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PREFACE


THE SAN MARINO







July 15, 1966 The Pacific Ocean


The girl shaded the sun from her brown eyes with one hand and stared at a large petrel that glided above the ship’s after cargo boom. She studied the bird’s soaring grace for a few minutes, then growing bored, she rose to a sitting position, revealing evenly spaced red bars across her tanned back, etched there by the slats of an ancient steamer chair.


She looked around for signs of the deck crew, but as they were not to be seen, she shyly shifted her breasts to a more comfortable position inside the scoop-necked bra of her orange lycra bikini. Her body was hot and sweaty from the humid tropical air. She moved her hand across the firmness of her stomach and felt the wetness rising through her skin. She sagged against the back of the chair, soothed and relaxed, the throbbing beat of the old freighter’s engines and the heavy warmth of the sun coaxing her into a state of drowsiness.


The fear that had churned inside her when she had come on board had eventually faded. She no longer lay awake feeling her heart pounding fast, no longer searched the crew’s faces for expressions of suspicion, nor wondered when the captain would grimly inform her that she was under ship’s arrest. She was slowly closing her mind to her criminal act and beginning to form a new course for the future. Guilt, indeed, was a fleeting emotion.


Out of the corner of her eye she caught the white jacket of the Oriental mess boy as he stepped from a companionway. He approached apprehensively, his eyes staring sheepishly down at the deck as if he was embarrassed to look upon her nearly nude figure.


‘Excuse me, Miss Wallace,’ he said awkwardly, ‘but Captain Masters respectfully requests you please dine with  him and his officers tonight if, that is, you are feeling better.’


Estelle Wallace was thankful the deepening tan covered her blush. She had feigned illness since embarking in San Francisco, and had taken all meals alone in her stateroom in an almost fanatical desire to avoid conversation with the ship’s officers. She decided she could not remain a recluse forever. The time had come to practise living a lie.


‘Tell Captain Masters I feel much improved and will be honoured to dine with him.’


‘He’ll be glad to hear that,’ the mess boy said with a broad smile that revealed a large gap in the middle of his upper teeth. ‘I’ll see that the cook fixes you something real special.’ He turned and shuffled away with a gait that seemed to Estelle a trifle too exaggerated, even for an Asian.


At ease with her decision, she idly stared up at the three-deck-high midship superstructure of the San Marino. The sky was remarkably blue above the black smoke curling from the single stack, contrasting starkly with the flaking white paint on the bulkheads.


A stout ship, the Captain boasted when leading her to a stateroom. He reassuringly ticked off the history and statistics as if Estelle was a frightened passenger on her first canoe ride down the rapids.


Built during 1943 to the standard Liberty Ship design, the San Marino carried military supplies across the Atlantic to England, making the roundtrip crossing sixteen times. On one occasion, when she had become separated from the convoy, she was struck by a torpedo but refused to sink, making it to Liverpool under her own power.


Since the war she had tramped the oceans of the world under the registry of Panama, one of thirty ships owned by the Manx Steamship Company of New York, plying in and out of backwater ports. Measuring 441 feet in length overall, raked stem, cruiser stern, she could only plod through the Pacific swells at eleven knots. With only a few more profitable years left in her, the San Marino would eventually end up ignobly cut into scrap.


Rust streaked her steel skin and she looked as sordid as a Bowery harlot, but in the eyes of Estelle Wallace she was virginal and beautiful.


Already Estelle’s past was blurring. With each revolution of the bearing-worn engines the gap widened between a drab life of self-denial and an eagerly sought fantasy.


The first step of Arta Casilighio’s metamorphosis into Estelle Wallace began when she discovered a lost passport wedged under the seat of a Wilshire Boulevard bus during the Los Angeles evening rush hour. Without really knowing why, Arta furtively slipped it into her handbag and took it home.


Days later, she still could not fathom why she had not returned the document to the bus driver or mailed it to the rightful owner. She studied the official looking pages with their foreign stamps for hours at a time. She was intrigued by the face in the photo. Although more stylishly made-up, it bore a marked resemblance to her own: both women were about the same age, less than eight months separated their birthdays; the brown shade of their eyes matched, and, except for a difference in hair styles and a few shades of tint, they might have passed for sisters.


She began to make herself up to look like Estelle Wallace, an alter ego that could escape, mentally at least, to the exotic places of the world that were denied timid, mousy Arta Casilighio.


One evening, after closing hours at the bank where she worked, she found her eyes locked on the stacks of newly printed currency delivered that afternoon from the Federal Reserve Bank in downtown Los Angeles. She had become so used to handling large sums of money during her four-year tenure that she was immune to the mere sight; a lassitude that afflicts all tellers sooner or later. Yet inexplicably, this time the piles of green printed tender took on a new dimension.


Subconsciously she began to picture it as belonging to her.


Arta went home that weekend and locked herself in her apartment, fortifying her resolve and planning the crime  she intended to commit, practising every gesture, every motion until they came smoothly without fumbling. All Sunday night she lay awake until the alarm went off, bathed in the cold sweat of nervous apprehension, but with her mind steeled to see the act through.


The cash shipment arrived every Monday by armoured car and usually totalled from six to eight hundred thousand dollars. It was then recounted and held until distribution on Wednesday to the bank’s branch offices scattered throughout the Los Angeles basin. She figured the time to make her move was on Monday evening while she was putting her money drawer in the vault.


In the morning, after she had showered and put on her face, Arta donned a pair of tights. Then she wound a roll of two-sided sticky tape around her legs from mid-calf to the top of her thighs, leaving the protective outer layer of the tape in place. This odd bit of handiwork was covered with a long skirt that swirled almost to her ankles, hiding the tape with scant inches to spare. Next, she took neatly trimmed packets of bond paper and slipped them into a large pouch-style handbag. Each displayed a crisp, new five dollar bill on the outer sides and was bound with genuine blue and white Federal Reserve Bank wrappers. To the casual and unsuspecting eye they appeared authentic.


Arta stood in front of a full-length mirror and repeated over and over: ‘Arta Casilighio no longer exists. You are Estelle Wallace’. The deception seemed to work. She felt her muscles relax and her breathing became slower, shallower. Then she took a deep breath, threw back her shoulders and left for work.


In her anxiety to appear normal she inadvertently arrived at the bank ten minutes early, an astounding event to all who knew her well, but this was a Monday morning and no one took any notice. Once she settled behind her teller’s counter every minute seemed an hour, every hour a lifetime. It was as though time became mired in glue. She felt strangely detached from the familiar surroundings and yet any thought to forget the hazardous scheme was  quickly ignored. Mercifully, fear and panic remained dormant.


When six o’clock finally rolled around, and one of the assistant vice presidents closed and locked the massive front doors, she quickly balanced her cash box and slipped quietly off to the ladies’ room where, in the privacy of a stall, she unwound the tape’s outer layer from her legs and flushed it down the toilet. She then took the bogus money packets and adhered them to the tape, stamping her feet to make certain none would drop off as she walked.


Satisfied everything was in readiness, she came out and dawdled in the lobby until the other tellers had placed their cash drawers in the vault and left. Two minutes alone inside that great steel cubicle was all she needed and two minutes alone was what she got.


Swiftly she pulled up the skirt and with precise movements exchanged the phoney packets for those containing genuine bills. When she stepped out of the vault and smiled a good evening to the assistant vice president as he nodded her out of a side door, she couldn’t believe she’d actually got away with it.


Seconds after entering her apartment, she shed the skirt, stripped the money packets from her legs and counted them. The tally came to fifty-one thousand dollars.


Not nearly enough.


A searing wave of disappointment burned within her. She would need at least twice that amount to escape the country and live on a minimal level of comfort while increasing the lion’s share through investments.


The ease of the operation had made her heady. Did she dare make another foray into the vault, she wondered? The Federal Reserve Bank money was already counted and wouldn’t be distributed to the branch banks until Wednesday. Tomorrow was Tuesday. She still had another chance to strike again before the loss was discovered.


Why not?


The thought of ripping off the same bank twice in two  days excited her. Perhaps Arta Casilighio lacked the guts for it, but Estelle Wallace required no coaxing, no coaxing at all.


That evening she bought a large, old fashioned suitcase at a second-hand store and made a false bottom in it. She packed the money along with her clothes and took a cab to the Los Angeles International Airport where she stored the suitcase overnight in a locker and purchased a ticket to San Francisco on an early evening Tuesday flight. Wrapping her unused Monday night ticket in a newspaper, she dropped it in a wastebin. With nothing remaining to be done, she went home and slept like a rock.


The second robbery went as smoothly as the first. Three hours after leaving the Beverly-Wilshire Bank for the last time, she was re-counting the money in a San Francisco hotel. The combined total came to one hundred and twenty-eight thousand. Not a staggering prize by inflationary standards, she mused, but more than enough for her projected needs.


The next step was relatively simple. She checked through the newspapers for ship departures and found the San Marino, a cargo freighter bound for Auckland, New Zealand, at six-thirty the following morning.


An hour before sailing, she mounted the gangplank. The captain claimed he seldom took passengers but kindly consented to take her on board for a mutually agreed fare, which Estelle suspected went into his wallet instead of the steamship company coffers.


 



 



After a cool, invigorating bath, Estelle stepped across the threshold of the officers’ dining saloon and paused uncertainly for a moment, soaking up the appraising stares of the six men sitting in the room.


Her coppery-tinted hair fell past her shoulders and nearly matched her tan. She wore a long, sleek, pink T-shirt dress that draped in all the right places. A bone white bracelet was her only accessory. To the seamen rising to their feet the simple elegance of her appearance created a knockout effect.


Captain Irwin Masters, a tall man with greying hair and merry blue eyes, came over and took her arm.


‘Miss Wallace,’ he said, smiling warmly. ‘It’s good to see you looking fit.’


‘I think the worst is over,’ she said, groping for words.


‘I don’t mind admitting, I was beginning to worry. Not venturing from your cabin for five days made me fear the worst. With no doctor on board, we would have been in a fix if your malady had required medical treatment.’


‘Thank you,’ she said softly.


He looked at her in mild surprise. ‘Thank me, for what?’


‘For your concern.’ She gave his arm a gentle squeeze. ‘It’s been a long time since anyone worried about me.’


He nodded and winked. ‘That’s what ship captains are for.’ Then he turned to the other officers. ‘Gentlemen, may I present Miss Estelle Wallace, who is gracing us with her lovely presence until we dock in Auckland.’


The introductions were made, and she was amused by the fact that most of the men were numbered. The first officer, the second officer, even a fourth. They all shook her hand as if it were made of delicate china, all that is except the engineering officer, a short, ox-shouldered man with a Slavic accent. He stiffly bent over and kissed the tops of her fingers.


The first officer motioned at the mess boy who was standing behind a small mahogany bar. ‘Miss Wallace, what will be your pleasure?’


‘Would it be possible to have a Daiquiri? I’m in the mood for something sweet.’


‘Absolutely,’ the first officer replied. ‘The San Marino  may not be a luxurious cruise liner, but we do run the finest cocktail bar in this latitude of the Pacific.’


‘Be honest,’ the captain admonished goodnaturedly. ‘You neglected to mention we’re probably the only ship in this latitude.’


‘A mere detail,’ the first officer shrugged. ‘Lee, one of your famous Daiquiris for the young lady.’


‘Estelle watched with interest as the mess boy expertly  squeezed the lime and poured the ingredients. Every movement came with a flourish. The frothy drink tasted good, and she had to fight a desire to down it all at once.


‘Lee,’ she said, ‘you’re a marvel.’


‘He is that,’ said Masters. ‘We were lucky to sign him on.’


Estelle took another sip of her drink. ‘You seem to have a number of Orientals in your crew.’


‘Replacements,’ Masters explained. ‘Ten of the crew jumped ship after we docked in San Francisco. Fortunately, Lee and nine of his fellow Koreans arrived from the maritime hiring hall before sailing time.’


‘All damned queer, if you ask me,’ the second officer grunted.


Masters shrugged. ‘Crew members jumping ship in port has been going on since Cro-Magnon man built the first raft. Nothing queer about it.’


The second officer shook his head doubtfully. ‘One or two maybe, but not ten in one fell swoop. The San Marino  is a tight ship, and the Captain here is a fair skipper. There was no reason for a mass exodus.’


‘The way of the sea,’ Masters sighed. ‘The Koreans are clean, hard working seamen. I wouldn’t trade them for half the cargo in our holds.’


‘That’s a pretty stiff price,’ muttered the engineering officer.


‘Is it improper,’ Estelle ventured, ‘to ask what cargo you’re carrying?’


‘Not at all,’ the very young fourth officer offered eagerly. ‘In San Francisco our holds were loaded with—’


‘Titanium ingots,’ Captain Masters cut in.


‘Eight million dollars’ worth,’ added the first officer while eyeing the fourth sternly.


‘Once again please,’ Estelle said, handing her empty glass to the mess boy. She turned back to Masters. ‘I’ve heard of titanium, but I have no idea what it’s used for.’


‘When properly processed in pure form, titanium becomes stronger and lighter than steel; an asset that puts it in great demand for builders of jet aircraft engines. It’s  also widely used in the manufacture of paints, rayon, plastics, and I suspect you have traces of it in your cosmetics.’


The cook, an anaemic-looking man with a sparkling white apron, leaned through a side door and nodded at Lee, who in turn tapped a glass with a mixing spoon.


‘Dinner ready to be served,’ he said in his heavily accented English, while flashing his split-toothed smile.


It was a fabulous meal, one Estelle promised herself never to forget. And to be surrounded by six handsomely uniformed and attentive men was all that her female vanity could endure in one evening.


After a demi-tasse, Captain Masters excused himself and headed for the bridge. One by one, the other officers drifted off to their duties and Estelle took a tour of the deck with the engineering officer. He entertained her with tales of sea superstitions, eerie monsters of the deep, and funny tidbits about the crew that made her laugh.


At last they reached the door of her stateroom, and he gallantly kissed her hand again. She accepted when he asked her to join him for breakfast in the morning.


Estelle entered the tiny cabin, clicked the lock on the door and switched on an overhead lamp. Then she tightly closed the curtain over the single porthole, pulled the suitcase from under the bed and opened it.


The top tray contained her cosmetics and carelessly jumbled underthings, which she removed. Next came several neatly folded blouses and skirts. These she also removed and set aside to steam out the wrinkles in the shower later. Gently inserting a nail file around the edges of the false bottom of the suitcase, she prised it up. Then she sat back and sighed with relief. The money was still there, stacked and bound in the Federal Reserve Bank wrappers. She had spent very little of it so far.


Estelle stood up, slipped her dress over her head — she daringly wore nothing beneath — and collapsed across the bed, hands behind her head. She closed her eyes and tried to picture the shocked expressions on her former employers’ faces when they discovered the money and little,  reliable Arta Casilighio missing at the same time. She had fooled them all, she thought smugly.


She felt a strange, almost sexual, thrill at knowing the FBI had posted her on their list of wanted criminals. The investigators would question all her friends and neighbours, search all her old haunts, check a thousand and one banks for sudden large deposits of consecutively numbered bills, but they would come up dry. Arta, alias Estelle, was not where they’d expect her to be.


She opened her eyes and stared at the now familiar walls of her stateroom. Oddly the room began to slip away from her. Objects were focusing and unfocusing into a dully coloured montage. Her bladder signalled a trip to the bathroom, but her body refused to obey any command to move — every muscle seemed frozen. And then the door opened and Lee, the mess boy, entered with another Oriental crewman.


Lee wasn’t smiling.


This can’t be happening, she told herself. The crew wouldn’t dare intrude on her privacy while she was lying naked on the bed. It had to be a crazy dream brought on by the results of the lavish food and drink. A nightmare stoked by the fires of indigestion.


She felt detached from her body, as if she was watching the eerie scene from one corner of the stateroom. The two men gently lifted and carried her through the doorway, down the passageway and onto the deck.


Several of the Korean crewmen were there, their oval faces illuminated by bright overhead floodlights. They were hoisting large bundles and dropping them over the ship’s railing. Abruptly, one of the bundles briefly stared at her. It was the ashen face of the young fourth officer, eyes wide in a mixture of disbelief and terror. Then he too disappeared over the side.


Lee was leaning over her, doing something to her feet. She could feel nothing, only a lethargic numbness. He appeared to be attaching a length of rusty chain to her ankles.


Why would he do that? she wondered vaguely. She  watched indifferently as she was lifted into the air. Then she was released and floated through the darkness.


Something struck her a great blow, knocking the breath from her lungs. A cool, yielding force closed over her, and she felt as though she had regressed into her mother’s womb. A relentless pressure enveloped her body and dragged her downward, squeezing her internal organs in a giant vice.


Her eardrums exploded, and in that instant of tearing pain, total clarity flooded her mind and she knew it was no dream, and her mouth jerked open to emit a hysterical scream.


No sound came. The increasing water density soon crushed her chest cavity and her lifeless body drifted into the waiting arms of the abyss ten thousand feet below.





PART I

THE PILOTTOWN
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 July 25, 1989 Cook Inlet, Alaska


Black clouds rolled menacingly over the sea from Kodiak Island and turned the deep blue-green surface to lead. The orange glow of the sun was snuffed out like a candle flame. Unlike most storms that swept in from the Gulf of Alaska, creating fifty or a hundred mile an hour winds, this one bred a mild breeze. The rain began to fall, sparingly at first, then building to a deluge that beat the water white.


On the bridge wing of the Coast Guard cutter, Catawaba, Lieutenant Commander Amos Dover peered through a pair of binoculars, eyes straining to penetrate the downpour. It was like staring into a shimmering stage curtain. Visibility died at 400 metres. The rain felt cold against his face and colder yet as it trickled past the upturned collar of his foul-weather jacket and down his neck. Finally he spat a waterlogged cigarette over the railing and stepped into the dry warmth of the wheelhouse.


‘Radar!’ he called out gruffly.


‘Contact 650 metres dead ahead and closing,’ the radar operator replied without lifting his eyes from the tiny images on the scope.


Dover unbuttoned his jacket and wiped the moisture from his neck with a handkerchief. Trouble was the last thing he had expected during moderate weather.


Seldom did one of the fishing fleet or private pleasure craft go missing in midsummer. Winter was the season when the Gulf turned nasty and unforgiving: chilled Arctic air meeting warmer air rising from the Alaska current  detonated incredible winds and towering seas that crushed hulls and iced deck structures until a boat grew top heavy, rolled over and sank like a brick.


A distress call had been received from a vessel calling herself the Amie Marie. One quick SOS followed by a Loran position and the words: ‘... think all dying’.


Repeated calls requesting further information were sent out, but the radio on board the Amie Marie remained silent.


An air search was out of the question until the weather cleared. Every ship within a hundred miles changed course and steamed at full speed in response to the emergency signals. Because of her greater speed, Dover reckoned the  Catawaba would be first to reach the stricken vessel. Her immense throbbing diesels had already pushed her past a coastal freighter and a halibut long-liner gulf boat, leaving them rocking in her wake.


Dover was a great bear of a man who had paid his dues in sea rescue. He’d spent twelve years in northern waters, stubbornly throwing his shoulder against every sadistic whim the Arctic had thrown him. He was tough and wind-worn, ambling in his physical movements but possessing a calculator-like mind that never failed to awe his crew. In less time than it had taken to programme the ship’s computers, he had mentally figured the wind factor and current drift, arriving at a position where he knew the ship, wreckage or any survivors should be found, and he’d hit it right on the nose.


The hum of the engines below his feet seemed to take on a feverish pitch. Like an unleashed hound, the Catawaba  seemed to pick up the scent of her quarry. Anticipation gripped all hands. Ignoring the rain, they lined the decks and bridge wings. It was a standing room only crowd. Every eye stared intently over the bows.


‘Four hundred metres,’ the radar operator sang out.


Then a seaman clutching the bow staff began pointing vigorously into the rain.


Dover leaned out of the wheelhouse door and shouted through a bullhorn. ‘Is she afloat?’


‘Buoyant as a rubber duck in a bathtub,’ the seaman bellowed back through cupped hands.


Dover nodded to the lieutenant on watch. ‘Slow engines.’


‘Engines one third,’ the watch lieutenant acknowledged as he moved a series of levers on the ship’s automated console.


The Amie Marie slowly emerged through the precipitation. They expected to find her half awash in a sinking condition, but she sat proud in the water, drifting in the light swells without a hint of distress. There was a silence about her that seemed unnatural, almost ghostly. Her decks were deserted, and Dover’s hail over the bullhorn went unanswered.


‘A crabber by the look of her,’ Dover muttered to no one in particular. ‘Steel hull, about 110 feet. Probably out of a shipyard in New Orleans.’


The radio operator leaned out of the communications room and motioned to Dover. ‘From the Board of Register, sir. The Amie Marie’s owner and skipper is Carl Keating. Home port is Kodiak.’


Again Dover hailed the strangely quiet crab boat, this time addressing Keating by name. Still no response. Everyone began to feel as nervous as a boy on his first date wondering how it would turn out.


The Catawaba slowly circled and hove-to a hundred metres away, then stopped her engines and drifted alongside.


The steel-cage crab pots were neatly stacked on the deserted deck, and a wisp of exhaust smoke puffed from the funnel, suggesting that her diesel engines were idling in neutral. No human movement could be detected through the ports or the windows of the wheelhouse.


The boarding party consisted of two officers, Ensign Pat Murphy and Lieutenant Marty Lawrence. Without the usual small talk they donned their exposure suits which would protect them from the frigid waters if they accidentally fell into the sea. They had lost count of the times they conducted routine examinations of foreign fishing vessels  that strayed inside the Alaskan 200-mile fishing limit, yet there was nothing routine about this investigation. No flesh and blood crew lined the rails to greet them. They climbed into a small rubber Zodiac, propelled by an outboard motor, and cast off.


Darkness was only a few hours away. The rain had eased to a drizzle but the wind increased, and the sea was rising. An eerie quiet gripped the Catawaba. No one spoke; it was as though they were afraid to, at least until the spell produced by the unknown was broken.


They watched as Murphy and Lawrence tied their tiny craft to the crab boat, hoisted themselves to the deck and disappeared through a doorway into the main cabin.


Several minutes dragged by. Occasionally one of the searchers would appear on the deck only to vanish again down a hatchway. The only sound in the Catawaba’s wheelhouse came from the static over the ship’s open radio-phone loudspeaker, turned up to a high volume and tuned to an emergency frequency.


Suddenly, with unexpected abruptness that made even Dover twitch in surprise, Murphy’s voice reverberated loudly inside the wheelhouse.


‘Catawaba, this is Amie Marie.’


‘Go ahead, Amie Marie,’ Dover answered into a microphone.


‘They’re all dead.’


The words were so cold, so terse, nobody absorbed them at first.


‘Repeat.’


‘No sign of a pulse in any of them. Even a cat bought it.’


The boarding party had found a ship of the dead. Skipper Keating’s body rested on the deck, his head leaning against a bulkhead beneath the radio. Scattered throughout the boat in the galley, the messroom and the sleeping quarters were the corpses of the Amie Marie’s  crew: their facial expressions were frozen in twisted agony and their limbs contorted in grotesque positions, as though they violently thrashed away their final moments  of life; their skin had turned an odd black cast, and they had gushed blood from every orifice. The ship’s mascot, a Siamese cat, lay beside a thick wool blanket it had shredded in its death throes.


Dover’s face reflected puzzlement rather than shock at Murphy’s description. ‘Can you determine a cause?’ he asked.


‘Not even a good guess,’ Murphy came back. ‘No indication of struggle. No marks on the bodies, yet they bled like slaughtered pigs. Looks like whatever killed them struck everyone at the same time.’


‘Stand by.’


Dover turned and surveyed the faces around him until he spotted the ship’s surgeon, Lieutenant Commander Isaac Thayer.


Doc Thayer was the most popular man aboard the ship. An old timer in the Coast Guard service, he long ago gave up the plush offices and high income of shore medicine for the sometimes harsh but self-rewarding rigours of sea rescue.


‘What do you make of it, Doc?’ Dover put to him.


Thayer shrugged and smiled. ‘Looks as though I’d better make a house call.’


Dover paced the bridge impatiently while Doc Thayer entered a second Zodiac and motored across the gap dividing the two vessels. Dover ordered the helmsman to position the Catawaba to take the crab boat in tow. He was concentrating on the manoeuvre and didn’t notice the radio operator standing at his elbow.


‘A signal just in, sir, from a bush pilot airlifting supplies to a team of scientists on Augustine Island.’


‘Not now,’ Dover said brusquely.


‘It’s urgent, Captain,’ the radio operator persisted.


‘Okay, read the guts of it.’


‘“Scientific party all dead.” Then something unintelligible and what sounds like “... save me”.’


Dover stared at him blankly. ‘That’s all?’


‘Yes, sir. I tried to raise him again, but there was no reply.’


Dover didn’t have to study a chart to know Augustine was an uninhabited volcanic island only thirty miles slightly north-east of his present position. A sudden, sickening realisation coursed through his mind. He snatched the microphone and shouted into the mouthpiece.


‘Murphy! You there?’


Nothing.


‘Murphy ... Lawrence ... do you read me?’


Again no answer.


He looked through the bridge window and saw Doc Thayer climb over the rail of the Amie Marie. Dover could move fast for a man of his mountainous proportions. He snatched a bullhorn and ran outside.


‘Doc! Come back, get off that boat!’ his amplified voice boomed over the water.


He was too late. Thayer had already ducked into a hatchway and was gone.


The men on the bridge stared at their captain, incomprehension written in their eyes. His facial muscles tensed and there was a look of desperation about him as he rushed back into the wheelhouse and clutched the microphone.


‘Doc, this is Dover, can you hear me?’


Two minutes passed, two endless minutes while Dover tried to raise his men on the Amie Marie. Even the earsplitting scream of the Catawaba’s siren failed to draw a response.


At last Thayer’s voice came over the bridge speaker with a strange icy calm.


‘I regret to report that Ensign Murphy and Lieutenant Lawrence are dead. I can find no lifesigns. Whatever the cause it will strike me before I can escape. You must quarantine this boat. Do you understand, Amos?’


Dover found it impossible to grasp that he was suddenly about to lose his old friend. ‘Do not understand, but will comply.’


‘Good. I’ll describe the symptoms as they come. Beginning to feel lightheaded already. Pulse increasing to one  fifty. May have contracted the cause by skin absorption. Pulse one seventy.’


Thayer paused. His next words came haltingly.


‘Growing nausea. Legs... can no longer... support. Intense burning sensation... in sinus region. Internal organs feel like they’re exploding.’


As one, everybody on the bridge of the Catawaba leaned closer to the speaker, unable to comprehend that a man they all knew and respected was dying a short distance away.


‘Pulse... over two hundred. Pain... excruciating. Blackness closing vision.’ There was an audible moan. ‘Tell... tell my wife...’


The speaker went silent.


You could smell the shock, see it in the widened eyes of the crew standing in stricken horror.


Dover stared numbly at the tomb named the Amie Marie, his hands clenched in helplessness and despair.


‘What’s happening?’ he murmured tonelessly. ‘What in God’s name is killing everyone?’
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‘I say hang the bastard!’


‘Oscar, mind your language in front of the girls.’


‘They’ve heard worse. It’s insane. The scum murders four kids and some cretin of a judge throws the case out of court because the defendant was too stoned on drugs to understand his rights. God, can you believe it?’


Carolyn Lucas poured her husband’s first cup of coffee of the day and whisked their two young daughters off to the school bus stop. He gestured menacingly at the TV as if it was the fault of the anchorman announcing the news that the killer roamed free.


Oscar Lucas had a way of talking with his hands that bore little resemblance to sign language for the deaf. He sat stooped-shouldered at the breakfast table, a position that camouflaged his lanky six foot frame. His head was as bald as an egg except for a few greying strands around the temples, and his bushy brows hovered over a pair of oak brown eyes. Never one to join the Washington DC blue pinstripe brigade, he was dressed in trousers and a sports jacket.


In his early forties, Lucas might have passed for a dentist or a bookkeeper instead of the Special Agent in Charge of the Presidential Protection Division of the Secret Service. During his twenty years as an agent he had fooled many people with his good neighbour-next-door appearance, from the presidents whose lives he safeguarded, to the potential assassins he’d stonewalled before they gained an opportunity to act. On the job he came across as aggressive and solemn, yet at home he was usually full of mischief and humour, except of course, when he was influenced by the eight a.m. news.


Lucas took a final sip of his coffee and rose from the table. He held open his coat — he was left handed — and adjusted the high-ride hip holster gripping a 357 magnum, model 19, Smith-Wesson revolver with a two and a half inch barrel. The standard issue gun was provided by the Service when training finished and he started out as a rookie agent in the Denver field office investigating counterfeiters and forgers. He had drawn it only twice in the line of duty — but he had yet to pull the trigger outside a firing range.


Carolyn was unloading the dishwasher when he came up behind her, pulled away a cascade of blonde hair and pecked her on the neck.


‘I’m off.’


‘Don’t forget tonight is the pool party across the street at the Hardings’.’


‘I should be home in time. The boss isn’t scheduled to leave the White House today.’


She looked up at him and smiled devilishly. ‘You see that he doesn’t.’


‘I’ll inform the President first thing that my wife frowns on me working late.’


She laughed and leaned her head briefly on his shoulder. ‘Six o’clock.’


‘You win,’ he said in mock weariness and stepped out of the back door.


Lucas backed his leased government car, a plush Buick sedan, into the street and headed downtown. Before reaching the end of the block, he called the Secret Service central command office over his car radio.


‘Crown, this is Lucas. I’m en route to the White House.’


‘Have a nice trip,’ a metallic voice succinctly replied.


Already he began to sweat and turned on the air conditioner. The summer heat in the nation’s capital never seemed to slacken. The humidity was in the nineties and the flags along embassy row on Massachusetts Avenue hung limp and lifeless in the muggy air.


He slowed and stopped at the checkpoint gate on West Executive Avenue and paused for a few moments while a uniformed guard of the Service nodded and passed him through. Lucas parked the car and entered the west executive entrance on the lower level of the White House.


At the SS command post, code named W-16, he stopped to chat with the men monitoring an array of electronic communication equipment. Then he took the stairs to his office on the second floor of the East Wing.


The first thing he did each morning after settling behind his desk was to check the President’s schedule along with advance reports by the agents in charge of planning security.


Lucas studied the folder containing future presidential ‘movements’ a second time, consternation growing across his face. There had been an unexpected addition, a big one. He flung down the folder in irritation, swung around in his swivel chair and stared at the wall.


Most presidents were creatures of habit, ran tight schedules and rigidly adhered to them. Clocks could be set by Nixon’s coming and going. Reagan and Carter seldom deviated from fixed plans. But the new man in the Oval Office looked upon details as a nuisance, and worse, he was unpredictable as hell.


To Lucas and his deputy agents it became a twenty-four hour game, trying to keep one step ahead of ‘the man’, guessing where he might suddenly decide to go and when, and what visitors he might invite without providing enough time for proper security measures. It was a game Lucas too often lost.


In less than a minute he was down the stairs and in the West Wing confronting the second most powerful man in the Executive Branch, Chief of Staff, Daniel Fawcett.


‘Good morning, Oscar,’ Fawcett said, smiling benignly. ‘I thought you’d come charging in about now.’


‘There appears to be a new excursion in the schedule,’ Lucas said, his tone businesslike.


‘Sorry about that, but a big vote is coming up on aid to the Eastern Bloc countries and the President wants to work his charms on Senator Larimer and Speaker of the House Moran to swing their support for his programme.’


‘So he’s taking them for a boat ride.’


‘Why not? Every president since Herbert Hoover has used the presidential yacht for high level conferences.’


‘I’m not arguing the reason,’ Lucas replied firmly. ‘I’m protesting the timing.’


Fawcett gave him an innocent look. ‘What’s wrong with Friday evening?’


‘You know damn well what’s wrong. That’s only two days away.’


‘So?’


‘For a cruise down the Potomac with an overnight stopover at Mount Vernon my advance team needs five days to plan the security. A complete system of communications and alarms has to be installed on the grounds; the boat must be swept for explosives and listening devices; the shores checked out, and the Coast Guard requires leadtime to provide a cutter on the river as an escort. We can’t do a decent job in two days!’


Fawcett was a feisty, eager individual with a condor nose, square red face and intense eyes; he always looked like a demolition expert eyeing a deserted building.


‘Don’t you think you’re making this into an overkill, Oscar? Assassinations take place on crowded streets or in theatres. Who ever heard of a head of state being attacked on a boat?’


‘It can happen anywhere, any time,’ Lucas said with an uncompromising look. ‘Have you forgotten the guy we stopped who was attempting to hijack a plane he intended to crash into Air Force One? The fact is, most assassination operations take place when the President is away from his customary haunts.’


‘The President is firm on the date,’ Fawcett said matter of factly. ‘As long as you work for the President you’ll do as you’re ordered, same as me. If he wants to row a dinghy alone to Miami, that’s his choice.’


Fawcett struck the wrong nerve. Lucas’s face turned rigid and he moved until he was standing toe to toe with the White House Chief of Staff.


‘First off, by order of Congress, I don’t work for the President but for the Treasury Department. So he can’t tell me to bug off and go his own way. My duty is to provide him with the best security with the least inconvenience to his private life. When he takes the lift to his living quarters upstairs, my men and I remain below. But from the time he steps out on the ground floor, until he goes up again, he belongs to the Secret Service.’


Fawcett was perceptive about the personalities of the men who worked around the President. He knew he’d stepped too far with Lucas and was wise enough to call off the war. They were men who were dedicated to their work and loyal beyond any standards to the man in the Oval Office. But there was no way they could be close friends; professional associates perhaps, reserved, watchful. And since they were not rivals for inner circle power, they would never be enemies.


Fawcett turned his lips up in a condescending smile. ‘No need to get riled, Oscar. I stand reprimanded. I’ll inform the President of your concern, but I doubt if he’ll change his mind.’


Lucas sighed. ‘We’ll do our best with the time left. But he must be made to understand that it’s imperative for him to cooperate with his security people.’


‘What can I say? You know better than I, all politicians think they’re immortal. To them power is more than an aphrodisiac; it’s a drug high and alcoholic haze combined. Nothing excites or inflates their ego like a mob of people cheering and clamouring to shake their hand. That’s why they’re all vulnerable to a killer standing in the right place at the right time.’


‘Tell me about it,’ said Lucas. ‘I’ve babysat four presidents.’


‘And haven’t lost a one,’ Fawcett added.


‘I came close; twice with Ford and once with Reagan.’


‘You can’t accurately predict behaviour patterns.’


‘Maybe not, but after enough years in the protection racket you develop a gut reaction. That’s why I feel uneasy about this boat cruise.’


Fawcett stiffened. ‘You think someone is out to kill him?’


‘Someone is always out to kill him. We investigate twenty possible crazies a day and carry an active caseload of 2000 persons we consider dangerous or capable of assassination.’


Fawcett put his hand on Lucas’ shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, Oscar. Friday’s excursion won’t be given to the press until the last minute. I promise you that much.’


‘I appreciate that, Dan.’


‘Besides, what can happen out on the Potomac?’


‘Maybe nothing, maybe the unexpected,’ answered Lucas, a strange vacancy in his voice. ‘It’s the unexpected that gives me nightmares.’


 



 



Megan Blair, the President’s secretary, caught Dan Fawcett standing in the doorway of her cubbyhole office out of the corner of one eye, and nodded over her typewriter.


‘Hi, Dan. I didn’t see you.’


‘How’s the Chief this morning?’ he asked, his daily ritual of testing the water before entering the Oval Office.


‘Tired,’ she answered. ‘The reception honouring the movie industry moguls ran past one a.m.’


Megan was a handsome, perky woman in her early forties. Possessed with bright small-town friendliness, she wore her black hair cropped short and was ten pounds on the skinny side. She was a dynamo who loved her job and her boss like nothing else in life. She arrived early, left late and worked weekends. Unmarried with but two casual affairs behind her, she relished her independent single life.


Fawcett was continually amazed that she could carry on a conversation and type at the same time.


He smiled. ‘I’ll tread lightly and keep his appointments to a minimum so he can take it easy.’


‘You’re too late. He’s already in conference with Admiral Sandecker.’


‘Who?’


‘Admiral James Sandecker. Director of the National Underwater and Marine Agency.’


A look of annoyance crossed Fawcett’s face. He tackled his role of presidential guardian of operations with fanatical piety and resented any intrusion on his territory. To him, any penetration of his protective ring was a threat to his power base. How in hell had Sandecker sneaked around him?


Megan read his mood. ‘The President sent for the Admiral,’ she explained. ‘I think he’s expecting you to sit in on the meeting.’


Pacified to a small degree, Fawcett nodded and walked into the Oval Office. The President was seated on a sofa studying several papers strewn on a large coffee table. A short, thin man with red hair and a matching Vandyke beard sat across from him.


The President looked up. ‘Dan, I’m glad you’re here ... You know Admiral Sandecker?’


‘Yes,’ he said simply.


Sandecker rose and shook his hand. The Admiral’s grip was firm and brief. He nodded wordlessly to Fawcett, curtly recognising his presence. It was not intended rudeness on Sandecker’s part. He came across as a man who played straight ball, encasing himself in a cold, tensile shell, bowing to no one. He was hated and envied at the same time, but respected because he never chose sides and always delivered whatever was asked of him.


The President motioned to the sofa, patting a cushion next to him. ‘Sit down, Dan. I’ve asked the Admiral to brief me on a crisis that’s developed in the waters off Alaska.’


‘I haven’t heard of it.’


‘I’m not surprised,’ said the President. ‘The report only came to my attention an hour ago.’ He paused and pointed the tip of a pencil at an area circled in red on a large nautical chart. ‘Here, 180 miles south-west of Anchorage in the Cook Inlet region, an undetermined poison is killing everything in the sea.’


Fawcett missed the main gist behind the President’s ominous statement. ‘Sounds like you’re talking oil spill.’


‘Far worse,’ replied Sandecker, leaning back on the couch. ‘What we have here is an unknown that causes death in both humans and sealife less than a minute after contact.’


‘How is that possible?’ asked Fawcett dumbly.


‘Most poisonous compounds gain access to the body through ingestion or inhalation,’ Sandecker explained. ‘The stuff we’re dealing with also kills by skin absorption.’


‘Must be highly concentrated in a small area to be so potent.’


‘If you call a thousand square miles of open water small.’


The President looked lost. ‘I can’t imagine a material with such awesome potency.’


Fawcett looked at the Admiral. ‘What kind of death statistics are we facing?’


‘A Coast Guard cutter found a Kodiak fishing boat drifting with the crew dead. Two investigators and a doctor were sent on board and died too. A team of geophysicists on an island thirty miles away were found dead by a bush pilot flying in supplies. He died while sending out a distress signal. A few hours later a Japanese fishing trawler reported seeing a school of nearly a hundred grey whales suddenly turn belly up. The trawler then disappeared. No trace was found. Crab beds, seal colonies, wiped out. That’s only the opening chapter. There may be many more fatalities we don’t have word on yet.’


‘If the spread continues unchecked, what’s the worst we can expect?’


‘The virtual extinction of all marine life in the Alaskan Gulf. And if it enters the Japanese Current and is carried south it could poison every man, fish, animal and bird it touches along the west coast as far as Mexico. The human death toll could conceivably reach into the hundreds of thousands. Fishermen, swimmers, anyone who walked along a contaminated shoreline, anybody who ate contaminated fish; it’s like a chain reaction. I don’t even want to think what might happen if it evaporates into the atmosphere with moisture molecules and falls as rain over the inland states.’


Fawcett found it almost impossible to grasp the enormity of it. ‘Christ, what in hell is it?’


‘Too early to tell,’ Sandecker replied. ‘The Environmental Protective Agency has a computerised mass data storage and retrieval system that contains detailed information on 200 relevant characteristics of some 1100 chemical compounds. Within a few seconds they can determine the effects a hazardous substance can have when spilled, its trade name, formula, major producers, mode of transportation and threat to the environment. The Alaskan contamination doesn’t fit any of the data in their computer files.’


‘Surely they must have some idea?’


‘No sir, they don’t. There is one slim possibility, but without autopsy reports it’s strictly conjecture.’


‘I’d like to hear it,’ the President probed.


Sandecker took a deep breath. ‘The three worst poisonous substances known to man are plutonium, dioxin and a chemical warfare system. The first two don’t fit the pattern. The third, at least in my mind, is a prime suspect.’


The President stared at Sandecker, realisation and shock on his face. ‘Nerve Agent S?’ he said slowly.


Sandecker nodded silently.


‘That’s why the EPA wouldn’t have a handle on it,’ said the President. ‘The formula is ultra-secret.’


Fawcett turned to the President. ‘I’m afraid I’m not familiar ...’


‘Nerve Agent S was an ungodly compound the scientists at the Rocky Mountain Arsenal developed about twenty years ago,’ the President explained. ‘I’ve read the report on the tests. It could kill within a few seconds of touching the skin. It seemed the ideal answer to an enemy wearing gas masks or protective gear. It clung to everything it touched. But its properties were too unstable, and it was as dangerous to the troops dispersing it as those on the receiving end. Finally the Army gave up and buried it in the Nevada desert.’


‘I fail to see a connection between Nevada and Alaska,’ said Fawcett.


‘During the shipment by railroad from the arsenal outside of Denver,’ Sandecker enlightened him, ‘a boxcar containing nearly a thousand gallons of Nerve Agent S vanished. It is still missing and unaccounted for.’


‘If the spill is indeed this nerve agent, once it’s found, what is the process for eliminating it?’


Sandecker shrugged. ‘Unfortunately, present state-of the-art containment and cleanup technology, and the physical-chemical characteristics of Nerve Agent S are such that once it enters into the water, very little can be done to ameliorate the penetration. Our only hope is to cut off the source before it releases enough poison to turn the west coast into a cesspool devoid of all life.’


‘Any lead on where it originates?’ asked the President.


‘In all probability a ship sunk between Kodiak Island and the Alaskan mainland,’ replied Sandecker. ‘Our next step is to back trace the currents and determine a search grid.’


The President leaned over the coffee table and studied the red circle on the chart for a few moments. Then he gave Sandecker an appraising stare. ‘As director of NUMA, Admiral, you’ll have the dirty job of neutralising this thing. You have my authority to tap any agency or department of the government with the necessary expertise; the National Science Board, the Army and Coast Guard, the EPA, whoever.’ He paused thoughtfully, then asked, ‘Exactly how potent is Nerve Agent S in seawater?’


Sandecker looked tired, his face drawn. ‘One teaspoon will effectively kill every living organism in four million gallons of seawater.’


‘Then we better find it,’ said the President, a touch of desperation in his voice. ‘And damned quick!’
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Deep beneath the murky waters of the James River off the shoreline of Newport News, Virginia, a pair of divers struggled against the current as they burrowed their way through the muck that was packed against the rotting hull of a shipwreck.


There was no sense of direction in the black dimensionless liquid. Visibility was measured in inches as they grimly clutched the pipe of an airlift that sucked up the thick ooze and spat it onto a barge seventy feet above in the sunlight. They laboured almost by braille, their only illumination coming from the feeble glimmer of underwater lights mounted on the edge of the crater they’d slowly excavated over the past several days. All they could see clearly were particles suspended in the water that drifted past their facemasks like windswept rain.


It was hard for them to believe there was a world above, sky and clouds and trees bending in a summer breeze. In the nightmare of swirling mud and perpetual darkness it didn’t seem possible that five hundred yards away people and cars roamed the pavements and streets of the small city.


There are some who say you can’t sweat underwater, but you can. The divers could feel the sweat forcing its way through the pores of their skin against the protective constriction of their drysuits. They were beginning to experience the creeping tendrils of weariness, yet they had only been on the bottom for eight minutes.


Inch by inch they worked their way into a gaping hole on the starboard bow of the hulk. The planking that framed the cavern-like opening was shattered and twisted as though a giant fist had rammed into the ship. They began to uncover artifacts; a shoe, the hinge from an old chest, brass calipers, tools, even a piece of cloth. It was an eerie sensation to touch objects that no one had looked upon in 120 years.


One of the men paused to check their air gauges. He calculated they could work another ten minutes and still have a safe supply of breathable air to reach the surface.


They turned off the valve on the airlift, stopping the suction, while they waited for the river current to carry away the cloud of disturbed silt. Except for the exhaust of their breathing regulators, it became very still. A little more of the wreck became visible. The deck timbers were crushed and broken inward. Coils of rope trailed into the murk like mud encrusted snakes. The interior of the hull seemed bleak and foreboding. They could almost sense the restless ghosts of the men who went down with the ship.


Suddenly they heard a strange humming, not the sound made by the outboard motor of a small boat, but heavier, like the distant drone of an aircraft engine. There was no way of telling its direction. They listened for a few moments as the sound grew louder, magnified by the density of the water. It was a surface sound and did not concern them, so they reactivated the airlift and turned back to their work.


No more than a minute later the end of the suction pipe struck something hard. Quickly they closed off the air valve again and excitedly brushed away the mud with their hands. Soon they realised they were touching, not wood, but an object harder, much harder, and covered with rust.


 



 



To the support crew on the barge over the wreck site time seemed to have reversed itself. They stood spellbound as an ancient PBY Catalina flying boat made a sweeping bank from the west, lined up on the river and kissed the water with the ungainly finesse of an inebriated goose. The sun glinted on the aquamarine colour scheme covering the aluminium hull, and the letters NUMA grew larger as the lumbering craft taxied towards the barge. The engines were shut down and the co-pilot emerged from a side hatch and threw a mooring rope to one of the men on the barge.


Then a woman appeared and jumped lightly onto the battered wooden deck. She was suavely slim, her elegant frame covered by a narrow-falling tan shirt, long, loose, held low on the hip over tapering pants in green cotton. She wore moccasin-style boater shoes on her feet. In her mid-forties, about five-foot seven, her hair was the colour of aspen gold and her skin a copper tan. Her face was handsome with high cheek bones, the face of a woman who fits no mould but her own.


She picked her way around a maze of cables and salvage equipment and stopped when she found herself surrounded by a platoon of male stares registering speculation mixed with undisguised fascination. She raised her sunglasses and stared back through plum-brown eyes.


‘Which one of you is Dirk Pitt?’ she demanded without preamble.


A rugged individual shorter than she, but with shoulders twice the width of his waist stepped forward and pointed into the river.


‘You’ll find him down there.’


She turned and her eyes followed the protruding finger. A large orange buoy swayed in the rippling current, its cable angling into the dirty green depths. About thirty feet beyond, she could see the diver’s bubbles boil to the surface.


‘How soon before he comes up?’


‘Another five minutes.’


‘I see,’ she said, pondering a moment. Then she asked, ‘Is Albert Giordino with him?’


‘He’s standing here talking to you.’


Clad only in shabby sneakers, cut-off jeans and torn T-shirt, Giordino’s tacky outfit was matched by his black, curly wind-blown hair and two-week beard. He definitely did not fit her picture of NUMA’s Deputy Director of Special Projects.


She seemed more amused than taken aback. ‘My name is Julie Mendoza, Environmental Protection Agency. I have an urgent matter to discuss with the two of you, but perhaps I should wait until Mr Pitt surfaces.’


Giordino shrugged. ‘Suit yourself.’ He broke into a friendly smile. ‘We don’t stock much in the way of creature comforts but we do have cold beer.’


‘Love one, thank you.’


Giordino pulled a can of Coors from an ice bucket and handed it to her. ‘What’s an EPA man... ah... woman doing flying around in a NUMA plane?’


‘A suggestion of Admiral Sandecker.’


Mendoza didn’t offer more so Giordino didn’t press.


‘What project is this?’ Mendoza asked.


‘The Cumberland.’


‘A Civil War ship, wasn’t she?’


‘Yes, historically very significant. She was a Union frigate sunk in 1862 by the Confederate ironclad, Merrimack, or the Virginia, as she was known to the South.’


‘As I recall, she went down before the Merrimack fought the Monitor, making her the first ship ever destroyed by one that was armoured.’


‘You know your history,’ said Giordino, properly impressed.


‘And NUMA is going to raise her?’


Giordino shook his head. ‘Too costly. We’re only after the ram.’


‘Ram?’


‘A hell of a battle,’ Giordino explained. ‘The crew of the Cumberland fought until the water came in their gun barrels, even though their cannon shot bounced the Confederate’s casemate like golf balls off a Brink’s truck. In the end the Merrimack rammed the Cumberland, sending her to the bottom, flag still flying. But in backing away the huge, wedge-shaped ram on the ironclad’s bow embedded inside the frigate and broke off. We’re searching for that ram.’


‘What possible value could an old hunk of iron have?’


‘Maybe it doesn’t put dollar signs in the eyes of people like treasure from a Spanish galleon, but historically it’s priceless, a piece of America’s naval heritage.’


Mendoza was about to ask another question but her attention was diverted by two black, rubber helmeted heads that broke water beside the barge. The divers swam over, climbed a rusty ladder and shrugged off their heavy gear. Water streamed from their drysuits, gleaming in the sunlight.


The taller of the two pulled off his hood and ran his hands through a thick mane of ebony hair. His face was darkly tanned and the eyes were the most vivid green Mendoza had ever seen. He had the look of a man who smiled easily and often, who challenged life and accepted the wins and losses with equal indifference. When he stood at his full height he was three inches over six feet, and the lean, hard body under the drysuit strained at the seams. Mendoza knew without asking that this was Dirk Pitt.


He waved at the barge crew’s approach. ‘We found it,’ he said with a wide grin.


Giordino slapped him on the back delightedly. ‘Nice going, pal.’


Everyone began asking the divers a barrage of questions, which was answered between swallows of beer. Finally Giordino remembered Mendoza and motioned her forward.


‘This is Julie Mendoza of the EPA. She wants to have a chat with us.’


Dirk Pitt extended his hand, giving her an appraising stare. ‘Julie.’


‘Mr Pitt.’


‘If you’ll give me a minute to unsuit and dry off—’


‘I’m afraid we’re running late,’ she interrupted. ‘We can talk in the air. Admiral Sandecker thought the plane would be faster than a helicopter.’


‘You’ve lost me.’


‘I can’t take the time to explain. We have to leave immediately. All I can say is that you’ve been ordered on a new project.’


There was a huskiness in her voice that intrigued Pitt, not masculine exactly, but a voice that would be at home in a Harold Robbins novel.


‘Why the mad rush?’


‘Not here or now,’ she said glancing around at the salvage crew tuned into the conversation.


He turned to Giordino. ‘What do you think, Al?’


Giordino faked a bemused look. ‘Hard to say. The lady looks pretty determined. On the other hand, I’ve found a home here on the barge. I kind of hate to leave.’


Mendoza’s face flushed in anger, realising the men were toying with her. ‘Please, minutes count.’


‘Mind telling us where we’re going?’


‘Langley Air Force Base where a military jet is waiting to take us to Kodiak, Alaska.’


She might as well have told them they were going to the moon. Pitt looked into her eyes, searching for something he wasn’t sure he’d find. All he could read was dead seriousness.


‘I think, to be on the safe side, I’d better contact the Admiral and confirm.’


‘You can do that on the way to Langley,’ she said, her tone unyielding. ‘I’ve seen to your personal affairs. Your clothes and whatever else you might need for a two week operation have already been packed and loaded on board.’ She paused and stared him squarely in the eye. ‘So much for small talk, Mr Pitt. While we stand here and you persist in your petty cross examination, people are dying. You couldn’t know that. Take my word for it. If you’re half the man you’re reported to be, you’ll stop screwing around and get on the plane, now!’


‘You really go for the jugular, don’t you, lady?’


‘If I have to.’


There was an icy silence. Pitt took a deep breath, then blew it out. He faced Giordino.


‘I hear Alaska is beautiful this time of year.’


Giordino managed a faraway look. ‘Some great saloons in Skagway we should check out.’


Pitt gestured to the other diver who was peeling off his drysuit. ‘She’s all yours, Charlie. Go ahead and bring up the Merrimack’s ram and get it over to the conservation lab.’


‘I’ll see to it.’


Pitt nodded and then, along with Giordino, walked towards the Catalina, talking between themselves as if Julie Mendoza no longer existed.


‘I hope she packed my fishing pole,’ said Giordino with a straight voice. ‘The salmon should be running.’


‘I’ve a mind to ride a caribou,’ Pitt carried on. ‘Heard tell they can outrun a dog sled.’


As Mendoza followed them, the words of Admiral Sandecker came back to haunt her.


‘I don’t envy you riding herd on those two devils, Pitt in particular. He could con a great white shark into becoming a vegetarian. So keep a sharp eye and your legs crossed.’







4


James Sandecker was considered a prime catch by the feminine circles of Washington society. A dedicated bachelor whose mistress was his work, he seldom entered into a relationship with the opposite sex that lasted more than a few weeks. Sentiment and romance, qualities women thrive on, were beyond him. In another life he might have been a hermit, or as some suggested, Ebenezer Scrooge.


In his late fifties and an exercise addict, he cut a trim figure. He was short and gimlet-eyed, and the red hair and beard had yet to show a tendency towards grey. He possessed an aloofness and coarse personality that appealed to women. Many cast out lures, but few ever put a hook in him.


Bonnie Cowan, an attorney for one of the city’s respected law firms, considered herself fortunate indeed to have wangled a dinner date with him.


‘You look pensive tonight, Jim,’ she said.


He did not look directly at her. His gaze drifted over the diners seated amid the quiet decor of the Inkwell restaurant. ‘I was wondering how many people would dine out if there were no seafood.’


She gave him a quizzical stare, and then laughed. ‘After dealing with dull legal minds all day, it’s like inhaling mountain air to sit with someone who wanders in aimless circles.’


His stare returned over the table’s candle and into her eyes. Bonnie Cowan was not yet thirty-five years of age, and she was an unusually attractive and petite woman. She had learned long ago that feminine beauty was an asset in her chosen career, and she never tried to disguise it. Her hair was fine and silken and fell below her shoulders, her breasts were small but nicely proportioned as were the legs that were amply displayed under a short skirt. She was extremely intelligent and could hold her own in any courtroom or media interview. Sandecker felt remiss at his inattentiveness.


‘That’s a damned pretty dress,’ he said, making a feeble attempt at looking attentive.


‘Yes, I think the red material goes well with my blonde hair.’


‘A nice match,’ he came back vaguely.


‘You’re hopeless, Jim Sandecker,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘You’d say the same thing if I was sitting here in the nude.’


‘Hmmmm?’


‘For your information, the dress is brown and so is my hair.’


He shook his head as if to clear the cobwebs. ‘I’m sorry, but I warned you I’d be poor company.’


‘Your eyes are seeing something a thousand miles away.’


He reached across the table almost shyly and held her hand. ‘For the rest of the evening, I’ll focus my thoughts entirely on you. I promise.’


‘Women are suckers for little boys who need mothering. And you are the most pathetic little boy I’ve ever seen.’


‘Mind your language, woman. Admirals do not take kindly to being referred to as pathetic little boys.’


‘All right, John Paul Jones, then how about a bite for a starving deckhand?’


‘Anything to prevent a mutiny,’ he said smiling for the first time that evening.


He recklessly ordered champagne and the most exotic seafood delicacies on the menu as though it might be his last opportunity.


He adroitly asked Bonnie about the cases she was involved with and masked his lack of interest as she relayed the latest gossip about the Supreme Court and legal manoeuvrings of Congress.


They finished the entrée and were attacking the pêches cardinal when a man with the build of a Denver Bronco linebacker entered the foyer, stared around and, recognising Sandecker, made his way over to the table.


He flashed a toothy smile at Bonnie. ‘My apologies, ma’am, for the intrusion.’ Then he spoke softly into Sandecker’s ear.


The Admiral nodded and looked sadly across the table. ‘Please forgive me, but I must go.’


‘Government business?’


He nodded silently.


‘Oh well,’ she said resignedly. ‘At least I had you all to myself until dessert.’


He came over and gave her a brotherly kiss on the cheek. ‘We’ll do it again.’


Then he paid the bill, asked the maitre d’ to call Bonnie a cab, and left the restaurant.


 



The Admiral’s car rolled to a stop at the special tunnel entrance to the Kennedy Centre for the Performing Arts. The door was opened by a sober-faced man wearing a formal black suit.


‘If you will please follow me, sir.’


‘Secret Service?’


‘Yes, sir.’


Sandecker asked no more questions. He exited the car and trailed the agent down a carpeted corridor to a lift. When the doors parted, he was led along the tier level behind the box seats of the opera house to a small meeting room.


Daniel Fawcett, his expression the consistency of marble, simply waved an offhand greeting.


‘Sorry to break up your date, Admiral.’


‘The message emphasised, “urgent”.’


‘I’ve just received another report from Kodiak. The situation has worsened.’


‘Does the President know?’


‘Not yet,’ answered Fawcett. ‘Best to wait until the intermission. If he suddenly left his box during the second act of Rigoletto, it might fuel too many suspicious minds.’


A Kennedy Centre staff member entered the room carrying a tray of coffee. Sandecker helped himself while Fawcett idly paced the floor. The Admiral fought off an overwhelming desire to light a cigar.


After a wait of eight minutes, the President appeared. The audience applause for the end of the act was heard in the brief interval between the opening and closing of the door. He was dressed in black evening wear with a blue handkerchief nattily tucked in the breastpocket of his jacket.


‘I wish I could say it was good seeing you again, Admiral, but every time we meet, we’re up to our butts in a crisis.’


‘Seems that way,’ Sandecker answered.


The President turned to Fawcett. ‘What’s the bad news, Dan?’


‘The captain of an auto ferry disregarded Coast Guard orders and took his ship on its normal run from Seward on the mainland of Kodiak. The ferry was found a few hours ago grounded on Marmot Island. All the passengers and crew were dead.’


‘Christ!’ the President blurted. ‘What was the body count?’


‘Three hundred and twelve.’


‘That tears it,’ said Sandecker. ‘All hell will break loose when the news media gets the scent.’


‘Nothing we can do,’ Fawcett said helplessly. ‘Word is already coming over the wire services.’


The President sank into a chair. He seemed a tall man on the TV screens. He carried himself like a tall man but he was only two inches taller than Sandecker. His hairline was recessed and greying, and his narrow face wore a set and solemn expression, a look rarely revealed to the public. He enjoyed tremendous popularity helped immensely by a warm personality and an infectious smile that could melt the most hostile audience. His successful negotiations to merge Canada and the United States into one nation, served to establish an image that was immune to partisan criticism.


‘We can’t delay another minute,’ he said. ‘The entire Alaskan gulf has got to be quarantined and everyone within twenty miles of the coast evacuated.’


‘I must disagree,’ Sandecker said quietly.


‘I’d like to hear why.’


‘As far as we know the contamination has kept to open waters. No trace has shown up on the mainland. Evacuation of the population would mean a time-consuming and massive operation. Alaskans are a tough breed, especially the fishermen who live in the region. I doubt if they’d willingly leave under any circumstances, least of all when ordered by the federal government.’


‘A hardheaded lot.’


‘Yes, but not stupid. The fisherman’s associations have all agreed to restrict their vessels to port, and the canneries have begun burying all catches brought in during the past ten days.’


‘They’ll need economic assistance.’


‘I expect so.’


‘Then what do you recommend?’


‘The Coast Guard lacks the men and ships to patrol the entire Gulf. The Navy will have to back them up.’


‘That,’ mused the President, ‘presents a problem. Throwing more men and ships in there increases the threat of a higher death toll.’


‘Not necessarily,’ said Sandecker. ‘The crew of the Coast Guard cutter that made the first discovery of the contamination received no ill effects because the fishing boat had drifted out of the death area.’


‘What about the boarding crew, the doctor? They died.’


‘The contamination had already covered the decks, the railings, almost anything they touched on the exterior of the vessel. In the case of the ferry, its entire centre section is open to accommodate automobiles, the passengers and crew had no protection. Modern naval ships are constructed to be buttoned up in case of radioactivity from nuclear attack. They can patrol the contaminated currents with a very small, acceptable, degree of risk.’


The President nodded his consent. ‘Okay, I’ll order an assist from the Navy Department, but I’m not sold on dropping an evacuation plan. Stubborn Alaskans or not, there are still women and children to consider.’


‘My other suggestion, Mr President, or request if you will, is a delay of forty-eight hours before you initiate the operation. That might give my response team time to find the source.’


The President fell silent. He stared at Sandecker with deepening interest. ‘Who are the people orchestrating this mess?’


‘The on-scene coordinator and chairman of the Regional Emergency Response Team is Dr Julie Mendoza, a senior biochemical engineer for the EPA.’


‘I’m not familiar with the name.’


‘She’s recognised as the best in the country on assessment and control of hazardous contamination in water,’ Sandecker said without hesitation. ‘The underwater search for the shipwreck we believe contains the nerve agent will be headed by my Special Projects Director, Dirk Pitt.’


The President’s eyes widened a millimetre. ‘I know Mr Pitt. He proved most helpful on the Canadian affair a few months ago.’


You mean, saved your ass, Sandecker thought before he continued. ‘We have nearly two hundred other pollution experts who have been called in to assist. Every expert in private industry has been tapped to provide the experience and technical data for a successful cleanup.’


The President glanced at his watch. ‘I’ve got to cut this short,’ he said. ‘I suspect they won’t start the third act without me. Anyway, you’ve got yourself forty-eight hours, Admiral. Then I order an evacuation and declare the area as a national disaster.’


 



 



Fawcett accompanied the President back to his box. He seated himself slightly to the rear but close enough so they could converse in low tones while feigning interest in the performance on stage.


‘Do you wish to cancel the cruise with Moran and Larimer?’


The President imperceptibly shook his head. ‘No, my economic recovery package for the Soviet satellite countries has top priority over any other business.’


‘I strongly advise against it. You’re waging a hopeless battle for a lost cause.’


‘So you’ve informed me at least five times in the past week.’ The President held a programme over his face to conceal a yawn. ‘How do the votes stack up?’


‘A wave of nonpartisan, conservative support is gaining ground against you. We’ll need fifteen votes in the House and five, maybe six, to pass the measure in the Senate.’


‘We’ve faced bigger odds.’


‘Yes,’ Fawcett muttered almost sadly. ‘But if we’re defeated this time, your administration may never see a second term.’
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