian on vacation. A retired delicatessen owner perhaps. He had a kind face, soft eyes and always wore an apologetic smile. One knew instinctively that neighbourhood children called him ‘uncle’ and could rely on him to slip them treats whenever he saw them.


In reality he was one of the heads of the world’s biggest and most successful drug smuggling empire and the only treats he slipped, indirectly, to children were heroin-flavoured. He was also one of the most ruthless, and most feared, men in the international underworld.


A girl had climbed out of the pool. She was about nineteen, pretty rather than beautiful, but with a shapely body well-suited for the tiny black bikini she was wearing. She posed at the top of the chrome ladder to enable Saanderman to get a good look at her, then came over to them and picked up a towel. As she dried herself provocatively she pouted at Peracetti and said, ‘Oh, Carlo! You said I would meet a real pirate this afternoon. But he doesn’t look a bit like a pirate.’


Peracetti chuckled. ‘Ah, but he is a pirate, my pet. He has probably sent more ships to the bottom than Black-beard ever did. It’s just that he is less flamboyant in his methods. Isn’t that so, my dear captain?’


‘If you say so,’ said Saanderman, despising him.


The girl, unaware that she wasn’t getting the attention from Saanderman she expected, pouted again and sat down beside Peracetti’s couch. She pulled of her black swimming cap to reveal short blonde hair. Her expression, as she stared at Saanderman, contained more than a hint of sexual challenge as well as open curiosity. Still chuckling, Peracetti caressed the side of her neck with the back of a gnarled hand on which green veins and liver spots formed an unappealing landscape.


‘Congratulations on the Edhessa job,’ he told Saanderman. ‘Our South African clients were well pleased.’


Saanderman inclined his head a fraction but said nothing.


‘What was this – Edhessa job?’ asked the girl.


Saanderman looked at her more closely. Northern Italian most likely. From a working-class family. Probably became involved with minor underworld characters while still at school. Decided she liked the good things in life and didn’t mind using her body to get them. Possibly not as stupid as she appeared to be. Kept her ears open. Realized she was on the fringe of Big Things. Might become ambitious. In a word – dangerous.


He shot Peracetti a quick glance. The old man made a dismissive gesture with the fingers of the hand resting on the girl’s shoulder. She didn’t see the movement.


Saanderman gave an almost imperceptible nod of approval. Peracetti’s gesture meant it was safe to talk in front of the girl. She would never have the opportunity to repeat anything she heard. No doubt when he eventually tired of her she would be found in an alley in somewhere like Marseilles with enough heroin in her body to have dropped an elephant.


‘The Edhessa was a supertanker,’ said Peracetti, stroking her hair. ‘A month ago it left the Omani port of Mina al Fahal carrying 170,000 tons of crude oil destined for Italy. The oil, of course, never got to Italy. It was discharged in Durban, South Africa, and replaced with sea water to give the impression that the tanker was still fully loaded. The captain then put out to sea again, his intention being to scuttle the ship and then collect the fat payment that would be waiting for him in Rome …’


Peracetti’s benign eyes shone with amusement. ‘The poor man was unaware that his employers, to ensure that the disappearance of the Edhessa would be regarded as a genuine disaster at sea and not just another suspicious incident involving a super-tanker and a missing cargo of oil in South African waters – with the inevitable investigation by the insurance companies – had taken certain steps. These involved myself – and Captain Saanderman here.


‘The Edhessa’s captain was unaware that four of his men worked for Saanderman. On the first day out of Durban Saanderman’s men took control of the vessel. Shortly afterwards the Edhessa rendezvoused with Saanderman’s own ship, the Necromancer. The captain and his seventeen crewmen were taken on board the Necromancer and the Edhessa was scuttled in 2,000 fathoms of water. The Edhessa’s captain was then persuaded to make a distress call saying that his ship had been hit by a freak giant wave and was sinking fast. The position he gave was some 200 miles from where the tanker had actually gone down. Am I right, Captain Saanderman?’


Saanderman nodded, his eyes hooded.


‘The Necromancer,’ continued Peracetti, ‘on the pretext of answering the distress call, then headed for the designated area. When it arrived there a rubber life-raft from the Edhessa was dumped upside down into the sea, under the cover of darkness, along with the bodies of the Edhessa captain and his men. These were subsequently picked up by other ships, providing proof that the tanker hadn’t been scuttled by its crew. Correct, captain?’ He beamed jovially at Saanderman.


‘Correct, yes.’ He was becoming impatient. He hadn’t come all this way in answer to Peracetti’s urgent summons to entertain some little whore.


The girl, her face flushed, was regarding him with new interest. ‘How exciting!’ she cried. ‘Then you are a real pirate!’ As she spoke she drew up her feet so that she was now sitting cross-legged, her thighs splayed out. This had the effect of stretching the vee of black nylon tautly over her pudenda and Saanderman could see wisps of blonde pubic hair protruding from under the edges of the material.


But it was all wasted on him. The female body held little attraction for him, on the contrary he was physically revolted by certain aspects of it, especially the sexual organs. In his opinion the vagina had all the aesthetic appeal of a gunshot wound and the idea of actually making love to a woman was abhorrent to him.


He wasn’t a homosexual though; asexual would be a more accurate description. Whatever sexual satisfaction he required he obtained subliminally by routes and means so oblique that even he didn’t fully comprehend the process.


He looked away from the girl, not bothering to conceal his disgust. ‘I don’t have much time,’ he told Peracetti. ‘It is a long drive back to the ship. What is this new assignment – another tanker?’


‘No. It involves our South African clients again but it has nothing to do with oil.’ He chuckled. ‘It’s to do with potatoes.’


‘Potatoes?’ repeated Saanderman blankly.


‘Yes, potatoes,’ laughed Peracetti. ‘And don’t worry, I haven’t gone senile. I’m talking about the rock potatoes that apparently lie scattered beneath all the oceans of the world. I believe they are called “magnesium nodules”.’


‘Manganese nodules,’ corrected Saanderman.


‘Ah, then you know what I’m talking about?’


‘Of course,’ said Saanderman impatiently. ‘They were discovered a long time ago. At least a century ago. They contain a wide variety of valuable minerals – manganese, iron, cobalt, titanium, aluminium, nickel, copper and so on. In total they are worth billions of dollars but raising them presents many technical problems. They are a deep-water phenomenon. They lie at depths between nearly two and four miles. Don’t tell me you have become involved in a scheme to mine them. It would be exorbitantly expensive.’


Peracetti was very amused by this. ‘Good God no. As much as I like to diversify my interests, legitimately as well as illegitimately, I would never get into anything so speculative. But there are plans to raise these nodules, are there not?’


‘Yes,’ said Saanderman, wondering where all this was leading to. ‘Many feasibility studies have been carried by consortiums formed in France, Canada, West Germany and the USA, but as far as I know the first big-scale mining operation is still a long way off. The best method has yet to be decided. The French favour a technique that involves dragging a long chain of buckets, connected between two ships, along the sea bottom, while the American plan to use a giant vacuum cleaner to suck the nodules straight up. But as far as I know this latter device has yet to be perfected. The prototypes have failed to operate properly at the required depths.’


Peracetti regarded him slyly. ‘You seem well informed on the subject.’


‘I make it my business to know about everything that concerns the sea.’


‘Well, I am going to tell you something you don’t know. Or at least I don’t think you do. Have you heard of the Proteus Project?’


Saanderman shook his head.


‘It’s been kept under careful wraps but soon the whole world will learn of it,’ said Peracetti. ‘It represents America’s first serious attempt to mine the nodules on a large scale.’


‘I’m surprised,’ said Saanderman truthfully. ‘This means they will be acting in open defiance of the Law of the Sea treaty. It was inevitable, of course, but I didn’t expect it would happen so soon. The Americans are still carrying on negotiations about the treaty.’ One of the aims of the Law of the Sea treaty, which had been under discussion since 1972, was to ensure that the poor and landlocked countries would receive a share in the vast mineral wealth that the seas contained. The idea was to set up an International Sea-Bed Authority, to be dominated by Third World countries, which would control deep-sea mining throughout the world. Any company or consortium applying for a licence to mine would have to agree to hand over seventy per cent of its profits to the ISA as well as transfer its technology to the Authority for a nominal sum.’


It had been presumed that America would be a signatory to the treaty, but when Reagan became President he pulled his country out of the treaty conference, much to the relief of American mining interests. Reagan later relented and sent representatives back to the treaty discussions but made it clear he would not sign unless radical changes were made. In the meantime the US government had been pursuing negotiations with seven of the richer nations to reach an agreement under the US’s 1980 Deep Seabed Hard Mineral Resources Act, which allows American companies to win sea-bed mining permits from either the US government or a ‘reciprocating state’. It was an obvious attempt to set up a mining authority in opposition to the proposed ISA, and already France and Japan, which were desperate to assure supplies of nickel, cobalt and manganese for its giant steel industry, had agreed to join.


And now this latest development. The Americans were going to start mining before the ISA could be properly established.


‘When does it begin?’ asked Saanderman, ‘and where?’


‘Less than six months from now in an area north-east of Hawaii which has some of the richest and most concentrated nodule deposits in the world. It’s called the Midas Deep because the nodules there contain traces of gold as well as all the other minerals – a unique phenomenon.’


‘How much gold?’


‘Enough to affect the price of gold if you raise the nodules in big quantities. Our South African friends are getting worried.’


‘I see,’ said Saanderman thoughtfully.


‘And it’s not just the South Africans. Other African states who depend on their mineral resources are getting kind of anxious too. Uganda, which until now was cornering the market in cobalt; Zaire and Zambia, who rely on copper … Now all these countries, and others, expected their interests would be protected by this International Sea-Bed Authority but the Americans have surprised them by jumping the gun. By the time the Authority gets going it’ll be too late …’ He grinned, sat up and poured himself a glass of wine. ‘You sure you won’t have some?’


‘You know I don’t drink,’ he said curtly. ‘Tell me what all this has to do with us.’


Peracetti sipped his wine. ‘Patience, captain. Patience. Don’t rush me. In Sicily business meetings are always leisurely affairs. Please indulge an old man in the customs of his homeland.’ He handed the glass to the girl and she took a deep swallow, making even that ordinary act seem vaguely pornographic as she watched Saanderman over the rim of the glass.


Peracetti lay back again and continued. ‘Let us say that certain overtures have been made to my organization by a consortium of parties who have mining interests in Africa. They want the American nodule-mining scheme halted in its tracks – they want it to fail completely. They don’t want even one nodule to make it back to land. So that is why I have asked you here.’


Saanderman raised an eyebrow. ‘And how am I to achieve this small task?’


‘The American mining programme is being backed by a group of mining companies and fronted by an organization called Oceandeep Projects which specializes in underwater technology. Oceandeep has developed and built a giant submarine vessel known as Proteus. It will descend to the sea-bed, suck up the nodules and then send them to the surface by means of some kind of underwater conveyor belt or elevator system. On July 9th Proteus will leave San Diego en route for the Midas Deep. It will be accompanied by two support ships. You, captain’ – he jabbed a finger towards Saanderman – ‘will destroy all three vessels – sink them – and by doing so you will set the Americans back at least five years. Needless to say there must be no survivors among the Oceandeep personnel.’


Saanderman was silent. He turned and stared down at the distant Mediterranean. It was a hot day and the air was completely still. He could hear bees humming in the rose bushes around the villa. Finally he said, ‘You ask a lot.’


‘I’ll be paying a lot. Two million dollars.’


Saanderman thought, if he’s offering me that much then the actual amount being offered by the African clients is probably five times that. Slowly he said, ‘I will need time to consider it carefully. It will require an enormous amount of research and planning. I will need a lot of information – every available detail about the expedition and the people involved. I will want to know the operation inside out.’


‘You will be supplied with all the information you need. But I want your answer within a week,’ said Peracetti. ‘Yes or no.’


Saanderman stood up. ‘Very well. Within a week. Make sure the relevant information reaches my ship as soon as possible.’


‘But of course,’ said the old man, amused.


Saanderman picked up a fig, nodded his thanks then walked off without another word to him. The girl he ignored completely.


When he had disappeared from view Jetta made a face and said, ‘Awful man! So rude. I don’t like him.’


Peracetti chuckled. ‘Yes my pet, a cold fish that one. There is no passion in him. No warm blood.’ He reached over and scooped her right breast out of its flimsy wrapper. She giggled but made no move to stop him. She sat there passively as he rubbed her nipple roughly between thumb and forefinger. ‘My code name for him is “the Kraken”. It is most apt.’


She frowned. ‘Kraken?’


‘A mythological monster that lived off the coast of Norway. A big octopus. It fed on sailors. Saanderman is my tame Kraken. Those men I was telling you about – the captain and crew of that supertanker. I said their bodies were thrown overboard but I didn’t tell you how they died.’


‘How did they?’


‘Saanderman had them drowned. One by one each of them was held face-down in a tub of sea water. It was to ensure that sea water would be found in their lungs when their bodies were recovered. Saanderman supervised each drowning personally. He enjoys that kind of thing …’


The girl shivered. ‘Ugh. But how do you know this?’


‘I have an informer within his crew. It took a long time but I finally succeeded a year ago. And a good thing too. I have learned that my tame Kraken is not so tame any more. He has been doing things behind my back. He has become too ambitious, and dangerous too. I thought he learned his lesson years ago but apparently not …’


Peracetti leaned back on the couch and made a gesture the girl knew well. She sighed silently, got on her knees on the couch and pulled his shorts down over his scrawny, old man’s thighs. She was careful to keep the distaste from her face – she knew he would be watching for any sign. Then she bent down and took his flaccid member in her mouth. It was going to take hours today …


‘He has been a valuable asset to me over the years,’ continued Peracetti in a bored tone, ‘and our partnership in piracy has become almost as profitable to me as my drug connections but I fear the time has come to say farewell to Captain Saanderman.’


The two guards were waiting for Saanderman at the bottom of the hill. They were both leaning against the side of the gatehouse, watching him with the same insolent expressions.


He smiled as he approached them then suddenly reached behind his back. It was as if the glittering blade he now held had come from nowhere. Before they could even begin to react he had sliced the fig in half and was tossing the two halves at them.


As they each caught their half of the fruit their faces showed surprise, then anger and finally dawning alarm. The implications of the knife’s very existence were sinking home. If Peracetti was to learn about it …!


They stared at Saanderman. He held their lives in his hand.


He smiled again at them as he walked past them to his waiting car. The knife had already vanished back into its secret sheath.


‘Farewell gentlemen, until the next time.’
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Christopher Maine made a grab for the ringing telephone like a drowning man clutching at a straw. It had been a lousy day so far and any distraction was welcome. Anything to lighten his mood of deep depression. The weather was partly to blame. It was wet and cold, and as he picked up the phone a gust of wind sent drops of rain splattering against the front windows of his rooftop apartment like bullet shots. It was a typically British summer day.


Maine’s spirits began to rise as soon as he recognized the voice on the other end of the phone. It belonged to George Tippett, who was not only a good friend but the editor of Science and Scientist magazine and therefore his occasional employer. People meeting him for the first time were invariably surprised to learn that he was the editor of such a prestigious publication – he was a boisterous, fast-talking East Londoner who wouldn’t have looked out of place behind a fruit stall in Whitechapel, but the colourfully vulgar façade concealed a formidable intellect and an awesome collection of academic qualifications.


His cheery tones pierced the Monday morning greyness like a shaft of light. ‘Chris, my old love! How’s the world treating you? What’s the latest with Jenny? Is she still being a pain in the arse?’


‘Please, George,’ said Maine in a pained voice, ‘you’re talking about the woman I’m divorcing. A little respect please. At least until the final papers come through.’


‘I won’t say I didn’t warn you about her, Chris.’


‘That’ll make a nice change.’ It was true though that Tippett had never liked Jenny and had made this clear to Maine from the beginning. Maine had met her when he’d appeared on a popular BBC science programme – the kind that tries to keep any actual mention of science to a minimum – to talk about the Voyager photographs of Saturn. She had been one of show’s presenters and he’d been captivated by her charm, beauty and air of quiet confidence. He’d asked her out for a drink that night, she accepted and five months later they were married. And now, three years later, they were getting divorced.


It was entirely his own fault. He had just been too set in his ways to suddenly turn into the kind of husband Jenny had in mind. And there was the problem of children too. It had come as a surprise to Maine after they were married to learn that she wanted to have a baby. He had presumed she was the total career woman but he had to admit they’d never really discussed the subject beforehand. His refusal to even contemplate having children only hastened the deterioration of their relationship. Soon he was seeing old girlfriends again, as well as a few new ones …


He was relieved when, recently, she told him she was having an affair with the producer of the afternoon current affairs programme she was now working on and that they hoped to marry eventually. Shortly afterwards she had moved up to Birmingham, where the show was recorded, and into the producer’s flat.


‘You’re better off out of it, son,’ Tippett had said on hearing the news. ‘She wanted your balls on a plate. She wouldn’t have been happy until you were both ensconced in some suburban hell and up to your tits in bloody kids.’


He was about to launch into this refrain again but Maine cut him short and asked him the reason for the call.


‘I’m about to do you a big favour, mate,’ Tippett replied.


‘I hope it involves money. The last time I went to see my bank manager he left me alone in his office with a loaded revolver.’


‘It not only involves money, nodge, it also includes a six-week-long ocean cruise, all expenses paid.’


‘What’s the catch?’


Tippett gave an embarrassed cough. ‘Well, yes, there is a slight one. Most of the cruise will be under water.’


Maine laughed. ‘Is this a new invention? Underwater cruise ships? Playing deck games is going to be murder.’


‘You know about that giant submarine the Yanks have built to suck up manganese nodules? Well, I’m offering you a chance of going along on its maiden voyage. All you have to do is write a series of great pieces about the trip for the magazine. And you get to keep all the nodules you can pick up along the way.’


‘Are you serious?’


‘As I live and breathe. The Yanks have got so touchy about all the flak they’re getting over the Great Nodule Grab they’re trying to make it look more respectable by turning it into a scientific expedition as well. The company behind it, Oceandeep Projects, are inviting a mob of neutral scientific observers along for the ride. And some journalists too …’


‘They’ve approached you personally?’


‘Yep. I got a call from the company’s kingpin last Friday. Practically begged me to send someone. Soon as he made it clear his lot would be footing the bill I said I’d be happy to oblige.’


‘And you want me to go? Aren’t you overlooking one small but important factor? My field is astronomy, not oceanography. I don’t know one end of a wave from another.’


‘I’m not after a treatise on underwater mining technology – I just want some good descriptive pieces. The kind of thing you do so well. And anyway, if it will make you feel better, there is an astronomical connection. The area where they’ll be scooping up these damned nodules is known as the Midas Deep. Ring any bells in that Adonis-like head of yours?’


‘One or two,’ said Maine wearily.


‘It should. The Midas Deep is a circular depression in the sea-bed north-east of Hawaii. It’s over 100 miles in diameter and the theory is that it could be the impact crater of a large meteor or asteroid that hit us around 40 million years ago. One of the things they hope to achieve during this expedition is to get conclusive proof.’


There was a long pause before Maine said slowly, ‘What’s the real reason you want me to go along on this underwater treasure hunt?’


Tippett gave another embarrassed cough. ‘Well, I was coming to that. First, let me put you in the picture about the continental game of cat and mouse that’s going on under those beautiful oceans between NATO and the Soviets –’


‘Why?’ Maine broke in. ‘What’s it got to do with manganese nodules?’


‘Just be patient and listen. Now both sides are building submarines that can go deeper and deeper. The Americans have their Ohio class Trident subs that can go, it’s rumoured, as deep as 3,000 feet but the Russians are working on a sub the size of a cruiser known as the Alpha class. It has a hull made of titanium alloys and will be capable of going as deep as 3,400 feet. An extra 400 feet may not sound much to you, nodge, but it gives the Russians something like an extra 10 million miles of water in which to hide …


‘Not that being able to dive that deep is any protection if you actually get spotted by the opposition. There are now “smart” torpedoes in existence that are the underwater equivalent of those Exocet missiles that knocked out so many of the Navy’s ships in that Falklands war. Like the British-made 7525 torpedo, which has its own computer and sonar system and carries a warhead big enough to destroy a sub even the size of an Alpha. It travels at over 120 miles per hour and its computer is programmed to find the sub’s most vulnerable section. The torpedo then detonates its warhead so that a fast-moving metal slug at the front punches a hole right through the sub’s pressure hull –’


‘I have a strong feeling,’ interrupted Maine, ‘that I’m not going to like it when you get around to explaining what all this has to do with me and those damn nodules.’


‘Hush up, I haven’t got to the nitty-gritty yet. Now the critical element in this underwater game is detection. Apart from trying to get their subs to go deeper and deeper in order to have more water to hide in, both sides are also pouring billions of dollars into underwater surveillance systems. The US Navy’s one is called SOSUS – Sound Surveillance Under Sea. It’s a global network, using hydrophones anchored to the ocean floor and acoustic scanners mounted on towers on the continental shelves. The biggest station in the network is right here in this country – at Brawdy in Wales. Down there they can detect subs all the way out to the mid-Atlantic …’


‘I’m impressed,’ said Maine drily.


‘You should be, old son, you should be. Now here’s where the nitty gets gritty. The Russians are making it known that they think this American nodule-eating machine, called the Proteus, is really the prototype for a new kind of military vessel … one that will upset the whole balance of power.’


Maine frowned. ‘Why should it?’


‘Because the Proteus is big – as big as a submarine – but it’s not a submarine, it’s a submersible. The biggest ever built. Which means it can go deep. Very deep.’


‘How deep?’


‘Nearly four miles.’


‘Four miles?’ Maine gave a low whistle. ‘Wow, that is deep. And you said that even the latest subs can only manage around 3,000 feet?’


‘That’s right.’


‘I don’t understand. How come a submersible can go deeper than a submarine?’


‘It’s to do with the design of the pressure hull,’ explained Tippett. ‘The pressure hull in a submarine is cylindrical in shape whereas in a submersible it’s spherical and therefore stronger. To date most submersibles have been pretty small with just one or two pressure hulls about eight feet in diameter but the Proteus represents a real break-through in submersible design. It’s got about fifty or sixty of these pressure hulls all linked together.’


‘And the Russians can’t do this trick?’


‘Not yet. The point is that Proteus can dive so deeply it would be impossible for the Russians to detect it. And even if they could they couldn’t do anything about it. No torpedo would be able to reach it without being crushed to pieces. Put a brace of Triton missiles on board the thing and Proteus becomes very bad news indeed for the Kremlin vodka drinkers. It means that the Americans have an undetectable, invulnerable missile platform. It upsets the whole balance of power.’


‘I see,’ said Maine thoughtfully. ‘What are the Americans saying?’


‘Denying it all. According to Oceandeep and the US government the Proteus is a tool for underwater mining and scientific research and that’s all. They’ve issued statements saying that it would be impossible to convert the submersible into a military vessel as it can’t operate without being connected to a surface support ship.’


‘But the Russians aren’t buying this?’


‘Nope. And I don’t either. That’s why I want you to go along on this little jaunt. I want you to find out the truth about Proteus.’


‘You’re asking me to be a spy?’


‘I’m asking you to be a good journalist. These days, in this world, it’s the same thing.’


‘But why me, George?’


‘Because I know we think alike on matters like this. And because I can trust you.’


Maine sighed. ‘Let’s suppose I confirm that the Russians are right about Proteus. You’d actually run the story in the magazine?’


‘Of course I would.’


‘You’d be asking for a lot of trouble. You’ve been in enough hot water lately as it is.’ This was true. Tippett’s radical leanings had been causing him problems ever since he’d become editor of Science and Scientists four years ago. Not only the more conservative readers but also the board members of the parent company that owned the magazine had criticized Tippett’s tendency to bring politics into what they regarded as a scientifically “objective” magazine. The last occasion had been earlier in the year when he’d run a series of articles that were very anti the British nuclear energy industry, and the dust from this had yet to settle.


‘That’s my look-out, old son, not yours. Besides, if the Proteus is a new weapons system the Yanks are going to have to admit sooner or later.’


‘And what if it isn’t?’ asked Maine. ‘Perhaps the Russians are just trying to cause trouble for America’s nodule-mining programme. They’ve got big ambitions in that area themselves.’


‘If Proteus is clean all well and good. I’d still like the expedition to be covered in the magazine. It’s going to provide us with the first extended close-up look at the deep sea-bed. Should turn up a lot of fascinating new stuff. You’ll have a ball. And knowing you you’ll probably end up with a mermaid.’


‘More likely I’ll end up with two lungfuls of salt water. Did it occur to you that if the Russians are really worried about this submersible they might take the opportunity to arrange a little “accident” while we’re down there stacking up the nodules?’


‘Hell, Chris, I’m sure it won’t come to anything like that. They wouldn’t try pulling any dirty tricks right under the nose of the media. Especially after that Korean airliner incident.’


‘I hope you’re right,’ said Maine sourly.


‘So will you go?’


‘How soon would I have to leave?’


‘The expedition sets sail from San Diego on July 9th. They’d like you there at least a week before that to familiarize yourself with the situation.’


‘That gives me just over a week to get organized.’ Maine took a deep breath. ‘I don’t know, George. I’d like to help you out but – well, it’s not just because of the danger that might be involved but I really don’t think I can afford to drop everything right now and go off for nearly two months … There’s that book I’m trying to finish …’ Three years ago he had been commissioned to write an astronomy textbook and he was still a long way from completing it. Part of the problem was that the field of astronomy was in such a state of flux these days that one had to constantly revise the previous work as new discoveries and theories came to hand. He had already written the chapter on quasars three times but knew that the material would probably be out of date by the time the book came out. If he ever finished the damn thing.


‘You told me you were six months overdue with it already, nodge,’ said Tippett cheerfully. ‘A few more months won’t make any difference. And you know you could do with a break. Lots of sunshine in southern California …’


Maine nodded, silently thinking. Thanks to his stricken bank balance he was going to have to miss out on his annual trip to Greece this summer. He hadn’t been out of the country since August of last year when he’d gone to the Canary Islands to do a piece on the new Isaac Newton telescope that had recently been transported from Herstmonceux in Sussex.


He glanced out of the window and saw the grey sheets of rain parading towards him across the rooftops of St John’s Wood, there was only a grey smudge in the distance where Hampstead Heath should have been visible. The air in the room was damp and clammy. On his desk the stacks of paper that was the unfinished astronomy book awaited his attention.


He winced and said, ‘Okay, George, I’ll go.’


‘Good boy, Chris!’ cried Tippett. ‘You won’t regret this. It’s going to be the experience of a lifetime.’


‘Good,’ muttered Maine. ‘It’s been months since I’ve had one of those.’


Then he jumped as another fusillade of liquid bullets was slammed into the window by the wind.
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Standing by one of the exits in the terminal building at San Diego’s Lindberg Field airport a week later he still hadn’t decided if accepting the assignment was a wise move or not. But it was too late now and he had more immediate things to worry about. Like the whereabouts of the representative from Oceandeep who was supposed to have been there to meet him. He had collected his luggage twenty minutes ago and there was still no sign of a reception committee.


Then, finally, he heard himself being paged over the PA system. He was instructed to go to the Tourist Information desk …


He arrived there to find a tall, slim girl with very long black hair waiting for him. She was dressed casually – in jeans and a man’s white shirt – and gave him a brief and distinctly tired smile as she extended her hand. ‘Hi. I’m Miranda. Miranda Gale.’


He was instantly intrigued by her. As he shook her cool, strong hand he decided she was definitely not your usual type of public relations person. ‘Pleased to meet you. You’re from Oceandeep?’


She nodded. ‘Sorry I’m late, Mr Maine. I lost track of the time. Things are kind of busy right now.’ She brushed aside the hair that had fallen across her face and gave him another brief, almost absent-minded smile. She had, he could see, a very interesting face. It was a beautiful one but beautiful in an offbeat sort of way. There was a hint of severity to it – emphasized by the lack of any make-up – but this was offset by the blatant sensuality of her wide mouth and large green eyes. He noted also that her skin was remarkably pale for a native of California and he couldn’t help being absurdly reminded of a very beautiful nun he had once known as a boy.


‘I have a car outside. Is that all your luggage?’ She indicated the small bag he was carrying.


‘Yes. I was told to bring as little as possible.’


She nodded again, approvingly. ‘There won’t be much space on the Proteus. Okay then, let’s get going. I’ll take you to your hotel first and then up to Oceandeep.’


She led the way out of the terminal at such a brisk pace that he had to hurry to keep up with her. She had very long legs, he observed as he followed her, and though she was wearing flat-heeled sneakers she was only about three inches shorter than him, which made her around five foot ten. Through the loose-fitting white shirt he could see she had the wide shoulders of someone who did a lot of swimming. In all other respects she was very well proportioned for so tall a girl.


She was silent all the way out into the car park, which struck him as very uncharacteristic behaviour for a Californian woman. All the ones he’d met before were nonstop talkers with the same reaction to silence as nature has towards a vacuum. Miss Gale obviously had other things on her mind apart from entertaining an overseas visitor. He knew he should be feeling a little resentful about this but he wasn’t. It only served to increase his interest in her – and added to his conviction that whatever her function at Oceandeep it wasn’t in the public relations department.


Finally, as they were walking down a long row of parked cars, he decided to reopen communications between them. ‘It certainly is hot here,’ he said. ‘Is it always this hot in San Diego?’


She looked at him distractedly, as if trying to remember who he was. ‘Hot? No, it’s hotter than usual today.’ More silence, then, almost reluctantly, ‘Is this your first visit to San Diego, Mr Maine?’


Maine couldn’t resist smiling at her half-hearted effort. ‘Yes. I’ve been to most parts of the US but never here before. Are you a native?’


‘Me? God, no. I’m from San Francisco.’ She’d stopped beside a bright red TR7 convertible and was opening the door, motioning for him to get in. He did so, dumping his bag on the floor. She slid in beside him and started the powerful-sounding motor. She said, ‘I live here out of necessity, not choice.’


‘You don’t like it here?’ he asked as she manoeuvred the TR7 with skilful ease out of the car park.


‘No, I sure don’t.’


‘What’s wrong with the place?’


‘You got ten years to spare? For one thing San Diego is a Navy town – the biggest in America. See all that land across the water?’ She pointed. Just beyond the perimeter of the airport he could see San Diego harbour. The opposite bank was about a mile away. He nodded.


‘Well, that’s North Island,’ she said, ‘and most of it consists of the Naval Air Station. And to your right over there, on that peninsula on this side of the harbour, is the Anti-Submarine Warfare School …’ She waved her hand to the left. ‘And that way, past the Coronado Bridge, you’ll find the huge Naval Station on the east side of San Diego Bay while on the west side you’ve got the Amphibious Base spread out along four miles, and further on the big Naval radio station at Imperial Beach. And that’s just a part of it. More of San Diego belongs to the Navy than it does to civilians, and most of the civilians are retired Navy personnel anyway. That’s why they call San Diego the unofficial capital of the Navy, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they made it official any day now.’


‘So?’ he said, pleased that at least she was thawing out a little.


‘So it seems that San Diego is kind of too conservative for my taste. It’s a macho town and an old people’s town, policed by the biggest bunch of rednecks in the country. It’s not a town that appreciates individuality – especially my style of individuality. And I can tell you it sure isn’t a plus being an independent woman around here.’


Maine laughed. ‘Now I know you’re not in public relations. Just what exactly do you do at Oceandeep?’


‘I’m a marine biologist.’


‘You mean it’s Doctor Gale?’


‘Afraid so …’


‘Well, I’m flattered,’ he said with a grin, pleased that he’d broken the ice with her at last. ‘Me, a humble science journalist being collected by a real, live scientist. I didn’t realize Oceandeep held me in such high regard.’


‘I’m sure they hold you in very high regard but the reason it’s me is that we’re very short-handed at the moment, what with all the visitors arriving and the start of the expedition so close, and as I had to come into town anyway I agreed to pick you up when Dr Conrad asked me.’


‘Dr Conrad?’


‘He runs Oceandeep.’ She suddenly grimaced. ‘It’s just occurred to me that he asked me on purpose. It would be typical of him. You’re probably supposed to be so overwhelmed by my beauty you’ll immediately start writing wonderful things about Oceandeep. He has very old-fashioned ideas about women – and people in general.’


‘Well, he’s right about one thing. I do find you rather overwhelming.’


‘Don’t bother, Mr Maine. You’ll just be wasting breath,’ she said curtly. ‘Sit back and enjoy the scenery.’


The quick rebuff amused him, and quickened his resolve to break through her barriers. He had already decided that getting Miranda Gale into bed was going to become his main objective during the days ahead. And unless she turned out to be a raving lesbian, which he thought to be most unlikely, he was fairly confident about his chances. He wasn’t exactly a vain man but he knew from past experience that he possessed the kind of looks that most women tended to find attractive. He was tall, with blond, slightly curly hair, had blue eyes and features that managed to be both rugged and boyish. And though he was thirty-two now, out of condition and a little overweight, he still retained the athletic physique he’d developed while rowing for his college.


He gave her a long appraising look, allowing his gaze to linger on the curve of her breasts, the tops of which were being intermittently exposed as the wind flapped her shirt. Then something else caught his eye, causing a momentary frisson. Plainly visible on the inside of her right wrist was a large, ugly-looking scar. It appeared to be fresh.


Frowning, he tried to see if she had one on the left wrist too. Suddenly she said, ‘I said to enjoy the scenery, Mr Maine, not me.’


Guiltily he looked away. ‘Sorry,’ he said. He wanted to ask her about the scar but decided against it. Instead he turned his attention to the surroundings, obeying her request. They were travelling north now along a multilane freeway that led out of the city and towards another large body of water that lay beyond a wide area of undeveloped park land. He asked her what it was.


‘That’s Mission Bay, San Diego’s playground,’ she said coldly. The barriers were up higher than before.


He tried a different tack. ‘Look, perhaps you could explain something that’s puzzling me. I’m a complete novice when it comes to underwater technology and I can’t understand why Proteus is considered such a breakthrough. Why hasn’t anyone ever built a submersible as big before?’


‘It wasn’t feasible until Oceandeep perfected their new type of pressure hull.’


‘Really? And what’s so special about it?’ His tactic seemed to be working. She was loosening up again.


‘It’s made of glass,’ she said.


‘What?’ Suddenly all thoughts of seduction had fled from his mind. ‘Are you saying I’m going to be diving three miles under the sea in a glass submarine?’


‘No. A glass submersible.’
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Maine was pleasantly surprised by his hotel. It was called La Valencia and was obviously a high-class establishment. Built in what appeared to him to be an authentic Early Californian-Spanish style it overlooked the sea on a picturesque bulge of expensive La Jolla coastline.


While Miranda waited in the lounge bar he had quickly checked in then gone up to his room to deposit his luggage. Pausing only to admire the stunning view of the Pacific from his window, and to throw some aftershave on his face, he had hurried back downstairs, anxious to re-join the alluring Dr Gale.


He found her sitting at the bar nursing the remains of what had been a large martini. She looked the picture of dejection, her eyes focussed on something far away. He wondered again about what had gone wrong in her life. Had she been jilted by a lover, perhaps? It seemed unlikely. What man in his right mind could walk out on her? A family tragedy then? Well, whatever it was it had hit her hard. He was sure now that the scars on her wrists he’d seen the one on her left wrist when they were getting out of the car – had been caused by razor cuts. Sometime recently Miranda Gale had tried to commit suicide.


The rest of the ride up to the Oceandeep establishment had been pleasant. It was cooler by the sea, there was a tang of eucalyptus in the air that brought back happy memories of assignments in Australia, and the girl had mellowed towards him with each passing mile.


Even so he was careful to keep the conversation restricted to the two subjects he had learned she best responded to – her work as a marine biologist and the Proteus Project itself.


Among the things she told him was that she’d come to San Diego to study at the university here because it incorporated the famous Scripps Institute of Oceanography on its campus and was therefore a Mecca for anyone intending to pursue a career in any branch of marine science. It was while doing post-graduate work at Scripps, which is just a little way north up the coast from Oceandeep and even shares some of its facilities, that she was invited to join the Proteus Project, then at an early stage.


Her task was to devise ways in which Proteus could be utilized to collect specimens of deep-water sea life while carrying out its prime function of scooping up the nodules. This had meant having to design entirely new types of specimen containers as the problems involved in raising deep-water animals to the surface intact were huge, with each species presenting a different challenge.


By the time they arrived at the Oceandeep gates her former reserve seemed to have vanished completely and Maine felt certain he had achieved the first step in establishing a relationship with her. And so it was with some cheerfulness that he surveyed his surroundings while she dealt with the guards at the gate, handing them her own identification as well as his passport. Security, he saw, was obviously tight at Oceandeep. He watched one of the guards take his passport into the glass-sided gatehouse and insert it into a device which he guessed was a computer terminal.


When finally the electronically-controlled double gates slid open on their tracks to admit Miranda’s car he said, ‘Why all the guards? This place is like Fort Knox.’


‘We had some …’ She paused, then continued, ‘Some trouble. About four months ago.’


‘Really?’ This was interesting. ‘What kind of trouble?’


‘I’m sorry. I’m afraid I can’t talk about it,’ she said, tensely.


He decided not to pursue the subject. The car was moving now between a number of discreet, two-storey buildings that offered no clues as to what they were. They were separated by wide areas of lawns with palm and jacaranda trees. It could have been an exclusive housing estate if it wasn’t for several large metal structures, like aircraft hangars, that Maine glimpsed in the distance beside the sea.


Miranda halted the car in front of a building that seemed indistinguishable from the rest and said, ‘This is the Administration Block. They’re expecting you in reception.’


He made no move to get out of the car. ‘Thanks for the ride, Dr Gale. It’s been a pleasure.’


She gave him another one of her weary, brief smiles. ‘Call me Miranda. I’m sure we’ll be running into each other a lot during the weeks ahead.’


Encouraged, he said, ‘How about if we start tonight? If you’d allow me to take you out to dinner I could repay you for this lift.’


She looked away from him. ‘It’s out of the question,’ she said briskly. ‘You’d better hurry up and go in. They’re waiting for you.’


He shrugged. ‘Some other time perhaps. Thanks again for the ride.’ He got out and slammed the door. ‘Bye,’ he said and then stepped back hurriedly as she took off like a bullet, tires squealing their protest. He stood and watched ruefully. It was obvious that Dr Gale presented a bigger challenge than he’d expected. Before he made another try he would have to find out more about her, including what it was that was troubling her so much.


The reception he received from the attractive blonde behind the desk in the building’s lobby was in direct contrast – she gave him a beaming smile when he told her his name and generally behaved as if he was the best thing to have happened to her in years.


As she led him up a flight of stairs she maintained a constant flow of effusive chatter, asking and saying all the right things. This is more like it, he said to himself as he made the correct responses, now I know I’m in California.


She took him into a large outer office where another smiling blonde, who could have been her twin, greeted him just as effusively then pressed a switch on her intercom and said, ‘Dr Conrad, Mr Maine has arrived.’


Almost immediately the door to the inner office opened and a man emerged. He was in his early fifties with a red, cherubic face and closely-cropped white hair. Maine couldn’t help staring at the bow tie he was wearing – it was red with white spots.


He greeted Maine with enthusiasm, pumping his hand and clapping him on the shoulder. ‘Chris! Great to see you! I’m so glad you could make it! Look, I’m stuck with a meeting in five minutes time so I can’t spare you any longer than that right now. We’ll have a longer talk later, okay?’
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