



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  







  PROLOGUE




  375 miles SE of Newfoundland. Present day.




  When the call came to get him to the bridge to begin his shift, Captain John Curtis was enjoying a very pleasant dream. As he opened his eyes and stared at the metal

  bulkhead above his bunk, he felt about ninety-five years old and told himself, for perhaps the fiftieth time, he would definitely take early retirement . . . just as soon as he got back home.




  He pulled on his fleece and hat, yanked open the door to the cabin and hauled himself onto the deck of the Ottawa Dawn. It was a stunning morning – a clear, cloudless sky, a pinch

  of cold in the air, the ocean as still as a cup of coffee. They were steaming towards Newfoundland at their top speed of twenty-seven knots, anxious to get to shore with their catch of North

  Atlantic cod. Curtis ascended the metal ladder to the bridge, leaned on the handle and stepped inside. His first mate, Tony Saunders, was alone at the helm. Curtis said ‘Hi’ and then

  started rummaging around in a cupboard, removing charts and instruments.




  This was when Saunders noticed something through the front window. Without a word, he lifted up his binoculars and surveyed the horizon. Curtis was still half in and half out of the cupboard

  sorting through things in preparation for the long day ahead. He had to steady himself occasionally as the ship swayed gently. It was quiet, the only sound the almost subliminal rumble of the

  trawler’s engines and the rhythmic splash as the vessel sliced through the water.




  Saunders mumbled something and bent forward, trying to make sense of what he was seeing through his binoculars. His face contorted in disbelief.




  ‘Holy Mother of God!’ he exclaimed suddenly.




  Startled, Captain Curtis lifted his head and banged it on a low shelf inside the cupboard. ‘Crap!’ he yelled and then emerged, rubbing a spot just above his forehead.

  ‘What’s up, Tony?’




  Saunders ignored him, transfixed by what he was seeing. Curtis came up to his right. ‘What’s wrong?’




  ‘Look!’ The first mate pointed through the glass.




  Curtis screwed up his eyes then reached for another pair of binoculars resting on the radio console. He brought them up and let out a whistle.




  To the naked eye, it looked like a single silver mass, but through the binoculars the view was very different. ‘Take us down to five knots,’ Curtis snapped. The boat began to slow,

  but it was carried by inertia straight into the leading edge of the thing they had seen. Saunders kept the helm while Curtis sounded the alarm and dashed through the door on to the steps and down

  to the boat deck, just as the crew emerged into the bright light of morning.




  All about the boat, as far as the eye could see, lay dead fish bobbing gently on the surface of the water.




  The five crewmen leaned over the rails and Curtis shouted to Saunders to kill the engines. They all heard their throb descending down the scale, leaving the trawler to drift with the current.

  The air stank, the ammonia of decaying fish cutting through the tang of brine.




  ‘What the fuck’s going on?’ one of the crewmen managed to say, turning to his boss.




  Curtis was about to reply when they all heard a low rumble. For a fraction of a second, the captain thought Saunders had kicked in the engines again, but this was a different sound, deeper,

  fuller. The sound grew in volume but kept the same note, a low sub-woofer throb.




  The surface of the ocean began to tremble and churn. The fish started to vibrate. Giant bubbles broke the surface as though the Atlantic was boiling. And all the time, the sound was growing

  louder and louder. A couple of the seamen turned to the captain, the fear clear in their faces. Curtis felt himself break into a cold sweat.




  One of the crew rushed through a door leading below deck. A few moments later, he emerged clutching his iPhone. Bracing himself with one hand gripping the rail, the other working the controls of

  the screen, he began to pan round.




  And when it broke the surface, its giant slimy grey head first, the seamen could hardly believe what they were seeing. The sperm whale was a big one, at least fifty feet long. It roared through

  the surface of the water, half its body shooting above the fish-smothered sea before crashing belly-first onto the shuddering mess of silver. As it smacked down onto the surface, great plumes of

  water shot thirty feet into the air. The giant, stone-dead whale trembled as the energy of its ascent through the ocean was counteracted by buoyancy and gravity. Then it rolled onto its back,

  revealing great red furrows along its underside contrasting starkly with the bleached white of the guts and blubber spilling from it.
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  Bermuda. Three days later.




  Everything was going pretty well, he thought. They’d checked the diving gear. All fine. The remote cameras had come up with some very cool pictures of the

  four-hundred-year-old wreck of the pilgrim ship, the Lavender.




  He and Kate slipped off the side of the boat and began their descent. The Lavender was in only two hundred feet of water but there were hidden dangers. The ship was fragile, there were

  sharks aplenty, not to mention stingrays and freak currents.




  He saw Kate just a few feet below him. ‘Everything cool, babe?’ he asked through the comms.




  She gave him the thumbs up.




  A few minutes later they had reached the ocean floor. The wreck was directly ahead. It really did look like something from Pirates of the Caribbean.




  ‘Take it slow here, Lou,’ Kate’s voice resounded in his headset. ‘I’ll lead the way in through the port side. Everything OK with you?’




  ‘A 1.’




  He saw Kate glide through the water. Then he felt something thump his back. A surge of irrational anger swept through him. He twisted and saw two black circles through the whipped-up water, an

  opened mouth, rows of triangular teeth.




  A great white shot past. Lou swung round, swept his arm up through the water, and as the shark went to snap he slammed his fist into its skull, right between the eyes. It slipped down through

  the water, stunned for a moment.




  He screamed into his comms, but Kate seemed totally unaware of what was happening, as though their radio link had severed. He waved frantically. She turned, raised a hand, nodded . . . totally

  oblivious. He looked down and saw the shark rocketing up through the water. It twisted and headed straight for Kate. She had her back to it.




  From ten yards away, Lou could see the huge fish open its mouth and slither to one side, grip Kate about the middle, close its mouth and start to shake its prey.




  Blood plumed outward like a mushroom cloud rising from a nuclear explosion, Kate’s body a rag doll mauled by a rabid dog. Then, as he watched, the water becoming opaque with blood, he saw

  Kate’s body snap in two, her legs slipping downward slowly to the ocean floor.




  *




  Lou Bates woke screaming, covered with sweat. He sat bolt upright gazing around, elemental dawn seeping its way between the blinds and into the darkened room. The sheets were

  soaked. He took a deep breath, forcing his heart to slow, then looked at his shaking hands, just visible in the gloom. He couldn’t still them, couldn’t escape how real his dream had

  seemed.




  But it was a dream.
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  Lou Bates pulled onto the North Shore Road in his rented US Army jeep. The sun’s iridescent orange rays sparkled on the ocean – real holiday brochure stuff. His

  long mousy-blond hair was swept across his face by the warm breeze. He glanced at his watch. It was coming up to 9 a.m. Leaning forward, he flicked on the ancient radio.




  ‘On this morning’s programme,’ the presenter said, ‘as civil unrest grows, what next for Thailand? And the election in Croatia . . . no clear result expected. But first .

  . . At an emergency meeting in New York this morning, the UN Security Council passed Resolution 44 allowing a NATO force to police a five-mile exclusion zone around what the military are calling

  “Marine Phenomenon REZ375”, otherwise known as the Titanic site. In the three days since the odd phenomenon was first brought to public attention by the crew of Canadian

  trawler Ottawa Dawn, conspiracy theorists have had a field day – not least, of course, because the location of the peculiar incident is directly above the site of the final resting

  place of the Titanic, which sank on 15 April 1912. Now, though, cranks aside, many respected organizations and individuals are asking some pretty uncomfortable questions about the cause of

  the incident. Late last night, a few hours before the Security Council meeting, Greenpeace issued a statement claiming they had proof the phenomenon has been caused by an unknown source of

  radiation. Although they have offered no evidence, they are already pointing a finger at the US military.




  ‘This claim has been strenuously denied by the White House, and the United States government has repeatedly reiterated expert opinion . . . that the destruction of marine life in the

  vicinity of REZ375 has been caused by a mysterious, but nevertheless entirely natural, effect. At the same time, it has taken extraordinary diplomatic efforts on the part of the US and the UK to

  quell the concerns of the other three permanent members of the Security Council. I have on the line from Moscow Professor Dimitri Karasov from the Soviet Institute of Natural Sciences . .

  .’




  Lou flicked off the radio impatiently. He was growing sick of the whole story. It was obvious to any idiot the incident was caused by something entirely of human doing. All this talk of

  mysterious natural effects was pure spin. He gazed to his right seeing shearwaters diving for fish and the breakers on the beach, the white foam like chintz curtains draped over a turquoise silk.

  The road skirted the sand and then weaved inland a few hundred yards before descending towards a rocky peninsula, surveyed by hungry seagulls. He started humming an old tune, called something like

  ‘Photograph of You’, by some eighties band whose name escaped him, and from the jeep he could see the clutch of tin-roofed, white stone-walled buildings that constituted the

  team’s work base and lab.




  He’d been here in Bermuda three months now; him, his team leader, Kate Wetherall, and a group of six technicians. And, as much as he loved this beautiful island, he was missing his one-bed

  apartment in Hampton, Virginia, a mile from the Institute of Marine Studies. He also pined for the cozy lab he shared with Kate at the institute. He knew that when this assignment was over, he

  would hanker after the constant tropical sunshine, but in exchange he would once again have reliable broadband, live baseball, a lab he did not have to share with herons and lizards, and, most

  crucially, he could give back the jeep and slide into his pride and joy, the 1959 T-Bird he had spent five years restoring.




  He pulled the jeep into the car park of the lab – a level concrete rectangle as big as a football pitch twenty yards from the road along a narrow gravel lane. A path led down from there to

  the buildings close to the top of the rocky outcrop protruding from the cliff face. Pulling to a stop on the ocean side of the car park close to the precipice, Lou yanked the keys from the ignition

  and snatched up his worn brown leather satchel from the passenger seat. He descended the fifty-seven stone steps cut into the rock face and strode into the outer prep room of the lab. Through a

  huge glass window facing north, he could see the sweeping ocean and sky.




  He still got a thrill from this purest of vistas. He still loved the smell of this makeshift lab, the feel of his chair tucked under the workbench in the section of the lab where he spent most

  of his time, and, above all, he loved, absolutely loved, the job itself – every damn moment of it.




  Admittedly, it had all been a bit rocky to start with. It had nothing to do with the work, he had been fine with that. With a degree in archaeology and a PhD in marine science, he was more than

  qualified for the post. Indeed, he had spent his entire life fascinated by marine archaeology, the romance of the shipwreck, the mystery of doomed voyages. What could be learned from these relics

  told the researcher so much about bygone centuries, about the ordinary, everyday lives of ordinary, everyday people.




  No, none of this had been a problem for him; the problem had been Kate, Kate Wetherall, Kate and him. They had fallen for each other almost instantly. It had been a really freaky thing. He had

  never experienced anything like it before. He had walked into his interview a week before starting the job, and that was it. The two other interviewers behind the table had faded to insignificance;

  all he could focus on was the woman in the middle of the three, the Head of Research. He’d been headhunted from Massers Marine Research Facility in California. The post was to work with her,

  to be her number two.




  Later, post-coitally, Kate had told him that she had tried her damnedest to have her way in vetoing the choice of the other two interviewers – both board members who controlled the purse

  strings of the institute. She knew he was the best qualified for the job, but she also knew he would be trouble, because she had reacted to him in exactly the way he had to her. The sparks had been

  almost visible. He had never met anyone like her.




  Kate had only lived in the United States for three years. She was a Brit, from an academic family, very stoic, tough, straight down the line. Her mother, Geraldine, had been a biochemist who

  died of breast cancer at fifty-one. Kate’s father, Nicholas Wetherall, had a been a world-class evolutionary biologist, an Oxford don and later Emeritus Professor at Princeton. He had also

  died young, from a brain tumour when Kate was fourteen.




  Kate, Lou knew, was a damn fine marine archaeologist. At the same time, she was overmodest and self-deprecating, and possessed a sense of humour he could not fathom half the time. She was so

  utterly different from him. It wasn’t until they had been together for a month that Lou had wheedled out of Kate that her grandfather had been a super-wealthy industrialist and she had been

  educated at Benenden – Princess Anne’s alma mater.




  But that was all now in the past. They had shared a beautiful, if overheated, relationship that had lasted six months. It had almost destroyed their ability to work together, disrupted the team

  and had driven him into depression. He had pulled himself back from the brink at the last moment and salvaged his career. With Kate’s help, he had brought their relationship to a

  new,healthier place.




  *




  Lou burst through the doors to the lab and was surprised to see that Kate had got there before him. She was seated at one of the computer monitors so absorbed it took her a few

  seconds to acknowledge Lou’s boisterous arrival. She had a large lab beaker filled with cereal in one hand, a plastic spoon in the other.




  He strode over to where she was sitting. ‘And good morning to you!’ he said.




  She kept watching the screen, flicked a strand of her shoulder-length blonde hair behind her ear and lifted the spoon to her mouth without moving her head. ‘Have you seen this?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘This film shot by the fishermen on that Canadian trawler.’




  ‘Oh, God, this is so tedious!’




  She turned from the screen. ‘Why are you being so negative?’




  ‘It’s obvious the navy has screwed up. There’s been some sort of accident with a nuclear sub, or a cargo vessel has dumped something they shouldn’t have.’




  ‘Directly above the Titanic? Bit of a coincidence, Lou.’




  ‘Yes, it is. But, honey,’ and he smiled sweetly, ‘what was that famous song by Elvis Costello, “Accidents will Happen”?’




  Kate stood up. She was five-ten in trainers, just an inch shorter than Lou; her lab coat swished around her slender, toned body as she turned. She had a runner’s physique and maintained a

  regime of at least forty miles a week, usually before 6 a.m. each day. If she missed exercise for more than a day, she could be very hard to talk to.




  Lou watched her and could not stop a memory. A summer night in Virginia, his apartment. Kate nestled into his shoulder, a sheet barely covering their naked entwined legs. Nowadays he could no

  longer say it aloud, but he missed her.




  ‘Say what you like about this,’ and Kate tapped the screen, ‘I think there’s something very odd going on.’




  ‘Yes, and you’re not the only one. All the crazies have come out of the woodwork over this, Kate. You’re in very good company!’




  She sighed and gave up. ‘So, do you want to know what I’ve just discovered?’




  ‘Of course!’ Lou pulled a stool up to her monitor.




  During the three months the pair had been on Bermuda they had been trying, day by day, to unravel the mystery of why a ship, the Lavender, carrying ninety-six pilgrims from Plymouth had

  run aground on a calm evening in July 1615 a few hundred yards from where they now stood. Kate and Lou had been down to the wreck some two dozen times. They had retrieved an array of artefacts,

  photographed and filmed the wreck from every conceivable angle and catalogued everything. In their island lab they had studied tiny fragments of porcelain and metal under the microscope, conducted

  infrared spectroscopic analyses and run a multitude of chemical tests on items ranging from metal casks to the remnants of four-hundred-year-old Bibles partially protected inside rusty chests. But

  they were still no nearer to knowing the cause of the accident. Now they had begun to consider the idea that the voyage had been doomed because of a clash of personalities aboard the

  Lavender.




  Kate tapped her keyboard and the image of a fragment of paper appeared on the screen. It contained some text, but it was almost completely illegible. At the top, above the edge of the piece of

  ancient paper, a label read: Sample # BZ081.




  ‘This is the best of the Bible fragments we found in the captain’s chest.’




  ‘Yes, I recognize it.’




  ‘I ran it through an enhancement program.’ She moved the mouse and clicked an icon. ‘At maximum resolution, I got this.’ The new image was a much clearer copy of the

  original fragment.




  ‘You can almost read it,’ Lou said.




  ‘You can read it – a few words anyway.’




  ‘Yes, I see . . . there . . . what does it say?’




  ‘A snatch of Latin: Magna. Then a gap: vitas . . . praevalet.’




  ‘Magna est veritas et praevalet,’ Lou muttered and glanced at Kate.




  ‘How on earth did you . . .?’




  ‘Kate, baby . . .’ He held his hands out wide apart, palms up.




  She laughed. ‘So you get the relevance of it?’




  ‘Er . . . No.’




  ‘Hah! Well, smart ass, in English Magna est Veritas et praevalet means—’




  ‘I know what it means! “Great is truth and mighty above all things”.’




  ‘But more importantly,’ Kate said, ‘it’s from I. Estras, a book of the Apocrypha from the Old Testament. The pilgrims aboard the Lavender would have

  only read the King James Bible, and that definitely does not contain the Apocrypha. They would have abhorred such a thing.’




  ‘So you reckon the captain was a Catholic? Oops!’




  Kate was about to reply when they both heard a strange sound from outside. They looked at each other and headed towards the doors leading to the corridor and outside. A dark-blue Harrier was

  settling onto the tarmac of the car park.




  *




  By the time Kate and Lou reached the plane, its engines had begun to quieten. The passenger canopy rose and a tall, well-built man in naval uniform and clutching an aluminum

  attaché case began to clamber down a fuselage ladder. Reaching the ground, he made his way over. In his mid-thirties, the man had cropped hair, a hint of grey at the temples, black eyes and

  a strong jaw.




  ‘Lou Bates and Kate Wetherall?’ he said. His voice was deep with just a trace of a southern drawl to it.




  ‘Guilty,’ Kate said.




  He took a step towards them. ‘Captain Jerry Derham, United States Navy.’




  Lou snapped his heels and did a mock salute.




  Kate gave him a dirty look.




  Jerry smiled and stuck out his hand. ‘I’m sorry to turn up unannounced. I hope I haven’t interrupted your work. Can you spare me ten minutes of your time?’




  Lou made them coffee using what he and Kate referred to as the ‘sacred coffee machine’ – a Miele espresso maker that had been shipped over from Virginia and was their lifeline

  on slow days.




  Captain Derham removed his cap and took a sip. ‘Good coffee,’ he said appreciatively. ‘I guess you’re wondering why I’m here?’ He took another sip.

  ‘I’m Section Commander at the Norfolk Naval Base, Virginia. It’s about ten miles from your facility at the Marine Research Institute.’ He nodded westward. ‘We’re

  heading up the investigation into Marine Phenomenon REZ375.’




  ‘I’ve just been watching the film of the trawler,’ Kate replied. ‘It’s quite something.’




  ‘It is.’




  ‘Although,’ Kate went on, ‘my colleague –’ and she nodded towards Lou ‘– thinks it’s the navy’s fault.’




  ‘I didn’t say that exactly . . .’ Lou began.




  ‘Believe what you like,’ Derham replied. ‘I’m not the Inquisition. But I have something I’d like to show you.’ He plucked an iPad from his case, switched it

  on and handed it to them.




  ‘That,’ he said as the film started, ‘was taken by a deep-sea probe we sent down to the Titanic two days ago. You’ve probably seen similar footage from the

  remote submersibles that visited the wreck back in the mid-1980s. But note the digital display in the corner.’




  ‘Yeah, I was wondering what that was,’ Lou said.




  ‘It’s a readout from a Geiger counter.’




  ‘It’s reading . . . what? Two times ten to the power of twenty curies? That’s ridiculous!’




  ‘Almost off the scale.’




  ‘So Greenpeace and the others have been reporting the truth – there is a radiation source down there,’ Kate said without taking her eyes from the screen. The digital display

  kept climbing. ‘What happened to the crew of the trawler?’




  ‘Radiation sickness, but they’ll all survive – they got out of the area pretty damn quick.’




  ‘What sort of radiation are we talking about here?’ Lou asked.




  ‘Alpha and beta particles, gamma rays – pretty conventional, but our probes show that the combination of the three types of radiation is unusual. It’s possible we’re

  dealing with a type of source we’ve not seen before. There’s certainly nothing in nature that produces this radiation profile, even if we ignore the intensity.’




  ‘But if it isn’t a natural source, it has to be military hardware, surely?’




  ‘It’s not ours,’ Derham said.




  Lou looked sceptical.




  ‘As far as we know, it isn’t,’ the captain added.




  ‘Russian, Chinese?’ Kate offered.




  ‘We simply don’t know.’




  ‘So, what now?’ Lou said, handing back the iPad.




  ‘We’ve isolated the source to somewhere in the bow section of the wreck. But we have no precise coordinates yet. It’s a big ship. We’re working on it, though, and hope to

  have it down to a few square yards in a day or two.’




  ‘Then?’




  ‘Well, that’s why I’m here. We need your expert help. The story has broken across the Internet and the world is watching. You two come highly recommended; experienced marine

  archaeologists – a rare commodity.’




  ‘But we’re in the middle of our own project,’ Kate said.




  ‘I understand that. We wouldn’t be bothering you if we knew anybody better qualified; and time is of the essence.’




  ‘I’m listening,’ Lou said. ‘But we’re –’ he glanced at Kate ‘– close to a breakthrough here. What exactly do you want us to do?’




  ‘We’re zeroing in on the precise location of the radioactive source.’




  ‘But then what?’




  ‘We have to get people into the ship to find out for ourselves what it is.’




  Kate and Lou both burst out laughing and turned to the naval officer in unison. ‘Get people into the wreck! The Titanic is on the ocean floor . . . What, 13,000 feet beneath the

  surface of the Atlantic?’




  ‘12,600 feet to be precise,’ Derham replied calmly. ‘That won’t present a problem.’
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  ‘Let’s just say for the moment,’ Derham said, ‘that we do have the technology.’




  Lou turned to face Kate. ‘You’ll catch flies.’




  She closed her mouth. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘That, I did not expect! For a start, how can you overcome the pressure at a depth of 12,600 feet?’




  ‘I’m afraid I can’t talk about it right now. If you decide to join us, you’ll each need to sign a Defense Department non-disclosure agreement. He nodded towards his

  briefcase. ‘I have them here. We’ve already done security checks on you . . .’




  ‘Hang on,’ Kate interrupted. ‘Aren’t you jumping the gun a bit? She looked over to Lou who was studying the captain’s face.




  Derham had his hands up. ‘Apologies. Of course you need some time to think about it.’




  ‘I don’t,’ Lou said avoiding Kate’s eyes. ‘How long would we have to delay our work here?’




  ‘Two days. Three, max.’




  Lou gave Kate a questioning look.




  She shook her head slowly and sighed. ‘Three days?’




  ‘Absolute tops.’




  ‘OK, well I guess you can count us both in.’




  *




  The VTOL aircraft ascended into the clear blue morning sky, roared over the group of white buildings with their tin roofs, swung round and headed out over the ocean.




  From a pair of seats behind Derham and the pilot, Kate and Lou had an amazing view. When they were in level flight, Derham unbuckled and came back to the two researchers. He gave them each a

  folder containing everything NATO had ascertained about the radiation leak, along with facts, figures, schematics and maps relevant to the wreck of the Titanic.




  They already knew most of the basics from Lesson 101 of their training as marine archaeologists. The Titanic had set sail for New York from Southampton on its maiden voyage on 10 April

  1912. Four days into its journey, she struck an iceberg and sank. This resulted in the deaths of 1,517 of the 2,223 passengers and crew. It was the greatest peacetime disaster in maritime

  history.




  The report contained a map of the ocean floor and described the current state of the wreck scattered over two square miles. The vessel had broken into two sections as it sank. The larger, bow

  section, was located at precisely 41°43' 57" N, 49° 56' 49" W; about seven hundred yards away lay the stern, which was now in far worse condition than the bow section. According to

  the report, no trace of any soft furnishings, carpets, wooden objects or indeed human bones remained, as these were long ago consumed by marine life. What remained was frail. Parts of the deck of

  the stern section had collapsed and many of its metal structures were heavily corroded. The final page of the document covered what little was known about the radiation leak itself, reiterating the

  phenomenal radiation levels measured by the probe that had filmed the footage of the wreck.




  *




  An hour later, the US Navy aircraft touched down on a pad a hundred yards from the nearest buildings. Derham led them from the aircraft. A grey Pontiac was waiting for them, a

  guard at each of the rear doors. The servicemen saluted briskly and snapped to attention as the captain approached. Kate and Lou were shown into the back seats of the vehicle and Derham sat in the

  front. A silent driver in naval uniform drove the car across the tarmac to a squat building at the edge of a cluster of ugly concrete and steel hangars. A fighter jet screamed low overhead as they

  stepped out.




  The car park beside the squat building had been built on high ground a quarter of a mile from the Atlantic Ocean. From here, Kate and Lou could see part of the military base spread out before

  them – the dry docks and the harbour, and a long line of piers. Lou counted sixteen massive warships, great grey lumps of jagged metal, stark against the blue. The naval base was one of the

  largest in the world. At any one time, seventy-five ships and over one hundred and thirty aircraft were stationed here.




  The two scientists followed Jerry Derham towards the squat building. He flashed his ID at a guard close to the main door. Inside, they crossed a wide reception and entered a lift. It dropped

  quickly. Lou and Kate noticed a digital display counting off the floors in rapid succession. It slowed and stopped at B17.




  ‘It’s a bit of an iceberg – if you’ll pardon the terrible pun,’ Derham said, turning first to Kate then to Lou. ‘There are nineteen levels below ground. This

  building is the main research hub for the station – and indeed for the entire United States Navy.’




  The lift opened onto an administration area. They could see uniformed staff busy at computer terminals and consoles. In one corner, a small group of officers sat in comfy chairs going over some

  notes, iPads and clipboards in hand. There were at least a dozen naval personnel in the room; all of them seemed oblivious to the new arrivals.




  Derham led the way to a large steel door on the far side of the room. He placed his palm on a pad to the left of the door. A light strip over the pad turned green and a computer voice said,

  ‘ID confirmed.’ The door slid sideways into a recess and opened onto a long, brightly lit, white-walled corridor that curved to the right. Ahead was another door and a second sensor pad

  at head height. Derham stood in front of it. A narrow horizontal light beam moved slowly from the top of the rectangle to the bottom like a flat bed scanner. ‘A retinal reader,’ he said

  without moving his head as the light followed its course. ‘ID confirmed,’ the computer voice said.




  They were in a room the size of an aircraft hangar. In the centre stood two metal cylinders the colour of aged pewter. At the rear of each cylinder was a large jet nozzle. Two fins, one each

  side of the tubes about a third of the way from the front, made the machines look like very strange aircraft, but it only took a few seconds for Kate and Lou to realize they were looking at some

  form of submarine.




  They could see a small maintenance crew working on the sub furthest away. One of the men was wearing a protective mask and held a welding tool blazing in his gloved right hand.




  ‘Jules Verne 1 and Jules Verne 2,’ Derham said. ‘These subs each carry four people and a half-ton payload at speeds up to thirty knots. They can comfortably

  go to 15,000 feet beneath the surface, and if the crew are really great friends, JV1 and JV2 can stay submerged for up to a year. They’re completely pressurized, so the crew

  don’t need to decompress. The guys are attaching additional anti-radiation shielding to the hulls.’




  Neither scientist knew quite what to say. Lou took a couple of steps towards the nearest sub and ran a hand along the smooth hull. It felt like silk. ‘How?’ he said, shaking his head

  slightly.




  ‘How what?’




  ‘How did you build this? I’ve never seen anything like it.’




  Kate walked over to the end of the jet nozzle and peered inside. A pair of technicians approached and she stepped back, rejoining Lou and Derham.




  ‘These vessels, along with everything else you see in this construction hub today, are top secret. These are the only two such vessels in the world. They cost over a hundred million

  dollars each to build and they employ technology that will not be released into the civilian world for at least twenty-five years. They come from the drawing boards of the Defense Advanced Research

  Projects Agency.’




  ‘DARPA,’ Kate said, ‘of course.’




  Derham nodded. ‘We have DARPA to thank for the cell phone, pilotless aircraft, the Internet, digital technology and microelectronics, to name just a few things we now take for granted. But

  thirty or forty years ago all those things would have been as far-fetched as these babies seem now.’ He waved a hand towards the subs. ‘DARPA had the technology to design these back in

  the 1980s – primitive versions, for sure, but they worked.’




  ‘Necessity being the mother of invention,’ Lou remarked.




  ‘Exactly. The military need to be not just one step ahead, but half a dozen steps. When something is improved or replaced by even better technologies, the older ones are released to the

  public.’




  ‘And these have been tested?’ Kate asked. ‘They can definitely reach the depth of the Titanic?’




  ‘Yes,’ Derham replied. ‘But there’s more. Come this way.’




  He took them through a door. A small group of overalled technicians were coming towards them along a corridor and the three newcomers stepped aside to let them pass into the construction hub.

  Derham then headed off towards a door at the end of the corridor. It led into another large room, alive with activity. Desks and computer terminals lined the walls to left and right. Lab-coated

  figures and more technicians in differently coloured overalls worked at stations or stood in groups deep in discussion. A glass cube dominated the room. They could see two or three figures moving

  around inside. They were wearing white hats, latex gloves and shoe covers, and masks over their mouths and noses.




  Lou and Kate followed Derham to a secured door that opened with a card from the captain’s pocket, and he led them into a small antechamber. Here they found a collection of plastic parcels.

  Derham plucked one up, ripped open the packaging and pulled out a gown, a hat and the other paraphernalia needed to go into the sterile room. A few moments later, the three of them were suited up

  and inside the glass cube.




  A circular metal rail had been suspended in the middle of the ceiling of the cube. Dangling from it by wires were a dozen or more metallic-coloured suits. At first glance, they looked like the

  sort of spacesuits worn by NASA astronauts on the first orbital flights of the early 1960s. But a closer examination showed they were made from a strange silk-like fabric similar to the outer shell

  of the JVs in the construction hub.




  ‘These,’ Derham said, ‘are the LMC suits.’




  ‘LMC?’ Kate asked, eyeing the suits.




  ‘Liquid metal carbon. It’s a revolutionary new material the eggheads tell me is somewhere between a solid and a liquid. I think the nearest analogy is the element mercury; at least

  that’s how they describe it.’ He walked over to one of the technicians standing close by, said something and nodded towards the rack of suits. The technician took one down and clambered

  into it. Pulling on a helmet, he ran his fingers over a panel on his left sleeve, the suit emitted a single low note and expanded. He looked like a Michelin Man.




  ‘Whoa!’ Lou exclaimed and stepped back. The suit shimmered like a mirage. It had the appearance of moving water, held together in a human shape by some miraculous power.




  The technician took a few steps towards Derham and stomped back the other way. Breaking into a brisk walk, he turned just before the far wall and paced back again. They could see the man

  grinning through the visor of the helmet.




  ‘It’s not possible to swim in them – they’re too bulky – but these suits,’ Derham explained, ‘allow the wearer to leave the JVs and walk on the

  ocean floor under pressures in excess of 480 atmospheres – the sort of pressure experienced at the depth of the Titanic wreck. They double up as extremely effective radiation

  suits.’




  ‘No way!’ Kate declared. ‘That’s impossible.’




  ‘No, it’s not,’ Derham replied, a faint smile flickering around his lips. It was clear he was enjoying showing off this stuff. ‘The LMC gives under pressure. Think of it

  as a blob of mercury with a human inside it. In theory, the LMC can take almost unlimited external pressure – it simply moulds itself to the form inside.’




  ‘My God!’ Lou exclaimed and walked over to the technician in the suit. ‘May I?’ he asked, turning to Derham.




  ‘Sure.’




  Lou touched the shimmering material and Kate came over to try it too. ‘It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before,’ she said. ‘It’s like . . . like . .

  .’




  ‘Like it’s not actually there?’ Derham said.




  ‘Yes,’ Kate replied. ‘Yes, that’s it, exactly.’




  ‘So,’ Lou said, turning away from the technician. ‘This means you really can get down to the Titanic and inside it. I still can’t wrap my head around that idea.

  I envy you, man.’




  ‘Why?’ Derham said, turning first to Kate and then back to Lou. ‘Aren’t you coming with me?’
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  Five miles outside Lyon, France. Present day.




  Smoking a fat Bolivar, one of her favourite cigars, Glena Buckingham, the CEO of Eurenergy, sat up from her chair as her Polish executive assistant, Hans Secker, came into

  the drawing room at her European home, the magnificent Louis XIV country estate of Château Chambourg.




  Secker was a small man dressed immaculately in a blue suit and a lightly patterned purple tie. He had worked closely with Buckingham for almost four years and was her most trusted

  lieutenant.




  Buckingham drew on her cigar. ‘I hope this is as urgent as you made it out to be on the phone, Hans. I have to be in Strasbourg in forty-five minutes.’ Her voice was cut-glass Home

  Counties.




  ‘I think it is, Glena,’ he replied and leaned down to open his briefcase. He was one of only a handful of people in the world who called her by her Christian name. When he

  straightened, he had a small folder of papers in his hand. He passed it to her.




  The top page was a photograph showing segments of a shipwreck. Buckingham recognized it immediately. ‘Titanic,’ she said. ‘It’s been all over the

  news.’




  ‘Officially, Marine Phenomenon REZ375 has been caused by some natural radiation leak.’




  She shuffled through the papers and stopped, read a paragraph, lifted another photograph and studied it as she walked towards a massive window trailing cigar smoke behind her. Sunlight splashed

  onto the marble floor.




  ‘The source is in the ship itself?’ she exclaimed. ‘And the radiation levels are rising.’




  Secker was at her elbow, nodding slowly, a brief cynical smile playing across his lips. Buckingham turned and stared down at him.




  ‘How can that be?’




  ‘I don’t know . . . yet. But I intend to find out.’




  Glena Buckingham studied him without expression as she worked through the possibilities in her mind. ‘It could still be a natural source.’




  ‘It could; but, if you look here.’ He gently turned a page and tapped the bottom paragraph. ‘A precise sensor sweep from one of our satellites in geosynchronous orbit over the

  site has established that the source is not from the ocean floor or beneath it, but close to twenty-five yards above it, which puts it within the bowels of the wreck.’




  Buckingham stared again at the papers. ‘I can see why NATO have set up an exclusion zone . . . and why you have brought it to my attention, Hans. It could be a natural radiation source,

  but if it’s not then it has to be an alternative energy source, which definitely presents us with an unacceptable threat. You’ve done well.’




  Secker merely nodded.




  ‘And NATO is basing the operation in Norfolk, Virginia? Do we have anyone there?’




  ‘We do.’




  ‘Good. Contact him right away.’




  ‘No need. He has already called us. The navy has enlisted specialists. He’s not sure what they are planning, but they are very keen to get to the root of what this is all

  about.’




  ‘Of course they are. Give your contact free rein. I want updates as they come in, Hans. Got that? Also, get Sterling Van Lee onto it. He’s our best . . .’




  ‘I took the liberty . . .’




  Buckingham nodded. ‘Good.’ She looked back down to the photograph of the Titanic lying broken in two on the floor of the Atlantic Ocean and drew on the fat cigar. ‘Who

  could have imagined such a thing?’ She handed the papers to Secker then strode across the room, through the hall and out onto the gravel driveway towards the waiting chopper.
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  NATO Exclusion Zone, 375 miles SE of Newfoundland. Present day.




  NATO had deployed four surface warships to patrol the perimeter of the Exclusion Zone – two destroyers, the USS Brooklyn and USS Toledo, along with

  the Australian ship HMAS Darwin and a British aircraft carrier, HMS Ipswich. An AWACS Boeing E-3 Sentry patrolled the skies over the region and was in constant communication with

  HQs on both sides of the Atlantic. The Exclusion Zone itself was an area of twenty-seven square miles centred on the point above the wreck of the Titanic.




  All vessels were operating under Extreme Radiation Risk status, which meant that no crew were allowed on deck unless they were wearing full radiation suits. The ocean was strewn with dead and

  decaying marine life ranging from a host of tiny minnows to larger fish, octopuses and plants. The stench was ferocious.




  Only twenty-four hours had passed since Captain Derham had walked into Kate and Lou’s lab, and now they were inside the Exclusion Zone aboard USS Armstrong, the mother ship for

  the JV1 and JV2 deep-ocean subs. The ship was a small, purpose-built vessel, with a crew of just twelve. Heavily shielded to protect it against high radiation levels, it was only

  lightly armed with two 5-inch/54 calibre mark 45 guns.




  ‘These are the latest probe images just in,’ Jerry Derham said. He, Kate and Lou were alone in the ready room of the Armstrong. There was a knock on the door and a woman

  wearing a naval commander’s uniform stepped in. She had short auburn hair and a hard face. Kate and Lou had met her briefly at Norfolk Naval Base. Commander Jane Milford was the navy’s

  number one Jules Verne submarine pilot and had put in over five hundred submersed hours in JV1 and JV2. She had been in the Exclusion Zone for twenty-four hours before

  Derham, Lou and Kate had arrived, and she had already made a surveillance dive to the Titanic wreck in a conventional deep-ocean submersible.




  ‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, ‘last-minute checks on JV1.’




  Derham looked up. ‘Commander. Please, sit down. I was just showing these guys the latest probe images. The wreck looks kinda eerie, don’t you think?’




  ‘It does,’ Kate said and flicked a glance at her colleague. ‘I know Lou is a pretty hard-nosed pragmatist about it. I guess you’re used to it too, commander.’




  ‘I don’t think you ever get used to it, doctor, especially seeing it in the flesh.’




  Lou looked up from the large colour prints. ‘The Titanic is different,’ he said. ‘Don’t ask me why. It’s not just the scale of it.’




  ‘It’s because the ship was meant to be unsinkable. It was a symbol of man’s technological prowess and it was brought down by a chunk of ice,’ Kate said. ‘I mean,

  just look here.’ She pointed to an opened book close to the prints. It was an annotated collection of photographs of the interior of the gigantic liner all taken by a photographer from the

  Illustrations Bureau a few days before the launch. The photo on the left-hand page showed one of the First Class lounges. It was so incredibly opulent – gorgeous cornicing, ornate brass

  lamps, sumptuous chesterfields. Then she sifted the prints from the probe and found the one she was after. ‘If I’m not mistaken, this is the same room now.’




  The image showed a shattered mockery of the first picture: the cornicing had crumbled, the beautiful hardwood floorboards were entirely gone, the furniture was now no more than a pile of nails

  and a collection of corroded steel truss rods. A piece of brass lamp lay in the centre of the room.




  ‘Something like 6,000 artefacts have been removed from the wreck since its location was discovered in 1985, all retrieved by robot probes,’ Derham said, unrolling a schematic of the

  ship’s interior. ‘The ocean floor is strewn with wreckage, but the source of the radiation is not there. It’s definitely inside the ship. Commander Milford has been concentrating

  on narrowing down the precise location.’




  ‘We now think the epicentre of the radiation source is situated towards the bow of the ship beyond the forward Grand Staircase, two floors down from the boat deck.’ She pointed it

  out on the diagram. ‘Our best bet is here – a First Class cabin, C16. We’ve tried, but we haven’t been able to get a remote probe that far into the ship.’




  ‘Isn’t that a little worrying?’ Kate said, still looking at the schematic.




  ‘Why? You mean, if a probe can’t get in there, how can we?’ Milford asked.




  ‘Precisely.’




  ‘I appreciate your concerns,’ Derham responded. ‘But no probe is that manoeuvrable. Also, the radiation down there interferes with the signal we use to control them.’




  ‘Most importantly, though,’ Milford interrupted, ‘there’s no substitute for human eyes and ears. This is the whole reason we need you both. You are world authorities in

  the study of marine wrecks.’




  Derham pointed to the print on the table. ‘The latest images we have show the best way to get into the wreck is close to the port anchor . . . here.’ He then found another close-up

  and a computer-enhanced image of the exterior. They could make out every dent and rivet. ‘You can see here the displaced sediment rises up either side of the hull almost reaching the anchor.

  It’ll be perilous, but we should be able to reach the boat deck using some of the holes and protrusions in the hull above the anchor. It’s then a question of finding an entranceway into

  the ship and locating cabin C16. I can’t reiterate too many times just how dangerous this trip is going to be. The ocean floor nearly two and a half miles beneath the surface is as

  inhospitable as deep space.’




  ‘I don’t think either of us is expecting it to be a walk in the park,’ Kate remarked.




  ‘You’re certainly right there,’ Milford said quietly, and she glanced round at the three of them with a very serious expression. ‘And, there is one more thing you

  probably should know. The suits. We’ve just had the final tests conducted on three sets at Norfolk. The technicians have emailed over the results.’
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