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This one is for Barbara, whose enduring patience somehow sees me through






PROLOGUE


The drug-induced sleep wore off into nothingness, and the girl began the agonizing struggle back to consciousness. A dim and hazy light greeted her slowly opening eyes while a disgusting, putrid stench invaded her nostrils. She was nude, her bare back pressed flat against a damp, yellow, slime-coated wall. It was unreal, an impossibility, she tried to tell herself upon awakening. It had to be some kind of horrifying nightmare. Then suddenly, before she had a chance to fight the panic mushrooming inside her, the yellow slime on the floor rose and began working up the thighs of her defenceless body. Terrified beyond all reason, she began screaming — screaming insanely as the abomination crawled ever upward over the naked sweating skin. Her eyes bulged from their sockets and she struggled desperately. It was useless — her wrists and ankles were chained tightly to the ooze-covered surface of the wall. Slowly, ever slowly, the ungodly slime crept across her breasts. And then, just as the unspeakable horror touched the girl’s lips, a vibrating roar and a phantom, unseen voice echoed throughout the darkened chamber.


‘Sorry to interrupt your study period, Lieutenant, but duty calls.’


Lieutenant Sam Neth snapped the book in his hands shut. ‘Dammit, Rapp’ — this to the sour-faced man seated beside him in the cockpit of the droning aircraft — ‘every time I come to an interesting part, you butt in.’


Ensign James Rapp nodded towards the book, its paperback cover illustrating a girl struggling in a pool of yellow slime — kept afloat, Rapp deduced, by a pair of immense buoyant breasts. ‘How can you read that crap?’


‘Crap?’ Neth grimaced painfully. ‘Not only do you invade my privacy, Ensign, you also fancy yourself my personal literary critic!’ He threw his big hands up in mock despair. ‘Why do they always assign me a co-pilot whose primitive brain refuses to accept contemporary style and sophistication?’ Neth reached over and placed the book in a crudely constructed rack hanging from the side panel by a coat hanger. Several dog-eared magazines, depicting the unclothed female body in numerous seductive positions, also rested in the rack, making it quite apparent that Neth’s taste in literature didn’t exactly take in the classics.


Neth sighed, then straightened up in his seat and peered through the windshield at the sea below.


The United States Coast Guard patrol plane was four hours, twenty minutes into a dull and routine eight-hour iceberg surveillance and charting mission. Visibility was diamond-clear under a cloudless sky, and the wind barely moved the rolling swells — a unique condition for the North Atlantic in the middle of March. In the cockpit, Neth, with four of the crew members, piloted and navigated the huge four-engined Boeing aircraft, while the other six crewmen took up office in the cargo section, eyeballing the radar scopes and other scientific instruments. Neth checked his watch and then turned the plane on a sweeping arc, settling the nose on a straight course toward the Newfoundland coast.


‘So much for duty.’ Neth relaxed and reached for his horror book. ‘Please show a little initiative, Rapp. No more interruptions till we make St. John’s.’


‘I’ll try,’ Rapp responded dourly. ‘If that book’s so absorbing, how about letting me borrow it when you’re finished?’


Neth yawned. ‘Sorry. I make it a point never to lend out my private library.’ Suddenly the headset crackled in his ear, and he picked up a microphone. ‘Okay, Hadley, what have you got?’


Back in the dimly lighted belly of the plane, Seaman First Class Buzz Hadley stared intently at the radar set, his face reflecting an unearthly green glow from the scope. ‘I have a weird reading, sir. Eighteen miles, bearing three-four-seven.’


Neth flicked the mike switch. ‘Come, come, Hadley. What do you mean by weird? Are you reading an iceberg, or have you tuned your set into an old Dracula movie?’


‘Maybe he’s picking up your sexy terror novel,’ Rapp grunted.


Hadley came back on. ‘Judging from the configuration and size, it’s a berg, but my signal is much too strong for ordinary ice.’


‘Very well.’ Neth sighed. ‘We’ll have a look-see.’ He frowned at Rapp. ‘Be a good boy and bring us around to course three-four-seven.’


Rapp nodded and turned the control column, executing the course change. The plane, accompanied by the steady roar of the four Pratt-Whitney piston engines and their endless vibrating beat, gently banked toward a new horizon.


Neth picked up a pair of binoculars and trained them on the unending expanse of blue water. He adjusted the focus knobs and held the glasses as steady as possible against the quivering movement of the aircraft. Then he glimpsed it — a white inanimate speck, sitting serenely on a glistening sapphire sea. Slowly, the iceberg grew larger inside the two circular walled tunnels of the binoculars as the cockpit’s windshield closed the distance. Then Neth picked up the microphone.


‘What do you make of it, Sloan?’


Lieutenant Jonis Sloan, the chief ice observer aboard the patrol plane, was already studying the berg through a half-open cargo door behind the control cabin.


‘Run-of-the-mill, garden variety,’ Sloan’s robotlike voice came over the earphones. ‘A tabular berg with a mesa top. I’d guess about two hundred feet high, probably about one million tons.’


‘Run-of-the-mill?’ Neth sounded almost surprised. ‘Garden variety? Thank you, Sloan, for  your highly enlightening description. I can hardly wait to visit there someday.’ He turned to Rapp. ‘What’s our altitude?’


Rapp kept his eyes glued straight ahead. ‘One thousand feet. The same altitude we’ve been at all day ... and yesterday ... and the day before that — ’


‘Just checking, thank you,’ Neth interrupted pontifically. ‘You’ll never know, Rapp, how increasingly secure my old age becomes with your able talents at the controls.’


He fitted a battered pair of flying goggles to his eyes, braced himself for the blasting cold, and opened his side window for a closer look. ‘Here she is,’ motioning to Rapp. ‘Make a couple of passes, and we shall see what we shall see.’


It took only a few seconds for Neth’s face to feel like the embattled surface of a pin cushion; the icy air tore at his skin until it thankfully turned numb. He gritted his teeth and kept his eyes glued to the berg.


The huge ice mass looked like a ghostly clipper ship under full sail as it floated gracefully beneath the cockpit windows. Rapp eased the throttles back and twisted the controls slightly, sending the patrol plane into a wide, sweeping bank to port. He ignored the bank and turn indicator and judged his angle by peering over Neth’s shoulder at the gleaming mound of ice. Three times he circled, waiting for a sign from Neth to level the plane out. Finally Neth pulled his head in and picked up the microphone.


‘Hadley! That berg is as bare as a newborn baby’s ass.’


‘There’s something down there, Lieutenant,’ Hadley came back. ‘I’ve got a beautiful blip on my — ’


‘I think I’ve spotted a dark object, skipper,’ Sloan interrupted. ‘Down near the waterline on the west face.’


Neth turned to Rapp. ‘Swing down to two hundred feet.’


It took only minutes for Rapp to comply. More minutes passed and still he circled the berg, holding the aircraft’s speed a bare twenty miles an hour above stalling.


‘Closer,’ Neth murmured intently, ‘another hundred feet.’


‘Why don’t we simply land on the damn thing,’ Rapp offered conversationally. If he was overly concerned, he didn’t look it. His face wore the expression of one who was about to fall asleep. Only the tiny beads of sweat on his brow betrayed the total concentration upon the risky flying job at hand. The blue swells seemed so near, he felt as if he could reach past Neth’s shoulder and touch them. And to add fuel to his growing tenseness, the walls of the iceberg now towered above the plane, the summit disappearing entirely above the frames of the cockpit windows. One twitch, he thought, one tricky air current, and the port wing tip could catch on a wave crest and instantly transform the giant aircraft into a self-destructing cartwheel.


Neth became aware of something now ...  something indistinct, something flying across the unseen threshold between imagination and reality. It slowly materialized into a tangible thing, a man-made form. Finally, after what seemed an eternity to Rapp, Neth pulled his head back into the cabin, again closed the side window, and pressed the mike switch.


‘Sloan? Did you see it?’ The words sounded stiff and muffled, as if Neth were talking through a pillow. At first, Rapp thought it was because Neth’s jaw and lips were frozen with the cold, but then he sneaked a fast glance and was surprised to see Neth’s face frozen, not with cold but with the blank look of genuine awe.


‘I saw it.’ Sloan’s voice came over the intercom like a mechanical echo. ‘But I didn’t think it was possible.’


‘Neither did I,’ Neth said, ‘but it’s down there — a ship, a goddamned ghost ship imbedded in the ice.’ He turned to Rapp, shaking his head as if he didn’t believe his own words. ‘I couldn’t make out any details. Just a blurred outline of the bow, or maybe the stern, it’s impossible to tell for certain.’


He slipped off the goggles and raised the thumb of his right hand in the air, motioning up. Gratefully Rapp sighed and levelled out the patrol plane, putting a comfortable margin of space between the aircraft’s underbelly and the cold Atlantic.


‘Excuse me, Lieutenant.’ Hadley came through over the headphones. He was hunched over his radar set, painstakingly studying a little white blip almost in the exact centre of the scope. ‘For what  it’s worth, the overall length of that thing in the berg is in the neighbourhood of one hundred and twenty-five feet.’


‘A derelict fishing trawler, most likely.’ Neth vigorously massaged his cheeks, wincing at the pain as the circulation began to return.


‘Shall I contact District Headquarters in New York and request a rescue party?’ Rapp asked matter-of-factly.


Neth shook his head. ‘No need to rush a rescue ship. It’s obvious there are no survivors. We’ll make a detailed report after we’ve landed in Newfoundland.’


There was a pause. Then Sloan’s voice came through.


‘Make a pass over the berg, skipper. I’ll drop a dye marker on it for quick identification.’


‘Right you are, Sloan. Make the drop at my signal.’ Neth turned again to Rapp. ‘Bring us over the high part of the berg at three hundred feet.’


The Boeing, its four engines still turning at reduced power, swept over the stately iceberg like a monstrous Mesozoic bird in search of its primeval nest. Back at the cargo door, Sloan raised his arm, pausing. Then at Neth’s spoken command, Sloan tossed a gallon pickle jar full of red dye out into space. The jar grew smaller and smaller, shrinking to a tiny speck before finally striking the smooth cliff face of the target. Peering back, Sloan could see a bright vermilion streak spreading slowly down the million ton mound of ice.


‘Right on the button.’ Neth almost sounded  jovial. ‘The search party won’t have any trouble spotting that one.’ Then suddenly grim-faced, he stared down toward the spot where the unknown ship lay entombed. ‘Poor devils. I wonder if we’ll ever know what happened to them?’


Rapp’s eyes took on a thoughtful look. ‘They couldn’t have asked for a bigger tombstone.’


‘It’s only temporary. Two weeks after that berg drifts into the Gulf Stream, there won’t be enough left of it to chill a six-pack of beer.’


The cabin became clouded by a silence, a silence that seemed intensified by the incessant drone of the plane’s engines. Neither man spoke for several moments, each lost in his own thoughts. They could only look at the ominous pinnacle of white rising out of the sea and speculate on the enigma locked beneath its icy mantle.


At last Neth slouched backward nearly horizontal in his seat and became his old imperturbable self again. ‘I strongly suggest, Ensign, unless you have a hankering to ditch this lumbering bus in forty-degree water, you take us home before the fuel gauges die from thirst.’ He grinned menacingly. ‘And please, no interruptions.’


Rapp threw Neth a withering look, then shrugged and turned the patrol plane once more on a course toward Newfoundland.


When the Coast Guard patrol plane had disappeared and the last steady beat of its engines had faded away in the cold salt air, the towering iceberg once again lay enshrouded in the deathly stillness it had endured since being broken from a glacier and  forced into the sea off the west coast of Greenland nearly a year before.


Then suddenly there was a slight but perceptible movement on the ice just above the waterline of the berg. Two indistinct shapes slowly transformed into two men who rose to their feet and stared in the direction of the retreating aircraft. From more than twenty paces they would have been invisible to the unaided eye — both wore white snowsuits that blended in perfectly with the colourless background.


They stood there for a long time, patiently waiting and listening. When they were satisfied the patrol plane was not returning, one of the men knelt and brushed away the ice, revealing a small radio transmitter and receiver. Extending the ten-foot telescopic aerial, he set the frequency and began turning the crank handle. He didn’t have to crank very hard or very long. Someone, somewhere, was keeping a tight watch on the same frequency, and the answer came almost immediately.







CHAPTER ONE


Lieutenant Commander Lee Koski clamped his teeth a notch tighter on the stem of a corncob pipe, jammed his knotted fists two inches deeper in his fur-lined windbreaker and shivered in the intense cold. Two months past forty-one years, eighteen of them in the service of the United States Coast Guard, Koski was short, very short, and the heavy, multi-layered clothing made him look nearly as wide as he was high. His blue eyes beneath the shaggy wheat-coloured hair gleamed with an intensity that never seemed to dim, regardless of his mood. He possessed the confident manner of a perfectionist, a quality that helped in no small measure in his selection as commander of the Coast Guard’s newest supercutter, the Catawaba. He stood on the bridge like a gamecock, legs braced apart, and didn’t bother to turn when he spoke to the tall mountain of a man standing beside him.


‘Even with radar, they’ll play hell finding us in this weather.’ The tone was as crisp and penetrating as the cold Atlantic air. ‘Visibility can’t be more than a mile.’


Slowly, deliberately, Lieutenant Amos Dover, the Catawaba’s Executive Officer, flipped a cigarette  butt ten feet straight into the air and watched with analytical interest as the smoking white tube was caught by the wind and carried over the ship’s bridge, far out into the rolling sea.


‘Wouldn’t make any difference if they did,’ he mumbled through lips that were turning blue from the chilly breeze. ‘The way we’re pitching, the pilot of that helicopter would have to be extremely dumb or dead drunk or both to even consider touching down back there.’ He nodded aft toward the Catawaba’s landing platform, already wet from the blowing spray.


‘Some people don’t give a damn how they die,’ Koski said severely.


‘No one can say they weren’t warned.’ Dover not only looked like a big bear, but his voice seemed to growl from somewhere deep within his stomach. ‘I signalled the copter right after it left St. John’s, informing it of the building sea and strongly advising against a rendezvous. All I got from the pilot was a polite thank you.’


It was beginning to drizzle now, and the twenty-five-knot breeze flung the rain over the ship in driving sheets that soon sent all the men who were on duty above deck scurrying for their oilskins. Fortunately for the Catawaba and her crew, the air temperature held at 40°F, still eight degrees away from the dread of freezing, a nasty situation that would have quickly covered the entire ship with a blanket of ice.


Koski and Dover had just slipped into their oilskins, when the loudspeaker on the bridge  crackled mechanically. ‘Captain, we’ve just picked up the bird on radar and we’re guiding it in.’


Koski picked up the hand transmitter and acknowledged. Then he turned to Dover. ‘I fear,’ he said casually, ‘a plot is brewing.’


‘You’re wondering why all the urgency to take on passengers?’ Dover asked.


‘Aren’t you?’


‘I am indeed. I’m also wondering why the orders to stand by station and receive a civilian helicopter came direct from the Commandant’s Headquarters in Washington instead of our own district command.’


‘Damned inconsiderate of the Commandant,’ Koski growled, ‘not to tell us what these people want. One thing’s certain, they’re not going to find themselves on a pleasure cruise to Tahiti — ’


Koski suddenly stiffened and cocked an ear in the direction of the unmistakably thumping beat of a helicopter’s rotor blade. For half a minute it was invisible in the heavy overcast. Then both men spotted it at the same time. It was coming from the west, through the light rain, and heading in a direct line toward the ship. Koski recognized it immediately as a two-seater civilian version of the Ulysses Q-55, a craft capable of nearly two hundred and fifty miles an hour.


‘He’s nuts to try it,’ Dover said dryly.


Koski didn’t comment. He grabbed the transmitter again and exploded into it. ‘Signal the pilot of that copter, and tell him not to attempt a touchdown while we’re pushing through ten-foot-high  swells. Tell him I won’t be responsible for any insane actions on his part.’


Koski waited for a few seconds, his eyes glued to the helicopter. ‘Well?’


The speaker crakled in reply. ‘The pilot says he’s most grateful for your concern, Captain, and he respectfully requests that you have some men on hand to secure the landing gear the instant he touches the pad.’


‘He’s a courteous bastard,’ Dover grunted. ‘I’ll say that for him.’


Jutting his chin out an extra half inch, Koski took another vicelike grip on the pipe stem. ‘Courteous, hell! There’s every possibility that idiot will wreck a good-sized piece of my ship.’ Then he shrugged in resignation and picked up a bull horn, shouting into the mouthpiece. ‘Chief Thorp! Have your men ready to secure that bird the second it lands. But for God’s sake, keep them under cover until it’s firmly on the pad — and have a crash crew standing by.’


‘Right about now,’ Dover said softly, ‘I wouldn’t trade places with those guys up there for all the sex goddesses in Hollywood.’


The Catawaba could not head squarely into the wind, Koski calculated, because the turbulence dealt by the super-structure would hurl the aircraft to sure destruction. On the other hand, if the ship ran abeam of the sea, the roll would be far too excessive for the helicopter to land firmly on the pad. All the years of skill and judgment, coupled with the knowledge of the Catawaba’s handling characteristics, made his decision almost routine.


‘We’ll take them in with the wind and sea broad on the bow. Reduce speed and make the necessary course change.’


Dover nodded and disappeared into the wheelhouse. He returned a few moments later. ‘Broad on the bow as ordered and as steady as the sea allows.’


Caught in the cold grip of apprehension, Koski and Dover stared at the bright yellow helicopter as it swept through the mist, headed into the wind and approached the Catawaba’s stern on a thirty-degree angle above the ship’s spreading wake. Though the wind was buffeting the Ulysses badly, the pilot somehow managed to keep it in a level position. About a hundred yards back, it began slackening speed until it finally stopped in mid-air, hovering like a hummingbird over the rising and falling landing pad. For what seemed an eternity to Koski, the helicopter maintained its height while the pilot gauged the high point of the cutter’s fantail each time it lifted on the crest of a passing swell. Then abruptly, when the landing pad hit its apogee, the copter’s pilot cut back his throttles, and the Ulysses dropped neatly onto the Catawaba, a bare instant before the stern lurched downward in the trough of the next wave.


The skids had hardly kissed the pad when five of the cutter’s crewmen dashed across the tilting deck and began struggling under the strong gusts to secure the helicopter before it was blown over the side into the water. The engine exhaust soon died away, the rotor blades idled to a stop, and a  door opened on the side of the cockpit. Then two men, their heads bowed against the driving mist, leaped to the platform


‘That son of a bitch,’ Dover murmured in wonder. ‘He actually made it look easy.’


Koski’s face tightened. ‘Their credentials had better be first-rate — and their authority better come from Coast Guard Headquarters in Washington.’


Dover smiled. ‘Maybe they’re congressmen on an inspection tour.’


‘Not likely,’ Koski said curtly.


‘Shall I escort them to your cabin?’


Koski shook his head. ‘No. Offer them my compliments and bring them to the officers’ mess.’ Then he grinned slyly. ‘Right about now, the only thing that truly interests me is a hot cup of coffee.’


 



In precisely two minutes, Commander Koski was sitting at a table in the officers’ messroom, his cold hands gratefully encircling a steaming mug of black coffee. It was nearly half drained when the door opened and Dover entered the room, followed by a chubby character with large rimless spectacles mounted on a bald head that was edged by long unkempt white hair. Although the initial effect reminded Koski of a stereotyped mad scientist, the face was round and good-natured, and the brown eyes had a crinkled grin. The stranger caught sight of the commander and marched up to the table and extended his hand.


‘Commander Koski, I take it. Hunnewell —  Dr. Bill Hunnewell. Sorry to inconvenience you like this.’


Koski rose and shook Hunnewell’s hand. ‘Welcome aboard, Doctor. Please sit down and have a cup of coffee.’


‘Coffee? Can’t stand the stuff,’ Hunnewell said mournfully. ‘I’d sell my soul for a nip of hot cocoa though.’


‘Cocoa we’ve got,’ Koski said agreeably. He leaned back in his chair and raised his voice. ‘Brady!’


A steward wearing a white jacket ambled from the galley. He was long and lean and walked with a gait that could only spell Texas. ‘Yessir, Captain. What’ll it be?’


‘A cup of cocoa for our guest and two more coffees for Lieutenant Dover and — ’ Koski stopped and peered questioningly behind Dover. ‘I believe we’re missing Dr. Hunnewell’s pilot?’


‘He’ll be along in a minute.’ Dover bore an unhappy look on his face. It was as if he tried to signal a warning to Koski. ‘He wanted to be sure the helicopter was tied down securely.’


Koski stared back speculatively at Dover, but then he let it go. ‘There you have it, Brady. And bring the pot; I could use a refill.’


Brady simply nodded in acknowledgment and returned to the galley.


Hunnewell said, ‘It’s true luxury to have four solid walls around me again. Sitting in that vibrating kite with nothing between me and the elements but a plastic bubble was enough to turn  a man’s hair grey.’ He ran his hand through the few remaining white strands surrounding his dome and grinned.


Koski set down his mug, and he wasn’t smiling. ‘I don’t think you realize, Dr. Hunnewell, just how close you came to losing the rest of your hair and yourself as well. It was pure recklessness on the part of your pilot to even consider making a flight in this weather.’


‘I can assure you, sir, this trip was necessary.’ Hunnewell spoke in a benevolent tone, the same tone he might have used lecturing a schoolboy. ‘You, your crew, your ship has a vital function to perform, and time is the critical dimension. We cannot afford to lose a single minute.’ He pulled a slip of paper from his breast pocket and passed it across the table to Koski. ‘While I explain our presence, I must ask you to set an immediate course for this position.’


Koski took the paper without reading its contents. ‘Forgive me, Dr. Hunnewell, I am not in a position to grant your request. The only order I have from the Commandant’s Headquarters is to take aboard two passengers. Nothing was mentioned about giving you carte blanche to run my ship.’


‘You don’t understand.’


Koski stared piercingly over his coffee mug at Hunnewell. ‘That, Doctor, is the understatement of the day. Just what is your capacity? Why are you here?’


‘Put your mind at ease, Commander. I’m not an  enemy agent out to sabotage your precious ship. My Ph.D is in oceanography, and I’m currently employed by the National Underwater and Marine Agency.’


‘No offence,’ Koski said equably. ‘But that still leaves one question unanswered.’


‘Perhaps I can help clear the air.’ The new voice came soft but firm with an authoritative resonance.


Koski stiffened in his chair and turned to a figure who leaned negligently against the doorway — a tall, well-proportioned figure. The oak-tanned face, the hard, almost cruel features, the penetrating green eyes suggested that this wasn’t a man to step on. Clad in a blue Air Force flight jacket and uniform, watchful yet detached, he offered Koski a condescending grin.


‘Ah, there you are,’ Hunnewell said loudly. ‘Commander Koski, may I present Major Dirk Pitt, Special Projects Director for NUMA.’


‘Pitt?’ Koski echoed flatly. He glanced at Dover and lifted an eyebrow. Dover only shrugged and looked uncomfortable. ‘By any chance the same Pitt who broke up that underwater smuggling business in Greece last year?’


‘There were at least ten other people who deserve the lion’s share of the credit,’ Pitt said.


‘An Air Force officer working in oceanographic programmes,’ said Dover, ‘a little out of your element, aren’t you, Major?’


The lines around Pitt’s eyes etched into a smile. ‘No more than all the Navy men who have gone to the moon.’


‘You have a valid point,’ Koski conceded.


Brady appeared and served the coffee and cocoa. He left and returned again, setting down a tray of sandwiches before retreating for the last time.


Koski began to feel uneasy in earnest now. A scientist from a prominent government agency — not good. An officer in another branch of the service with a reputation for dangerous escapades — bad news. But the combination of the two, sitting there on the other side of the table telling him what to do and where to go — absolute plague.


‘As I was saying, Commander,’ Hunnewell said impatiently. ‘We must get to that position I gave you as quickly as possible.’


‘No,’ Koski said bluntly. ‘I’m sorry if my attitude seems hard-nosed, but you must agree, I’m perfectly within my rights in refusing your demands. As captain of this ship, the only orders I’m obliged to obey come from either Coast Guard District Headquarters in New York or the Commandant’s office in Washington.’ He paused to pour himself another cup of coffee. ‘And my orders were to take on two passengers, nothing more. I have obeyed, and now I’m resuming my original patrol course.’


Pitt’s eyes weighed Koski’s granite features as a metallurgist might test a shaft of high-grade steel, probing for a flaw.


Suddenly he straightened up and cautiously walked over to the galley door and glanced in. Brady was busy pouring a bulky sack of potatoes into a huge steaming pot. Then Pitt, still cautiously,  turned and scrutinized the alleyway outside the messroom. He could see his little game was working; Koski and Dover were exchanging confused looks between taking in his movements. Finally, seeming satisfied there were no eavesdroppers, Pitt moved to the table and sat down, leaning close to the two Coast Guard officers, lowering his voice to a murmur.


‘Okay, gentlemen, here’s the story. The position Dr. Hunnewell gave you is the approximate location of an extremely important iceberg.’


Koski coloured slightly, but managed to keep a straight face. ‘And what, if I may ask without sounding stupid, Major, do you class as an important iceberg?’


Pitt paused for effect. ‘One that has the remains of a ship imbedded under its mantle. A Russian trawler, to be exact, crammed with the latest and most sophisticated electronic detection gear Soviet science has yet devised. Not to mention the codes and data for their entire Western Hemisphere surveillance programme.’


Koski didn’t even blink. Without taking his eyes off Pitt, he took a pouch from under his jacket and calmly began loading his corncob.


‘Six months ago,’ Pitt continued, ‘a Russian trawler, bearing the name Novgorod, rode just a few miles off the Greenland coast and kept watch over activities at the U.S. Air Force missile base on Disko Island. Aerial photographs showed that the Novgorod carried every electronic reception antenna in the book, and then some. The Russians  played it cool, the trawler and crew, thirty-five highly trained men, and yes, women too, never strayed within Greenland’s territorial limits. She even got to be a welcome sight to our pilots, who used her as a checkpoint during poor weather. Most Russian spy ships are relieved of duty every thirty days, but this one maintained its position for a solid three months. The Department of Naval Intelligence began to wonder at the long delay. Then one stormy morning, the Novgorod was gone. It was nearly three weeks before her relief ship appeared. This time lag compounded the mystery — the Russians, up to then, had never broken their habit of relieving a spy ship until another one appeared on station.’


Pitt paused to tap his cigarette in an ashtray. ‘There are only two routes the Novgorod would have taken home to mother Russia. One was to Leningrad via the Baltic Sea, and the other was through the Barnets Sea to Murmansk. The British and Norwegians have assured us the Novgorod took neither. In short, somewhere between Greenland and the European coast, the Novgorod disappeared with all hands.’


Koski put down his mug and stared thoughtfully at its stained bottom. ‘It strikes me a bit strange that the Coast Guard was never notified. I know for a fact that we’ve received no report of a missing Russian trawler.’


‘It struck Washington a bit strange too. Why would the Russians keep the Novgorod’s loss a secret? The only logical answer is they didn’t  want any trace of their most advanced spy ship found by a Western nation.’


Koski’s lips twisted in a sarcastic grin. ‘You’re asking me to buy a Soviet spy ship locked in an iceberg? Come now, Major, I gave up on fairy-tales when I discovered there was no Oz over the rainbow or a pot of gold under it.’


Pitt matched Koski’s grin. ‘Be that as it may, it was one of your own patrol planes that spotted a ship matching the outline of a trawler in an iceberg at 47°36’N — 43°17’W.’


‘It’s true,’ Koski said coldly, ‘the Catawaba is the closest rescue ship to that position, but why haven’t my orders to check it out come direct from District Command in New York?’


‘Cloak and dagger stuff,’ Pitt answered. ‘The last thing the boys in Washington wanted was a public announcement going out over the radio. Fortunately, the pilot of the aircraft who spotted the berg waited until he landed before making a detailed location report. The idea, of course, is to go over the trawler before the Russians have a chance to catch on. I think you can appreciate, Commander, how invaluable any secret information concerning the Soviet spy fleets is to our government.’


‘It would seem more practical to place investigators on the iceberg who are skilled in electronics and intelligence interpretation.’ The subtle change in Koski’s tone could hardly be called a softening, but it was there. ‘If you don’t mind my saying so, a pilot and an oceanographer don’t make sense.’


Pitt looked penetratingly at Koski, across to  Dover, and back to Koski again. ‘A false front,’ he said quietly, ‘but one with a purpose. The Russians aren’t exactly primitive when it comes to espionage operations. They couldn’t help but become suspicious of military aircraft milling about an area of open sea where few, if any, ships ever travel. On the other hand, National Underwater and Marine Agency aircraft are commonly known to conduct scientific projects in desolate waters.’


‘And your qualifications?’


‘I’m experienced at flying a helicopter in Arctic weather,’ Pitt answered. ‘Dr. Hunnewell is, with little doubt, the world’s leading authority on ice formations.’


‘I see,’ Koski said slowly. ‘Dr. Hunnewell will study the berg before the intelligence boys crash the party.’


‘You have it,’ Hunnewell acknowledged. ‘If that really is the Novgorod under the ice, it’s up to me to determine the most expedient method for entering the ship’s hull. I’m sure you’re aware, Commander, icebergs are a tricky lot to play with. It’s like cutting a diamond; a miscalculation by the cutter, and the prize is lost. Too much thermite in the wrong place, and the ice can crack and split apart. Or, sudden and excessive melting might cause a change in the centre of gravity, forcing the berg to topple upside-down. So you see, it is imperative the ice mass be analyzed before the Novgorod can be entered with any degree of safety.’


Koski leaned back and noticeably relaxed. His eyes locked on Pitt’s for a moment, and then he smiled. ‘Lieutenant Dover!’


‘Sir?’


‘Kindly oblige these gentlemen and lay a course for 47°36’N — 43°17’W, full ahead. And signal District Command in New York of our intent to depart station.’ He watched for a change of expression on Pitt’s face. There was none.


‘No offence,’ Pitt said equably. ‘I suggest you drop that signal to your District Command.’


‘I’m not suspicious or anything, Major,’ Koski offered apologetically. ‘It’s just that I’m not in the habit of cruising all over the North Atlantic without letting the Coast Guard know where their property is.’


‘Okay, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention our destination.’ Pitt snuffed out his cigarette. ‘Also, please notify the NUMA office in Washington that Dr. Hunnewell and I have arrived safely on board the Catawaba and will continue our flight to Reykjavik when the weather clears.’


Koski raised an eyebrow. ‘Reykjavik, Iceland?’


‘Our final destination,’ Pitt explained.


Koski started to say something, thought better of it, then shrugged. ‘I’d better show you to your quarters, gentlemen.’ He turned to Dover. ‘Dr. Hunnewell can bunk with our engineering officer. Major Pitt can move in with you, Lieutenant.’


Pitt grinned at Dover, then stared back at Koski. ‘The better to keep an eye on me?’


‘You said it, not me,’ Koski replied, surprised at the pained expression that crossed Pitt’s face.


Four hours later Pitt was dozing on a cot that had been squeezed into the iron womb Dover called his cabin. He was tired, almost to aching point, but too many thoughts were running through his mind to allow him entry into the paradise of deep sleep. One week ago at this time he had been sitting with a gorgeous, sex-mad redhead on the terrace of the Newporter Inn, overlooking the picturesque waterfront of Newport Beach, California. He fondly remembered caressing the girl with one hand while holding a scotch-rocks in the other, contentedly watching the ghost-like pleasure yachts glide across the moonlit harbour. Now he was alone and regrettably suffering on a plank-hard folding cot aboard a tossing Coast Guard cutter somewhere in the refrigerated North Atlantic Ocean. I must be a card carrying masochist, he thought, to volunteer for every madcap project that Admiral Sandecker keeps dreaming up. Admiral James Sandecker, Chief Director of the National Underwater and Marine Agency, would have shied at the term madcap project — damned bung twister would have been more his style.


 



‘Damned sorry to drag you from sunny California, but this damned bung twister has been dumped in our lap.’ Sandecker, a small, fire-haired, griffon-faced man, waved a seven-inch cigar in the air like a baton. ‘We’re supposed to be engaged in scientific underwater research. Why us? Why not  the Navy? You’d think the Coast Guard could handle its own problems.’ He shook his head in irritation, puffed on the cigar. ‘Anyway, we’re stuck with it.’


Pitt finished reading and then laid a yellow folder marked confidential on the admiral’s desk. ‘I didn’t think it was possible for a ship to freeze up in the middle of an iceberg.’


‘It’s extremely unlikely, but Dr. Hunnewell assures me it could happen.’


‘Finding the right berg might prove difficult; it’s already been four days since the Coast Guard’s sighting. That overgrown ice cube could have drifted halfway to the Azores by now.’


‘Dr. Hunnewell has charted the current and drift rate to within a thirty-square-mile area. If your vision is good, you shouldn’t have any trouble spotting the berg, particularly since the Coast Guard dropped a red dye marker on it.’


‘Spotting it is one thing,’ Pitt said thoughtfully, ‘landing a helicopter on it is another. Wouldn’t it be more convenient and less dangerous to arrive by — ’


‘No!’ Sandecker interrupted. ‘No ships. If that thing under the ice is as important as I think it is, I don’t want anyone except you and Hunnewell within fifty miles of it.’


‘This may come as a surprise, Admiral, but I’ve never set a copter down on an iceberg before.’


‘It’s very possible no one else has either. That’s why I requested you as my Special Projects Director.’ Sandecker smiled mischievously. ‘You have  the annoying knack of successfully — shall we say — delivering the goods.’


‘This time,’ Pitt asked slyly, ‘do I have the opportunity of volunteering?’


‘I wouldn’t have it any other way.’


Pitt shrugged helplessly. ‘I don’t know why I always give in so easily to you, Admiral. I’m beginning to think you have me pegged as a first-class pigeon.’


A broad grin rode across Sandecker’s face. ‘You said it, not me.’


 



The latch clicked and the cabin door swung open. Pitt lazily opened one eye in time to see Dr. Hunnewell come in. The overweight doctor did a tightrope act trying to manoeuvre between Pitt’s cot and Dover’s clothes locker before he finally reached a small chair by a writing desk. Audibly, he sighed in chorus with the chair’s creaking protest as he eased his bulk past the armrests.


‘How in God’s name does a titan like Dover get into this thing?’ he incredulously asked no one in particular.


‘You’re late,’ Pitt yawned. ‘I expected you hours ago.’


‘I couldn’t go sneaking around corners or slithering through ventilators as if I was on my way to a spy convention. I had to wait for an excuse to talk to you.’


‘An excuse?’


‘Yes. Commander Koski’s compliments. Dinner is served.’


‘Why all the subterfuge?’ Pitt asked with a cagey grin. ‘We have nothing to hide.’


‘Nothing to hide! Nothing to hide! You lie there like an innocent virgin waiting for her first communion and calmly say we have nothing to hide?’ Hunnewell shook his head hopelessly. ‘We’ll both be in front of a firing squad when the Coast Guard learns we flimflammed them out of the use of one of their new cutters.’


‘Helicopters have a nasty habit, they won’t fly with air in their fuel tanks,’ Pitt said sarcastically. ‘We had to have a base of operations and a place to refuel. The Catawaba was the only ship in this area with the necessary facilities. Besides, you  sent that phony message from the Coast Guard Commandant — you’re on the hook for that one.’


‘That incredible yarn about the missing Russian trawler. You can’t deny that’s yours from beginning to end.’


Pitt placed his hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling. ‘I rather thought everyone enjoyed it.’


‘I have to hand it to you. That was the slickest con job it’s been my misfortune ever to witness.’


‘I know. There are times when I hate myself.’


‘Have you considered what may happen when Commander Koski sees through our devious little plan?’


Pitt stood up and stretched. ‘We simply do what any other two red-blooded American con men would do.’


‘And that is?’ Hunnewell prompted dubiously.


Pitt smiled. ‘We simply worry about it when the time comes.’







CHAPTER TWO


Of all the oceans, only the Atlantic is totally unpredictable. The Pacific, the Indian, even the Arctic each have their personal idiosyncrasies, but all have one trait in common: they seldom fail to provide a hint of their coming moods. Not so the Atlantic, especially north of the 15th parallel of latitude. In a matter of a few hours a glassy calm sea might be transformed into a foam-whipped cauldron instigated by a Force 12 hurricane, or there are times when the Atlantic’s fickle nature works in reverse. Heavy winds, heavy seas during the night may give every indication of an impending storm, yet when the dawn comes, there is nothing to see but an azure mirror beneath an empty sky. And so it was for the men on the  Catawaba as the new sun found them cruising comfortably over a peaceful seascape.


Pitt woke slowly, his eyes coming into focus on the rear of a pair of extra-large white shorts, amply filled by Dover, who was bending over a small basin brushing his teeth.


‘You’ve never looked lovelier,’ Pitt said.


Dover turned around, the toothbrush poised over his bottom left molars. ‘Huh?’


‘I said, good morning!’


Dover merely nodded, mumbled something incoherent through the toothpaste, and turned back to the basin.


Pitt sat up and listened. The hum of engines was still there, and the only other mechanical sound came from the rush of warm air through the ventilator. The motion of the ship seemed so smooth, it was almost imperceptible.


‘I don’t wish to appear a rude host, Major,’ Dover said, smiling, ‘but I suggest you blossom from the sack. We should be within range of your search area in another hour and a half.’


Pitt threw off the blankets and stood up. ‘First things first. How is your establishment classed when it comes to breakfast?’


‘A two-star Michelin rating,’ Dover said cheerfully. ‘I’ll even treat.’


Pitt had a fast wash, decided against a shave, and quickly slipped into his flight clothes. He followed Dover into the passageway, wondering how a man as large as the lieutenant could wander around the ship without running his head into low bulkheads at least ten times a day.


They had just finished a breakfast that Pitt figured would have cost at least fifteen dollars in any of the better hotels when a seaman came up and said that Commander Koski wanted to see them in the bridge control room. Dover followed him, with Pitt lagging a few steps behind carrying a cup of coffee. The commander and Hunnewell were crouched over a chart table as they entered the room.


Koski looked up. The out-thrust jaw no longer set like the bow of an icebreaker, and the intense blue eyes seemed almost tranquil.


‘Good morning, Major. Are you enjoying your stay?’


‘The accommodations are a bit cramped, but the food is superb.’


The hard but genuine smile came on. ‘What do you think of our little electronic wonderland?’


Pitt made a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree scan of the control room. It was like something out of a science fiction space movie. From floor to ceiling the four steel bulkheads stood buried behind a mechanical avalanche of computers, television monitors, and instrumental consoles. Endless rows of technically labelled switches and knobs crisscrossed the equipment, garnished by enough coloured indicator lights to fill a casino marquee in Las Vegas.


‘Very impressive,’ Pitt said casually, sipping his coffee. ‘Air-search radar and surface-search radar scanners, the latest Loran-type navigational equipment of medium, high and ultra-high frequencies, not to mention computerized navigational plotting.’ Pitt spoke with the nonchalant air of a public relations director employed by the boatyard that laid the Catawaba’s keel. ‘The Catawaba comes equipped from the factory with more extensive oceanographic, communications, navigational, aerological and plotting equipment than any ship its size in the world. Basically, Commander, your vessel is designed to remain in midocean under  any atmospheric conditions as a weather station, to conduct search and rescue operations, and to assist in oceanographic research work. I might add that she is manned by seventeen officers and one hundred sixty enlisted men, and cost between twelve and thirteen million dollars to build at the Northgate Shipyards in Wilmington, Delaware.’


Koski, Dover and all the other men in the bridge control room, with the exception of Hunnewell, who remained intent on the chart, froze. If Pitt had been the first Martian to visit earth, he couldn’t have possibly been the object of more incredulous apprehensiveness.


‘Don’t be surprised, gentlemen,’ Pitt said, feeling the warmth of self-satisfaction. ‘I make it a habit to do my homework.’


‘I see,’ Koski said grimly. It was obvious that he didn’t see. ‘Perhaps you might give us a clue as to why you’ve studied your lessons so diligently.’


Pitt shrugged. ‘As I’ve said, it’s a habit.’


‘An irritating one at that.’ Koski looked at Pitt with a hint of uneasiness. ‘I wonder if you’re really what you say you are.’


‘Dr. Hunnewell and I are bona fide,’ Pitt said reassuringly.


‘We’ll know for certain in precisely two minutes, Major.’ Koski’s tone suddenly turned cynical. ‘I like to do my homework too.’


‘You don’t trust me,’ Pitt said dryly. ‘A pity. Your mental anxiety is all for nothing. Dr. Hunnewell and I have no intent, or the means, for that matter, of endangering the safety of your ship or crew.’


‘You’ve given me no opportunity for trust.’ Koski’s eyes were bleak, his voice icy. ‘You carry no written orders, I’ve received no radio signals regarding your authority, nothing ... nothing but a vague message from Coast Guard Headquarters announcing your arrival. I might point out that anyone with a knowledge of our call signal could have sent that communication.’


‘Nothing’s impossible,’ Pitt said. He couldn’t help but admire Koski’s perception. The commander had struck the nail precisely on the head.


‘If you’re playing a shady game, Major, I want no part of it — ’


Koski broke off to accept a signal form from a seaman, and studied it carefully, taking his time about it. A strange considering look crossed his face. Then he frowned as he passed the sheet across to Pitt. ‘It seems that you’re a never-ending source of surprise.’


If Pitt didn’t look uncomfortable, he certainly felt it. The obvious exposure had been a long time coming, and he’d had plenty of time to prepare. Unfortunately, he hadn’t come up with a plausible back-up story. Pitt quickly decided there was little he could do but take the form from the commander’s hand and appear unconcerned. It said:


‘Regarding your inquiry of Dr. William Hunnewell and Major Dirk Pitt, Dr. Hunnewell’s credentials are of the highest calibre. He is Director of the California Institute of Oceanography. Major Pitt is indeed Special Projects Director for NUMA. He  also is the son of Senator George Pitt. These men are engaged in oceanographic research vital to the interests of the government and are to be extended every assistance and courtesy, repeat, extended every assistance and courtesy. Also, please inform Major Pitt that Admiral Sandecker requests that the major beware of frigid women.’ It was signed by the Commandant of the Coast Guard.


‘The defence rests,’ Pitt said, savouring each syllable to the hilt. Sandecker, the old fox, had used his influence to finagle the Coast Guard Commandant into playing the game. Pitt let out a deep breath and handed the message form back to Koski.


‘It must be nice to have friends in high places,’ Koski said, a touch of anger in his voice.


‘It helps on occasion.’


‘I have no choice but to be satisfied,’ Koski said heavily. ‘That last part, if I’m not infringing upon some sacred trust, was code?’


‘No great secret,’ Pitt answered. ‘It’s only Admiral Sandecker’s sly way of telling Dr. Hunnewell and me to continue on to Iceland after our investigation of the iceberg.’


Koski stood there for a moment not saying anything. He shook his head slowly in puzzlement and was still shaking it when Hunnewell thumped his fist on the chart table.


‘There it is, gentlemen. The precise location of our ghost ship — give or take a few square miles.’ Hunnewell was magnificent. If he had been aware of the tension a few moments before, he showed absolutely no evidence of it. He folded the chart  and shoved it into the pocket of his windbreaker. ‘Major Pitt, I think it best if we take off as soon as possible.’


‘Whatever you say, Doc,’ Pitt said agreeably. ‘I can have the chopper warmed up and ready to go in ten minutes.’


‘Good.’ Hunnewell nodded. ‘We’re now in the area where the berg was sighted by the patrol plane. According to my calculations, at the present rate of drift, the iceberg should reach the edge of the Gulf Stream sometime tomorrow. If the ice patrol’s estimate of the size is correct, the berg is already melting to the tune of a thousand tons an hour. When it hits the warmer water of the Gulf Stream, it won’t last ten days. The only unanswered question is when will the derelict be released from the ice? Conceivably it could already be lost; hopefully it’s still there and will be for a few more days.’


‘What do you figure for the flight distance?’ Pitt asked.


‘Approximately ninety miles to the general vicinity, Hunnewell answered.


Koski looked up at Pitt. ‘As soon as you take off, I’ll reduce speed to one third and maintain a heading of one-zero-six degrees. How long do you make it before we rendezvous?’


‘Three and a half hours should do the job,’ Pitt replied.


Koski looked thoughtful. ‘Four hours — after four hours I’m coming into the icepack after you.’


‘Thank you, Commander,’ Pitt said. ‘Believe me when I say I’m grateful for your concern.’


Koski believed him. ‘Are you certain I can’t bring the Catawaba in closer to your search area? If you should have an accident on the berg or have to ditch in the sea, I doubt if I could reach you in time. In forty-degree water a man in full clothing only has a life expectancy of twenty-five minutes.’


‘We’ll have to risk it.’ Pitt took a final sip of his coffee and stared idly at the empty cup. ‘The Russians might already smell a rat if one of their trawlers has sighted your Coast Guard vessel Sunday cruising in an area outside its regular patrol station. That’s why the end run with the helicopter. We can stay low enough to avoid any radar scanner and still be tough to sight visually. Time is important also. A copter can get in and out of the Novgorod’s location in one tenth the time it would take the Catawaba.’


‘Okay.’ Koski sighed. ‘It’s your show. Just see that you’re back on the landing platform by ...’ he hesitated, looking at his watch... ‘no later than 1030.’ Then he grinned. ‘If you’re a good boy and arrive on time, I’ll have a fifth of Johnnie Walker waiting.’


Pitt laughed. ‘Now that’s what I call one hell of an incentive.’


 



‘I don’t like it,’ Hunnewell shouted above the racket of the helicopter’s engine exhaust. ‘We should have sighted something by now.’


Pitt looked at his watch. ‘Timewise, we’re in good shape. Still over two hours to go.’
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