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Foreword

When Dirk Pitt salvaged the Titanic from the pages of a typewriter set in a damp corner of an unfinished basement, the legendary ocean liner was still ten years away from actual discovery. The year was 1975 and Raise the Titanic became the fourth book in Pitt’s underwater adventures. Then, no one was inspired to spend the immense effort in time and money for a search operation. But after the book was published and the film produced, a renewed tidal wave of interest swept America and Europe. At least five expeditions were launched to look for the wreck.

My original inspiration was based on fantasy and a desire to see the world’s most famous ship brought up from the seabed and towed into New York Harbor, completing her maiden voyage begun three-quarters of a century before. Fortunately, it was a fantasy shared by millions of her devoted fans.

Now, seventy-three years after she slipped into the silence of the black abyss, cameras have finally revealed her open grave.

Fiction has become fact.

Pitt’s description of her in the story pretty well matches what the robot cameras recorded shortly after she was found through the miracle of sidescan sonar. Aside from her structural damage, sustained during her 13,000 foot plunge to the bottom, she suffers little from sea growth and corrosion. Even the wine bottles and silver service that spilled out on the silt appear pristine.

Will the Titanic ever be raised?

It is unlikely. A total salvage operation would nearly equal the cost of the Apollo man-on-the-moon project. Soon, however, we can expect to see manned submersibles circling her hulk in search of her treasure in artifacts, while teams of American and British attorneys roll up their sleeves for long courtroom battles over her possession.

Pitt has always looked into the future and found it full of excitement and adventure. In the 1970s he was a man of the eighties. Now he is a man of the 90s. Like a scout out for a wagon train, Pitt looks over the next hill and tells us what’s there. He sees what we’d all like to see in our imaginations.

That’s why no one could have been more delighted than me when it was announced that the Titanic had been found.

I knew that Pitt had seen her first.

 



Clive Cussler




April 1912

PRELUDE

The man on Deck A, Stateroom 33, tossed and turned in his narrow berth, the mind behind his sweating face lost in the depths of a nightmare. He was small, no more than two inches over five feet, with thinning white hair and a bland face, whose only imposing feature was a pair of dark, bushy eyebrows. His hands lay entwined on his chest, his fingers twitching in a nervous rhythm. He looked to be in his fifties. His skin had the color and texture of a concrete sidewalk, and the lines under his eyes were deeply etched. Yet he was only ten days shy of his thirty-fourth birthday.

The physical grind and the mental torment of the last five months had exhausted him to the ragged edge of madness. During his waking hours, he found his mind wandering down vacant channels, losing all track of time and reality. He had to remind himself continually where he was and what day it was. He was going mad, slowly but irrevocably mad, and the worst part of it was that he knew he was going mad.

His eyes fluttered open and he focused them on the silent fan that hung from the ceiling of his stateroom. His hands traveled over his face and felt the two-week growth of beard. He didn’t have to look at his clothes; he knew they were soiled and rumpled and stained with nervous sweat. He should have bathed and changed after he’d boarded the ship, but, instead, he’d taken to his berth and slept a fearful, obsessed sleep off and on for nearly three days.

It was late into Sunday evening, and the ship wasn’t due to dock in New York until early Wednesday morning, slightly more than fifty hours hence.

He tried to tell himself he was safe now, but his mind refused to accept it, in spite of the fact that the prize that had cost so many lives was absolutely secure. For the hundredth time he felt the lump in his vest pocket. Satisfied that the key was still there, he rubbed a hand over his glistening forehead and closed his eyes once more.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d dozed. Something had jolted  him awake. Not a loud sound or a violent movement, it was more like a trembling motion from his mattress and a strange grinding noise somewhere far below his starboard stateroom. He rose stiffly to a sitting position and swung his feet to the floor. A few minutes passed and he sensed an unusual, vibrationless quiet. Then his befogged mind grasped the reason. The engines had stopped. He sat there listening, but the only sounds came from the soft joking of the stewards in the passageway, and the muffled talk from the adjoining cabins.

An icy tentacle of uneasiness wrapped around him. Another passenger might have simply ignored the interruption and quickly gone back to sleep, but he was within an inch of a mental breakdown, and his five senses were working overtime at magnifying every impression. Three days locked in his cabin, neither eating nor drinking, reliving the horrors of the past five months, served only to stoke the fires of insanity behind his rapidly degenerating mind.

He unlocked the door and walked unsteadily down the passageway to the grand staircase. People were laughing and chattering on their way from the lounge to their staterooms. He looked at the ornate bronze clock which was flanked by two figures in bas-relief above the middle landing of the stairs. The gilded hands read 11:51.

A steward, standing alongside an opulent lamp standard at the bottom of the staircase, stared disdainfully up at him, obviously annoyed at seeing so shabby a passenger wandering the first-class accommodations, while all the others strolled the rich oriental carpets in elegant evening dress.

‘The engines ... they’ve stopped,’ he said thickly.

‘Probably for a minor adjustment, sir,’ the steward replied. ‘A new ship on her maiden voyage and all. There’s bound to be a few bugs to iron out. Nothing to worry about. She’s unsinkable, you know.’

‘If she’s made out of steel, she can sink.’ He massaged his bloodshot eyes. ‘I think I’ll take a look outside.’

The steward shook his head. ‘I don’t recommend it, sir. It’s frightfully cold out there.’

The passenger in the wrinkled suit shrugged. He was used to the cold. He turned, climbed one flight of stairs and stepped through a door that led to the starboard side of the Boat Deck. He gasped as though he’d been stabbed by a thousand needles. After lying for three days in the warm womb of his stateroom, he was rudely shocked by the thirty-one-degree temperature.  There was not the slightest hint of a breeze, only a biting, motionless cold that hung from the cloudless sky like a shroud.

He walked to the rail and turned up the collar of his coat. He leaned over but saw only the black sea, calm as a garden pond. Then he looked fore and aft. The Boat Deck from the raised roof over the first-class smoking room to the wheelhouse forward of the officers’ quarters was totally deserted. Only the smoke drifting lazily from the forward three of the four huge yellow and black funnels, and the lights shining through the windows of the lounge and reading room revealed any involvement with human life.

The white froth along the hull diminished and turned black as the massive vessel slowly lost her headway and drifted silently beneath the endless blanket of stars. The ship’s purser came out of the officers’ mess and peered over the side.

‘Why did we stop?’

‘We’ve struck something,’ the purser replied without turning.

‘Is it serious?’

‘Not likely, sir. If there’s any leakage, the pumps should handle it.’

Abruptly, an ear-shattering roar that sounded like a hundred Denver and Rio Grande locomotives thundering through a tunnel at the same time erupted from the eight exterior exhaust ducts. Even as he put his hands to his ears, the passenger recognized the cause. He had been around machinery long enough to know that the excess steam from the ship’s idle reciprocating engines was blowing off through the bypass valves. The terrific blare made further speech with the purser impossible. He turned away and watched as other crew members appeared on the Boat Deck. A terrible dread spread through his stomach as he saw them begin stripping off the lifeboat covers and clearing away the lines to the davits.

He stood there for nearly an hour while the din from the exhaust ducts died slowly in the night. Clutching the handrail, oblivious to the cold, he barely noticed the small groups of passengers who had begun to wander the Boat Deck in a strange, quiet kind of confusion.

One of the ship’s junior officers came past. He was young, in his early twenties, and his face had the typically British milky-white complexion and the typically British bored-with-it-all expression. He approached the man at the railing and  tapped him on the shoulder.

‘Beg your pardon, sir. But you must get your life jacket on.’

The man slowly turned and stared. ‘We’re going to sink, aren’t we?’ he asked hoarsely.

The officer hesitated a moment, then nodded. ‘She’s taking sea faster than the pumps can keep up.’

‘How long do we have?’

‘Hard to say. Maybe another hour if the water stays clear of the boilers.’

‘What happened? There was no other ship nearby. What did we collide with?’

‘Iceberg. Slashed our hull. Damnable bit of bloody hick.’

He grasped the officer’s arm so hard the young man winced. ‘I must get into the cargo hold.’

‘Little chance of that, sir. The mailroom on F Deck is flooding and the luggage is already floating down in the hold.’

‘You must guide me there.’

The officer tried to shake his arm loose, but it was held like a vise. ‘Impossible! My orders are to see to the starboard lifeboats.’

‘Some other officer can man the boats,’ the passenger said tonelessly. ‘You’re going to show me the way to the cargo hold.’

It was then that the officer noticed two discomforting things. First, the twisted, insane look on the passenger’s face, and, second, the muzzle of the gun that was pressing against his genitals.

‘Do as I ask,’ the man snarled, ‘if you wish to see grand-children.’

The officer stared dumbly at the gun and then looked up. Something inside him was suddenly sick. There was no thought of argument or resistance. The reddened eyes that burned into his, burned from within the depths of insanity.

‘I can only try.’

‘Then try!’ the passenger snarled. ‘And no tricks. I’ll be at your back all the way. One stupid mistake and I’ll shoot your spine in two at the base.’

Discreetly, he shoved the gun into a coat pocket, keeping the barrel nudged against the officer’s back. They made their way without difficulty through the milling throng of people who now cluttered the Boat Deck. It was a different ship now. No laughter or gaiety, no class distinction; the wealthy and the poor were joined by the common bond of fear. The  stewards were the only ones smiling and making small talk as they handed out ghost-white life preservers.

The distress rockets soared into the air, looking small and vain under the smothering blackness, their burst of white sparkles seen by no one except those aboard the doomed ship. It provided an unearthly backdrop for the heart-rending goodbyes, the forced expressions of hope in the men’s eyes as they tenderly lifted their women and children into the lifeboats. The terrible unreality of the scene was heightened as the ship’s eight-piece band assembled on the Boat Deck, incongruous with their instruments and pale life jackets. They began to play Irving Berlin’s ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’.

The ship’s officer, prodded by the gun, struggled down the main stairway against the wave of passengers who were surging up toward the lifeboats. The low angle of the bow was becoming more pronounced. Going down the steps, their stride was off-balance. At B Deck they commandeered an elevator and rode it down to D Deck.

The young officer turned and studied the man whose strange whim had inexorably bound him tighter in the grip of certain death. The lips were drawn back tightly over the teeth, the eyes glassy with a faraway look. The passenger glanced up and saw the officer staring at him. For a long moment their eyes locked.

‘Don’t worry ...’

‘Bigalow. sir.’

‘Don’t worry, Bigalow. You’ll make it before she goes.’

‘What section of the cargo hold do you want?’

‘The ship’s vault in number one cargo hold, G Deck.’

‘G Deck must surely be under water by now.’

‘We’ll only know when we get there, won’t we?’ The passenger motioned with the gun in his coat pocket as the elevator doors opened. They moved out and pushed their way through the crowd.

Bigalow tore off his life belt and ran around the staircase leading to E Deck. There he stopped and looked down and saw the water crawling upwards. Inching its relentless path up the steps. Some of the lights still burned under the cold green water, giving off a haunting, distorted glow.

‘It’s no use. You can see for yourself.’

‘Is there another way?’

‘The watertight doors were closed right after the collision. We might make it down one of the escape ladders.’

‘Then keep going.’

The journey along the circuitous alleyways went rapidly through the unending steel labyrinth of passages and ladder tunnels. Bigalow halted and lifted a round hatch cover and peered into the narrow opening. Surprisingly, the water on the cargo deck beneath was only two feet deep.

‘No hope,’ he lied. ‘It’s flooded.’

The passenger roughly shoved the officer to one side and looked for himself.

‘It’s dry enough for my purpose,’ he said slowly. He waved the gun at the hatch. ‘Keep going.’

The overhead electric lights were still burning in the hold as the two men sloshed their way toward the ship’s strong room. The dim rays glinted off the brass of a giant Renault town car blocked to the deck.

Both of them stumbled and fell in the icy water several times, numbing their bodies with the cold. Staggering like drunken men, they reached the vault at last. It was a cube in the middle of the cargo compartment. It measured eight feet by eight feet by eight feet; its sturdy walls were constructed of twelve-inch-thick Belfast steel.

The passenger produced a key from his vest pocket and inserted it in the slot. The lock was new and stiff, but finally the tumblers gave with an audible click. He pulled the heavy door open and stepped into the vault. Then he turned and smiled for the first time. ‘Thanks for your help, Bigalow. You’d better head topside. There’s still time for you.’

Bigalow looked puzzled. ‘You’re staying?’

‘Yes, I’m staying. I’ve murdered eight good and true men. I can’t live with that.’ It was said flatly. The tone final. ‘It’s over and done with. Everything.’

Bigalow tried to speak, but the words would not come.

The passenger nodded in understanding and began pulling the door closed behind him.

‘Thank God for Southby,’ he said.

And then he was gone, swallowed up in the black interior of the vault.

 



Bigalow survived.

He won his race with the rising water and managed to reach the Boat Deck and throw himself over the side only seconds before the ship took her final plunge.

As the bulk of the great ocean liner sank from sight, her  red pennant with the white star that had been hanging limply, high on the aft mastpeak under the dead calm of the night, suddenly unfurled when it touched the sea, as though in final salute to the fifteen hundred men, women and children who were either dying of exposure or drowning in the frigid waters over the grave.

Blind instinct clutched at Bigalow and he reached out and seized the pennant as it slipped past. Before his mind could focus, before he knew the full danger of his foolhardy act, he found himself being pulled beneath the water. Yet he stubbornly held on, refusing to release his grip. He was nearly twenty feet below the surface when at last the pennant’s grommets tore from the halyard and the prize was his. Only then did he struggle upward, through the liquid blackness. After what seemed to him an eternity, he broke into the night air again, thankful that the expected suction from the sinking ship had not gotten him.

The twenty-eight-degree water nearly killed him. Given another ten minutes in its freezing grip, he would have simply been one more statistic of that terrible tragedy.

A rope saved him; his hand brushed against and grabbed a trailing rope attached to a capsized boat. With the last ounce of his ebbing strength, he pulled his nearly frozen body on board and shared with thirty other men the numbing ache of the cold until they were rescued by another ship four hours later.

The pitiful cries of the hundreds who died would forever linger in the minds of those who survived. But as he clung to the overturned, partly submerged lifeboat, Bigalow’s thoughts were on another memory: the strange man sealed forever in the ship’s vault.

Who was he?

Who were the eight men he claimed to have murdered?

What was the secret of the vault?

They were questions that were to haunt Bigalow for the next seventy-six years right up to the last few hours of his life. 
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The Sicilian Project




July 1987




1

The President swiveled in his chair, clasped his hands behind his head, and stared unseeing out of the window of the Oval Office and cursed his lot. He hated his job with a passion he hadn’t thought possible. He had known the exact moment the excitement had gone out of it. He had known it the morning he had found it hard to rise from bed. That was always the first sign. A dread of beginning the day.

He wondered for the thousandth time since taking office why he had struggled so hard and so long for the damned, thankless job anyway. The price had been painfully high. His political trail was littered with the bones of lost friends and a broken marriage. And, he’d no sooner taken the oath of office when he had found his infant administration staggered by a Treasury Department scandal, a war in South America, a nationwide airlines strike, and a hostile Congress that had come to mistrust whoever resided in the White House. He threw in an extra curse for Congress. Its members had overridden his last two vetoes and the news didn’t sit well with him.

Thank God, he would escape the bullshit of another election. How he’d managed to win two terms still mystified him. He had broken all the political taboos ever laid down for a successful candidate. Not only was he a divorced man but he was not a churchgoer, smoked cigars in public, and sported a large mustache besides. He had campaigned by ignoring his opponents and by hitting the voters solidly between the eyes with tough talk. And they had loved it. Opportunely, he had come along at a time when the average American was  fed up with goody-goody candidates who smiled big and made love to the TV cameras, and who spoke trite, nooning sentences that the press couldn’t twist or find hidden meanings to invent between the nouns.

Eighteen more months and his second term of office would be over. It was the one thought that kept him going. His predecessor had accepted the post of head regent at the University of California. Eisenhower had withdrawn to his farm in Gettysburg, and Johnson to his ranch in Texas. The President smiled to himself. None of that elder-statesman-on-the-sidelines crap for him. His plans called for self-exile to the South Pacific on a forty-foot ketch. There he would ignore every damned crisis that stirred the world while sipping rum and eyeing any pug-nosed, balloon-chested native girls who wandered within view. He closed his eyes and almost had the vision in focus when his aide eased open the door and cleared his throat.

‘Excuse me, Mr. President, but Mr. Seagram and Mr. Donner are waiting.’

The President swiveled back to his desk and ran his hands through a patch of thick silver-tinted hair. ‘Okay, send them in.’

He brightened visibly. Gene Seagram and Mel Donner enjoyed immediate access to the President at any time, day or night. They were the chief evaluators for the Meta Section, a group of scientists who worked in total secrecy, researching projects that were as yet unheard of - projects that attempted to leapfrog current technology by twenty to thirty years.

Meta Section was the President’s own brainchild. He had conceived it during his first year in office, connived and manipulated the unlimited secret funding, and personally recruited the small group of brilliant and dedicated men who comprised its core. He took great unadvertised pride in it. Even the CIA and the National Security Agency knew nothing of its existence. It had always been his dream to back a team of men who could devote their skills and talents to impossible schemes, fantasy schemes with one chance in a million for success. The fact that Meta Section was still batting zero five years after its inception bothered his conscience not at all.

There was no hand shaking, only cordial hellos. Then Seagram unlatched a battered leather briefcase and withdrew a folder stuffed with aerial photographs. He laid the pictures on the President’s desk and pointed at several circled  areas that were marked on transparent overlays.

‘The mountain region on the upper island of Novaya Zemlya, north of the Russian mainland. All indications from our satellite sensors pinpoint this area as a slim possibility.’

‘Damn!’ the President muttered softly. ‘Every time we discover something like this, it has to sit in the Soviet Union or in some other untouchable location.’ He scanned the photographs and then turned his eyes to Donner. ‘The earth is a big place. Surely there must be other promising areas?’

Donner shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Mr. President, but geologists have been searching for byzanium ever since Alexander Beesley discovered its existence in 1902. To our knowledge, none has ever been found in quantity.’

‘Its radioactivity is so extreme,’ Seagram said, ‘it has long vanished from the continents in anything more than very minute trace amounts. The few bits and pieces we’ve gathered on this element have been gleaned from small, artificially prepared particles.’

‘Can’t you build a supply through artificial means?’ the President asked.

‘No, sir,’ Seagram replied. ‘The longest-lived particle we managed to produce with a high-energy accelerator decayed in less than two minutes.’

The President sat back and stared at Seagram. ‘How much of it do you need to complete your program?’

Seagram looked to Donner, then at the President. ‘Of course you realize, Mr. President, we’re still in a speculative stage ...’

‘How much do you need?’ the President repeated.

‘I should judge about eight ounces.’

‘I see.’

‘That’s only the amount required to test the concept fully,’ Donner added. ‘It would take an additional two hundred ounces to set up the equipment on a fully operational scale at strategic locations around the nation’s borders.’

The President slumped in his chair. ‘Then I guess we scrap this one and go on to something else.’

Seagram was a tall lanky man, with a quiet voice and a courteous manner, and, except for a large, flattened nose, he could almost have passed as an unbearded Abe Lincoln.

Donner was just the opposite of Seagram. He was short and seemed almost as broad as he was tall. He had wheat-colored hair, melancholy eyes, and his face always seemed to be  sweating. He began talking at a machine-gun pace. ‘Project Sicilian is too close to reality to bury and forget. I strongly urge that we push on. We’d be playing for the inside straight to end inside straights, but if we succeed ... my God, sir, the consequences are enormous.’

‘I’m open to suggestions,’ the President said quietly.

Seagram took a deep breath and plunged in. ‘First, we’d need your permission to build the necessary installations. Second, the required funds. And third, the assistance of the National Underwater and Marine Agency.’

The President looked questioningly at Seagram. ‘I can understand the first two requests, but I don’t grasp the significance of NUMA. Where does it fit in?’

‘We’re going to have to sneak expert mineralogists into Novaya Zemlya. Since it’s surrounded by water, a NUMA oceanographic expedition nearby would make the perfect cover for our missions.’

‘How long will it take you to test, construct, and install the system?’

Donner didn’t hesitate. ‘Sixteen months, one week.’

‘How far can you proceed without byzanium?’

‘Right up to the final stage,’ Donner answered.

The President tilted back in his chair and gazed at a ship’s clock that sat on his massive desk. He said nothing for nearly a full minute. Finally he said, ‘As I see it, gentlemen, you want me to bankroll you into building a multimillion-dollar, unproven, untested, complex system that won’t operate because we lack the primary ingredient which we may have to steal from an unfriendly nation.’

Seagram fidgeted with his briefcase while Donner merely nodded.

‘Suppose you tell me,’ the President continued, ‘how I explain a maze of these installations stretching around the country’s perimeters to some tight-fisted liberal in Congress who gets it in his head to investigate?’

‘That’s the beauty of the system,’ said Seagram. ‘It’s small and it’s compact. The computers tell us that a building constructed along the lines of a small power station will do the job nicely. Neither the Russian spy satellites nor a farmer living next door will detect anything out of the ordinary.’

The President rubbed his chin. ‘Why do you want to jump the gun on the Sicilian Project before you’re one-hundred-per-cent ready?’

‘We’re gambling, sir,’ said Donner. ‘We’re gambling that in the next sixteen months we can either make a breakthrough and produce byzanium in the laboratory or find a deposit we can extract somewhere on earth:

‘Even if it takes us ten years,’ Seagram blurted, ‘the installations would be in and waiting. Our only loss would be time.’

The President stood up. ‘Gentlemen, I’ll go along with your science-fiction scheme, but on one condition. You have exactly eighteen months and ten days. That’s when the new man, who ever he may be, takes over my job. So if you want to keep your sugar daddy happy until then, get me some results.’

The two men across the desk went limp.

At last Seagram managed to speak. ‘Thank you, Mr. President. Somehow, some way, the team will bring in the mother lode. You can count on it.’

‘Good. Now if you’ll excuse me. I have to pose in the Rose Garden with a bunch of fat old Daughters of the American Revolution.’ He held out his hand. ‘Good luck, and remember, don’t screw up your undercover operations. I don’t want another Eisenhower U-2 spy mission to blow up in my face. Understood?’

Before Seagram and Donner could answer, he had turned and walked out a side door.

 



Donner’s Chevrolet was passed through the White House gates. He eased into the mainstream of traffic and headed across the Potomac into Virginia. He was almost afraid to look in the rearview mirror for fear the President might change his mind and send a messenger to chase them down with a rejection. He rolled down the window and breathed in the humid summer air.

‘We came off lucky,’ Seagram said. ‘I guess you know that.’

‘You’re telling me. If he’d known we’d sent a man into Russian territory over two weeks ago, the fertilizer would have hit the windmill.’

‘It still might,’ Seagram mumbled to himself. ‘It still might if NUMA can’t get our man out.’




2

Sid Koplin was sure he was dying.

His eyes were closed and the blood from his side was staining the white snow. A burst of light whirled around in Koplin’s mind as consciousness gradually returned, and a spasm of nausea rushed over him and he retched uncontrollably. Had he been shot once, or was it twice? He wasn’t sure.

He opened his eyes and rolled up onto his hands and knees. His head pounded like a jackhammer. He put his hand to it and touched a congealed gash that split his scalp above the left temple. Except for the headache, there was no exterior sensation; the pain had been dulled by the cold. But there was no dulling of the agonizing burn on his left side, just below the rib cage, where the second bullet had struck, and he could feel the syruplike stickiness of the blood as it trickled under his clothing, over his thighs and down his legs.

A volley of automatic weapons fire echoed down the mountain. Koplin looked around, but all he could see was the swirling white snow that was whipped by the vicious arctic wind. Another burst tore the frigid, air. He guessed that it came from only a hundred yards away. A Soviet patrol guard must be firing blindly through the blizzard in the random hope of hitting him again.

All thought of escape had vanished now. It was finished. He knew he could never make it to the cove where he’d moored the sloop. Nor was he in any condition to sail the little twenty-eight-foot craft across fifty miles of open sea to a rendezvous with the waiting American oceanographic vessel.

He sank back in the snow. The bleeding had weakened him beyond further physical effort. The Russians must not find him. That was part of the bargain with Meta Section. If he must die, his body must not be discovered.

Painfully, he began scraping snow over himself. Soon he would be only a small white mound on a desolate slope of Bednaya Mountain, buried forever under the constantly building ice sheet.

He stopped a moment and listened. The only sounds he heard were his own gasps and the wind. He listened harder,  cupping his hands to his ears. Just audible through the howling wind he heard a dog bark.

‘Oh God,’ he cried silently. As long as his body was still warm, the sensitive nostrils of the dog were sure to pick up his scent. He sagged in defeat. There was nothing left for him but to lie back and let his life ooze away.

But a spark deep inside him refused to dim and be extinguished. Merciful God, he thought deliriously, he couldn’t just lie there waiting for the Russians to take him. He was only a professor of mineralogy, not a trained secret agent. His mind and forty-year-old body weren’t geared to stand up under intensive interrogation. If he lived, they could tear the whole story from him in a matter of hours. He closed his eyes as the sickness of failure overcame all physical agony.

When he opened them again, his field of vision was filled with the head of an immense dog. Koplin recognized him as a komondor, a mighty beast standing thirty inches at the shoulder, covered by a heavy coat of matted white hair. The great dog snarled savagely and would have ripped Koplin’s throat open if it hadn’t been kept in check by the gloved hand of a Soviet soldier. There was an indifferent look about the man. He stood there and stared down at his helpless quarry, gripping the leash in his left hand while he steadied a machine pistol with his right. He looked fearsome in his huge greatcoat that came down to booted ankles, and the pale, expressionless eyes showed no compassion for Koplin’s wounds. The soldier shouldered his weapon and reached down and pulled Koplin to his feet. Then without a word, the Russian began dragging the wounded American toward the island’s security post.

Koplin nearly passed out from the pain. He felt as though he’d been dragged through the snow for miles when actually it was only a distance of fifty yards. That was as far as they’d got when a vague figure appeared through the storm. It was blurred by the wall of swirling white. Through the dim haze of near unconsciousness, Koplin felt the soldier stiffen.

A soft ‘plop’ sounded over the wind, and the massive komondor fell noiselessly on its side in the snow. The Russian dropped his hold on Koplin and frantically tried to raise his gun, but the strange sound was repeated and a small hole that gushed red suddenly appeared in the middle of the soldier’s forehead. Then the eyes went glassy and he crumpled beside the dog.

Something was terribly wrong; this shouldn’t be happening, Koplin told himself, but his exhausted mind was too far gone to draw any valid conclusions. He sank to his knees and could only watch as a tall man in a gray parka materialized from the white mist and gazed down at the dog.

‘A damned shame,’ he said tersely.

The man presented an imposing appearance. The oak-tanned face looked out of place for the Arctic. And the features were firm, almost cruel. Yet it was the eyes that struck Koplin. He had never seen eyes quite like them. They were a deep sea-green and radiated a penetrating kind of warmth, a marked contrast from the hard lines etched in the face.

The man turned to Koplin and smiled. ‘Dr. Koplin, I presume?’ The tone was soft and effortless.

The stranger pushed a handgun with silencer into a pocket, knelt down to eye-level, and nodded at the blood spreading through the material of Koplin’s parka. ‘I’d better get you to where I can take a look at that.’ Then he picked Koplin up as one might a child and began trudging down the mountain toward the sea.

‘Who are you?’ Koplin muttered.

‘My name is Pitt. Dirk Pitt.’

‘I don’t understand ... where did you come from?’

Koplin never heard the answer. At that moment, the black cover of unconsciousness abruptly lifted up, and he fell gratefully under it.
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Seagram finished off a margarita as he waited in a little garden restaurant just off Capitol Street to have lunch with his wife. She was late. Never in the eight years they had been married had he known her to arrive anywhere on time. He caught the waiter’s attention and gestured for another drink.

Dana Seagram finally entered and stood in the foyer a moment searching for her husband. She spotted him and began meandering between the tables in his direction. She wore an orange sweater and a brown tweed skirt so youthfully it made her seem like a coed in graduate school. Her hair was blond and tied with a scarf, and her coffee-brown eyes were funny and gay and quick.

‘Been waiting long?’ she said, smiling.

‘Eighteen minutes to be precise,’ he said. ‘About two minutes, ten seconds longer than your usual arrivals.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she replied. ‘Admiral Sandecker called a staff meeting and it dragged on later than I’d figured.’

‘What’s his latest brainstorm?’

‘A new wing for the Maritime Museum. He’s got the budget and now he’s making plans to obtain the artifacts.’

‘Artifacts?’ Seagram asked.

‘Bits and pieces salvaged from famous ships.’ The waiter came with Seagram’s drink and Dana ordered a daiquiri. ‘It’s amazing how little is left. A life belt or two from the  Lusitania, a ventilator from the Maine here, an anchor from the Bounty there; none of it housed decently under one roof.’

‘I should think there are better ways of blowing the taxpayers’ money.’

Her face flushed. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Collecting old junk,’ he said diffidently, ‘enshrining rusted and corroded bits of nonidentifiable trash under a glass case to be dusted and gawked at. It’s a waste.’

The battle flags were raised.

‘The preservation of ships and boats provides an important link with man’s historical past.’ Dana’s brown eyes blazed. ‘Contributing to knowledge is an endeavour an asshole like you cares nothing about.’

‘Spoken like a true marine archaeologist,’ he said.

She smiled crookedly. ‘It still frosts your balls that your wife made something of herself, doesn’t it?’

‘The only thing that frosts my balls, sweetheart, is your locker-room language. Why is it every liberated female thinks it’s chic to cuss?’

‘You’re hardly one to provide a lesson in savoir-faire,’ she said. ‘Five years in the big city and you still dress like an Omaha anvil salesman. Why can’t you style your hair like other men? That Ivy League haircut went out years ago. I’m embarrassed to be seen with you.’

‘My position with the administration is such that I can’t afford to look like a hippie of the sixties.’

‘Lord, lord.’ She shook her head wearily. ‘Why couldn’t I have married a plumber or a tree surgeon? Why did I have to fall in love with a physicist from the farm belt?’

‘It’s comforting to know you loved me once.’

‘I still love you, Gene,’ she said, her eyes turning soft.  ‘This chasm between us has only opened in the last two years. We can’t even have lunch together without trying to hurt each other. Why don’t we say to hell with it and spend the rest of the afternoon making love in a motel. I’m in the mood to feel deliciously sexy.’

‘Would it make any difference in the long run?’

‘It’s a start.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Your damned dedication to duty again,’ she said, turning away. ‘Don’t you see? Our jobs have torn us apart. We can save ourselves, Gene. We can both resign and go back to teaching. With your Ph.D. in physics and my Ph.D. in archaeology, along with our experience and credentials, we could write our own ticket with any university in the country. We were on the same faculty when we met, remember? Those were our happiest years together.’

‘Please, Dana, I can’t quit. Not now.’

‘Why?’

‘I’m on an important project—’

‘Every project for the last five years has been important. Please, Gene, I’m begging you to save our marriage. Only you can make the first move. I’ll go along with whatever you decide if we can get out of Washington. This town will kill any hope of salvaging our life together if we wait much longer.’

‘I need another year.’

‘Even another month will be too late.’

‘I am committed to a course that makes no conditions for abandonment.’

‘When will these ridiculous secret projects ever end? You’re nothing but a tool of the White House.’

‘I don’t need that bleeding-heart, liberal crap from you.’

‘Gene, for God’s sake, give it up!’

‘It’s not for God’s sake, Dana, it’s for my country’s sake. I’m sorry if I can’t make you understand.’

‘Give it up,’ she repeated, tears forming in her eyes. ‘No one is indispensable. Let Mel Donner take your place.’

He shook his head. ‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘I created this project from nothing. My grey matter was its sperm. I must see it through to completion.’

The waiter reappeared and asked if they were ready to order.

Dana shook her head. ‘I’m not hungry.’ She rose from the table and looked down at him. ‘Will you be home for dinner?’

‘I’ll be working late at the office.’

There was no stopping her tears now.

‘I hope whatever it is you’re doing is worth it,’ she murmured. ‘Because it’s going to cost you a terrible price.’

Then she turned and hurried away.
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Unlike the Russian intelligence officer so often stereotyped in American motion pictures, Captain André Prevlov had neither bull-shoulders nor shaven head. He was a well-proportioned, handsome man who sported a layered hairstyle and a modishly trimmed mustache. His image, built around an orange Italian sports car and plushly furnished apartment overlooking the Moscow River, didn’t sit too well with his superiors in the Soviet Navy’s Department of Foreign Intelligence. Yet, despite Prevlov’s irritating leanings, there was little possibility of his being purged from his high position in the department. The reputation he had carefully constructed as the Navy’s most brilliant intelligence specialist and the fact that his father was number twelve man in the Party, combined to make Captain Prevlov untouchable.

With a practised, casual movement, he lit a Winston and poured himself a shot glass of Bombay gin. Then he sat back and read through the stack of files that his aide, Lieutenant Pavel Marganin, had laid on his desk.

‘It’s a mystery to me, sir,’ Marganin said softly, ‘how you can take so easily to Western trash.’

Prevlov looked up from a file and gave Marganin a cool, disdainful stare. ‘Like so many of our comrades, you are ignorant of the world at large. I think like an American, I drink like an Englishman, I drive like an Italian, and I live like a Frenchman. And do you know why, Lieutenant?’

Marganin flushed and mumbled nervously, ‘No, sir.’

‘To know the enemy, Marganin. The key is to know your enemy better than he knows you, better than he knows himself. Then do unto him before he has a chance to do unto you.’

‘Is that a quote from Comrade Nerv Tshetsky?’

Prevlov shrugged in despair. ‘No, you idiot; I’m bastardizing the Christian Bible.’ He inhaled and blew a stream of smoke through his nostrils and sipped the gin. ‘Study the  Western ways, my friend. If we do not learn from them, then our cause is lost.’ He turned back to the files. ‘Now then, why are these matters sent to our department?’

‘No reason other than that the incident took place on or near a seacoast.’

‘What do we know about this one?’ Prevlov snapped open the next file.

‘Very little. A soldier on guard patrol at the north island of Novaya Zemlya is missing, along with his dog.’

‘Hardly grounds for a security panic. Novaya Zemlya is practically barren. An outdated missile station, a guard post, a few fishermen - we have no classified installations within hundreds of miles of it. Damned waste of time to even bother sending out a man and a dog to patrol it.’

‘The West would no doubt feel the same way about sending an agent there.’

Prevlov’s fingers drummed the table as he squinted at the ceiling.

Finally, he said, ‘An agent? Nothing there ... nothing of military interest... yet—’ He broke off and flicked a switch on his intercom. ‘Bring me the National Underwater and Marine Agency’s ship placements of the last two days.’

Marganin’s brows lifted. ‘They wouldn’t dare send an oceanographic expedition near Novaya Zemlya. That’s deep within Soviet waters.’

‘We do not own the Barents Sea,’ Prevlov said patiently. ‘It is international water.’

An attractive blond secretary, wearing a trim brown suit, came into the room, handed a folder to Prevlov, and then left, closing the door softly behind her.

Prevlov shuffled through the papers in the folder until he found what he was looking for. ‘Here we are. The NUMA vessel First Attempt, last sighted by one of our trawlers three hundred and twenty-five nautical miles southwest of Franz Josef Land.’

‘That would put her close to Novaya Zemlya,’ Marganin said.

‘Odd,’ Prevlov muttered. ‘According to the United States Oceanographic Ship Operating Schedule, the First Attempt  should have been conducting plankton studies off North Carolina at the time of this sighting.’ He downed the remainder of the gin, mashed out the butt of his cigarette, and lit another. ‘A very interesting concurrence.’

‘What does it prove?’ Marganin asked.

‘It proves nothing, but it suggests that the Novaya Zemlya patrol guard was murdered and the agent responsible escaped, most likely rendezvoused with the First Attempt. It suggests that the United States is up to something when a NUMA research ship deviates from her planned schedule without explanation.’

‘What could they possibly be after?’

‘I haven’t the foggiest notion.’ Prevlov leaned back in his chair and smoothed his mustache. ‘Have the satellite photos enlarged of the immediate area at the time of the event in question.’

 



The evening shadows were darkening the streets outside the office windows when Lieutenant Marganin spread the photo blowups on Prevlov’s desk and handed him a high-powered magnifying glass.

‘Your perceptiveness paid off, sir. We have something interesting here.’

Prevlov intently studied the pictures. ‘I see nothing unusual about the ship; typical research equipment, no military-detection hardware in evidence.’

Marganin pointed at a wide-angle photo that barely revealed a ship as a small white mark on the emulsion. ‘Please note the small shape about two thousand meters from the  First Attempt in the upper-right corner.’

Prevlov peered through the glass for almost a full half-minute. ‘A helicopter!’

‘Yes, sir, that’s why I was late with the enlargements. I took the liberty of having the photos analyzed by Section R.’

‘One of our Army security patrols, I imagine.’

‘No, air.’

Prevlov’s brows raised. ‘Are you suggesting that it belongs to the American vessel?’

‘That’s their guess, sir.’ Marganin placed two more pictures in front of Prevlov. ‘They examined earlier photos from another reconnaissance satellite. As you can see by comparing them, the helicopter is flying on a course away from Novaya Zemlya toward the First Attempt. They judged its altitude at ten feet and its speed at less than fifteen knots.’

‘Obviously avoiding our radar security,’ Prevlov said.

‘Do we alert our agents in America?’ said Marganin.

‘No, not yet. I don’t want to risk their cover until we are  certain what it is the Americans are after.’

He straightened the photographs and slipped them neatly into a folder, then looked at his Omega wristwatch. ‘I’ve just time for a light supper before the ballet. Do you have anything else, Lieutenant?’

‘Only the file on the Lorelei Current Drift Expedition. The American deep-sea submersible was last reported in fifteen thousand feet of water off the coast of Dakar.’

Prevlov stood up, took the file and shoved it under his arm. ‘I’ll study it when I get a chance. Probably nothing in it that concerns naval security. Still, it should make good reading. Leave it to the Americans to come up with strange and wonderful projects.’
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‘Damn, damn, double damn!’ Dana hissed. ‘Look at the crow’s-feet coming in around my eyes.’ She sat at her dressing table and stared dejectedly at her reflection in the mirror. ‘Who was it who said old age is a form of leprosy?’

Seagram came up behind her, pulled back her hair, and kissed the soft, exposed neck. ‘Thirty-one on your last birthday and already you’re running for senior citizen of the month.’

She stared at him in the mirror, bemused at his rare display of affection. ‘You’re lucky; men don’t have this problem.’

‘Men also suffer from the maladies of age and crow’s-feet. What makes women think we don’t crack at the seams, too?’

‘The difference is, you don’t care.’

‘We’re more prone to accept the inevitable,’ he said, smiling. ‘Speaking of the inevitable, when are you going to have a baby?’

‘You bastardl You never give up, do you?’ She threw a hairbrush on the dressing table, knocking a regiment of evenly spaced bottles of artificial beauty about the glass top. ‘We’ve been through all this a thousand times. I won’t subject myself to the indignities of pregnancy. I won’t swish crap-laden diapers around in a toilet bowl ten times a day. Let someone else populate the earth. I’m not about to split off my soul, like some damned amoeba.’

‘Those reasons are phony. You don’t honestly believe them yourself.’

She turned back to the mirror and made no reply.

‘A baby could save us, Dana,’ he said gently.

She dropped her head in her hands. ‘I won’t give up my career any more than you’ll give up your precious project.’

He stroked her soft golden hair and gazed at her image in the mirror. ‘Your father was an alcoholic who deserted his family when you were only ten. Your mother worked behind a bar and brought men home to earn extra drinking money. You and your brother were treated like animals until you were both old enough to run away from the garbage bin you called home. He turned crud and started holding up liquor stores and gas stations; a nifty little occupation that netted him a murder conviction and life imprisonment at San Quentin. God knows, I’m proud of how you lifted yourself from the sewer and worked eighteen hours a day to put yourself through college and grad school. Yes, you had a rotten childhood, Dana, and you’re afraid of having a baby because of your memories. You’ve got to understand: your nightmare doesn’t belong to the future; you can’t deny a son or daughter their chance at life.’

The stone wall remained unbreached. She shook off his hands and furiously began plucking her brows. The discussion was closed; she had shut him out as conclusively as if she had caused him to vanish from the room.

When Seagram emerged from the shower, Dana was standing in front of a full-length closet mirror. She studied herself as critically as a designer who was seeing a finished creation for the first time. She wore a simple white dress that clung tightly to her torso before falling away to the ankles. The décolletage was loose and offered a more than ample view of her breasts.

‘You’d better hurry,’ she said casually. It was as though the argument had never happened. ‘We don’t want to keep the President waiting.’

‘There will be over two hundred people there. No one will stick a black star on our attendance chart for being tardy.’

‘I don’t care.’ She pouted. ‘We don’t receive an invitation to a White House party every night of the week. I’d at least like to create a good impression by arriving on time.’

Seagram sighed and went through the ticklish ritual of  tying a bow tie and then attaching his cuff links clumsily with one hand. Dressing for formal parties was a chore he detested. Why couldn’t Washington’s social functions be conducted with comfort in mind? It might be an exciting event to Dana, but to him it was a pain in the rectum.

He finished buffing his shoes and combing his hair and went into the living room. Dana was sitting on the couch, going over reports, her briefcase open on the coffee table. She was so engrossed she didn’t look up when he entered the room.

‘I’m ready.’

‘Be with you in a moment,’ she murmured. ‘Could you please get my stole?’

‘It’s the middle of summer. What in hell do you want to sweat in a fur for?’

She removed her horn-rimmed reading glasses and said, ‘I think one of us should show a little class, don’t you?’

He went into the hall, picked up the telephone, and dialed. Mel Donner answered in the middle of the first ring.

‘Donner.’

‘Any word yet?’ Seagram asked.

‘The First Attempt—’


‘Is that the NUMA ship that was supposed to pick up Koplin?’

‘Yeah. She bypassed Oslo five days ago.’

‘My God! Why? Koplin was to jump ship and take a commercial flight stateside from there.

‘No way of knowing. The ship is on radio silence, per your instructions.’

‘It doesn’t look good.’

‘It wasn’t in the script, that’s for sure.’

‘I’ll be at the President’s party till around eleven. If you hear anything, call me.’

‘You can count on it. Have fun.’

Seagram was just hanging up when Dana came out of the living room. She read the thoughtful expression on his face. ‘Bad news?’

‘I’m not sure yet.’

She kissed him on the cheek. ‘A shame we can’t live like normal people so you could confide your problems to me.’

He squeezed her hand. ‘If only I could.’

‘Government secrets. What a colossal bore.’ She smiled slyly. ‘Well?’

‘Well, what?’

‘Aren’t you going to be a gentleman?’

‘I’m sorry, I forgot.’ He pulled her stole from the closet and slipped it over her shoulders. ‘A bad habit of mine, ignoring my wife.’

Her lips spread in a playful grin. ‘For that, you will be shot at dawn.’

Christ, he thought miserably, a firing squad might not be too far-fetched at that, if Koplin screwed up at Novaya Zemlya.
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The Seagrams settled behind the crowd gathered at the entrance to the East Room and waited their turn in the receiving line. Dana had been in the White House before, but she was still impressed by it.

The President was standing smartly and devilishly handsome. He was in his early fifties and was definitely a very sexy man. The latter was supported by the fact that standing next to him, greeting every guest with the fervor of discovering a rich relative, was Ashley Fleming, Washington’s most elegant and sophisticated divorcée.

‘Oh shit!’ Dana gasped.

Seagram frowned at her irritably. ‘Now what’s your problem?’

‘The broad standing beside the President.’

‘That happens to be Ashley Fleming.’

‘I know that,’ Dana whispered, trying to hide behind Seagram’s reassuring bulk. ‘Look at her gown.’

Seagram didn’t get it at first, and then it hit him, and it was all he could do to suppress a boisterous laugh. ‘By God, you’re both wearing the same dressl’

‘It’s not funny,’ she said grimly.

‘Where did you get yours?’

‘I borrowed it from Annette Johns.’

‘That lesbian model across the street?’

‘It was given to her by Claude d’Orsini, the fashion designer.’ 

Seagram took her by the hand. ‘If nothing else, it only goes to prove what good taste my wife has.’

Before she could reply, the line joggled forward and they  suddenly found themselves standing awkwardly in front of the President.

‘Gene, how nice to see you.’ The President smiled politely.

‘Thank you for inviting us, Mr. President. You know my wife, Dana.’

The President studied her, his eyes lingering on her cleavage. ‘Of course. Charming, absolutely charming.’ Then he leaned over and whispered in her ear.

Dana’s eyes went wide and she flushed scarlet.

The President straightened and said, ‘May I introduce my lovely hostess, Miss Ashley Fleming. Ashley, Mr. and Mrs. Gene Seagram.’

‘It’s a great pleasure to meet you at last, Miss Fleming,’ Seagram murmured.

He might as well have been talking to a tree. Ashley Fleming’s eyes were cutting apart Dana’s dress.

‘It seems apparent, Mrs. Seagram,’ Ashley said sweetly, ‘one of us will be searching for a new dress designer first thing in the morning.’

‘Oh, I couldn’t switch,’ Dana replied innocently. ‘I’ve been going to Jacques Pinneigh since I was a little girl’

Ashley Fleming’s penciled brows raised questioningly. ‘Jacques Pinneigh? I’ve never heard of him.’

‘He’s more widely known as J. C. Penney,’ Dana smiled sweetly. ‘His downtown store is having a clearance sale next month. Wouldn’t it be fun if we shopped together. That way we wouldn’t wind up as look-alikes.’

Ashley Fleming’s face froze in a mask of indignation as the President went into a coughing spasm. Seagram nodded weakly, grabbed Dana’s arm, and quickly hustled her away into the mainstream of the crowd.

‘Did you have to do that?’ he growled.

‘I couldn’t resist it. That woman is nothing but a glorified hooker.’ Then Dana’s eyes looked up at him in bewilderment. ‘He propositioned me,’ she said, unbelieving. ‘The President of the United States propositioned me.’

‘Warren G. Harding and John F. Kennedy were rumored to be swingers. This one is no different. He’s only human.’

‘A lecher for a President. It’s disgusting.’

‘Are you going to take him up on it?’ Seagram grinned.

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ she snapped back.

‘May I join the battle?’ The request came from a little man with flaming red hair, nattily dressed in a blue dinner jacket.  He had a precisely trimmed beard that matched the hair and complemented his piercing hazel eyes. To Seagram the voice seemed vaguely familiar, but he drew a blank on the face.

‘Depends whose side you’re on,’ Seagram said.

‘Knowing your wife’s fetish for Women’s Lib,’ the stranger said, ‘I’d be only too happy to join forces with her husband.’

‘You know Dana?’

‘I should. I’m her boss.’

Seagram stared at him in amazement. ‘Then you must be—’

‘Admiral James Sandecker,’ Dana cut in, laughing, ‘Director of the National Underwater and Marine Agency. Admiral, may I introduce my easily flustered husband, Gene.’

‘An honor, Admiral.’ Seagram extended his hand. ‘I’ve often looked forward to the opportunity of thanking you in person for that little favor.’

Dana looked puzzled. ‘You two know each other?’

Sandecker nodded. ‘We’ve talked over the telephone. We’ve never met face-to-face.’

Dana slipped her hands through the men’s arms. ‘My two favorite people consorting behind my back. What gives?’

Seagram met Sandecker’s eyes. ‘I once called the Admiral and requested a bit of information. That’s all there was to it.’

Sandecker patted Dana’s hand and said, ‘Why don’t you make an old man eternally grateful and find him a scotch and water.’

She hesitated a moment, then kissed Sandecker lightly on the cheek and obediently began worming her way through the scattered groups of guests milling around the bar.

Seagram shook his head in wonder. ‘You have a way with women. If I had asked her to get me a drink, she’d have spit in my eye.’

‘I pay her salary,’ Sandecker said. ‘You don’t.’

They made their way out on the balcony and Seagram lit a cigarette while Sandecker puffed to life an immense Churchill cigar. They walked in silence until they were alone beneath a tall column in a secluded corner.

‘Any word on the First Attempt from your end?’ Seagram asked quietly.

‘She docked at our Navy’s submarine base in the Firth of Clyde at thirteen hundred hours, our time, this afternoon.’

‘That’s nearly eight hours ago. Why wasn’t I notified?’

‘Your instructions were quite clear,’ Sandecker said coldly.  ‘No communications from my ship until your agent was safely back on U.S. soil.’

‘Then how? ...’

‘My information came from an old friend in the Navy. He phoned me only half an hour ago, madder than hell, demanding to know where my skipper got off using naval facilities without permission.’

‘There’s been a screw-up somewhere,’ Seagram said flatly. ‘Your ship was supposed to dock at Oslo and let my man come ashore. Just what in hell is she doing in Scotland?’

Sandecker gave Seagram a hard stare. ‘Let’s get one thing straight, Mr. Seagram, NUMA is not an arm of the CIA, FBI, or of any other intelligence bureau, and I don’t take kindly to risking my people’s lives just so you can poke around Communist territory playing espionage games. Our business is oceanographic research. Next time you want to play James Bond, get the Navy or the Coast Guard to do your dirty work. Don’t con the President into ordering out one of my ships. Do you read me, Mr. Seagram?’

‘I apologize for your agency’s inconvenience, Admiral. I meant nothing derogatory. You must understand my uneasiness.’

‘I’d like to understand.’ There was a slight softening in the admiral’s face. ‘But you’d make things a damned sight simpler if you would take me into your confidence and tell me what it is you’re after.’

Seagram turned away. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘I see,’ Sandecker said.

‘Why do you suppose the First Attempt bypassed Oslo?’ Seagram said.

‘My guess is that your agent felt it was too dangerous to catch a civilian plane out of Oslo and decided on a military flight instead. Our nuclear sub base on the Firth of Clyde has the nearest airfield, so he probably ordered the captain of my research vessel to skip Norway and head there.’

‘I hope you’re right. Whatever the reason, I’m afraid that the deviation from our set plan can only spell trouble.’

Sandecker spied Dana standing in the balcony doorway with a drink in one hand. She was searching for them. He waved and caught her eye, and she started to move toward them.

‘You’re a lucky man, Seagram. Your wife is a bright and lovely gal.’

Suddenly, Mel Donner appeared, rushed past Dana, and reached them first. He excused himself to Admiral Sandecker.

‘A naval transport landed twenty minutes ago with Sid Koplin on board,’ Donner said softly. ‘He’s been taken to Walter Reed.’

‘Why Walter Reed?’

‘He’s been shot up pretty badly.’

‘Good God,’ Seagram groaned.

‘I’ve got a car waiting. We can be there in fifteen minutes.’

‘Okay, give me a moment.’

He spoke quietly to Sandecker and asked the admiral to see that Dana got home and to make his regrets to the President. Then he followed Donner to the car.




7

‘I’m sorry, but he is under sedation and I cannot allow any visitors at this time.’ The aristocratic Virginia voice was quiet and courteous, but there was no hiding the anger that clouded the doctor’s gray eyes.

‘Is he able to talk?’ Donner asked.

‘For a man who regained consciousness only minutes ago, his mental faculties are remarkably alert.’ The cloud remained behind the eyes. ‘But don’t let that fool you. He won’t be playing any tennis for a while.’

‘Just how serious is his condition?’ Seagram asked.

‘His condition is just that: serious. The doctor who operated on him aboard the NUMA vessel did a beautiful job. The bullet wound in his left side will heal nicely. The other wound, however, left a neat little hairline crack in the skull. Your Mr. Koplin will be having headaches for some time to come.’

‘We must see him now,’ Seagram said firmly.

‘As I’ve told you, I’m sorry, but no visitors.’

Seagram took a step forward so that he was eye to eye with the doctor. ‘Get this into your head, Doctor. My friend and I are going into that room whether you like it or not. If you personally try to stop us, we’ll put you on one of your own operating tables. If you yell for attendants, we’ll shoot them. If you call the police, they will respect our credentials and do what we tell them.’ Seagram paused and his lips curled in a  smug grin. ‘Now then, Doctor, the choice is yours.’

Koplin lay flat on the bed, his face as white as the pillowcase behind his head, but his eyes were surprisingly bright.

‘Before you ask,’ he said in a low rasp, ‘I feel awful. And that’s true. But don’t tell me I look good. Because that’s a gross lie.’

Seagram pulled a chair up to the bed and smiled. ‘We don’t have much time, Sid, so if you feel up to it, we’ll jump right in.’

Koplin nodded to the tubes connected to his arms. ‘These drugs are fogging my mind, but I’ll stay with you as long as I can.’

Donner nodded. ‘We came for the answer to the billion-dollar question.’

‘I found traces of byzanium, if that’s what you mean.’

‘You actually found it! Are you certain?’

‘My field tests were by no stroke of the imagination as accurate as lab analysis might have been, but I’m ninety-nine-per-cent positive it was byzanium.’

‘Thank God,’ Seagram sighed. ‘Did you come up with an assay figure?’ he asked.

‘I did.’

‘How much ... how many pounds of byzanium do you reckon can be extracted from Bednaya Mountain?’

‘With luck, maybe a teaspoonful.’

At first Seagram didn’t get it, then it sunk in. Donner sat frozen and expressionless, his hands clenched over the armrests ot the chair.

‘A teaspoonful,’ Seagram mumbled gloomily. ‘Are you certain?’

‘You keep asking me if I’m certain.’ Koplin’s drawn face reddened with indignation. ‘It you don’t buy my word for it, send somebody else to that asshole of creation.’

‘Just a minute.’ Donner’s hand was on Koplin’s shoulder. ‘Novaya Zemlya was our only hope. You took more punishment than we had any right to expect. We’re grateful, Sid, truly grateful.’

‘All hope isn’t lost yet,’ Koplin murmured. His eyelids drooped.

Seagram didn’t hear. He leaned over the bed. ‘What was that, Sid?’

‘You’ve not lost yet. The byzanium was there.’

Donner moved closer. ‘What do you mean, the byzanium was there?’

‘Gone ... mined ...’

‘You’re not making sense.’

‘I stumbled over the tailings on the side of the mountain.’ Koplin hesitated a moment. ‘Dug into them ...’

‘Are you saying someone has already mined the byzanium from Bednaya Mountain?’ Seagram asked incredulously.
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