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  Norfolk Naval Base, Virginia. 14 February 1937.




  Albert Einstein pulled himself out of the mud-spattered black Oldsmobile. A young naval officer closed the door behind him as the scientist flipped up the collar of his

  greatcoat to shield his face against the bitterly cold northerly wind and stepped around a frozen brown puddle.




  The naval base was undergoing major renovations; there were signs of construction all around. Einstein was escorted along a series of wooden boards placed over the mud and pools of frozen water

  towards a newly built headquarters, Building K-BB. It was four storeys high with a control tower on the north-west side.




  He was met at the double doors to the building by Commander Flynn, a tall wiry man with a head of grey stubble, tired eyes and a cigarette between his narrow, pale lips.




  ‘Professor,’ Flynn said, extending a hand. ‘I think we need to get you inside, it’s like the Arctic out here.’




  ‘I shan’t argue with you there, Commander,’ Einstein replied. Flynn held the door open and they entered the building followed close behind by four naval officers.




  They took the lift to the top floor and crossed a narrow bridge to the control tower. Half of the large circular room had vast windows that looked out onto a panoramic view of the base and

  westward to the bay. In the foreground a road led to the water and a curved succession of piers, metal frames extending into the dark water. Docked at these piers were a range of naval vessels, two

  frigates, a battlecruiser, a minesweeper, and to the south, the hulking form of two aircraft carriers, Yorktown and Enterprise.




  The ships dominated the view and dwarfed the piers and buildings clustered around the road to the water; and on this grey dreary morning, the vessels seemed to merge with the dirty grey-brown

  waters of the bay. Clouds hung low making the whole vista appear as a painting created by an artist using only the dark end of a monochrome palette.




  Looking up towards the horizon, Einstein could see that all marine traffic around the bay had been rerouted for the experiment. Poised in the middle distance, perhaps half a mile offshore, stood

  at anchor USS Liberty, an old Wickes-class destroyer, designation DD74; a ship that had first seen service in 1918 and was soon to be decommissioned.




  At one end of the room, following the curve of the windows, stretched a bank of control stations manned by five naval officers. The desks were covered with an array of dials, lights and sliders;

  one of the stations included an oscilloscope screen, a white line stuttering across the glass. A constant babble of conversation passed between the operatives speaking into Bakelite mouthpieces to

  their counterparts on the bridge of Liberty.




  Commander Flynn offered Einstein a pair of binoculars. Looking through them he could make out details of the ship, a half-dozen white-clad crewmen working on the main deck.




  One of the operatives shifted in his chair to face Einstein and the admiral. ‘T minus five.’




  ‘Professor, let’s go through the protocol one last time, shall we?’ Flynn led the scientist to a table away from the control desks. Two men stood on the far side studying

  something laid out in front of them.




  Flynn saluted and turned to Einstein. ‘Professor, Admiral Stevens and Admiral Le Marc. They are here today as observers.’ The two men stepped forward and took turns to shake

  Einstein’s hand.




  On the table lay a large piece of paper covered with lines drawn in different colours connecting a series of boxes and triangles, each labelled in bold letters. At the head of the diagram was

  written: ‘Project Cover Up. Top Secret’. At the foot of the paper was a rectangle marked ‘Control Room’. This was the room they were now standing in. Close to the top of the

  diagram was a small box designated ‘USS Liberty’.




  From the rectangle representing the control room, a thick red line ran vertically upwards before splitting into two fresh horizontal lines, left and right. These each arrived at boxes labelled

  ‘Conduction Station’. Connected to these and off to each side of the paper two triangles had been drawn. Under each was written ‘Particle Beam Emitter’. Two green lines

  connected these to boxes carrying the legend: ‘Generators’. Bright yellow wavy lines came from the particle beam emitters to converge on Liberty.




  ‘Could you talk us through it please, Professor?’




  ‘Certainly.’




  Commander Flynn handed Einstein a pointer and the scientist leaned in towards the diagram.




  ‘As you know, the object of this experiment, part of the larger project dubbed “Cover Up”, is to build a defensive shield about the warship Liberty.’ He tapped

  the diagram. ‘We hope to do this because of a consequence of a theory I have been working on with a close colleague, Johannes Kessler in Berlin. We call it the Unified Field

  Theory.’




  ‘With respect, Professor, could we stick to the practicalities please,’ Flynn interrupted.




  ‘Very well. From here’ – and Einstein tapped the box representing the Control Room – ‘a pulse of electricity is fired to these two “Conduction

  Stations”, here and here. This is then amplified and sent via a cable to each of the “Particle Beam Emitters”.’ He pointed to the triangles each side of the diagram.

  ‘These then fire a beam of particles called protons towards Liberty. When the two streams meet, they interact, and, according to theory at least, they will generate a sphere of

  exotic particles called “neutrinos”.’




  ‘And these . . . neutrinos act as a kind of invisible shield against anything fired at the ship. Is that right, Professor?’ Admiral Stevens asked.




  ‘That is indeed the theory, Admiral. If the shield is produced properly in the demonstration today, we should see just a slight distortion of the air around the ship, a shimmering perhaps.

  We then plan to use small arms fire from a launch close by, to test its effectiveness.’




  ‘And with the crew inside?’ Stevens queried.




  ‘That was a decision made by our people early on,’ Commander Flynn said. ‘We want to see what effect the beams have on humans, not just the ship. All the men aboard

  Liberty are volunteers.’




  ‘T minus two minutes,’ the same operator at the control panels announced.




  ‘Gentlemen, shall we go over to the observation window?’




  Commander Flynn led the way, and as Einstein and the two admirals reached the observation window he pointed to a line of four chairs and handed them each a pair of binoculars.




  ‘T minus sixty seconds. Conduction coils on.’




  There was a hush of expectation in the room, a silence broken only by the whirr of machines, the hum of valves.




  ‘Thirty seconds to link up. Particle emitters on.’




  Einstein and the naval men watched through their binoculars.




  ‘Five, four, three. Emitters set to full load. Two, one.’




  For perhaps two seconds it seemed as though nothing was happening; but then, almost invisible at first, they could see a hazy light flickering around Liberty. It looked like distortion

  produced by hot air. Four sailors were visible on the deck, each manning a station; two more men could be seen moving around on the bridge.




  Then a low hum came from across the water. It was impossible to pinpoint the source. Quickly, it rose through the scale to a squeal that seemed to come from all around. As Einstein and the three

  senior officers watched, the shimmering aura around the ship started to glow. It began as a mellow lemon altering to a pallid green that spread into a dome encompassing the whole ship. A halo of

  sparkling light hung over it and around the perimeter where it touched the water.




  ‘Holy . . . !’ exclaimed Admiral Le Marc, ‘. . . that light!’




  A ferocious blast of noise came from the ship. The sailors cowered. A shockwave skittered across the water. Travelling at the speed of sound, it took less than two seconds to cover the half mile

  from Liberty to the control room of the naval base. It hit the wall of windows, shattering the panes into countless shards that sprayed the room.




  *




  Einstein came to completely deaf, feeling the pounding of his own heart, his own heavy breathing reverberating through his head. He pulled himself up into a seated position and

  looked around. Admiral Le Marc was dead, his head a mess of glass and brain, the horrible white of his broken skull just by Einstein’s feet. The other two officers were pulling themselves to

  their feet, their faces covered with dust and blood. Einstein turned towards where the operators had been seated; the closest was rushing over to them, the others gazed around, shock imprinted on

  their faces.




  Einstein let the young naval operator help him up. A horrible stab of pain shot up his right leg and he almost collapsed.




  ‘Easy, sir,’ the man said.




  But Einstein was not paying attention. He could see through the dust and the shattered window that Liberty had vanished.
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  Orkney Islands, north-east Scotland. Present day.




  The chopper – an AgustaWestland AW101 – swung east, banking through the low grey clouds a hundred feet above the pristine dark waters of the North Sea. Glena

  Buckingham, head of Eurenergy, one of the two largest energy resource conglomerates on the planet, drew on her favourite cigar – a fat Bolivar from a private supplier in Cuba – filling

  the small cabin with smoke. Neither the other passenger, Buckingham’s right-hand man Hans Secker, nor the company pilot John MacBride, dared say a word. Secker just coughed quietly and looked

  out at the violent, freezing water below the chopper.




  ‘Lord knows why we couldn’t have built this facility somewhere a little more civilized,’ Buckingham said and looked up at the steel roof of the aircraft, watching the swirls of

  smoke unravel.




  ‘What? Somewhere inconspicuous like central London, Glena?’ Secker risked a little levity.




  She gave him a withering look and exhaled thick grey smoke. The trip up from London had been turbulent and the news on her iPad had irritated her enormously. The world’s media had worked

  itself into a frenzy over the Chinese government’s secret purchase of a tiny Pacific island called Dalton from under the very noses of the West. Glena would have found it all very amusing

  except for the fact the new owners were already boasting about the massive oilfields under the island.




  ‘I do want to see what all the money has been spent on here though, Hans,’ Buckingham hissed. ‘And it had better be bloody worth it.’




  ‘State of the art, I’m assured.’




  ‘One would hope so for . . . what was it in the end?’




  ‘Eight hundred and twenty-five million.’




  ‘Jesus wept! And this!’ Buckingham stabbed at her iPad screen and a blaring headline: US FURY OVER CHINESE

  PURCHASE FROM PRIVATE OWNER.




  ‘It’ll come to nothing,’ Secker said.




  ‘Oh, really? You’re sure about that, Hans? Why the hubris? The Chinese have bought Dalton Island a few miles from Howland in the Pacific and the area is rich in resources. The Yanks

  wanted to get their greedy mitts on it. The Chinese have swiped it first; some clever deal offering one per cent share of resources profits. What’s there to be nonchalant about?’




  ‘I admit we could have been more vigilant.’




  ‘It pisses me off,’ Buckingham snapped. ‘We could have got that island for a pittance.’




  ‘Which is why, Glena, we need something like this facility.’ He nodded out of the window.




  Buckingham was shaking her head. She knew he was right. ‘We didn’t have our eye on the ball, Hans. China’s latest acquisition is about as isolated as it gets. The only thing it

  was famous for was that Amelia Earhart’s plane was supposed to have crashed near there in 1937. Who would have thought the place was perched on a shitload of the black stuff?’




  The chopper banked again and through the windows the passengers could see the rugged outline of Flotta, a smudge of an island a little over three miles long by a few hundred yards across. It had

  barely seen the imprint of humanity until the twentieth century, when the Royal Navy had established a massive naval base at Scapa Flow. In the 1970s an oil refinery had been constructed on the

  island. Eurenergy had bought the far northern tip of the island, one hundred and twenty acres called Roan Head, and two years ago Buckingham had given the go-ahead to build there the most advanced

  satellite surveillance facility in the world. From this base, technicians controlled a network of forty-one satellites in close-earth orbit, each probe packed with the latest optical and thermal

  imaging technology and used to accurately detect hidden resources – especially oil, gas and uranium – anywhere in the world.




  As the chopper descended through a brisk crosswind, swaying as it came in, Secker and Buckingham could see an array of white spheres and satellite dishes. The spheres were each fifty yards in

  diameter, the dishes clustered around a line of a dozen concrete towers. Secker started to count them but gave up at thirty-two as the chopper turned, descended fast and touched down on a

  helipad.




  The two visitors unbuckled and got up from their seats as the door opened, a blast of freezing air rushing into the cabin. Two men in anoraks, fur-lined hoods drawn down about their necks, stood

  ducking as the rotor blades slowed, the roar of the chopper quietening. One of the men stepped forward and helped Glena Buckingham down a set of metal steps to the tarmac helipad. Secker followed

  and the two men gestured to follow them into a single-storey building at the edge of the landing pad.




  Soon, all four were inside a warm white-walled room lit by a soft glow from some invisible source. A large window opened out to the flat bleakness of the island and the metal towers of the old

  refinery topped by red flame like Roman candles in the distance.




  One of the anoraked men nodded silently and disappeared through a door at the rear of the room. The other, a middle-aged ginger-haired man with a ruddy complexion, strode over to the new

  arrivals.




  ‘Ms Buckingham, Mr Secker. It is a pleasure to welcome you to Flotta.’




  ‘Dr Freeman?’ Buckingham asked.




  He nodded.




  ‘You’re shorter than I remember you being.’




  Unsure how he should respond, Freeman produced a wan smile and gestured towards the door.




  They entered a wide, brightly lit corridor, doors opening off to left and right, men in white coats crossing from room to room, a pair of overalled techs carrying a bulky device which they were

  manoeuvring into a lab to the left.




  ‘This is the main storage and repair area,’ Freeman said.




  On the wall were signs, black lettering on stark white backgrounds: ‘Main Control Hub’ straight on, ‘Accommodation’ to the right, ‘Canteen’ and

  ‘Ancillary Laboratories’ to the left. They followed Freeman through a set of double swing doors, more doors off to each side, and across a junction. Staff passed them

  disinterestedly.




  At the end of the corridor they came to a bank of lifts. Freeman held the door back as Buckingham and Secker stepped inside.




  ‘This will take us down ten floors,’ he explained. ‘Our sat dishes are positioned about a hundred yards from this building and the signals are fed down to us in the Control Hub

  via fibre optic.’




  ‘We saw the dishes coming in,’ Secker said.




  ‘There’s a second, larger bank of receivers on a small artificial island we have constructed off the northern tip of Roan Head.’ Freeman nodded to his left.




  The lift slowed and stopped smoothly, the doors opened and they were in the Main Control Hub, a circular room like the apse of a cathedral, a vaulted ceiling strewn with lights and gantries.

  From the gantries hung four massive flat screens arranged as the sides of a square. Below these were arranged two banks of control panels. Four men and three women sat at one of the banks, another

  pair of men in white coats stood close to the other.




  As Freeman stepped out of the lift with Buckingham and Secker, the people at the desks stopped working. Freeman waved a hand towards his team and made the introductions.




  ‘As you know, we have only been online three weeks, but already my group are gelling,’ he said to Buckingham as they walked towards a bank of control panels.




  ‘I’m amazed they don’t go stir crazy on this tiny island,’ Secker observed.




  ‘They are dedicated scientists,’ Freeman responded. ‘They are working with the best equipment available and employed for a noble cause – to find hidden fuels for future

  generations. Besides, they have access to amazing facilities and they’re on a civilized rotation, here for three months then home for a month.’




  Freeman stopped at one of the banks of controls. ‘But I guess you’re not here just to meet the staff, Ms Buckingham.’ Freeman eyed the CEO cautiously. ‘We’ve

  prepared a demonstration for you.’




  Freeman leaned in to talk to the operative at the nearest control panel and then stood back beside Buckingham and Secker. ‘OK, we have the satellites at your disposal, Ms Buckingham. Where

  in the world would you like to take a look? Any hunches?’ He turned with a smile to see Buckingham’s set expression.




  ‘Pacific Ocean,’ she said, staring at the big screen hanging from the ceiling. ‘Dalton Island, the place the fucking Chinese have just bought for a few cents!’




  Freeman walked over to the panel and gave the operative instructions. The screen turned blue then flicked back to an image of the earth from space; the view from Satellite 21 in geosynchronous

  orbit above the equatorial Pacific. The image seemed to grow on the screen as the camera zoomed in, the edges dropping away as the satellite honed in on the coordinates punched into the mainframe

  of the station computer, 0° 46' 16"N 176° 35' 03"W.




  The centre of the screen displayed a green oblong. According to a scale on the side of the monitor, it was a little over three hundred yards north–south, sixty yards east–west at its

  widest point. A mere pinprick in the vast ocean, a featureless dimple skirted by sand.




  ‘Dalton,’ Freeman said. ‘Doesn’t look much, does it?’




  ‘It is what’s beneath it that’s interesting,’ Buckingham said. ‘What’s that?’




  The image shifted westward and refocused. They could see a large drilling vessel.




  ‘I would say that is an exploratory drilling rig. The Chinese must have got permission from the owners of the island to do some test boring . . . to see what they were buying.’




  ‘Now it’s theirs they can do want they want. I imagine the heavy plant will be on its way from the port of Shanghai as we speak . . . the bastards.’




  ‘OK, let’s see what’s down there,’ Freeman said.




  The view on the monitor changed, the satellite image moved south-west to close in on the expanse of ocean near the island, probing the depths to the ocean floor. The data on the screen informed

  them the rocky seabed lay at an average depth of 2,450 feet. The camera showed an undulating seascape of coral rich in a variety of marine life.




  ‘Switch to hi-res ultra spectral,’ Freeman told the operative. ‘Watch,’ he added to Buckingham and Secker.




  The screen filled with a red glow. Freeman whistled. ‘A whole lot of oil.’




  ‘Pan back out,’ Buckingham instructed, ‘keep focused on the top end of the spectrum.’ The operator followed orders and they all watched as the image expanded, pulling

  outward to show an area of some ten square miles of sub-terrain. The red shape filled half the field, shimmering, iridescent.




  ‘That has to be at least a couple of billion barrels,’ Secker said, barely able to believe what he was seeing.




  ‘OK, Freeman, zoom back in,’ Buckingham said calmly. ‘Skirt around the edge. I want to see if we can get an idea of its depth.’




  Freeman helped the operative at the control panel and the image on the screen changed once more. Flicking back to a normal spectrum, the camera zoomed in, breaking the surface again and

  descending towards the ocean floor.




  It was then that a strange object flitted in and then out of view.




  ‘Stop!’ Buckingham said.




  Freeman looked confused, but the operative had halted the pan.




  ‘Back. Same speed, about three, four seconds.’




  The image shifted, the panning slowed and they shot past the object again.




  Buckingham did not need to say anything, the operative knew. He nudged the controls, panning back at a crawl. The ocean floor flowed across the monitor, rocks, coral, a giant school of small

  fish . . . and stopped. There on the screen they could all see a white object like a distorted cross.




  ‘Jesus fucking Christ!’ Buckingham exclaimed.
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  Off Howland Island, Pacific Ocean. The next day.




  ‘Oxygen at ninety-eight per cent, Kate,’ Lou said and pulled round to face her.




  ‘Same,’ she said, checking his tank, giving him the thumbs up before turning to the two junior team members, Gustav Schwartz and Connor Maitland. ‘Keep comms open at all times,

  guys. We’ll be at seventy feet so we only have thirty minutes at the wreck.’




  ‘Cool,’ Gustav said.




  Lou Bates and Kate Wetherall sat on the side of the exploration vessel Inca, an eighty-five-footer leased by their employers, the Institute of Marine Studies in Hampton, Virginia. The

  boat was in the shallow reefs off Howland Island in the mid-Pacific close to the equator. The pair, along with two of their team from the institute, had boarded in the Gilbert Islands, three days

  away. They had been anchored here for the past twenty-four hours, preparing for the first in a planned series of dives to an old wreck, the Victoria.




  A few miles to the west of Howland lay the tiny atoll of Dalton. Kate and Lou and the crew of the Inca had been following the news on the BBC website concerning international outrage at

  the recent Chinese purchase of the island. Earlier that day they had heard the boom of shallow ocean explosions resonating from Dalton. The BBC had shown aerial photographs and satellite images of

  Chinese exploratory vessels already beginning to exploit their new acquisition.




  Falling backwards into the water, Kate and Lou were instantly cocooned in the near-silent world of the Pacific Ocean, the sunlight shimmering on the surface above them, the coral-laden reef

  below. They were experienced divers who had explored dozens of wrecks during the three years they had worked together. To date, their most important work had been their key role eighteen months ago

  in finding a radiation source buried in the wreck of the Titanic. They had been brought into the investigation by a commander at Norfolk Naval Base, Captain Jerry Derham. What had begun as

  an incredible adventure exploring the inside of the Titanic had turned into a tangled drama in which the couple had skirted death several times in the space of a few days. Jerry Derham had

  saved their lives on at least two occasions, and they had grown very close to him.




  Lou and Kate’s involvement with tracking the source of radiation from the Titanic and the sensational story behind it had propelled them briefly into the public spotlight. They

  had been interviewed by Time, appeared on breakfast TV on both sides of the Atlantic, and they had just delivered to their New York publishers the first draft of Messages from the

  Deep, a co-written account of their adventures. Now, though, it was nice to be working on a small project – something a little out of the way. And this was special for another reason.

  They had married a week ago in Maryland, making this a working honeymoon.




  The Victoria lay in seventy feet of water, with Dalton the nearest land. Beyond that was the island of Howland, and the nearest habitation was the Gilbert Islands, some 800 miles to the

  west.




  The precise location of Victoria, a British trading vessel bound for Hawaii, had remained a mystery since it sank in a tropical storm in August 1889. Only two of the seventy-nine people

  aboard the ship had survived and reached the Gilbert Islands. They claimed to have been slaves, two of twenty-four men and women taken from the island of Vanuatu.




  The British governor of the Gilbert Islands, Sir Jonathan Southling, had refused to believe their story because slavery had been abolished throughout the British Empire over fifty years earlier.

  The two men, known only as Daniel and Alfred, had been sent back to Vanuatu without compensation and forgotten about until their story was rediscovered soon after the end of the Second World War.

  During the 1950s, British marine archaeologists had begun to wonder about the validity of Daniel and Alfred’s claim. But it was not until a year ago that the wreck was spotted by a NASA

  satellite and the Institute of Marine Studies in Hampton acquired funding to investigate the wreck.




  The Victoria was in a very poor state. It had been an old ship when it had sunk and the warm waters and rich marine life in these parts had not treated it kindly. The timber hull and

  decks had gone completely. All that remained was the steel framework of the vessel resting on the reef like the carcass of a dead animal. Around it was strewn a miscellany of objects, clumps of

  coral-encrusted metal boxes, steel crates and remnants of the main mast.




  The safest way to enter the wreck was from directly above, in through the bow. From here they could see the ship’s metal skeleton stretching out across the coral and sand floor of the

  continental shelf. At a depth of seventy feet almost ninety per cent of light from the surface was absorbed, but large powerful lights on Kate and Lou’s helmets and arms illuminated the

  site.




  ‘I’m going to take it slowly,’ Lou said through his comms.




  ‘Right behind you,’ Kate replied.




  Lou flicked his comms to link with Inca. ‘Gustav? Connor? Everything OK with you?’




  ‘No probs, Lou.’




  ‘We’ve reached the wreck and are about to go in through the bow end.’




  ‘Copy that.’




  The bow was pointing south-west and raised slightly above the rest of the ship. This part of the old vessel was nothing but a metal lattice and the beams of their helmet lights cut through the

  dark to reveal an interior coated in multicoloured oxides and crustaceans.




  They moved back along Victoria’s spine and found the remains of a deck framework covered with corroded steel sheets. Here there was an opening about ten feet across leading into

  the bowels of the ship. They swept their lights about trying to understand the layout of the interior. Slowly, they swam down to the bottom of the ship to what had once been the vessel’s

  hold.




  Lou scanned the hold with his helmet light then moved down to swim two feet above the base of the hull.




  ‘Well, what d’ya know?’ he said through his comms.




  Kate was there beside him, staring down. ‘No mistaking that.’ She moved in close to inspect a row of corroded steel shackles, ankle and wrist braces connected to the remains of the

  floor by thick crumbling chains. They ran in two lines, twenty-four pairs along the spine of the ship. ‘Daniel and Alfred were telling the truth.’




  She removed a camera from a pouch on a utility belt and started to photograph the objects. Lou had a video camera built into the sleeve of his suit and began filming, beaming the images directly

  to Inca seventy feet above their heads.




  ‘You guys getting this?’ he asked through his comms.




  ‘Crystal clear, Lou,’ Gustav replied.




  Kate was the first to sense the vibration in the water, a strong current pulling her away from the floor where she was taking close-ups. ‘What the hell! Lou, you feel that?’




  He straightened and lowered the video camera. ‘Yes.’




  Kate swung her light beams around cutting through the gloom. They could see the water filled with rust and flecks of metal. Something had shaken the wreck and dislodged loose oxides coating the

  framework.




  ‘Up to the main deck . . . now!’ Kate hollered and turned away from the metal shackles, Lou immediately behind her.




  ‘Guys, can you see anything unusual?’ Lou called through the comms as he swam fast through the water back up to the hatch and the open framework of the wreck above.




  ‘No, Lou,’ Connor replied. ‘What’s up?’




  They did not answer, just propelled themselves upward, emerging through a gap in the deck. Ten feet from the edge of the wreck they could see a huge metal object protruding from the sand and

  sediment of the ocean floor.
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  The debris-filled water foamed wildly. Pebbles and small pieces of detritus landed on them as they scrambled under the cover of a ragged piece of steel.




  ‘What was that?’ It was Connor aboard Inca.




  Kate and Lou panted into their masks as the water convulsed silently around them.




  ‘Guys? You OK? Kate, Lou, come in.’




  ‘We’re all right . . . I think,’ Lou managed to gasp.




  ‘What’s happened?’




  ‘Not sure,’ Kate said. ‘Some sort of object has emerged from the ocean floor close to the wreck. Don’t know what it is. We need to let the sediment and sand settle before

  we take a look.’




  ‘How about you come straight back up?’ Gustav suggested.




  Lou looked at his chronometer. ‘We’ve got nearly ten minutes. Now we’re down here, we should try to see what happened.’




  He turned to Kate and they peered over the edge of the steel cover. The water had begun to clear. Still turbid, the larger pieces of material had settled. Pulling out from the shelter, Kate took

  the lead.




  It was only as they came within ten yards of the side of the thing they could make out what it was.




  ‘My God!’ Kate exclaimed through her comms. ‘It’s the fuselage of a plane.’ They floated a few yards away from the starboard side of the object.




  ‘Look, its wings have been ripped off almost back to the engines.’ Kate manoeuvred through the water to reach within arm’s length of the shattered aeroplane, pointing to a

  bundle of frayed and tangled wires.




  Lou turned towards the cockpit, pulling himself up from under the side of the plane and grappling his way over the curved metal. He glanced round, spotting Kate immediately behind him.




  ‘I recognize the shape of this plane,’ she said. ‘It’s a Lockheed Electra. Twin engine.’




  ‘Looks pretty old.’




  ‘First used in the 1930s.’




  They reached the glass of the canopy. The hatch was unlocked and vibrated a little in the current. The top was shattered, an opening about a foot wide ran halfway across it. The insides of the

  rip were discoloured with green slime.




  Lou leaned over and peered inside. He was silent for a few seconds then pulled back. ‘No bodies.’




  He tugged carefully at the jagged glass. The canopy crumbled at his touch, shards of glass tumbling away, falling slowly through the water and exposing the inside of the old cockpit.




  It was in surprisingly good condition. ‘I think most of the damage to the canopy was recent,’ Lou commented. ‘Look.’ He picked up a dagger of glass left jammed in the

  metal edging around the rim where it joined the fuselage. ‘No slime or any other organic material along the joins. The break in the top is old, smeared with the usual crap.’




  ‘That split would have been enough to have let marine life in to consume the bodies. Wouldn’t take long.’




  ‘The hatch of the canopy was open though,’ Lou observed.




  ‘Oh yes, strange.’




  Kate pulled herself up through the water and turned so she could get a good look inside the cockpit. Lou filmed her and Kate used her camera to get some close-ups.




  Lou checked his chronometer. ‘Two minutes, max,’ he said.




  It was a wide, shallow cockpit; two seats, two control wheels, a pair of throttle levers. The instruments looked old-fashioned: large, round dials, heavy Bakelite switches. The leather of the

  chairs had been almost completely eaten away, just a few slimy brown patches left untouched. Kate poked around the control panel. It was covered with crustaceans.




  ‘Definitely no trace of human remains,’ Lou observed, panning the micro camera around to take in the details. ‘Better go,’ he said.




  Lou saw Kate tuck her camera away, then glance back at the inside of the old plane.




  ‘Hang on . . . there’s something caught in the footwell.’




  ‘Kate. Gotta go.’




  ‘One sec.’ She slipped head-first into the cockpit until she had almost vanished, only her feet remaining above the canopy rim. Lou could hear her breathing heavily through the

  comms.




  ‘Damn it!’ she hissed.




  ‘Kate . . . please! I don’t want you spending the rest of our honeymoon in the tank.’




  Kate had reached the footwell and stretched to reach her quarry. ‘Almost . . . Got it.’




  She curled round gracefully and came into view. Lou could see her smiling through the visor. She was holding up a corroded metal cylinder about the size of a relay runner’s baton.

  ‘What’re we waiting for?’
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  ‘I don’t think there’s any doubt whose plane it was.’ Kate surveyed the faces of the three men around the table at one end of the lab aboard

  Inca. At the other end of the small room stood workbenches, specialized equipment bolted down, files in high-sided containers, three swivel stools firmly attached to the deck. Gustav

  Schwartz was flicking through some stills of the wreck on an iPad.




  ‘You really think it is Amelia Earhart’s plane?’ Connor Maitland said.




  ‘It stacks up,’ Lou said.




  Kate flicked on a flat screen on the wall above Lou’s head and clicked a remote. The monitor lit up with the film they had shot of the tangled remains of the aeroplane unearthed beside

  Victoria.




  ‘It is definitely a Lockheed Electra. Both wings have very nearly been sheared off, but the engines are still in place. You can see, here and here.’ Kate tapped the screen with her

  fingernail.




  ‘What about the age of it though, Kate? You said when we were down there that the Electras were first put into service in the 1930s. When did Earhart’s plane crash?’




  ‘The morning of the 2nd of July 1937, about 8.30. She and her co-pilot Fred Noonan were attempting to land on Howland Island. Their last known position was close to here.’




  ‘You seem to know an awful lot about Amelia Earhart,’ Lou commented.




  ‘Early teenage obsession,’ Kate replied. ‘My mother kept these wonderful old annuals. The Crackerjack Girl’s Own Book, 1959 had this brilliant feature about the

  great heroine, Amelia Earhart. I was hooked!’




  ‘Cute.’ Lou grinned at her.




  ‘So, this is a Lockheed Electra. But there were a lot of different models, right?’ Gustav asked.




  ‘I did some checking on Google.’ Kate brought up a new screen. It showed the schematic of a twin-engine, stub-nosed aeroplane. ‘A 1936 Electra,’ she said and superimposed

  it on a picture they had taken of the wrecked plane. They matched almost perfectly.




  ‘This is a model 10E. Earhart and Noonan were flying a heavily customized model 10E. But here’s the clincher.’ She clicked the remote to show a picture of Amelia Earhart

  standing beside her plane taken just before she left Darwin to begin the final stages of her attempted circumnavigation.




  ‘The serial number of Earhart’s plane was NR 16020. It was written on each wing. You can’t see the wing markings here, and of course the aircraft we’ve found has lost

  most of its wings anyway. But look . . .’




  She pointed to the screen.




  ‘What?’ Lou asked.




  ‘I’ll close in.’




  Kate tapped at the remote and the image expanded. Then she closed in on a portion of the picture just to the right of Amelia Earhart’s hip. They could all see a designation painted into

  the fuselage. ‘NR 16020’.




  ‘Now look at this.’ Kate brought up some of the film they had shot. Freezing it on a frame showing the damaged fuselage side on, she refocused the image and zoomed in. They could all

  see a ragged line of corroded metal running diagonally across the monitor, and to the right, degraded, but still legible a letter ‘R’ followed by a distorted ‘160’.




  ‘Shit!’ Lou exclaimed and pushed back in his chair, bringing his palms down on the table. ‘This is the discovery of the century, Kate!’




  She beamed.




  ‘So what now?’ Gustav asked. ‘Another trip down?’




  Lou opened his mouth to reply but Kate cut across him. ‘Unfortunately . . .’




  ‘Unfortunately what?’ Lou and Connor said in unison.




  ‘I put a probe down there a couple of hours ago. Everything is now too shaky down there. The Electra has destabilized the wreck of Victoria. It could fall apart at any moment. Way

  too dangerous to go down to the plane or the ship again, at least for now.’




  ‘Damn it!’ Lou exclaimed. ‘You sure, Kate?’




  ‘Well, yeah . . .’




  ‘Sorry, of course you’re sure. So, what do we do? Use remote probes like the one you sent down? Get the best images we can? Maybe samples?’




  Kate nodded and looked around at the three men. ‘That’s about it.’




  They fell silent for a moment, then Gustav said, ‘What caused the plane to rise out of the silt?’




  ‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ Lou replied and gazed around at the others. ‘The Chinese.’




  ‘The explosions we heard,’ Kate said.




  Gustav looked confused.




  ‘Amelia Earhart’s plane must have come down close by,’ Lou explained. ‘The Chinese testing during the past twenty-four hours could have dislodged it.’




  *




  ‘Amazing,’ Kate said. She got up and walked over to the bench at the other end of the lab. When she returned to the table she was holding a sealed plastic bag

  containing the metal cylinder she had retrieved from the cockpit.




  ‘What have you and Gustav found out about this?’ she asked turning to Lou.




  ‘Well, there was no way we could open it,’ he replied and glanced at his assistant. ‘That’ll have to wait until we get back to the States. But we did every test we could

  on it.’ He slid an iPad across the table and she studied a collection of graphs and tables of data.




  ‘It’s a standard steel cylinder, 10.4 inches long, 8.1 inches in circumference. No exterior markings. Plenty of corrosion, as you’d expect, ferrous oxide primarily. As you can

  see, we stripped away the crustaceans and the rust to look for markings and took detailed photos and film footage every step of the way.’




  Kate nodded and looked up, rested her chin on her hand, elbow on the table. ‘You took X-rays?’ She returned her gaze to the iPad screen.




  ‘Yep, full spectroscopic analysis and thermal imaging. The cylinder is hollow, the steel shell less than an eighth of an inch thick, and there’s only one thing inside.’




  Kate looked up again.




  According to the analysis, there is a single sheet of paper inside the cylinder. It looks to be in good condition. From the dimensions, it appears to be a page from a regular stationery

  pad.’




  ‘No chance you could read anything on the paper?’ Kate asked. They could tell from her tone that she expected nothing.




  ‘Well actually . . .’




  ‘No!’




  ‘I consider myself a humble genius.’




  ‘Lou Bates!’ Kate exclaimed.




  ‘I modified the X-ray. Managed to position the cylinder at just the right angle, cut out the internal reflections and . . .’




  Kate was shaking her head, eyes like slits. ‘What does it say, Lou?’




  ‘Just three words: “REMEMBER JOAN’S PLACE?” in capitals.’
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  ‘It’s only Asti Spumante, I’m afraid.’ Gustav held up the bottle as Connor rummaged in a cupboard and came up with four teacups, which he held

  aloft.




  ‘That will do just fine,’ Kate replied. ‘We can celebrate in style when we get home.’




  ‘To Amelia,’ Lou said and they all clinked cups.




  Lou was sitting beside the ship’s radio, punching in a call code. A moment later a crackle came from the speaker and a familiar voice spilled into the bridge of Inca. It was

  Cherie Elaine, their French lab tech at the institute.




  ‘Kate, Lou?’




  ‘It’s us,’ Lou responded. ‘Surprisingly bad network connection out here! Had to use the radio.’




  ‘What’s up? Is there a problem?’




  ‘Nope, Cherie,’ Kate replied. ‘In fact, it’s all brilliant. We’ve just made the discovery of the century.’




  Cherie was quiet. Lou smiled at Kate. They both knew how reserved their assistant was, how she was not easily excited by big talk.




  ‘OK.’




  ‘We’re not certain, but we have strong evidence to suggest we have located Amelia Earhart’s plane.’




  Another, longer silence.




  ‘What evidence?’




  ‘The right serial number, obviously the right model, a Lockheed Electra 10E.’




  ‘That is, well . . . surprising.’




  Lou laughed. ‘No . . . really?’




  ‘Where is it? What shape is it in?’




  Kate leaned in and explained what had happened. ‘We’re going to head home, we have some materials that need to be studied.’




  ‘What kind of materials?’




  ‘Rather not say over the radio, Cherie. We’re catching a seaplane to Tarawa. Gustav and Connor will stay here for a bit, tidy up loose ends. It’ll still take us a couple of

  days to get back though.’




  They cut the connection.




  ‘Let’s tell Jerry.’ Lou was buzzing.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘He’s our best man, Kate. He knew we were coming out here for our . . . what did he call it? “Scientific honeymoon”! He would be thrilled to know what we’ve

  found.’




  Kate shrugged and stood up, found the wine and topped up their glasses, draining the bottle. Lou dialled in the number on the ship’s radio-phone. It rang five times and then clicked over

  to an answer-machine message: ‘Captain Jerry Derham. Please leave a message.’




  Lou checked his watch. It was late in Norfolk. He thought of calling Jerry’s mobile. Instead, he kept on the line and said: ‘Hey, Jerry. Exciting news. Something really cool –

  can’t talk now though. Kate and me are heading back. Give us a call tomorrow. By then we should be once more in the bosom of cell-phone technology.’
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  Princeton. 7 March 1937.




  ‘Your call is now connected, professor,’ said the operator.




  ‘Ah, ah, yes, thank—’




  ‘Albert? Albert, are you there? This is Johannes Kessler.’




  ‘Johannes,’ Albert Einstein said, clutching the phone close to his ear as though he were afraid his words would not otherwise cross the Atlantic to Germany. He stared at the two men

  in uniform sitting the other side of his smoky study. They could hear the conversation through a small speaker the tech guys had set up at the front of Einstein’s desk. The two men looked

  anxious.




  ‘Albert, this is extraordinary.’




  ‘Indeed it is, Johannes, and it’s a pleasure to speak to you, but we can marvel at this technology another time. I have to be quick.’




  ‘I understand, Albert.’




  One of the men across the room, Major Peter Oakland, head of the intelligence taskforce working with Professor Einstein on Project Cover Up, uncrossed his legs and leaned forward on his elbow,

  fingertips to his chin. He and his colleague Hugh Gaynor had set up this secret call, a hi-tech link-up across the Atlantic via radio. They only had a window of three minutes.




  ‘The first test produced an unexpected result,’ Einstein said cryptically. ‘I cannot emphasize how helpful it would be if you could come for a visit.’




  The line fell silent.




  ‘Johannes? Are you . . .?’




  ‘Yes, Albert. I am here. I’m afraid a visit would be out of the question. Marlene is too ill to travel.’




  ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’




  ‘I cannot imagine how such a thing could be arranged. I’m . . . I’m being watched.’




  It was Einstein’s turn to fall quiet. The two army officers stared at him unblinking.




  ‘I see. I imagine you are a very valuable asset to those now in power.’




  ‘It would appear so, Albert. I cannot leave Germany.’




  Einstein sighed. ‘I need you, Johannes. We . . . need you.’




  There was a sudden crackle down the line. The two army officers looked at each other, but then Kessler’s voice came over the speaker.




  ‘I’m flattered my old friend, but I cannot come.’




  ‘What are we to do?’ Einstein looked lost.




  ‘Can you elaborate, Albert?’




  Einstein peered up at the ceiling and took a deep breath. ‘There is something missing in my equations. I wish I knew what it was, but, although on paper the theory seems to be without

  fault, it will not translate into practice.’




  ‘Can you say what happened with the test?’




  Einstein looked at the two men. Oakland shook his head.




  ‘Unfortunately . . .’




  ‘Very well. You had the juice?’ Kessler asked, using one of the code words they had developed when they were young post-docs working together in Berlin.




  ‘The juice flowed, reached its destination.’




  ‘And the green balloon went up?’




  ‘It did.’




  ‘My God, Albert!’




  ‘That is where it deviated from the ideal, let us say.’




  ‘Look, Albert. I will do all I can to help you. This work is important, not just to you and your friends.’




  Einstein gazed at Oakland and Gaynor. They were far from being friends to him and all three men knew it.




  ‘But how, Johannes?’




  ‘I’ve not been entirely idle, old friend. I have been giving our old ideas a lot of thought recently. I could send you my work.’




  ‘Too dangerous, Johannes. It could fall into the wrong hands.’




  Kessler fell silent again.




  ‘Unless,’ Einstein said. ‘This is just an idea. Could you encode the work?’




  Kessler cleared his throat. ‘Well, yes, yes, I could.’




  ‘Then that would be the best option other than you being here in person.’




  ‘It would have to be as unbreakable a code as possible.’




  ‘I’m sure you could manage that,’ Einstein answered.




  ‘What about the cipher? How will you . . .?’




  ‘We can sort that out.’ Einstein glanced at Major Oakland, who gave his colleague a brief questioning look then nodded to the professor.




  ‘Very well. What next?’




  Oakland caught Einstein’s eye and tapped his watch.




  ‘Johannes, time is running out. We will get instructions to you.’




  ‘Very well,’ Kessler said again. ‘I will await—’




  ‘Johannes? Johannes?’ Einstein pulled the phone away from his ear and stared at it. The line was dead.
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  The two army officers, Major Peter Oakland and Captain Hugh Gaynor, walked along the path from the door to Albert Einstein’s home at 112 Mercer Street and opened the gate

  onto the pavement, where their car was waiting. A young private was at the wheel. He jumped out and opened the back door for the men to enter, snapping to attention as they shuffled in.




  It was a bleak, cold afternoon, rain clouds tumbling in from the east. Oakland offered Gaynor a cigarette and lit one himself, drawing on it hungrily. Keeping it perched between his lips, he

  lifted his briefcase from between his feet and pulled a Manila file from inside, snapped the bag closed and returned it to the floor. Flicking his ash into the tray on the back of the

  driver’s seat, Oakland passed the file over to Gaynor.




  ‘You can keep this,’ he said. ‘They’re carbons.’




  Gaynor looked at the blue single-spaced type.




  ‘It’s everything we have on Johannes Kessler.’




  Captain Gaynor read through the first couple of pages. Oakland gave him a running commentary.




  ‘A super brain, apparently. Gives old Albert a run for his money, some say. Kessler and Einstein were close colleagues in Berlin. Einstein was director of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for

  Physics. Kessler is ten years younger, but he was one of Einstein’s top people there. They did a lot of work together; nothing published, but fellow scientists have talked about what close

  friends they were and that between them they cooked up some amazing ideas.’




  ‘I see.’ Gaynor looked up from the file. ‘But Kessler has no intention of leaving Germany?’




  ‘He’s not Jewish, Hugh. And is highly regarded by the Nazis. But he has made it very clear, secretly of course, that he has no allegiance to them. Friends claim he hates the Reich,

  but cannot leave. He certainly does not suffer from self-doubt when it comes to his intellect – probably with good reason.’




  ‘This stinks, sir. I’m sorry, but can we really trust these guys? A couple of Krauts. And one of them is still in Germany!’




  Major Oakland couldn’t help laughing. ‘You’re talking about two of the most respected scientists in the world, Captain. And, strictly speaking, Einstein is not German,

  he’s a Swiss citizen.’




  ‘Still Krauts.’




  ‘All right, you’re entitled to your opinion, but the simple fact is we’ve been told we have to make this work. Our job is to ensure the whole thing runs smoothly, no leaks, no

  betrayals. I know a fortune is being pumped into Project Cover Up. I’m not privy to details of course, but it’s clearly pretty hot. We all know war is coming, Hugh. We might not like

  it, but that won’t stop it happening.’

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
EINSTEIN
CODE

TOM WEST

PAN BOOKS





