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This paranormal generational historical novel of intrigue, suspense, and terror is a Centenary retelling of the Titanic story. “From a master of terror and suspense,” according to Clive Cussler, author of Raise the Titanic, herein lies a compelling reason that challenges all we know of the night Titanic went down and what is aboard her sunken wreck today. It is what forces Captain Edward J. Smith to scuttle his own ship. What prompts such an action on the part of a veteran, retiring captain on a ship’s maiden voyage?

 


The answers are unveiled in April 1912 and in April 2012…and there will be blood

 

 



 


However, first an acknowledgement: Thanks to the tireless efforts of Diane Harrison this novel sees e-Publication months in advance; this due to Diane’s excellent genius in editing. This goes equally true for the editorial help of Robert Farley Jr., whose contribution and help with technical aspects of the futuristic scenes in particular was incredible—again genius. To Diane and Robert, my undying thanks for a job well done…beyond my wildest expectations! Along with others, Diane also edited my Children of Salem. Thanks also go to Sandy Burdsall for an early reading and helpful final edits, and to Joe Franks for excellent ‘gun’ support, helping me to get the firearms right. Thanks to a former editor and friend, Jack Caravela for brainstorming with me on this project back about fifteen years ago. Thanks to Charles Pellegrino for his excellent Her Name Titanic, and of course to Dr. Robert D. Ballard for finding Titanic and writing his excellent account The Discovery of the Titanic. My copy is as well-worn as a book can be. I couldn’t have written this book without this invaluable help and would surely have repeated the errors of Clive Cussler’s Raise the Titanic (written prior to Ballard’s discovery) if Bob Ballard had not found Titanic two and a half miles below the North Atlantic. Sadly, however, I won’t be making the 2012 sold out re-creation voyage of the Titanic’s course in 2012, a hundred years since her sinking.

 


Finally, allow me time to thank my wife Miranda, whose Absolution, a novel of suspense, is now an e-book, chapters one through three attached at the end of this book for a sneak peek of Miranda Phillips Walker’s talent and inherent understanding and respect for the hours, days, weeks, and months required of writing. Miranda and our children together are a wonderment, as the King of Siam was fond of saying. Thanks also to my son, Stephen Walker for untold hours of ‘behind the scenes’ work from fantastic graphic cover art to negotiating the intricacies of the internet world and digital platform publishing. Thanks finally to Joe Konrath as well for dragging me kicking and screaming into the Kindle Indie-author side of publishing, and for his undying friendship along with wife Maria Konrath for her unflagging faith in me. Finally, thanks to all those thousands of ebook readers who have embraced my Kindle original titles and reprinted works. You’ve made an aging writer a happily aging man. Now without further adieu, I give you Titanic 2012.

 

 



 


ONE 


 


Belfast, Northern Ireland, April 3, 1912

 

 



 


Sifted coal dust rained unseen over them, choked them. A fine shower of it fluttered about the men like a million black fairies that insisted on entering them. The dark dust created of itself a ghostly, unruly smoke. Despite how fine the black particles were, their helmet lights captured it as a sparkling array before their eyes. “Black angel dust,” commented the taller man.

 


 “Stuff always looks to me as if, you know, alive,” said the stouter of the two.

 


 At the same time, the earth around them groaned and stretched, as if disturbed from slumber, just awakening. Tim McAffey, mine superintendent, along with his assistant superintendent, Francis O’Toole, dared enter to inspect the recent damage that had been left unattended for two months—this after the mine had sat unused for two years previously. This fresh and somewhat minor cave-in had shut it down anew. Still the order was to get Number 9 operational again at all costs.

 


 At times like this, McAffey wondered why he’d ever become a miner. Then as the floating grave dust ahead of them settled, he thought of the bonus promised if he did his job. He thought of home and family and food on the table.

 


 The day had ended with little to show for his efforts, so McAffey remained frustrated and upset. He knew from experience it’d take days if not a week to get the men comfortable enough—even now after sixty days—about reentering this section of the mine to even begin to clean up the mess where some timbers had given way. “Hell, this amounts to a sneeze,” he said to O’Toole.

 


 “Minor inconvenience at best,” agreed Francis O’Toole. “Thank God, no one’s been kilt this time by her; two injured and off to hospital’s all.”

 


 Still, men were superstitious; once an area underground shook with the slightest tremor, they bolted and often refused to return unless the owners offered a bonus or other incentive. Two years previous, there’d been a god awful mining accident the likes of which Belfast had never seen—twenty seven men killed in an instant. But that, while in Number 9, was in another section quite aways from here. This most recent set-back was a minor one, nothing of consequence beyond a six-foot high pile of rubble in the way of going forward to where it was believed the finest iron ore ever seen lay waiting for harvest—in the shaft where the twenty-seven had perished.

 


 “We’ve little choice, Francis, but to push on. Bosses signed a big contract with the White Star line. Provide iron for three ships that’re between fifty-three and sixty-three tons.”

 


 “Aye…building two more to match that monster Britannic we saw launched some time back. The three of ’em…” O’Toole shook his head. ..“they’ll be the grandest ships ever the world has seen.”

 


 “This one they’re calling Titanic will be even larger than the first, I’m told.”

 


 “She’s almost ready for launch, I ’ear.” 


 


 The talk of the British-owned White Star’s plans for a fleet of ships large enough to compete with the Seven Wonders of the World had the two miners’ discussion turn to politics. “No matter a man’s politics or feelings toward the British, Francis, White Star has brought a level of prosperity to Belfast sorely needed.”

 


 “They’re calling this new one The Unsinkable Titanic, ’ave you heard, Tim?”

 


 “Aye—and Belfast Iron’s a big part of her; a part of history now, Francis.”

 


 “Getting the ore to the foundry and the shipyard, that’s all that matters—one more ‘Titanic’ to go.”

 


 “Aye—the one called Olympic.”

 


 “Hold on.” Francis stopped cold in his tracks and pointed with an unlit pipe, asking, “What ’ave we ’ear?” asked Francis. He pointed to a darkened corner of the troubled shaft.

 


 “What is it?” McAffey directed his helmet light at the spot and gasped.

 


 “Some sorta dead dog looks like, but he’s froze in the rock wall for God knows how long.”

 


 “Look at the size of them fangs, would ya? Thing’s gotta be old as the bible, I warrant.”

 


 They stared at it. The thing was indeed embedded in the cave wall, recently uncovered by the fallen debris all round it. The snout was huge, the gaping incisors prehistoric in appearance. “May Gawd ’imself blind me,” began McAffey. “Francis, tell no one about this monster, not a word of it, ya hear?”

 


 “Why? What’re you thinking, Tim? We could put it on display, charge folks to ’ave a look-see! Make ’nough to keep us in ale and bitters for months.”

 


 “Word gets out ’bout this, Tim, and-and we have two problems, old man!”

 


 “Two problems?”

 


 “Yes—one with the men, the second with the long-hairs over’t the universities.”

 


 Francis shrugged, frowned, and asked, “How’s that, Tim?”

 


 “The men’ll claim tis Satan ’imself at work here! You know that. And the professors—they’ll want to turn this shaft into a laboratory—an archaeological dig.”

 


 “Aye…I see your meanin’.”

 


 “This stays with us. We pickaxe this…this ancient badger outta here, wrap it up, and toss it into the nearest river. Let it be somebody else’s bloody discovery. I want nothin’ to do with it. Agreed?”

 


 O’Toole poked at the brittle creature in the wall with his pipe only to knock away an entire tooth the size of his finger. He lifted the tooth, pocketed it, and said, “Something to tell my grandchildren about!”

 


 “I just said no one’s to know!”

 


 “After I retire one day.” He laughed and turned to McAffey who shoved a pick into his hands.

 


 “So long as you tell ’em that’s all you found—a tooth. Now let’s start diggin’.”

 


 The two veteran miners intended to make short work of the unusual find. In fact, they soon had the creature extracted from the wall, and were chipping away at the remaining ore attached to the carcass. “I can just see this flesh-eater tearin’ away at his kill, can’t you, Francis?”

 


 “Aye—he’s dried out like a mummy but from the girth at the shoulders, he’d’ave been a real monster, this one.”

 


 “We’ll get a tarp, wrap it, take it down to the mill creek,” suggested McAffey, puffing now from the work. “Either bury it or tie a rock to it and dump it there.”

 


 O’Toole pictured the spot his boss was talking about, a curve in the creek that accumulated debris floating in the current above the millworks north of the shipyards. His thoughts were interrupted when suddenly McAffey sucked in a deep breath of the mine dust and stumbled to a rock, squatting there. He tried to shake off a sudden fatigue, his face turning an odd shade of pale grey and a strange greenish hue in splotches here and there.

 


 “Musta overdone it,” he muttered, out of breath.

 


 “You OK, Tim?”

 


 “Just get the tarp! I’m fine. Catch me breath in a minute. Go!”

 


 O’Toole studied his boss for any additional signs of danger, wondering if the gases down here had turned him sour, and if so, they might both be dead in minutes.

 


 “Just somethin’ I ate, Francis, so stop lookin’ at me like I’m a dead man.”

 


 “Sorry, Tim. It’s right-cha-are!” After nodding, O’Toole set off for the surface to fetch the tarp; he couldn’t help grumbling and cursing under his breath that he was ordered about like a dog himself, while McAffey sat on a rock to wait for his return. 


 


 Fifteen minutes elapsed when O’Toole returned with the tarp only to find McAffey bent over in serious pain, asking the other man for help. “G-Get me to-to the surface; imperative. Need fresh air…now. Help me, p-please.”

 


 He didn’t even sound like McAffey anymore, so distraught was he.

 


 “Sure…sure…I can come back later for the carcass.” But McAffey had forgotten about every other consideration. He simply kept repeating, “Air…I gotta have air. Get me air!”

 


 O’Toole thought of the amount of dust they’d both swallowed on first entering the shaft. O’Toole, a big man in his late fifties, held his wobbly boss who seemed about to faint dead away any moment. The man’s knees buckled; he could hardly take a step like some newborn pony on spindly legs. “Hold on to me; I’ve gotcha, Tim, me boy.”

 


 “Feels like I picked up something, Francis. Got no time for this. No time for sickness.”

 


 “You’re nose is bleedin’, Tim—gushin’ it is.”

 


 “Get me to the surface, now!”

 


 McAffey’s ears began to bleed now, but in the darkness, O’Toole didn’t notice. “Never been sick a day in your life, Tim, so what’s this?” he asked, but McAffey could not form words. Blood strangled any attempt to speak or to breathe. Halfway up the lit elevator shaft, Superintendent McAffey died in O’Toole’s arms, his eyes first imploring as if to ask why and then going absolutely blank. As if a shadow was crossing over his brow and eyes—a gray-greeness turning to sienna. Yes, in the eyes. Francis, distracted, paid little heed to this. He was too busy trying to forgive himself for his first thought—I’m sure to be promoted to McAffey’s job…make more money.

 


 The lift platform creaked and bumped its way toward the surface.

 


 By this time, under the elevator light, O’Toole watched McAffey’s body turn into a stiff, brown-skinned mummy. Francis knew that Tim had died a terrible death. A death which left his body looking like a brittle ancient unwrapped mummy, yet despite the bizarre desert-like dry condition of the body, a strange odor emanated from every orifice, an odor Francis could not place at first until he thought of Hades as it must surely be the odor of fire and brimstone and sulfur.

 


 Francis knew also that he was himself feeling ill and far from normal.

 


 And this terrified him.

 


 He feared whatever had destroyed Tim McAffey before his eyes; feared it was no doubt now inside him, infecting him. He hadn’t time to feel guilty over his earlier thought of taking charge—finally—as mine superintendent. His hand went for his pocket, and he grasped the saber-tooth cradled there and cursed it. He knew, like McAffey, that he was on his own way to a horrible death, and it had to do with handling that beast he’d left below in the mine, all save the damnable fang.

 


 He recalled having first tapped the damned thing with his pipe; recalled how they both had dug it from the wall, how they’d both tugged at it with their gloved hands, exerting themselves, breathing heavily as they worked. He thought of Tim’s fateful decision to remove it rather than call in the experts from a local university to give it a name—whatever the hell it might be.

 


 Francis felt a stirring in his body like a foreign emotion. He tightened his fingers around the overlarge tooth resting in his palm now and squeezed until the tooth bit into his flesh. He did so just to feel something other than the numbing fear overtaking him. Something suggested that while he had no future, that he would live longer than McAffey had; that whatever this was, it had fed on Tim like a starved dog over a piece of meat, but that it would take its time with Francis O’Toole who had made the mistake of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. “Mistake was goin’ back into the mine the second time…being human—of caring, of doing me best to help Tim to the surface air he craved in his last moments.”

 


 Whatever had killed Tim, he feared now may well have spread to his body, but what in God’s name had killed Tim? It’d all happened so fast. One moment good old Tim’s feeling nauseous and begging for air—to get to the surface—and the next moment, he’s gone! Just like that!

 


 But Tim McAffey calling for the surface and the air like he did, pleading like a frightened child—that was so unlike Tim; didn’t seem like Tim at all. Tim’s appearance, so changed, his skin resembling beef jerky, leather to the touch, like some ancient Egyptian. What did it all mean? What did it herald? Something Old Testament? A plague? Could there be any disease that could kill a man so fast and so surely as this? If so, O’Toole had never seen it nor heard of it. Not even the dreaded smallpox could take a man so fast and do such hideous things to the body.

 


 It’d been a swift end for Tim.

 


 “If I’ve picked it up, I should be dead as well,” he ciphered aloud, “or shortly now sure. Yet I’ve me legs—a bit stiff, to be sure, but I-I feel fine,” he tried reassuring himself.

 


 However, deep within, he felt an overwhelming fear that this disease, whatever it was—some new strain of malaria, smallpox, the bubonic plague, whatever—it was beginning to sap his strength and resolve. Still, Francis fought it, suddenly as anxious for topside air as Tim had begged for—that and the company of men.

 


 Air I m-must find…find air, said his mind. Survive I must, came a second voice in his head, yet so real. 


 


 And for no reason he could fathom, O’Toole suddenly began kicking out at the inert, now petrified body of his former boss and sometime drinking buddy, McAffey. Then again he landed another hard kick, and suddenly he was again kicking him repeatedly with a booted foot and leg that acted without reason.

 


 The body lay now at the edge of the lift, an arm hanging over. Once again, he viciously kicked McAffey’s dehydrated form, until the body rolled off the platform altogether. He heard the nasty thump of the other man’s body hit the stones lining the shaft as McAffey returned to the mine shaft below to spend eternity there for all O’Toole ucared now. “With god and the beast now,” he said, for a moment sounding like his old self. But only for a moment.

 


 “Off with ya, now,” he said to the darkness below where the body had fallen. “No time for ya have I.” Then he haltingly chanted in what seemed another voice: “Out I must get…out…g-get out…got to get out…”

 


 Before he could analyze these uneasy feelings, the lift finally came to ground level, and he stumbled onto earth as if finding his sea legs, appearing a disheveled drunk in a gait that did not seem his, and yet these were his feet.

 


 He stumbled and fell, gasping for all the air he could place in his lungs, choking as he did so. Whatever this was, a voice inside his head was now telling him to go forth toward the city piers and the shipyards. This hypnotic suggestion felt so strong; he could not fight it. At the same time, he wondered, “W-Where’s me-me own will got off to?”

 


 It was late, no one around, and no one to ask help of. He knew he’d live; something told him so, but he had an inkling it would prove to be a short-lived future at best. Knew in his heart and mind that whatever had destroyed Tim was soon to overtake him, but he didn’t wish to die in a hole in the ground. He wanted to die among men here at the surface, yet he feared infecting others at the same time that this overwhelming need arose in him—to die among men, in a crowd, the first men he came to. It might be his last wish, his final desire, but he could not fathom why he’d not rather die among family than strangers but there it was—an insistence to go nowhere near anyone he loved yet to seek out human contact.

 


 It was a powerful suggestion, one that must be obeyed, one he could not combat no matter how much he longed to see home, hearth, the wife.

 


 He knew the nearest fellows to the mine were men working at the shipyards. He knew that his feet—the same as had kicked McAffey back into the mine shaft, now moved toward the distant lights of the shipyard at Belfast as if made of wood on the one hand, and as if they had a mind of their own, these extremities, and were guided by a hand other than his own.

 


 “Company of others…don’t want being alone…time like this.” He heard himself saying now as he ambled in mechanical fashion toward where they had labored for so long now building Titanic and her sister ships via the iron ore provided by the mine.

 


 Francis had forgotten McAffey’s name now; could not dredge it up. Then he realized he’d forgotten his own name as well. He wondered if he might live at least long enough to take in the air of the world outside the mine in the company of other fellows, perhaps raise a pint to his lips, smoke a cigar before his mind should completely go—but what else did it all mean? A man spending a lifetime, learning, filling his mind and for what? So it ends a blank slate? Why? How? What was at root of living and dying?

 


 “Some seed in that damned, cursed prehistoric dog carcass,” he muttered to himself, feeling an overwhelming urge to live, and to do so among other men—other men who would allow life to continue—yet a life he did not recognize. All he knew was that he must survive long enough to get to others of his kind. In fact, it replaced the one mantra in his head—to get out and to get air—with another that pleaded for other warm bodies. 

 

 



 


 Some time later, O’Toole stumbled into the sprawling Belfast shipyard looking like a drunk at the midnight hour. He passed below the huge gantry, a part of his brain unsure in the dim light how he’d gotten here, how he’d come so far, how he remained alive when that other fellow…a man with whom he’d been…someone he’d known but could not so much as picture in his mind now…how that other fellow had died so quickly and violently. That much he remembered.

 


 He felt not at all in control of his limbs, felt no control of his will, yet he was alive, despite the horrible belief that some kind of dreaded disease had grabbed hold of him and would never release its grip. It seemed madness to contemplate, but it felt as if the thing that’d taken hold had somehow transferred itself from this other fellow’s corpse—to him. And there had been this curious creature he’d carelessly handled. It may well’ve come from that ancient creature.

 


 Whatever it was, it hadn’t killed him as it had the other miner. Instead, it was intentionally stretching out its time with O’Toole—using him up in a more controlled fashion as if it could…as if it could manage to control its feeding within.

 


 While it had so quickly and voraciously fed on the other man, it had now ushered in a powerful self-control. Whatever it might be called otherwise, this thing was sentient.

 


 It directed him deeper into the shipyard; it seemed to want to get as far from its former prison as possible. To that end, it wanted O’Toole aboard the ship just built, a ship that was made from ore taken from the mine that it had snuggled alongside for how long—as if it had an affinity for the iron walls.

 


 Or perhaps it realized that Titanic could act as its perfect lair.

 


 While his conscious mind had no true evidence of any of it, his every remaining human instinct said it was so.

 


 In any case, O’Toole had no choice but to carry out its wishes.

 


 By now realizing himself to be just a conduit, a vehicle to move it from the mine to here, O’Toole thought of killing himself, but he had no ready method of doing so save leaping into the water as he could not swim. He made a move in that direction but was turned about. While his mind still fought for itself, his body was no longer his. He guessed that he’d debated over suicide too long, and it knew his thoughts, and as a result, it was ahead of him on this.

 


 Francis moved now below the giant letters a hundred feet overhead and twenty feet apart. Letters that read: T I T A N I C.

 

TWO
 



The Pier at Woods Hole Institute, Massachusetts, April 11, 2012
 


The screeching pelicans and seagulls overhead seemed quite out of their minds with the unusually early morning activity surrounding the bizarre-looking research vessel in its slip at the harbor. Human activity. Human excitement. It must mean food scraps for them. What else might it portend, wondered David Robert Ingles, feeling a bit like Ishmael of Moby Dick fame, readying for the voyage with the mad Ahab—in this case Captain and Doctor of Oceanography, Juris Forbes, a man obsessed with Titanic, but then who wasn’t?
 The research vessel, Scorpio IV—four times the size of anything else docked here in Woods Hole—was jam packed with superstructure that supported two enormous cranes, affording sea birds all manner of handy perches; in fact, the birds patiently awaited any opportunity for scraps and fish heads to eat. However, the primary purpose of the two super cranes was hardly for the birds, but rather for lifting tons of weight from the depths of the ocean and positioning heavy objects weighing tons onto Scorpio’s deck. In a matter of weeks, the computer operated, hydraulic cranes would be hauling up treasures plucked from the mysterious interiors of the one-hundred-year-old shipwreck named Titanic. The treasures would be placed in sealed vaults to protect them from the change in pressure from the deep to the surface.
 

 It was now April 2012—precisely one hundred years—the Centenary of Titanic’s launching and her demise when she struck an iceberg at 22 knots. 
 David Ingles took notice of the birds—thankful the seagulls weren’t a flock of albatrosses. He gave a flash thought to his reading of The Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner, imagining he would undoubtedly run into an ancient sailor on board Scorpio this trip—old timers with short fuses and little patience for the young and foolish who got men killed at sea as quickly as scratching an itch. If the old timers aboard Scorpio knew his history, or his latest failed mission, they’d surely be wary of him the entire way out and back.
 Ingles came aboard without fanfare and no one to greet him. Everyone on the pier and on board busily work at their jobs. It was obvious orders were to ship out within the hour.
 At the center of Scorpio, Ingles found the ‘oil well’ over which the largest derrick supported a myriad of equipment strung with cable as thick as hemp on a Cutty Schooner. But this ship was far from a schooner, and while faster, hardly as romantic or beautiful. Essentially a high-tech outfitted drill ship, Scorpio’s primary drilling derrick stood amidships. But rather than use a traditional drill pipe, Scorpio’s gleaming derricks supported her enormous cables—hundred pound Cryo-Cable to be exact. Her cable could withstand the most frigid conditions on Earth—or rather below the seas—including the bottom of the North Atlantic exactly two and a half miles below the surface.
 Ingles, carrying his gear, now ran a strong hand along the huge steel derrick. With her electronically controlled pulleys, Scorpio could hoist anything imaginable, even a Titanic-sized bulkhead if need be. If the Titanic were in one piece and not the ripped apart, pancaked-in-on-itself ship that it’d become, David had no doubt that the mighty little Scorpio could “Raise the Titanic.” She was that strong.
 However, their mission was not to raise Titanic so much as to raid and plunder her. Some news accounts used the term ‘rape’ her, but Ingles didn’t see it that way. Not in the least. It was well documented in the literature that Titanic took down many treasures with her—far more than dishware—and the belief held that even the sealed hold that carried a treasure-trove of vintage automobiles would be perfectly preserved at the depths where Titanic resided. Even a sandwich at such depths would be perfectly preserved and edible unless found in a Stover’s lunchbox—which would be permeated then with corrosive salts and more toxic than sea water. So what of the stash of mailbags crossing the Atlantic in 1912? They resided in a sealed section of the ship. A wealth of letters, documents, and bank notes alone. So what of all the jewelry stowed in the safes aboard yet to be discovered? Not to mention brass and gold fixtures and shipboard items within the ship? The treasures that had survived all these years—museum pieces for world showcases, and each item itself worth a fortune!
 It was just a matter of using modern means to salvage the treasures awaiting them from what remained inside the various safes aboard, the staterooms, the varied first, second, and third-class dishes and silverware, the mailbags, the secret cargo in the holds—like the rumored crates of Vickers automatic machine guns destined for the US Army, and a stash of now quite antique automobiles. Not to mention an Egyptian mummy on its way to New York.
 

 Yes it was all extremely controversial, and Ingles’d had to walk through a sizeable crowd of protestors noisier than the seagulls to get aboard, but history would eventually prove the mission the right thing to do—of this he was certain. Otherwise the enormous sacrifice of all those 1600 souls aboard the night Titanic went to its watery grave would have been in vain. At least that was the sound byte put out for the media and the public.
 

 The other side argued that Titanic was a cemetery, sacred ground; they championed Dr. Robert Ballard, who had consecrated that solemn peace of the death ship at the bottom of the Atlantic. Ingles recalled Robert Ballard in a Red Sox ball cap when the discoverer of the Titanic in its grave had last left Titanic’s ruins decades ago. He had certainly put his stamp on the discovery and had every good intention to proclaim it a last resting place, a sanctified ground, a place not to be disturbed, a place nothing should be removed from.
 

 Author Rod Serling’s brother Robert’s worst novel—Ghosts of the Titanic—prevailed in the minds of many, but for Ingles and other scientists such concerns amounted to superstitious claptrap—Twilight Zone nonsense.

 

 “Make no mistake about it,” said a white-bearded stout fellow confronting Ingles, jabbing at the derrick with his pipe. “This monster can hoist up an entire Sherman tank from below if you give the order, Dr. Ingles. If need be, we can bring up that blasted ship piece by piece, compartment by compartment.”
 “Capable of a quarter million pounds of lift,” David replied, smiling. “May sound like science fiction but there you have it. Please, call me David.”
 “Indeed, young man…indeed.” They shook hands.
 “Your voice sounds somewhat familiar. You’re Dr. Dimitri Alandale, aren’t you, sir? We’ve spoken. You called my iPhone.”
 “Aye—first mate, science officer, and you look like your photo, yes? Sometimes a good thing!”
 

 “You’ve got me!” Ingles joked, and they both looked out to sea.
 

 “Ahhh, yes! I called you from my Droid—lot of interference. Cell phones don’t always work out at sea. Well, son, our captain’ll see you soon ’nough. Busy with that bloody press conference.” He pointed to the pier with his pipe.
 “Good to meet you, sir.”
 “Sorry there’s no one to welcome you aboard other than me.” A tall, gaunt man perhaps in his early to mid-sixties, Dr. Dimitri Alandale was half Greek, half Scotsman. He looked the picture of a graying oceanographer and seaman, and Ingles took an instant liking to the man whose laugh came so easily.
 The two seamen, young and old, stood in silent admiration of the machinery before them. They understood its enormous power, that its express purpose was to lower and lift a massive platform on which thousands of tons of sensing devices, search and salvage equipment, as well as recovered artifacts would rest. This equipment would be made available two miles below the surface to the diving teams, men and women whose experiences uniquely qualified them to participate in this historic dive into the very bowels of Titanic.
 

 Ingles would be among the divers using the new underwater breathing apparatus that allowed divers to explore the vast interiors of the sleeping giant below the North Atlantic.
 He would be among two other divers set to dive the bow section of the shipwreck while another team of three divers were planning to explore the aft section of the wreck. Swigart would pilot the sub carrying all the divers below, while an eighth man, Kyle Fiske, almost Swigart’s age, would help monitor the dive teams from the control room aboard Scorpio along with Dr. Entebbe and Captain Forbes. In essence, two teams of three divers, two additional diver-ready backup men in the form of Fiske and Swigart manning controls—eight in all. Overall Commander of Divers and making all the decisions at this point was Lou Swigart. Fiske was considered the man to take over for Lou in the event something happened to Swigart. Fiske could also step in for any one of the others in the event he was needed.
 

 All of them had passed extensive tests utilizing the new technology that amounted to breathing oxygenated liquid into their lungs. Essentially, they were going through an act of ‘de-evolution’—returning to a fish-like existence in that their lungs would be filled with liquid, but liquid from which they could sustain life.
 

 It was a technology developed by the US Navy, and Ingles had been among the first test subjects. It essentially involved a moment of death before coming out on the other side, unless a diver panicked, in which case, there was no other side. Having the liquid pumped from the lungs after mission accomplished was no picnic either, but breathing from lungs filled with what scientist had finally come up with for deep ocean and exotic diving, OPFC, a highly oxygen-enriched, lighter than typical liquid perfluorocarbon as clear as vodka which allowed for breathing and safe pressures as deep as two and a half miles below the surface—the same depth as where Titanic awaited.
 In any event, there was no room for error.
 “I can hardly imagine being able to withstand temperatures of minus 1,700 degrees,” muttered Alandale in Ingles’ ear. The man’s large-faced, wide grin was infectious, and now Ingles placed his looks: Alandale had the bearing and appearance of the actor Max Von Sydow in his later years.
 “Our dive suits are made of the same material as the Cryo-Cable here,” David replied, giving a mock-squeeze to the huge cable. Ingles had imagined this trip and the dives ahead of them many times over; he’d imagined the giant four-sided, metal basket atop a huge platform at the bottom of the sea chockfull with treasures that Neptune would cry for. Treasures that would find their way to public museums across the globe. Treasures dredged up by human hands from Titanic’s secret interiors.
 Sure I’m in it for the money, but I’m here for the adrenaline rush, too, he thought, being honest with himself.
 The press called them fortune hunters, mercenaries, but there was more to it than money—far more. Ingles turned at the shouting of orders from below. From where he stood alongside Alandale, he could see that every major media outlet had shown up, some with microphones milling about the pier. Others made moves to come aboard the research vessel but were held in check by a pair of brawny crewmembers.
 

 Reporters, Ingles thought. Most would kill their mothers for an inside story.
 


The last time Ingles had spoken to a reporter was on his return from Japan where he’d been branded a hero for saving lives. No one said much about Wilcox. Hell, Wilcox had saved his life so that he could himself go on to save others. But Wilcox had died in the tragedy—no story in that, he facetiously realized. And him…made out the big hero. Twisted story indeed so far as David Ingles was concerned. No, he’d failed his best friend when Terry most needed him.
 Ingles’ dark glasses lightened when the sun slipped behind a cloud, relieving the scene of the blinding April morning glare. He wore a sailor’s Navy Pea coat and matching watch cap, looking like any crewmember as he’d hoped to get through the reporters without notice, without anyone recognizing him, and it’d worked. He just wanted to blend in at this point; he could be himself and was seldom at ease any longer when not at sea.
 His wide shoulders, height, and good looks usually tagged him as some sort of Billy Budd, but this particular Budd held two diplomas and a doctorate in underwater forensics—investigating shipwrecks with an eye to what brought them down. His long, sandy blond hair curled up from below the hat. As always, he maintained his regimen of exercise to keep in peak athletic shape. A former Navy Seal, he routinely involved himself in various triathlons across the country and overseas.
 Ingles’ attention was suddenly drawn to a figure pushing through the crowd, a young woman who offered a reporter a sharp reply to what looked like either an annoying question about her mercenary tendencies, or an annoying pass. Ingles guessed who she might be, and he thought her stunning, and from her catlike reaction to the reporter, she didn’t take anything sitting down. He noticed how she took in the crowd, eyes darting in every direction as if searching for someone she’d hoped to meet on the pier, someone other than reporters. 
 Looking over her shoulder like me these days, he wondered, thinking maybe they had something in common—detesting reporters. Regardless, he found himself unable to take his eyes from her. He watched her go about in a circle, making him wonder why she was taking her time on the pier. Looking for a boyfriend who was supposed to see her off, no doubt. Still searching it seemed, when she suddenly looked up at the ship and straight at David. He blinked and pretended to look away. He then turned and leaned into the railing, hair lifting in the breeze. But he soon looked back. Had she found who she was looking for? Was she in search of the so-called hero, David Ingles? Was she a pushy, snooping reporter or was she Dr. Kelly Irvin? Irvin was another of the divers whose specialty was marine biology and creatures of the deep. Word had it that Woods Hole insisted the expedition have a marine biologist aboard, and they expected specimens brought up from the deep.
 

 But if she’s a reporter in search of a story here to ask me to repeat my harrowing escape from death, David told himself, just watch how quickly I’ll lose interest in the woman, despite her beauty. Then again perhaps she’s not a reporter at all. In fact, she looked like a photo he’d once seen of Dr. Kelly Irvin, and if so, perhaps there was an up side to the hero business, he inwardly joked. After all, she is damned gorgeous and obviously in wonderful health.
 When he again focused on her whereabouts, she was storming aboard, her gaze set on him. At least it seemed so, which is what he told himself. As she neared, smiling, a hand extended, David gave her a firm nod to acknowledge their mutual stare, and he instantly regretted it when she rested a duffle on wheels that trailed in her wake, her honey hair blowing like wheat in the ocean breeze. Dressed in jeans and a safari blouse, the returning sun bathed her in light. Tall, he thought, fair-skinned, eyes matching
the color of her hair. Carries herself with a distinct elegance and pride, he surmised. 
 But it was suddenly apparent that indeed this was Dr. Kelly Irvin, one of his co-divers, when she stepped up to him and Dr. Alandale—her duffel bag carrying the universal sign for divers.
 

 She gave David a perfunctory nod but showered Alandale with a beaming smile, grabbing his hand and pumping it in a handshake. She then proceeded to tell him how she had read everything he’d ever written while still pumping his arm as if she might discover some secret if she only shook long enough. She certainly appeared enthusiastic in her admiration for the elderly man beside David—perhaps one of those father complexes; perhaps simply in awe of being in his presence. 

 

 “Such genius…such genius,” she said in a mantra while David frowned. Meanwhile, entirely ignoring Ingles as if he were a fixture—treating him like one of the crew—she began a tirade of questions for Dr. Alandale, all surrounding Titanic and her last night at sea in what appeared an effort on the part of the student to make the teacher believe that she was his number one pupil and entirely enthralled—and apparently, she was.
 

 By now Ingles wasn’t sure it was a bad thing to be ignored by Kelly Irvin. At the same time, he had to give it to Alandale; the man knew as much about patience as that shown by the biblical character Job. He also knew every detail of Titanic and her first and last ‘maiden’ voyage in 1912. In the parlance of gang mobsters and salvage crews, people said of Alandale ‘He knows where the bodies are’.
 Dr. Kelly Irvin finally introduced herself to Alandale, and then continued a rain of questions, until Alandale stopped her with a single word. “Enough.”
 

 “Enough? I’ve just begun,” she countered. “You’re an expert on marine biology as well as—”
 

 “Enough for now; we’ve weeks at sea together. I must pace myself…I’m an old man.”
 

 “Oh, not at all, sir.”
 

 “Calling me sir further ages me.”
 

 “Oh, no! I-I’m so sorry.”
 

 Alandale waved it off, and she changed the subject with ease, asking, “Just exactly where’re the private quarters for the dive team? So’s to stow my gear?”
 “Now you sound like one of us,” offered David, garnering a smile from her. “There’re central changing rooms belowdecks center, but aft you’ll find private quarters for your personal effects.”
 

 Alandale pointed to the nearest stairwell door that would take Kelly into the ship. She gushed once more at Alandale, gave David a micro-smile, and she then took Alandale by the arm to guide her off. Alandale’s body language told David that the older gentleman wanted to part company with her at the stairwell entryway, while her body language insisted that Alandale escort her belowdecks.
 

 David laughed when the pair disappeared with Alandale still on her arm and in fact helping her out with her belongings. It appeared obvious that men found it hard to say no to this woman. Pushy, he thought.
 

 Then again, perhaps he was wrong in his assumptions about her, as first impressions could not always be counted on. Still, she came off as rather cold and somewhat manipulative even if she was genuinely fascinated by Alandale’s history and accomplishments. He wondered what she’d be like for the rest of the trip, especially toward the ‘hired help’—which she obviously thought David happened to be. Then again a person whose life is given over to marine life, plankton, krill, and the like was probably not the most socially graceful of individuals. David decided he’d withhold judgment. See what comes of it, he told himself and returned his attention to the circus on the wharf, a full-blown news conference about the latest Titanic expedition, one that had cause a great stir or controversy even before it had begun.
 

THREE



 

Before David Ingles could find and stow his own gear aboard Scorpio, a call for divers to find the briefing room and report to Commander of Divers Lou Swigart came over the PA system. Ingles rushed to join the other divers to report to the tough-minded, former naval captain, now head of the away team on Scorpio. It’d been Swigart who had hand-picked David from hundreds of applicants for this mission. Although David felt that Swigart, some fifteen years his senior, respected him, even liked him, Lou had told David early on that there would be no ‘headline-grabbing crap’ as he put it. He didn’t mind repeating it for the group now where they sat in a cramped operations room.
 

 “Nothing in the way of news or reports is going out to the press about this mission to Titanic; that means nothing about you either—no interviews, no phone calls—nothing. Consider it top secret. Got it”
 

 Lou, a big man, filled the space where he stood beside a lectern. “Nothing said that isn’t cleared by the Woods Hole Institute PR machine. I put it to you now…simple and direct—and I repeat: there’ll be no freaking headline-grabbing cowboys here. Not on my dive team!” He’d warmed to it, pacing now, adding, “It’s a purely scientific expedition on the face of it—for the media and the public, but we all know it is a salvage operation this…this expedition, ladies, gents…and so to all who’ve signed on go the spoils—whatever’s dredged out of the belly of that wreck down there, we all have a share in. But make no bones about it, the entire structure is unstable, and what we’re proposing…well it could easily—easily turn into a suicide mission.”
 

 He let this sink in but David knew divers; he knew it wasn’t sinking far.
 

 “You need to know that going in, and if anyone decides here and now that it’s this back-out time, your replacement is waiting in the wings. Mr. Fiske, stand up so that all the others know your face.”
 

 Fiske leapt to his feet, a muscular, square-jawed young man filled with energy and a keen eye as he took in the others, saying, “I want this as much as any of you; should anyone fall ill or have an accident, I’m here to fill in.”
 

 “That’s comforting,” muttered Will Bowman, getting a snicker out of the others.
 

 Lou silenced them with an upraised hand. “So it’s a lot cheaper for the expedition if you decide now, else you’ll be flown out by chopper once we’re at sea and Mr. Kane and company will be up my ass about it, understood?”
 “I do…completely, sir,” David replied, feeling certain that Lou was talking about him the entire time thanks to the press that he and National Geographic had gotten on the botched salvage operation in the Sea of Japan. Despite David’s plea that National Geo not air the program, the producers had overruled him and other divers who felt as David did that it should not air, given the dire turn it had taken, costing Wilcox—who figured heavily in the program—his life.
 “You don’t go into this thinking you have something to prove, people,” continued Swigart, ignoring David Ingles. “This is now, and it’s hardly the Sea of Japan. Trust me, this is great depths we’ll be working at, beyond anything anyone has ever withstood before—and the real reason I suspect you’re all here, willingly…” He let this sink in while taking up a position along the side of the podium where he now leaned in a casual manner. “And this series of dives will prove the new technology right or wrong.”
 

 “In other words,” said Will Bowman, grinning, “live or die.”
 

 The room erupted in a quiet chorus of murmurs.
 “I need the bread, Lou,” David assured his boss. “No one’s here to prove anything.”
 

 “Not even you—David Ingles?” came a female voice at the rear, making David look back. It was the second female diver, Lena Gambio, a weight-lifting Italian with an overlarge nose for her petite face.
 

 “I signed on for the hundred thou.” Ingles’ blunt reply caused a wave of muttering about the small meeting room.
 

 “The going rate for a suicide dive.” Swigart didn’t miss a beat. 
“The money has been put up by a private donor working through the institute, working through Luther K—”
 

 “Hold on!” said Kelly Irvin, suddenly standing. “I thought Kane was footing the bill.”
 

 “Luther Warren Kane is a rich man because he doesn’t gamble his own money on risky ventures, and nothing gets more risky than undersea salvage.”
 

 “Kane is just fronting?” Kelly persisted.
 

 “What’s it matter?” asked Jacob Mendenhall, the closest diver to her. “Who cares where the money comes from so long as we get paid?”
 

 Swigart waved them all down. “Said donor has managed to ignore decades of objections from those who support the belief that Titanic should not be disturbed any more than it already has been.”
 

 “The poor dear, she’s looted from the outside by various nations around the world,” added Lena. “But we get a shot at her insides!”
 

 “No one’s had the technology we have,” countered David.
 

 “Or the corporate and government backing that Scorpio is now equipped with,” began Kelly, palms raised. “We have the Navy involvement, our training, and some of the largest corporations in the US behind us.”
 

 “Far cry from just having National Geographic support,” said Bowman with a smirk.
 

 Mendenhall laughed and added, “I saw the spread NG did on you, Ingles.”
 

 “We all saw it!” countered Bowman. “So what, Jake.”
 

 “Please, it’s Jacob or Mendenhall if you like, Bowman. “I am just saying that I’d worry less about where the money is coming from and more about with whom we are diving alongside—I mean at these depths!”
 

 “Mendenhall makes sense,” agreed Lou who continued, pointing to the rear of the room. “Confine your concerns to the dive and your teammates. Your life and the success of this mission depend upon it.”
 

 David glanced over his shoulder to where Kelly Irvin sat at the back of the room. From her expression, she had known who he was all along. He heard Swigart’s continuing rant again in his ear. “That Geographic episode made quite a splash. Just be damned sure we have no g’damn accidents here, and that the wreck you and your friends worked in the Sea of Japan is in the past and out of your system—got that Ingles? Are you hearing me?”
 “Yes sir! Heard and taken to heart, sir.” David gave a thought to his best friend whose body had never been recovered, at eternal rest inside the hull of a World War II Japanese submarine; quite the expensive coffin. How many eulogies had he given to Terry Wilcox? “Lou, I swear to you it’s behind me,” he wanted to believe it as firmly as he’d said it.
 “Good…good. Can’t have you down there with any damn ghosts, emotional baggage—all that shit. And that goes for all of you in this room.”
 “Understood, sir…yes, sir…” came a chorus of affirmations.
 “Have to be focused like a laser, stay on camera and audio. No place for idle thoughts or daydreaming.”
 Swigart was right of course, and right to call him on it a final time today. “I won’t let you down, Lou. Promise.”
 

 Others muttered and nodded to indicate the same sentiment. Ingles took in the faces of the seven other divers—Team Aft Section Titanic: Lena Gambio, former Navy diver, Lt. William Bowman, former Navy Seal, Steve Jens, a career man retired from the Navy. Lt. Kyle Fiske, another navy man. He’d be acting as second only to Swigart as, in theory, he’d be Swigart’s right-hand man overseeing the safety of the aft section away team, working out of the control room with Forbes and the ship’s physician, a man named Entebbe.
 

 Meanwhile, Team Bow Section Titanic was comprised of David Ingles, Kelly Irvin, and Jacob Mendenhall, oceanographer and experienced diver, while Lou Swigart would be at the submersible controls below with this team.
 

 “All I ask, all I ask,” repeated Swigart, “and thanks for dropping by!” he tried and failed at sounding a bit friendlier. “Now get your gear stowed and ready yourself for the voyage out to the Sea of Sacrifice.”
 

 “Haven’t heard it called that in a long time,” muttered Kelly Irvin as they all recognized the phrase—a title on one of Alandale’s books that went into some detail about all those he could find records on who went down with the Titanic on the night of April 14th 1912.
 “Aye, Commander of Divers!” shouted Steve Jens, a stalwart looking, handsome fellow with the requisite seaman’s tan. The others followed suit, saluting Swigart as most were ex-Navy.
 

 Swigart was pleased to see this; he obviously wished to run his operations by US Navy standards despite—or rather due to its highly experimental nature—and despite the fact that none of them were any longer connected to the Navy.
 At least Swigart had set the tone for ‘open and aboveboard’ about everything that goes on—and on a ship, that was important, and David Ingles consoled himself on this point even as he felt that Swigart had been unnecessarily rough on him. Still, what with too many people packed in too small a space, everyone really did need to be honest and up front. Besides, it was the unspoken stuff that seeped into Ingles’ mind that might make him paranoid about how others viewed him and his recent failures. A disciplined work ethic aboard following naval protocol felt right and proper.
 

 These thoughts followed David out of the debriefing, and while others were introducing one another, he rushed past them and was soon in search of his cramped semi-private quarters belowdecks. He soon felt the familiar sense of being home, even if it was in a metal box with poor lighting. The narrow passageways, the shoulder-to-shoulder sized archways led him to his cabin, marked No. 4 where he opened the hatch on a small area as cramped as any rolling RV. Two bunk spaces and a single locker with small mirror to each man. Any shaving or other toiletry needs meant additional shared facilities down the hall.
 

 It all looked like that damned sub in the waters near Japan. It made him wonder about where precisely Terry Wilcox’s skeletal remains had become a permanent resident, but he quickly rushed from that path of thought, knowing he could not go down that road again if he wished to remain sane.
 As a balm, his thoughts moved to the thoroughfares inside the Titanic a mile and a half below the Atlantic surface, to where he would be diving in the near future. From all he had ever read of the ship, it was spacious—outlandishly so, at least before it sank. Now to be sure, ceilings in particular would be crushing and walls and bulkheads tight indeed, but he imagined it would be more spacious than a WWII vintage Japanese sub.
 Ingles and the other divers had been working with the Navy for a year after their initial recruitment, but oddly enough, they had been trained at different locations and had not worked as a team. It was part of the overall strategy put forth, ironically, by a team of psychiatrists on Kane’s payroll. According to Swigart; from his understanding the ‘bosses’ wanted it that way, believing that too much familiarity among team members in such a high-risk, high-stress situations as they faced guaranteed slip ups, that a dive team too closely aligned by fidelity, friendship, and loyalty were less likely to follow protocol in a negative event—the latest euphemism for foul up. In essence, that was what had happened to Ingles’ buddy in Japan. Perhaps it would not have happened had absolute protocol been followed, but then again who knew for sure? Certainly not the commission put together to study the mishap, whose thousand-page report made for sleep-inducing prose suited only for the toilet. They hadn’t overlooked admonishing Ingles for failing to follow protocol when things went south, yet the commission praised him for saving the others, all but Terry Wilcox. 

 

 David stared into the small mirror on his compartment locker and told himself, “You can do this.” He had worked hard on getting this right, diligently and long, to the exclusion of everything else in his life. Lou Swigart had made himself clear. “A good dive team is a tool, Ingles—another arm for the scientists to utilize. No one under my command is going to be some hot dog. First sign of such shit, and you’re on a chopper outta here.”
 Reacting to a loud kick at his door, David snatched it open to find his roommate, hands filled with his duffel and a couple of huge biscuits piled with jam and butter balanced on a paper plate. “Need a hand—Bowman, isn’t it?”
 

 “Got it…got it…OK maybe if you took the plate…thanks.” 

 

 “So you guys drew straws and ‘the black guy’got to share a room with me, eh?” David joked.
 

 “You know how it goes; black dude always gets the shaft,” Bowman immediately shot back, laughing good-naturedly as he worked himself and his bag into the cramped quarters. “I see you’ve staked out your claim.”
 

 David placed Bowman’s biscuits onto his small desk. “First come, all that.”
 

 “Help yourself to a biscuit,” offered Bowman who then extended a hand to shake, adding, “Name’s Will…Will Bowman.”
 

 “Yeah, I’ve studied your bio. Wanted to know who I’m working with.”
 

 “Need to know who’s got your back—agreed.” He lifted the paper plate with biscuits precariously balanced toward David, again offering him a bite.
 

 “No thanks—not hungry. Too nervous to eat in fact.”
 

 “I know…exciting times.” Bowman looked pleased that David hadn’t taken half his food, and he quickly began to devour what was on the flimsy plate, and was soon licking his fingers of butter and unpacking when he heard a strange noise, followed by a woman’s voice cursing outside their door, sending David investigating. He swung open the inward hinged hatchway to find Dr. Kelly Irvin stooped over and picking up a spilled fanny pack she’d dropped; she’d spilled all manner of feminine items, and among the debris two pill bottles.
 

 David went to his knees to help her pick up her runaway items.
 

 “Hello, Dr. Ingles,” she said from her kneeling position, hardly able to turn and twist in the narrow passageway. “I heard there was breakfast in the galley,” she continued as she replaced everything in her pack.
 “No one calls me Doctor, Dr. Irvin,” he countered. “It’s David. As to breakfast? Sounds good.”
 Her eyebrows lifted, her smile widened, and she offered her hand but quickly realized she needed it back before he could take it. “Kelly then it is, David. I didn’t know you were—well you—unitl I saw you in the debriefing room with the other divers.”
 “Oh yes, well I read your file sometime back and assumed you were Dr. Irvin when I saw you topside. Remembered you from your photo.”
 “I should hope not! Oh my God, that mug shot? Say, David, why don’t you join me for ham and eggs?”
 “I’ve just begun unpacking,” he lied, noticing that Bowman smirked at this, “but I am hungry…so what the hell, sure.”
 Bowman closed the door on the couple with a little shake of the head. With the door closed, they could not make out his final remark, but the laughter was clear.
 

 “Thought we oughta get to know one another to some degree,” she said. “This notion we should have absolutely no concern for one another—to act like, I dunno, cyborgs on the job—I just don’t fully agree with those damn shrinks. Do you?”
 “Have you told that to Lou?”
 

 “Course not, but you’re dodging the question.”
 

 A pair of crewmen squeezed past them, which gave David time to consider this question in more depth. “It’s probably a good policy—to be honest.”
 “I suppose so.” Still she frowned, started to add a word, hesitated, and put hand to mouth as if to stop herself.
 “Up to a point, you mean?” he said and laughed. “They haven’t been able to completely brainwash the idea into your head, eh?” He opened his cabin door and gestured for her to lead the way.
 She moved along the tight corridor and spoke over her shoulder. “Well, you of all people, Dr. Ingles—David—you can’t completely agree with the notion, can you? That to be efficient in our jobs, we have to give up being human?”
 “Well it is 2012, you know, and any ahhh…human foul up could bring on the earth falling off its axis and a collapse of the entire world according to Vice President Reardon and Wall Street insiders. I mean now that we’re no longer as ready to believe ancient Mayan beliefs and that fellow Nostradamus.”
 This got a laugh out of her that reverberated up and down the corridor, and he reacted with a smile. “There…there it is, a human moment between us. Frankly, I don’t think even Lou Swigart can enforce what they’re talking about to begin with, but that’s just me.”
 David nodded. “There is that little thing called trust; kinda necessary and absolutely human.” They continued along the corridor single file, when he asked, “So how do you like sucking down liquid air?” He used the crude Navy term for the use of oxygenated perflourocarbons. Cutting edge applied research, the end result of experiments and failed attempts at finding breathable liquid for divers, research begun in Jacque Cousteau’s day. 

 

 “That stuff may not taste like Champaign, but damn it’s miraculous once you get there.”
 

 “But getting there is hell.”
 

 “Yes—no matter how many times I do it,” she confessed, “I’m sure it’s my last breath. How ’bout you?”
 

 “It sucks—literally! But miraculous, it is. Makes me feel like Aquaman or Cousteau’s dream of a race of fish-men!” It was not entirely a lie. But each time he used the OPFC back-pak of breathable liquid, which had replaced failed heavy oxygenated liquids of previous years, results of which had given a diver less than an hour and made movement and work underwater nearly impossible. The problem had always come down to failure to ventilate carbon dioxide, and to marry the oxygen levels in the bloodstream with temperature and pressure levels—and using humans in experimentation.
 

 For generations, the US Navy had kept such experiments under wraps.
 

 David thought of Terry Wilcox, and how this new technology—had they had it in Japan—would have saved his life, and he wondered too, how many anonymous sailors had given their lives for this step in human evolution that would return mankind to the deepest, darkest depths of the ocean.
 

 His friend Terry had suffocated in his suit as his air ran out, and David had been unable to get to him in time on the return down after getting Peterson and DeVries out and up. Although David had risked his own life doing a second dive too soon, leaving him with the bends, it simply had not been enough. Time itself killed Terry.
 Nowadays, with the new technologies at hand, the bends were no longer a worry during a dive. No matter how fast one descended or ascended. The new lightweight tanks and what they carried did indeed return a man to his origins once the ‘death grip’ was reached and suppressed and gotten past. With ‘liquid air’ as it was called, your mask filled with liquid that covered mouth, nose, eyes, and ears. You were literally ‘drowned’ inside your Cryo-suit, your every pore and orifice in the “pour” house, taking in the liquid oxygen. 
 Many a rat and monkey before human experiments had also given their lives in the effort to get the formula right—413 attempts since the 1960’s in an on-again, off- again set of trials. Years of tests went into OPFC-413 even after proven until now that divers using the stuff confidently knew they’d be coming out on the other side with eyes open, heart beating, brain functioning, while the skin crawled. But you were alive, and soon your eyes cleared, brain fog lifted, and your heart rate sought its rhythm. And that horrible feeling that you were being turned inside out like some sort of garment, finally dissipated, replaced by a sense of power that reflected the simple notion of normalcy in one’s bodily functions. The huge surprise too was the freedom—absolute freedom in the salt water.
 

 But it had to be harnessed and controlled. Thus the 4-hour OPFC-413 square-pak had been developed with the backing of the US government, and now it was being tested by private industry and expeditions such as the Titanic 2012 Expedition.
 

 “Frankly,” Kelly said to him, “I’m more worried about the drugs they have us on in order to endure breathing that 413th cocktail.”
 

 David nodded, understanding. “Steroids can have strange side-effects.”
 

 “Not just steroids, hell—the leukotriene blockers, anticholinergics, the beta antagonists.”
 

 “Gotta dilate those air passages and ventilate the lungs of carbon dioxide buildup every way possible.”
 

 They had all been fitted with custom Cryo-suits, much like HAZMAT suits with built-in venting of the deadly gases that would otherwise build up in the lungs to poison the diver. “Truth is,” she confessed, “I’m off those damned drugs.”
 

 “What? Are you crazy? You’ll need that extra edge below.”
 

 David knew that working and moving would be as much of an effort as any faced by astronauts in space.
 

 “Those bloody drugs mess with my thinking, and I’ve got to be one hundred percent clear, David, for reasons that are my own.”
 

 “You’re not likely to find much in the way of biological specimens in or around that shipwreck, Dr. Irvin, if that’s what you mean.”
 

 “You might be surprised,” she mysteriously replied. “I’m going for the galley; you coming?”
 

 David watched her saunter away, again somewhat mesmerized by her beauty. He looked about after a moment to see if anyone noticed him noticing her as she disappeared below decks. He rushed after, trying to convince himself he was hungry so as to have a reason to chase after this woman.
 



 
 

 If David expected an intimate moment at breakfast with the lovely Dr. Irvin, he was immediately disappointed when she opened the galley entryway. There they found some dozen or so members of the crew, a few other divers, a number of the scientists, and a cook, a ship’s dog that looked a mix of lab and shepherd, and a galley boy who looked from his day’s old beard to be perhaps eighteen. Rather than doing introductions at this time, everyone just cheered in a group welcoming of the two newcomers.
 That is, all but one fellow had cheered.
 

 At the far end of the tight galley room, a sullen fellow kept his own counsel, eyes on his food, fork pushing scrambled eggs around on his plate. A big man with huge hands, this fellow had looked up at David and Kelly for the briefest moment, averting his eyes, which to David appeared silver grey with the intensity of lightning. He recalled Jacob Mendenhall from the earlier meeting, another member of the dive squad. 
 While he seemed cold, Mendenhall might simply be taking to heart the planned protocol to have as little contact as possible with fellow members of the dive assigned to. It would explain his seeming rudeness. David noticed that Kelly also seemed disturbed by the silver-eyed fellow the other end of the table.
 “Sit, eat!” said the cook like a captain giving orders.
 

 “Sit where?” asked Kelly, shrugging when two of men in the room rushed to their feet, saying they’d finished, and rushed off topside with their dishes still half full.
 

 David and Kelly sat side by side in the noisy atmosphere unconsciously pulling in their shoulders to make room for themselves. They were soon eating and listening to the talk. Someone had brought up how few funds went into ocean exploration and the safety of aquanauts as opposed to space and astronauts. David quickly agreed, punctuating with his fork to say, “Take the mid-ocean ridge, a 40,000 mile long seam that goes around the globe like a baseball seam—biggest geological feature on earth—the oceans—and it’s ignored while people need to be made aware of it—just how big it is and how little exploration’s been done.”
 

 “Exactly what I’ve been saying for years. People don’t know for instance there’re more volcanoes under the sea than on land—active volcanoes.” This fellow introduced himself as Steve Jens—one of the other aquanauts.
 

 “It’s sad how little we know about the ocean,” agreed Will Bowman, who was paired with David as a roommate but not for the upcoming dive to and through Titanic.
 

 Kelly piped in, adding, “I’ve read where the volume of water our oceans are made up of has, over the last eight million years, seeped down into the Earth’s crust and returned through hydrothermal vents—and that, gentlemen, is a lot of water.”
 

 “Yeah, and what about all those new life forms Robert Ballard discovered at the East Pacific Rise—life forms that exist on sulfides instead of sunshine and chlorophyll?” asked Bowman. “All that life needs to be studied.”
 

 “That kind of life form…damn alien to us,” added Steve Jens, his baritone voice filling the room. “Could, you know…could be out there in space on another planet for all we know.”
 

 “Who knows,” said David, smiling. “Maybe our little mission to Titanic will revive interest in oceanic exploration—get up some funds and fans.”
 

 “Fans? You mean groupies? I hope you’re not in this for glory, Ingles,” said Will Bowman, eyeing his dive partner and leaving more unsaid than said.
 

 “Fans of oceanography, Will; that’s all I meant.”
 


 “Eat, eat!” shouted the head cook, a fellow everyone called Cookie. Then before Kelly knew it, the men were talking first about how the Air Coast Guard plied the North Atlantic to safeguard ships from icebergs since Titanic’s demise. But soon their talk turned to guns that might or might not be found on Titanic, and what sort of weapon would Will Murdoch have used to mercy kill a passenger and then shoot himself in the head?

 


 “In 1912 semi-automatics were rare as hell,” David replied to someone who suggested such a thing. “The Browning Colt 1911 .45 automatic was only manufactured the year before—1911.”

 


 Mendenhall added, “Ingles is right. I mean, a handful of the original prototypes were available in 1911, but not to the public—and surely they weren’t likely to be available to the Titanic crew in 1912.”

 


 “No, the British would’ve been using a Webley MKIV break top revolver in .455 Webley caliber,” added David and displaying with his fingers in pinch-fashion the size of the bullet, he added, “Big chunk of lead throwing 6 shooter—that mother.”

 


 A crewman named Ford got into the fray, saying, “They would have had a lot of weapons being transported from one side of the pond to the other in her cargo holds—no telling what prizes are still down there.”

 


 “Packed alongside ammo and caps, no doubt—I mean for the breach loaders like the Sharps rifles.”

 


 “According to the cargo manifest no, but sometimes in those days they had a code for weaponry onboard,” put in Alandale. “Calling it crates of wine instead, and according to the manifest, there was a boatload of crated up wine going to New York.”

 


 Kelly had too much on her mind to listen to this. She wanted another cup of coffee though and Cookie had promised more eggs, so she suffered through.

 


FOUR

 


The Harland & Wolff Shipyards, Belfast, April 3, 1912

 

 



 


Veteran shipyard watchman, Anton Fiore had, seconds before, seen what appeared to be a drunken sod in miner’s apparel mucking about below. Anton had just stepped out of his small office atop a scaffolding some twenty-five feet from the ground, not even close to Titanic’s second level. Anton had stepped outside in hopes of having a quiet smoke on his pipe and a gander at the stars overhead. As always, he didn’t look forward to a slow night going by in painful boredom with little more to do than play chess with himself.

 


 Anton once had a second man on duty but those in charge had unreasonably deemed a second man suddenly to be an unnecessary extravagance. The poor fellow, George Pines, was unceremoniously let go—fired. So now Anton played the game alone until his replacement at daybreak should relieve him. Pines had, been an awful opponent anyway…still the place was lonely without him.

 


 Now Anton’s star gazing was interrupted by the sight of the stumbling miner or derelict far below. The man was extremely near the new ship the builders were talking up as an ‘unsinkable’ ocean liner, its hull made of the finest ore to be double-plated, its compartments built so as to cut off any flooding from one another. The thing was mammoth—gargantuan in fact to the point it could not be exaggerated. To be sure it was beyond anything Anton Fiore had ever seen in the shipyards; in fact, it had humbled him on the one hand and made him proud of mankind at the same time.

 


 He hoped the figure he’d seen at the base of the ship stumbling about was just a derelict, but suppose he was one of those madmen with an incendiary device—an anarchist who lived to terrorize god-fearing people, a fellow who lived to disrupt normal society and progress. What a headline it would make to blow up Titanic before she even got out of dry dock.

 


 Anton rushed to catch up to the man and to apprehend him if need be. He had a club, and he knew how to use it. They did not give him a firearm. After all, he was no Pinkerton agent. He had read something in the papers about the shipyard hiring private security in the form of Pinkertons; their reputation had spread far and wide since the days of their having broken up so many strikes across the globe, and having been the model for the US Secret Service since Lincoln’s presidency. Every Irishman afoot was proud that Alan Pinkerton was one Irishman who’d made something of himself and his now famous two sons as well. They’d made something of a dynasty of their agency with the motto: We Never Sleep. All due to an Irish trait—an innate sense of intuition and tracking. 


 


 As he worked his way down from his perch, athletically scaling down the stairs like a circus performer, the strong, muscular Anton did his level best to keep the intruder in his sights. So he saw when the fellow entered Titanic at her still gaping hatch where cargo would one day be taken aboard at someplace like Southampton, England—so far the only port mentioned around Anton.

 


 Thus far, the retractable gangplank-like gigantic door to this hold had not been attached, riveted, and sealed. Anton wondered how they hoped to have it ready for her scheduled launch. However, he hadn’t time to do any ciphering. Instead, he rushed for the black passageway. The passageway was so large that Anton imagined the wagons in Southampton loaded with supplies able to pass side by side twice over.

 


 He wondered why this figure had chosen to duck into the ship. If not up to some mischief, then what purpose had he? Who was he? The fellow and his dress marked him as a local for sure. For a moment, Anton thought it might be the disgruntled, fired Pines but no, this fellow was shorter, stockier than Pines. Anton knew that some of the lads here, once liquored up, were capable of some madness. A sure thing that.

 


 Titanic’s monstrous size created a black, sleeping giant of a backdrop for Anton here in the dimly lit shipyard that had given birth to her. An eerie fog that seemed like so many ghosts at play added to the creepiness of this night. Anton was used to the fog but hardly the gigantic ship or strange men stumbling in from nowhere. He had lived in France, Canada, and now Belfast—all shipbuilding countries. After he’d given up the physically draining work of a shipwright to take on the job of watchman here at the yards, he’d become bored but it got him home most nights in safe and sound fashion.

 


 The wife was far happier as he spent less time drinking and in taverns only to wind up in fights and eventually jails. Being chief night man at the yards was a safe life to be sure. As safe and as boring as what he imagined milking cows would be. Before taking on this job, he’d taken great pride in his work. Although forty-two now, he’d been only a boy of thirteen when he took his first job in a shipyard, carrying a rivet bucket as an apprentice. He’d heard Harland and Wolff used the best ship builders in the business, and so he migrated to Belfast years before, but when an accident left him with a perpetual limp, and the limp had taken its inevitable toll, he had to step away from the hard work and heavy lifting; still he had not stepped off too far—accepting the watchman’s post. A post he took seriously, and so he entered Titanic in pursuit of the intruder.

 


 Working relations between the men and the company hadn’t been exactly harmonious lately, so Anton’s first guess was that the derelict was in fact a distraught, possibly drunken worker who had decided to act on some of the threats that had been circulating. Anton had warned that the men were restless and angry at not being paid a higher wage, and that perhaps putting on more guards rather than fewer would be a good idea—but it appeared to have fallen on deaf ears. Rumors ran about that the Orangemen working at the yards didn’t care to do their best work for the British Star Line or any British company for that matter, and they didn’t care for Harland and Wolff contracting with the Star Line. Some even joked that the rivets would pop on her maiden voyage as a result of shoddy work. Anton had heard on more than one occasion a riveter say something to the effect, “Rivets is rivets till you punch ’em in cold like a washer woman.” Anton didn’t believe the talk anything other than talk, yet he knew there was a core group capable of the worst kind of thinking—and that they just might convert thought to sabotage.

 


 These musings raced through Anton’s mind as he searched the interior with his John-lantern. He meant to order the man out of the hull and out of the yards, else he’d knock him silly with his club.

 


 From the moment he’d stepped into the belly of Titanic, Anton had noted the sharp, crisp odor of freshly fired and painted iron walls and bulkheads; the odor filled his lungs the deeper he went. The absolute darkness made him think of the biblical story of being in the belly of the beast. In a sense, that was precisely where he stood now…in the belly of a gargantuan metal monster.

 


 “Announce yourself, man!” came a sudden voice behind Anton. “Who is it? What’re you doing here?” The stentorian voice out of the darkness was followed by a second watchman’s lantern now blinding and surprising Anton, who held up an arm to cast off the brightness and study the stranger. No one Anton knew; certainly not the scraggly fellow he’d come looking for. 

 


 “Who am I? Who the devil’re you?” Anton immediately fired back.

 


 “White Star Line guard, Pinkerton Agency.”

 


 “What? You? Pinkerton Agency? But…” stammered Anton, taken aback. He’d heard that the Star Line had threatened to put on professional guards with guns to look after the expensive interiors already in place on Titanic, but he had not seen these men come on. Nor had the day watchman said a word about it. The Pinky’s, as some called the hired coppers, were supposed to protect the chandeliers, the teakwood balustrades, all of it, down to the gym equipment on board.

 


 “I’m Fiore, the shipyard watchman,” Anton informed the other man. “Saw a man entering here. Was it you?”

 


 “No…not me.”

 


 “I thought not from outward appearances.”

 


 “Just precisely what did this fellow look like?”

 


 “What’d he look like?” Anton stalled, trying to regain his composure.

 


 “Yes? Details. We must know any facts you have.”

 


 “A shabby little fellow, perhaps in miner’s clothing; else a street derelict—looked to be intoxicated.”

 


 “Good man, Fiore.” The agent pronounced it wrong as Fioree rather than Fior, but Anton didn’t bother correcting the other man who added, “Can’t be too careful. I’ll help you search for this man.”

 


 Together they went deeper into the ship, a winding labyrinth of metal without any niceties at this level. Their lights hit on storage areas, freezer compartments, boiler rooms but still no intruder. “Where the deuce might he’ve gotten off to?”

 


 “It’s a big ship,” replied the Pinkerton agent with a laugh. “Name’s Harry Tuttle,” he offered, “late of Shrewsbury.”

 


 They shook and continued on, deeper into the dark ship, and still they were coming up empty handed. “It may have to wait until morning,” began Anton, shrugging, “but I have no idea what the man’s intentions are—and what with all the rumors….”

 


 “Yes, we’re aware of them all; it’s why we were hired. Better safe than sorry and all that.” Tuttle rummaged about in the darkness, occasionally lifting his lantern in different directions, creating crazy shadows of them both against one wall, then another when he suddenly raised an alarm: “Found something amiss here!”

 


 Anton turned to find Tuttle lifting a light over the body of Francis O’Toole, and knowing the old miner from the nearby tavern, he gasped.

 


 “You know him?”

 


 “Y-Yes, I do…and he’s got no reason whatever to be here, and look at ’im—dried to the appearance of a corpse escaped its coffin, he does! When-when minutes ago…he was stumblin’ drunk! Spiralin’ on two feet—he was.”

 


 But Anton Fiore only saw the corpse for a second before he felt Tuttle suddenly too close, and then came the painful thunder of Tuttle’s club knocking him senseless. Anton did not hear the faint laughter of the Pinkerton agent, nor see the glint in his eye like that of a man who’d achieved a great victory over his prey.

 


 “I’ll just save you for later, Mr. Fiore—perhaps a crumpet at sea,” said the agent although the man had no clue as to why he said it or what it might mean; or for that matter, why he’d attacked Fiore, or why he was now stowing the watchman’s unconscious body into a foot-locker where he’d surely suffocate once locked in—but lock him in is what Harry Tuttle felt he must do and do now, as if his very existence depended upon it. “But why?” he asked aloud of the dark interior. Somewhere deep within his brain, he heard whispered, a melodic word—“Sus-ten-ance.” And then came the single word in equally sing-song fashion in his head—“Spawn…spawn…spawn.”

 


 All quite strange to Tuttle who’d had an altercation with the dazed and vague miner calling himself O’Toole. Tuttle was not used to either of these two words being plucked from the vaults of his mind—and to make a mantra of them? It made no more sense to him than having hidden O’Toole’s body or contemplating murder, yet he knew he would kill Fiore, and that he had no choice in the matter as his limbs somehow worked independent of his mind, and his limbs were powerful. It was as though his body would not cooperate with the signals being sent. This helplessness made him over, a different man. Staring at a reflected image in the glass of a portal, Tuttle didn’t recognize his own face nor could he recall his own name. The man in the mirror, a stranger to him, made Tuttle rethink all of existence and reality.
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Aboard Scorpio, April 12, 2012

 


The clash of silverware against pewter plates, the chatter and noise from those dining, coupled with the excitement and bustle of the galley workers aboard Scorpio as it sailed toward Titanic and the past, all of it proved no match for the hoopla being broadcast on CNN. The TV screen squatted in an overhead corner. Dr. Juris Forbes, head of the scientific expedition and Scorpio’s current captain stood alongside Luther W. Kane himself before a bank of network microphones at a podium set up on the Woods Hole docks now far behind them—a mere dark line in the distance. The earlier news conference was already a CNN loop, and said hoopla was all to the annoyance of the more seasoned seamen aboard.

 


 Ingles recalled having gauged the level of chagrin on the faces of tough crewmen; he’d seen their astounded grimaces as they walked into the galley only to see the CNN broadcast. David shared the thought with Kelly, saying in her ear, “You’d think with Luther Kane’s billions, they wouldn’t have need of a show.”

 


 Kelly shrugged and replied, “Expeditions like ours cost a fortune, and Kane didn’t get rich being a fool. He’s paying for it with donations.”

 


 “Donations, really?”

 


 “Taking in donations, yes.”

 


 “I had no idea. I meant this ship alone…”

 


 “How best to be a part of history without—you know—risking life and limb?” she replied. “Without, you know…even being aboard Scorpio yet being ‘on board’ with the most important undertaking of our time? The true exploration of Titanic—from the inside out.”

 


 “So tell me, what do you really think of Dr. Alandale?” asked David, leaning in to hear her response, already knowing the answer but hoping to keep her talking.

 


 Alandale had sauntered in moments before, asking the cook for a cup of coffee. The old professor gave an exaggerated stare at the TV screen, then he gave them a telling half smile and said, “For a moment there, I feared Kane might board and declare himself captain of Scorpio”

 


 “God forbid,” muttered Cookie.

 


 “Feed his ego to take over entirely,” finished Alandale.

 


 Just then Dr. Juris Forbes stepped in, looking weary. “Thank Neptune, we’ve set sail.” His first words to Cookie were, “Damn it, turn that TV off.”

 


 After Forbes settled in beside Alandale with coffee in hand, David asked, “Sir, do we call you Captain or Dr. Forbes for the duration?” David met Forbes’ eye.

 


 “Either or will do, son, but I rather fancy Captain.”

 


 “Makes him feel a bit rakish, doesn’t it, Juris?” said Alandale, poking Forbes. “You of all people know how hard I worked to get control of Scorpio,” Forbes countered, his tone serious. “As to our benefactor, Mr. Kane, he’ll get his part done.”

 


 Cookie rushed over to douse his captain’s coffee with rum from a flask.

 


 Alandale held his cup up for a dram as well, and off-handedly said, “Juris, you need no titles; you’ll do just fine, so long as Kane stays out of your way…Captain!”

 


 “Kane does have a sterling reputation for getting in the bloody way, doesn’t he?” Forbes breathed in the aroma of his coffee with deep satisfaction.” Rather glad I got that off my chest.”

 


 The two old friends broke into laughter. As they did so, Kelly whispered in David’s ear. “You know I once worked with our captain some time back.”

 


 “Oh, really?” asked David of her, his eyes widening.

 


 “It was many years ago, and I was an apprentice. Mostly amounted to moving files, boxes, chairs, and coffee cups around.”

 


 “Kelly!” Forbes called to her, lifting his cup in salute. “So good to see you made the team, Doctor Irvin.” Alandale, gave Forbes a good-natured shove as if it’d been his idea for the captain to say something to Kelly.

 


 Kelly returned the salute. “Didn’t think you’d be seeing me again so soon, I’m sure.”

 


 “I always knew if you applied yourself, Kelly, you’d be a true star. Swigart tells me he has every confidence in you and your team mates.”

 


 “Mr. Swigart’s being generous!” she replied as Forbes shut down again, his mind on other things.

 


 Kelly turned to David and privately shared, “He’s the one who recommended me to Lou. Rather suspect he’s the reason I’m aboard.” She stabbed at what passed for scrambled eggs on her plate. Galley cuisine was not known for being anything other than functional—something to fill the hollow spaces. It proved the reason most seamen and scientists of the sea were rail thin.

 


 “Looks like Forbes is turning into a barker for Kane,” quipped Alandale, jostling his long-time friend again and pointing to the now dark screen overhead. “Turn it back on, Cookie. We have a right to know what the rest of the world thinks of our little expedition, don’t we?”

 


 “This isn’t a democracy,” replied Forbes who, having downed his coffee, got up and abruptly left, turning at the door to add, “It was just another of his damn news conferences; Kane’s people put it together. Not of my doing.”

 


 “You’re no Robert Ballard!” Alandale’s last taunt followed Forbes out the door.

 


 “The news, Cookie,” said Mendenhall, still at the far end, also apparently interested in what was being said about the expedition. 


 


 “Science needs funding,” said Alandale as the news came back up. “This unfortunately, means you put up with the densest—well, deepest crap known to mankind.”

 


 “Comes with the territory,” agreed Kelly.

 


 “Always somebody else holding the purse strings.”

 


 “Name of the game.”

 


 “Par for the course.” He gave her a broad smile.

 


 “Think we’ve exhausted the clichés,” she finished, and they quieted to hear more about the great adventure they were on from the news cast; on camera, Forbes looked uncomfortable with Kane’s arm around his neck. As head of the expedition, Forbes had more to do than anyone aboard, and it was obvious that he wanted to have at it and launch Scorpio IV to end the media circus. That had been two hours ago now, and the news loop had repeated itself on CNN twice since David and Kelly had stepped into the galley.

 


 “Look at our fearless financial backer,” Alandale said, poking fun at Kane. “Pretending he’s fraternity pals with Juris.” He laughed lightly, as if to say it was below contempt. “Such a charade—the whole of it.”

 


 “What do you mean, sir?” asked David. Ingles could not help but hear the note of disgust in Alandale’s last remarks.

 


 “Why it’s a sham, his involvement. He makes phone calls. Threatens people…has a file on everyone. Squeezes them like some reincarnation of J.Edgar Hoover.”

 


 This drew a laugh from everyone in the room. Alandale added, “Here he is acting as if without him, there is no hope or chance of success. He’s like that Trump fellow and Hitler rolled into one.”

 


 “Juris looks so out of his element and uncomfortable, too,” said Kelly, eyes on the tube. “Don’t you think?”

 


 “If I’m any judge of body language, yes,” said David, and to smooth things over, he off-handedly agreed. “Looks like the captain’d rather swallow bilge water than answer another question.”

 


 Mendenhall, who’d been silently listening, muttered, “That’s for sure.”

 


 But another question came from the suave-looking young CNN reporter on TV who said, “This one’s for the scientist, Captain Forbes and not Kane, the financier and PR guru.”
 “Fire away!” challenged Kane while Forbes had stood stone-faced.

 


 The reporter asked: “Is it true, sir, that the submersible you intend using to dive to Titanic will be filled with oxygenated fluorocarbon—liquid air—and that the men inside will essentially be under water within the hull, breathing like fish?”

 


 “When descending and ascending, yes, of course,” replied a stern-faced Forbes who looked like everyone’s idea of a white-bearded college professor, and who had cultivated a startling resemblance to Captain Edward J. Smith who, according to history, had gone down with Titanic. “It is the only way to prepare the men for the dive from the submersible to the Titanic—my God, man! It’s two and a half miles below the surface. So…so one error means certain death. There’s absolutely no room for problems arising from pressure to the lungs, and no room for panic.”

 


 “Losing his temper,” commented Alandale who then sipped at his coffee.

 


 At the same time, on the TV, another reporter fired off with, “And so pilot and crew are literally submerged within the submersible?”

 


 “I just said that. Didn’t I make myself clear? Yes; it cuts down on any fear of implosion, and there’s no difficulty leaving the submersible for the shipwreck.”

 


 “Sounds like science fiction!” shouted a third reporter. “Man on Mars stuff, you know? I mean men roaming the very depths of Titanic’s interiors?”

 


 “Its time has come!” shouted Kane now. “And I fear time has come for Dr. Forbes to return to his command; I am sure he is anxious to make all the final preparations and necessary checks of our multi-billion dollar equipment aboard Scorpio—including the sub.”

 


 David could tell that Forbes needed no second telling, bolting as he did from the microphones with a quick wave of the hand. Kane raised both hands and basked in the adoration and said, “I’m prepared to take a few more questions.”

 


 Now grumbling and at end of his own patience with the news report, the fed up galley cook switched the TV off. David noticed a subtle, silent signal between Alandale and Cookie—otherwise known as Frank O’Bannion, who shouted to any and all, “Eat! You’ll need all your strength where you’re goin’.”

 


 Kelly held up her fork and let what remained of the eggs cascade back to her pewter plate just as Cookie lobbed another ladle full before her.

 


 David stifled a laugh to see her eyes roll back in her head, and he was quick to cover his plate with his hand to say in no uncertain terms that he’d had enough.
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As Juris Forbes made his getaway from the galley, he ran into Lou Swigart, his man in charge of the dive team. “Are they all aboard, Lou?” he asked.

 


 “To a man, yes. Got our first introductions out of the way.”

 


 “Good…good. And it certainly feels good to be underway.”

 


 “Decided you’d rather we got started; figured no sense waiting, and no telling how long Kane was going to be flapping. Just glad to be underway, Juris—Captain.”

 


 “What a circus. I had hoped to hell to be outta port before he could show up, but no such luck. Then I was just praying to get out to sea as quickly as possible before that fool decided he wanted to ride along ‘for the jollies’ as he’s so fond of saying.”

 


 “I’m sick to death of the man, so you needn’t tip-toe ’round me! But there’s sure to be a mole among the crew, and I suspect it’s that fellow Alandale’s taken under his wing.”

 


 “David Ingles?”

 


 “No, no! That crewman named Houston Ford.”

 


 “You think Alandale can’t attract a guy like Ford?”

 


 “All right, maybe it isn’t Ford, but there’s got to be a plant somewhere aboard. Are you sure of the women, Gambio and Dr. Irvin?”

 


 “I am sure neither one has ties to Kane, yes.”

 


 “All right, but what about their diving ability with that liquid air equipment?”

 


 “Yes, Juris, I am as sure of them as the men. Hell, they’ve done better in all the trials and training than the men, Captain.”

 


 “Ah, then it’s true…women do better breathing OFPC-413 than do the men.”

 


 “Proven fact, yes. No one has yet figured out why, but the supposition is that females are more ahhh…in tune with the collective memory of the womb, maybe even of the origins of life, but who knows. Anyhow, yeah, it’s true.”

 


 “Kelly Irvin has certainly blossomed. Going from file clerk to marine biologist, oceanographer, and diver all in matter of a few years.”

 


 “Woods Hole insisted we have a member of the team on board expressly to seek out marine specimens at the depths we’re headed, remember?”

 


 “That’s why I recommended her to you, Lou.”

 


 Nodding, Lou returned to the subject of the money man, Kane. “The thought of Kane aboard makes me shudder. I’m with you on that, Captain. Best pray he doesn’t fly out on that chopper anytime soon.”

 


 Forbes liked being called Captain on such expeditions; it was his one vanity. But his forte was Oceanography and finding things under the waves. He’d worked as a young man with the famous Bob Ballard, and he had worked with Lou Swigart on several missions. He trusted Swigart above all; knew what to expect of the man. No surprises and none of the sarcasm Alandale heaped on him. No, Lou was a serious fellow, and Lou was resolutely predictable. Not everyone was. Forbes knew Swigart to be that rare individual who not only could command the respect of his men, but control his team as well. His vast knowledge of this new deep-water dive technology and state-of-the-art submersibles, paired with his deep-water experience made him uniquely qualified to take men and women into places where no one had gone before.

 


 Swigart would be captain on the submersible; he’d be in charge down there at the dive site—at Titanic as she sat on the mid-Atlantic ridge, where she had been now for over a hundred years, since April 14th—1912 to 2012. Kane’s press releases and headlines were reading 100th Anniversary of Titanic Disaster. What better time than now to plunder her remaining treasures; to uncover her final secrets?

 


 NBC’s Dateline had already done a special on it, and they meant to do another, and so NBC cameramen, crew, and a reporter named Craig Powers were also venturing out with the mission—a necessary evil, as Kane had put it—to keep the incoming cash flowing.

 


 Swigart handed Forbes a stack of reports on each diver. “Each diver’s well known for their ability in the water and experience now with the liquid air, sir. Each has been thoroughly tested on all the equipment in multiple simulations.”

 


 “But not at two and a half miles below.”

 


 “Well…no but the science says, given the circumstances, it’s the same at two miles as it is two hundred feet. The effect’s the same. It’s why—”

 


 “—why squids don’t implode at such depths, spare me.” Forbes had heard the exploding squid joke a hundred times.

 


 “Yes, sir.”

 


 “Thanks, Lou.”

 


 “Captain, you oughta get some shut-eye.”

 


 “Me? Hell you were up all night.”

 


 “Same as you.”

 


 “Both of us pacing.”

 


 “Like a couple of expectant fathers, eh?” They laughed in unison at this.

 


 “Worried how things might so easily go bad for us at the launch,” said Forbes.

 


 “Maybe we both oughta turn in for some R&R.”

 


 “Perhaps I can sleep now…now that we’re underway.” Forbes slapped Lou on the back.

 


 Lou smirked. “You left strict orders to get us out of port the moment you stepped back on board. Just followin’ orders.”

 


 “Can’t tell you how good it feels, Lou, to have that kind of loyalty from the bridge and pit crew.”

 


 “Some kinda show Kane gave ’em back at Woods Hole.”

 


 “You saw that, did you?” Forbes laughed.

 


 “Caught a glimpse of it from the bridge, yes, and later on my Mac.”

 


 Forbes grimaced and nodded, studying Swigart’s rugged Arkansas drawl closely enough to follow what he was saying. Unlike Forbes’ professorial appearance, Swigart looked and dressed Navy issue—in fact, he was the sort of navy man who wore a cap to his brow, one with the insignia of his ship that read: USS Nimitz. It was where he’d done most of his time. 


 


 The ex-naval officer’s skin shone brown from years in the sun, but it was peppered with freckles, and his thinning red-to-brown hair and Irish grin or grimace as needed, marked him as a seaman. He sported a pair of big Irish ham-hocks for hands, and the muscled arms were wider round than Forbes’ calves. Most important of all, Lou believed in discipline and knew how to enforce it evenly and at all times.

 


 Forbes held the files up and away as if to signal something, and then he asked, “Lou, how is it all going to come off, really?”

 


 “Whataya mean?”

 


 “Any doubts? How is this thing shaping up? Do you have any doubts at all—hand to fire.”

 


 Swigart looked uncomfortable with the question, almost squirming. “No doubts, sir.”

 


 “When you have your team down there at those depths, Lou, and inside the walls of the wreck, tell me—tell me that everything will be as controlled as we can humanly make it.”

 


 “I have every confidence in my divers, Captain.”

 


 “Even though you wanted current naval officers, Lou?”

 


 “Even so, yes.”

 


 “Thanks to Warren Kane’s getting us the largest contributors we’ve ever imagined, we have an expedition. Hell, Lou, we’re talking billions here.”

 


 “Yeah, I give ’im that.”

 


 “And he was the one who insisted on no Naval involvement other than use of naval technology and you, Lou! He put me onto you. He had his research team scour for the best man for the job.”

 


 “He also lost us a significant grant from the government funneled through the Navy.”

 


 Forbes pulled at his beard. “I need to trim this damn thing,” he thoughtlessly added. “But you know, Lou, there is one thing we must absolutely have in our dive team.”

 


 “What’s that, sir, loyalty to us and not the US Navy?”

 


 “Loyalty goes without saying, Lou, but what we truly need is every confidence. Confidence in our people. And confidence in their aptitude and skills. Barring any unforeseen accidents inside the hull of Titanic…a bulkhead giving way, for instance, we truly are only as good as our weakest link; only as good as our people. Right?”

 


 “Yes, sir! Barring an opportunity to train for another six months to a year, yeah, we’re as ready as can be! We’ve the people with the ‘right stuff’, Juris.”

 


 Forbes took a deep breath of sea air and stepped to the rail to feel the ocean spray against his skin. “I’m feeling home at last, Lou.”

 


 Swigart had already sensed this when joining him at the railing. Both men stared off into the horizon for the distant prize out there.

 


 “You know, Lou, I came to this place in rather a roundabout manner.”

 


 “From the galley, I know…to stay out of sight of another reporter—to make your way up to the bridge and the control room.”

 


 Juris Forbes laughed. “No, Lou—I meant to this place in my life; it has been a dream for so long, you know…so very desperately, damnably long.”

 


 “Oh…I thought you meant…” Lou laughed now at his misunderstanding. “Still, Juris, best place to be aboard Scorpio is up there in her central nervous system—the control room—or what you dyed-in-the-wool Navy guys call the ‘Pit’.”

 


 Forbes turned and leaned his back to the brass railing; he took in the entire ship at a glance, from bow to stern and the up to the bridge. “She is an electronic marvel.”

 


 “She’s certainly that.”

 


 “So I’m gonna keep heading that-a-way.” Forbes pointed up a ladder leading to the control room and bridge. “Thanks for everything, Lou.”

 


 “Think I’ll catch some winks, Captain. Suggest you do likewise, sir.”

 

 They parted company, and Forbes thought about the media circus again; it’d taken Warren Luther Kane three years to amass the fortune required to “raise” the Titanic as some news stories put it, while others called it raping the Titanic. Kane was not so foolish as to risk an entire fortune alone; he had significant silent partners. The ship, the equipment, the specialized Action Info Center with its holographic navigational tools, the pressurized containers to be lowered for all the plunder and treasure, the millions spent creating what everyone was calling ‘Mad Max’ or Maximum MHD, one quite incredible submersible indeed.
 

 The primary drive on the sub was technically termed a Magnetohydrodynamic propulsion system, abbreviated as MHD. Basically it worked not by moving the water itself, which was a simplistic way of explaining it to the press and public in general, but by moving the suspended particles in the water which creates a directed current inside the drive, which in turn creates thrust, with no moving parts.
 

 As amazing as that sounded, Juris believed the average citizen incapable of understanding that sea water was chockfull of dissolved salts, various ions, and of course single-celled organisms whose bodies contained various elements, some of which were affected by magnets and magnetic fields. Mad Max utilized these principals beautifully to propel herself through the water as efficiently as a squid but with beauty and grace and the maneuverability of a Chinook helicopter, capable of moving on a dime in any direction and hovering in place as a cargo chopper might in the air. 

 


In other words, it was some submersible and its two areas of entry, over the top and at the airlock-cargo bay offered more possibility for treasures found to be brought up safely as it had a built-in immersion tank in the hold. It meant safety features heretofore never dreamed of for salvaged artifacts, not to mention the lives of everyone aboard Max, the away teams that Lou was in charge of.

 


 It was all a gigantic undertaking—one team to investigate the aft section, the other the bow section a mile away. Lou’s chosen divers meant to go inside the shipwreck to retrieve the remaining intact treasures aboard. With the new technology, they could plunder the ship as quickly and efficiently as any pirate endeavor on the high seas of old—but in this case, no one was alive to put up the least resistance. Even Bob Ballard had been sickened and greatly disappointed by their plans. On learning of Scorpio’s mission to Titanic, the old man was unable to put up a fight when even his beloved Woods Hole Institute fell in behind the project.

 


 Ballard’s threat to get an injunction against Forbes—his one-time student—and all the backers of Scorpio’s mission never materialized. According to Kane, they all had Kane to thank for getting into a full-on PR battle with Ballard.

 


 Still, as he made his way to the control room, Dr. Juris Forbes, Captain of Scorpio for the duration, wondered how history would portray their venture, and in particular how kind or unkind history would treat him personally. Then he wondered why it mattered; why it should matter to him.

 


 Continuing his thoughts, Juris Forbes wondered if it would matter in the least to anyone, including himself, once he was a wealthy man thanks to his contractual share in the profits.

 


 Still so much depended upon what precisely the expedition might or might not uncover; what they might ‘unearth’ from this watery tomb. Aside from all these considerations, there was the one prize in particular awaiting Forbes’ discovery, something beyond wealth and fame. A prize without measure. Of this much he was certain—that his reputation and fame would spread and eclipse all other deep water salvage captains. He envisioned a front page photo of himself a the helm of Scorpio. Not to mention the prizes that would be dredged up from within Titanic’s once glittering interiors. 


 


 He scaled the ladder and entered the control room and bridge to a wave of cheers honoring his horrible TV performance. He ignored it, waving and moving on when the officer on duty stopped him with a salute. Strict naval protocol was the order among his immediate crew. 


 


 “Sir, the NBC guy, Craig Powers, is wanting an initial interview and some footage of you at the helm, sir. He’s just the other side of the bridge, waiting patiently, sir.”

 


 “Not now, Walker.” Disregarding his officer with an upraised hand, knowing the last person he wished to deal with at the moment was this TV anchor star, Powers, Juris Forbes preferred the solemnity of the chart room at the moment to doing a spot for MSNBC and 20/20. He knew it was part of the deal that Warren Kane had struck with NBC, but it must wait. For now, Juris pushed on to the chart room where he brought up a holographic map that incorporated data from the ship’s sonar, ship’s radar, Doppler weather radar from the NOAA all merged into a single coherent representation of a civilian application of the US Navy’s CAIC—combat/action information center. This map of the North Atlantic floated before Forbes’ eyes, reflected in his contact lenses, and always gave him a sense of wonder. In three dimensions, revolving at his touch, it displayed the weather overhead, the sea state, the sea floor, the ship within its present projected course, present trajectory, the distance to destination, when and where to stop in order to be hovering directly above Titanic and much more. It was one of many incredible tools aboard Scorpio.

 


 He then indulged himself in switching on the data he had gathered that called on the hologram to display a fourth dimension—the dimension of time. The CIC-styled hologram indeed indicated all the conditions of April 14, 1912 at exactly the time and place where Titanic had slipped below the surface. Here was a model of a reversal of time using recorded data projected forward thanks to all the outside sources, one being the NOAA which housed and stored the answers at the Central Repository of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Agency. 


 


 Forbes began to study. After a moment, he clicked on an overhanging intercom and said, “Captain to bridge, Mr. Walker…we appear right on course and right on history.” He paused to chuckle. “Appears all systems are running smoothly. If you will, log it in, noting time.”

 


 But his second-in-command, Stuart Walker was busy mugging for the NBC camera at the moment. He replied in exaggerated fashion, “Aye-aye, Captain Forbes, sir! I’ll make it so. Consider it done.” Walker stood at the wheel, posing for the cameraman and answering questions put to him in rapid-fire succession by none other than Craig Powers.

 


 Forbes gritted his teeth on hearing some of this back-scatter noise; he wanted nothing to do with it for now, so he clicked off.

 


 At the same instant, Juris Forbes did a double-take, thinking Walker or Pierce had entered the cramped chart room to await further orders, but when he turned, he didn’t find either of his trusted men. Instead, he found one of the divers, David Ingles, standing in shadow, his mouth agape at the incredible ‘historical’ hologram.

 


 Ingles forthrightly saluted and introduced himself formally for the eyes and ears of officers close enough on the bridge to overhear them.

 


 “Why’re you so worried and paranoid. We met in the galley, David. Everyone saw us there.”

 


 “I don’t want anybody getting any wrong ideas about us…our relationship, I mean.” 


 


 “We’ve got a long way to go before we have a relationship!” she countered, her smile beaming.

 


 But David was staring at the fascinating, floating map before them in the blue-lit room, unable to take his gaze from it.

 


 “Yes, well, I understand from your Captain Swigart that you’re one of our best divers, Ingles. I’ve your file right here.” Forbes held up the stack of files Swigart had earlier placed in his care. “Swigart assures me you’ll do a first-rate job for us.”

 


 “That’s kind of him, sir.” Ingles continued studying the floating map.

 


 “Like myself, Swigart has the highest expectations for the mission,” continued Forbes, a wave of fatigue washing over him. He shook the weariness off.

 


 “I just wanted to say I’m proud to be a part of the expedition, sir.” Ingles had stepped in close, examining every detail of the hologram. “Like looking back in time, isn’t it, sir?”

 


 “No…not looking, Ingles; it is like being back there that very night, down to the wind currents. I can hear them. Can’t you?”

 


 Ingles felt a shiver run through his body. “Indeed sir.” David felt a strange emotion fill him and he realized it was one shared by Forbes, an emotion that could only be described as wonderment.

 


 “I’m sorry about your difficulty in the Sea of Japan, the loss of your friend there, Ingles.”

 


 “He was a good man.”

 


 “It’s terribly sad to lose a good man; imagine all the good men who went down with Titanic.”

 


 “Yes, sir. We—the dive team that is, we’re all terribly excited to see Titanic from the inside, sir—but wow, look at her here. X marks the spot, eh, Captain?” David pointed to the icon within the hologram that marked their destination above the surface, a half ship in the throes of splitting apart, readying to slide below the surface and a second lying obliterated at the bottom. “Amazing technology. I’ve always been fascinated by such gadgets, sir. Sorry if I’m babbling.”

 


 Forbes stopped in his study of the charts long enough to look Ingles over. He saw a powerful young man with piercing steel-grey eyes. “It’s excellent that you have such an interest.” On the one hand, Forbes would have liked to sit down with the diver and discuss their mutual fascination with Titanic, but on the other, he must be guarded.

 


 Secretly, Forbes wondered why Ingles was here, snooping; he wondered if Ingles might be the spy, Warren Kane’s plant aboard Scorpio—his eyes and ears to report back to Kane as the expedition goes. He had no doubt someone aboard was being paid by Warren on the side to keep a close eye on their progress. Kane was all about power and control. Had he gotten to Ingles; everyone had his price, and Ingles here had had his last dive come apart at the seams.

 


 “Forgive me, Mr. Ingles, but I have a great deal to do so that we can, as you sailors say, stay on course.”

 


 Ingles half-smiled at this, realizing what the professor-turned-captain really meant was for him to ‘shove off’. He watched Captain Forbes turn back to the hologram.

 


 “Sorry to’ve gotten in the way, sir; just wanted to say that if ever I’m needed, I spent six years as a navigator in the Navy myself….”

 


 “That’s kind of you, David. I saw that in your record, and we’ll call on you should it become necessary, of course.”

 


 “Yes, sir.” David lingered.

 


 Forbes looked again at Ingles. “What is it, Mr. Ingles?”

 


 “I read your remarks on why this expedition is so important, sir, and I totally agree with what you’ve said—the whole purpose being to bring up this buried, underwater museum to the surface and to place it on display for any and all to see. You know, what has been buried within her, untouched by human hands for a hundred years, and perhaps some additional clues to the long-standing mystery surrounding her demise, sir.”

 


 “You naval chaps may be interested in her scars, what precisely brought Titanic to her knees, Mr. Ingles, what the death blow was; not me. My only concern is the operation dealing with her interior and the recovery of priceless treasures we can only imagine.”

 


 Ingles nodded and smiled. “Treasures just waiting for us, and since we’re uniquely equipped to convey them to the surface without the slightest damage…treasures the size of statues and ‘motor cars’ of the day, who better to relieve that sad old ship of her burdens?”

 


 “Indeed. She’s just waited so patiently and for so long for you aquanauts—the new spacemen of the deep, David.”

 


 “I’m just proud to be one of the team, sir.”

 


 “Good, then you don’t hold with Dr. Robert Ballard’s sentimental ahh…diarrhea about the site being a fitting memorial to those who died aboard the ship the night of April 12th 1912?”

 


 “Ballard’s sat idly by while foreign expeditions have gone to Titanic to prove one pet theory or another; suppose they’d had our technology and a war chest like Lucifer’s or Kane’s? Americans must do this first, not just to be the first-for-first sake, but to ensure the treasures we do find will end up in the hands of the American people.”

 


 “There’s far more inside Titanic than Ballard had the vision to realize, but again he didn’t have liquid air technology, now did he? Curious what he might’ve done had he the wherewithal we have today at his disposal in September 1985?”

 


 “Would he have gone inside Titanic’s corridors and holds?” David shook his head and snorted at the thought. “I’m no expert on human nature, sir, but I trust you are. I know there’s good reason to salvage Titanic as you would any shipwreck before another country gets its hands on our technology and goes for it.”

 


 “Even as we rape and pillage her, as the press says, we’ll do it with a great deal more reverence and respect than say the French?” He laughed and stormed off, saying he was needed on the bridge—his destination, leaving Ingles to study their course via the hologram that Forbes had returned to three dimensions and present headings.

 

 


 



Captain
Juris Forbes had been careful to time his reentry into his state-of-the-art control room aboard Scorpio so as to not run into any cameras or Craig Powers. A green hue coming off the electronic screens colored the command room and bridge. Every gauge on every panel, every gadget and gizmo must be checked and rechecked, which is what the bridge crew had been doing while he had been before the television cameras back at Woods Hole, three and a half hours ago now. Each officer in turn was asked to report, and one by one a positive ‘all systems go’ response came rolling off their tongues. “Music to my ears, gentlemen.”

 


 “Any problems near shore, will be tenfold out on the high seas,” he felt compelled to caution his men, although he respected them and knew if the slightest blip showed up anywhere on their screens, they’d notify him at once. They’d wake him if necessary as Captain Edward Smith’s men had done the night Titanic struck that infamous iceberg, a thing impossible to do nowadays thanks to the Air National Coast Guard up to the minute reports on ice in the region even now as late as April—the same month as saw the Titanic go down due to a mountain of ice.

 


 Everyone aboard knew that it had been mechanical failures, human error, and weather that had turned back Forbes’ last expedition in the Grand Caymans in search of a priceless shipwreck stuffed with gold and silver. That had been four years ago; it had taken that many years to regain his reputation and gain his command aboard the Woods Hole owned Scorpio IV—a ship built on donations, largely from silent partners.

 


 He needn’t literally take the helm, but Forbes liked the feel of her under his guiding hand, and so he would on occasion, like now, replace the man at the wheel—in this case Walker who’d stood in for him to fend off Powers. He thanked his officer and took the wheel. It relaxed him to hold the powerful wheel in hand. The ship’s gleaming, brass wheel may look like something out of the past, but it acted as an electronic sensor; the least touch or lack of touch and Scorpio could go off course and time would be lost. Juris imagined himself the sort of captain that Bly was in terms of his navigational abilities, that if necessary he could sail a lifeboat back to safe harbor from anywhere on the ocean’s surface. But he was hardly the whip-cracking, bullying sort. Still, he demanded discipline, for without strict discipline and protocols at sea, an entire crew could pay such a debt in blood.

 


 “Mr. Walker!” he called out.

 


 “Yes, sir!”

 


 “It appears one of Captain Swigart’s divers is in the map room; would you please be so kind as to escort him off the bridge,” Forbes calmly said, staring out at the sea, the power of Scorpio beneath his fingertips.

 


SEVEN

 

 



 


After having been escorted from the map room and off the bridge by Second Officer Walker, David Ingles kicked about the deck for awhile before he returned to his room, chatted with Bowman about the upcoming dive, napped restlessly, read portions of an intriguing international thriller entitled Silver by the author who’d replaced Dan Brown, returned to the galley for what passed as meatloaf with potatoes and greens, and finally found himself standing under the star-filled sky. He studied Orion and other configurations in the firmament until bored with the exercise. He then leaned on the railing to stare down at the churning wake of Scorpio going at top speed toward her destination when a sudden light hit him, and he realized he could see his shadow bobbing and weaving in the whipping seawater down there. The moon had come from behind high stratus clouds, shedding its pale light over him. “Blue moon,” he said, quoting an old song, “you saw me standin’ all alone…without a dream in my heart…without a love of my own…”

 


 “Don’t let the moon see you crying!” came a feminine voice from behind him.

 


 It seemed the training of the divers—to remain unattached to one another and objective, had kept them all at the polite stage. Even with Bowman, there remained a distance, and it appeared Kelly had gone off to hide from David as well, until now. At least, he was thinking so, until she startled him here and now.

 


 “Oh, sorry!” she was saying, leaning now on the railing beside him. “Didn’t mean to frighten you, Dave.”

 


 “You snuck up on me!” David didn’t care to look the least fragile. “Where’d you come from?”

 


 “Been exploring the ship; came out of that hatch right there.” She indicated a hatchway a mere five feet away. “Getting to know the ship as well’s I can.”

 


 “You need to get Forbes or someone with pull to show you the map room; should see the set up—amazing technology, just eye-popping.”

 


 “I’ll have to do that, yes.”

 


 “I think Forbes is a bit touchy about who’s on his bridge though.”

 


 “You boys with your toys…” she shook her head, smiling. “So what’re you doing out here? Contemplating the stars?”

 


 “Sure, the stars, why not? Look at ’em!” he thrust his eyes skyward. “They’re dancing with the April moon.” As he said this, David was thinking how his shadow had danced with the churning wake—looking like a drowning victim.

 


 “So you’re a romantic, eh?” She followed his eyes and stared up at the firmament. “A bit brisk but a beautiful night.”

 


 “That it is on both accounts. Need my jacket?”

 


 “No, but thanks. A night like this…not unlike—”

 


 “It’s April 13th soon, a night before she sank; do you feel how that tugs at the heart?”

 


 “Yes, in fact, I do. A night like this, the sea calm as glass,” she replied and their eyes met.
 Neither had to speak it aloud: the thought of its being a night in the North Atlantic exactly like the one that silently watched the demise of thousands aboard Titanic.

 


 “Yeah—but only if you believe the accounts.” Her remark must be designed to break the spell, he decided, staring at her still.

 


 “Survivors…witnesses to the disaster said the ocean was like glass that night, and yeah—stars looking on like a million eyes.”

 


 “Moon bright, too. Funny they couldn’t’ve seen a freaking mountain of ice ahead. Least that’s what I’ve read.” She wrapped her arms about her to stave off the chill air.

 


 David wanted to wrap an arm about her but thought better of it. Instead he remained still, listening to her sparkling voice.

 


 “The lookout—Frederick Fleet, right? Said it dawned on him last minute that a portion of the sky ahead was—how’d he put it—‘strangely empty of stars’ on account of he was staring at an iceberg straight ahead.”

 


 “Yeah,” replied David, “like a black screen against the sky.”

 


 “Funny,” she muttered, eyes now on the ship’s wake and the deep.

 


 “What’s funny?”

 


 “I mean if it was a night like this when Titanic struck the berg, why? Why couldn’t Murdoch or Lightoller, or any other officer or crewman aboard, see the damn ice before she ran over that spur?”

 


 “No binoculars, remember? Facts bear it out—at the trials…well inquiries.” “I know all that! Lightoller said they’d left Southampton in a rush, and they simply left a box of freshly manufactured binoculars on the wharf. Said he’d go to his grave wondering if it weren’t all his and the Quartermaster’s fault—Hitchens.”

 


 “Oversights happen. It’s popularly called—”

 


 “Human error, so I’ve heard.” She dropped her gaze and shook out her hair in the ocean spray. Then she began to laugh a lilting, pleasant laugh.

 


 He took this as an invitation to lighten the mood, so he laughed; she then echoed his laughter, and a crewman stared at the couple before going on by without a word as if wishing to respect their privacy. It looked to be the man named Ford from the galley.

 


 “No such thing as privacy on board a ship,” David muttered on watching the crewman disappear into sharp shadows on his way toward the other side of the ship.

 


 “Dave…there were a lot of inconsistencies at both the American inquest and the British inquest, and you know everybody fabricates and fills in or outright lies at such gatherings for any number of reasons.”

 


 “You think Lightoller lied about the binoculars along with Fleet?”

 


 “I suspect the veracity of all the remarks by the crew, especially the officers who survived.”

 


 “Why in the world?”

 


 “Would they lie?—those who manned the lifeboats, and not one of them could easily answer what was in Captain Edward Smith’s mind that night he went 21knots into an ice field he knew to be miles long and wide straight ahead?”

 


 “I know the sixty-year-old Captain Smith had wireless warnings all evening, but still—”

 


 “And-And some of the survivors who encountered Smith thought him in a daze…in a panic, some said…unable to make a move or give an order—completely out of character.”

 


 “Come on—the man did the-the manly thing! What-what and all that!”

 


 “Of course—he was British after all, through and through. The captain must go down with his ship. It’s the comforting facts we cling to. ‘Facts as it were, allow us all to sleep at night…to feel a bit better about the disaster.”

 


 “Wow…whew…you’ve given this some serious thought, but Kelly, he was last seen on the bridge, firmly standing there and overseeing the—his men…and the launching of the lifeboats.”

 


 “The whole of it was botched—the lifeboats! Perhaps intentionally so, and Smith was nowhere to be seen; he was shot by Murdoch just before Murdoch shot himself.”

 


 “How could you possibly know that?”

 


 “Witnesses said Murdoch fired and killed one other man before taking his own life when things became too desperate; why not his beloved Captain?”

 


 David mulled this thought over. He’d never considered Smith had done anything other than what the last photograph of the man depicted—leaning over the bridge from the height of a god and sending a salute down to everyone aboard. “Then it’s pure conjecture on your part?”

 


 “Conjecture based on a healthy sense of men; look, David, I have reasons for my beliefs about that night. I have it on good authority.”

 


 “You mean, what if Von Daniken or Stephen King had written a book about that night, right? You been reading some hair-brained conspiracy theory? A special military attaché and envoy carrying a world-changing message between the Pope and President Taft aboard, gun-smuggling, sabotage? Aliens from outer space?”

 


 She gritted her teeth and glared at him; she tried to speak but only an angry ‘ugh’ erupted from her gut.

 


 “Come on, Kelly. They made some stupid but all too human mistakes like sailing off with too few lifeboats, no binoculars aboard for the lookouts—pure arrogance, I know.”

 


 “And no binoculars—not a single pair, not even for the lookout,” she sarcastically added.

 


 “Thinking...thinking Titanic could not be brought down—hubris of the age; the Unsinkable Titanic. The most marvelous man-made object on the planet. There was bound to be confusion and fear and desperation when it became obvious—all their human errors cascading back at them—biting them in the ass.”

 


 She remained silent, allowing him sway.

 


 “No one can imagine the circumstances Smith and his men found themselves in; it’s a wonder so many got off alive—707.”

 


 “Agreed there. How many lifeboats did they carry? Sixteen, for God’s sake, along with a couple of flimsy collapsibles?” she said, shaking her head. “And even then the fools in charge, they only managed to fill the boats they had to a mere third of capacity.”

 


 “Another sad fact, but hardly—”

 


 “They could have saved hundreds more but instead, these highly trained, cool-headed professionals failed miserably in filling those boats, and in fact, took it upon themselves to order the boats lowered and moorings released too soon. Lost one entirely—sent it over the side! Maybe right along with the binoculars.”

 


 David only now realized what she was saying—that it was all intentional. “Whatever are you getting at, Kelly?”

 


 “Yeah, whatever…and who cares about truth anyway?”

 


 “What truth?”

 


 “How and why Titanic went down; you’re right—it’s no longer relevant. Only the legend is relevant. Hell, whole industries have survive on it.”

 


 “You mean like books, films?”

 


 “That and more, yes. There’re whole cults devoted to this shipwreck, David.”

 


 “Be that as it may, Kelly, there’re plenty enough wild-hair theories on what eventually sent that ship to the deep—from a bomb on board to a mummy’s curse!” David shook his head in disgust. “So why don’t you subscribe to one crackpot theory or the other, and leave it at that? Ballard’s theory, the French expedition’s theory, the rivet theory, sabotage theory…. I mean how is any of it relevant to our mission today?”

 


 “History is always relevant, David. I was being facetious. Like death, when is history not with us?” She gazed into his eyes, and for a moment, he wondered what she might be thinking, while hoping she was thinking some romantic thoughts about him, and all this talk was maybe just nerves. But why all the dancing around?

 


 David wanted to kiss her but wondered if he should get involved with her now—after the crazy talk she was spouting. She had to simply be tossing these wild notions out there just as an intellectual exercise, to impress him with all she knew of Titanic’s history, perhaps. But there was another concern that should keep David on a hands-off approach with her. Suppose someone saw them in an embrace?

 


 “Swigart sees us together like this out here under the stars, he could get the wrong idea,” he said. “Best we both turn in; big day tomorrow.”

 


 “Say you don’t think me mad, David—my ideas about Titanic’s demise?”

 


 “I don’t know what you want me to say, Kelly. That people lie under oath all the time? That maybe it wasn’t a clear night? That the binoculars were stolen?”

 


 “I’m asking you to keep an open mind.”

 


 “Sometimes all we have is eyewitnesses and that’s what makes it history.”

 


 “Even though science has proven again and again that we can’t trust the human eye? Police lineups prove it wrong every day.”

 


 “It’s all we have to go by from that night in 1912?” he shrugged. “What ya gonna do?” He again focused on her beautiful features.

 


 “We also know that history changes depending on whoever’s writing it.”

 


 “But there’s truth in there somewhere, and like I said, it’s all we have to go by.”

 


 “And sometimes we live or die based on how little we know! Or how much rewritten history we’re fed!”

 


 “Ahhh…yeah, I get it: ‘Those who ignore the past are doomed to repeat it’, right?”

 


 “That’s right. Think about it. People have faith in religion, that Mark and Matthew and Luke and Peter got it right, word for word, but then theology, the study of religion replete with scholars, comes along and the true scholars of the Bible see the same set of facts from another perspective; they see facts that don’t bear out the Gospels.”

 


 “Kelly, you’re bringing down the stars and my mood,” he said with a laugh.

 


 She persisted in the same somber tones. “Dave, think about it, please—if we take everything in history—like how Titanic went down—as gospel, then we may be ignoring the facts, the real truth rather than the legend, and that makes us all hypocrites.”

 


 “When the legend overtakes the truth, print the legend?”

 


 “Precisely—not unlike our PR campaign back at Woods Hole for our mission.”

 


 “Hmmmpf! Precisely what I mean by our being hypocrites! We buy into the same legends we create—fairytales, like the one about that night. We don’t dare even contemplate the real story as it might ruin our dream image of brave Captain Edward J. Smith and the brave crew and passengers of the Titanic Legend.”

 


 “Ahhh…I get it now. You’re an agnostic wishing to prove God was not there that night because he’s not at home. Kelly, I’m going to end this conversation now.”

 


 She ignored this and continued unabated. “We say we want the truth while conservatively seeking the comforting legend—that’s all I’m saying. I’m not an agnostic. I want people to take responsibility for their actions—even dead people.”

 


 “Dead as in historical figures, you mean?”

 


 “History is ever with us, David—as is death itself.”

 


 “I get it. I get it.”

 


 “Then what was in old Captain Eddy’s head when he piloted the massive Titanic into an even more massive iceberg?”

 


 “I will agree that Titanic’s maiden voyage should’ve gone smoothly—perhaps a bit late getting into New York harbor but essentially intact—even after striking the iceberg.”

 


 “You make my point! Why didn’t they shut off the compartments that were built to be sealed in the event of her taking on water at the bow?”

 


 “The story goes the riveters in the shipyards left the bulkheads between the compartments unfinished, so—”

 


 “Again with ‘the story goes’, David. What if that was a lie told by 2nd Officer Lightoller at the inquest to protect Captain Smith’s memory? Suppose instead the order was given to not seal off the compartments. Suppose—”

 


 “Whoa! That’s crazy. Why would Smith not seal off the bow section if he could? I read you were a genius IQ—and that you were cleared on the classes we all had to take for this job.”

 


 “Trust me, I took every class you did, and I know every inch of Titanic; I am just saying what if…what if—”

 


 “That they all lied to protect a captain who lost his mind?”

 


 “No, he didn’t lose his mind; he lost far more than that.”

 


 “Kelly, damn it, you’re confusing the hell outta me.”

 


 “Face it, David, since childhood, you’ve been brainwashed on the Titanic legend, not true history—stuff that doesn’t even approximate the truth. But your faith in the lies told became the facts; so-called facts that came from those hearings and men like Lightoller.”

 


 “Lightoller was a hero.”

 


 “Lightoller simply wanted to save himself after seeing what Murdoch had done.”

 


 “You talk as if…as if you were there in some former life.”

 


 “In a sense…I was.”

 


 “What does that mean?”

 


 “Lightoller, Murdoch, Smith—the entire crew, they were all supposed to go down with Titanic together, David.”

 


 “What’re you saying?”

 


 “That they had a pact.”

 


 “Like some evil cabal? A pact? A pact to sink Titanic?”

 


 “No, not evil…not a cabal or a covenant of evil. But they had their reasons.”

 


 David stepped away from the railing and her, pirouetting and looking as if he would stalk off; instead, he raised both hands skyward and stepped to within inches of her. “But it struck an iceberg—and what other way to strike an iceberg than by accident?”

 


 “How about intentionally?”

 


 He could only stare at her now and not with a good thought in mind, and certainly not with a romantic one. “Think it’s getting late, and we’ve a big day tomorrow.” “Yeah, no one’s promised a ride down,” she agreed.

 


 “Have to pass muster on the submersible and gear, so…”

 


 He started off. She grabbed him, spun him around and pinned him against a bulkhead, kissing him. When she pulled away, she said in a whisper, “I’m going to need your help, David. I have to trust someone—and you’re it.”

 


 Surprised at her sudden kiss, he swallowed hard. “Help? What kind of help, Kelly? What’s really going on inside that pretty head of yours?”

 


 “Smith rammed his ship into that berg, David, and it was borne of a horrible fear.”

 


 “You do realize you sound insane, right?”

 


 “It gets worse.”

 


 “Worse how? How worse?”

 


 “I need you to come to my quarters, but tell no one.”

 


 “We could be kicked off the dive team for what we’ve already done here, Kelly.”

 


 “You’ve got to come. Give it fifteen, twenty minutes; I’m alone. They gave us girls our own space. Promise me you’ll come—number seven.”

 


 She rushed off like a person fearful of being thrown into a cell should anyone see her. He recalled the crewman who’d whisked by, showing little interest but one word to another crew member and speculation would go viral. David felt dazed and not just over Kelly’s kiss, but over her strange words as well. He felt in a terribly awkward position and she’d placed him here—intentionally.

 


 Now Dr. Irvin wanted him in her private quarters, but it meant going against Swigart, against the rules; it could land them both a seat on a chopper for Woods Hole come morning. What was all that crazy talk about Captain Edward Smith—a man who, from his photos, looked the unassailable, quintessential captain—spiffy in his dress whites, a bearing and a beard on the order of the knighted James Bond actor Sean Connery.
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Declan Irvin slapped his best friend and colleague, Thomas Coogan on the shoulder where they stood amid the bustle and excitement of the Red Lion Pub in a back alleyway deep inside Belfast’s most notorious district. Declan pointed to a table in the back of the crowded ale house.

 


 It’d been twenty hours since Coogan’s uncle, Anton Fiore, had been seen or heard from. At home, Anton’s wife, Thomas’ favorite aunt who’d kept the two young interns from starving these many months, sat weeping and terrified something awful had happened to Anton. She’d expected him home as usual when young Thomas and Declan had slipped past curfew at the teaching hospital where they were in residence doing their work for Queens University, to make their way to the Holland and Wolff shipyards to meet Anton. 


 


 For two years now while enrolled at Queens, the boys had watched in fascination as the largest seagoing vessel on the planet was being built; they’d seen the hull fashioned from Belfast iron ore laid and tested. Between classes and studying anatomy and physiology and an array of mathematical and scientific curricula, the young men had seen the ship go from a skeletal marvel to the most wondrous and largest man-made object in the world. It marked their time as residents here in the city and helped make that time fantastically exciting. 


 


 The sprawling shipyards were situated relatively close to the Mater Infirmorum Hospital grounds where they were in residence, and only the night before, Uncle Anton as Thomas called the shipyard watchman who had early on learned of his nephew’s fascination with all things Titanic, had boasted, “You do know I can get you lads aboard to see the interiors—that is if you should like.”

 


 “Should like?” Declan had echoed. “Absolutely we should like, right, Tom?”

 


 “If you’re sure you won’t get into no trouble, Uncle.”

 


 “Bah! I’ll see to it you good fellas have as grand a tour as that Mr. Ismay and Mr. Andrews.” Anton winked and flashed his signature Cheshire cat grin.

 


 “Ahhh, yes, the owner and the architect!” declared Declan, taking Anton’s surprise away. “Sorry, sir…I have studied the Titanic and Britannic from their inception, sir.”

 


 “Well—those muckety-mucks’ve had their tour!” Anton laughed and it sounded like bells ringing.

 


 Declan Irvin felt he had been adopted by Thomas’ aunt and uncle. They were wonderful people and wonderful with one another, as well and good to be around. But now the old gentleman had disappeared without a trace, and Aunt Fiore was destitute without him. Much to Declan’s chagrin, they had lost any chance of seeing the inside of Titanic, making the loss that much more painful still, but Declan dared not say so aloud.

 


 There would be no other chance; the all but finished ship was to be launched the following day or so. Thereafter, the only way to see her was by ticket or signing on as a maid, purser, crewman, or stoker. Last chance to see her interior ballroom and state rooms, the rumored pools, spas, and the gymnasiums for first, second, and third class as well as reading and smoking rooms, cafes, lounges, saloons and bandstands, and multiple promenades. Last chance to walk her topmost deck, to look down from such a height from her bridge. How he wished to see all her shining brass fittings and teakwood floors.

 


 Declan knew he couldn’t afford even a third-class ticket. Nor could he afford the time away from medical school to get a job waiting tables or stacking deck chairs aboard Titanic.

 


 At first Declan had been angry at the turn of events—frustrated and annoyed. After all, Thomas had assured Declan that it was all set. Then just before midnight when they’d slipped curfew at the dormitory and arrived at Anton’s office, they found the small shack empty and Anton very much absent. For Declan, it resulted in a dashing of excitement, and for Thomas a gnawing fear beyond any disappointment that’d seeped into Declan’s heart. Where Declan was a devoted fan of all things Titanic, Thomas was devoted to his uncle.

 


 Meanwhile, Thomas, who by now had lost all interest in the ship, was going on about his missing uncle. At the time, Declan assumed the old fellow had just been talking, or that he’d gotten his nights mixed up and had ambled home, but Thomas found his uncle’s watch still on his desk, and it was a time piece he’d never leave behind.

 


 It was the first they’d begun to truly worry, and the worry only grew with the ticking of Anton’s pocket watch when Thomas confided that his Uncle Anton had promised the watch to him upon his death.

 


 And so with each tick-tick-tick of the second hand, it played on their nerves like a constant drip. They’d waited for him, imagining him on his rounds even without his watch! But he did not return.

 


 About then, Declan’s disappointment had gotten the better of him. “Your uncle set the time and his job is one of schedules, so where is he?”

 


 “I don’t know!” Thomas replied.

 


 Eventually, they had gone toward the ship and its gaping cargo hold, calling out Fiore’s name as they went. Thomas made a mantra of it, calling, “Uncle…Uncle Anton! Uncle, where’n Hades are you?”

 


 “Where the deuce could he be?” Declan added again. “He’ll be sacked for this if they find us here.”

 


 “You there!” shouted a man from the topmost deck of Titanic, so high up he might be God. The boys had to crane their necks to look up at a lone figure in dark shadow waving a lantern in what seemed an angry arc. “Disembark, the two of ye; out from here now! Go along…that’s good lads.”

 


 Unable to see the man’s face, Thomas shouted back, “Is that you, Uncle?”

 


 “It’s not Anton’s voice,” Declan assured Thomas.

 


 Thomas realized this too and added, “Who’re you? Where’s my uncle, the watchman at the yards?”

 


 “Tuttle!” shouted the man far overhead. “Pinkerton Agent, and I’m armed along with five other able men! Now shove off.”

 


 “Bluffing,” Declan muttered to Thomas; Declan then shouted up to Tuttle. “Where’s the shipyard watchman—Mr. Fiore?”

 


 “Brought you Pinky’s on and fired him, haven’t they?” asked Thomas.

 


 “I’ve no clue! Likely left his post for a dram at the nearest pub.”

 


 Two other Pinkerton agents sporting long guns materialized at the railing beside Tuttle. “Can’t trust Black Irish or any Paddy for that matter!” said a second agent from on high.

 


 A third added, “It’s why we’ve been called on in the first place!” 


 


 “You take that back!” shouted Thomas, shaking a fist at Tuttle and the others. “My Uncle Fiore is not a Black Irish; fact is he’s French mostly, and he’s never left his post unattended! Takes it serious, he does!”

 


 “We’ve reason to believe he’s aboard, Agent Tuttle,” added Declan.

 


 “Not ’board Titanic, he isn’t,” shot back Tuttle from on high. “We can see everything and everyone coming and going from up here.”

 


 “Then you must’ave seen the old watchman leave for his rounds—which direction did he go in?” pleaded Declan. “He could be hurt. Tell us which way’d he go so we might locate him.”

 


 “Save your breath. He’s not the least bit interested, the bastard.” Thomas pulled his best friend away and the moment their backs were to Tuttle, the agent shouted for them to hold on, making them turn and again crane their necks to the light of the lantern far above.

 


 “Hold on,” repeated Tuttle. “The watchman staggered off hours ago complaining of having gotten hold of some bad oysters, he said. Sick as a dog, he was, all bent over.”

 


 “We’ll take his watch to the house for him then,” Thomas told Declan, the watch reflecting the lantern light even from this distance.

 


 But on arriving at this witching hour to the Fiore home, they learned he’d never come home, and soon the hours brought on daylight and still no sign of Anton. It was then that they’d gone to the Belfast Police who so far as Declan could tell offered little hope and less help. Thomas pleaded until they turned him over to the Chief of Constables but to no avail so far as Declan could tell.

 


 However, Thomas came out of the police department stationhouse with having been told of an eccentric American who’d come to Belfast to set up shop as a private detective. Someone had taken pity on Thomas, apparently, and had told him he might be in need of this man’s services.

 


 After discussing the matter and finally getting Thomas’ aunt to take some laudanum and get some sleep, they’d gone searching for this man rumored to get results, this American-Irish named Alastair Wyland.

 


 And now they’d found him this April afternoon at a card game with several rough-looking characters here inside the Red Lion Public House.

 


 “Three,” said one man with a scar across his left eye, asking for more cards.

 


 “Two,” announced another—a fellow with missing fingers on one hand.

 


 The one who most resembled the description the boys had of a Mr. Alastair Wyland, a well-dressed dapper fellow with watch fob and wolf’s head cane, called for one card which precipitated a bit of banter and laughter. 


 


 The dealer, a man who looked as old as wood and as hairy as an Irish wolfhound laughed heartily and said, “So…going for an inside straight, eh? Hehehehe…it never works, son.”

 


 “It is worth it just to hear you call me son,” replied Wyland, whipping the single discard at the old man. Wyland, frayed, grey scruffy beard and all, appeared in his early sixties if not older. Most assuredly, rough cut wrinkles spoke of years of experience with worry.

 


 “Mind those long shots,” added the dealer. “You Americans. Risk-takers you are!”

 


 “You are Mr. Wyland?” asked Declan, now standing over the poker table, making the four men nervous. In fact, it appeared everyone sitting here had fragile nerves and itchy fingers.

 


 Wyland was more nervous than any of them, Declan decided, but he covered it well as a good poker player must. Wyland didn’t look up as the others had, instead sizing Declan up from the shadow thrown across the cards. “You’re in my light,” was all that Wyland said to Declan’s shadow.

 


 Declan could see that Wyland was not looking for an inside straight but rather held two pairs. Sixes and eights.

 


 Thomas, beside Declan repeated the question. “Are you Wyland or not?”

 


 “Who might be asking?” the heavyset, well-dressed detective asked.

 


 “We’re wanting to hire you. To find my friend’s uncle who’s gone missing.” Declan nudged Thomas to speak up on the matter, but before Thomas could go into it, one of the men at the poker table said, “It’s them two miners that disappeared, eh? Who’re you lads to O’Toole and McAffey?”

 


 “What two miners?” asked Declan.

 


 Thomas said to Wyland, “My Uncle Anton’s the watchman at Harland and Wolf—the shipyards.”

 


 “Declan put in. “We were supposed to meet him at midnight last eve.”

 


 “But he didn’t show up,” Wyland said, bored, “and he never came home neither. Wife’s worried sick—they’d had a row.”

 


 “All true but how did you know?” asked Declan, eyes wide.

 


 “Hear it every day sittin’ here, son.”

 


 This made all the card players break into laughter.

 


 “Look, this is no joke!” Thomas shouted, drawing Wyland’s eye. “We’re all sick with worry.”

 


 Wyland looked around the table. “Three men missing just like that, all yesterday? Sounds like they found a keg, eh lads?”

 


 Again everyone at the table laughed, one slapping hard against the wood, all except for one man, the old dealer. “Tim McAffey and Francis O’Toole are not the sort to up and disappear, keg or no keg. They are good men, both—stalwart miners! And no one’s more reliable than that big watchman, Fiore.”

 


 “Like yourself McClain, I’m sure,” replied Wyland who looked at his pocket watch and saw that it was just past five, and that he’d been here too long. “Let’s finish the hand, shall we, lads? Then its time I find a meal.”

 


 “Will you take our case?” asked Thomas, displaying fifty-dollars in bills. “It’s all I could collect, but I can get more.”

 


 “One thing at a time.” Wyland continued with his game and his drink, and when the cards were laid out, everyone but Wyland groaned. The detective, known to have left America for Belfast, raked in his winnings. Rumors circulated about the man; why would anyone migrate to Ireland from America? It was not done except for the other way round. He was a secretive man, and in Ireland for fifteen years—the last three in Belfast—or so it was said. Most seriously, no one knew exactly where in America he’d migrated from, but it had been a number of years now that he enjoyed a reputation of getting things done here at street level.

 


 Others said he did so with an iron fist and a swift gun. That and the fact he’d become a fixture in the neighborhood with connections to both police and lowlifes. This made him the right man to locate Anton Fiore as the local authorities had shown little interest in the missing man.

 


 As Wyland now basked in his winnings, Thomas Coogan informed Wyland, “We wanted a real detective—a Pinkerton agent—but we couldn’t afford one.”

 


 “Well now I’m no Pinky and never’ve been one,” replied Wyland, scooping up the last of his coins. “So you’re stuck with me is it?” Wyland stood and stuffed his pockets with his winnings, smoke encircling his head from a pipe he’d taken the time to relight. “I warrant it’s no coincidence your uncle, young man, has disappeared alongside these two miners. Who can tell me where the miners were last seen, and where they take their secret meetings these days.”

 


 “I-I dunno nothing ’bout’ no secret meetings, but I’ll take you to the last place anyone saw McAffey and O’Toole,” said Missing Fingers.

 


 “Where might that be?”

 


 “Number 9 mineshaft; they’d closed it down, you see, but later sent those two in to inspect it. Odd thing is…” he trailed off as if picturing the odd thing.

 


 “Walter, what odd thing?” asked Wyland, leaning into the table.

 


 “They’d been inspecting, but strange thing is the lift, she come up alone by some accounts…but at least one man claims to’ve seen O’Toole come up. But the super, McAffey, he wasn’t with him.”

 


 “What kind of a town is this?” asked Wyland. “You mean to tell me two men were sent into a questionable mineshaft, but no one was in charge of seeing they’d come out?”

 


 “It was quittin’ time, and management don’t pay overtime.”

 


 “Ahhh…makes perfect sense.”

 


 “See the lift was up next day, so it’s a cinch they left outta there.”

 


 “A cinch, eh? Take me to the shaft in question.” Wyland looked hard now at the two young men who had hired him. He opened his palm for payment. “You fellows don’t look like miners.”

 


 “How would you know either way?” asked Declan, withholding the bills.

 


 “Your hands…no coal under the nails, no discoloration of the skin.”

 


 Thomas unconsciously studied his hands. “We are—”

 


 Wyland stopped Thomas with a finger to his lips. “You are students at the university no doubt.”

 


 “No doubt?” challenged Declan. “I suspect you are making an educated guess.”

 


 “Your method of dress, and your politeness give you away—along with a slight scent of the dissection room—formaldehydes, I should say. Aside from this, you are disciplined but show no sign between you of ever having been in the military. Guessing that professors keep you in stringent line rather than sergeants.”

 


 “How can you…how can he…Declan, he’s reading our minds!” Thomas appeared astounded.


 


 “No, no—just quite good at reading our fingernails and ascots,” countered Declan. “The art of detection, correct Mr. Wyland?”

 


 “True but it oft requires intuition and instinct as well as a trained eye. Come along, and we’ll see if the shaft or the lift will tell us anything.”
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The two medical students followed the private detective, who in turn followed the miner named Walter. A handful of other curious miners slowly got up and followed the group. Walter said over his shoulder, “No one’s wanted to go near that shaft.”

 


 “Curse on it, eh?” asked Wyland, smirking.

 


 “Had a cave in; McAffey and O’Toole were ’spose to assess the damage, and when the lift was discovered, boss decided they’d gone home for bed. But no sooner’n next mornin’ wives were down at the jail then the mine looking for ’em.”

 


 “Life’s a mystery,” muttered Wyland.

 


 “Not been seen since.”

 


 Wyland calmly replied in his best Sherlock Holmes imitation, “Most likely there exists a logical explanation.”

 


 Walter shrugged. “May’ve gone over to the next town to confer with the owners, and may’ve gotten drunk there.”

 


 “That’s good thinking, Walter; you might have a future in detective work,” Wyland half-joked.

 


 “Don’t go pullin’ me leg again, Alastair.”

 


 “But you’re on the money! The man’s most likely in lock-up for destruction of property, perhaps for disturbing the peace. Maybe got into a fight over one of those imponderable questions men pose when drunk.”

 


 Walter laughed lightly. “Guess you’d know about that.”

 


 “Careful, you’ll make the lads here distrustful of me.”

 


 “What ever do you mean?” asked Declan.

 


 “Mr. Wyland, here in Belfast, rumor has it that you know how to find missing people,” said Thomas in a shaky voice, “and …and that you’re also the most dangerous man in Belfast.”

 


 “No, no, no! Who says such dribble?” Wyland laughed as they approached the mine. “I am not; it’s all stuff and nonsense, and it would please me mightily if you spread the truth rather than the bloody rumor—ahhh, pardon me language but it gets old.”

 


 Declan firmly said, “We do want a man who’s had experience and is expert in his field.”

 


 “Some say you were a police detective in New York,” added Thomas, blinking. “Others…others say Chicago.”

 


 “Speculation, rumors. I’ve never been to either city except to take the train to Chicago to see the World’s Fair way back in 1893. But it was just a weekend. I lived in Boston.” He clenched his strong right hand around his wolf’s head cane, his free hand tightening into a fist, and Declan noticed this gesture; he’d seen it many times in patients at the university hospital, and it always meant one thing—lies. This man Wyland also looked more and more uncomfortable as Walter had held forth with what Wyland insisted was nonsense and rumor when Wyland philosophically spoke the bloated remark, “The most dangerous man indeed; the most dangerous man is the man everyone else believes to be the most dangerous man.”

 


 Declan wondered exactly what that meant, and he exchanged a questioning look with Thomas who shrugged. “You were a policeman in Boston?”

 


 “I was a records keeper, kept the files on villains is all, but it taught me a good deal about detection.”

 


 Declan whispered into Thomas’ ear, “I suspect this fellow is a charlatan, Tommie.”

 


 Thomas pulled away, obviously not wishing to hear the truth, and they were soon at the mine shaft in question, undisturbed since the two missing miners had reportedly entered after hours on the night of their disappearance. The same night Fiore had vanished.

 


 According to Walter, officials of the mine could not get anyone to go down into this particular shaft; that they’d had to pay McAffey and O’Toole a hefty bonus to do so. First there had been a cave in, and now two men who’d gone to inspect the extent of damage had disappeared. The mystery was complicated by a witness who said he’d seen O’Toole exit the mine in good ‘spirits’, but not McAffey.

 


 In Wyland’s mind wheels turned in all directions; it was his basic makeup to listen with care, consider all sides, weigh up everything and carry on from there. His thinking had come of a lifetime as a former police detective in his native Chicago, where he had become so embroiled in a death he had no hand in that he’d become suspect number one for the murder, arrested, about to be placed on trial, his cagey lawyer suddenly dying of an ‘accident’ and he set up by long-suffering enemies in high places; politics very much involved.

 


 He had for years rocked the boat in Chicago by privately investigating every detail of what had led up to the notorious Haymarket Riot. He’d been wounded in the riot when the bomb was thrown into the crowd, and six police officers were killed. It’d left him with scars and a limp, and it’d earned him the rank of Inspector.

 


 This little missing-persons mystery would find a quick and likely a mundane resolution: Most likely the two miners had a falling out, a fight, and O’Toole had won, and he’d left McAffey hurt, possibly unconscious down in the mine shaft. O’Toole, in a state of anxiety, thinking he’d killed a man, had left the vicinity altogether.

 


 Alastair Wyland, which was his alias, thought of a familiar phrase among police and detectives—‘Whenever two or more of you are gathered in Bacchanal’s name…anything can happen’. 


 


 “Take me down then, Walter,” Wyland told his guide. “Could be a hurt man down there.”

 


 “I’ll drop you down, but I’d rather not go in. I’ve a new babe on the way and six mouths to feed as is.”

 


 “Fine, get me down to the bottom.”

 


 “We’re going down there with you.” It was Thomas, Declan backing him up with a vigorous nod.

 


 “Don’t know what we’ll find down there,” countered the private eye, Wyland, taking his coat off, hanging it on a rail, standing now in his vest, his hefty stomach and chest like a barrel.

 


 “We’re at your side,” said Declan.

 


 “Lads, it could be dangerous. We dunno what we’ll find down there. Could be that your uncle, Thomas, fell in with these two in some scheme or other, maybe to sabotage that bloody ship everyone is talking about.”

 


 “That’s wrong! Uncle Anton would never be a part of any such—”

 


 “You hired me son, and you don’t know what you don’t know as they say.”

 


 “I know he’d never be a part of the plans of malcontents!”

 


 “All right, all right.” Wyland held his hands up.

 


 Declan calmed his friend and added, “We’re doctors or soon will be—third year surgical students. If you do find hurt men down there, we can be of service.”

 


 “There’s no evidence my uncle is down there,” chimed in Thomas again, angry yet again at the suggestion. “He’d have no business in the mine.”

 


 “Thomas’ uncle is an upstanding citizen and no anarchist,” Declan added, frustrated as he stared at the big man he feared may well be their only hope of finding Fiore.

 


 “A fine recommendation but suppose the three had other dealings, dealings to do with money? Every man has his dance with Mammon, you know.”

 


 “Mammon?” asked Declan. “This man had no liking for greed or wallowing in wealth, sir.”

 


 “My uncle bowed before no false gods, and certainly not money. I can’t see it,” replied Thomas, “not in a million years.”

 


 “I’ll not waste another breath on you two; come ’long if you must. Walter—drop us below.”

 


 The odd threesome were soon being lowered below the earth by Walter when a mine official named Hal Bartholomew rushed to the site, asking, “What’s going on here, man?”

 


 Walter’s stuttering explanation of the two young doctors and ex-patriot American detective now gone into the mineshaft caused the other man’s eyes to bulge. “They’ve gone in search of O’Toole and McAffey?—possibly another fellow as well, you say?”

 


 “Y-Yes, sir.”

 


 “But we’ve got a search party together now.”

 


 “Perhaps your search party’d should’ve acted faster,” suggested Walter as he watched the platform disappear into the blackness below; he also saw that Wyland had lit the John Lantern Walter had handed him. In a moment, a second lantern held by one of the boys came on.

 


 “A third fellow? I’ve no word of a third miner lost below.” Bartholomew the Englishman said. Most administration at the mine were British. It was the way of things, and Walter hadn’t questioned it since he was a child. Harland and Wolff, the White Star Line, all of it was British, and more recently American interests had bought the lot of it, both the shipyard and the ship company. It was one reason the anarchists were again making noises in and around Belfast; so much so that Pinkerton agents had been called in to oversee the care of Titanic until her official launch as opposed to the hull launching of a short time ago.

 


 Walter had been among the huge throng of more than a hundred thousand curious who had turned out to see the successful hull launch, according to the Belfast papers. From what he’d heard through the workmen at the shipyard, it had taken twenty-two tons of tallow, soap, and train oil to grease the slipway bed. The coated slipway measures taken that last day in May 1911 had worked against the enormous three-tons-per-square-inch pressure of the freshly painted hull. The Titanic was then towed by tugs to the Harland & Wolff fitting-out basin where final outfitting had been going on these many months since—without incident or need of Pinkerton agents.

 


 Now this.
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Walter had insisted they each wear a miner’s hat with a battery-operated light just above their foreheads but Declan’s went out, and Thomas kept shining his into the others’ eyes, blinding them. Alastair Wyland insisted they forego the damned hats.

 


 But they left the paltry lights on the helmets as they went down and down into the black hole, it grew darker and danker. To while away the time, Wyland gave the boys a history and economics lesson.

 


 “You know boys, given the recent backroom deals surrounding these giant ships the White Star Line is having built in Belfast? Brings prosperity, jobs, and management believes themselves saints for supplying jobs to working men—miners, shipyard workers, tugboat captains and crew, but they’ll be hiring on British crews for their Olympic class monsters like Titanic just as they did with the Olympic launched in October 1910.”

 


 “The British are paying the freight…it’s a British held company.”

 


 “Not anymore, lads.”

 


 “What do you mean?”

 


 “As early as 1869 J. Bruce Ismay’s father, Henry formed the Oceanic Steam Navigation Company in order to establish the White Star Line as a high-class steamship service in the Atlantic passenger trade, and he contracted his first ships to be built by Belfast shipbuilders Harland & Wolff. All rather hush-hush until the son took over in 1891 when under pressure, Ismay admitted to partnership of the White Star Line. He then took over completely after his father's death in ’99.”
 


 “What’s this to do with us going down into the mines?” 

 



“Getting to that. In ’94, William J. Pirrie became chairman of Harland & Wolff. And four years later, American author Morgan Robertson published his novel entitled Futility in which a British passenger liner called the Titan—get it?—hits an iceberg and sinks on her maiden voyage without enough lifeboats in the month of April in the North Atlantic. The fictional ship is eerily similar to the yet-to-be conceived Titanic in size, speed, equipment, numbers of passengers—both rich and poor. And in the end of the novel, the number of passengers who perished, God forbid, would be the same as on Titanic should she go down in the North Atlantic.”
 


 “A novel…so what? Fiction is frivolous,” said Thomas. “What’s it to do with—”
 


 “Robertson had information on the company—an insider feeding him information; the company planned to build three Olympic class ships they called unsinkable from the outset. Morgan Robertson’s book, which I’ve read, is a running history of how Titanic, Olympic, and the yet to be built Britannic were conceived by men interested in money and power.”
 


 “This is fascinating,” commented Declan. “Go on.”
 



“Well in 1902, the White Star Line was purchased by the International Mercantile Marine Company, a shipping trust headed by U.S. financier J. Pierpont Morgan.”
 


 “Hold on,” said Declan, “do you mean the same J.P. Morgan who operates the largest transportation lines and all the trains in America?”
 


 “One and the same, yes. While the White Star’s ships still fly the British flag and carry British crews, the company is essentially controlled by American interests, and by ’04, Ismay, now age forty or so—with Morgan’s full support—becomes President and Managing Director of International Mercantile Marine with complete control.”
 


 “And why is that a bad thing?” asked Thomas. “I smell something awful; you smell that?”
 


 “Yeah,” added Declan. “Smells like decay.”
 


 Alastair ignored this, continuing his tale. “Another thing, Morgan Robertson is related to Morgan—hence the name, but he’s a black sheep member. And another thing—”
 


 A sudden jolt and the platform beneath their feet shuddered, but as the shaft was tight on all sides, they didn’t fear falling from either side, at least not yet. They heard something beneath them tumble as if caught on a rock and the platform had sent whatever it was hurtling downward with a rattling bumpity-bump pounding their ears. Still the platform continued on, lowering them still deeper. 

 



In unison, the detective and the young interns breathed a sigh of relief, and Wyland continued his history lesson as if nothing had happened. “As well, Harland & Wolff chairman William J. Pirrie became that same year a director of Mercantile Marine.”
 


 “All rather chummy,” said Thomas.
 


 “Inbred is what it is,” Declan replied. “And the public knows naught of it?”
 


 “At a dinner party in 1907, held at William J. Pirrie's London mansion, Ismay discussed the construction of two huge ships—with a third to be added later—and the young author was in attendance to hear their plans; it gave him the insidious idea to make himself happy by fictionally sinking their plans before they’d begun if he could convince a publisher to take on his hair-brained novel entitled Titan. But back to the London party—it was all to do with competing, you see, with the luxury, size, and speed of rival cruise lines. These Olympic-class ships were to be known as the greatest and fastest liners afloat, intended specifically to beat out the Cunard Line for the Atlantic luxury passenger trade.”
 


 “You make it sound so criminal,” countered Thomas Coogan. “It is called free enterprise…capitalism.”
 


 “Not my point.”
 


 “What then?”
 


 “July 29, 08.”
 


 “What about it?”
 


 “The White Star owners, including Ismay, approved in principle the design plan for the Olympic class ships prepared by builders Harland & Wolff under direct supervision of Lord Pirrie, with the assistance of his nephew Thomas Andrews—architect of the ships.”
 


 “Yes, all in the family.” Declan worked the lever to slow the platform here where the shaft narrowed about them.
 


 “I met the author, Robertson, once—had a bright son named Stephen who was fascinated with law enforcement and the science of detection back in…in Boston. At any rate, Robertson showed me a duplicate copy of a contract letter dated July 31st of that year; a letter signing off on construction in the Belfast shipyards for Olympic, Titanic, and a third sister ship at the time unnamed but to follow. In part it read ‘Ultimate decisions of design, equipment, and decoration are to be made by J. Bruce Ismay. The size of Titanic will be 882 feet 9 inches long, 94 feet wide, and 100 feet high to the bridge level. Final cost: £1,500,000 or approx. $7,500,000. New docks had to be built in Belfast, Southampton, and New York to accommodate the size of these ships. Harland & Wolff built specially strengthened slips to take their weight, and a new gantry under which these gargantuan ships would be built.”
 


 “You tell a rambling tale, sir,” interrupted Thomas. “To the point, perhaps?”
 


 “Thomas! Where are your manners?”
 


 “I left them in the world above.”
 


 “Ah, it’s no matter, Declan,” replied Wyland. “Frankly at my age, I know that the more sense I make, the less anyone cares to hear it. Or perhaps it was always that way!” He laughed at his own remarks. 

 


 “Oh but sir, please go on. I am something of a big fan of Titanic; I wish to hear all of it.”
 


 “Wellll now…as planned, December 16th the keel for the first ship is laid down at Harland & Wolff’s slip number 400 and Olympic construction begins, as you likely know; at any rate, this was quickly followed March 31st of ’09 when Titanic’s keel was laid down in yard number 401 and Titanic—”
 


 “Yes, where Titanic construction began.”
 


 “And now here we are today with Pinky’s guarding her and anarchists wanting to blow their precious plans to kingdom come. Now mysteriously three men who in one manner of another are associated with the yards’ve vanished. Gentlemen, it smacks of anarchy or monies to be had, and quite possibly blackmail.”
 


 “Blackmail?”
 


 “How so?”
 


 “Suppose the three had devised a scheme to reveal all the fictional elements of Robertson’s book as fact? The hidden details of all that has gone on behind closed doors regarding Titanic and her sister ships?”
 


 “It just sounds so far-fetched,” said Thomas.
 


 “But think of it, Thomas—information like that, The Cunard Line would kill for 

 


that kind of paperwork, the designs, White Star’s plans.” Declan nodded successively.
 


 “It’s not as if we’re talking government secrets, envoys, and battle plans,” 

 


countered Thomas.
 


 “Oh but it is,” said Wyland.
 


 “Have ye no imagination, Thomas?” asked Declan. “It makes sense in a world 

 


where, more and more, information is knowledge, knowledge is power, and power 

 


converts to money.”
 


 “Makes no damn sense to me! Again, sir, you’re implying some dirty 

 


underhanded dealings!”
 


 “Easy lad!” 

 


 “Uncle Anton was in no schemes or dirtiness! I won’t have it.”
 


 “But given the size of the powers they may have been going after, perhaps your uncle saw it as fair play perhaps, and not at all evil to involve himself since no Irishman good enough to burn rivets into the hull of this monster’s good ’nough to serve tables on her!” 

 


 Thomas fell silent, giving this some thought. “I know my uncle has a keen sense of justice.” Then Thomas’ nose began twitching uncontrollably. “Gawd, that’s a putrid stench, isn’t it?” 

 


 “You’re right about that!” agreed Alastair even as his own nose began to twitch.
 


 “That smell,” began Declan. “Worse than the dissecting room, eh, Tommie?” “Smell of death for sure.”

 


 “Coming up the shaft.”

 


 “How far down does this damn thing go?” Wyland was having second thoughts about the wisdom of coming into this inky black hole when the platform hit bottom and tilted sharply, hanging there. The jolt knocked Thomas into Declan and the boys fell; Wyland had grabbed onto a railing and kept his feet.

 


 “What’ve we hit?” asked Declan.

 


 “Most likely whatever it was fell earlier from the rock ledge.” Wyland trained his lantern over the side of the lift, dust raining round them even as the two lanterns illuminated a black torso—a dead man. “I believe we’ve found one of the missing men,” he calmly said.

 


 Thomas rushed to Wyland’s side and held the second lantern over the body. “It’s not my uncle—too tall, too thin…besides it must have been here for weeks…if not months.”

 


 “But how then…I mean anyone coming down the shaft had to’ve…” began Declan, shaking his head.

 


 “Not here,” countered Wyland. “First off, no one wanted to come down; there’d been a cave-in here. Secondly, judging from the position of the body, it had to’ve been placed here—or perhaps dropped here.”

 


 Declan worked to bring the lift up a foot, then two, trying to get it straightened out and hovering above the blackened body. “Never seen such absolute decay; not even our oldest corpses at the medical school look this bad—and trust me, they are vile.”

 


 “I’ve seen a lot of dead men,” said Wyland, his gaze grim. “But nothing like this.”

 


 “Who could it be if not O’Toole or McAffey?”

 


 Wyland shone his light on a helmet nearby with the name McAffey across it, and he indicated stitching on the dead man’s blackened shirt, Tim M. it read, no doubt stitched on by a loving wife. 


 


 Using his wolf’s head cane to offset a serious limp, Wyland carefully made his way to a kneeling position over the body. Leaning in for a closer inspection, he snatched out a a handkerchief and placed it over his nose against an odor reminiscent of sulfur. “We’re bound to involve the police, have an inquest, have the body autopsied. Either of you boys want to find the nearest phone?”

 


 “Back at the mining office—’less there’s a police call box closer, but without a key…”

 


 “Smash it with a pick axe or something,” suggested Declan.

 


 “Yes, you do that, Thomas. I suspect Walter will know where the man’s house is?”

 


 “Most likely; the miners are a close knit bunch,” said Declan.

 


 Thomas lingered to determine what Wyland was up to.

 


 “Can I trust you to get this into Walter’s hands, and can we trust Walter to get it to the man’s wife?” Wyland extended a money purse he’d found on the corpse. “Things like this tend to get lost real fast when police arrive.”

 


 Thomas had held himself in check to witness this exchange, and he nodded appreciatively before asking, “Nothing in the purse to identify the poor devil?”

 


 Wyland shook his head and complained of how his shoes would never be the same, adding, “Purse is just shy of forty pounds, I’d say. No paper. Now be off with you both—Declan to see to the paltry sum, you, Thomas, to make that call.”

 


 Thomas rushed off in search of the phone.

 


 “We should get Dr. B to look this over,” said Declan, who had not budged. “See if he knows what killed this fellow, McAffey.”

 


 “ Dr. B?” asked Wyland.

 


 “Bellingham, an excellent physician and inquest expert—teaches surgery at the Mater Infirmorum—our teaching hospital.”

 


 “Whatever is going to work—and Thomas—do hurry. Getting ranker by the moment here.”

 


 “Frankly, Mr. Wyland, I’m pretty sure we shouldn’t remain here any longer.”

 


Declan’s remark halted Thomas who held the lift. “Are you two coming?”

 


 “Need to do a bit of a walkabout,” said Alastair, but you go with Thomas, lad,” he added for Declan’s sake as an out for him.

 


 Still Declan didn’t budge. “This man looks the victim of some awful disease—perhaps some form of a Bubonic Plague.”

 


 Wyland added, “Oh dear, the Black Plague, you think?”

 


 “Here in Belfast in 1912?” said Thomas from the lift platform.

 


 “Not likely but who can tell, really.”

 


 “Looks nasty enough to be a new strain of Black Plague; the disease took people’s lives overnight. Terrible scourge from all the etchings I’ve seen,” remarked Thomas. 

 


 “Can’t rule it out from down here, but it could as well be something else.”

 


 “What else can you be talking about?” Wyland poked at the body with his cane.

 


 “Something new, diseases crop up in the strangest of places.”

 


 “Damn nasty business this underground work,” Wyland mused, looking at the sheared off ceiling and flashing his light about the wet, black reflecting walls.

 


 “Wonder where the other miner is?” Declan muttered as if to himself.

 


 “We’ll search the terminus of the shaft. But first, let’s get this man onto the platform so when Thomas goes up for help, we have the body at the surface for this Dr. Bellingham to examine.”

 


 The three of them took careful hold of the absolutely stiff man who seemed more like a log than anything human, and they placed the corpse onto the lift. “Get him topside while we investigate further,” said Wyland to Thomas who needed no second telling. While riding up to the surface with the awful corpse, Thomas cupped his hands and shouted to Declan and the detective, “Damn thing looks like a blackened mummy!”

 


 But Alastair Wyland had already set out searching about the mine, thinking the second missing miner—at very least—must be down here and whoever claimed to have seen him leaving the shaft had it wrong; as to the shipyard watchman, Thomas’ uncle, he hadn’t a clue. 

 


 Declan followed in Wyland’s wake as now there was only one lamp, and every corner here was blacker than an Irish midnight.

 


 The lantern picked up the area where the shaft roof had collapsed, and at the base of the scattered loosened rock fall, lying in a silence as deep as an empty forest grave, there lay the body—covered in a tarp. “See that? It’s gotta be the other miner.” Alastair was excited, and he momentarily wondered if the families of the men might spread the word about his powers of detection, although he had done nothing save travel down into the mine shaft that others feared. The thought made him silently chuckle.

 


 “Is he…is he like the other one?” asked Declan, shaken on seeing the prone misshapen figure below the thick green tarp.

 


 “We’ll have to get him topside with the other one, sort ’em out. Figure which is which.” Wyland then noticed something distinctly different about this corpse and wondered if the tarp cut the odor. “You notice that?” he asked.

 


 “What? What is it?”

 


 “This one doesn’t smell so awful as the other fellow.”

 


 “What killed them?” Declan asked, ignoring Wyland’s confusion.

 


 “That’s the real mystery, now isn’t it?” Wyland snatched the tarp away in his best magician form, fully expecting to have found Anton Fiore lying here dead if not O’Toole, but instead he and Declan were shocked to find a furry-faced, pained-looking, hoary wolf creature with a huge, ugly decayed snout, its eyes like dried prunes. The sight sent Alastair staggering back—and given his limp, he fell into Declan, almost losing his feet and taking the young man to him.

 


 “What in God’s name!” gasped Declan, staggering back, now welcoming the dark corners.

 


 “It’s some sort of beastie, I’d say.”

 


 “Look at that snout; it’s no dog—yet it seems like a large dog, maybe a wolf?”

 


 “I’ve not ever seen the like of it, but look at how dry the skin, and the eyes—like the fellow we sent up, two dry, hard orbs.”

 


 “Mummified—both this animal and the miner.”

 


 “Mummified? I saw no bandages!”

 


 “I’ve seen mummies in the museum in Edinburgh and London, sir, unwrapped mummies. They appear like petrified wood.”

 


 “We had Egyptian mummies represented at the great fair in Chicago, but they were well wrapped.”

 


 “It’s as if…”

 


 “As if what, Declan?”

 


 Declan took the lantern from the detective and stepped closer, examining the dead creature. “It looks like some sort of prehistoric wolf or saber-toothed dog.”

 


 “That’d be my guess—and look here.” He positioned Declan’s lantern and hand up to illuminate the wall to his right. I’d say it was buried here for a long time, entombed in this wall. Notice the shape of the remaining, scooped out section?”

 


 “The miners dug it from the wall and here it lies, yes.”

 


 “And if it’s carrying some ancient disease or organism?” asked Alastair, his nerves shot. “We’ve been exposed.”

 


 “Almighty’s will be done if it’s to be done.”

 


 “You’re fine with it at your age, but I intend to live a long life.” Alastair’s dark joke got no laughs. “Declan, I appreciate the difference in our ages—and should’ve insisted you get topside with your friend.” Alastair fell silent, contemplating the results of a plague rampaging through the already filthy streets of Belfast’s ghetto areas long before reaching out to other parts of the city. The poverty stricken would die in droves at the outset, and when finished there, it might well devastate the entire countryside, biting at the gentry and heads of state, at which point they might attempt to do something about it. He imagined that Declan, being a medical man, was giving into the same fears.

 


 “If the corpse we sent up with Thomas is diseased and virulent,” began the young intern, “then it could spread about the city.”

 


 “Yes, afraid we’ve made some bad choices for being such intelligent men.”

 


 “The jutting shoulders of this thing,” said Declan of the beast. “And you see the size of the fang there? Wonder where the other fang might be.”

 


 Using his cane, Alastair tried to turn the monstrous snout here in the dark shaft, but he found it stiff as cord wood, unmoving. “Dry and stiff as bone,” he muttered.

 


 “Like the miner we sent up—” gasped Declan—“yet this carcass is ancient, and he…his corpse only hours old.”

 


 “I suspect that O’Toole and McAffey had some reason to dig this thing out of the wall, and things went bad from there.” Alastair poked at the monster with his cane. “Likely placed the tarp over the thing, then boarded the lift, readying to find the surface, but you saw where the one had fallen or been forced over the side of the lift, then caught on a ledge until we landed on the man’s body. If it’s McAffey we sent up, O’Toole got out and into the world.”

 


 “You think they fought over a damn fang?”

 


 “I don’t know that it was the fang they fought over, but do you see the second miner here?”

 


 “Well…no.”

 


 “I saw a chain with a hook hanging on a peg behind us,” continued Wyland, taking the lantern back to the spot where he’d seen the chain dangling on one wall. He returned with it, saying, “We hook this monster and send it up ahead of us, Declan, and then we get the devil outta here.”

 


 “I’m with you. Place gives me the creeps.”

 


 They soon had the crook-hook on the end of the chain attached to the strange discovery, and yanking on the chain which snaked up alongside the lift, they got a response, presumably from Walter, who began winding the crude winch which begged to be replaced. The animal carcass had been light in weight, dehydrated and ancient as it was, and it rained down a dust over the men below as the chain echoed a metallic screech down the shaft. The dry animal dust created a ghostly, curtain-like veil in the lantern light.

 


 In the interim as they were discovering the beast in the mine shaft, topside Walter had had the presence of mind to return the lift back to them.

 


 “Let’s get out of here, now!” Alastair shouted to Declan, and they leapt onto the lift platform. Declan and Ransom had both begun to cough in the confined shaft as they rode up below the animal carcass overhead. As they did so, Alastair’s cane tapped at an edge of the boards near Declan’s feet; so close came the tip of the wolf’s head cane that Declan jumped to avoid it.

 


 “Look there!” said Alastair, tapping still. “More evidence the second man got out and away.”

 


 “How can you be sure?”

 


 He lifted the cane and pointed to where it had rested. “Do you see the swath of cloth caught on that nail, the concentration of hair? Someone—presumably O’Toole, who I learned from Walter was a heftier man than myself—kicked his superintendent off this platform as it lifted. Here, stop the lift.”

 


 Declan immediately brought them to a halt. “What is it?”

 


 “The rock face here…smeared with blackened flesh. It’s where the body had been resting before we hit it and sent it to the shaft floor.” Alastair placed his lantern close to the ledge he pointed at. “I’d noticed on the corpse, on the arm—a bad scrape but no redness, no blood. In fact, did you look at his eyes?”

 


 “No, I did not, sir.”

 


 “No, of course not; who looks a dead man in the eye? Only a fool, my mother would say.”

 


 “I am proposing to be a doctor; I should do exactly that when confronted with a corpse.”

 


 Alastair shrugged. “You’re not a doctor yet; you’re young. It’s natural to look away.”

 


 “I’ll be a doctor in a few years; I’ve got to learn to be more observant. I should’ve looked into his eyes.”

 


 “In this case, perhaps not.” With his cane, Alastair indicated up—signaling Declan to continue to send the lift upward again.

 


 Declan swallowed hard and turned the switch for up. “What did you find in the eyes?”

 


 “Dried pair of prunes, shriveled to nothing, yet intact—and yet with the level of decay to the body…makes no sense. There shouldn’t be anything whatsoever left of the soft tissue of the eyes.”

 


 “But then in so short a period, the body shouldn’t be so far along in decay either, Mr. Wyland.”

 


 “The eyes looked like shrunken little heads like those made by cannibals. Come to think of it, the entire body looked like those crazy shrunken heads I saw once at a huge fair that represented every race on the planet to us fairgoers.”

 


 “The Chicago World’s Fair?” guessed Declan. “You saw the 1893 Columbian Exposition? Damn, I’d give anything to’ve seen that!”

 


 “Yes…quite a show it was, too. Like all the world in one place.” This much was no lie, he thought, pleased with himself and the memory of being atop the Ferris Wheel with the love of his life, the woman he’d left behind, Dr. Jane Tewes, one of Chicago’s first female surgeons.

 


 “You are old, aren’t you? I mean 1893—wow!”

 


 “Come now, not that old. I am here, aren’t I? Climbing around in the rubble, breathing in this rotten corpse. God help us, son. If indeed this is the Black Plague come back to haunt mankind—figures it would start in Ireland.”

 


 They fell silent with the thought. All around them the mechanical sound of the winch and the groaning boards of the lift below their feet filled their senses: the smell of earth, the dry, subtle stench of the corpse and its change of color as they rose toward the surface where Walter shined a light down to reveal others who’d taken an interest, peering down the shaft as well.

 


 Wyland secretly worried who this might be alongside Walter topside. He gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on his cane. He feared now that his little missing-persons case involved a corpse, he’d exposed himself far too much. The authorities could well focus on him, a thing he had so far avoided here in Belfast. He felt like kicking himself for having gotten involved. He feared the men with Walter were the local police.

 


ELEVEN

 

 


 


They were soon topside, feet planted on terra firma, breathing easier, and Walter was gasping over the body and saying that it looked like Superintendent McAffey, yet not at all like the man. “It just doesn’t look like the man.”

 


 Private Detective Alastair Wyland slapped Walter on the shoulder, a reassuring gesture without effect. “Quite…quite understandable, my friend.”

 


 Still, Bartholomew corroborated that it was indeed McAffey just as Alastair pulled his pockets inside out, finding a tobacco tin with the initials TM engraved on it. At about this time, Bartholomew turned to vomit his last meal, and between retching he muttered, “It’s McAffey but like Walter says, it’s not McAffey.”

 


 “And what in God’s name is this monster you had me haul up?” asked Walter whose eyes had gone wide with anger. “Scared me to prayer, it did, this animal carcass!”

 


 Alastair apologized. “We need to have the thing examined, Walter.”

 


 Even though night had fallen, with the body in the better light, both Declan and Alastair felt as if they were seeing the destruction to McAffey for the first time. The horrible impact to their senses was compounded.

 


 “Can we get a tarp to place over the remains?” asked Wyland.

 


 “It’s gruesome what happened to this man,” said Declan, “and not even explained by the Black Plague, Mr. Wyland. Think about it; he was seen alive twenty-four hours ago, and now look at him. There’s something unnatural about this whole affair.”

 


 “We needn’t invoke supernatural means here,” replied Wyland. “Has to be some sort of disease, a parasite perhaps, an organism invisible to us.” Wyland stepped away, lit his pipe, and hoped the tobacco would staunch the awful odor that had set up residence in his nostrils. He weighed up his choices—remain or go now. If he disappeared, the authorities might more readily be curious about him and his past. If he remained, played out his part in this sordid matter and acquitted himself well, the same authorities might leave his past his alone to focus instead on the obvious crime before them.

 


 “You know,” muttered Walter, “these mines here, they’ve always had a curse on ’em. But I’ve never seen the like of this.”

 


 Ransom noticed that even in death, McAffey had coal dust raining down on his mummified remains, as it shook loose from Walter’s clothing and shaggy head of hair as Walter worked the tarp over the corpse.

 


 “Where’s Thomas?” asked Declan, looking around.

 


 “After he com’up ahead of you,” replied Walter, “said he’s going for the authorities,” replied Walter.

 


 “I’d thought the coppers already here, Walter. Saw a couple of other men as we were returning.”

 


 “Not cops. They were miners. Rushed off to spread the word about McAffey. He wasn’t always popular.”

 


 “Could sure use a stiff drink,” Alastair said to no one in particular while studying the finger-nail moon and the stars; he worried about facing the authorities should they begin to place too much attention on him—should they learn his true identity, that he was in fact the one and only former Chicago Inspector Alastair Ransom.

 


 Just as stealthily as the onset of night had come on while they were in the mine, a single suspicion about Private Investigator Alastair Wyland could send Inspector Alastair Ransom back to the US and Chicago as a fugitive from a murder indictment in the death of that damned priest. But I’m innocent of the charge, he told himself for the thousandth time, innocent—at least for the most part.

 


April 13, 2012, aboard Scorpio, one day out from port:

 

 


 


Against all reason and his better judgment, once Will Bowman had begun to snore, David Ingles slipped from their shared cabin to make his way to compartment number seven. The enticement had proven too powerful for several reasons, not the least being Kelly’s kiss.

 


 Once he got to Kelly’s room, he noticed Jacob Mendenhall far back of him down the narrow corridor; he could not make out what Mendenhall was up to, but he feared the other diver was shadowing him.

 


 Had Swigart already heard rumors about his and Kelly’s rendezvous on deck? Had Swigart put Mendenhall on him to keep him honest?

 


 He instantly began a mock jogging, pretending to be getting his exercise by running the corridor, doing stretches, and he jogged back to his own room only to find Mendenhall gone, nowhere to be seen. He then jogged back to Kelly’s room, glanced about, saw no one in any shadows, and rapped at the hatchway to her quarters.

 


 Kelly snatched open the door as if she’d been ready to do so the moment he knocked, and she snatched David by the arm and urged him inside. “We have to be discreet,” she said as she closed the door. They filled the small compartment made for one. “I’ve got something I must share with you.”

 


 He thought of a snappy reply but thought better of it. “What is so important that we’re risking losing everything we’ve worked for, Doctor?”

 


 “I need someone I can trust, Dave, when we’re down there tomorrow or day two—whenever we go into the interior.”

 


 “What do you mean? We’ve trained for months to watch one another’s backs—to trust one another.”

 


 “But they made that unusual request of us—to train separately and to remain aloof from one another—why? Don’t you want to know why? Don’t you think that’s an odd way to train?”

 


 “Sounds like someone’s a bit paranoid.”

 


 “This is not paranoia; this is fear, David—and for all I know, you could be the one who will want to kill me once I reveal why I’m really on board Scorpio.”

 


 “My God, Kelly, your every sentence is a riddle.”

 


 She put her hands up in a gesture that asked for patience. Then she reached into the otherwise empty duffel bag and came up with what looked to David at first to be his father’s scrimshaw pipe, but it was in fact no pipe.

 


 “Is that a piece of ivory tusk?”

 


 She held it up to his eyes, the smooth, tapered fang. “It’s the tooth of some kind of saber-toothed animal found in a mine shaft where the ore to make the steel plates and bulkheads for Titanic was mined.”

 


 “I really don’t follow you, Kelly.” Still he wrapped his hand around the large tooth as if drawn to do so.

 


 “It will become clear,” she said, reaching into the duffle again, this time coming up with an aged, leather-bound book with tattered edges and a metal clasp in the form of a lion’s head holding it together. “The journal I told you about—belonging to my great-great grandfather. A great man who died on Titanic not knowing he had a son, my grandfather.”

 


 He put the huge tooth aside, stared at the book, and then up at her and shrugged. “You said nothing about any journal.”

 


 “I didn’t?”

 


 “No, you did not.”

 


 “I could’ve sworn…well, at any rate, I meant to; it’s crucial to your understanding of what really happened that night on board Titanic.”

 


 He took it from her hands as she pushed it toward him. The journal itself was a beautifully bound antique with a clasp and a lace bookmark peeking from the top. “I’ve marked some pages in particular that you must read.”

 


 “You want me to have this on loan, I presume? To read?”

 


 “We don’t have time to wait for the movie release,” she joked then glared at him as she undid the clasp even as the book remained in his hands. It opened onto pages brittle and yellowed with time. “You’ve got to read his account of things, David, please.”

 


 “Tonight? Now?”

 


 “Here and now, yes. There isn’t much time before we reach Titanic—what, two, two and a half days?”

 


 “Present rate of speed, should make it Thursday AM.”

 


 “Read,” she commanded. “It’s imperative.”

 


 “It’ll explain the saber tooth and why the Titanic’s captain scuttled his unsinkable monument to man’s greatest nautical achievement up ’til that point in time.”

 


 “Sit, read…all of it will become clear.”

 


 Frowning and giving in, David fell into the single chair at the desk protruding from one wall—everything here was shiny metal. “This book is why you think—or rather say that it was Captain Edward Smith who gave orders to—I can’t believe I am even saying this—ram the largest oceangoing vessel on the planet into an iceberg, and that his most trusted officers carried out Titanic’s intentional sinking.” He laughed and shook his head.

 


 “Read the book, David—it’s proof, evidence of the truth of my story!”

 


 “I really suggest that you don’t repeat this ahhh…theory to anyone.”

 


 “Dave, I know you haven’t had time to digest all this—and it’s a helluva lot to digest.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “All I ask is that you keep an open mind and take a look at the journal.”

 


 “What could possibly prove such a notion?” He remained steadfastly skeptical. It seemed the only logical response to this unusual game she was running on him. He expected at any moment for her to burst out laughing and to admit that he was being set up—punk’d! He prayed she’d suddenly shout ‘Gotcha!’

 


 “Start here then if it helps.” She turned the pages to a marker. “Start with the fact Captain Smith had seven Marconi messages in his pocket that warned of a huge ice field that was uncharacteristically floating out ahead of Titanic—directly in the shipping lanes. See right here.”

 


 David read the words at the end of her fingertip: ‘Capt. Smith knowingly chose to remain in on the final solution—to remain firm with the cabal that we had unwittingly become—a cabal whose aim was the sudden end of Titanic and the god awful curse aboard her, like a worm within the folds of a flower.’

 



Despite his skepticism, qualms, and reservations, David read on to learn from the author of the journal what he could possibly mean by this marginal notation, this medical internist named Declan Irvin who then wrote: ‘Capt. Smith’s features telegraph his internal battle with the horrible decision fate has placed in his hands. Looks as if he might fall from a stroke, he is that hurt.’

 



David swallowed hard, digesting this bit about Smith in the tight, controlled hand of the author. He then read on: ‘I left Detective Ransom and my closest friend, Thomas Coogan with Titanic’s chief operations officers who continued to stare at the evidence of this alien creature aboard. Worried about the aged Captain Smith, I escorted the man to his quarters and gave him an elixir for nerves and a brandy—but this only after the stalwart old gentleman had given orders to all officers in his command to destroy Titanic. Before we parted, he looked into my eyes and handed some seven Marconi messages he snatched from his pocket, pushing these on me. I later read the wireless
messages and while from separate sources they all had one warning—“Ice Ahead –your position.” These I’ve folded into the back of this journal.’

 



David flipped to the rear of the journal and sure enough the authentic wireless messages sent to Titanic, messages warning of miles-long rivers of icebergs ahead of them—the actual Marconi messages—stared back at David.

 


 He had to take a deep breath before looking up at Kelly who held out a shot of whiskey. “I know you like it on the rocks.”

 


 He accepted the drink and took a long dram, sighing heavily, and saying, “Hold on. You know how I take my whiskey down to my brand—” he indicated the bottle of Jack Daniels on the nightstand where she’d left it—“but you acted as if you didn’t know me when you first came on board? What’s up with that?”

 


 “All right, I wanted you to chase me so I could get you alone, so as to confide in you, David.”

 


 “So I’d give chase, really?”

 


 “Read!” she ordered and he dropped his gaze back onto the pages of the yellowed book and read: ‘Smith had worked out a plan; he put First Officer Murdoch and Second Officer Lightoller in charge of scuttling the mammoth vessel—specifically ramming its bow into the first sizeable iceberg they might encounter. You must understand, we had marched the officers deep into the bowels of the ship to where the freezer compartments were, and there displayed the reason why Titanic must go to the bottom of the sea without a single survivor. At least, that was the
plan, but of course, as Robbie Burns reminds us—‘best laid plans of mice and men do oft go astray’!”

 


 Kelly drilled the page with her finger now from where she stood looking over his shoulder. “So you see now, David? Captain Smith goes to bed with some sort of apoplexy or to pray—or whatever he did alone there with God—with seven ominous warnings in his possession all about giant icebergs in Titanic’s path, but he orders no slow down, no change of course—full steam ahead into the ice floes. That was Lightoller’s orders, and like Smith, Lightoller and Murdoch were also well aware of the bergs awaiting Titanic’s arrival—and arrive atop them she did!”

 


 “I’ve read in history books that Smith was warned repeatedly, but he must’ve had his reasons…must’ve thought he could make it through. This allusion to some plague on board is not in any documents or books, Dr. Irvin.”

 


 “David, he ordered all but one pair of binoculars confiscated and thrown overboard.”

 


 “There’s nothing in the record to indicate that!”

 


 “The record—the inquests records—state they left port without binoculars, that they forgot them! How lame is that? You don’t build a crow’s nest without a peg for the binoculars.” Her voice rose a few octaves. Realizing this, she stopped herself, obviously frustrated. She then added, “You just keep reading, David Ingles, and you will have it on good authority—my ancestor—that Smith ordered every pair of binoculars and spyglasses aboard discarded over the side save his own, which he turned over to Murdoch and Lightoller, arming the two poor devils—officers he’d ordered to carry out the terrible job of spotting an iceberg with the intention of—”

 


 “Hold on…are you really suggesting a conspiracy to-to—”

 


 “I’m not suggesting anything; I am stating a fact—a lost fact, lost to history.”

 


 “History indeed!” his tone made it clear how preposterous he thought this discussion had become.

 


 “Captain Edward Smith went to his cabin where he remained in sleep or contemplation of the coming collision—on his orders.”

 


 “No way.”

 


 “ He could not know if Lightoller or Murdoch could carry such an order out, or if junior officers below them might balk at their orders. But make no mistake, Captain Smith put the order in motion. His orders.”

 


 “According to the account of this single ancestor of yours?”

 


 “A singular man, he was…yes,” she countered when they heard a noise outside the hatchway. She placed a finger to her lips, and they fell silent. “No one else can know.”

 


TWELVE

 

 



 


After giving David time to digest what she’d already put forth as the truth of Titanic’s end, Kelly slipped her head out into the causeway outside her berth but found no one there. When she closed the hatchway again and turned to David, she saw the disbelief still floating in his eyes.

 


 “And why for God’s sake would Smith, a seaman with a spotless record save for the Hawke incident—and on his final voyage…on the maiden voyage of the greatest ship ever built to date, intentionally take her to the abyss with so many lives at stake? To engineer a mass murder?”

 


 “Mass sacrifice, if you will. David, there was a disease aboard, a terrible, terrible disease. By this time, she was a plague ship.”

 


 “One man’s journal, this Declan Irvin, your great-great grandfather who was aboard the ship—he alone tells the truth?”

 


 “At the time he was a young intern out of Belfast, Northern Ireland where he’d watched Titanic as she was being built in the shipyards there. He and two other men boarded the ship in Southampton in an effort to convince Titanic’s captain to quarantine his vessel and to stop her before she could set off toward her eventual grave.”

 


 “Quarantine her in Southampton?”

 


 “To keep her from leaving Great Britain, yes. To understand, you need to read the entire journal, David.”

 


 “Quarantine against this disease you mentioned, eh?”

 


 “A dreaded, terrible disease.”

 


 “A life-threatening disease.”

 


 “No, no—a life-draining disease.”

 


 “Smallpox you mean?”

 


 “Worse than smallpox.”

 


 “Kelly, no disease known to mankind has killed more people than smallpox through the millennia. So what are we talking about? Some precursor to TB?”

 


 “It had no name, David, but it was like…like the Black Plague, let’s say.”

 


 “Black Plague aboard Titanic?”

 


 “Something akin to it, let’s say; at the time, no one had ever seen anything quite like it. It decimated a healthy person within days…hours.”

 


 “Decimated how?” David wondered why he continued to humor her in this mad distortion of Titanic history that was so far from reality that it could not be embraced.

 


 “The disease completely dehydrated its victims—every ounce of fluid in the body consumed…gone, disappeared…as I said, in a matter of hours, and there was no cure, and with this outbreak aboard rampaging, Captain Smith was left with only one horrible solution.”

 


 “The murder of more than a thousand six-hundred souls that we know about? That’s an answer?—whoa, what am I saying— a cure all? This is just plain old nuts. Hey, maybe your ancestor was insane. Ever think of that?”

 


 “Excellent penmanship for a madman.” She tapped the ink-splotched words before him with a rapid-fire index finger banging out a thumping rhythm, a requiem for his discomfort at hearing this story of hers.

 


 “Yeah, well Edgar Allan Poe’s handwriting looked like that of a normal person, too.”

 


 She frowned and threw up her hands, walked about in a tight circle, obviously upset, but she wound up after him again, replying, “This thing, it was and still is incurable, and eventually Titanic was—or would have been—a ghost ship filled with plague on its arrival in New York. My ancestor was an intelligent physician, and he was not an asylum escapee, David. Please, just read the journal. Read page one.”

 


 “Kelly, how can you be sure the good doctor who wrote these words—” he indicated the book in his lap—“wasn’t crazy?”

 


 “Eccentric, yes, insane, no! Declan Irvin survived long enough to write it all down; he was among those who did not get off Titanic; a friend, his closest friend, managed somehow to get aboard one of the few lifeboats.”

 


 “Just under what, twenty lifeboats, less than half filled…” he muttered, recalling his reading of the incident at sea. “707 saved by the lifeboats. Hold on…if the Captain himself ordered the ship scuttled…rammed into a berg the size of a continent, then why would he turn around and order the lifeboats away? It makes no sense.”

 


 “Come on, Dave, you know how chaotic it became…how it turned into a riot. Even those closest to Smith, even those loyal to him, faced with certain death might well have panicked, and in the end, they chose to disregard his orders. Open your mind to the impossible, David, and you might discover the truth.”

 


 “No, sorry, it’s just too implausible and the lifeboats did get away.”

 


 “Yes, yes but not one of them filled, and one literally lost over the side! This done by trained seamen, trained on filling lifeboats and lowering them properly, orderly, in the best of British fashion. There were struggles, fights breaking out.”

 


 “I read the same history, but you’ve got it all twisted round.”

 


 “The first twists came at the two inquests—the lies told at the hearings held on two continents.”

 


 “They did manage to use a third of the seats.”

 


 “Some—some less than a third!”

 


 “All right, I give you that, but they couldn’t get people to take the situation seriously; no one aboard a warm, solid-seeming ship firmly underfoot wants to be put off into a small boat—in scale beside Titanic, the size of a cork.”

 


 “Yes, OK, agreed…scary being awakened and put off and into a lifeboat in a black sea on a cold night. But at the same time, these kinds of stories—they’re what Lightoller claimed at the hearings. It all has become part of the legend, women and children first, all that nonsense, David.”

 


 He could say nothing. Their eyes met, and she pleaded, “David, neither Smith nor his officers trusted all the officers and crew to go along with what they considered their only course of action—and guns had to be broken out to enforce it for fear—”

 


 “Yes, the officers were armed in the end,” he agreed.

 


 “For fear,” she continued, “that the carrier…the plague carrier would get off the ship.”

 


 He took in a deep breath of air and ran his hands through his hair. “But if the lifeboats were launched and hundreds saved, then sinking the ship—this so-called solution—would have failed.”

 


 “It did fail, don’t you see? Failed miserably. Human nature being what it is—hell even Lightoller in the end saved himself rather than end his life, but then so did the ship’s owner, J. Bruce Ismay, and others.”

 


 “Lightoller went under; he told the entire horrid story in detail at the hearings. Never changed a word. He very nearly died.”

 


 They fell silent for a long time; he stood and paced but found there was no room for pacing. He continued in the same tone. “People with the disease, they could well have been on the lifeboats. The plan was flawed from the start—if there’s any validity to this journal at all, which I still doubt.”

 


 “Those in the cabal to bring the vessel down, David, they fully expected any boats getting away would be sucked under by the displacement from Titanic’s dive—they expected those in the boats to follow the order to stay close to the ship, close enough that they’d be sucked down with it. They knew the power of the draft it would cause; they had seen how it could sink an ocean liner tied to a dock!”

 


 “They were given orders to remain close in on the ship?”

 


 “To guarantee that everyone aboard go down to the bottom whether aboard or in a lifeboat, yes.”

 


 “And they would have had the crew and officers follow Smith’s orders explicitly, and I suppose that’s in the journal too?”

 


 “Yes, yes,” she pleaded.

 


 “The crew was given the order to destroy the ship beneath their feet?” 


 


 “Declan writes about it in detail in his journal.”

 


 “The cabal, you mean? Please, just tell me what was the plan?”

 


 “Any boats getting off and into the water, the officer aboard was to venture in close to Titanic’s hull to ostensibly pull other survivors from the frigid sea, but the seamen would know that to remain close to the ship would surely have scuttled all boats hugging Titanic. And historic record bears this out.”

 


 “And historic record bears you out?”

 


 “The inquest in both New York and in London, showed testimony from the survivors; they pleaded with those operating the lifeboats to pull people from the water, that people were pleading for the boats to come back, to return for them but they did not. They couldn’t go through with the plan.”

 


 “The plan again?”

 


 “To hold those boats in beside Titanic, to be sucked under with her, yes. You know very well it’d be a giant vortex of water—a drain. Smith surely expected it with his ship’s going down.” 


 


 He nodded. “Not one of the lifeboats came back for survivors in the water until after she went down. True, regardless of the fact men in just under fifty degree water had only ten or fifteen minutes before succumbing to hypothermia.” 


 


 He knew it was true—disturbingly so; that it read the same in every account, how the crew members flatly refused to return in the lifeboats to help those in the water—despite the horrible pleas. Those in the water would have been close in on the ship. Returning for them would jeopardize the lifeboats and crewmen would have known this.

 


 Eventually all the survivors, numbering 707, were picked up by a merchant marine ship, the Carpathia, which, hours away, had steamed full-ahead toward the disaster site in hopes of getting to the coordinates early enough to be of service. “So…was this mysterious disease…was it brought on board the Carpathia?” he asked. “Were the survivors deposited in Newfoundland, Canada infected? Any deaths reported aboard Carpathia?”

 


 “No…not in Newfoundland nor New York at that time, that is except for a dog that’d somehow gotten off Titanic.”

 


 “Then perhaps the men of Titanic were successful after all?”

 


 “Not so according to the journal. Thomas Coogan made a few entries from Newfoundland before he disappeared. I fear they did fail, that the plague-carrier slipped through to survive. If he or she did get off the Titanic, it was well-hidden in Newfoundland for some time…either going dormant or hiding in plain sight.”

 


 “Going dormant?”

 


 “Please, keep your voice down,” she said, indicating the door.

 


 Just outside her door, they again heard someone noisily stumbling down the corridor. After a moment, Kelly added, “Now this thing—yes, it is aboard Scorpio now, David.”

 


 “This disease organism has somehow gotten aboard Scorpio?” his tone made skepticism roar. “Just how did it pull that off? Is it that damned sentient?”

 


 “You don’t understand, it…it uses its hosts…humans. It—”

 


 “Now it’s an it and not a microcosmic creature?”

 


 “I’m trying to tell you that it gets into the brainstem and the brain, working through the spinal column; it has evolved and it’s sophisticated in its pretense of being like you and me—human.”

 


 “Human in appearance—aboard, among us?” David scratched at his neck, his legs firmly apart, rocking on his heels.”

 


 “So you see, I can’t trust anyone.”

 


 “No one? No one but me, you mean?” He stared into her eyes, searching for any trace of madness.

 


 “If this thing—now in human form—if it knew all that I know, I’d be a target for assassination.” She dropped her gaze and shook her head, holding back tears.

 


 “So you want a fellow target?” David took hold of her shoulders, demanding an answer.

 


 She returned her gaze to him. “I need someone I can tell all this to, David. It’s tearing me apart.”

 


 He stared long and hard at her and finally whispered, “Just how serious are you about your…this belief in this journal of yours, Kelly?”

 


 “Deadly serious.”

 


 He raised his hands in defeat. “A disease-carrying creature spawning death from stem to stern on Titanic in 1912, and now here with us in 2012 aboard Scorpio? Kelly, it’s impossible to imagine, and now this thing—whatever it is—is hitching a ride back to Titanic for what possible purpose?”

 


 “Harvesting its young. That’s the supposition.”

 


 “Sheeeze. The supposition these many decades according to whom? How can you trust words in a 100-year-old book? It’s fiction.”

 


 “Look, I’ve done research surrounding a number of mysterious deaths that came about in various communities from Newfoundland to Boston and New York in the intervening years. Bodies found with the same result…an identical appearance as those found on Titanic. Look at these documents I’ve uncovered; look at the photos.” She spread additional materials over her desk for his consideration.

 


 Ingles studied the photos in silence for a moment, thinking anything can be photo shopped nowadays, especially with Quasarnet-Adobe2012. “A picture is worth a thousand words,” he finally muttered, staring at the condition of several completely brown, leather-skinned, desiccated bodies. While curiously enthralled by the unusual death photos, he asked, “Aren’t these simply shots of petrified mummies?”

 


 She said in his ear, “Each of them drained of bone marrow, spinal fluid, every ounce of moisture, all gone. Know of any disease that does this to a person gone missing a mere twenty-four hours?”

 


 He shook his head. “I refuse to believe this—” he stabbed a finger at the photo— “drove Smith and crew to-to—” David could not say the words.

 


 “There was only one recourse left them—to sink Titanic because the disease carrier had in essence begun to spawn more of its kind all over the ship.”

 


 “Spawn more of its kind—the carrier—do you realize how incredibly insane all this sounds, Kelly? No matter this…this evidence, these photos. If you so much as whisper a word of it, you’ll never see the inside of Titanic.”

 


 “David, you don’t get it—someone on board this ship—is the descendent of the carrier, and its—his or her—reason for being here is to bring up from Titanic its only progeny.”

 


 “Progeny?” he repeated, his brow scrunched, telegraphing his disbelief.

 


 “Its spawn…its god damned eggs.”

 


 “Eggs? Spawn?”

 


 “For God’s sake, man, I am talking about the resurgence of this parasitic organism we know nothing about. Kane, Forbes, and the others may be in search of treasures in the holds, but this thing…this virulent parasite, it wants its children, and eventually it wants to take over the Earth.”

 


 “I can’t believe—”

 


 “Believe it! It has the potential to wipe out the human race, Dave.”

 


 She put a finger to his lips, as a passing crewman lingered just outside the compartment as if to take note of their banter. They let him pass before going on. “For all we know whoever that was passing by, he could be the...” 


 


 “You’re saying it has survived for over a hundred years. Is he some sort of vampire?” David was on the verge of laughter—again.

 


 “It replenishes itself; it infiltrates the host body, uses it up in slow increments, until it chooses another host, when the earlier host is used up, the corpse left in a state of absolute exsanguination and dehydration.”

 


 “Sang-what?”

 


 “All the blood gone—along with—”

 


 “All bodily fluid, you say.”

 


 “Declan says so, yes, and-and the ME’s who worked on these bodies say so, too, David. This is not some fairytale.” She held up the current day victims. “All liquids drained—down to the spinal fluid. Look, David, I’ve seen such a victim at the Boston ME’s office. Not even the ME could believe what he was looking at.”

 


 “How did you get access to the ME’s?”

 


 “Made it my business to get chummy with a guy in the ME’s office.”

 


 He stood and paced the few feet he had to work with. “Man, I can’t believe this.”

 


 “I’m sure you’d prefer to have remained ignorant of it, but I have to trust someone.”

 


 “Thanks…thanks a lot,” he replied in a sarcastic tone.

 


 “You can’t not help me, Dave; bodies have cropped up—like I’ve said—from Canada to New York in enough numbers and in such a mysterious condition that yeah, the authorities and the CDC have taken notice. They just don’t know what they’re dealing with.”

 


 “What notice did they take? I mean when you showed them the journal?”

 


 She hesitated answering. He pushed for a reply. She finally dropped her gaze and said, “I dared not share the journal with them.”

 


 He paced. “This is so bizarre….unbelievably ahh…ahh—”

 


 “X-Files, I know!”

 


 “More like The Fringe.”

 


 “David, I know it’s a terrible shock, and a great deal to take in at once; you need to read the journal.”

 


 He leaned against a wall as if seeking something solid.

 


 “Will you please assure me that I can count on you to watch my back?”

 


 “You intend to combat this thing alone?”

 


 “Oh God, finally…you finally acknowledge there is a threat.”

 


 “Just…just answer the question.”

 


 “Once I determine who on board is the carrier, I’m prepared to kill it.”

 


 “With what? How?”

 


 “An experimental weapon.”

 


 “Experimental? You don’t have a clue then, do you?”

 


 “Not entirely, no. But I know from Declan’s journal that it can’t stand cold. Still, I admit, liquid Freon is not always at hand.” She indicated a canister of Freon in her duffle bag, and he examined it.

 


 “This is the same stuff used by dermatologists to kill ring worms under the skin.”

 


 “That’s right. Manufactured by Johnson & Johnson.”

 


 “It’d take you some time to get this operational and pointed.” It came in a canister with a puncturing tube to insert in the spray head, much like WD-40 oil but there was no using this stuff without inserting the tube. A person could be overpowered before she got the thing working. “You might do better with mace,” he offered.

 


 “Whatever we use, I can’t do this alone.”

 


 “We now is it?”

 


 “Yes, we! David, I need you desperately.”

 


 “In another context, I’d take that as a wonderful thing but this….Kelly, why me, why burden me with this?”

 


 “From infancy, I’ve learned to read people, and I get nothing but positive vibes coming from you, and you look me in the eyes when you speak.”

 


 “That’s it?”

 


 “I’m a student of body language, the unspoken gesture; I find you sincere and easy to read.”

 


 “Are you saying I’m easy?”

 


 “Confess, before this, you just wanted to get into my pants, but now you don’t want to take advantage of the mentally challenged, right?”

 


 “Hold on…I just wanted to get to know you.”

 


 “Now you’re lying.” She smiled and slapped his shoulder. “Come clean.”

 


 “Well, of course, I had thoughts.”

 


 “I’m flattered, but your attention held no evil, ulterior motive—just sex on your mind, eh sailor?”

 


 “OK, I can’t deny it, but why not? I’m single, you’re single—you are single, aren’t you?” His eyes met her emerald irises.

 


 “Yes, I am single.”

 


 “And you kissed me, remember, and you invited me here to your room, as I recall.”

 


 “I did, and I stand guilty of manipulating you.”

 


 “I confess I’d been wanting to hear that invitation to your cabin since we boarded, but now…”

 


 “It’s important you get the full story, David; of all the divers, I chose you to watch my back—I trust you alone.”

 


 “So now what?”

 


 “You need to read the journal! Read Declan’s words, I implore you.” She poured him a second drink.

 


 He started reading the 1912 journal from page one.

 


THIRTEEN

 

 



 


Tim McAffey’s dead features were intact beneath the bark-hardened exterior, at least enough to identify him, and still no sign of the other man, Francis. Also lying here was the mysterious, ancient wolf-like creature with its enormous haunches and hair as thick and matted as a woolly mammoth. The creature was stiff as old tree bark. It looked like a once muscular, energy-charged, huge, long dead and dehydrated beastie of fable.

 


 All this lay before them. Thomas Coogan had returned with his professor and mentor, Dr. Enoch Bellingham and a tall, imposing Chief Inspector Ian Reahall.

 


 Reahall quickly sized up the situation as Ransom studied him and the professor. Bellingham looked uncomfortable, shaky—his thin frame hardly capable of holding his coat on his shoulders. In fact, the good doctor, perhaps in his late fifties, looked sickly and appeared somewhat corpselike himself, but he at least had his color. Dr. Bellingham or Dr. B as everyone was calling him tentatively knelt over McAffey’s dessicated body.

 


 Ransom quickly concluded that Reahall, a man slightly larger than Ransom himself and looking like he enjoyed three meals a day, was most assuredly given to a bad habit he’d found in most police investigators—a preference for wild conjecture over fact. Ransom recalled fashioning the facts to fit the crime; it was a dangerous practice and could lead a man down a primrose lane faster than falling down a rabbit hole.

 


 “Enoch,” Reahall said to Dr. Bellingham and Ransom noted the two were on a first name basis. "The dead man must have been attacked by the missing O’Toole who appears to’ve used a blow torch as his weapon to so disfigure a man! You know, the sort used at the shipyards by the riveters and steel workers.”

 


 While it sounded just dandy, Ransom knew the local constable was drawing at straws and hoping for quick corroboration from the doctor.

 


 “We find O’Toole,” continued Reahall, “and by God, we find the weapon, case closed.” Reahall’s self-assured tone had the effect of getting a nod from everyone except Ransom and Declan, and why not? It answered the unsettling thoughts, the unfamiliar odors, and unheard of sights before them; in a word it made sense—converted the unknown to the known and so fended off unreasonable fear.

 


 Usually a good approach, but in this case, Ransom knew better, and so he guessed, did Declan. The details simply did not fit with Reahall’s ‘facts’. Still, the others quickly grasped at the proffered straw.

 


 “And what of the beast?” asked Ransom with a kick at the animal corpse which he immediately regretted as he shouted in pain shooting through his toe. Once he regained his composure, he said to his Belfast counterpart, “Constable, really how can a torch do this kind of damage to a man? It’s not burns; you’d smell the flesh if it’d been caused by fire—and look at the man’s clothes! Untouched by fire. No, this…this is something I’ve never encountered, sir. Have you? Have you really?”

 


 “I know of you, sir. Mr. Private Detective, and I know you were once yourself on the Pinkerton payroll—as strike breaker, correct?”

 


 Like most men, Reahall’s tone made it clear that a strike breaker was a creature of the lowest depths, worthy only of contempt, but Ransom had only hired on in Dublin for a month so as not to starve. The Constable’s done some digging about, like a pig at truffles, Ransom thought but said, “Wyland, sir, Wyland’s the name, but that’s hardly the question before us, inspector.”

 


 “Constable…here in Belfast it is constable. I understand until recently a select few detectives in Chicago were called inspectors—masters at their work, I understand?”

 


 Ransom fought an urge to scratch his ear or head, thinking if not careful down to each word that this man smelling of cheap cologne had him dead-to-rights. “I wouldn’t know about that, Constable!” He gave out with a laugh. “A-And no, sir, never with the Pinkertons.”

 


 “I have a report of a Wyland in Dublin at a mine there working for the Pinkertons.”

 


 “I applied once, but flatly turned down. Something about my drinking turned up in a background check, and those Pinkerton executives are sorely conservative fellows. Wouldn’t have the likes of me, no sir, so—” he continued to fabricate. “Not me, no. This old man…”

 


 “I see, you’re just a private investigator.”

 


 “Rather poor one at that these many years. Work for hire, it is. I work for citizens who need a wee bit of help is all—like the lads here.” He indicated Declan and Thomas.

 


 “Ahh, provide a bit’o muscle from time to time, eh?”

 


 “Leverage…clout when needed.”

 


 “Yes, clout it is, I see,” replied Reahall, a man Ransom’s height and girth. Ransom imagined it would be a close fight between them in a ring or back alley. “There’s now a fourth missing man too close on for comfort.” Reahall indicated to Ransom to step off with him to speak in relative privacy.

 


 “Another man gone missing?”

 


 “Yes, well, not a man so much as a Pinkerton agent!” Reahall laughed at his own joke before calming enough to continue. “Man’s name is Tuttle. One of a handful guarding Titanic at holding slip 401. Harry Tuttle—ever any dealings with him?”

 


 “Tuttle, Tuttle? Hmmm…no, can’t say as I have.”

 


 “Tuttle?” gasped Thomas, overhearing. “Declan, you remember—”

 


 “Tuttle, yes, the night Uncle went missing, this fellow Tuttle was at the forecastle. Shooed us off from where we stood at the base of the ship near the open cargo hold.”

 


 “You spoke to him?” asked Reahall.

 


 “Yes, I mean no but—”

 


 “Which is it Coogan?”

 


 “I mean, we told him we were looking for my uncle.”

 


 Declan added, “We were about to step onto the ship in search of Mr. Fiore when Tuttle threatened us.”

 


 “Threatened you?” Reahall grew excited at the term.

 


 “He had two others with guns all pointing, so we got out of there fast.”

 


 “Did Tuttle look upset, make any strange remarks, what?” pressed Ransom.

 


 “We couldn’t really see him or read him,” replied Thomas.

 


 “He was on the topmost deck and we on the dock,” explained Declan. “And it was dark.”

 


 “I argued with him.” Thomas waved his hands in the air. “He called my uncle a drunk.”

 


 Declan leaped in with, “Tuttle said he thought the watchman might be at the nearest watering hole as he put it, implied since Thomas’ uncle was Irish, he’d be after a drink—along with all the other Paddy’s.”

 


 “He said that?” asked Ransom.

 


 “Something to that effect, yes. Implied a lot.”

 


 “And you boys got angry and argued with him?” asked Reahall.

 


 “I pulled Thomas off, and we went searching elsewhere for his Uncle Anton.”

 


 “Searching where?”

 


 “His house, hoping he’d gone home to bed, thinking him perhaps unwell.”

 


 “I see.” Reahall rubbed his chin, striking a pose, looking thoughtful. “And next thing we know, Tuttle is gone as well…and no one has seen or heard from O’Toole. I arrested O’Toole a couple of times for drunk ’n’ disorderly. I warrant the man is somehow behind this mystery.”

 


 “Unless he, like the others, is a victim,” suggested Ransom.

 


 “Four men gone missing…” muttered Declan. “All in a matter of one night.”

 


 “I presume you interviewed the other Pinkerton agents?” asked Ransom of Reahall. “Agents are rough men, often hired for their transgressions and brought into the fold. Some have been known to go bad once they’re given a spot of power and a gun.”

 


 “A falling out among the scum, eh?” said Reahall. “I suppose you know all about that, being from Chicago.”

 


 “Boston, actually. As for Chicago, I have found it no worse than any other major city, including Irish cities; each having its underbelly.” 


 


 “So now that you have your start here at the mine in searching for Fiore,” replied Reahall, taking another tack with Ransom,“where might you go next to locate the missing watchman or O’Toole for that matter?”

 


 Ransom continued huddled with Reahall. “If there is a connection between Fiore and O’Toole, perhaps the shipyard is the place to continue,” suggested Ransom. “401 –Titanic as of now a fourth man’s gone missing from this general locale. Tuttle was guarding the ship, Fiore guarding the yard, McAffey in a sense, being a super, was by definition a guard at the mine.”

 


 Reahall beamed at the direction Ransom was taking now. “Shades of anarchy at work, you surmise?”

 


 “It would be my first guess—if not for the elephant in the room.”

 


 “You mean the beast here?” Reahall pointed a boot at the animal carcass.

 


 “If it weren’t for that and the condition of McAffey’s body, I’d definitely be rounding up suspected and known anarchists about now, yes.”

 


 “You are a policeman at heart—a detective in Boston, you say?”

 


 “I was a private detective there,” he lied atop the lie. He’d only passed through Boston on his way to taking a berth on a merchant marine bound for Ireland after his escape from Chicago.

 


 “Suppose our anarchists have some new chemical they’ve doused McAffey and some pony-sized stray dog with? Something that blackens the skin and turns it hard?”

 


 “Yes, these anarchists—least the ones I encountered in Boston—they were always seeking to find new types of explosives and chemical weapons, true. True indeed. Knew one fellow who had cultured a batch of smallpox, but I know of no such chemical that could kill a man so surely as this. Why look at these two! What could’ve done this? To leave a man like this?” Ransom indicated McAffey’s horrid remains. “Do you, Constable Reahall know of any chemical form of combustion to do this?”

 


 “Acid perhaps?” Reahall looked to Dr. Bellingham for an answer, but Dr. B was once again mesmerized by what his eyes were taking in. It took Reahall shaking the man to bring him to reply. “Yes, yes…well…we need to view the man’s entire body sans clothing to make any intelligent guesswork. As to an estimate of time of death, given the petrified nature of the exterior…. I mean it has gone from seeming like tanned hide to a rocklike texture just since I’ve arrived—and a likely corresponding dehydration of the interior makes any estimate sheer folly.”

 


 Bellingham was clearly out of his element and dazed.

 


 “I mean the discoloration is so damnably uniform about the face and hands and forearms. I suspect if we cut away his shirt…”

 


 Declan finished for Dr. B, saying, “The blackened skin will likely cover the man’s entire frame. Isn’t that right, Dr. B?”

 


. “I’ll ask the questions here,” Reahall said, anxious to control the uncontrollable. He then looked into Bellingham’s eyes and said, “Well then, Enoch, cut away the man’s clothes and let’s have a look, shall we?”

 


 But Bellingham seemed no more anxious to touch the dead man than did Reahall, and no one could blame him. 


 


 Declan snatched out a scalpel from a double-thick leather sleeve clipped to an inside pocket of his tweed jacket. Both jacket and scalpel had been given him by his father—a surgeon back in his home town in Wales where he grew up neighbors to Thomas and his family. As a result, Declan carried the scalpel on him at all times, and so now holding its gleaming surface up to everyone’s eyes, he asked Dr. Bellingham, “Would you like me to do the honors, sir?”

 


 Bellingham stammered, “Ahhh…well, son…Declan…”

 


 “I’ve already handled both corpses, sir; if it’s contagious, I’m already dead—along with Mr. Wyland and likely Thomas as well.”

 


 Bellingham took a deep breath. “Yes…by all means, Mr. Irvin, do cut away the clothing. Let us have a look at the chest. You there, man, hold the lantern closer.”

 


 Walter McComas did as asked, no questions, his beaked nose like a snapping turtle, his frame that of a scarecrow.

 


 Declan kneeled and began cutting away the miner’s shirt to reveal his chest. “Uniform discoloration…no splotches, no isolated patches, and the cloth itself fully intact. Whatever this is…it didn’t come about by a torch or acid thrown on the man or even a bomb blast; this discoloration, sir comes from within—”

 


 “Enough, Declan,” ordered Bellingham. “We can’t do any further medical examination here in the dark.”

 


 “Understood, sir, but—”

 


 “Declan, Mr. Irvin, we need the body transported to our lab at the hospital morgue—the one devoted to Queens University, gentlemen. I’ll send the knacker-man ’round.”

 


 “A horse butcher?” asked Ransom, astounded. “Would you tell the man’s wife that her husband’s body was carted about on a butcher’s wagon?”

 


 “The knacker doubles as our body man,” said Thomas, shrugging and frowning.

 


 “For corpses, you see, to work on…at the morgue, you see, for surgical study,” added Declan as if informing a child.

 


 Reahall slapped Ransom on the shoulder and said, “What you fellows in Chicago call a John or Jane Doe, we designate as A. N. Other; any unidentified body found dead in the gutter or dead of mysterious causes—and this certainly qualifies—goes for dissection and studies like your John Doe types.”

 


 “Boston, man. I am from Boston.”

 


 “But wait, sirs, this man is known,” piped up Walter who’d remained respectfully quiet, holding the lantern, keeping a certain distance from the educated men. “He’s no ‘Nother’ for your dissections! The miners hear of you cutting on McAffey, you’ll have a riot on your hands, for sure.”

 


 “Hold on there, big fella,” said Reahall, a hand going up; this followed by a near imperceptible signal for two uniformed Belfast coppers to step forward out of the waiting shadows to lend a hand and to keep Walter in his place. “You can send one of my men to fetch the knacker,” he told Bellinghan.

 


 “He’s not far,” said Declan, back on his feet. “Name is Mitchem…lives in the back alleyway near where Grovesnor meets Hilltop End just past Falls Road.”

 


 “Aye, that’s the place,” added Thomas, “and you need only ask anyone in the neighborhood and they’ll point it out.”

 


 Constable Reahall ordered one of his men off on the errand. “You’ll do your best then to determine cause of death, Dr. Bellingham?” Reahall’s rhetorical question hung in the air for a long moment until Bellingham met his eye and slowly nodded. Ransom recognized the unspoken signal—that the constable, as with the knacker-man, would get a kickback on the corpse.

 


 “The lads and I will find an answer,” replied Bellingham. “It’s a medical mystery to be sure, and we love a good mystery—don’t we lads?”

 


 “Ol’ Mitchem’ll find some use for that damnable dog, too,” added Reahall, laughing as if picturing the knacker at a meal. “Might make a nice meal for Ol’ Mitch, eh?” he asked Bellingham.

 


 Bellingham only frowned and replied, “I think it best he haul the thing along with the bodies to our refrigerated units at the dissection theater back of the hospital, and from there, we’ll get it to one of the furnaces at the steel works. Burn the damnable thing along with the bodies if need be.”

 


 “I should think he’d best burn it where it lies,” said Declan. “For all we know it’s riddled with disease.”

 


 “Your decision, sir,” replied Declan, “but whatever’s to be done with this creature hauled from the mine, every precaution should be taken as it may well be riddled with a disease.”

 


 “What sort of disease?” asked Reahall.

 


 “We have no idea, not yet,” replied Declan.

 


 “Black plague?”

 


 “Too soon to tell,” Bellingham intervened quickly. “We’ve not seen the like of it in our lifetime—whatever it is brought these men so suddenly to death.”

 


 While the others debated such matters, Ransom imagined this fellow Mitchem, likely a body snatcher as well as a horse butcher, and the silent tacit agreement among these medical men and the authorities; he imagined how Bellingham paid dearly for Reahall to look the other way whenever he got a new body at the university for dissection—a homeless without family or ties normally snatched not from the grave but from the gutter. His greatest contribution to his race coming in death by repeated, passive teaching—teaching surgery to such good young men as Thomas Coogan and Declan Irvin.

 


 “You damn ghouls!” Walter suddenly shouted. “Goons! You can’t have McAffey to cut ’im open in that morgue! He’s to be buried proper and in one piece!”

 


 “We’ll not dissect the man nor misuse his body!” countered Bellingham. “I promise you, we’ll only run some tests on his blood and fluids, Mister…mister…”

 


 “McComas, your honorable sir…and I will come looking for you if there’s a mark on him!”

 


 “That’s enough, McComas,” said Reahall raising a club and adding, “One more word of disrespect, and you can spend the night in my jail! I won’t have ya threatening the good doctor or these lads.”

 


 “Make sure the napper hauls both bodies to the Mater when he gets here,” Bellingham said to Reahall. We’ll want to compare the blood and fluids.”

 


 Since his arrival in Belfast, Ransom had learned of every back alleyway, studying the lay of the city for the day when he must run, a day sure to come…and perhaps it already had given this trouble. For now he slipped away from the others and this mess he’d become entangled with, a mess that had to drag in the authorities. As he silently disappeared, he thought of the two medical residents who’d hired him. He also thought as he made his way back to his small rented apartment of how often he heard the common phrase about these streets: ‘You go to dah Mater to find out what is dah matter’ referring to the Mater Infirmorum Hospital.

 


 He heard this phrase almost as often as the word ‘hello’ here; he heard it whenever someone in a shop, a café, or a pub complained of an ailment. In this area of the city where the hospital resided, everyone knew it as Mother-of-the-Sick, but the Latin word Mater was interchangeably pronounced as ‘mae-ter and matt-er’.

 


 Again his thoughts returned to his clients, the two students at the hospital, which he recalled as founded in 1883; he knew too that it’d been modernized in 1900 and had some major improvements three years ago such as dormitories for the students, and while it stood in the midst of a socially and economically deprived part of the city, it welcomed fresh, young gentlemen working to become doctors and surgeons. The hospital was not far from the center of commerce here and the wharves. Mater was often caught up in community tensions during the time of ‘The Troubles’ as the locals called open religious warfare between Protestant and Catholics—both of whom lived side-by-side in the surrounding streets. Mater had begun to take on the power of a symbol of stability in this unsure place, leading by example, turning away no one from their door—despite political leanings, and as a result the place had become famous for dealing with gunshot wounds as well! True too of Victoria Hospital across town. Mater had only three years ago become a teaching center, receiving students from Queens University.

 


 “Those boys,” he said aloud to the dark streets as he walked through a shroud of fog for his current home, “have to admire them their youth and their goals.” They reminded him of young Gabby back in Chicago, Dr. Jane Tewes’ daughter, for her determination to become a surgeon like her mother before her. He fantasized for a moment of enticing Jane and Gabriel to Belfast to work and teach at this place named Mother of the Sick.

 

 



 


 “You may count on it as surely as rain falls in Spain, doctor,” Constable Ian Reahall was saying while looked about for the mysterious private investigator, Wyland, only to realize he’d slipped away into the shadows. “Damn that man,” Reahall muttered in anger, but he recalled what Wyland—if that was his actual name—had said about going to Slip 401, to Titanic for a look around the yards there. “You can all wait for the napper; I am off to catch this fellow Wyland late of Boston, indeed.”

 


 Reahall’s sarcasm made Declan wonder what he could mean; he shrugged in Thomas’ direction, but Thomas only looked away, a sick look painting his features.

 


 “Nothing more to be done tonight, lads…ah gentlemen,” began Bellingham. “You two are way beyond curfew and bedtime. Get some rest, and we’ll sort this affair out the in light of day.”

 


FOURTEEN

 

 



 


David Ingles awoke, finding himself in a sitting position, upper torso lying over Declan Irvin’s detailed and stunning journal. Dry-mouthed and exhausted, he looked over his shoulder to where Kelly Irvin softly moaned in her sleep, and for a moment, he studied her features where she lay in her clothes. She looked so lovely and so normal, he thought and offered a prayer for a millisecond that it had all been a bad dream—her crazy story. It felt good to hope for this up till the moment of fully recalling Declan Irvin’s journal; it all came rushing in at him again, vividly gripping, the intern’s voice lifting off the page! So compelling, so sure, so authentic until the tale had enraptured David so completely until sleep had forced him to stop reading. Thus the final truth of the sinking of the unsinkable Titanic—whatever that truth might be—sank now into his befuddled mind. 


 


 Most assuredly many tenacious reservations and doubts held sway. A part of his mind kept fencing with it, doing battle, disbelieving, but then the disbelief was suspended when he recalled Irvin’s details to this point, not to mention Kelly’s strange saber tooth and her certainty that the Titanic’s captain and crew had acted with intent…had actually planned to take her to the bottom of the Atlantic. With good reason…due to some disease organism on board. Men who ought to be heroes of their day had come to the conclusion that Titanic could not find any other home than on the ocean floor—to freeze this Black Plague-like organism running rampant on the ship. Could it truly be that a secret cabal aboard Titanic was set on this course? That they actually scuttled her? Logic told him i was impossible.

 


 The lookout in the crow’s nest, Frederick Fleet, and the officers on deck, turned her bow into that now famous iceberg and rammed the mountain of ice. Meantime, below decks, the chief engineer—acting under direct orders of Captain Smith—opened up the bulkheads built to be sealed off at the ceiling ensuring each compartment below the water line would fill in succession with the cold Atlantic. The controls were right there on the bridge, immediately at the captain’s disposal, so why didn’t he seal off these compartments? The records said it was already too late, but was it?

 


 These same officers and crewmen, according to pages that he had skipped ahead to, opened large bilge tubes to speed up the process of taking on water after she struck the iceberg. In fact, men were knocked down while officers above managed to veer the ship off the spur of the iceberg, the lowest deck shaking earthquake fashion.

 


 On the one hand, it was all too fantastic to swallow, yet on the other the detailed account rang such a convincing bell; it sounded so honest. 


 


 For now, Ingles had to slip out of here unnoticed and hope that Bowman hadn’t missed him—likely an impossibility. Kelly moaned in her sleep, and he imagined her having vivid dreams for certain if she believed everything in her ancestor’s journal. Wildly insane dreams really if she believed that someone aboard Scorpio today was the descendant of some alien creature supposedly escaped from a prehistoric beast buried in a mine shaft. Then the supposed thing hitched a ‘ride’ as any parasite in nature does via a carrier, in this case a human host, on board the Titanic? Yeah sure, he thought. Only to survive the sinking of Titanic and leave some weird egg-sacs it’d laid—and now it was back? And finally, that it had the potential to destroy all of humanity?

 


 If Kelly truly believed the ‘facts’ laid out in the 1912 journal, she might well endanger Scorpio’s mission and everyone aboard. ‘Beware the man—or woman—of one book’ warned some forgotten philosopher in David’s head.

 


 David hesitated at the door, wondering if he should not take the journal with him, wrap it in a girly magazine and read more during the day. He glanced outside; some people moving about down the corridor. He ducked back inside, decided to take the journal, and then considered the larger question now galloping through his fevered mind: Shall I continue to read this journal or turn it over to Swigart and Forbes? Let them deal with Dr. Irvin and her crazy agenda? Is she psychotic or suffering from delusions of grandeur? Either way, they’ll put her off Scorpio…and she’d no longer be my problem.

 


 Then he recalled that she had worked with Forbes years before; how long had she lived with this plan to disrupt Dr. Juris Forbes’ expedition, a mission taking years to fund, organize, and get started? Her cover for being on board now appeared a sure infiltration, but how radical might she become—if she didn’t get her own way? Had her plans been ongoing for three years? Four years? For the better part of her life? Was she OCD on this subject or just insane? Maybe an insanity gene ran in her family. This seemed more logical than this next question: suppose the disease carrying parasitic monster did exist? Suppose she was the one infected? What if she were possessed of this so-called sentient, blood-sucking, parasite leech without a name? What if it had simply chosen her family to take root in through the generations? Why not?

 


 One thing was for certain. She needed help, but not from David Ingles. She needed the best shrink money could buy. David’s mind raced as he thought sure, her ancestor creates this HP Lovecraft-styled nightmare, a fantastical tale about what happened aboard Titanic, offering this crazy story, and she buys it hook, line, and sinker? Fine but David Ingles’ mama raised no fools.

 


 She rolled over onto her side, still deep in slumber. “Crazy beautiful creature,” he muttered, grabbed up the journal, and with a deep breath, he stepped out into the passageway. There he came face to face with Lena Gambio and Will Bowman who seemed in high spirits. Their conversation ceased suddenly and each stared from David to Kelly’s room and back again.

 


 “Looks like you’re not the only one got lucky last night, Bowman,” Lena said, punched Will in the arm with a solid blow, and rushed ahead for the galley, saying, “I need that coffee, man.”

 


 Bowman, a sure look of guilt on his black face, said, “Hey, man. Woke up, found you gone, took a stroll on deck, and Lena and me…we got to talking. Know how it is? It’s been a while.”

 


 “Yeah, I understand.” Ingles kept the book at his side.

 


 Bowman glanced at Kelly’s closed door, lifted his chin and smiled. “Guess you couldn’t sleep either, eh bro?”

 


 “No…too excited about the dive to Titanic.”

 


 “Listen, man, you got my back, I got yours. Deal?”

 


 “Deal. Say that coffee smells good.”

 


 “On my way, too.”

 


 “Let me just stow this.” David snatched open their shared compartment door. “Catch up to you in a minute.”

 


 “Reading the sailor’s bible, eh? Moby Dick?”

 


 “Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner,” he lied, “freakin’ first edition Dr. Irvin has. We ahhh talked all night about it. Seems we share a taste for classic lit.”

 


 “Yeah, right…talked books, got it…sure! Later then.” He gave Ingles a jumping thumbs up, obviously certain that David had done more than discuss poetry with Dr. Irvin. He finished with a fist-bump and a toothy grin before rushing off to catch up with Lena.

 


 David had no problem translating the salacious grin on his dive partner’s face; it’d spoken volumes as Bowman had turned to make his way toward mid-ship and the galley. David heard his mutterings and laughter, his body language clearly accepting the fact that the bosses, not even Swigart, could keep human nature in line.

 


 David saw Mendenhall who’d just then come out of his compartment. He’d been masked by Bowman until Will had passed the other diver. Jacob gave David that evil eye of his, a cold stare, studying him acutely and likely curious about both the book in David’s hand and why the look on David’s face. Had Jacob also seen him exiting Irvin’s cabin. No knowing smirk from Jacob and none expected, no laughter or thumbs up or any gesture whatsoever—just that examining eye.

 


 David decided that if Jacob knew anything Lou Swigart would have him on the carpet by noon, and then people would really be talking. Was his secret rendezvous already out? If so, it would spread throughout the ship. “Damn,” he muttered to himself while watching Mendenhall’s back as the taller man followed in Bowman’s wake, heading to the galley, David assumed.

 


 Moments later, David slipped into his room and tucked the journal deep below his bunk. He undressed and wrapped himself in a robe. Shortly, he exited and went to the showers, waving at other crewmen, a TV news cameraman and reporter Craig Powers. They had met the day before, but David now waved him off any thought of an interview, and instead ducked into the tight space of the shower room. He imagined himself at the center of a cellblock murder, feeling claustrophobic as there was only one way in and one way out. He replayed the shower scene in Psycho, Hitchcock’s black and white thriller—which he’d read in its original as Robert Bloch’s novel—only now in his paranoid imaginings, the victim in the shower was him!

 


 As a result, he rushed through the shower.

 


 Toweling off, about to exit the showers, he turned to find Kelly, her jaw set, standing in his way. She tossed his robe at him, and he quickly covered himself. “You have no right to have taken the journal without my knowledge, Dave. What’re you thinking? To turn me in? Have me booted off the boat?”

 


 “It crossed my mind, yeah, but I’m reserving judgment until I can finish the…uh, narrative,” he only half lied as during his shower, he felt more and more compelled to read on.

 


 “Where is it, David? Where the hell’d you put it? Damn you!”

 


 “Hold on! Easy, Kelly, it’s in a safe place.”

 


 “Where? There is no safe place for an object like that.”

 


 “My room; I didn’t want people to get the wrong idea—snuck out early and I wanted to keep reading.”

 


 Her angry features softened. “You should’ve wakened me.”

 


 “You were sleeping soundly and—”

 


 “I can’t be exposed on this, David; it’s our only chance, and we have no chance if that…that killer aboard knows we are onto it.”

 


 “I think I’m already exposed,” he tried to make light of it, looking down at his bare chest, the robe now tied snugly about him.

 


 “Sorry but I feared the worst—that you’d already turned me in.”

 


 He raised both arms in a gesture of defeat.

 


 “I’m out of here. Read the rest of the journal, please, before you make the worst mistake of your life.” She rushed out.

 


 “Will do,” he promised, his voice trailing after her.

 


 But David wasn’t sure he believed it himself. He had a great deal to weigh up, and if news got out that he and Irvin had had secret rendezvous aboard, he had no doubt that Swigart would send them both packing.

 


 After dressing, David made his way topside; he needed air and a look at the sea—a balm that always refreshed his mind. That saber tooth kept returning to his thoughts like an evil talisman, but he knew that Kelly might’ve picked it up in the backroom of any museum of natural history in America. But for now he felt a clawing familiar claustrophobia at the back of his mind that began creeping along his skin and every pore; a feeling that everything was closing in on him including time, a feeling he’d experienced only once before—with Terry’s death deep inside that sub in the Sea of Japan.

 


 Topside, the sea breeze, sunshine, and ocean spray filled his senses and conspired to make what he had learned from the Irvin journal more absurd than he had earlier thought. The cool light of day could have that effect along with a cool breeze on a freshly showered sailor. In fact, it often felt nature was the best teacher, and her lessons were not lost on this sun-drenched deck in the middle of the ocean where the loveliness of this day argued for calm, steady, and perfectly sane seas. It argued for him to sit down with Swigart, Irvin’s ‘evidence’ in hand, and lay it all out for him.

 


 But he’d promised Kelly, and aside from barging into the men’s room—and this wild story of some alien disease aboard Titanic—she seemed sane, calm, and as sure as the sea, the sun, moon and stars. Perhaps I should just lie low, he cautioned himself. Remain in my compartment—away from her…and pray any rumors might die before they take hold. Take the coward’s way out. He now muttered, “Never said I was a hero.”

 


 He knew a lot depended on the other male divers, Will Bowman and Jacob Mendenhall in particular; they’d both seen him exiting Kelly’s room as had Lena, and all three had assumed that which most anyone might. He trusted Lena to keep it to herself. There seemed something positive in her passing look. Most certainly, she probably liked gossip as much as the next person, but David guessed otherwise when it came to matters of the heart. On the other hand, Bowman, and possibly Mendenhall, would be unable to keep their mouths shut. 


 


 He decided to grab a couple of biscuits from the galley and return to his room to hibernate there and perhaps read on; to be honest with himself, and despite his doubts about the authenticity of the journal, the story did have a certain allure in and of itself—absurd as it was! Still, it somehow compelled him to find out—according to Declan Irvin—what happened next?

 


 After all, once Titanic left Belfast for the open sea, it was run through a series of tests before arriving at Southampton, England, and a few days interval would have elapsed. If those men of 1912 had suspected something aboard, something unnatural and horrible, then why did they wait until it was too late to quarantine the ship before thousands of men, women, and children boarded her and began the journey to America?

 


 Perhaps the answers rested in the pages he had yet to read and digest.

 


 Before he could get below to the galley, however, Kelly again found him, asking “Have you seen Dr. Alandale? Where’s Alandale?” The sound of the ship coursing over the surface of the sea softened her shouting. She shaded her eyes against the brilliant sun.

 


 “Alandale? I dunno. Haven’t seen him since…well since you fawned all over him when you boarded.”

 


 “Fawned all over him?” She gave him another angry look. “What’re you talking about, Dave?”

 


 “You are one damn good actress, Dr. Irvin. I thought you were a groupie about to ask him for his autograph.”

 


 “I do have one of his books in my bags for his signature; I wasn’t acting, Dave.”

 


 “Then you are a groupie?”

 


 “I hold a degree in Oceanography, but you know that. I’ve read every word Alandale ever put to paper. Haven’t you?”

 


 Something in the way she delivered her last words made him wonder. “You’ve had quite an unusual career trajectory, Kelly. Straight from being a filing clerk for Forbes to Dr. Irvin.”

 


 “Oceanography was required to keep on top of what was going on with Titanic exploration; I knew the French expedition, for instance, could not get to those things inside Titanic, but I learned early on about the breakthrough with Perflourocarbons, liquid air—and then I knew.”

 


 “Knew? Knew what?”

 


 “Knew that the thing my great-great grandfather tried to destroy…if it got off Titanic as I’ve surmised—and as he feared it might—that it would be watching for any chance to get at its prize! Those eggs it—that thing—left on board when Titanic went down.”

 


 Suddenly, Swigart’s voice broke into their conversation. “You two look like you’re on a g’damn honeymoon; I hope you’re keeping it professional, people. Already have to keep my eye on Bowman and Gambio.”

 


 She turned abruptly. “Talking protocol, sir. Want to make sure we work as a team,” she lied. “Keeping it professional,” she tossed his words back and added, “Making sure we have our hand signals down in case anyone loses audio.” She allowed her hands to do a bit of dance before Swigart, sending him a mock distress signal—indicating strangulation by noose, tongue lolling, all of which made Lou laugh like a kid. David again thought how adept she was at manipulating men…and at lying.

 


 “But you’re doing it in isolation; you have a third team member,” quarreled Swigart, “so this doesn’t look good.”

 


 “My fault, sir,” David jumped in. “I…I followed Dr. Irvin here,” he now lied. “Wanted to ask her a couple of questions about her inside knowledge of our captain, sir, as Dr. Irvin has worked with him previously, sir.”


 


 “Is that right, Mr. Ingles?”

 


 “Yes, sir.”

 


 “I see…well.” Swigart looked sternly at the two of them. “Be sure to keep it professional then, and carry on.” Swigart moved on, and Kelly and David exchanged a look that said ‘close call’.

 


 Still, David wondered at Swigart’s choice of words—‘carry on’. Did he mean it as the normal phrase among sailors? Or was it a jibe or a warning? “Yes sir, thank you,” he called out to Swigart as the man decreased in size going away from them.

 


 Swigart started with a yelp that David at first thought to be a reply, but it was anything but. The older seaman had slipped on a slick of oil, and he went down on one knee, saying, “What the hell?”

 


 The others rushed to help Swigart to his feet; the big man was asking, “What’d I step in? There shouldn’t be any oil on deck. Where’s this leak coming from?”

 


 “Appears to be coming from the seals to the winch, else it’s coming from the submersible,” said David, among those helping him to his feet.

 


 “Damn, that’s bad either way if it’s the case.” OPFC liquid air-equipped submersible was state-of-the-art, equipped with the most highly sensitive tracking devices and global positioning system on the planet, and the thing cost more than Scorpio IV and her three previous sister ships combined. It could uncomfortably accommodate up to twelve people on a dare; eight far more reasonably. Meanwhile, thanks to new technology, MAX could remain submerged indefinitely—as with any nuclear powered sub, but while its electronics were operated from a nuclear reactor, its propulsion was, in a sense, low tech—a thing of beauty as it mimicked the method of propulsion found naturally in much of undersea life.

 


 “It could sabotage the whole operation.” David’s accusing eyes met Kelly’s, and she slowly shook her head as if to say she had nothing to do with it. Dave asked, “Who would have enough know how to remove a seal from such a mechanism?”

 


 “Alandale and his crew of engineers—Houston Ford in particular, but they know every inch.” Swigart looked around as if to take note of every crewman near the winch and Max, as everyone called the sub. “Gotta be the winch. I’ll see to it Alandale gets his best man on it—if we can find him! Seems he’s gone missing; fear is he and Alandale for whatever mad reason have taken a collapsible lifeboat and have gotten off Scorpio.”

 


 “That’s…that seems so unlikely,” she said.“We were just talking about Alandale,” added Kelly, pushing back a strand of hair. “Was wondering where he might’ve gotten off to.”

 


 “Damn peculiar,” added David.

 


 Swigart, weather-worn face pinched,“No one’s seen either man, and there’s that small boat—gone! I’ve been asking around.”

 


 “This other man, Ford?” asked David. “He was on Alandale’s engineering crew, his top man, right?”

 


 Lou nodded. “Tech savvy fellow, yeah. Likeable heavyset, bearded, hair as long as a pirate—you know that Jack Sparrow look that I despise.”

 


 “Oh, yeah…dreadlocks and ponytail,” said Kelly. “I noticed him last night. Thought he was skulking about.”

 


 David shrugged. “Something odd about all this.”

 


 “I’ll put out a call on the PA for Alandale. If he doesn’t answer, we know he’s gotten off the ship and is adrift at our wake someplace in that small boat.”

 


 “He’s got to be here somewhere on board,” Kelly insisted.

 


 Swigart went in the opposite direction he’d been heading toward, now going for the bridge where he could put out an APB of sorts to direct Alandale to the bridge. He wanted to get to the bottom of the ominous oil slick on deck, and to get repairs underway before they lost time.

 


 Just then David noticed what Kelly was staring at, and he shouted, “Hold on, Lou,” David waved him back. Look here.” He pointed to a space behind an overhanging lifeboat on davits. Someone else stepped in the oil other than you, and obviously failed to report it.”

 


 Swigart and Kelly stared at the boot print outlined in oil. “A size smaller than mine,” Lou muttered. “Good catch, Ingles.”

 


 “Not me, the detective here spotted it. “He pointed to Kelly.”

 


 “Oh, well then, good eye, Dr. Irvin.”

 


 “There’s a pattern to every boot and shoe; you find a match to these indents and swirls,” she replied, “and you might have your saboteur.”

 


 “If it proves to be sabotage and not simply a breakdown, and if we have to, we’ll search every man aboard to find the oil-stained matching shoe. But who’d intentionally sabotage the mission? And why?”

 


 Again David shared a quick look between himself and Kelly that Swigart, usually an extremely observant man, missed. But David chalked it up to Lou’s being distracted by the oil leak as well. The leak appeared to be coming from the swivel arm of the davit that was to take the submersible to a position to lower it into the water, but not without hydraulic fluid.

 


 “Who aboard this vessel would do such a thing?” muttered David, frowning, shaking his head.

 


 “Whoever wears a size eight and a half N-sneaker,” she sharply replied. “See the misshapen N in the pattern.”

 


 “He looked closer. Could as well be a Z.”

 


 “Well…whatever you want to call the pattern—it’s not going anywhere.”

 


 “Unless it’s over the side.”

 


 For Swigart, she took out her cell phone and photographed the footprint. “Not a large person,” she said to David. She pointed out a vague design in the oily footprint. It took some straining, but David made out how she had determined his Z to be a wavy N in a circle. “Nike maybe…maybe New Balance?”

 


 “Most likely a boot; does Nike make boots as well as sneakers?” 


 


 Swigart was already in the pilot house and on the horn, repeatedly calling out Alandale’s name, following up with Ford, asking both to report to the bridge. David and Kelly looked in every direction, expecting Alandale to pop up from a hatchway somewhere, and Ford to come from one of the holds to make their way to the bridge. But no one showed, and it seemed everyone on board noticed, and they all waited…and they waited but neither Alandale nor Houston Ford made an appearance.

 


 “We’d best check his compartment,” she said, going for the nearest hatch leading below—David on her heels. “He could be in some distress, a man his age!”

 


 On arriving at Alandale’s door, David knocked and when no answer came, he pounded the door, and finally he tore it open, calling out, “Doctor! Dr. Alandale!”

 


 But the room was empty, and eerily so; books, papers on the desk open, a candle-shaped lamp lit, a half eaten sandwich left atop the desk, the old fellow’s pipe resting on its stand, a final curl of smoke rising from it. “He can’t be far,” said David, pointing out the rising smoke. “Come on!” David started away, but she grabbed his arm.

 


 “Hold on. There against the wall on the floor. See it?”

 


 “See what?”

 


 She lifted the candle-shaped lamp close, adding, “See this brown-to-black debris on the floor. What is that?”

 


 David saw what she was alluding to, and he bent nearer to inspect it. “Looks like dust.”

 


 “Soil?”

 


 “Yeah…dirt—like soil only…I dunno, spilled tobacco?”

 


 “Dave—the wall…” she pointed to a vent panel. “W-What’s behind the vents?”

 


 There were parallel vents along the wall above the debris.

 


 “Dunno.”

 


 “I can smell it. Something’s behind that vent.”

 


 David found a grip on the large square panel and yanked. It came down in a crash, sending up the debris that had first attracted them. “Not dirt. Dust flakes, like wood mold—or darkened, hardened skin cells.” He coughed even as he realized they had discovered Dr. Alandale. His body had been stuffed into the vent, legs and arms broken and fitted to his torso with a cord so his body looked more like a laundry package than a body!

 


 In fact, if he’d had no head, it would appear a near perfect square. But the worst of it was that the entire body appeared the color of mahogany and was about as stiff as wood—precisely as described in Declan Irvin’s Titanic journal. Here was a body far too fresh to look this ancient. Nothing in David’s experience could explain it.

 


 “Oh my god, look! It’s your Z and my N on the shoes, David! It was Alandale who sabotaged the ship. It’s begun and far sooner than I’d expected; you heard Swigart. Besides Dr. Alandale, there’s still a missing crewman.”

 


 “Yes, Ford; perhaps he’s the one who killed Alandale.”

 


 “You don’t get it still, Dave; no one knows who or what the killer is until it gets hold of them.”

 


 “All right…OK, so, what do we do now?”

 


 “Put the wall panel back—cover him in his coffin here.”

 


 “What? Swigart’s likely on his way here now.”

 


 “And this thing could be inside Swigart, controlling him. Put the panel back; we have to play dumb. It’s imperative the thing continues to believe no one is onto it.” 


 


 David did as told, quickly replacing the panel, Kelly helping out. They heard Swigart and the others coming down the corridor. They completed the task, stood, made for the door and met Swigart face to face, and behind Swigart stood Will Bowen and Lena Gambio, flashing her lashes. Mendenhall and Jens joined them. Kyle Fiske was conspicuously absent.

 


 “What’s going on here?” demanded Swigart.

 


 “We thought Alandale might be ill,” Kelly blurted out.

 


 “That he might need help, sir,” added David, shrugging, “you know when he didn’t respond or show when you called him on the PA.”

 


 “So where in Sam Hill is he?” Swigart bellowed, his eyes steaming. “Confound it!”

 


 “Not here,” muttered Kelly, sighing heavily.

 


 “We called for him but no answer.” David looked about at the other six faces standing about here and in the corridor. “When he failed to answer, we stepped in to make sure he hadn’t collapsed.”

 


 Kelly added, “We feared a heart attack or something.”

 


 “My God, did we lose two men overboard?” Lou asked. “What the hell is going on around here?”

 


 Swigart expected no answers, and no one provided any.

 


 “I’ve got to report this to Forbes; we need to turn around, find those men in the water, and pray they’re treading water by the time we locate ’em.”

 


 Swigart turned to go back the way he came. Bowman passed by the other divers, all of whom stared at David and Kelly. Finally, David said, “What?”

 


 “This expedition’s already feeling cursed,” replied Bowman.

 


 “What’re you suggesting?”

 


 “Nothing,” muttered Bowman.

 


 “Look, I don’t like the idea of losing men overboard or turning the ship around anymore than you do, Will,” replied David. “But what choice do we have?”

 


 “Two men just don’t go over the side,” said Lena. “One maybe, but two?” Lena looked around and added, “Something definitely smells about all of it—the screwed up machinery and now this.”

 


 “And you two getting so chummy,” added Steve Jens.

 


 “What about Bowman and Lena!” countered Mendenhall.

 


 “That’s our business and none of yours,” Lena defended, staring down anyone who might challenge her. 


 


 “And it’s got nothing to do with missing men,” added David.

 


 “You sure of that?” asked Mendenhall, eyeing David as she spoke. “Tell me, Dr. Irvin, was Ingles here perhaps defending your honor the other night when he got into it with the missing crewman? Then Alandale maybe tries to break it up, and he gets tossed over the side as well? All an accident of course?”

 


 “God, Jacob, you’ve got an imagination after all!” said Kelly, smiling.

 


 David agreed, facing Jacob and saying, “The first time you open your mouth beyond a grunt, and you write a soap opera.” David stepped back. “Hell of an imagination. Too bad it’s confused. I’m going to sack out for awhile.”

 


 Lena Gambio snickered and said, “You need company in that sack?”

 


 “Later,” he said, “as in another life!”

 


 “You could do a lot worse, Davey boy,” she countered, flashing her big eyes before she broke into derisive laughter.

 


 This made Bowman laugh and the tension was broken. The other divers dispersed, grumbling, upset at the prospect of turning the ship around and losing valuable time.

 


 Kelly watched as the passageway was cleared. Once everyone else had disappeared and she was alone, she ducked her head into David’s compartment and saw that he’d gone back to reading the journal again. “Good,” she said, making him start. “Read on! You must know the whole story…the whole truth.”

 


FIFTEEN

 

 



 


Private Investigator Alastair Ransom stood before Titanic, now sitting in her slipway at 401. Aside from the enormity of the ship which made him feel the size of an ant, there was the gaping cargo hold looking like the mouth of Poseidon himself.

 


 Ransom studied her graceful and gigantic contours, and he watched workmen at her open cargo bay this evening going in and out with coal cars, filling the lower depths with tons of the black rock. The giant’s needs, like those of her sister ship before her, had kept hundreds of miners working the mines in and around Belfast. Coal to fuel the huge boilers to turn the turbines and give Titanic her power.

 


 But Ransom’s eye was trained on the workmen—miners like McAffey and O’Toole. Not a single workman appeared the least bit sick or wobbly. No one bent over, no one complaining of illness, no one vomiting. Working late due to a push on to launch Titanic as soon as possible, this bunch paid no heed to Alastair or the man suddenly behind him.

 


 Without turning, Alastair spoke to the man at his back, “No doubt it’s a huge expense to have Pinkerton agents being paid each day.” 


 


 “Likely as not bleeding the shipping company dry.”

 


 “Atop all the other expenses incurred, you mean?”

 


 Ransom shrugged. “Cost millions to build this monster alone; imagine three.”

 


 Back of Ransom, Chief Constable Ian Reahall watched the man’s manner, the way he looked the ship over, the way he took in every detail, and the timber of his voice. Not the least shaky. Nor had this Wyland fellow made an attempt to flee Reahall’s jurisdiction.

 


 As if he had eyes in the back of his head, Ransom said to the Belfast constable, “She’s a wonder, isn’t she, Constable?”

 


 “That she is.”

 


 “What a target for anarchists, eh?”

 


 Reahall came to stand alongside the man he suspected of being a fugitive from the US. The two career detectives stood silent for a time, rocking their heels, studying the monster ship now, side-by-side. “I am giving you fair warning, Wyland…or Ransom…whatever your name is. Leave Belfast before I get reports back from Chicago.”

 


 Ransom looked at the other man, realizing it was indeed a fair warning he was being given—and that if he did run from Reahall’s jurisdiction there would be no chasing him after a point. It was an alluring option.

 


 The fact was that Ransom had used the alias Wakely in London during his time there. “Still fishing, Constable? You’ll find nothing on me in Chicago. Boston, yes, Chicago no,” he lied with a slight chuckle. “But I admire your tenacity.”

 


 “With the Marconi wireless and Morse code at my disposal, you do realize that I will have information in my hands in a matter of hours—sometime tomorrow. Best get out ahead of it.”

 


 “I’m impressed, Constable; I didn’t know you’d gotten the wireless. Smart of you.”

 


 “One must keep up with technology.”

 


 “Protective of your city; you remind me of someone.”

 


 “I’m no fool, Ransom; I know it’s you, and I know your crime, but I’m Protestant, you know.”

 


 “Whatever does being an Orangeman to do with it?” Ransom had to ask.

 


 “The murder of a priest, of course! Look, I’ve no love lost for that faith or their bloody priests, so why should I care that you dismembered one in Chicago?”

 


 “I’ve done no such thing to no man ever.”

 


 “I know about the Catholic priest you killed there in Chicago.”

 


 “Priest killed? Dismembered? I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about and my only name is Wyland. I know no Ransom.” 

 


 “What was it you called yourself while in Edinburgh? Cameron was it? Like Smith in America. Not awfully original. As for the rest, we shall see…we shall see—unless you should heed me and disappear.”

 


 It was an old game. All Ransom had to say was yes to Reahall’s suggestion, run, and he’d be giving himself away—admitting guilt. Once he did so, in word or deed, Reahall would by God chase him down like a dog, regardless of whom he had killed. As for the priest, he died of his wounds when someone shadowing Ransom that night finished what Ransom had started, doing what Ransom wanted to accomplish that night the priest was making his escape, but he hadn’t followed through. At the last moment, he’d stopped himself. Someone else had picked up where he’d left off. Ransom’s only guilt was having brought the horse shears to the party.

 


 It might have been anyone in the city whose child had been molested. Everyone wanted a shot at Father Franklin Jurgen. But while the priest was relieved of his offending penis, he’d not been otherwise dismembered, and he’d died not of his wound—which was considerable—but of hospital infection while under the best of care at Cook County Hospital. Due to a cruel twist of fate and the reputation that Alastair Ransom had spent years cultivating and maintaining, he helplessly watched himself be jailed for the Father Jurgen’s murder. His years on the force had come back to haunt him as they had automatically placed him under suspicion. All a perfectly lovely tale in what Charles Dickens would surely have called irony.

 


 “At the moment, sir,” Ransom finally replied to the constable, “we have a more pressing mystery, and Alastair Wyland does not walk out on a mystery unsolved.”

 


 “Then I can count on your being here when I get my answers from Chicago?”

 


 “I am going nowhere, and I will be anxious to prove you wrong, sir.”

 


 “So what do you hope to find here at Titanic, Wyland?”

 


 “Not sure; perhaps nothing. I went to the watchman’s cabin up there.” Ransom pointed his cane at Anton Fiore’s watch tower. Reahall, nodded and said, “Lovely workmanship on your cane; you know this fellow in Chicago had a wolf’s head cane.”

 


 “They are easily found in many a shop the world over.”

 


 “True…true.” Still nodding, Reahall yawned. “Find anything useful in the old man’s shack up there?”

 


 “Nothing whatsoever.” Ransom turned back toward the huge ship he’d been ogling. “But you know, Constable, something tells me he’s somewhere in there.” Ransom indicated Titanic—again with his cane as pointer.

 


 “And that leprechaun-natured Francis O’Toole?”

 


 “You know the man then?”

 


 “Aye, in passing. Ha, yes…I knew them all. Part of me job to know who runs things, who guards things.”

 


 “And they would’ve known one another then?”

 


 “Pretty much so, yes.”

 


 “Then suppose they were hatching something together.”

 


 “Hatching what?”

 


 “I dunno, lunch maybe…exchanging moonshine recipes—or explosive timers, perhaps? How much TNT do you imagine required for a ship the size of which no one’s seen before, eh, constable? What a bloody splash it’d make in the headlines as well: Titanic Sunk While in Port!”

 


 “That’s quite a leap.”

 


 “When-when-when,” sneezed Ransom, “do…hear me out.” After using his handkerchief, making sure Reahall saw the initials AW embroidered in green, he continued. “These men clearly had a falling out, the three of them.”

 


 “Over sabotaging Titanic? Look at her. Do you really think that for a moment…I mean really?”

 


 “One charge at her bow timed as she’s being launched man! Can you not picture it? The crowd, the explosion, the damage, death, and destruction. An anarchist’s wet dream, sir—and she—this lovely monstrous creature, she’s doomed before her maiden voyage…”

 


 “Seems you too readily picture it. On the other hand, forms as a good a theory as any so far, I suppose,” conceded Reahall, lighting a pipe now. “Still, I wouldn’t have thought old Fiore or O’Toole for that matter capable of such. The other man, maybe.”

 


 “Perhaps the two ‘weaker links’ wished to impress the stronger man then. We see it all the time in law enforcement, correct?”

 


 Reahall eye-balled him. “Yes, we do.”

 


 “Men are goaded on too easily by a strong voice and a stronger will.”

 


 “That’s borne out many times over, yes. You do have quite a feel for the law, sir.”

 


 Ransom ignored this, scratching his mustache. “So…you think the Pinkerton agents are still aboard?” asked Ransom.

 


 “I’m sure we’ll find out what we need to know from them. If they’ve seen or heard anything strange about the ship yards tonight.” Reahall took a deep pull on his pipe.

 


 “What do you think precipitated the disappearance of one of their number?” asked Ransom. Then he laughed lightly. “I thought those fellows were supposed to be good. If they can’t find one of their own then how good can they be?”

 


 “I imagine he could well have stumbled onto something—some anarchist activity while on board…perhaps killed for it…his body somewhere inside the ship.”

 


 “It’d take all night to search a single deck on that thing; look at it.”

 


 Ransom smiled, thinking how he’d like to keep Reahall busy all night.

 


 Reahall added, “We’d need an army to cover it all.”

 


 “I understand there’re three gymnasiums aboard her.”

 


 “Three?” asked Ransom, amazed.

 


 “One for each level…ahhh class, you see.”

 


 “Of course, segregated quarters, segregated smoking rooms and wading pools, I’m sure.”

 


 “Look, Wyland, I’m going to call for help, and I suggest you make yourself scarce—as in extremely so.” Reahall went to a locked police phone box to make arrangements to get a small army to his location—to begin a thorough search of Titanic. “Constable Reahall here,” he said into the police box phone. I want two of the more modern day police wagons at Slip 401 shipyard. Yes, Harland & Wolfe.” He ordered up the petroleum-powered wagons which would be loaded with twenty-four uniformed officers. “Yes, I need as many men as can be spared and hurry!”

 


 Constable Ian Reahall then turned to again find the man he suspected of being Alastair Ransom gone.

 


 “Ahh…so you’ve taken my advice, Ransom, eh?” he said to the night, imagining it highly unlikely he’d ever see the strange private eye again. Being a steadfast protestant himself, the fact the Irish-American may’ve killed a priest did not particularly concern him, but if word got around Belfast, Reahall feared this Wyland-Ransom fellow would either turn up dead by the hand of Irish Catholic thugs who controlled parts of the city, or worse, the detective’s reputation among the street crowd, regardless of political and religious leaning, might well eclipse Reahall’s own! “I want none of that,” he muttered to the night. “I don’t need that kind of competition here.”

 


 One way or another, he would rid Belfast of Ransom aka Wyland. If the man did not leave of his own accord, Reahall would arrest him and extradite him to Chicago. He was convinced this private investigator was his man. It wasn’t any one thing he’d said or done but an accumulation of remarks made to various sources over a long period of time that added up to a perfect patchwork of circumstantial evidence.

 


 Tonight had only solidified Reahall’s suspicions, and any day now a photograph would arrive in the mail, a photo of the man in Chicago who’d escaped authorities when he convinced his jailers that he just wanted to go home long enough to shower and shave. Obviously, the man could talk his jailers into anything. He’d convinced them that he’d be back in a couple of hours. This after months of card playing with his jailers, appealing to their humanity, telling them he wanted to be ‘presentable before the judge’.

 


 This fellow Ransom was as sly as Aesop’s fox. He’d had a police escort but he also had the help of friends who secreted him away through an underground passage found in the home of a Dr. Tewes. When they stopped for a tooth extraction, which was in fact a distraction, ‘supposedly’, the guards were distracted as well by a three-course meal cooked up and served up by another member of the Tewes family—the doctor’s daughter. Meanwhile, another friend named Keane, dressed in Ransom’s clothes, had dropped two stories to the ground and slipped out of the city on a road going north for Canada. This while Ransom himself made for a boat leaving up and out of the Great Lakes for Boston. Escape from America came next. That had been two decades ago.

 

 


 


 Far from the shadows of the shipyard and Titanic now, Alastair Ransom had gone home and to bed; enough was enough for one day, and he was no longer a young man. In his sixties, while healthy and strong, his limp and the pain in his right leg troubled him more than ever. The satirist in his mind pictured him a doddering, lonely old man in a rocking chair on the porch of the asylum wondering how he had lost his chance at a family and children. The satirist also told him he’d already outlived the average large-city lawman’s lifespan; in fact the average man! He was indeed old and heavy, and heavily invested in his work, and heavily invested in his scars from the violence and anarchy of the infamous Haymarket Riot of 1876. A labor riot that’d left him with a cane and a limp when a young man on the Chicago police force. Not to mention the number of times Dr. Fenger had patched him up—once when Gabby had shot him, quite unintentionally but the exit wound scar remained despite the girl’s intent.

 


 After all that this local constable had learned of this private eye, Reahall must be feeling fairly confidant if not downright certain of his gut instinct; an instinct that said Wyland and Ransom were one and the same.

 


 Still, despite the circumstantial evidence and all of the good constable’s guesswork, the man would proceed with caution, no doubt. He must be certain. He wouldn’t want to look the fool among his peers—arresting an innocent man.

 


 Ransom felt a profound weariness come over him. He was tired of running. He also knew deep down that no matter how far he ran, no matter where he chose to hide, what with modern police sciences such as the skillful use of the Marconi wireless, photography, and fingerprint labs, he could easily be found out these days.

 


 Still he’d always wanted to see more of the world, and he loved sailing; he’d like to see the Swiss Alps some day. He’d read all of Mark Twain’s travel correspondences gathered in books and recalled how Twain said the two most beautiful places on Earth were Lake Tahoe, Nevada and Lucerne in Switzerland. From these thoughts of where to run to, he began thinking of those long ago days when he was a uniformed officer, how his training officer had pulled him away after a bomb blast at Haymarket—an event that seemed nowadays lost to history. His friend and training officer was himself wounded, and moments after pulling Ransom away from the blast area, this good man died with five other policemen. Six known anarchists were rounded up—the usual suspects—and executed: one each for every murdered police officer.

 


 Nowadays in semi-retirement and full-time hiding in plain sight, Alastair needed his drink, the occasional morphine, his card games, and he needed his sleep. Life in Belfast and other cities in Europe since arriving abroad had grown stale and boring until the two young interns had brought him this interesting case. He genuinely believed this case would end in a clear determination: anarchists at work both in the mines and around the shipyards—as they’d been at Haymarket in Chicago not so long ago. This case would determine again that normally good, rational, hard-working men, if made to feel they’d been cheated and disenfranchised, fell easy prey to talk of vengeance and destruction. These missing men had surely been hatching some insidious plot to destroy Titanic. To strike a blow at the rich and powerful in the name of the poor and powerless.

 


 But in the end what would be accomplished if victory came to him for solving such a case as this here in Belfast? “Any wonder the Alps are calling?” he said to the empty room.

 


 Still the Alps seemed a world away from Belfast, whose streets reminded him of his home—of Chicago. In fact, he had been seriously contemplating the idea of returning to America, perhaps New York, Titanic’s destination if the ship ever made it out of its slip. Still a first class ticket was out of the question; he’d have to go second or perhaps even third class. The money from the two interns was more than he had earned at the card table, and he believed now he had money enough for a berth somewhere in the bowels of the ship.

 


 “But can I be away before that damned constable puts me in irons?” he mused. An extremely important consideration for a man with a murder charge hanging over his head.

 


 It’d make a fine upstanding dramatic escape indeed to board Titanic as a crewman. Still, while he certainly knew his way around a merchant ship, this monster cruiseliner might be another matter altogether. He laughed aloud here in his room, head to pillow, imagining himself in a waiter’s vest and shirt, one of those scrawny neckties choking him.

 


 Perhaps he could sell himself as a bartender; he certainly knew enough about drink and the difference between rye, bourbon, vodka, and brandy. He imagined himself in this role aboard Titanic, serving drinks to the richest men on the planet. Titanic’s passenger lists were already legend and printed in the papers for the quality of the names aboard—the heads of industry, commerce, transportation, and state. It was to be a rich man, poor man voyage indeed. The poor down in steerage, second class passengers in the middle sections of the ship, and the rich sleeping up in spacious compartments above. With the size of the ship and descriptions he’d read and heard, even in advertisements, he imagined it not unlike the rungs in Hell or Perdition for anyone with no money in pocket. All her glamour and beauty and size in a sense made Titanic the ultimate floating representation of society with its pearls and its warts intact.

 


 Indeed, the ship was a perfect metaphor for social hierarchy. The first class people with the fattest pocketbooks enjoying every amenity and having full reign over the upper decks; they had access to the gymnasium, a wading pool, the ballroom, and a billiard and smoking room where he might find some card players with deep pockets, and as mentioned in brochures and advertisements, all the amenities: the best food and drink, along with a gymnasium, a thirty-yard swimming pool, a Turkish bath, a live band, and the attention of the staff, the officers, and the captain.

 

 Further down the ‘wedding cake’ of decks, the second-class ticket holders, followed then by the third-class ticket holders, who were lucky to have berths at all. For them, the equation was: the lower in the ship your bed, the more areas on the ship denied. They faced locked gates and one of the 900 crewmembers to remind them of their place. The second-class ticket holders were also denied access to the upper decks. The middle decks for them. And if something untoward were to happen—like a boiler exploding, what then? The ship, after all operated on steam and lots of it. It had not been so long ago that a steamboat on the Mississippi had exploded, killing almost all aboard.
 

 Ransom imagined that first on the lifeboats would be first class women and children; a good reason to hold onto one’s stubs. Those in the lowest reaches of the ship did not stand a chance should there be an emergency aboard such a gargantuan vessel.
 


 These were the last thoughts Alastair Ransom had before the pounding at the door came. A most demanding pounding. Raehall, no doubt, with backup, come to haul him in. He had half expected it and fully imagined it. Reahall and his thugs in uniform breaking in and placing him in irons, hauling him to the Belfast jail where he’d await extradition to America and Chicago. The place from which he had indeed fled in order to escape a sure hanging as a disgraced Chicago Police Inspector. While innocent of the crime, he had cultivated so many enemies in the system and in the city that a bandwagon load of them saw his being jailed on the charges as their chance for revenge. They had all pounced at once.

 


 Dr. Jane Tewes and her daughter, Gabby, along with a handful of friends had saved him but for what—this life in Belfast? It had not been easy all these years since 1893. In fact, he had pretty much lived at a subsistence level. He’d lost Jane and Gabby along with any chance of having a home and family; the family he’d once thought was his for the asking. All of it gone now. Gone along with Ransom’s city—his Chicago. All of it and its people going on without him in pleasant ease, his absence causing no pain…as if he’d never existed, he supposed, that the likes of Inspector Alastair Ransom was gone from their midst was, in the end, a good thing indeed.

 


 After all, he had cultivated a reputation as the most dangerous man in a city known as the slaughter house to the nation—the city of big shoulders.

 


 He took his time going to the door and pulling it open on the dingy little Belfast apartment that was home, his hands held out for the irons, tired of running all over Europe, only to find standing before him not Reahall and his burly cops but the two interns, Thomas and Declan. “Lads…what the devil time is it?
 “We’ve slipped from the dormitory, detective,” said Declan as he and Thomas rushed past Ransom and into the small billet—aptly named as he must pay a weekly bill for the use of the apartment. “We need your help,” added Thomas, “to break into the lab.”

 


 “We need you as a witness,” explained Declan, trying to soften Thomas’ remarks.

 


 “Break in? Your first thought was me?” Ransom tried to shake off sleep. He groggily added, “What sort of witness?”

 


 “We’ve three bodies now at the morgue.”

 


 “Three? Three bodies in the same condition, you mean?”

 


 “Reahall and his men scoured the ship, even used dogs,” said Declan.

 


 “The coppers ran some dogs into Titanic’s hull; they found my uncle’s remains along with O’Toole’s—” added Thomas. “All three suffered from the same devastation.”

 


 “It has to be chemical in nature—if not biological.”

 


 “If not both,” finished Thomas.

 


 “What of Dr. Bellingham? What does Enoch have to say about it all?”

 


 “He’s frightened. So’s the dean. Hell…so’s everyone.”

 


 “The entire surgical faculty is terrified,” added Thomas.

 


 “As they should be,” said Ransom, placing on a shirt to cover his hefty body.

 


 “Sir, they are cowards! They want to burn the bodies at the steel mill as soon as it opens in the morning.”

 


 “Cremation may be the best avenue,” he cautioned.

 


 “All of them—the constable, the dean, Dr. B, in all their combined intellect, they are acting out of fear,” continued Declan.

 


 Ransom held a hand up to the young intern. “To contain any possibility of contagion is a normal response to any outbreak of disease, quite typical.”

 


 “B-But damn it, man, there needs be some analytical examination of the condition of these men.” Declan paced the small room, bumping his head on an overhead beam that evoked a cry from him.

 


 “You live, sir, rather poorly don’t you?” Thomas observed, taking in the flat,” I-I mean for a man with such a reputation, Detective Wyland, this place looks like an artist’s billet.”

 


 “Thomas, have ye no manners?” shouted Declan.

 


 “Oh come now, Declan? It’s just a question.”

 


 “Not a lot of call for a private detective in Belfast, son—especially one who’s caught the eye of the local officials.”

 


 “Constable Reahall thinks you a menace, eh?” asked Thomas.

 


 “I fear, he thinks me some sort of problem, yes.”

 


 “What sort of problem?”

 


 “He has me confused with some…some murderer.”

 


 “Murderer?” gasped Thomas, shaken by the word.

 


 “Damn fool copper has me confused with someone else, I fear. Irritating is what it amounts to.”

 


 “But a murderer?” Declan’s repeating of the word hung in the air, and now both young interns cautiously eyed Ransom. “Of course, Constable Reahall’s dead wrong about Mr. Wyland, Thomas,” insisted Declan, who then spoke to Ransom. “I’ve come to respect you, Mr. Wyland. So now, sir, will you help us or not?”

 


 “Help you do precisely what?”

 


 “Why break into the morgue,” Thomas replied.

 


 “At Mater Infirmorum? Are you mad?”

 


 “It’s off from the hospital, a separate surgery and morgue for us university students.”

 


 “Separate you say?”

 


 “On the grounds but yes, separate from the main hospital.”

 


 “And there is where the bodies lie in state?”

 


 “If you can call it that—yes,” Declan added with a shrug. “We can take you straight to the corpses.”

 


 “To what end?” he asked the young men.

 


 “We are surgeons!” shouted Thomas.

 


 The passion recalled Jane Tewes to Ransom’s mind—how passionate she was about being a surgeon, and the extreme lengths she’d gone to just for that reason, as fat, white-haired old men stood in her way. Now Ransom saw the same thing was happening here to these lads.

 


 Declan came close and near whispered, “We need to know what’s the root cause of the condition of those bodies. And you know as well as we, there is only one sure way to determine actual cause of death, and it isn’t by cremating the evidence.”

 


 “Is that what they want to do? Burn it? Outta sight, outta mind, is it?”

 


 “That’s about it, yes, sir.”

 


 “But you boys…you want to conduct an unauthorized inquest instead?”

 


 “We want to autopsy the dead,” Thomas continued for Declan, going to the window, peeking out. “You aren’t expecting anyone are you, Mr. Wyland, sir?”

 


 “Why? What do you see out there?”

 


 “One of those nasty steam-powered police wagons—a paddy. Coming this way it is.”

 


 Ransom heard the noisy wake-the-dead clatter of this thing racing toward them. In fact, it was growing deafening with each turn of the wheels. “It’s Reahall come for me now! You boys picked a helluva time to pinch me for a job.”

 


 “I thought Reahall respectful of your opinion,” Declan said, looking over his shoulder at the approaching police wagon.
 “Oh yeah…” added Thomas. “He likely just wants to confer with you, Mr. Wyland—on the case.”

 


 “Confer with me behind bars. Look here, lads, if we’re to have a proper autopsy, we need to be out the back—now! Hurry!” He ushered them to the rear room, past his untidy bedroom, out the back door, and into a smelly dank alleyway. Earlier a light rain had futilely tried to wipe Belfast clean but had only succeeded in making the cobblestones glisten like rocks in a stream—and just as slick. As Ransom rushed the boys, Thomas slipped and turned an ankle and moaned like a cat in heat.

 


 “Shhhhh….you’ll give us away!” shouted Declan, completely on board with Ransom’s plan. They heard the wagon pull up to the front door, heard men leaping from the wagon, heard shouting to circle around back. “Is that Reahall’s voice?” asked Declan as Ransom helped Thomas to his feet. With Thomas leaning on Ransom and Declan taking Thomas’ other arm, they rushed off. 


 


 “There—the shadows! Quickly!” whispered Ransom.

 


 “Hold on,” said Thomas. “Tell me why’re we running from the constable again?”

 


 “They’ll haul us back to the dormitory for being past curfew, for one,” Declan assured him. “So shhh.”

 


 “Don’t be naïve, Declan. Mr. Wyland here’s not hiding beneath this stairwell in a dark alley because we are in trouble. Reahall was asking me all sorts of questions about our hired detective here. He’s come to arrest you, hasn’t he?”

 


 Declan said, “He hasn’t, has he Mr. Wyland. Go on, tell Tommie to push off.”

 


 “Yeah, Mr. Wyland, tell us, if that’s your real name,” said Thomas.

 


 “Thomas, Declan…you help me, lads.” began Ransom, “and I’ll get you boys into that morgue. Deal?”

 


 Declan shook his hand. “Deal.”

 


 “A bargain for sure,” added Thomas.

 


 “Now quiet,” Ransom ordered them where they crouched in a black corner behind trash bins.

 

 


 


 Some time had past when from the darkest shadows in the alleyway, Ransom, Declan, and Thomas continued to watch the uniformed officers at rear of the billet come charging round; the Belfast police now surrounded the small house and its street-level apartment—guns drawn. They then listened to the sounds of Constable Reahall’s men break down the front door in dramatic fashion. Reahall then rummaged through the room until he opened the back door and looked down the barrels of six guns trained on him. He uselessly asked, “No one’s come out this way?”

 


 “No one, sir!”

 


 “’Cept that is…you, sir.”

 


 “Find the basement, search the walls! I want that man!”

 


 It was half an hour before Ransom felt it safe enough to slip from the shadows and for the trio to make their way down the alleyway and out onto North Queen Street, heading toward the bottom of Antrim Road, passing a ancient cemetery, the Clifton Street Graveyard with its entry facing them. A sudden noise behind them, a lorry pulled by a horse startled them and made Ransom slip into the cemetery for cover, but it became a moment of mirth for the university boys.

 


 They soon passed Henry Place, continuing onward down Clifton, making their way toward the hospital. In doing so, they must pass the Crumlin Road Gaol, Constable Raehall’s old stone fortress of a prison. There they saw the hub-bub of frustrated men who’d worked late into the night, first at the shipyards and inside Titanic, and then at Detective Wyland’s residence. 


 


 The better part of valor may well have been to back away and go around the cemetery or through it, but Ransom instead led them to the rear of the courthouse instead. “You know the streets well,” said Declan.

 


 “I make it my business to know the lay of the land.”

 


 They quickly closed in on the impressive red-brick hospital which had the aspect of a cathedral among the densely packed, terraced residential houses surrounding the medical facility.

 


 Once again the young interns had walked ahead of Ransom to guide him to the separate facilities turned over to the university for dissection and surgery, this separate morgue for university use only. Ransom strained to hear what the boys were whispering about.

 


 “He’s going to make a wonderful witness, Declan—a wanted man, Declan. Are you listening to me, Declan?” complained Thomas in his friend’s ear. The boys walked quickly now, slowing occasionally to look back over their shoulders to check on Alastair’s progress.

 


 Ransom habitually looked over his shoulder as well but he did so for possible attacks on him. An old habit cultivated as a cop in Chicago, a habit that he’d thought himself ready to give up, but apparently not. He’d been fooling himself to think he had finally run far enough. Now all he could think of was hanging for a crime he hadn’t committed, and how much that would please all his enemies in Chicago—like his boss at the time, Kohler, the Chief of Police—and the man who’d set him up for a hanging.

 


 As they found the hospital grounds, the street lamps became fewer and farther between, and soon they were approaching the darkened, locked up basement that the boys pointed to, guiding Ransom to the lock. “How will you get us in?” asked Declan.

 


 “Watch me.”

 


 Ransom worked a sliver of metal he always kept on him into the lock, and in an instant, he had the lock turning but the door would not budge. He fumbled about, a blush of embarrassment coloring his jowls and making him thankful for the deep shadow here so the boys could not see his shame as he knew he didn’t have the necessary torsion wrench to get past this door. “There’s good security here, boys. No way I can get through this door. Sorry. Best we all go home.” 


 


 “But there must be a way in.” Declan held up one of Ransom’s picks.

 


 “There’s no way to work this lock with the tools I have, son. Sorry.”

 


 “Surely you have other means of breaking and entering—a man of experience?”

 


 “All right and yes, Declan, I do have other means.”

 


 “Then what’re we waiting for?” asked Thomas. “Someone’s going to spot us here.”

 


 Ransom stared momentarily at Thomas. “Come along. Follow me closely, fellas.”

 


 The interns shadowed the detective to the grassy area beside the door and stone steps leading to this back entryway. “What’re you doing?” asked Thomas at the same time that Ransom, using an elbow with his coat wrapped about it, suddenly broke a window, making the boys leap.

 


 “You’ve broken the window,” said Declan.

 


 Ransom snorted and said, “You are a bright one. All right, one of you climb through and open the door.”

 


 “That’s it? This is your clever way to get us inside?”

 


 “Declan is elected,” said Thomas.

 


 “Me? Why me?”

 


 “You’re smaller, more compact. Careful climbing over those test tubes, by the way. Try not to break anything.”

 


 Ransom looked at Declan, the boy’s face having dropped. “You do want to learn what the victims can tell us, right?”

 


 “Thomas encouraged his friend. “If we don’t go in and have a hard look, Declan, we are merely flailing around in the dark.”

 


 Ransom added, “May’s well be back inside that detestable mine shaft without a lantern—and Thomas, I wish to apologize to you, young man.”

 


 “For what?”

 


 “Well…what with so much going on, I’ve been remiss in failing to offer my condolences on the loss of your uncle.”

 


 Thomas stood stunned for a moment, unsure how to respond. “Thank you, Mr. Wyland, but at the moment, I just want to know precisely what killed him. I want to know what to tell my aunt.”

 


 “Understood.” Ransom and Thomas watched Declan climb though the window and into the darkness where the three bodies lay in waiting.

 


 “No sign of the missing Pinkerton man, Tuttle eh, Thomas?”

 


 “None whatsoever, but it’s a big ship.”

 


 “And it leaves for sea trials tomorrow, and following that, it’s off to Southampton, and from there to America.” They had walked back to the door, and it swung open under Declan’s power. He held up a lit oil lamp and waved them inside.

 


 They rushed in and closed the door behind themselves. Declan led Ransom and Thomas through this closet-sized back anteroom and into an interior where they felt safe to turn on the electric lights, filling the room with brightness. In fact, the electricity lit up a huge operating theater. Along a large back wall refrigerator units stared back at them.

 


 “I’ll never get over electric light, fellows,” Ransom said as he gazed about the well-lit room.

 


 “Bodies are in there,” said Declan, pointing at the wall of doors.

 


 Ransom covered his nose with a handkerchief. “From the smell of things here, I’d say your coolers need a good repairman.”

 


 “The refrigerator units are fine; it’s these particular bodies, Mr. Wyland. They smell of sulfur if you ask me.”

 


 Each of the unusual bodies discovered tonight was pulled from its unit, and using leather gloves going up to their elbows, the boys placed each of the oddly light bodies onto a steel slab designed specifically for dissection. Directly over the table hung lights on swivel arms, magnifying glasses on another swivel arm, a hose to keep a constant flow of water to run off excess fluids and blood to a drainage pipe that took such unwanted matter to the floor and the sewer pipe at their feet. Meanwhile, Thomas switched on a huge machine in one corner of the room, and a lulling whoosh answered—air conditioning. Belfast’ Sirocco Works factory had pioneered air-conditioning for hospitals and such rooms as this to create Plenum ventilation, which nowadays was being applied to all such interiors dealing with medicine. Nearby Victoria Hospital had been the first building of such size to enjoy air-conditioning some six years before. Humdity control and choice of temperature. How wonderful, Ransom thought, trying to imagine a time when any hotel or home might enjoy this advanced industrial technology. 


 


 The night’s work stared at the excited young interns, who seemed—as Ransom took in their long, doubtful gaze into one another’s eyes—to be thinking of their efforts as having the potential of becoming a monumental and complicated failure. At the very least, the secretive night work would surely prove difficult and time consuming. Ransom had certainly thought so as Thomas pulled open the cold storage unit where his uncle’s body lay in repose. Both Declan and Ransom held back, allowing Thomas a moment alone with his Uncle Anton’s corpse. 


 

 


 


 The light illuminated three bodies now lying beneath sheets on three slabs in the wide open space of the operating theater. Looking around and up, Ransom studied the impressive operating theater and the large gallery where students like Thomas and Declan would be perched on a normal day to observe an autopsy conducted by Bellingham or another faculty member. He could just imagine the boys intent on watching every cut, every organ lifted during an autopsy from on high, safely behind the glass, but here they were on the front lines, dealing with God knows what, putting fear aside to determine cause of death, while disappointed in Bellingham for not guiding them this night.

 


 The room brought back bad memories for Ransom. Being a police detective in Chicago with his reputation, he’d on more than one occasion gone under the knife, his life saved twice by the famous Dr. Christian Fenger during emergency surgery. The same doctor who failed to save that contemptible priest, Father Franklin Jurgen.

 


 Ransom cautiously went to each body in turn and slipped the sheet from each distorted face. McAffey, looking like the dead beast from the mine with his horrid grimace and barred teeth. O’Toole, looking nearly the same, and Fiore, who had somehow retained the look of a pleasant little fellow despite the rigid grimace distorting his features. Ransom recognized the grimace as a natural phenomena of traumatic death. 


 


 “That’s Uncle Anton,” said Thomas who’d remained rigidly frozen in place at Ransom’s side. “What’s left of him. I could tell you so many wonderful stories about my uncle.”

 


 “Perhaps another time, when we have more of it.”

 


 “He was such a storyteller…loved to relate a tale over a pint—had such a knack for a twist or shot to the senses at the end!” Thomas laughed to recall a certain moment with his uncle. “Lovely man, wickedly funny and always with a kind word and a broad—”

 


 “Enough with the sentiments, Thomas! We haven’t time right now,” Declan warned, moving about the room, preparing instruments, “and dawn is fast approaching. Dr. Bellingham is going to come crashing through that door, and when he does—”

 


 “He’s going to have a cow.” Thomas finished for Declan.

 


 “And he’s going to want answers. Hell, I want answers! Ready the Petri dishes for culturing samples, Tommie, while I prepare some slides. I want to see this thing under the microscope as soon as we do the incisions on our friend here, Mr. McAffey.”

 


 “Why McAffey first?” asked Ransom, curious.

 


 “We—or rather I—suspect he was the first to die of this thing, down in that mine.”

 


 “That beastie found with McAffey is most likely what contaminated the man,” Thomas explained. “So we begin with him.”

 


 “O’Toole was with him in the mine,” continued Declan, “but he managed to get out, and Reahall agrees that Anton—Mr. Fiore quite possibly crossed paths with O’Toole sometime later at the shipyard—as both men’s bodies were discovered inside Titanic.”

 


 “Where inside Titanic? What deck?”

 


 “Lowest deck. Mr. O’Toole here, he was found stuffed behind a bulkhead in the manner of a ragdoll, jammed between the interior and exterior iron walls. Mr. Fiore was jammed into a locker where he would’ve suffocated had he not died of this black disease.” Declan worked as he spoke. “Constable Reahall’s quite smart to’ve ordered Titanic searched.”

 


 “Yes—quite brilliant deduction.” Ransom assumed his sarcasm was lost on the young men. Musing further, he said, “Obviously, someone hid their bodies in an attempt to conceal the crimes.”

 


 “Not clear on that; Reahall says they could have just curled up in there to die.”

 


 “But the missing Pinkerton agent, this man Tuttle…was not found on Titanic although he was there with others to guard the ship?”

 


 “We spoke to Tuttle,” said Declan, removing the elbow length leather gloves and putting on the more comfortable and agile white cloth gloves. “Asked him if he’d seen Mr. Fiore. Said he had not.”

 


 “He was on Titanic, yes,” added Thomas, placing on cloth gloves as well, “Tuttle shouted down to us from what seemed a mile overhead. Can you imagine the lifts on Titanic?”

 


 “Upper decks near the forecastle and bridge,” Declan narrowed it down. “But he’s disappeared completely now.”

 


 Thomas was rattling around with instruments and microscopes before finally declaring, “I’m ready.”

 


 At this point, Thomas and Ransom turned to find that Declan was well underway, having sliced into McAffey with that ready scalpel of his. He had some trouble, however, as the darkened skin was like leather, but in short order, Declan managed to begin a classic Y-incision. Diagonally from each shoulder to the solar plexus, and from there straight down to the navel. The skin ripped like cord wood against the axe—creating a nerve-shattering noise as it split apart. Declan remarked on this, adding, “I can’t believe our teachers and the dean simply want to burn the bodies.”

 


 “So you’ve said, and by whose authority? I mean who has ordered it?”

 


 “Local judge awakened by Reahall and on recommendation of Dean Goodfriar and Dr. B.”

 


 Thomas chimed in with, “But they have no idea what might result from burning the bodies in those ovens.”

 


 “Yeah…what if this disease is spewed out with ash from those chimneys at the mill and it goes airborne?” asked Declan. “Well…who knows how far it might spread?”

 


 “They have no idea what they’re dealing with,” added Thomas, but Declan stood frozen, staring into the open carcass he’d begun to autopsy. “Look at this, Thomas. Tell me what you see…or rather what you don’t see.”

 


 Thomas went closer to stare into the open chest and abdominal cavity. Ransom looked over Declan’s shoulder. Together, Ransom and Thomas Coogan gasped at what they saw.

 


 Ransom asked, “Where’re the bloody organs?”

 


 “And for that matter, where’s the blood?” Thomas wanted to know.

 


 “The man’s organs are here just…well…”

 


 “Where?”

 


 “Camouflaged against the backdrop of his insides—all discolored inside as well as out.”

 


 “And dehydrated, reduced in size and weight as a result.” Thomas’ voice quivered with his nerves.

 


 “And bloodless, drained of it along with any bile or fluids usually found in a decaying corpse.” Declan reached deep into the open chest cavity with forceps and easily pulled forth a shriveled heart through the ribcage. He spoke as he did so, taking his eyes off his work for a half second, saying, “Don’t even need the rib cutters to get it through the bones.” His hand unsteady, his forceps banged against a rib, which immediately gave way, informing them of just how brittle the bones had become. It was unnatural.

 


 This froze Thomas in place. The breaking of normally sturdy bone via a mere bump that would typically cause no more than a casual scrape made Thomas shout, “Damn it! God blind me. Did you see that, Declan?”

 


 But Declan and Ransom were staring at the tiny, shriveled heart about the size of a plum. Totally deflated. Shriveled ridges and tiny threads that were once major veins like the vena cava now indistinguishable in color and too small to be believed. “What could possibly do such damage in…in…”

 


 “In so short a time,” Ransom finished for Declan. “To an otherwise healthy man?”

 


 Declan laid the prune of a heart onto a scale; it weighed a mere third of its normal 300 grams. “No water, no weight,” he muttered, then added, “and the other organs are the same, one after the other.”

 


 Ransom could not believe what he was looking at. Hiding within the body cavity were the other organs, so shrunken, misshapen and discolored as to be unrecognizable.

 


 “And look here, the bone!” shouted Thomas “Empty—empty within, not so much as a trace of marrow.” Thomas had cut a section off the broken bone, and he held it up to the lamp they worked under.

 


 “What’s it all mean?” Ransom asked, astonished.

 


 “It appears…no—it is a fact that whatever this thing is…it utilizes every ounce of fluid in the body—to the absolute final degree.”

 


 “But how? Shriveling every organ…and-and the bone marrow?” Thomas sounded and looked as if he might bolt.

 


 “Hold it together, Tom…Tommie!” shouted Declan, steadying his own nerves.

 


 “I don’t think I can take this, Declan!” Thomas tossed his forceps and the bone segment he’d cut onto a steel tray, creating a clanging metallic response so loud it felt as if the room shook. Then he started for the door, but Ransom grabbed him.

 


 “Hold on, son. You’re seeing this thing through; you came to me, remember?”

 


 “I need a drink…water, absinthe, whiskey, something....” 


 


 “There’s the sink—running water. Have at it, but you get straight; we’re all seeing this through till dawn.” Ransom remained a barrier before Thomas.

 


 Declan went to his friend and placed a hand on his back. “We’ve two more bodies yet to go, Tommie. Buck up. This thing…whatever it is…it could devastate all of Ireland if not Europe. We’ve got to confront it here and now.”

 


 “You want to die like them?” he nodded at the petrified corpses. Suppose we’re already…that it’s already inside us, Declan, draining us like…like it did to Uncle Anton and the other two?”

 


 “We have to put slivers of the organs beneath the scope, Tom—all of them, and document the condition of the body and the bone with photographs to…to document what we do here for others to know, to learn, and to understand.”

 


 “And if it kills us?”

 


 “And yes, if it kills us in the bargain, then…well then so be it. We are men of science after all. Dr. B says men of science must be brave beyond compare.”

 


 Thomas snickered at this. “So where the hell is he?”

 


 “No matter he can’t live up to his theories, he made us scientists, Thomas.”

 


 “A fine speech, Declan, but I’m scared—damn scared—and no braver than Dr. B. Seeing the condition of McAffey’s heart…his insides. Suppose we have it, and it’s eating us alive as we speak, from the inside out, and we haven’t time to see our mothers, our family, and we die alone like these poor bastards did? What then?”

 

 
 


 Ransom stepped forward and slapped Thomas across the face. “Declan is right. We make a stand. Here, now!”

 


 The slap to his face sobered Thomas who now nodded repeatedly and looked sheepishly into Declan’s eyes. “You’re right—the both of you. I’m all right. You needn’t worry.”

 


 “Then get to work; get that camera Dr. B keeps tucked away; we have to document everything, Tommie—each step we take.”

 


 Thomas snatched open a metal cabinet and located a compact, state-of-the art camera and began working to bring it to bear on the bodies. “Absolutely,” he muttered, looking as if pleased he had something solid to hold onto and something to focus on. “When Dr. B comes in tomorrow morning, we’re going to show him what we’re made of.” 


 


 “Exactly,” replied Declan.

 


 “No matter his and the dean’s reaction, they’ll know we’ve done first rate work.”

 


 The look of the sleek camera and Thomas’ enthusiasm for this work reminded Alastair of his best friend back in Chicago, a photographer named Philo Keane, another good reason to see Chicago again once before he dies. Lately, Ransom had been feeling a strange sense of foreboding creeping in like an unruly fog he could not shake off. Perhaps he’d had some odd and nebulous premonition of this night’s coming for him, but no recognition of befriending the young interns amid this evolving mystery. It’d gone from a missing person’s case to three bodies riddled with a frightening disease organism no one seemed capable of giving a name to. Again Ransom looked from one to the other of the blackened bodies that had only hours before been sentient men full of life. Their skin made him think of blackened, smoked fish without the pleasant odors.

 


 Ransom backed into a wall to lean against something solid, feeling a rush of fatigue trying to take him down. Declan noticed and shouted, “Not you, too! We’ll need every pair of hands.”

 


 “What bloody good can I do? I’m not a medical man.”

 


 “You can assist me; I’ll tell you what to do.”

 


 Ransom shoved off the wall. “Whatever you say, Dr. Irvin.”

 


 “That sounds good, but come sunup, I may be kicked out of the university.”

 


 “In which case, you go to another!” replied Ransom.

 


 “Records follow a man,” continued Declan.

 


 “You will do fine; you, young man, are meant to become a doctor.”

 


 Thomas smirked. “Goes for both of us! We’ll find a little hamlet and set up a surgery and veterinary, won’t we, Dr. Coogan? That’s what and how exciting for us? Shitty deal, and what’ll they do with you, Detective?”

 


 Alastair took in a deep breath of air and immediately regretted doing so as the odors coming off the bodies attacked his senses far worse than when they’d entered the room. “I don’t have so much to sacrifice as you young lads; you have your entire lives ahead of you. Relatively speaking, I’ve lived a life, so what can they take from me that they haven’t already stolen?”

 


 “Stolen?” asked Declan, staring at the big detective.

 


 “Home, my comforts, my geography, friends, loved ones, people I step aside for, dignity, position, my notion of who I am—all gone. Stolen.”

 


 The two interns looked at Ransom as if seeing him for the first time.

 


 “Are you…you know, guilty of what they say?” asked Thomas. “I mean are you on the run after all?”

 


 Declan asked point blank. “Who has stolen your life?”

 


 “I am guilty of being a bastard, boys.” He tried to laugh this off. “Guilty of many a mistake, of murder some would say although I don’t see it that way, but this last bit of trouble, honestly…ironically enough, I am innocent of it altogether.”

 


 “Innocent of what?” asked Thomas, pressing the point.

 


 “Of this charge that they hung on me.”

 


 “You mean if-if Reahall returns you?” asked Thomas. “Perhaps, sir, you should leave now. Since he’s hot on your heels.” 


 


 Declan gritted his teeth. “We need all hands, Thomas.”

 


 “Will you be able to live with yourself, Declan, if Mr. Wyland here is thrown into jail and sent back to—where to?” he ended by asking Alastair but did not wait for an answer, rather blurting out, “Chicago—Reahall thinks you escaped from there with a murder indictment hanging over your head. What is it they say in America? Wanted Dead or Alive?”

 


 “How do you know what Reahall thinks?” asked Declan, confused.

 


 Thomas shrugged. “Remember when we first went to the police about my uncle, remember?”

 


 “Yes, so?”

 


 “You were with me, but you got so angry at their lack of interest that you stormed out ahead of me—remember?”

 


 “Yes, but I went out for a smoke and to clear my—”

 


 “Constable Reahall…he took me aside.”

 


 “He did?”

 


 “Told me about a former police detective late of Chicago who might be of help to us.”

 


 “How kind of him,” muttered Ransom.

 


 “And he added that I should take care around the man—you, sir. Said you were reported to’ve killed a priest in Chicago—cut off his gonads, he said.”

 


 “Gonads? You…you cut off a priest’s testicles?” Declan demanded of Ransom.

 


 “Constable Reahall said all that did he?” asked Ransom.

 


 “Yes—yes, he did.”

 


 “And the monies you two gathered from concerned relatives to pay my fee? Did that also come from the constable?”

 


 “Petty cash he called it.”

 


 “Then you are working for Reahall, eh? A snitch, a spy?”

 


 “Damn you sly dog, Thomas!” Declan stormed about in a little circle. “You told me lies atop lies. Why didn’t you confide in me?”

 


 “When have you ever kept your calm, Declan? I couldn’t trust your knowing and tipping off Detective Wyland here.”

 


 “So the highly acclaimed, well-reputed detective from the United States,” began Ransom, “has been made the fool by two young lads with scalpels. Might’ve expected it of gutter snipes, but here, you two?” Ransom laughed heartily at himself.

 


 “All I cared about was finding my uncle, and I couldn’t refuse the money,” began Thomas, his hands raised. “A-And I couldn’t be without your well-reputed expertise.”

 


 “Of course…of course.”

 


 “Sir, I didn’t know you then, but I now know your heart is true. I’ll not give away any words between or among us.”

 


 “A lot of good that does now with Reahall like someone’s hound on my heels.”

 


 “He claimed he just wanted you out of his jurisdiction, but I suppose that was a lie.”

 


 “We’re wasting time on this business!” shouted Ransom, realizing he’d frightened Thomas with his tone. “Let’s get this ghoulish work done, shall we?”

 


 “Yes…yes, of course—” replied Declan, adding, “might say we’re all sacrificial lambs, eh?”

 


 Alastair Ransom’s laugh now filled the operating theater.

 


 “What’s so funny?” asked Declan.

 


 “No one’s ever called me a lamb before! A lion, a tiger, a bear, yes, but never a lamb. And Thomas—”

 


 “Yes, Mr. Wyland?”

 


 “You tried to get me to leave for my own sake; I appreciate that, lad.”

 


 “I don’t wish to see you behind bars, or under Reahall’s thumb, sir.”

 


 “Oh come now, Tommie, so melodramatic!” Declan interrupted. “Once Dr. Bellingham sees what we’ve done here—our sacrifice, the authorities will applaud us all.”

 

 



 


SIXTEEN

 

 



 

 “My God, Kelly—you’ve got them running around in circles; they’re turning the ship around to search for Alandale,” Ingles whispered in her ear as the others rushed along the corridor, going topside. “We’ve got to inform the captain of what we know.”

 


 “No, we can’t!”

 


 “Why in God’s name not?”

 


 “We don’t know that the captain isn’t the carrier, David.”

 


 “Juris Forbes? That’s crazy. Forbes has dedicated his life to this search mission and…and science.”

 


 “Exactly…exactly what that thing would do—learn how to get back to Titanic. Why couldn’t that fool Ballard have left it alone…have left it to its fate, but no…damned glory hound in a sense raised the Titanic anew.”

 


 “Hold on. When Bob Ballard found the Titanic, why didn’t you investigate him?”

 


 “I did.”

 


 “You did?”

 


 “You bet, and for all I know someone on Bob Ballard’s team may well have been the carrier at that time; however, there was no way to get inside Titanic, to dive Titanic as we are about to do.”

 


 “And the French team that came after Ballard?”

 


 “Checked out and cleared. No one was killed among them, same as Ballard’s expedition.”

 


 “That’s your measurement? No one died?”

 


 “Afraid so. Remember we’ve only recently seen the development of dive technology that can get the carrier inside Titanic’s hull at those depths. So he, or she, or it—whatever or whoever the hell it is today on board Scorpio, it has only come because there is a way now…a way to recover its young from the depths.”

 


 “I…the—the thing that killed Alandale has been just waiting all these decades… waiting in the wings for technology to catch up?”

 


 “Not waiting; continuing to survive…feeding.”

 


 “I see.”

 


 “It’s left a trail, but the trail hasn’t been one of reproduction but destruction—always obscured because it takes on another human form with each mutation—getting stronger with each feeding.”

 


 “But it finally got it right—aboard Titanic in April of 1912.”

 


 “Yes, and now its final hope at reproduction—to retrieve those eggs frozen in time…frozen inside Titanic.” 


 


 “Whoa…what eggs? You lost me. I know nothing about any eggs.”

 


 She took a deep breath of air. “To be exact, they are egg-sacs, hatchlings first discovered during the Fiore autopsy.”

 


 “Hatchlings?”

 


 “The creature’s initial attempts at reproduction failed. The earliest attempts, aborted or rather miscarried, if you will—stillborn, but later attempts proved quite successful.”

 


 “You’ve completely lost me now!” David closed his eyes and shook his head.

 


 “You haven’t read far enough along in the journal, David! You have to read on!”

 


 “Damn, if this thing can reproduce—lay eggs, you say! Then why doesn’t it just reproduce again rather than kill good men like Alandale?”

 


 “I’ve surmised that after so many attempts, it can no longer reproduce. I mean, apparently, it has the ability to reproduce without a mate like a lot of creatures in nature, but it has only so many shots at it. At least that’s what I’ve surmised, and what my ancestor began to believe near the end.”

 


 “Near the end? Did Declan Irvin die on board Titanic?”

 


 “You know how many died aboard Titanic.”

 


 “By most counts it falls somewhere between 15-to-1600.”

 


 “And Thomas Coogan? And Alastair Ransom?”

 


 “Read on in the journal.”

 


 “One of them—Thomas, Declan, or Ransom had to carry the journal off the ship; one of them survived.”

 


 “And so too did the creature, unfortunately.”

 


 “Damn…were they on the same lifeboat?”

 


 “Possibly, yes. Really, no way to know. Mr. Ismay, the owner, was among the survivors—and while he was depicted in the press as having dressed in women’s clothing to get a seat aboard a lifeboat, perhaps that was not such an exaggeration after all.”

 


 They each took a deep breath and held their silence for a time. She finally said, “I am sorry about Alandale—the real man, that is. But what is worse than allowing that thing to take out individuals, David? Imagine what might—no, what will happen— should it return to free its disease-spreading, awful progeny upon the masses.”

 


 “Egg-sacs…Jesus help us. How many eggs are we talking about here?”

 


 “Hundreds, maybe thousands. I don’t know for certain.”

 


 “Each…each of which has the potential to infiltrate a human host?”

 


 “No one aboard Scorpio will survive, and once Scorpio returns to Woods Hole and land there’ll be no stopping this thing. It will explode exponentially.”

 


 “Presumably each would find a host…”

 


 “Lay its own eggs.”

 


 David quaked inwardly with the image. “This is all so freaking Stephen King.”

 


 “No David, King deals in fantasy; try Crichton. There’s science in this, not supernatural but natural. This thing lived on Earth long before mankind arrived. You’ve got to believe me…and you have to read on in the journal.”

 


 “I intend to…seeing Alandale like that…like Fiore’s body…like McAffey and O’Toole.”

 


 “God, I have lived with this bottled up inside me, and all alone for so long.” A tear formed in her eye, but she quickly wiped it away, turning her face from him. “You must read on,” she insisted. “It’s so important that you understand the entire picture, David.”

 


 “You’ve read all our files, haven’t you?” he asked.

 


 “And I picked you because you went back for Terry Wilcox. Risked your life for a friend. I want you as my friend, David.”

 


 “But you know Forbes; you’ve known him for years,” countered David. “How can you suspect him of such horrors as this? Of killing his colleague and friend, Alandale?”

 


 “This thing has no friends or colleagues. Yes, I knew Forbes years ago, but even then he was aloof. Cold even, a real loner. He could be the carrier. I couldn’t confide in him. What if—”

 


 “He has been stand-offish, true.” David replayed moments in his head. “But…but there could be many reasons for that.”

 


 “I don’t want to sound like a TV psychiatrist, but David, how much do we really know about anyone?”

 


 “You could say the same of me, and I might say the same of you, Kelly.”

 


 “Whatever do you mean?” she asked, shocked.

 


 “First time you came aboard…you fawned over Alandale, remember, and me beside him—not a word to me.”

 


 “But I knew precisely who you were; I thought—”

 


 “You managed to make me feel like a member of the crew. A high school dropout, you know?”

 


 “Yes well but...I know men. I knew you would pursue me only if I seemed unobtainable.”

 


 “Did you now?”

 


 They had come out into the bright afternoon sun and stood on deck. He turned to her and said, “At some point, you have to trust someone.”

 


 “I have—you!”

 


 “At some point then we have to trust a third party.”

 


 “But with Forbes, like I said, I have always felt a certain coldness. A heavy emotionless feeling coming from him, and given his OCT—”

 


 “OC-what?”

 


 “Obsessive Compulsion for all things Titanic, David. It has been absolute. It runs the man’s life to the point I’ve always suspected him.”

 


 “That describes millions—do you recall James Cameron’s box office take for Titanic?”

 


 “Regardless, he’s made a career of it. Hence why I’ve remained so close to him.”

 


 “Yet you gained his support, and he’s never taken your body over. He doesn’t suspect you of being—of stalking him like some vampire hunter?”

 


 “He has been in a unique position to be here, and frankly, I believe this thing—this creature—has gotten so good at using its host’s body, David, that it can slip in and out without completely destroying a host.”

 


 “Hold on. Are you saying that it only temporarily inhabits one body, uses it up but once sated that it can control itself in a second body? Hide in plain sight?”

 


 “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

 


 “It’s become more sophisticated in utilizing its host with each incubation?”

 


 “Body and soul, yes. It somehow gets such a grasp on the host’s mind that it leaves a person in a kind of neutral, if you will, goes out, feeds on another host, and returns then to its carrier host.”

 


 “Forbes does seem at times in a daze,” David said, running a hand through his thick blond hair. “Almost…almost robotic.”

 


 She met his eyes. “It may be that it or he suspects me…Forbes that is—OK, not Forbes—but the thing controlling him.”

 


 “Is Forbes then in some sort of collusion with it?”

 


 “It’s quite possible, yes, that it’s convinced him of the importance of the find—to discover a new species of life below…on board Titanic.”

 


 “In which case…”

 


 “In which case, it can put Forbes into some sort of post hypnotic suggestion state while it takes over another body temporarily not only to feed but to dive into Titanic, to reclaim its young.”

 


 “And you suspect all this without proof?”

 


 “I know how insane it all must sound, but David, I do…I suspect Forbes has been turned to its uses—has become the carrier, and rather than risk losing his insights and his prestige aboard, this creature, will not feed on him but rather manipulate his mind, his thinking—and when it needs to be more mobile say to feed in such a way as to not destroy its host, it reaches out to others.”

 


 “And while it is feeding? What the hell is Forbes doing?”

 


 “I don’t know; placed in a catatonic state, perhaps…placed in sleep mode like a computer or like I said, hypnotized.”

 


 “Supposing even some of this is true, and the captain is aware of your suspicions. Or rather this…this creature is aware. That places you in danger.”

 


 “And by extension, you too, David. I fear both what Forbes has become, a victim and an unwilling accomplice, and that it may suspect me of knowing whose body it’s currently occupying.”

 


 “Forbes is it, you mean. I see…I think. So essentially you’ve made me a target like yourself.”

 


 “Everyone aboard Scorpio is a target, David—all of us. No one’s immune to this parasite.”

 


 “I’m beginning to feel like a pawn in a chess game.”

 


 She squeezed his hand. “I’ve always wondered about his motives—his underlying motives. He’s in a perfect position to order us divers via Swigart to bring up whatever we find on Titanic that he sees on the remote screen—whatever he wants. And he is in the perfect position to order it while keeping a safe distance to protect the host body, you see.”

 


 “Do you trust anyone aboard?”

 


 “You, David, just you.” She looked deeply into his azure eyes and placed a hand on his broad chest.

 


 He broke eye contact and pulled away. “Why? Why me? God, I wish I’d never signed on to this cursed ship now. I’m no hero.”

 


 She pursued him. “You’re right; Scorpio is cursed in the same manner as Titanic unless we learn how to somehow stop this thing.”

 


 “I must live right! First the Sea of Japan, and now this.”

 


 “I read once of a fellow who survived the Titanic and two other sinking ships. It’s maybe the luck of the Irish…and maybe why I trust you as I do; trust your judgment, your instinct for survival.”

 


 “All the same, Kelly, we can’t let them turn this ship around to search for a man not in the water. We have to confide in Swigart about Alandale.”

 


 “But if Swigart is the carrier, he’ll know we know of him; if he informs Forbes, and I am right about Lou, what then? If Alandale’s body is discovered, the creature becomes more cautious, more aware of the danger it faces, and that we represent a greater threat to it. Then again, if the thing infiltrates Forbes…with his being at the controls, giving the orders remotely, Forbes could order anything we find down there brought up.”

 


 “I suppose you’re right.”

 


 “And if we disobey, he could engineer an accident from two miles overhead while we are in Titanic.”

 


 “Then it was you who sabotaged the crane shaft, wasn’t it?” he suddenly asked.

 


 “Me? What are you talking about?”

 


 “You’re doing everything in your power to slow this mission, to determine how to put it to an end before it begins. I see that now.”

 


 “David, this mission means nothing if those damnable creatures come up from the deep and are protected by the thing that spawned them. There’re more important things than plundering Titanic here. No amount of gold and fame and achievement will matter if we all end up like Alandale or those victims of 1912.”

 


 “All right, calm down.”

 


 “Calm down? Damn it, David, Scorpio becomes a ghost ship if those things are brought on board.”

 


 They stood silent for a moment, the sea rushing past them as Scorpio continued toward its destination. “As it is, we have one enemy,” she continued, “but we don’t know the incubation period of these creatures, and if it is hours, a day, two…everyone aboard Scorpio is a walking dead.”

 


 “You’re the saboteur!”

 


 “David, damn it, don’t you see that’s not the issue?”

 


 “See? Issue? Kelly, it makes me wonder about your motives—and what’s to say you’re not somehow…well?”

 


 She shook her head and muttered, “Satan may come in a pleasant form, eh? Is that it?”

 


 “Don’t twist what I’m saying.”

 


 “ Come on, Dave, think of Alandale…that cheerful, wonderful man we thought we knew…for all the time we knew him—you and I—he may’ve been the carrier; and now someone else aboard, someone he came into contact with is the new carrier.”

 


 “Or it’s slipped back into Forbes to hide until it needs to feed again. And I can’t believe I’m saying this.”

 


 “This thing is clever. It has managed to survive for a millennium, I suspect, and to somehow reinvent itself in 1912 by slipping in and out of its host organisms. In ancient times, it likely decimated whole species of animal life, whole populations. Hell, for all we know, it may’ve wiped out the ancient civilizations from Mesopotamia to the Aztec.”

 


 “And now it’s graduated to us—modern day mankind,” David replied, rubbing his chin. “So now you’re saying this…this shape-shifting bastard thing has the capability to leap from one man to another while residing in a third? That it has evolved to the point that it can put its grip on a man—put him on hold, so to speak, via some sort of hypnotic suggestion?”

 


 “Yes, allowing it to roam by mere touch, and if it thinks itself threatened by you or me, it will eliminate us.”

 


 “By feeding on our insides?”

 


 “To gather even more strength.”

 


 David considered this horrifying new revelation atop all the others since boarding Scorpio. “It changes spots like a chameleon.”

 


 Just then someone was shouting and racing past, saying “They’ve found Dr. Alandale!” It was Lena, heading for the nearest deck phone to inform Captain Forbes and Swigart on the bridge.

 


 The ship was half turned about by this time. David caught her and spun her around, asking Lena,“Who’s found him?”

 


 “Will and Jacob. Said they went back to his cabin, pulled apart a wall and found his body. Something awful about the way the body looks—blacker than Bowman. Alandale stuffed behind a wall panel in his compartment! Now I gotta call the bridge.”

 


 Lena rushed off, and Kelly stood beside David, shivering with the news. David wanted to console her, place an arm around her but held himself in check and said, “Well now, Bowman and Mendenhall’ve discovered the body anyway.”

 


 “It would appear so.”

 


 David shook his head. “This leaves us in the same boat as we would’ve been in had we come clean in the first place.”

 


 “We’d best appear as surprised as the next person,” she counseled.

 


 “Sure; what choice do we have?”

 


 “But David, knowing what we know, we can’t let one another out of sight.”

 


 He nodded. “Should either of us be cornered by this alien being, it has the power to take us over, I get that.”

 


 “We might have some residual will power for a short time should you become a victim, like the Pinkerton agent, Tuttle, in the journal, but I fear this thing really has become more complex, able to refine its methods, particularly control of its host.” She started away, but he hesitated, staring at her, wondering how in the name of God anyone could be sure of anyone else under these circumstances.

 


 She turned in the sunlight, her hair flying in the ocean breeze, to stare at him. “Come along; we have to join the others, appear surprised—or else we come under suspicion of sabotage and murder.”

 

 


 


 Kelly and David followed the parade of people back down to Alandale’s cabin. More than one of the others rushed away, holding back vomit, and looking terrified. No one could account for the condition of the body or the faintly annoying sulfuric odor emanating from Alandale’s quarters.

 


 Forbes rushed in behind Swigart, aghast at the sight of Alandale’s remains; the man was hardly recognizable. While everyone was alarmed at the sight, Lena and the others were debating what could have so discolored the man’s skin to turn it to the shade of mahogany.

 


 Steve Jens, gasping, put forth the theory, “Perhaps while the body was inside the wall, it somehow was burned to this brown cast.”

 


 “Maybe an electrical fire,” added Mendenhall with a bony shrug. But a glance inside the wall showed none of the tell-tale signs of an electrical fire.

 


 Kyle Fiske had joined them late and on seeing the body, and hearing Jens assessment, he said, “Sounds like you guys are grasping at straws.”

 


 “None of it makes sense, Kyle,” Swigart said, his tone sour. Men such as he did not like a question without answer. But he was right. None of it made sense. Fiske was right too—everyone was drawing a blank.

 


 “What can it mean?” Forbes had gone to his knees over Alandale’s body, showing emotion, which killed Kelly’s theory—unless the monster inside him had learned to use emotion now as another tool of hiding in plain sight.

 


 Swigart grabbed hold of Forbes to steady him and pull him back, warning him in the same instant: “Don’t touch him, Juris. We’ve no idea what this is! Looks like some awful disease if you ask me.”

 


 “It wasn’t any disease that put him behind that wall,” countered Lena.

 


 “You don’t know that,” piped up Will Bowman. “I mean if he was outta his mind, he could’ve climbed in there and see here—” he indicated two tabs on the inside of the panel—“he could’ve hidden himself away.”

 


 “Crazy? You’re calling the most intelligent man I’ve ever known insane?” Forbes attacked Bowman with a flurry of words. “You, a bone-headed diver? You have no say-so here. Get out, all of you!”

 


 “No, Juris,” said Swigart, still holding onto his friend. “No, you go…get away from here. I’ll see to it that Dimitri’s remains are handled with the utmost respect, and you, Bowman, keep your mouth shut—and that goes for all of you, and that’s an order! Kelly—take Dr. Forbes to his cabin. Juris, get some rest.”

 


 Juris pulled away from Swigart, dropped to his knees again over his long-time friend and hugged Alandale’s body against his own. “My god, he’s as hard as rock, Lou. What the hell can be behind this?” Forbes tore away the buttons on Alandale’s shirt to reveal that his entire body was discolored and hardened like fibrous wood.

 


 Was it the gesture of a longtime friend or a controlled hand and mind at work here? David wondered if Forbes was really showing concern for his long time friend, or if he was surreptitiously taking back the invisible being from Alandale to his own body. Had Forbes been the man who’d stowed Alandale’s lifeless form behind the wall panel—or had it been the other missing man, Crewman Houston Ford?

 


 “We don’t know if he’s contagious, Captain.” Swigart again pulled Forbes away from the remains. “We need to put the body on ice…keep it away from the men, and on our return to Woods Hole, call in the authorities, and let the authorities handle it with their criminal investigation team…CSI, all that.”

 


 “What of the other missing man—Ford, Houston Ford?” asked Forbes in a barely audible voice.

 


 “No sign of him yet, but now…seeing this, we have to search more thoroughly, every bulkhead, every pipe, every wall panel—and assume him armed and dangerous; if anyone has gone loco aboard this ship, it’s most likely Ford. I’m told he’d had several quarrels with other crewmen and Dr. Alandale.”

 


 The ship’s doctor, Chinua Entebbe, a man of Nigerian descent, had rushed to the scene with a medical bag in hand; obviously no one had told him the patient was dead. Entebbe stood over Alandale’s remains, shaken. “My god, I just played chess with Dr. Alandale last evening. What-Whatever could cause such discoloration and stiffness in the man’s body?”

 


 Swigart ordered everyone out except for Dr. Entebbe, Will, and David. “I want you two to don gloves and heave the body to the aft section of the ship; there’s a specimen freezer.”

 


 “For biological specimens,” said Daive.

 


 “It’ll have to do; w e lay Dr. Alandale’s remains, such as they are, in state until we arrive back in port after the completion of our expedition. There’s no other way.”

 


 “I am trying to conduct an examination here,” complained Entebbe, raising his hands over his head. A thin, bony man, he crouched near the body but remained too apprehensive to touch it. “On second thought, Commander Swigart, let’s go ahead with your plan.”

 


 “Good call, Doctor.”

 


 David took Swigart aside, slowing things down, wondering if he ought not to tell Lou all that he knew of this awful disease and how it was spread by a single organism taking up residence in the human body, then draining it of every ounce of fluid. Instead, he heeded Kelly’s earlier warnings and said, “What about that helicopter you said you could call up on a dime?” David’s question stopped Swigart in his tracks. “I mean shouldn’t we inform the authorities now and send the body back by air immediately to learn what we can from an autopsy?”

 


 Will Bowman nodded thoughtfully as if he believed David was onto something. “Yeah, good idea; get the authorities involved now, David,” and with a sharp turn of voice and a snicker, he added, “and blow our chance at Titanic? Are you nuts, man! Once this gets out, it’s bye-bye Mission Titanic! And damn it, I’m here to dive her!”

 


 “Don’t be naïve, David,” added Swigart, staring a hole through him.

 


 Even Dr. Entebbe jumped in with, “We can’t jeopardize the expedition, young man, not even for a fallen friend. I don’t know who did this to Dimitri, or what sort of acid was used to disfigure him, or why his body was hidden, or even where the other man might be—the missing man who likely killed Alandale, but I have to agree with your dive partner and your dive captain, Mr. Ingles. We’re too close to our goal now to risk having it taken away.”

 


 David translated their combined concerns into money. A bottom line mentality; they had all signed on to make a fortune with the plunder of Titanic—and even Entebbe meant to get his share at whatever cost. “So we just stow the body like it’s some…some mannequin?” asked David, incredulous, shaking his head, but watching each man closely for any slight sign of being too anxious to rid himself of the body.

 


 It’d been Swigart who ordered the body be routed through the ship to the bio-lab freezer, to essentially put it on ice. Forbes had been more subtle and had shown deep hurt and emotion, but could that be counted on? Entebbe was quick to agree with Swigart, perhaps too quick, and as for Will? He was just being Will, he imagined—an anxious salvage diver looking at the most historic dive of his career who didn’t want anything to stand in his way. He’d most likely already signed a book contract with Random House and had a TV reality show in the works for after the mission.

 


 Mendenhall had earlier left the compartment looking white as a sheet and ill from what he’d discovered along with Will, yet Will Bowman hadn’t seemed at all affected by either the sulfuric odor or the sight. What if anything did that indicate?

 


 David quickly decided he was in the midst of a nightmare; any quirk or small gesture, any comment might be fitted into the box of suspicion. No one was above suspicion, and yet how was he to know which man deserved his suspicion? Kelly had made up her mind that it was Forbes, but David was not so sure—not anymore.

 


 “Yes, we stow the body, and that’s an order!” shouted Swigart as a knock came at the cabin door and Lena Gambio peeked in to hand Swigart a box of surgical gloves.

 


 “I found ’em in the med supply just like you said.”

 


 Swigart snatched out a handful of rubber gloves and ordered David and Will to “Carry on, gentlemen!”

 


 “I dunno, Captain Swigart,” said Bowman, not so anxious to touch Alandale even with gloves. “Didn’t sign on for this kinda…well, shit, sir.”

 


 “You signed on to take orders from me, Bowman.”

 


 “Sir-yes-sir!”

 


 “Just do it. Take hold! You too, Ingles.”

 


 Reluctantly, knowing what he knew, David moved toward the head and shoulders, readying to lift and carry Alandale’s fragile remains out. A cloud of dust rose from him as if he were brittle, ancient parchment.

 


 Swigart said, “Heft ’im outta here and up to the mainsail and across the deck to the bio-lab. The specimen freezer. I’m talking about is there.”

 


 Ingles exchanged a look with Bowman—now at the ankles—and in tandem they lifted the surprisingly light, stiff body; it felt like carrying a mannequin, and the light weight recalled to David’s mind Declan’s vivid description of the discovery of the shriveled, dehydrated remains the young doctors had autopsied in 1912.

 


 These thoughts bounced about David’s mind when suddenly a TV cameraman materialized at the compartment entry with a camera on his shoulder, and Swigart shoved the man and camera back. Taking the two newsmen aside in the hallway, he fast-talked them into a deal—complete access and footage if they withheld sending any of it back to port until the expedition to Titanic was over. He actually got Craig Powers to agree with promises David suspected Lou could never deliver on.

 


 Again they hefted Alandale’s remains and started out, cameras rolling; for David it all felt surreal in the most extreme sense. The stiffness of the body made getting it out of his cabin and into the corridor no easy task, and hitting the dead man’s fingers on the hatchway literally broke some digits off.

 


 Lena had by this time pulled on gloves, and she bagged the errant fingers, following just behind Swigart and the two transporting the remains. They cursed on seeing the loss of a couple of extremities, but in the long run, the lightness of the body made it seem no harder a chore than moving a slab of balsa wood from one place to another. The stiffness made getting Alandale’s body through the tight entryway to elevator difficult, especially on turns, reminding David of moving a sofa up a flight of stairs—until they accidentally hit a bulkhead, shearing off the hard, stiff left leg at the knee. This and the irking noise and oozing brown goop from the severed limb conspired in an instant to pull a cry from Will Bowman’s gut. Will held on, but he’d dropped the left calf and foot to grab onto the single right ankle now in his two hands to avoid dropping the bottom end of the body altogether.

 


 Cursing their carelessness with the body, a gloved Swigart slipped on spilled brown ooze from the leg, quickly salvaged his footing, and then recovered the runaway leg to carry it up behind them, shouting, “Damn it, Bowman, take better care!”

 


 “I’m not a damn undertaker, boss!” Even as he said this, David wondered if there could be egg sacs laid inside the corpse he carried.

 


 It could not be soon enough for the men to rid themselves of the body, and soon it was in Navy parlance a ‘managed task’. “We should’ve used the service elevator at mid-ships,” complained Bowman who was looking ill since Alandale’s leg had sheared off, increasing the unpleasant odor rising from the discolored corpse.

 


 “If Cookie got wind of us using his service elevator, he’d be as mad as Ahab’s whale,” Swigart tried joking when he again saw the brackish liquid seeping out of the wound where the leg had come off at the knee. 


 


 “Yeah, I can hear him now, said David, mimicking the cook—“Damnit, the elevator’s for two things only—supplies in, slop out.”

 


 They laughed together at this even as they hefted Alandale’s inert form across the deck and into a hatchway leading them into the bio lab, past the lab itself and to a wall unit—the freezer compartment on board for the collection of biological specimens. Kelly had led the way, and now she held the door wide for them.

 


 Lena Gambio passed along her baggie of fingers in alongside Alandale corpse laid along the floor of the walk-in freezer. Swigart added the errant leg and foot even as the cameras rolled.

 


 “Wait till Woods Hole asks you for biological specimens now, Dr. Irvin,” Lena said, trying to make light of this awful moment.

 


 Craig Powers and his cameraman continued shooting, Powers creating a running narrative that he would edit together later.

 


 David felt a wave of surreal emotions engulf him. Alandale not yet cold in his icy coffin, his severed leg and fingers a mocking sight; still, it was either laugh or cry at such moments, and the laughter escaping others, he knew vented a truckload of pent up emotions. However, Lou Swigart was like stone, not joining in on the ‘merriment’ although he’d opened it earlier with his remarks about Cookie’s elevator.

 


 Kelly commented, “Thank God you clowns didn’t begin your comedy routine in front of Forbes.”

 


 Bowman said, “Always wanted to do stand up, and with these cameras in my face, I think it’s my chance.”


 


 The camera caught the odd juxtaposition of the petrified body, now technically in three pieces, as the door to the specimen freezer closed on Alandale’s remains.

 


 David snatched off the surgical gloves and unceremoniously tossed them into the nearby medical waste bin. He then waited as the others filed out, until only he and Kelly remained in the bio lab. “You know,” he said, “Alandale’s body could be riddled with those eggs you were talking about.”

 


 “No—I don’t think so. The brackish ooze, remember? From Declan’s journal, I’ve learned this is the remnant of egg sacs gone bad—dead, aborted if you will.”

 


 “Ahh…no need to worry then.”

 


 David’s sarcasm made Kelly wince, a look of utter sadness coming over her. “He was such a wonderful old gentleman, Alandale. What’s happened to him, and I fear this man Ford, David…it’s just the tip of the iceberg. Brace yourself; it will only get worse.”

 


SEVENTEEN 

 

 



 


My God…my God, Declan, what’re you trying to do?” asked Thomas Coogan as his best friend, Declan Irvin, using long-handled bone cutters, severed McAffey’s spine with a single snap.

 


 “There!” Declan announced, a look of satisfaction passing as quickly as it had arrived. “I was….was afraid for a moment we’d have to turn him over and open him up from the posterior.”

 


 Declan seems a natural at this, thought Ransom, while Thomas appears queasy, but who am I to talk?
 Ransom felt on the verge of losing his last meal. While Alastair had been to countless autopsies and inquests back in Chicago, none were anything like this; nothing so putrid smelling as the gases emanating from McAffey’s leathery corpse.

 


 “I’ve seen a lot of things in my sixty some odd years on the planet, lads, but never what’s been done to these men. It leaves me speechless.”

 


 “Why’s it necessary, Declan,” pressed Thomas again, looking over his glasses, “to-to sever the spine?”

 


 Declan answered not with words but by holding the end of the severed section of the spinal cord up to their eyes. “What’s missing from this picture? Thomas, what do you see? Answer me.”

 


 “Dry as bone inside—not a drop of spinal fluid….”

 


 “As I suspected—somehow the spinal fluid and even the bone marrow…it’s just gone, but by what power?”

 


 “Why take a man’s spinal fluid?” asked Thomas.

 


 Declan shook his head. “Somehow this thing robs a man of every ounce of fluid in the body.”

 


 “But down to a man’s spine!”

 


 “Empty as a beer keg,” agreed Ransom, eyes wide.

 


 “All of it gone, but how? Sucked from the bones do you think?” If Thomas had looked unnerved before, he looked doubly so now.

 


 “Thomas, hold yourself together, man. We have two more bodies to open up.”

 


 “To what bloody end? We damn well know the others’ll be identical to McAffey, Declan.”

 


 “We can’t know that unless we put eyes on it.”

 


 “It’s bloody obvious they suffered the same fate.”

 


 Ransom held back to allow the young doctors to settle this.

 


 Declan got nose to nose with his friend. “And suppose O’Toole lived longer than McAffey, and your uncle even longer? Suppose it’s obvious one of them had put up a better fight than did McAffey?”

 


 “We’d be well informed to know as much, yes.” Thomas stepped back half a foot.

 


 “If that’s so, Tommie, we have to determine how the one may’ve fought it off, don’t you see?”

 


 “To affect a cure, of course…I realize but are we up to it, Declan? I mean, we’re just a couple of medical students at best.”

 


 “We’re up to it.”

 


 “It’s not as if we’re the best equipped for the job!”

 


 “Dr. B and the dean surely are not up to it, Thomas, and so If not us, then by God who will step into the breach?”

 


 Ransom placed his bear-like paw onto Thomas’ shoulder to steady the young man. Thomas looked from Declan to Ransom and nodded. “All right. All right but we may well be doomed before we’ve begun; there isn’t the time.”

 


 “Close up Mr. McAffey for me then, Thomas, and I’ll start on O’Toole, unless you wish to do the honors.” Declan held up the scalpel for Thomas, but he declined it.

 


 “Perhaps I’ll…I’ll open up Uncle Anton.” Thomas held a quivering chin high, his eyes challenging now.

 


 “That’s not going to be easy, Thomas. Are you sure?”

 


 “I’m not sure of anything—not a single bloody thing. Are you?”

 


 “To be honest, no!” Declan saw his gritted teeth reflected in Thomas’ glasses.

 


 “All right, give it to me.” Thomas held his hand out for the scalpel that Declan had earlier offered. “I’ll do O’Toole and leave Uncle Anton in your hands.”

 


 “Well played, Thomas.” Declan reached for a scalpel that Thomas had laid out for his own use, and he handed it to Thomas.

 


 Ransom had come to admire the young interns for their care with one another and their obvious, powerful bond, not to mention their concern for the general population. He paid little attention as Declan sewed up McAffey with the medical string—cat gut— binding the skin together in a way that made him think of a popular book he’d read entitled Frankenstein by Mary Shelley, wife to the famous English poet. He felt a chill run through him on recalling the account of the hybrid thing brought back from the dead. The unnatural condition of these bodies brought the imagery full on within his mind.

 


 Ransom struggled to banish the bad thoughts from his mind’s eye. Ironically, the only thing that managed it in the least was to look over Thomas’ shoulder as the lad now opened up O’Toole. It always had fascinated Alastair to watch a good medical man at his surgical task. Back in Chicago, during times when not too busy, he’d sit in on dissections at the great theater built for students of the famous Dr. Christian Fenger to observe and learn. He’d also seen his lover, Dr. Jane Tewes in action there—her deft hands like a butterfly one moment, like a strong machine the next.

 


 He longed to see Jane again, to be with her, imagined what she might look like after so many years, how she had gotten on without him any longer in her life. Perhaps she’d wisely moved on. Perhaps she’d found a good man. Jane remained his greatest loss on having to leave, or rather escape Chicago. How often had he wanted to send her and Gabrielle a letter, reveal where he was, pray that mother and daughter would join him, perhaps in Paris? His damnable logical side had always stopped him, asking what kind of life could he provide for her and Gabby so long as he remained a fugitive on the run?

 


 Ransom had learned a good deal over the years about autopsies, and he suspected should Thomas falter or faint out, that he could in a pinch, take over for the boy—but only if need be.

 


 The dead Mr. O’Toole’s facial features, like those of McAffey, had coalesced into a sickening grin, a gut-wrenching grimace. Still this gargoyle’s grimace gave Ransom a mild comfort in that at least this was, oddly enough, something familiar to him; familiar in so many corpses. ‘Death’s Smile’ as some called it so often accompanied the end right alongside the rattle of a final breath.

 


 “Holy Mother of God!” Thomas erupted as a foamy, bubbling material rose from the cut he made at O’Toole’s chest, making a gurgling noise and sending Thomas backing into Ransom which caused him another start, and one hand landed in the soupy, brown matter oozing from O’Toole. The only saving grace was the glove running up Thomas’ arm and his matching leather apron. “The man has some strange fluid here like ichor…color of black tea…”

 


 Declan joined them, and all three stared at the ooze bubbling up from the Y incision begun by Thomas. “Maybe there’s something to your theory, after all, Declan. I mean if this—O’Toole’s got some residual fluid—whatever it is.”

 


 “Residual fluid, yes. Whatever’s devastated McAffey, O’Toole lasted longer. He managed to get out of the mine…was found behind a bulkhead in the ship. Perhaps something in his makeup, resisted the disease more vigorously than did McAffey.”

 


 “Something in his blood perhaps?” asked Thomas.

 


 “Blood is not the answer to every bloody question,” countered Declan.

 


 “What about the heart? The other organs?” asked Ransom. “Are they in any better shape than McAffey’s?”

 


 Declan shook his head. “No…wish we had time to look at the brain, eh, Thomas?”

 


 “No time as it is.”

 


 “Do be careful not to touch the leaking fluid to your exposed skin, Thomas.” Declan had taken a step toward his friend to emphasize the danger.

 


 “Thank God I used the leather gloves.” Thomas had backed off, not wanting to get even the odors bubbling up from the body in his nostrils. Still, he returned to his surgical instruments and continued his incision while suddenly ordering Declan around. “Keep calm, Declan and don’t snatch away those gloves you have on.” He indicated the elbow-length gloves on Declan’s forearms and hands.

 


 “You too, Detective Wyland.” Declan tossed Alastair a pair. “I refuse to bury you, too.”

 


 Alastair willingly took the tight-fitting surgical leather gloves that went up and over the forearms. He’d seen similar gloves used by cattle butchers in Chicago, and while they did encumber the fingers of a surgeon, they were deemed a far safer form of defense against noxious and infectious organisms than the typical white cloth gloves surgeons preferred during an operation.

 


 Again Thomas continued cutting, and as he did so, the dry cordwood of the exterior of the corpse cracked, crinkled, popped, and came wide, popping again as it did so. The noise alone was disturbing, but the sight proved worse yet.

 


 He soon could see the condition of the organs, and like McAffey’s before, the organs had dried and shrunken to the point they were nearly unrecognizable, despite the soupy, bubbling brackish fluids they floated in.

 


 “What now?” Thomas asked.

 


 “Check the bone and the spinal cord to make the comparisons, but take care. Don’t get that unnatural fluid on your skin.” Declan made more notes in his ledger. His meticulous care with his records impressed Ransom.

 


 Thomas swallowed hard, and took the bone cutter handed him by Ransom. With his leather bound hands literally in the soup, in a matter of minutes, Thomas snapped one of the ribs open, cut out a section, dried it of superfluous fluid, and held it up to the light for all three of them to inspect. “Bone dry inside—no fluid, no marrow,” muttered Thomas.

 


 “I’m surprised,” replied Ransom.

 


 Declan kept silent council on this finding. He then urged Thomas on, saying, “Now the spinal column, just as we did with McAffey. It’s vitally important that we duplicate each step.”

 


 “It’ll be the same, Declan; I know it, and so do you—and this fluid, this is not natural…not supposed to be here, not in a body in this condition.”

 


 “You’d think all three were dead for a thousand years,” added Ransom.

 


 “This unusual dehydration of the body, coming as it has before decay…it’s as if all the natural process of breaking down was somehow sped up!” said Declan, chewing now on a piece of beef jerky he’d found in one of the freezers. The snack likely belonged to one of the faculty members. He took a moment to share it with Thomas, but Ransom declined the offer. 


 


 Thomas next found a spot on O’Toole’s spinal column, and the cutters sent up the snapping sound that Ransom was beginning to detest. Then came a second cut. With forceps, Thomas lifted out the section he’d taken and held it up to the overhead light.

 


 “Again nothing…dry as desert air.” Thomas placed the section of spine the length of a thumb onto a metal plate for later tagging.

 


 “We need a sample of the brackish fluid pooled in the body,” said Declan, and Ransom grabbed up an empty small jar and handed this to Thomas. Declan then lifted a slide, “and I want a look at this muck under the ’scope.”

 


 Thomas scooped some of the brownish-to-black gruel from where it had bubbled and pooled; he captured a heaping specimen in the jar. Declan, leather gloves still in place, took a smear of the stuff for his slide. He rushed over to the microscope and began working the scope to get a clear magnification. With his eyes still on the lens, he moaned, “My God, Thomas, have a look.”

 


 Thomas stepped to the scope, hesitated a moment, and then examined the slide. He said nothing but looked up at Thomas and the two medical men exchanged a look of deep, abiding concern.

 


 “What the hell is it?” asked Ransom, pushing between the young men—a veritable bull in a china shop here in the lab area of the surgery. Ransom took a long look at what was beneath the slide which was magnified five seven-hundred and fifty times. When Ransom looked up again, he repeated, “What in hell is that?”

 


 “Who bloody knows,” cursed Thomas.

 


 “It’s nothing we’ve ever seen before, but thankfully, whatever it is, the good news is its dying before our eyes.”

 


 “Whatever it is…it doesn’t appear well adapted to oxygen and light, now does it?” asked Thomas. “Whether dying or not, we have to culture it…keep it alive, Declan.”

 


 “What?” asked Ransom. “What’re you saying—keep it alive?” He watched Thomas who’d set about the lab in search of what he needed.

 


 Declan held up a hand to Ransom. “Thomas is correct; to learn from this thing, to understand it, this is the only way, and besides, we can prove its existence to others far easier if it wiggles under the scope.”

 


 “And the only way we can defeat it,” added Thomas. “It’s no use to us dead if we’re ever to find a cure.”

 


 “We need to place it in a culture that will support its life, you see…”

 


 “And at the same time keep our distance from it.” Declan went about the process of finding a culture that the organism might either flourish in or go dormant in yet maintain life.

 


 “Where did this thing come from?” asked Ransom, pacing now, thinking what might happen if this organism were to spread. “Is it a form of the Black Plague?” “No…I don’t think so,” replied Declan, covering his mouth as he coughed to one side.

 


 “I wish it were the bloody Black Plague,” muttered Thomas, who appeared more knowledgeable in disease organisms than Declan, who was obviously the better surgeon. “Black Plague, now there’s a condition we’ve had some experience with over the years, and we know it.”

 


 “Aye, the enemy you know,” muttered Ransom.

 


 “We know next to nothing of how this thing, whatever it is, is transmitted,” began Declan.

 


 “And we know even less about what kind of defenses we can place up against it,” added Thomas. “With smallpox, the greatest scourge and killer of the ages, at least we know it when we see it. But this…no, we haven’t a clue what it is, nor how to treat it—much less how to defeat it!”

 


 “All the same, it begins in the lab with brilliant young men like Thomas Coogan,” said Declan, dropping into a metal chair for a moment’s respite.

 


 “And yourself, Declan,” Thomas, blushing red, returned the compliment.

 


 “So how long before a cure is found?”

 


 “How long indeed.” Declan laughed.

 


 “Years quite possibly, if at all.”

 


 Ransom didn’t care for the sound of that. “There’s still a fourth missing man out there, the agent, Tuttle.”

 


 “That’s where you come in, Detective. You must locate Tuttle, whether dead or alive.” Thomas stood over the microscope again and studied the enemy, his eyes on the parasite under the light. “I’ve always wanted to say that—wanted, dead or alive like you Americans say.” Thomas abruptly changed his tone. “Look here, Declan, at these little beasties. There’re a few left, cannibalizing the others. We might try taking the stronger cells. See if we can save the little buggers.”

 


 “Perhaps I should get on that search for our missing agent.” Ransom stepped toward the door, his stomach churning. “Do my part…find Tuttle, last seen aboard Titanic.”

 


 “We’d much prefer Tuttle alive, but if so, he may prove a terrible danger to you, detective,” replied Declan, who’d returned his eyes to the scope.

 


 “Do hold on, sir,” suggested Thomas, “and wait for what we find in Uncle Anton.”

 


 “Why bother? You don’t need to open him up now!” countered Ransom, stepping closer. “I mean you’ve got your comparisons with the two miners. You have your aunt’s feelings to consider. You don’t need to cut on your relative.”

 


 But it was as if the young interns, once underway with their scalpels, could not be deterred by any logic Ransom might raise.

 


 “We could be missing the bigger picture here, Detective.” Thomas now stood over his uncle’s body with the scalpel in hand, Declan nodding beside him, encouraging him. The moment gave Ransom pause; it had him recalling two things of great precision: How Dr. Christian Fenger and Dr. Jane Tewes acted whenever given an opportunity to operate—to wield a scalpel. It would appear the scalpel spoke the same language to these young surgeons.

 


 The scalpel sliced through Uncle Anton’s chest, and again the crackling sound beneath the blade rose to their ears. Seeping from the cut, rising bubbles and brackish fluid, but this time the fluid and bubbles proved somewhat clearer. It just about proved Declan’s theory of the sequence of how these men died. McAffey in the mine with that beast they had uncovered from the wall—which now lay within one of the freezers in the wall here, followed by O’Toole, escaping the mine, coming into contact then with Anton Fiore—each man passing the disease to the other. Or so it would appear.

 


 Thomas worked faster over his uncle when something hard hit the floor, the noise turning everyone to it. At first it was assumed that Ransom had bullishly knocked over a lab dish or instrument, but then they saw the white bone near his feet. “Something out of the pile of clothes tossed on that shelf,” Ransom said, shrugging.

 


 “It’s the other sabre-tooth…must’ve been in one of the pockets,” said Declan, going to it and lifting it. “I’m quite willing to bet it’s empty of pulp.”

 


 “We’ve no time for teeth or games of chance now, Declan.” Thomas had kept working as if to stop at any point would end it for him. He’d determined to give no thought whatever that the final dissection was over his beloved uncle. He obviously had made up his mind to treat Fiore’s body as he might any shell rolled into the dissection theater here at the university complex at Mater Infirmorum.

 


 Ransom thought how much a man Thomas had become this night. Meanwhile, Declan pocketed the tooth, saying, “Well it may come in handy later on when we have to explain ourselves, eh?”

 


 After making the initial Y incision on his own uncle, then cracking the chest open, then watching the dank, dirty-brown liquid bubble up, Thomas had felt his entire body relax. He was thinking, ‘I love the work, despite everything’ when suddenly he stumbled back with a startled gasp. This caused Declan to drop a metal dish, creating a gunshot-like sound. 


 


 Ransom, certain he’d been fired on, had dropped to the floor as the noise reverberated about the operating theater. “What is it? What’s happened?”

 


 “Membranous tissue…ah-ah where it doesn’t belong.” Thomas pointed his leather-gloved hand with scalpel at the open chest.

 


 “Are those sacs?” asked Ransom, shaken. “Some sort of…eggs?”

 


 “But miscarriages—all of them, deflated, ill-formed, and unfinished.” Thomas’s leather-gloved right hand and scalpel still pointed at his uncle’s splayed open body.

 


 Declan cautiously made his way to the open cavity into which he now stared long and hard. “They’re not doing well these little fellows, but you’re correct, detective.”

 


 “This is some strange sort of life form alien to us, and it’s trying to incubate here.” Thomas perspired and looked as if he might faint out. The damnable things’ve filled the chest and abdominal cavities.”

 


 “Now we know where all the fluids in the host body have gone…into this effort at survival and growth.” The consummate scientist, Declan appeared positively glowing with the excitement of discovering a new life form.

 


 “Each attempt within each human host appears to be coming closer to completing itself.” Declan looked at Ransom, adding, “Tuttle’s body is likely riddled with these…these things. We’ve got to find him, like I said, dead or alive, and maybe even quarantine that so-called unsinkable ship.”

 


 “Sun’s up,” said Thomas who’d looked out the door leading to the small supply room they had entered through. “We’re running out of time. We need to get our story organized and records in order if we’re to convince the Dean and Dr. B.”

 


 “We need more time,” complained Declan.

 


 Ransom put his hat on, lifted his cane, and checked his pocket watch to see that it was indeed nearing 7AM. “Well lads, it has been an adventure. Best be gone before your professor shows up. What time does the professor normally arrive?”

 


 “Eight sharp, ready to cut!” said Declan with an abrupt laugh, and the two young men shook their heads, Thomas slapping Declan on the arm. Ransom realized it was an inside joke they shared about their teacher, and this suspicion was solidified when Declan, fatigue-laden to begin with, began walking in an exaggerated manner, leather-gloved hands snapping at suspenders in mimicking Dr. Bellingham.

 


 While Thomas bent over with laughter—a much needed balm now, Ransom smiled wide, envying the boys their bond of friendship when a sudden, loud pounding all around them silenced the trio, and with guns pointed, police slammed through doors on either side of the operating theater. Constable Ian Reahall entered shouting, “Take them all in—all three, Sergeant! Use your irons!”

 


 Dr. Enoch Bellingham rushed in just behind Reahall, and he stared hard at his two students and asked, “What have you done here? How could you go against my wishes? The wishes of the Dean? To break your vows to me, to ignore our Queensland University code of conduct?”

 


 “But sir!” began Declan.

 


 “You may be interns but you are here at the hospital representing the kind of young men we bring up through Queensland!”

 


 “But Dr. B-Bellingham,” pleaded Declan, “you must examine our findings!”

 


 “We’ve made startling discoveries, sir,” added Thomas.

 


 Dean Goodfriar rushed in now, looking as disheveled as Bellingham, as if both men had thrown on their clothes only moments before. “This is an outrage!” he shouted, looking from one dissected body to the next. “You are looking at expulsion, you…you scamps! You young idiots! I will see to it!”

 


 “The entire place will have to be disinfected,” said Bellingham.

 


 “You’re all under arrest for breaking and entering.” Reahall turned to the dean and the professor, adding, “Your students are now my prisoners. Put the irons on ’em, Sergeant.”

 


 Dr. Bellingham and Dean Goodfriar tried to intervene on behalf of the boys, trying to reason with Reahall. Bellingham insisted, “This is a matter for the hospital and the university to deal with. This so-called detective is one thing,” he shoved a wagging index finger in Alastair’s direction. “But these are my students, and I will see to their punishment, you can be assured.”

 


 “Then you can put up bail for them well enough. Sergeant Quinlan! Do your duty, man. I’ve been up all night, and I’m in no mood for pleasantries among you…you gentry.”

 


 If he weren’t in serious trouble himself, Ransom would have laughed to see the poor sergeant going back and forth at the interns with irons in hand, going forth one step, back two depending on who was speaking. Whenever the dean or Bellingham took exception, he backed off; when Reahall spoke, he stepped to it. In the meantime, the young interns were struggling to get their hands free of the long leather gloves. At the same time, a second uniformed officer clamped irons on Alastair—hands and feet.

 


 “It’s not Mr. Wyland’s doing, Dr. B., Dean Goodfriar, please, I mean...Thomas and I pushed him into this business, but please, whatever you do with us, you must examine our findings. I’ve kept exact notes on our findings, please, sir…please it is a serious disease we’re faced with, one without a name! And we need your help…we all need to work together—as a team, sir—like you always say ‘we men of science must work together’—remember?”

 


 Thomas lifted his hands to Dr. Bellingham, hands in chains now, and said, “Sirs, this disease could be of great importance to you both; in fact, it may even be named after you. Goodfriar’s disease…or Bellinghamitis. Look as interns at the university, Declan and I have no claim to it, and besides, we need your backing, sirs…please.”

 


 Goodfriar considered this argument, tugged at his whiskers as if considering the import of what the boys were saying, but then he took command, saying, “Yes, you’re right, Constable Reahall—shackle them and take them away! After all, we’ve heard the confession. Don’t you agree, Bellingham? We’ve heard enough.”

 


 Ransom saw the old dean’s devious eyes had lit up with this last suggestion coming from Thomas. He could almost see the phrase alight in the man’s mind reading: Goodfriar’s disease. One for the ages. Immortality of a sick kind, literally speaking.

 


 “You can place bail tomorrow at court if you want them back,” Reahall said to Bellingham, “but to get the lesson across, you shouldn’t be rushing to their defense or to place bail without exacting time behind bars—in my humble opinion—sirs.”

 


 Ransom knew that Reahall wanted only him, and that he also wanted to question the lads, especially his paid informant, Thomas, to determine if Ransom had given anything away. The constable now stepped to within inches of Ransom and stared into his steely gray eyes and said, “I don’t suppose anyone will be bailing you out, Detective ahh…Wyland.”

 


 “Constable,” Ransom calmly replied, “tell me you’ve located Tuttle, the Pinkerton agent.”

 


 “That’s naught to do with you now, Mr. Wwwyland.” The exaggeration of Ransom’s alias told him once again that Reahall believed him to be the escapee from the hangman in Chicago. What Reahall hoped to do with that knowledge, Ransom hadn’t a clue, but he knew human nature only too well, and he suspected the constable, up in years himself, was most likely thinking of how he might turn it into ready cash. After all, the Chicago style of politics was born in Ireland.

 


 “Take ’em away, Sergeant, and see that you and your men keep a sharp eye out for this sly fox; I believe he’s escaped justice many times. Take nothing for granted with him; do you understand? If he so much as asks about your health or family, gag the man.”

 


 “But Dr. Belligham, Dean Goodfriar–” cried out Declan—“we’re all in danger of the plague! Not only Belfast but quite possibly Southampton where Titanic’s going next. If this agent is aboard—whether alive or dead—he’ll be spreadin’ the disease!”

 


 “The ship must be quarantined and now!” added Thomas at the top of his lungs.

 


 Ransom joined in as he was led out, “Fools! Damn fools, all of you! You’ve got to listen to the lads!”

 


 “Look at the records I’ve kept, Dr. B, like you’ve taught us—please!” poured forth Declan’s final plea.

 


 Ransom fought his handler, Sergeant Quinlan, long enough to stand before Dr. Bellingham and Goodfriar to add, “This situation needs you men to step up. You’ve a pair of bloody smart doctors in those two lads, and you best heed them! I implore you!”

 


 Reahall had snatched out a bandana, and he now gagged and silenced Ransom. He then gave Ransom a shove and shouted at his subordinates, “Get a-moving, you men!”

 

 


 


 In the court yard outside the building Ransom saw the dreaded paddy wagon awaiting him and the young internists, as they made their way down the long walkway past nurses and doctors coming on duty for the morning shift at the hospital proper, many stopping to stare and wonder at the commotion. Ransom took in the last breaths of a breeze, sorry for the boys who must feel the heat of anxiety welling up from within them. Their lives could well be ruined by the night’s work, he imagined. On the other hand, he faced a rope should Reahall discover his true identity.

 


 The two young interns appeared despondent and defeated. But there was a bounce in Constable Reahall’s step as he ushered Ransom along. From just behind Ransom, Reahall whispered in Alastair’s ear, “You’re the bloody fool now aren’t you? Man, you could’ve been away—out of my jurisdiction. Why did you linger?” 


 


 Ransom’s answer came as a garbled sound like a dying goose, until Reahall loosened the gag which fell about Ransom’s chin. “Let us say I had an itch needing scratching and an arse needing kissing, and I chose you to take care of it, Constable.”

 


 “You’re sure to feel most at home in a Belfast cell.” Reahall had come around to walk alongside him, and Ransom saw a glint of absolute gleeful satisfaction in his green eyes.

 


 “How much?” Ransom asked.

 


 “A hundred fifty pounds. I’m not a greedy man.”

 


 “You’ll release me then?”

 


 “Aside from myself, no one knows your history; I’ve made it my study of late. But for all anyone knows, you’re arrested for breaking and entering…and this could remain the only charge before the judge. One I can nullify…if you get my drift.”

 


 “I don’t have that much coin,” replied Ransom. “What then?”

 


 “Then I contact your friends in America; you must know someone there who could forward funds. It is, after all, the country where the streets are paved with gold.”

 


 Ransom laughed. “There’re no golden streets in Chicago; golden properties waiting to be developed, yes, but I have no friends back there with deep pockets.”

 


 “Then you are confessing to being Inspector Alastair Ransom here and now?”

 


 “No, not in the least.”

 


 “But you just said you have no friends in Chicago.”

 


 “Correct as I have never lived in that city, although I did visit it once for the World’s Fair. You have me confused with someone else, Constable.”

 


 “Stubborn fool.”

 


 Ransom reiterated his cover story: “As I’ve told ya, Constable, I’ve no friends back there—meaning America and Chicago in particular. I’ve only visited Chicago. I’m Boston born and bred. A seaman at heart, really—hoping to get a berth here in time.”

 


 “Visited Chicago, yes, for the fair…the World’s Fair, so you’ve said.”

 


 “It’s true. I went up on Mr. Ferris’ wheel—a hundred seventy feet into the sky. Terrifying.”

 


 “Liar; you’ve been lying so long, I suspect you think it the truth.”

 


 “Truth be known, you are a common thief, aren’t you Reahall?”

 


 “Not so common, not really.”

 


 “You hold all the cards, sir.”

 


 Reahall smiled. “That much I know…and I know you are a card player—poker, yes? They tell me that’s your game.”

 


 Ransom smiled at this, wondering how many men around the table at the Red Lion were on the constable’s payroll, and how many men in Belfast Reahall had his hooks into. When Walter McComas had volunteered so readily to join them in going to the mine was he, too, on the take—a Reahall snitch? Belfast politics and graft seemed a long way from Chicago’s ills, and yet not so far after all, not now, not as Ransom and his two young clients were forced into Reahall’s paddy wagon.

 


 The ride in the back of the smelly wagon that bumped its way over cobblestone streets gave Alastair pause. Belfast remained behind the times, and his situation now recalled a time when he’d ridden in such a wagon down Chicago streets in 1893, the year of the great fair, the fair that ended with the assassination of Chicago’s most beloved mayor. But why dwell on the unchangeable past, he silently counseled himself, and instead he stared across at the two boys arrested with him. He asked himself the question Reahall had put to him: Why didn’t I disappear when I had the chance? At the same time, the lads kept up a constant chatter about what fools and idiots they had to put up with, and how disappointed they were in their Dr. Bellingham. They outright cursed Dean Goodfriar as a hopeless cause. 


 


 The sputtering mechanical wagon, powered by an easily choked off engine, jerked, their bodies reacting, as it pulled for the waiting Belfast jail. When the wagon smoothed out a bit, rattling over the cobblestones, Ransom recalled the evening before when Reahall and Bellingham had come on scene where the ancient creature lay alongside McAffey’s body. He recalled the familiarity between Bellingham and Reahall, and he felt rather lonely in being the only one in the rear of the wagon who knew that Professor Bellingham and quite possibly Dean Goodfriar were as surely in bed with the local constable as any of the toughs at the Red Lion Inn.

 


EIGHTEEN

 

 



 


It was determined that while they searched for the missing crewman, Houston Ford, that Scorpio would continue toward Titanic without further delay; already a half day had been lost. A search party made up of crewmen who knew Houston Ford had been organized, and every inch of Scorpio was being searched, but so far, nothing had come of their scouring the ship—although the searchers had even gone so far as to open the ovens in the galley to be sure, much to Cookie’s seething anger.

 


 More and more rumors began circulating aboard, and to add injury to insult, a lone albatross had begun to follow Scorpio, occasionally perching atop the crow’s nest. Word was Ford had taken a small collapsible to escape what he’d done to Alandale, because he and Alandale had had an ongoing homosexual relationship, which had ended with Alandale’s death after a big fight.

 


 Some reports had circulated that Alandale’s angry voice could be heard coming from his cabin. Additional hearsay—and that it appeared the two men had a terrible fight and breakup; the rumor continued with Houston Ford’d having panicked and in a rage, he’d stolen some chemicals, most likely from Dr. Entebbe’s stores, and that he’d created a deadly concoction of acids. This he allegedly threw into Alandale’s face—which might explain the discoloring and condition of the disfigured body, but the deceased’s arms, torso, feet were also uniformly discolored. Did that make sense?

 


 Regardless how it happened or what sort of chemicals might be involved, all the crewmen had visited and gazed upon Dr. Alandale’s remains. Meanwhile, the stories grew larger and more fantastic by the hour.

 


 Dr. Entebbe, the Nigerian medical man aboard wanted nothing more to do with the body anymore than the most superstitious crewman might. The members of the crew seemed more concerned with what had killed Alandale, leaving him a mummified body than did the chief medical man on board. But David wasn’t foolish enough to believe the interest of the members of the crew were simply prurient—they wanted to see for themselves just how bad it was. They wished to decipher just how bad it could get for themselves. They were tough, callous seamen, and they’d at first laughed at those who described the condition of the body, ridiculing the frightened among the crew. That is until they saw Alandale first hand, ending such remarks as: “It’s a dead guy for the love’a God; ain’t’cha never seen a dead guy?” and “How bad can it be?” and “What’s a little death aboard a ship?”

 


 All such talk had ceased now that they’d all seen the actual results of Dimitri Alandale’s demise. No one was cracking wise or finding even dark humor worthy of a laugh. Instead fear was fast taking hold—fear of disease, fear of a wasting away, a cancer like nothing that Entebbe had ever seen—worse than AIDS. Like nothing David had ever seen in his thirty six years on the planet outside of a museum of petrified mummies. An end described to a T in Declan Irvin’s journal, which David sat reading now. In fact, the journal had captured his imagination entirely and he was enraptured with one question that kept him turning pages—what happened next?

 


 The ship came to a halt, the horns blasted, and everyone on the bridge was wildly cheering. The sounds filtered down to belowdecks, where the divers took up the cheer, knowing immediately what had happened. Their combined raised voices reached David’s ears where he sat mesmerized, reading Declan Irvin’s journal.

 


 The continued cheers nagged at him, however, and finally pulled him from the journal. Then it dawned on David—they had arrived! Scorpio, cursed or not, now hovered two and a half miles above the most famous wreck of all the wrecks the world over—and a salvage diver’s wet dream to be sure.

 


 David hid away the journal that he’d now gotten well over two-thirds of the way through. He needed a better hiding place for it; he mustn’t let it fall into the wrong hands. Recalling how Alandale’s body was recovered from behind that panel in his compartment, he spied an identical one here. He quickly pulled the panel away far enough to insert the precious journal. He’d come to believe entirely in its authenticity and in fact that Kelly had not lied to him regarding the origin of the narrative.

 

 


 


 Once topside, David saw that some of the crew were still boisterous about their arrival while others only half-heartedly so. No doubt the death of Dimitri Alandale still weighed heavily; it certainly did for David. Many aboard, including some of the divers, had gone to the rails to look over the side and down at the surface of the water as if looking at the very spot where Titanic sank, they might feel a true connection, one that touched both imagination and the heartstrings.

 


 With all movement at a standstill, all engines silent, he heard the sea anchor away, splashing and disappearing. Over the PA, the captain informed everyone, “Ladies, Gentlemen, we are perfectly situated halfway between the two halves of Titanic below, positioned to explore each section simultaneously.”

 


 The official news gave even the most grizzled old sailor aboard goose bumps. They were, after all, here to seek contact with what awaited below Scorpio at this moment—Titanic. Forbes and his monitors and men behind the monitors up at the bridge, no doubt, already had Titanic on radar, and David imagined them all standing about the three-dimensional image of Titanic’s hologram as she now looked, detail for detail of massive destruction.

 


 David leaned over the rail and watched now as the tethered Cryo-cable snaked down on its two and a half mile journey to the bottom, sending down a high-tech and highly sensitive camera eye alongside ambient light components that had already been lowered over the side. All this in an effort to ‘put eyes’ on Titanic—the living looking at the long dead—ship to ship.

 


 Alongside everyone else, David had claimed a section of railing to watch the cable as it continued to disappear into the white caps. He now searched the enormous Atlantic for the ghosts of those who’d died here, imagining the horror of that night…imagining the cries rising up from those freezing to death in the shadow of the giant ship.

 


 With dusk trailed by a blood orange sun dying on the horizon, and the mild whitecaps looking like debris in the water, a shape like a torn white shirt here, a napkin there, a table cloth in the distance, and the shadows beside each whitecap appeared as so many top hats, deck chairs, evening jackets, skirts, children’s dolls, door fixtures. None of which existed here except in David’s mind.

 


 They had arrived and the divers were anxious to get below the surface, but it was rather late for a dive of such significance. Lou Swigart was saying so to anyone within the sound of his voice. Still, as any diver knew, neither surface weather nor time meant a thing two miles down.

 


 David assumed Swigart and Forbes would be chomping at the bit to make initial contact with Titanic. Weather reports called for choppy seas only getting more so in the hours and days ahead. While topside conditions didn’t bother divers, it most certainly affected the ship and crew. It must be figured into the decision as to when to dive and when not to.

 


 If tonight was to be it, they’d soon be preparing Mad Max—their state-of-the-art submersible—which meant the first dive team would be away within the hour. But no, given all that had happened on board it appeared the Commander of Divers wanted a halt to the excitement.

 


 No doubt, Lou didn’t want his divers any more emotional than necessary once they were inside Titanic’s corridors, ballrooms, Turkish bathhouse, gymnasium, pilot house, her compartments, cargo holds, and staterooms.

 


 On hearing Jacob Mendenhall, Will Bowman, Lena Gambio and others going toward the MHD submersible, David turned from his reverie at the rail. It would be up to Swigart to determine which of the two dive teams would be making first contact with Titanic—who among them, like astronauts stepping on the moon, would be standing on the foredeck, searching her interiors and compartments, snatching open closed hatches that had remained closed for a hundred years.

 


 Steve Jens, too, was soon sliding down ladders to get to Max, calling out that they had Titanic on sonar and adding, “Forbes’ team has dropped a camera that’s traveling to Titanic as we speak, so we’ll have eyes on Titanic from inside Max here.” He slapped the submersible as if it were his favorite backyard grill, and thanks to Jens' rings, this sent up a resounding metal chorus.

 


 “I want first dibs,” said Mendenhall in a voice louder than anyone had heard come out of him to date.

 


 Bowman shouted, “Our team deserves first dive, Commander, sir!” Will pulled David into him. Kelly stood off to one side.

 


 “Lou there’s room enough in Max for all eight of us,” Kelly suddenly shouted over them. “And given the time, and none of us have had any sleep since…since Alandale was found—well, why not one dive tonight with all parties, Commander Swigart, sir?”

 


 “Nooooo way!” said Bowman. “Bad idea, Irvin.”

 


 “Hold on,” said Swigart. “She’s got a point. One dive, one team; we get over who’s going to be first, people. Make for a helluva photograph to send back to shore, make Kane and CNN and all the rest happy—get ’em off our backs, give ’em a headline. We can set the sub on hover and automatic for the photo. Whataya say?” Suddenly Swigart seemed like a kid opening presents at Christmas.

 


 Meanwhile the eyes on Titanic worked their way to the deep on the Cryo-cable snake-line, so that Forbes and those both on the surface and those inside Max, might see their way two miles below. All this as Scorpio would be hovering above given her steerable station-keeping thrusters—similar to the steerable thrusters of a tugboat. Meanwhile or soon rather, the MHD sub would be scouring the bottom like a UFO as it, like Scorpio, was tied to a computer and GPS for automatic station-keeping. MAX as the divers had come to call it, in fact operated, oddly enough, like a Chinook helicopter—hovering at times as well as this was possible without anchoring. It would be a piece of cake to have it hover over the coordinates of Titanic and monitored from the control room aboard Scorpio. The coordinates which Robert Ballard, decades before, had designated as the final home of the unsinkable ship were in use. Soon now the divers inside the MHD sub would be hovering over hallowed ground, a cemetery with not one but two giant mausoleums—the stern section and the bow section, separated by a good mile.

 


 All this while Alandale’s body silently awaited autopsy, and crewman Houston Ford remained missing, and then there was that missing collapsible, which while equipped with an integrated EPIRB beacon, and a tough one at that, had surely been disabled. Why else could they not locate a signal? Had Alandale’s killer disabled the beacon?

 


 Mysteries within mysteries, David thought now, awaiting Swigart’s final determination of who among them would be first to step foot on Titanic’s crushed decks—as so far no one was taking seriously the idea the entire dive team should go down to Titanic tonight, together.

 


 Kelly had inched alongside David and whispered in his ear. “Look up just slightly.”

 


 He did so to see Dr. Entebbe, the ship’s medical man, staring down over the noise of the divers and Swigart. Dr. Entebbe called down to them. “We think it a bad idea to risk everyone at once.”

 


 “And besides!” added Captain Forbes who nervously paced alongside the ship’s doctor, “Lou, it’s rather late in the day; why not take down one of the teams at first light?”

 


 Swigart looked a bit deflated at this, but he called up to Forbes and the doctor, saying, “The dive team’s my full responsibility, Captain.”

 


 “Aye, I leave it in your hands, then Commander Swigart.”

 


 Dr. Entebbe shouted down at Swigart, “Captain Forbes is thinking of the safety of your men, Mr. Swigart—that’s all.”

 


 At the doctor’s side Forbes now seemed intent on examining the sky and clouds that warned of an impending storm in tandem with the growing whitecaps at sea, the clouds moving in like ships adrift. Darkness was coming on fast. Without looking back at Swigart, Captain Forbes announced, “Looks like rain overnight…maybe tomorrow.” Then he abruptly said, “Lou, you’re perfectly within your rights to do as you please with your team. I stand by you...I trust your judgment.”

 


 “Good…good thing, sir,” replied Swigart. “’Preciate your confidence.”

 


 “Well then…ready your divers, Captain Swigart, for whatever you decide is best. What will you do?” he asked in the end.

 


 Swigart looked his divers up and down, feigning a grimace that turned to a smirk, and then he loudly announced, “I think Dr. Irvin has an excellent idea, and like I said, it’ll make a fine PR moment; it’d please William Kane to no end seeing the live feed we have in mind.” He gave a nod to the cameraman and news guy, Craig Powers, who waved back. David could see they certainly thought they had negotiated a sweet deal and the best lay ahead of them.

 


 “Sooooo,” began Bowman, “does that mean what I think it means?”

 


 “Sooooo,” mimicked Swigart, “everyone gear up for the dive of your life, and be seated in Max in ten minutes or you forfeit the moment!”

 


 A cheer went up among the two dive teams, during which Kelly said to David, “Not like Swigart to change plans on the spur. Watch him down there.” They both knew that Swigart would be piloting the submersible and calling the plays below.

 


 David still had his doubts about everyone aboard, including Kelly, but he kept silent council for now as all the divers rushed for their waiting gear hanging in the central equipment lockers below deck.

 

 



 


 Ten minutes wasn’t time really to fully gear up and be seated inside the magnetically propelled Max. It was every diver for himself as they all rushed to get back into their gear. Every diver knew that he and she had some time to finish gearing up inside the submersible on the way down—but not more than minutes.

 


 Mad Max ran through water on a system that ushered in ocean water before her, swallowing it whole and blasting it out her stern from either side, creating a propulsion effect like that of a squid, gliding through the depths at enormous speeds. Once lifted off Scorpio via hydraulic arms and winches and fully submersed, this little sub could outdistance many a man-made object in the sea, including older US nuclear powered subs.

 


 Behind him, David noticed that Swigart was throwing open the top hatch to the MHD sub, spinning its handle like a top. For the first time since learning of the horrors in the pages of Declan Irvin’s damnable journal, David felt a wonderful wave of excitement wash over him again. This was why he was here; this was something he had always been willing to die for; this he understood. Going to ‘war’ with the sea felt so much better than being at war with some unseen enemy. Indeed true, but even more so, this feeling of anticipation and knowing he could beat the ocean, this faith and fight he loved. He so anticipated the dive going into full swing, and was about to disappear for the central storage area to grab his gear when all of them were stopped by a scream coming from all places Lou Swigart’s throat.

 


 The scream sent the Albatross diving from the crow’s nest as it pierced the silent world they found themselves in, while the same scream sent Kelly, David, and the others racing back to where Swigart pointed at the interior reaches of Max.

 


 David assumed some additional sabotage had been discovered, but on following Swigart’s finger, he saw the mummified body of Houston Ford inside the small sub. In fact, Houston’s body had been encased in the submersible the entire time. The TV cameraman had somehow gotten atop Max to shoot down through the open hatch to get a live feed of the body just as Swigart moved to block him. In the same instant, Bowman tripped, sending David headlong into the sub a second before Swigart slammed the hatch closed against the news men.

 


 From inside the sub, David found himself shut off from the others, inside with Houston Ford’s mummified body. He hardly knew how he had wound up inside here, but he cursed Bowman for his bumbling awkwardness.

 


 He rushed to the forward glass portal—a huge wide crisscross of what they termed Gorilla Glass—the wide viewing window consisting of an aluminosilicate glass—clear aluminum—which was held together with carbon nanotube fiber that permeated and reinforced the whole of it against the external pressures of the deepest depths of the ocean floor. 


 


 And from behind the Gorilla Glass cross, David raised his arms, looking like a martyr. He banged for help but the only noise created bounced around the interior, the only one to hear it him and the dead man on the floor of the sub.

 


 Still he gesticulated for attention back of the aluminum glass, looking out on Kelly, the others, and Swigart, who was shouting orders that David could not hear, while Bowman and Kelly pointed him out to Swigart, whose back was to him. While he could not hear any of them, he could read their body language which in a word said chaos. Swigart’s body language was screaming for the cameraman to back off.

 


 “Damn fool,” David told himself, turned and stared at the desiccated corpse.

 


 David felt as if all the air had been let out of him. Just when the dive was about to go into full swing—now this. “Damn…damn…damn,” he muttered to himself while staring at Ford’s body and then admonishing himself mentally for thinking Alandale’s death and Ford’s death were such an inconvenience to him even as the heightened emotions he’d felt over the impending dive evaporated.

 


NINETEEN

 

 



 


On being arrested and placed in chains by Sergeant Quinlan, Declan Irvin had grabbed his leather carry bag typically slung across his chest from the left shoulder and after the sergeant searched the bag, had been allowed to keep it with him in his cell. Now from his bag, he’d dug out a journal that he’d been keeping and began writing. In fact, he’d been writing for hours.

 


 Alastair Ransom, who’d been placed in a separate but adjacent cell than that of the two interns, watched Declan now as he jotted notes into the book that appeared like a ledger. When Alastair finally asked Declan about the journal, the young man explained that he kept detailed notes on all that’d happened, and that he’d begun the diary when he’d first become fascinated with the huge ship Olympic, Titanic’s sister ship which had already been launched the year before.

 


 “Fascinated?” Thomas snickered, where he sat on his bunk, twiddling his thumbs. “Obsessed is what I call it.” 


 


 Ignoring this, Ransom asked Declan to read an entry. “I need some distraction; going crazy here.”

 


 Declan flipped back to an earlier section of the journal. He read aloud notes that spoke of a Captain Edward Smith who had taken Olympic out for her initial sea trials—and he laughed aloud, adding, “Smith rammed the newly built Olympic into a naval vessel called the Hawke. Of course, some say the Hawke’s captain was at fault, but most go with Smith being in the wrong. What’s significant is that Captain Smith is to be made captain over the Titanic for her maiden voyage to America. The incident with the Hawke is the only error in judgment ever attributed to Smith, who after Titanic’s maiden voyage to New York and back plans on a long retirement.”

 


 Ransom, having become bored, and having watched Declan write for hours in his journal, asked if he might not read more of the young man’s scribblings. “Unless you feel the entries too private.”

 


 Declan readily gave up the journal, saying “There’s nothing private about it. Here you are, detective. For your perusal and occupation. Glad you’ve taken an interest.” He indicated Thomas lying on his prison bunk.

 


 This while Thomas rolled his eyes and silently brooded, muttering and moaning, “It’s the death of our careers, Declan. And what do we have to look forward to? The street, the gutter, a pair of homeless beggars in grimy old Belfast—unable to break free, never to soar as was our previous destiny, and to think—”

 


 “Oh, please do shut up, Tommie. You’re sounding like a bleedin’ parrot.”

 


 Ransom smirked at this last remark and went instantly to reading aloud. He began at the beginning of Declan’s ink-splotched words to follow the timeline of Titanic while being built: “July 1,1911 – projected date agreed on by White Star and Harland & Wolff for Titanic's maiden voyage is March 20th 1912.” Ransom stomped the jail floor. “Harrr! Well the devil now…they’ve missed their estimated launch date by a far cry, now haven’t they?” 


 


 “The best laid plans,” began Declan, “repairs to the Olympic—due to the Hawke affair—slowed the work on Titanic. Read on.”

 


 “Please do so, read on but in silence,” pleaded Thomas, holding his hands. “I’ve heard it all too often!”

 


 With the reading material Declan had provided him, Alastair hardly noticed the hours passing as he read the journal. He sat in the alternating zebra shadows created by his cell window, painting him in the black and white pattern of a prisoner. The light and dark cut his features in two. He’d long before grown bored with the view from the window—an interior courtyard of the enormous Belfast Jailhouse and adjacent, requisite courthouse and other places housing city officials. He thanked God for Declan’s journal to keep his mind occupied. He read on:

 


September 20th 1911: Olympic with Captain Edward J. Smith—lately named captain to pilot Titanic—has badly damaged the Olympic’s hull in collision with Royal Navy cruiser Hawke. Titanic's maiden voyage delayed due to necessary diversion of workers and materials to repair Olympic’s outer hull.

 


In parenthesis, Declan had later written in tighter script out in the margin: (re: Smith. Hope he doesn’t run into another ship!)

 


October 11: White Star officially announces new date for Titanic's maiden voyage in the London Times—April 10, 1912. This delay primarily due to Smith’s having the accident with Hawke.

 


January 1912: Sixteen wooden lifeboats installed on Titanic under Welin davits (designed to handle two or three boats). The original designer, Alexander Carlisle (no longer in the employ of Harland & Wolff) had suggested davits capable of carrying more boats, but presented it as an economic measure, and not in the interests of increased safety).

 


British Board of Trade regulations say that Titanic's 16 lifeboats, including four "collapsible" canvas-sided lifeboats, exceed requirements by ten percent capacity. Still, a definite lack of seats should any incident require the use of such boats. However, the belief is that no such incident is possible with what they continue to call in their advertisements their beautiful unsinkable ships: Olympic, Titanic, Britannic (the later two as yet under construction). 


 


February 3: Titanic successfully dry-docked at Belfast's Thompson Graving Dock. 


 


March 1: Engineering crew begins to assemble in Belfast, some actually living on board the Titanic. 


 


March 25: Lifeboats are tested; swung out, lowered, and hoisted back into position under davits. Still think it madness to have so few for such a large number of staterooms and passengers.

 


March 31: Except for a few minor details in some passenger staterooms, the outfitting of Titanic is complete. Her capacity includes a size of 46,328 gross tons, with approximately 52,250 tons of displacement, 46,000 horsepower with 29 boilers, 159 furnaces, and funnels 73 feet above boat deck. She has three propellers and is estimated to be able to make some 24 knots full speed (although not put to the test thus far).

 


Although Titanic and her sister ship Olympic are identical in dimensions, more staterooms and suites have been added to Titanic (plus structural additions) making her the heavier of the two. In point of fact, Titanic is now the largest ship in the world. 


 


April 1: Sea trials delayed due to high winds. (Ha! What? She’s unsinkable, right?)

 

 


 


 Ransom stopped reading, suddenly stood from his bunk, and went to the bars separating him from the two interns, and wiped his eyes of fatigue. “Declan, lads, this is good news, the sea trials being delayed. But how did you learn of it?”

 


 “The guard said so while you slept. They gave me the discarded newspapers to pad my bunk.” Declan lifted a copy of the Belfast Bugle he’d been using to soften his mattress. “Care to see it?”

 


 Ransom felt a glimmer of hope flit though him. “If these fools around us come to their senses, we can still stop Titanic from going to Southampton, spreading this plague there.”

 


 “That’s not going to hold her up long, sir, and I fear no one is listening to the three of us.”

 


 Thomas just groaned and added, “We’re doomed as far as our careers are concerned.”

 


 “We’ve got to convince the authorities how dangerous this thing is,” countered Ransom. “We must make them think! To take us—well, you scientific lads seriously.”

 


 “But how? They’re deaf to us!”

 


 “Good luck with that,” replied Thomas, curling into the fetal position on his bunk.

 


 “I’ve been in jails before, lads—and I’ve broken out of a couple in my day. There’s got to be a weakness we can exploit. Like this fellow who brought you the paper, Declan.”

 


 “Quinlan? No, sir. He’s strictly by the book he is.”

 


 The boys muttered and grumbled, disbelieving there was any chance here of escape. “It’s calm out today and look here!” Declan slapped the copy of the Belfast Times and began reading from the paper: “6AM sea trials begin anew. Titanic assisted by two tugs through Victoria Channel to Belfast Lough. All equipment to be tested, including wireless. Speed and handling trials, including various turning and stop-start maneuvers. Major stopping test to be conducted. They’re sayin’ she’ll run full ahead at 20 knots and then stop full astern like droppin’ a coin.”

 


 “Let me see that.” Ransom reached through the bars separating them for the paper. Declan freely gave it up.

 


 Ransom read aloud: “By 2PM officials expect that Titanic’s running test will have been conducted, after which she travels for about two hours—approximately 40 miles—out into the Irish Sea at an average speed of 18 knots.” Ransom paced as he held the paper open before him, reading. “Then she returns to Belfast.” He dropped his hands and the paper down, looking over the top at the medical students. “Do ya hear that, lads? She’s not gone from here yet.” Harrrrr! Listen here; paper says, expected arrival at Harland and Wolff 5PM. All tests by then expected to meet Board of Trade standards.”

 


 “Trials’re expected to last less than a day,” Declan dejectedly added. “Be gone in the dark, she will.”

 


 Thomas sat up and snickered. “How does your bloody obsession with that ship, Declan, help us now?” Thomas’ complaint hung in the air. “I for one am sick to death of hearing about that bloody, cursed ship! It’s all you talk about.” Thomas bounced off the bunk and paced the few square feet of his side of the cell.

 


 Declan smacked his friend on the behind for his sudden tirade. “Once finished with the tests, Detective Wyland, she’s gone from here; Thomas, you hear me?”

 


 “And good riddance I say!”

 


 “And if there is a plague aboard…well?” badgered Declan, dropping onto his bunk now, looking deflated.

 


 “And here we sit,” added Thomas. “It’s hopeless. The daft fools won’t listen to reason. How can Dr. Bellingham be so…so—”

 


 “Stupid?” asked Ransom.

 


 “Ignorant,” said Declan.

 


 “Is there a difference?” asked Ransom, snapping the newspaper tighter to make it stand more rigid as he wished to read on.

 


 “Well now ignorance is having an absence of the facts, not knowing, whereas stupid is knowing the facts, yet still acting like the ignorant fool,” Declan tried defending his professors but only managed to spin himself into a verbal quagmire.

 


 After a long silence, Ransom announced, “Launch time tonight is 8PM.” He checked his watch on its fob. “Six twelve now. Damn.”

 


 “Are they going to feed us sometime tonight?” asked Thomas, still pacing, running his fingers along the cage bars. “You suppose we only get the one meal a day, Declan? God, it’s been a long time since lunch.”

 


 “The Ship’ll be well on her way before we see daylight,” Declan remarked on Thomas’s concern over food. “I can’t believe that Dr. Bellingham—of all people—is simply going to ignore our findings, Thomas! And he calls himself a scientist. You know how he keeps harping about how a scientist must keep his mind open to chance, to happenstance, to-to failure as well as opportunity? Was he just being a blowhard?”

 


 “He’s always saying how a good doctor has to be a good scientist a hundred times if he said it once,” piped in Thomas. “Guess he’s full-a-horse manure after all.”

 


 “Don’t be so quick to judge me with your slinging of manure, Mr. Coogan!” It was Dr. Bellingham on the other side of the bars standing before them as if he’d simply materialized. He’d come in so quietly, they hadn’t noticed until now. “I’ve come to have you out of here, gentlemen. No point in your remaining here all night with a common criminal.” He eyeballed Ransom, frowned, and turned to Quinlan as the hefty Sergeant stood holding a huge ring with a large skeleton key.

 


 Sergeant Quinlan opened the cell holding the two young men, Declan and Thomas knocking into one another in their rush to be free, hardly giving Ransom a look.

 


 “Lads,” Ransom shouted at the younger prisoners when they’d almost gone out the heavy oak door. “You’ve got to convince them of the importance of stopping that ship—now, tonight before she sets sail for Southampton.”

 


 “We’ll do what we can, sir,” Declan assured him, “but we’re not magicians.” Declan gave Ransom a slight wave of his hand, holding up the sabre-tooth they’d found in the lab that’d fallen from the clothing of one of the dead miners.

 


 Hidden in part by Dr. Bellingham’s girth, Thomas slowed only long enough to ask Bellingham, “Do you think the food vendors on Newcastle are there at this hour?”

 


 Ignoring Thomas’ question, Dr. Enoch Bellingham suddenly stopped and turned to Ransom, eyeing him warily once more. “Detective,” Bellingham said, giving Ransom a moment’s hope that was instantly lost when he added, “I hope everything ahhh…works out for you, sir.”

 


 “It’s not me I am worried about, Professor; it’s the victims of this damnable plague, and everyone who boards Titanic in Southampton, and from what I understand, Cherbourg—France.”

 


 “We can do nothing without tests, detective. Hell, any tests that might result in an actual antidote, we’re talking about years to develop.”

 


 “Then you know how dangerous this is? You’ve read Declan’s notes, haven’t you?”

 


 “It changes nothing; the situation is hopeless. No one’s going to stop that monster ship because a handful of Irishmen have died here in Belfast, man. They’d laugh in your face.”

 


 Deflated, Ransom dropped his gaze. “Meanwhile first, second, third class passengers, crew, staff, officers, the captain, the builder, and I understand envoys, mayors, the famous, the infamous barons of wealth, along with many giants of commerce and industry—all aboard will die if not stopped from boarding, and if not quarantined. Call it an anarchist threat if necessary but—”

 


 “I pray whatever scurrilous thing this is…this disease that sucks men of every ounce of life’s blood and fluids has run its course, but rest assured that I and Dean Goodfriar have sent word to the ship via the Marconi.”

 


 “What do you mean? You sent word over the wireless?” Ransom was incredulous. “You need to go down to the shipyards! Speak to the captain and crew face-to-face, make them understand! A Marconi message is not going to convince anyone!”

 


 “They’ve set sail. It was the only way to get word to them,” countered the professor of surgery.

 


 “What do you mean?”

 


 “They’ve set sail!” he repeated.

 


 “But the newspaper said they wouldn’t be shipping out till eight!”

 


 “Do you believe everything you read in the Bugle?” Bellingham stared at him and added, “Apparently yes.”

 


 “All right…very little news trickles in here. Look here, then…did you receive a response from Titanic?”

 


 “I did on first sending.”

 


 “Which was?”

 


 “Some rude chap shouted for the operator at the Belfast station to—and I quote—“Stuff it and get off the line.”

 


 “You must try again!”

 


 “We did, the operator and I—several times. A warning.”

 


 “And what then?”

 


 “No reply. I can’t say for certain if word ever got through to the captain.”

 


 “Send another and another until they understand,” insisted Ransom. “Until they do reply, sir—immediately.”

 


 Just then Constable Ian Reahall stepped in and said, “Dr. Bellingham–take your charges and be gone—the lot of ya.”

 


 “I thank you for your help, constable.” Bellingham ushered Declan and Thomas out, and everyone left save Reahall who began to pace up and down before Ransom. “What to do with you, Ransom…what to do....”

 


 “I thought you had your mind set on collecting some fictitious reward, Constable; how much is on the head of this man Ransom?”

 


 “Not exactly a king’s ransom,” Reahall said with a smirk. “Hardly enough to cover my expenses to get you back to the states.”

 


 Ransom imagined the amount on his head fairly slight, typical of Chicago authorities. They might want him dead or alive, but they didn’t want to pay too terribly much for it. “Is this how you barter for my release?”

 


 “I am told Titanic has left Belfast under Captain Bartlett for Southampton where a Captain Edward Smith will take the helm.”

 


 “Left already, says Bellingham. Is it true?”

 


 “Yes, off to her port of embarkation.”

 


 “Southampton, England, where those holding tickets will board—placing them all in jeopardy if that contagious plague is aboard working on Agent Tuttle—killing him from the inside out.”

 


 “Southampton’s some five-hundred seventy miles from here.”

 


 Ransom dropped his head, muttering, “Five-hundred seventy bloody miles…”

 


 “She’ll be on display there for Easter Sunday, dressed for it. That’s tomorrow, the 10th. So there’s little hope of stopping her from here. Those fool egg-heads at the university hospital can send all the messages they like. There’s no stopping the White Star Line from set schedules. She’d been slated to leave on the 10th but circumstances being as they are, it appears the ship sets off on the 11th.”

 


 “You could send someone. They could be there before she makes her stops, before she goes for the open seas.”

 


 “It’s a lost cause, I tell you!” Ransom heard the anger rise in the man’s voice, “Now I’m here to ask you, man, have you not any friends here in Belfast who will put up bail for you?”

 


 “Ahhh, now I see your game, Constable…bail. It’s your primary source of income, eh? How much then did you squeeze out of Bellingham?”

 


 “You do know how things work, don’t you? By God if you aren’t Ransom of Chicago, you have indeed been a policeman; that much is true.” Reahall smiled wide, a thing Ransom was fast tiring of. “And so, you know bail is but a small portion of our operation here. I could use a man of your talents working the streets for me.”

 


 Graft and corruption, Ransom thought, the world over. Chicago had no monopoly there. “Me? A snitch? No, sorry but no…not in my make up.”

 


 Reahall shrugged this off. “And bail?”

 


 “Again sorry. No true friends here. Certainly no one capable of pulling together enough for the likes of you.”

 


 “You’ve got two young friends on the outside to raise your bail.”

 


 “Students, poor as church mice, Constable.”

 


 “Well now, can’t blame a man for trying; a man has a right to make a decent wage…a living, Ransom; you wouldn’t begrudge an aging lawman his share, would you? How’re such things done in Chicago, Inspector?”

 


 “The Irish in Chicago didn’t invent corruption.”

 


 “But they have perfected it.” Reahall laughed, the sound bouncing off the cell walls.

 


 The two men stared through the bars at one another as a bear might lock eyes with a panther, and Ransom—whose street name in Chicago was Bear—began to laugh good-naturedly. Finally, he said over the laughter, “A man has to feed his family…put bread on the table by any means, true?”

 


 Denying nothing, Reahall joined him in his laughter, and leaving, he called back over his shoulder, “Enjoy your evening, Inspector Ransom.” He laughed as the oaken outer door slammed. He laughed down the corridor, his footsteps clicking along the tiles. Ransom sat alone in his cell, head in hand. His thoughts were no longer for his own safety or whether Reahall would do his duty and extradite him to America, but rather, on the innocent lives that would be lost on board Titanic if no one put a quarantine on the ship before boarding in Southampton…five-hundred, seventy miles distant.

 


 “It may’s well be the moon,” he moaned.

 


 Hopelessness washed over him.

 

 



 


 Not two hours later, well after Ransom finished his jailhouse meal, amounting to bread and water, Reahall returned, and through Ransom’s bars the two detectives played a staring game of wills.

 


 “Maybe you’re right, American,” said Reahall. “It’s a long shot but perhaps you’re just the man for the job.”

 


 “What job? What am I right for?”

 


 Ransom knew it was only a matter of time before the damning news coming from Chicago to Belfast would reach Reahall now that the Marconi wireless operated between the countries. A full description of Alastair, down to his scars from his Haymarket Riot days on the force would prove to Reahall that he indeed had in his custody the escaped murderer of a priest in Chicago.

 

 

 


 The following morning at the Belfast lockup things seemed unsettled. Breakfast had not come on time and no sign of Sergeant Quinlan and that skeleton key that Ransom had had his eye on. Neither had Chief Constable Reahall brought his chess board and pieces as earlier promised for a hearty and heady game. Time passed. No one showed up until suddenly, Ian Reahall stood outside Ransom’s cage, white-faced.

 


 “What is it? What’s happened?”

 


 “Pinkerton Agent Tuttle,” he said outright.

 


 “They located his body? Where? Aboard Titanic? Sent word via the wireless, did they? Got Bellingham’s message, discovered the body, finally took the professor’s rantings seriously on seeing Tuttle’s black corpse? Turned back, did they?”

 


 “Shut up, will you, Alastair! No, no…Titanic is long gone…well on its way.”

 


 “To America, now?”

 


 “Your concern for the U.S. is touching,” said Reahall. “The ship is still in making its way to Southampton. There it’ll be taking on supplies and be outfitted for Easter celebrations.”

 


 “Dressed out, of course, for Easter?” Ransom being alone had long ago lost all connections to such holidays.

 


 “April 7th, she’ll be draped on all sides with flags—both British and American. So she’ll remain in port for the holiday; it’s why the schedule calls for April 10th as the date they set sail—three days later.”

 


 “Well then, damn it, man, tell me where was Agent Tuttle found?”

 


 “The ocean always gives up its dead.”

 


 “The ocean?”

 


 “Our unforgiving Irish Sea. He washed up south of Belfast—a small village. My counterpart there sent word by car—what appeared to be a corpse long in the ground had washed ashore there.” He held up a small note, waving it overhead. “I went to have a look, taking Dr. Bellingham and those two former cellmates of yours, along with me. They dissected the body then and there. What I saw…” Reahall was visibly shaken.

 


 “Hold on! Bellingham allowed them to do a dissection—after burning the other bodies at the steel ovens?”

 


 “How did you learn of that news?” Reahall asked.

 


 “Your Sergeant likes to play chess, too.”

 


 “I didn’t know that,” Reahall admitted. “I trust you can beat Quinlan at the game?”

 


 “Never mind that. Tell me more about Tuttle’s remains.”

 


 “Well…it seems Enoch’s been won over by those two students of his.”

 


 “Is that right? Bully for the boys.” Ransom imagined the sabre-toothed creature had a sobering effect on Enoch Bellingham as well as the idea of a medical journal article on the new find.

 


 “It appears so. At any rate, we all went to have a look together.”

 


 “And what did the medical men find inside Tuttle?” Ransom recalled the ugly egg sacs of the stillborn alien life forms he’d seen in the operating theater.

 


 “What did they find, indeed! Shocking,” replied Reahall, who was spinning a large skeleton key in his hand as he spoke. “Found similar results as found in the lab here—results you have yourself seen, Inspector Ransom.”

 


 “Wyland, it is Wyland, sir.”

 


 “I am sure.”

 


 “In any event, I’d thought Tuttle’s body aboard Titanic,” replied Ransom. “But if he was thrown overboard or rather killed himself by leaping into the water…what with this disease upon him….who might he have come into contact with before he died? One of the interior workmen? Another Pinkerton agent? Someone aboard Titanic is quite possibly carrying the plague now.”

 


 “It’s a possibility shared by the medical men.” Reahall slapped the bars with what appeared to be a note gripped in his hand.

 


 “There were engineers and other Pinkerton agents who were aboard the night Anton Fiore and the two miners disappeared.”

 


 “Correct and true,” mused Reahall, “but Titanic’s long gone from here.”

 


 “But she will be remaining in dock at Southampton till the tenth!”

 


 “Understood, and sir, take these in hand.” Reahall’s note in hand was not a note at all but an envelope.

 


 Ransom took the envelope and searched its contents. “Three tickets aboard Trinity?”

 


 “I have seen to it you have a berth on a merchant ship aptly named for your mission, Detective, if you are willing to go to work for me in the capacity of a deputy of Belfast—”

 


 “Deputy?” Ransom smiled wide. “Deputy Constable Wyland of Belfast. Has a pleasant ring to it.”

 


 “I am sure it sounds better than an executioner’s rope.” Reahall held out a badge to him through the bars. “Not as a snitch but as the long arm of the law.”

 


 “I don’t know what to say,” replied Alastair, astonished.

 


 “The good ship Trinity leaves in half an hour. Be ready to make Southampton by early morning tomorrow. Your young surgery friends have agreed to be aboard but only if you will travel with them. It’s the bargain we struck…the only one we can all live with, and I for one intend to live a long life, so now it is your decision, Deputy Constable Wyland? Southampton or the hangman’s noose?”

 


 “I would be proud, sir, to serve under you,” Alastair lied but he felt good about the lie.

 


 “Good, then you won’t mind if I escort you to Trinity where you then can play Father to the Son, and The Holy Ghost.”

 


 “Apt undercover titles for three saviors, eh?”

 


 “Come then.” Reahall unlocked the cell, stepped in, and began reciting the oath of office to Ransom as Ransom up held his right hand. When he got to the part calling for Ransom to declare his name for the record, Alastair thought it all a ploy to get him to confess. To avoid this, he shouted his reply: “I Alastair Wyland, being of sound mind, do hereby swear to uphold the laws and constitution of Belfast and Ireland.”

 


 “That should make it legal enough, Constable Wyland. Now…shall we have at it?”

 


 Alastair grabbed his overcoat, top hat, wolf’s head cane, checked the time on his gold watch—all of which he’d negotiated back from Quinlan and Reahall over these days, and he announced, “Well then…do lead on, Constable.”

 


 Reahall hustled him out and down a back stairwell, and soon they stood in the morning light of a Belfast alleyway slick with a night rain. Even the odors rising like steam off nearby trash cans proved a balm to the freed man. 


 


 Alastair asked,“You’ve arranged for a berth but why? What’s changed your outlook? Tuttle’s condition?”

 


 “Better you with your bloody principles and ethics to go chasing this damnable thing down than me; I’m no hero but perhaps…just perhaps you are more like those tow-head boys than you think.”

 


 “I’m no naïve lad; you know that much about me.”

 


 “No, not naïve by any means, certainly not innocent, but I find in you a certain recklessness and thumbing your nose at authority as well as perhaps death itself. Some might term it Yankee gallantry; as in rushing into a burning building, or-or that mine shaft that first night.”

 


 “They say fool’s rush in.”

 


 “And so I take you for one mad enough and wild enough to go chasing Titanic. Besides, you can never hope to win at chess if you allow men like Quinlan and me to beat you at chess.”

 


 Ransom’s laugh carried to the sea on a brisk, cool breeze. They had made their way to the pier and the ship called Trinity. Anyone seeing them might think them old comrades, possibly two old soldiers reminiscing about the old times. 


 


 “Touché, you’ve found me out and wanting. But you’ve not answered my question. Why?” 


 


 “To answer why?” He took in a deep breath where they came to a standstill. Some sixty odd yards from them, Ransom saw the beautiful Bluenose schooner where crew worked to prepare her for the open sea. He saw Declan and Thomas waving from the deck as he neared.

 


 Reahall indicated the two interns. “I’m told by those two that you sincerely care about all this…about putting an end to this…this thing—whatever the holy hell it is.”

 


 “Yes, go on.” Ransom was clearly enjoying this turn of events.

 


 “I am not about to go chasing something that could leave my body in the same state as those we’ve both seen. But you…you I give your freedom to, if you will give me your word that you will do all in your power to catch Titanic before she sails out of Southampton, and to order it held there and quarantine her in dock until more can be learned.”

 


 “More can be learned? How long is that?”

 


 “Until you are satisfied there is no contagion aboard…until your two young doctors and Titanic’s doctors, and perhaps Southampton’s chief public medical officer can do likewise. I’ve wired them of the possibility.”

 


 “Then if they heed the warning, perhaps we have a chance; perhaps they’ll delay her taking off for America.”

 


 “I know how persuasive you can be, Alastair.” He took Ransom’s hand and heartily shook it with both his hands. Ransom saw it as a sign like Pontius Pilot washing his hands of a decision that rocked the world. But Alastair was not naïve, and like Pontius Pilot, whose career hung in the balance when deciding Christ’s fate, Reahall too was a selfish soul and in the end a little man concerned for his small fiefdom.

 


 “This is quite the turn of events, Ian—if I can call you, Ian—and quite the turn of mind on your part.”

 


 “I saw the results up close this time; I hardly gave it a look in Enoch Bellingham’s lab that day we arrested you! Must admit, my zealous desire to clamp the irons on you may’ve clouded my judgment, I’m afraid. At any rate, Irvin and Coogan convinced Enoch, and Enoch convinced me of just how virulent this plague is.”

 


 “Now that I can believe.” Ransom took the RIC badge of the Royal Irish Constubulary and attached the gold-plated shield to his vest, and he then placed the lapel of his overcoat across it; he could flash it when needed, hide it when needed. “Well now, boss, let’s get me the hell out of Belfast and onto that ship headed for Southampton.”

 


 “She’s a Bluenose schooner class is Trinity—very fast. She reads the ocean like she has her own mind. I’ve made channel crossing on her in the past. Trust me; if anyone can get you to Southampton in record time, it’s Captain McEachern.”

 


 “All well’n’good, but Ian—may I call you, Ian?”

 


 “Go on.”

 


 “I’d be able to move a lot faster working alone.” He indicated the two interns already aboard. “Besides those lads there, they’ve already placed their lives on the line twice now.”

 


 “Young Doctors Declan and Coogan,” he thoughtfully replied, rubbing his chin. “I agree, brave lads, the both. But they’ve volunteered, and besides you’re going to come up against a great deal of resistance in asking the owners of Titanic to stand her down.”

 


 “All the same, I don’t want to see—” 


 


 “Ahhhhh! You will need medical men for what you need to do. It will not be easy to convince officials in England, nor officials aboard Titanic, that there is reason to end her progress before she’s made any headway toward the western horizon.”

 


 They stood below a sign that read: SLIP 506.

 


 “What about you, Ian?”

 


 “I am too old to go chasing about the continent, Alastair.”

 


 “You’re not so old as I am!”

 


 “I can’t leave my responsibilities here. Besides, as I said, I’m no one’s hero.”

 


 “Do you think the place will fall apart without you? Old men like us, Ian, we’re seldom called to adventure at our age! Danger, man! It’s the thing gets your blood racing, the heart pumping.”

 


 “I see you are made for it—Ransom.”

 


 It was not lost on either of them—or the young interns who were meant to overhear it—Ian’s calling him Ransom again at this juncture. Alastair met his eye. “Come with us,” he urged the other policeman. “It could make a new man of you. One you might actually like.”

 


 “This old carcass is too far along to change now.”

 


 “It’ll make you young again to give chase to the greatest ship on the high seas! Think of it man. If we succeed, you become a hero—whether you like it or not. And a changed man in the bargain.”

 


 “Changed man or a better man?”

 


 “Both!”

 


 Reahall took a moment to consider it, but only a moment. “No…no more talk of my joining you on the Trinity. I’ve set you up for failure, Ransom; you must know that I’ve no hope of success. This is a Hail Mary is all.”

 


 “A long shot, I understand, Ian.”

 


 “And I clear my conscious of it while…while not going anywhere near this disease ever again.”

 


 Ransom recognized pure fear when he saw it in a man’s eyes, so he shut up about Reahall’s joining them in attempting to stop Titanic from leaving Southampton. Ian was right about its being a long shot. Ransom surmised that only God or one hell of a ship’s captain, or some act of nature that might delay Titanic beyond Easter dress-up-day might make it possible for them to even attempt to talk to Captain Edward Smith about quarantining Titanic.

 


 For the moment, this mad dash of theirs to get to the party on time was merely step one. 


 

 



 


 Titanic had indeed arrived in Southampton just after midnight for provisioning and staffing while Alastair Ransom sat in a Belfast jail. And by April fifth, Good Friday, Titanic was “dressed” in an array of flags and pennants for a salute to the people of Southampton, England, and what the English jokingly termed “the US Colonies” while Ransom had cooled his heels in jail. And by April 6th recruitment for the remainder—and majority—of crew members while docked in Southampton was underway. This while Ransom had played chess and paced his cell.

 


 General cargo began to arrive marked for Titanic yet in Southampton. Cargo bound for merchants in New York, Chicago, Richmond, and indeed every corner of the US. Cases, boxed sets, bundles, pounds—silk bails, furniture, auto and machinery parts, crated books, mail sacks, crates of cognac, brandy, wine, plants, orchids, vats of Dragon’s Blood dye, rolls of Linoleum, stores of feathers, linens, ribbons, hats, scarves, shoes stamped for pick up by Wells Fargo and American Express Delivery, some goods going to Marshal Field’s of Chicago, and some to Macy’s in New York. Then there was the fleet of automobiles. The final total cargo included 559 tons and 11,524 separate pieces of equipment, as well as 5,892 tons of coal. All of which required loading aboard. Few men working the docks in the shadow of the monster ship could resist the call to go to sea aboard this history-making ocean liner.

 


 By April 8th fresh food supplies were being taken aboard as Alastair Ransom, Thomas Coogan, and Declan Irvin raced for Southampton aboard Trinity. But by this time, all final preparations aboard the largest ship ever to set sail were being overseen by the ship's builder. Thomas Andrews saw to it all, down to the smallest detail—including written invitations on each place setting on each table for first class ticket holders. Andrews wanted every detail to be perfect, with nothing left to chance. The ship was his greatest pride and joy, and it would make his career. Builders the world over would be seeking him out.

 


 Even as Ransom stretched and yawned, having slept out on the open deck of Trinity, even as the young interns and Trinity’s crew gathered about her bow railing at dawn on April 10th, Captain McEachern wailed, “There’s she is, our prey!”

 


 An unusually large man-made object on the horizon had everyone’s attention: Titanic. Captain Peter McEachern joined Ransom at the rail. They had spoken at length about his purpose the night before. “It’s her—Titanic yet in the slip built for her at Southampton. We’ve made it, Constable Ransom.”

 


 “Aye, Captain, against all odds, we’ve caught her.”

 


 In the distance, Titanic’s signature four smoke stacks rose from the horizon as if Poseidon’s trident had grown a fourth prong. Unmistakable, Ransom thought.

 


 Ransom had seen no more reason to hide his identity either from the young doctors, the captain of this ship, or the world. He’d had a dream while in Ian Reahall’s jail, a dream so real, so powerful he considered it life-altering, as strong as any premonition. It was a strange yet clear story of his death—as he’d seen himself go down into the sea to freeze and drown. But today, here and now, the chase alone—and now the end of the chase—the prize at hand—brought a smile to Alastair Ransom, and he muttered to himself, “Well done old man…well done.”

 

 


 


 At 7:30am, April 10th aboard Titanic, Captain Edward J. Smith boarded to fanfare, and why not? It was announced in every paper that while this was Titanic’s maiden voyage, it was also Smith’s last before retirement, and save for the accident while guiding Olympic, the troublesome one with the naval vessel Hawke, which had so delayed Titanic’s completion at Harland & Wolff, Smith had not a single mishap in his long career. So came a shrieking boson’s whistle followed by cheers, all proper naval protocol in welcoming Smith aboard under a brisk, cool morning wind.

 


 Finally, Titanic with full crew wanted now to find the open sea. Officers William Murdoch and Charles Lightoller and others had spent the night on board. Once on the bridge and at the helm, after greeting all his officers, shaking hands with First Officer Murdoch and Second Officer Lightoller, Smith received the sailing report from Chief Officer Henry Wilde. All looked in order. In fact, by 8am, the entire crew stood on the foredeck while Officers Lightoller, Murdoch, and the ship’s physician and assistant physician mustered in every man—filling rosters in ledgers. His majesty’s Royal Navy had nothing on the White Star Line for keeping lists. Once mustering in was complete, Lightoller led a lifeboat drill cut short by orders brought to him from the bridge as Captain Smith realized how few lifeboats—sixteen wooden structures capable of holding sixty, perhaps seventy each—had been made available to his command. As a result, Smith decided it a rather unnecessary exercise that might just as well be conducted again after they were underway, if at all. Smith felt confident that what Ismay and Andrews had said about Olympic and Titanic was true—that she was indeed unsinkable; after all, when Olympic had struck The Hawke with such force, any other cruiser with so gaping a hole if of standard size surely would have sunk! But not Olympic, Titanic’s sister.

 


 Titanic’s feel under his command seemed identical to Olympic. In fact, the larger sister ship would make the all-too familiar North Atlantic at this time of year a routine crossing. With a good wind at his back, it would be as easy for Smith as reciting a The Lord’s Prayer.

 


 As a result of his orders to stand down on any lifeboat exercises at this time, Second Officer Lightoller ended his lessons of the morning rather abruptly, this after using only two starboard boats, Number 11 and 15. By now the clock had come around to 9:30am, so with second and third class boat-trains, what amounted to cargo vessels, now arriving, passengers had begun to board ship. This boarding of passengers continued until 11:30am as Trinity in the distance had coalesced in the human eye from a speck on the horizon to a beautiful schooner in full sail, racing toward Titanic at 17 knots.

 


 Many of the passengers aboard Titanic pointed to the teak-wood sailing ship that looked for all the world like the past trying to catch the future of shipping in these waters—a sense of sadness filtering into some who watched the merchant ship. She flew the Union Jack as did Titanic. But while Trinity might leave men with a sense of both wonder and longing for the open seas, Titanic left men in wonder at her sheer power, her size, and her speed alone. Titanic promised so much for the future of mankind, while making ships like Trinity obsolete relics of a fast disappearing past.

 


 No schooner could possibly keep up with the White Star giants; no schooner could hold a tenth of what Titanic held in the way of ocean-going merchandise; no other ship, save the largest of the Cunard Line, could compete with a ship that had not one but three giant piston-operated, motorized propellers in the water.

 


 By 11:30am, with the second and third class passengers in place, tucked away in the lower decks, came the arrival of the first-class boat-train, a far nicer transport than enjoyed by second and third class passengers. This train had arrived from London at dockside, and from it the first-class passengers were boarded in orderly fashion. Each party escorted to waiting cabins. By noon, Titanic was prepared to cast off. 


 


 From the bridge, the captain gave the order, and using a familiar signal, the great steam whistle, the necessary tug boats were given the go ahead to move the massive ship from the newly built dock, created especially for Olympic and Titanic.

 


 All appeared in order as the tugs, working like bulldogs, moved the 53,000 tons called Titanic, and soon—perhaps too soon—the tugs had her in the River Test. She would soon be in a smooth downstream passage under her own steam. Cheers from the crowd gathered at the docks, and return cheers from every deck aboard Titanic, filled the air, sending birds screeching into the air. The noise only increased when onlookers and passengers alike saw that Titanic, a ship as large as the tallest of skyscrapers, free of the tugboats, was now operating under its own steam.

 


 All the jubilation was suddenly cut short, replaced by gasps and then silenced when spectators saw how the water displaced by Titanic's movement parallel to the docks caused all six mooring ropes on a typical-sized ocean liner, belonging to a rival shipping line, to snap and break. This sent the Cunard line’s New York twisting, her stern to swinging wildly toward White Star’s Titanic. Quick orders from Captain Smith and swift action by Wilde at the wheel narrowly averted a collision with New York; in fact, they’d come within a mere four feet of scuttling New York and possibly damaging Titanic before she started her maiden voyage.

 


 Alastair Ransom and others aboard Trinity thought it certain that Titanic would strike the standard-sized cruise liner near her. For an instant, Ransom imagined Titanic having to be towed back into Belfast for repairs. He pictured Titanic’s long, painful limping voyage back to Belfast. The White Star Line embarrassed again—as they had been with Olympic.

 


 Alastair then imagined everyone spending this afternoon disembarking with rain checks to board the next White Star ship leaving for their destination—disappointing men like Titanic’s chief operating officer, J. Bruce Ismay, the architect, Thomas Andrews, John J. Astor and family as well as other prominent families, not to mention Major Butt, rumored to be on a secretive mission as an envoy to and from the Pope and President Taft. 


 


 As it was, their departure today would be delayed, as Titanic now bobbed sideways in the river channel. From the perspective of those aboard the approaching Trinity, it appeared obvious to any thinking person—including her Captain Peter McEachern—that something was amiss. Early on, he’d put his spyglass into good use, chronicling what was happening before handing the glass over to Ransom.

 


 As Alastair viewed the mishap, McEachern said in his ear, “The gods are with us, mate. Ye might make it aboard that floating palace in time after all.”

 


 “Our luck’s held so far.”

 


 Captain McEachern then commented on the men piloting the giant ship. “It shows a lack of familiarity with ships of such size by those handling them, I should say, but then who has handled such monsters before? Don’t know that I’d do any better. Fact is, from what I gather, the entire method of steering the damn things is backwards!”

 


 “For men like us, Captain, seems the world is rushing away from us.”

 


 “Indeed, Constable. It be a strange if marvelous future we’re all headed toward.”

 


 “Please, call me Alastair.”

 


 “It’s our good luck, it is,” said Declan after a turn on the spyglass.

 


 “Do you think we’ve time now to catch them, sir?” asked Thomas of Captain McEachern.

 


 The weathered old schooner captain smiled. “Aye, if they don’t take us for a bunch of pirates trying to board her.” He laughed heartily at his own remark, and they all joined in. The idea of their small ship beside the monster and being taken for pirates made them all laugh at the very notion. 


 

     

 


 One in the afternoon came and Titanic had resumed its twenty-four mile trip downstream to the English Channel en route to Cherbourg, France where additional passengers were to board. Captain Smith and those on the bridge saw the schooner racing toward them, now in the Channel, and all aboard the schooner wildly waved, some jumping up and down. Crewmen and passengers on board Titanic waved back at the excited men on the now dwarfed schooner which, even with her masts, was barely a flea on Titanic’s scale.

 


 From the deck of Trinity, Ransom saw the now closed and sealed wide cargo bay doors that he’d stood before at Slip 401 back in Belfast the night they’d first searched the ship for O’Toole and Fiore. But even if he could at his age swing over on a rope like some swashbuckling pirate, he saw no hold on the moving ship. They had arrived alongside Titanic and bobbed in the water like a cork, and they saw a pair of Titanic officers waving them off and shouting in bullhorns to stand away.

 


 McEachern had to heed the warnings too, realizing late just how much displacement Titanic was capable of and angry at himself for not taking it into consideration, especially after witnessing what’d happened to the New York. Trinity was hardly the New York, and Captain McEachern had to veer off and pull away, turning to ride the enormous waves hitting her now.

 


 Thomas, not a comfortable traveler by ship the whole way, became terribly green before turning white after heaving up everything from his gut into the sea as he doubled over the side rail. Declan, holding his back and watching his friend retch, began feeling queasy himself. By comparison, the seasoned sailors aboard seemed to enjoy the hobby-horsing the deck began to do, and Ransom grabbed hold of the closest mast, wondering if he shouldn’t lash himself to it, recalling how he had died in his premonition. The waters here were deep enough and cold enough to do the job.

 


 Crew and captain aboard Trinity began laughing first at Thomas, then at Declan, and then at Ransom who indeed began to lash himself to the mast. 


 


 Captain McEachern had hoisted the white flag—international symbol of surrender and he had earlier hoisted the red flag—which meant a number of things—such as ship in distress, in need of help, or a request to come alongside and board. None of which those in the bridge of Titanic, apparently, could see or wished to see. Nor did they pay the least attention to every crewman aboard Trinity waving hands, jumping up and down until the waves created by Titanic slammed into the schooner.

 


 Captain McEachern wasn’t lashing himself to anything, however; standing on firm sea legs, he was shaking a fist at the behemoth ship and cursing a blue streak at their utter disregard of his Trinity. Soon Titanic was well past them but the swells remained, shaking and turning the small sailing ship like a cork in a water spout.

 


 When finally, the swells calmed enough that Ransom and the others believed Trinity would survive, Alastair went up to the captain’s deck where McEachern had taken over the wheel, righting his ship. Ransom knew it would take some convincing to get the captain to chase Titanic to Cherbourg, France, and he wasn’t wrong. 


 


 McEachern was already waving him off and shaking his head, knowing what Ransom wanted. “I’ll not ‘’ave anymore dealin’s with Titanic, Mr. Ransom.”

 


 “But Captain!”

 


 “I’ve me own crew and tender to look after, sir, as well as cargo needs loadin’ here!”

 


 “After you unload then! It’s imperative.”

 


 “No law can compel me to it, sir—not after the greeting we’ve received by those bastards piloting that monster.”

 


 Ransom knew it would take money—likely every cent that Declan and Thomas had laid in his hands along with promises of more from the coffers of Belfast and perhaps the White Star Line itself.

 


 Ransom calmly, quietly began putting ideas of great wealth into McEachern’s now twitching ear.

 


TWENTY

 

 



 

 “Get the hell outta there, Ingles! Now!” Swigart shouted at David when he had reopened the main entry hatch to the submersible where David had spent now the longest five minutes of his life. The friendly confines of the sub’s blue-lit interior had become a wretched coffin with the awful corpse of Houston Ford in here with him.

 


 Swigart had again worked out some sort of deal with the TV people so that they might hold off sending any images back to the mainland in his effort to keep a cap on the mayhem as everyone had a cell phone. Despite their remote location, David believed it only a matter of time before Luther Warren Kane’s spies aboard Scorpio would be informing the financier. Given the circumstance of double-murder aboard, the possibility of Kane showing up with a couple of federal agents was not remote.

 


 Swigart had become convinced of a night dive now for certain; he must know he was racing against the time that Kane would show up and take over by force if necessary. Kane might stand with Swigart and Forbes, encouraging them to go ahead as planned, but given the game changes, no one could be sure. That scenario did not even take into consideration other crewmen who may have taken shots of the goings on here and sent them home to loved ones if not to the Star and Enquirer or CNN for that matter.

 


 Feeling the sense of urgency, Swigart had become absolute in his belief that if they did not dive now, they would never get a dive to Titanic at all. Stubborn once he made a decision, the Commander of Divers for this expedition repeatedly shouted for his divers to get Ford’s body out of the way and to climb aboard Max for the dive. But no one wanted to be the ones to transport the body, knowing it would be difficult in the confined space and small hatchway.

 


 Finally, Lena came up with more surgical gloves and Swigart grabbed hold of one end of Ford and ordered David to the lower extremities. Having had experience with transporting Alandale’s body to the specimen freezer, the two of them took extreme care with Ford’s body, which felt a tenth of the weight it appeared. Photos of it most likely would only raise skepticism in anyone back home who might see them.

 


 “God, it’s the same damn thing as happened to Alandale,” muttered Swigart.

 


 “David, be careful,” said Kelly from outside of the submersible.

 


 “It’s a little late for that.”

 


 “You think it’s contagious?” asked Swigart of David.

 


 “Who knows; we don’t know enough, Lou. We’re working in the dark here. The cautious route would have us racing for home. Getting away from whatever is aboard Scorpio that’s killing healthy men.”

 


 “I know…I know but one dive…one chance to get inside Titanic. Dave, you can’t say it’s not pulling on you, too. If we don’t do it now, we may never get another chance. Others will take over for us…for our failure here.”

 


 But not all the divers felt the pull so strongly as Swigart or even David. Even before they could get Ford’s still intact body into the biological specimen alongside Alandale’s remains. Some of the divers were muttering among themselves; some looked to be wearing ‘second thoughts’ on their brows. Gambio muttered something about the curse of Titanic. Jens more than anyone seemed about to bolt, having second thoughts about climbing into the submersible where Ford’s body had possibly contaminated the air. At the same time, none of them wanted to be left out; they were all thinking of the riches waiting for them. Both greed and fear ran high, each in a tug of war inside every diver now. No one wanted to die but everyone wanted to complete the mission. Everyone wanted to be able to say, ‘I was among the first to walk the corridors of Titanic in 2012’.

 


 David followed Kelly into the sub as she took the lead, saying, “If the bodies are contagious, we’re already infected, but I haven’t felt anything, no symptoms of illness.”

 


 Bowman, a bit tentative, finally joined them inside, suited up like the others, his liquid air pack on his back. Kelly had just whispered in David’s ear, “Whoever the carrier is…he may well be going down with us.”

 


 Mendenhall climbed aboard, saying nothing to anyone, maintaining his calm and quiet demeanor. Lena came in next saying, “What the hell. You only die once, right?”

 


 “Got that right,” replied Bowman.

 


 Steve Jens held back, hesitating at the hatchway. Fiske, directly behind him, bellowed, “In or out, Jens! Either way, outta my way.” He’d been given the green light to join them in the sub.

 


 Jens shouted to back. “All right, all right” before disappearing into the sub ahead of Fiske.’

 


 Lou saw Kane waving some paper over his head, and Lou merely waved him off and slammed the hatch closed from inside. Finally, they were now all in; all in the pressure cooker, about to be lowered over the side when Captain Forbes banged hard on the glass and slapped a message in bold magic marker that read: Abort Now!



 

 



 


 Every officer, every diver, and every crewman who could be spared was ordered to the conference room aboard Scorpio, which was standing room only, spilling out into the corridor. TV cameras that had stood idle before now came in from two directions. A deal had been cut—no live feed at this time for total access to the ship and crew—and every item brought up from the deep—later. There was hardly room for these technicians and cameramen in the room; it was, after all, a research and salvage vessel and so the space had been built for small groups of seamen at a time.

 


 Forbes and Swigart ran the meeting personally, and David was interested to hear what they had to say now that not one but two bodies lay in state in the freezer. Before the meeting began, even as they filed into the room, the tasteless black humor laced jokes ran their course: “A couple of stiff ones would go well right about now” followed by “One vodka neat—no ice, please” on the heels of “Dry martini for me”.

 


 David managed to get a seat where he could watch Kelly’s every expression from across the room; for now, she looked despondent, a kind of sad hopelessness playing tiddlywinks about her eyes. She continued to be a fascination for him and his fantasies, but his logical side kept lecturing and returning to one question: How do you know it’s not her behind all of it? Behind two killings as well as the sabotage. But it didn’t add up; if she were this maniacal killing machine—had it taken her over, why would she have tried to sabotage the mission? Yet it was the perfect cover for the beast to pretend being a descendent of this young intern Declan Irvin. It seemed now a factual account—Irvin’s journal. Of course, it could just as well be a fictitious account, a fake, the book totally inauthentic. Yet the thing certainly felt authentic down to its odor of a hundred years, down to its feel and crumbling, discolored with age pages.

 


 He tempered this with saying, “But nowadays,the damn thing might just as well be the work of a kid with a Mac, time on his hands, and a hell of an imagination.”

 


 This thing, the so-called carrier…he, she, or it, whatever it was, if it were inhabiting Kelly and not Forbes at all, it was busying itself gaining David’s trust this way, step by step, moment by moment, journal page after journal page—messing with his head, so that he would feel compelled to watch her back for any sort of attack on her-his-or-its
person when they were two and a half miles below and inside Titanic—its ultimate goal to collect up and find a new life for its progeny above the surface, aboard Scorpio first? And then?

 


 Suspicion proved a poison in an imaginary IV-drip, the stuff seeping into his psyche all this time…little by little. Incrementally causing him to question every minute detail, every word, and every tick not just belonging to Kelly but belonging to everyone aboard Scorpio. 


 


 Someone in this room, he thought, is the carrier—the weak one who not only hosts the alien creature but has become its eyes and ears, limbs and heart, one who has become its collaborator rather than fight it like Tuttle, Fiore, and the two miners did, forcing it to find a home elsewhere—someone weaker, someone who might even revel in newfound energies and power. This hardly seemed anyone on board, much less Kelly, but how was one to tell?

 


 Ingles looked around the crowded room at their leaders, the other divers, the crew, and he realized it could be any one of them. How does a man detect the undetectable, and how does he fight it off—much less kill it once detected? It appeared impossible. Even had he a mechanism for, detecting the creature, even if it was found out, it would appear that once found out it was too late! For the moment a man like Alandale guessed it—guessed something terribly wrong in another human being—that the other was hosting an alien presence, he was snatched, taken over, and killed.

 


 He looked from one face to another for any sign, any clue whatsoever, a shade darker in the eyes, perhaps a passing shadow across the brow, some nervous twitch or other that a demonic entity could not control—a clue being broadcast by the host in a last ditch effort to have even a semblance of humanity, a sign of choice, of will power.

 


 He studied Mendenhall’s frown—a perpetual one to be sure. Could it be a sign? A mere frown? Were there any photos wherein Mendenhall’s face was lit up with a smile?

 


 He studied Bowman’s dark features and thought his eyes somewhat jaundiced, but when the man’s head turned, David realized it was only a light shaft from one of the open doors hitting the diver’s face.

 


 David then studied Lena Gambio’s softer features. She looked the picture of an Italian mother of three who ought to be home with her kids instead of here, he thought, then recalled her tough exterior and decided that if she had any kids, they likely could use time away from her. She looked harmless to the tenth degree but she played the role of the grungiest and toughest among the divers. As with most of the divers, David knew next to nothing of her personal life—just as Swigart and Forbes had planned things. And yet, Kelly had a dossier on him.

 


 He turned his attention on Steve Jens, who’d seemed as gung-ho to dive as Bowman and David, but for the moment he’d gone sullen, dejected, an unhappy man indeed. Again no outward sign of being some sort of demonic vessel. Just wholly upset with the onboard deaths of two men—an all too familiar human response. Or was it more to do with fear? Fear of being next?

 


 Then too David must consider the silent, self-effacing seventh diver, the backup in the event anything should happen to any of the rest, waiting in the wings in vulture fashion—Kyle Fiske; what sort of emotion should he be exhibiting? It seemed he had remained damned cool, perhaps too cool in the face of two murders aboard.What emotions ought to be playing out like a film across Kyle’s square-jawed face? David didn’t know.

 


 In fact, all he knew for certain was that all the divers seemed and appeared to be all too human! Each one filled with emotions boiling over. Swigart was angriest of all, and he shouted now from the lectern beside Forbes, “We’re not going to let some psycho running loose on this ship deter us from our mission, ladies and gentlemen. It has become apparent to Dr. Entebbe, Captain Forbes, and me that someone has gotten aboard who wants this mission scuttled and scrapped.”

 


 Swigart stopped speaking to coldly stare around the room as if his gaze might be a laser detector that would surely fall on the culprit. It instead fell on David. “Someone with a political agenda so filled with hatred of our plans to plunder Titanic of her riches that he…or she…is willing to kill for this misguided purpose. Whoever you are…what ever your purpose, you will pay dearly!”

 


 “We refuse to take our orders from some home-grown terrorist,” Forbes forcefully added. “And make no bones about it, these horrible murders—these are acts of terrorism designed to turn us back to port, designed to leave the ghosts of Titanic in peace”

 


 “Imagine it!” Craig Powers erupted. “Murder aboard Scorpio—two crew members lose their lives while in search of a ghost ship in a watery grave.” His hands and arms went up as if he were writing headlines in the air.

 


 “Fanatics don’t have to make sense, but we suspect that this one is fanatical about Titanic,” added Swigart, “for a belief in Bob Ballard’s desire to keep Titanic untouched by further exploration except by remote submersible and photos.”

 


 “We’ll have this person in custody before we make port in Woods Hole,” added Forbes, a hand upraised, clenching his fist as if grabbing an invisible person by the throat. “Be assured of that. We’re going to comb through everyone’s background. If we find anything that has you stumping for Ballard’s views, you can figure on the ship’s brig for the duration.”

 


 For ninety nine percent of those present and hearing this, it seemed a most logical explanation; there must be a logical explanation. While they had no idea the method of murder or what could cause human bodies to shrivel into dehydrated mummies, the idea of terrorism had been ingrained in them for their entire lives thanks to 9/11 and 2012 doomsday prophecies.

 


 Yes, this was plausible; it made all the sense in the world. Some horrid person or terrorist with a chemistry set had gone about the business of terrorizing every man and woman aboard Scorpio until the traditionally superstitious among the crew might be willing to take up arms, mutiny, take charge of the ship, and turn her toward home.

 


 After all, they were planning to desecrate a graveyard.

 


 People had in the past concocted lesser reasons for murder and mayhem—even mass murder. Now this made good sense; something tangible after the seemingly supernatural Alandale-Ford business.

 


 This theory assuaged the mind so that all aboard could somehow sleep tonight. David sarcastically informed himself of these ‘truths’. The entire ship and crew might be destroyed…might all be blown to Kingdom Come if indeed there was a terrorist plot afoot but at least this was an enemy they knew and understood, a tantalizing one at that considering the alternative.

 


 Indeed, David thought, the enemy one knows is easier to combat than the unknown. Who had concocted the reasoning for such a theory of someone aboard who’d not stop at murder to preserve the ‘graves’ of those with Titanic where she lay? Had it been Swigart? Forbes? Entebbe perhaps? Who had first put forth this story?

 


 David’s gaze returned to Kelly.

 


 He stared long and hard, trying to see beyond the beauty…to see into her psyche and soul, but again he realized that such insight was impossible.

 


 Suppose her entire story of her ancestry was a concocted lie to cover another lie. That she had actually come aboard Scorpio with the express purpose of sabotaging the mission; suppose she was the Ballard fanatic and disciple? Suppose the story of Ransom and the young surgeons was all an elaborate concoction? What kind of fool did this make David Ingles? 


 


 Pull one string and it all begins to unravel, he told himself now, and she played me like a violin. Fool, he quietly admonished himself for believing a word of any of it.

 


 Fiction.

 


 The whole of it, damned fiction.

 


 Swigart dismissed them all, confining them to their quarters until such time as he called for the dive, a decision he would continue to discuss with Captain Forbes. Everyone went to their quarters, all but David’s roommate who was asked to hold back, Swigart needing him for what Lou jokingly called a “dirty job”.

 

 



 


 Again David found himself in his cramped quarters alone with his thoughts. In order to reinforce his conclusion that the whole of Kelly Irvin’s claims and those of her ancestor aboard Titanic was a hoax perpetuated on him alone, David dug out and lifted his Kindle reader and thanks to Whispernet, in a matter of milliseconds, he brought up his copy of a compendium on the history of that night—Fate of The Titanic by Joseph Kilborn.

 


 David toggled to the pages he had bookmarked, opening the electronic book up to a section on the exact timeline that Kilborn had worked out for that night, and so now he read the comforting facts:

 


1:30 PM: Starboard anchor raised for the last time, and Titanic departs on her first Trans-Atlantic crossing for New York. Estimated total number of passengers on board: 2227. (Exact total unknown due to discrepancies in passenger/crew lists.) 

 


April 11 to 12: Titanic covers 386 miles in fine, calm, clear weather. 

 


April 12 & 13: Titanic covers 519 miles. Fine weather continues. Various ice warnings received—not uncommon for April crossings. 

 


April 13, 10:30 PM: Heavy ice pack warning signaled by passing Rappahannock, which has sustained damage coming through the ice field. 

 


April 14, Sunday: 9:00 AM: Titanic picks up wireless message from Caronia warning of field ice and icebergs in 42ºN, from 49º to 51ºW. 

 


10:30 AM: Divine service held in first-class dining saloon. 

 

 

 


 David stopped in his reading to contemplate what might be meant by Divine. Might the food be ‘divine’ or the chef’s name Divine? A famous fellow of his day? Or a typo so often found in published books now; rather than Divine, might it be Dine or Dinning? He decided it unimportant and read on:
 

 


 


11:40 AM: Dutch liner Noordam reports "much ice" in about the same position as the California had reported. 

 


Noon: As usual, the ship's officers gather on the wing of the navigating bridge to calculate daily position with sextants: "Since noon Saturday, 546 miles." 

 


1:42 PM: Iceberg warning received via the Baltic and "large quantities of field ice" in latitude 41º 51'N, longitude 49º 52' W about 250 miles ahead of Titanic. Message delivered to Captain Smith. Smith later gives it to J. Bruce Ismay, who puts it in his pocket. 

 


1:45 PM: "Large iceberg" warning received via Marconi wireless from German liner Amerika (41º 27' N, 50º 8' W). Message not sent to the bridge, deemed repetitious. 

 


5:30 to 7:30 PM: Air temperature drops ten degrees to 33ºF. 

 


5:50 PM: Captain Smith slightly alters ship's course south and west of normal course— possibly as a precaution to avoid ice. However, no one knows what is in his mind at this point.
 


6:00 PM: Second Officer Lightoller relieves Chief Officer Wilde on the bridge. 

 

  7:15 PM: First Officer Murdoch orders forward forecastle hatch closed to stop the glow from inside interfering with crow's nest watch above. Mystery as to why it was open in the first place.
 


7:30 PM: Three more intercepted warning messages concerning large icebergs ahead from the Californian (42º 3' N, 49º 9' W). Message delivered to bridge. Captain attending dinner party below. Ice now only 50 miles ahead. 

 


8:40 PM: Lightoller gives order to look after ship's fresh water supply, as outside seawater is now close to freezing. 

 


8:55 PM: Captain Smith excuses himself from dinner party, goes directly to bridge, and discusses calm and clear weather conditions with Lightoller, as well as visibility of icebergs at night. 

 


9:20 PM: Captain Smith retires for the night with the order to rouse him "if it becomes at all doubtful..." 

 


9:30 PM: Lightoller sends message to crow's nest to watch carefully for icebergs until morning. 

 


9:40 PM: Heavy ice pack and iceberg warning received from the Mesaba (lat. 42º N to 41º 25' N, long. 49º W to 50º 30' W). Message overlooked. Wireless operators busy with passenger wireless traffic, as passengers find the new mode of communication an entertainment. Altogether the day's six ice warnings show a huge field of ice some 78 miles long directly ahead. 

 


10:00 PM: Lightoller is relieved on bridge by First Officer Murdoch. Lookouts in crow's nest relieved. Warning to watch for icebergs passed between the watches. Temperature is 32º F, sky cloudless, air clear. 

 


10:30 PM: Sea temperature down to 31º F. 

 


10:55 PM: Some 10 to 19 miles north of Titanic, the Californian is stopped in ice field, and sends out warnings to all ships in area. When the Californian's wireless operator calls up Titanic, his ice warning is interrupted by a blunt "Keep out! Shut up! You're jamming my signal. I'm working Cape Race." The Californian's sole operator listens in to Titanic's wireless traffic and then at 11:30 turns off his set and retires for the night, as is the custom. 

 


11:30 PM: Lookouts Fleet and Lee in crow's nest note slight haze appearing directly ahead of Titanic. Lee claims hatchway with light again causing visibility problems. Neither man has binoculars and are told all binoculars had been accidentally left on ferry at Cherbourg and not loaded.
 


11:40 PM: Titanic moving at 20½ knots. Suddenly, lookouts see iceberg dead ahead about 500 yards away and towering some 55-60 feet above the water. They immediately sound the warning bell with three sharp rings and telephone down to the bridge: "Iceberg dead ahead." Sixth Officer Moody on bridge acknowledges warning, relays message to Murdoch who instinctively calls "hard-a-starboard" to helmsman and orders engine room to stop engines and then full astern. 

 


Murdoch then activates lever to close watertight doors below the waterline. Helmsman spins wheel as far as it will go. After several seconds Titanic begins to veer to port, but the iceberg strikes starboard bow side and brushes along the side of the ship and passes by into the night. The impact, although jarring to the crew down in the forward area, is not noticed by many of the passengers. 

 


Thirty-seven seconds have elapsed from sighting to collision. 

 


11:50 PM: During first ten minutes after impact, water rises 14 feet above the keel, forward. First five compartments begin to take on water. Boiler room No. 6, five feet above keel, is flooded in eight feet of water. 

 


12:00 AM: Mailroom, 24 feet above keel, begins taking enough water to float mail bags. Captain Smith, now on the bridge, gets reports of water pouring into number 1, 2, and 3 holds, and boiler room No. 6. Following this, he takes his own rapid tour to inspect the damage alongside Titanic’s architect, Thomas Andrews. On seeing the worst of it, Smith asks Andrews for his assessment.
 


Andrews calculates the ship can only remain afloat from one to two-and-a-half hours. This is based on the mathematical certainty that if more than four holds are flooded, once a compartment fills with water, the water will spill into the next compartment and so on. Titanic's bow begins to sink. The ship is doomed.
 


Captain Smith orders CQD distress call for assistance sent out over ship's wireless. Titanic's estimated position: 41º 46' N, 50º 14' W. Boilers shut down and relief pipes against funnels blow off huge noisy clouds of steam. 

 


April 15, Monday: 12:05 AM: Squash court, 32 feet above keel is awash. Orders are given to uncover the lifeboats and to get the passengers and crew ready on deck. Only enough room in the lifeboats for 1,178 of the estimated 2,227 on board if every boat is filled to capacity. 

 


12:10 to 1:50 AM: Several crew members on the Californian, some 10 to 19 miles away, see lights of a steamer. A number of attempts to make contact with the ship with Morse lamp fail. Rockets are observed, but as they appear so low over the ship's deck, and make no sound, they do not seem like distress rockets, and no great concern is taken. Distance between ships seems to increase until they are out of sight of each other. 

 


12:15 to 2:17 AM: Numerous ships hear Titanic's distress signals, including her sister ship the Olympic, some 500 miles away. Several ships, including Mount Temple (49 miles away), Frankfort (153 miles), Burma (70 miles), Baltic (253 miles), Virginian (170), and Carpathia (58 miles) prepare at various times to come to assist. 

 


12:15 AM: Band begins to play lively ragtime tunes in first-class lounge on A Deck, later moving up to Boat Deck near port entrance to Grand Staircase. 

 


12:20 to 12:25 AM: Order given to start loading lifeboats with women and children first. 

 


12:25 AM: The Carpathia, southeast some 58 miles, receives distress call and immediately heads full speed to rescue. 

 


12:45 AM: The first lifeboat, starboard No. 7, is safely lowered away. It can carry 65 people, but leaves with 28 aboard. First distress rocket fired. Eight rockets will be fired altogether. Fourth Officer Boxhall observes vessel approaching Titanic but it then disappears, despite attempts to contact her with Morse lamp. Boat No. 4 begins loading between 12:30 and 12:45. 

 


12:55 AM: First port-side boat No. 6 lowered with only 28 aboard, including Molly Brown and Major Peuchen. Starboard No. 5 is lowered. Owner, J. Bruce Ismay is chastised by Fifth Officer Lowe for interfering with his command. (41 aboard - room for another 24.) 

 


1:00 AM: Starboard boat No. 3 is lowered with only 32 aboard including 11 crewmembers. 

 


1:10 AM: Starboard No. 5 is lowered (capacity 40) with only 12 aboard, including Sir Cosmo and Lady Duff Gordon, and seven crewmen. Port-side No. 8 loaded and lowered carrying only 39 people. It is steered in the water by the Countess of Rothes. 

 


1:15 AM: Water reaches Titanic's name on the bow and she now lists to port. The tilt of the deck grows steeper. Boats now begin to be more fully loaded. 

 


1:20 AM: Starboard No. 9 leaves with some 56 people aboard. Titanic has now developed a noticeable list to starboard. 

 


1:25 AM: Port-side boat No. 12 is lowered with 40 women and children on board. Two seamen are put in charge of this boat. After Titanic sinks, this boat is tied together with boats 4, 10, 14 and collapsible D. Later on survivors are moved from boat 14 to the other boats by Fifth Officer Lowe so he can return to pick up swimming passengers. Boat 12 is subsequently overloaded with 70 passengers, many rescued from collapsible D. 

 


1:30 AM: Signs of panic begin to appear among some passengers on the ship. As port-side boat 14 is lowered with 60 people, including Fifth Officer Lowe, railing passengers appear ready to jump into the already full boat. Shouting warnings, Lowe fires shots into the air to fend off panicked men. Titanic's distress calls now near desperation. "We are sinking fast" and "Women and children in boats. Cannot last much longer" 

 


1:35 AM: Port-side No. 16 is lowered with over 50 people. Starboard boat No. 13 leaves with 64 people, mostly second and third-class women and children. Starboard boat No. 15 is lowered 30 seconds later with 70 aboard and barely avoids collision with boat 13 as it is lowered on top of No. 13. The latter pulls away in the water in the nick of time. 

 


1:40 AM: Most of the forward boats are now away, and passengers who remain aboard Titanic begin to move to the stern area. Ismay leaves on collapsible C (39 aboard), the last starboard-side boat launched. The forward Well Deck is awash. 

 

 

 


 As with every time that David read this stark account of how quickly Titanic went down, he was left with questions—questions without answer, as in how could they have truly left port for New York without binoculars for the men in the crow’s nest and the bridge? Suppose someone intentionally opened that hatchway to obscure their view. Why hadn’t Captain Smith, an experienced sea captain with no mishaps on his record, heeded all the warnings? What if Murdoch hadn't attempted veering off but rather allowed Titanic to make a direct hit as experts now believed that a seasoned seaman would prefer damage to the bow to damage to her sides.
 


 And what of that strange report given by Boxall at the inquest that he had seen a ship off in the distance and had sent a distress signal via Morse code using the SOS signal for the first time in maritime history? But then he reports it simply disappeared as if all lights had been shut down on this mystery ship. Had Boxall seen it at all? Or had he sent a message that said clear off, that all was well aboard Titanic? As per Captain’s orders at the time?
 


 David Then read on in Kilborn’s account taken from the records of two inquiries, one made in America via the Senate, one made in London via Parliament. Kilborn’s next entry sent a chill up David’s spine as it read:
 


1:45 AM: Last words heard from Titanic by the Carpathia on her way to the rescue - "...Engine room full up to boilers..." Port-side boat No. 3 is lowered and leaves with only 25 people. She can carry 40. 

 


1:55 AM: John Jacob Astor, refused entry to port-side boat No. 4 by Lightoller, sees his wife off safely as boat is lowered with 40 women and children and some crew aboard. In the rush, 20 places in the boat are left empty. 

 


2:00 AM: Water now only ten feet below Promenade Deck. 

 


2:05 AM: There are now still over 1,500 people left on the sinking ship. Collapsible D is one of the last boats left. It has room for 47 people. To prevent a rush on the boat, Lightoller waves (and possibly fires) his pistol into the air and crew members form a circle around it, with arms locked together, allowing only women and children aboard. The boat is lowered with 44 aboard. Titanic's forecastle head sinks under water, the tilt of her decks growing steeper. 

 


2:10 AM: Captain Smith releases wireless operators from their duties. 

 


2:17 AM: Wireless operator Phillips continues to send last radio message. Captain Smith tells crew members, "It's every man for himself," and is seen returning to the bridge, possibly to await the end. Thomas Andrews, the ship's builder, is seen alone in the first-class smoking room staring into space.
 


Titanic's bow plunges under, enabling the ensnared collapsible B to float clear of the ship but she is upside down. Meanwhile, Father Thomas Byles hears confession and gives absolution to over one hundred second and third-class passengers gathered at the aft end of the Boat Deck. The ship's band stops playing. Many passengers and crew jump overboard moments before Titanic's forward funnel collapses, crushing a number of swimming passengers.
 


Collapsible A now floats free and about two dozen people in the water grab hold of it. It clears right side up, but is swamped and dangerously overloaded. Much later, Lowe, in boat No. 14, saves them just before dawn. Probably as many as half, however, have died. 

 

  2:18 AM: A huge roar is heard as all moveable objects inside Titanic crash toward the submerged bow. The ship's lights blink once and then go out. Many survivors witness the ship rip itself apart, breaking in two. The bow half sinks.

 


2:20 AM: Titanic's broken-off stern section settles back into the water, righting itself for a few moments. Slowly it fills with water and again tilts its stern high into the air before slowly sinking into the sea. Over 1,500 souls are lost in the greatest maritime disaster in history. 

 

 

 


 David had read this and all the accounts of Titanic’s demise many times over, how it had taken less than two and a half hours from point of impact with the ice to her slipping below the calm sea that night. What had never troubled him before in his reading was Murdoch’s having “instinctively” called hard-a-starboard to his helmsman and his ordering the engine room to stop engines followed by full astern. David realized now that it would have made more sense to give these orders in reverse—full astern, kill engines, hard to starboard. Ingles could not help but wonder now if it was human error, wrongful instinct, or captain’s orders? He continued to search for inconsistencies and what might be construed as outright lies in the testimony that Kilborn cited in his pages which David, his Kindle reader reflected in his glasses, continued to read:
 


3:30 AM: With Titanic no longer of this earth, The Carpathia's flares rise over the scene and those aboard the rescue ship sight lifeboats in the water. Carpathia’s normal speed is 14½ knots, but she has raced to the rescue at a shuddering 17½ knots. 

 


4:10 AM: First boat, No. 2, is picked up by the Carpathia. Ice floes all about the disaster area amid debris from Titanic. 

 


5:30 AM: The Californian advised by the Frankfort of the loss of Titanic makes for the disaster area. 

 


5:30 to 6:30 AM: Collapsible A survivors rescued by boat No. 14, and collapsible B by boats 4 and 12. 

 

  8:30 AM: Last boat, No. 12, picked up by the Carpathia. Lightoller is the last survivor to come on board. The Californian arrives at the disaster site, comes alongside Carpathia, and then she steams through the disaster area to make a final sweep for survivors or bodies in the water.

 

  8:50 AM: The Carpathia leaves the disaster area bound for New York. She carries 705 survivors and one dog named Varmint. An estimated 1,522 souls have been lost. Ismay wires White Star New York offices: "Deeply regret advise you Titanic sank this morning after collision with iceberg, resulting in serious loss of life. Full particulars later."

 


April 17: Three days later, hired by White Star Line, the Mackay-Bennett leaves Halifax to search for bodies at the disaster site. They find hundreds they pluck from the ocean and place on deck; from a distance, the cargo looks like cordwood. They fast run out of room on the boat for the corpses. 

 


April 18, 9:00 PM: Carpathia arrives in New York Harbor. She outruns hordes of newspaper reporters in boats clamoring for news. As the Carpathia passes the Statue of Liberty, 10,000 people are on hand to watch. Titanic's lifeboats hang at Carpathia’s sides like a somber catch. She passes the Cunard pier (no. 54) and steams onward up-river to the White Star piers. There the crew lowers Titanic's boats. The Carpathia then returns to the Cunard pier to finally unload the survivors. 

 


April 19 to May 25: Inquiry into the Titanic disaster undertaken by United States Senate Inquiry, headed by Senator William A. Smith. Eighty-two witnesses are called. 

 


April 22: White Star sends the Minia out from Halifax to help overtaxed Mackay-Bennett, which has picked up 306 bodies. The Minia finds only a mere 17 after a week-long search. 

 

 

 


 David put aside his K6 Kindle reader, saddened once again at the plight of those on board the sinking ship that night. What made Titanic’s fate so tragic and heart-wrenching was the certainty of all those aboard thinking themselves in a safe place of warmth, lights, beautiful finery, and grace—like the house of the gods. Like a great, gilded floating terra firma below their feet. Everyone had been lulled into believing that they were in a sense on solid ground in a place where no harm could come to them aboard a well-lit, warmly heated, comfortable and lovely ‘unsinkable’ ship. Nothing could have been farther from the truth. Especially if it was an inside job.
 


 Anything manmade had the potential for disaster. Why hadn’t they been keenly aware of this during these years of the great Industrial Revolution that coincided with the Gilded Age? That fateful night everything that could have gone wrong simply did. Perhaps some things unseen…some things no one to this day would believe had hastened this fate—indeed had shaped this fate. Alastair Ransom, Declan Irvin, and Thomas Coogan had also shaped this fate, as had Captain Smith, Murdoch, Lightoller, and no telling how many others. Perhaps it was Titanic’s destiny from the beginning. Or was it? What could they’ve done? What could any one of them have done?
 


 And how did that dog get off the ship when so many people could not get off Titanic in any safe manner?
 


TWENTY ONE

 


Trinity came in sight of Titanic at anchor offshore at Cherbourg, France, a beautiful cove bathed in morning light on April 12 of 1912. As there was no pier large enough to accommodate the ship of ships gracing the harbor, boarding passengers must transport themselves and their bags via shuttle by boat-trains that were being de-boarded directly onto Titanic.

 


 Once again, those aboard Trinity saw the familiar sight of four smokestacks as they approached. With Titanic at anchor, with waters as still as glass, and what with the boat- trains coming and going from Cherbourg pier to the giant ship, Ransom and the others were more hopeful this time of getting aboard and stating their case for quarantine before Titanic set sail for America.

 


 Once again the beautiful schooner caught the attention of people aboard Titanic, and a wave of excitement filled the air as Trinity lowered her sails and came rushing at the monster ship under the deft hand of Captain McEachern, who this time brought her alongside Titanic only so far, not about to make the same mistake as before.

 


 Ransom rushed to McEachern and pleaded, “Why have you stopped?”

 


 “Can’t you feel that? Underfoot, man? Under your toes, man?” asked the captain.

 


 Ransom, indeed, everyone aboard Trinity felt vibration created by the displacement of water—a kind of underwater shock wave that amounted to a huge draught shuddering through the schooner and the boat train. This even as Titanic sat in an idle position, all engines stopped. She still displaced a huge amount of water, enough to scuttle the schooner that was dwarfed before her.

 


 Captain McEachern refused to go any closer to the massive ship and instead made for the piers at Cherbourg. Once docked, McEachern pointed to an enormous tender that had obviously been busy boarding goods and more passengers. “We’ll get you aboard the tender, and from there you’re on your own, Constable, and this voucher you gave me—” he waved the IOU overhead—“better be good in Belfast! Else I’ll send some men around to find you, sir.”

 


 “I assure you—Chief Constable Reahall will honor your bill for services rendered, Captain.”

 


 It took but little time for the gangplank from the schooner to make connection with the pier, and even here at the docks with Titanic hundreds of yards off and looking like a behemoth from Greek mythology sitting atop the ocean, the schooner was being sucked in and out and rammed against the boards. Crewmen worked to place cushioning rubber tires between the dock and the rails of Trinity to absorb the impact while Ransom, Declan, and Thomas rushed to get aboard the tender preparing to make its way out to Titanic.

 


 “How will we gain access to the tender, much less Titanic?” asked Declan, panting as they rushed through the throng of people who’d come out to simply look at Titanic.

 


 “I pray the French authorities will respect the badge!” he held up his Belfast shield, asking people to move aside as the three pounded their way to the tender which amounted to a large, floating pier stacked high with goods from French companies—some labeled for New York from Paris.

 


 A large contingent of ticket-holders also filled the spaces of what appeared a hundred yard square platform about to ferry everyone and everything out to Titanic. While goods appeared to be loaded at one end, a queue with a gatekeeper and ticket puncher held up the final line of boarding passengers.

 


 “Follow me, boys,” Ransom said to the young interns.

 


 He pushed his way through the final crowd and flashed his badge at the gatekeeper and ticket man. “It is imperative I have a few minutes with your Captain Smith aboard Titanic. We have sent him messages and chased his ship all the way from Belfast. There is a murderer aboard and my two deputies and myself are here to apprehend him and take him off at the scheduled stop at Queenstown. We need your cooperation, sirs.”

 


 “Murderer indeed, sir?”

 


 “Aye—killed many a man this villain has. Will you help us to end his career? He could end the life of anyone here you are now boarding.” Ransom swept a hand in the direction of the men, women, and children in line. “Think of the loss of humanity should a bomb be placed aboard that monster ship of yours.”

 


 The two men at the gate exchanged a look at one another, eyes wide, exaggerating their response moments before they both broke out laughing at Ransom. One commented on the youth of his deputies and the other the lengths to which people will go to get aboard Titanic. “Thought we’d heard it all, eh Wally?” said one to the other.

 


 In the end, they were barred from the tender when the gatekeepers began calling for an armed guard who was nearby.

 


 “All right…all right,” Ransom said, hands held high. “When murder occurs aboard that ship, sirs, it is on your head then. Come along, men!” Ransom led Declan and Thomas off.


 


 “We might’ve shown them the pictures!” Declan said, slapping his leather bag beneath his armpit. 


 


 “Those two weren’t going to be moved,” replied Ransom, “but I think others will be. Come along.”

 


 Ransom led them to where the goods were being loaded, and there he found the man in charge, and as it turned out, it was a fellow in uniform—an officer from the Titanic who’d earlier come over by life boat with the crew that now worked to get all the necessary goods aboard not just for the trip to New York but for the trip back. 


 


 “Sir, a word with you, sir.”

 


 “Can you not see, I am hard at it, sir, and time is of the essence?”

 


 Alastair Ransom introduced himself, again flashing his badge in the sun, its reflection blinding the officer, “And I must speak face-to-face with Captain Edward Smith to impart facts of a highly confidential nature.”

 


 “What is your concern, Constable?”

 


 “Surely, your captain has gotten Marconi messages to the effect that death itself is aboard your ship, messages from the Belfast authorities.”

 


 “Messages of death aboard?” asked the officer. “I am Second Officer Charles Lightoller, Constable, and it is unlikely Captain Smith would share such wireless messages with me, but if such were so, rumors most surely would’ve reached me.”

 


 “And surely there must be rumors among the crew? The officers perhaps? The men receiving the messages from my boss to yours? Any whispers of sabotage…anarchists, for instance?”

 


 “Anarchists? Aboard Titanic?”

 


 “It is a possibility. Surely your wireless operator put our message into Smith’s hands.”

 


 Lightoller, a man with the features of a boy, took off his officer’s cap and ran his fingers gingerly through his thinning hair. “The Marconi Company men are extremely professional, sir, and not given to loose tongues; they value their jobs, after all.”

 


 Lightoller looked to be a bright young officer with a future ahead of him, Ransom thought, if he’d only listen. “Mr. Lightoller, please, just have a look at our evidence you have a killer aboard Titanic, and that before you set sail for New York, you must allow us to bring this to your captain’s attention. Declan! Show him the photographs—the results of this…this fiendish murderer quite possibly lurking about the shadows in the depths of Titanic this moment.”

 


 Declan snatched out the photos they’d brought with them for Charles Lightoller’s perusal. Lightoller gasped at the images of the bodies—before and after dissection—and he hardly knew what he was looking at.

 


 “This killer,” Ransom said in his ear, “works fast and he spreads a horrible disease wherever he goes, Mr. Lightoller—a plague, and if that plague gets underway as Titanic gets underway—Charles, can I call you Charles, son?”

 


 “Yes sir…sounds bloody serious; something…something…”

 


 “Something your captain needs to take seriously, Charles.”

 


 Lightoller swallowed hard. “All right, come on aboard; I’ll see to it you have an audience with Captain Smith.”

 


 “Good…good.” Ransom and his young associates stepped aboard and found comfortable places to sit about the crates. Lightoller hurried the loading and soon all passengers had been welcomed aboard.

 


 The huge floating tender began now making its way toward Titanic, and Ransom and the young interns relaxed; Ransom’s words to Lightoller had gotten the right reaction. He’d couched the danger in the perfect terms to move the man—that and the photographic evidence. Lightoller had stepped off, muttering, “To burn a man to death like that—awful…just awful.”

 


 The images in the photos did look like men who’d been incinerated; there was no way to capture the true appearance of a victim of this thing—certainly not on a grainy, two-dimensional, black and white photograph. Still the photos had had the desired result, to get them aboard Titanic and before the only man capable of stopping the ship where it sat and ordering a quarantine. 


 


 They would then set up a proper method of determining how to hunt this thing down, trap it, and destroy it…destroy the carrier. Fear also ran high that at some point—left to flourish, this thing would accomplish its single-minded purpose to reproduce and would replenish its kind.

 


 Declan, Thomas, and Ransom went to the other side of the tender and creeping up before them was the huge open hatchway at sea level where all passengers, trunks, bags and crates were to be loaded onboard. For Thomas and Declan, it recalled the night Pinkerton Agent Tuttle shouted down at them to stay off the ship, that Tuttle didn’t know where Anton Fiore might be. For Alastair it recalled standing before this gaping wall of blackness with Reahall at his back telling him he knew his darkest secrets. The same night those two interns knocked at his door and had dragged him into this crazy, madcap chase after an unknown killer none of them knew enough about—a killer toward which they’d run. Reahall had been smart enough to run in the opposite direction. 


 


 Then Ransom had someone, a young woman of obvious breeding and some wealth, carrying an umbrella over her head, speaking in his ear, saying, “I was to’ve traveled on the seventh, you know, on the George Washington for New York, but when I heard of this fantastic wonderful new boat was leaving on the 10th, three days after Easter Sunday I changed my passage, and why not? I covered the spring fashions at the Easter Sunday races! You know, to learn Titanic will dock in New York the same day as George Washington! What a boon!”

 


 “I see, reporting on the Easter parade of fashions, is it, ma’am?” he replied, unsure what else he might say when he realized the couple she stood with were the well-photographed Astors—Mr. and Mrs. John Jacob Astor. Astor was the richest man on the globe, an American tycoon on his way to New York via Titanic.

 


 “Oh, where are my manners?” the lady traveling with the Astors said, a surprisingly gabby aristocrat indeed, he thought now. “I am Edith…Edith Embler; I write a fashion column syndicated to the newspapers.”

 


 “I see.”

 


 “And you, sir?” She put up an umbrella to secure herself from the sun.

 


 “Oh…just a fellow traveler.” He had to swerve to avoid being struck by her umbrella.

 


 “One with a badge, I see.”

 


 He realized he’d revealed his badge when speaking to Lightoller and had forgotten about it until now. “You are quite observant.”

 


 “Are you the least bit worried, sir, about this platform toppling over? Do you feel that frightful current below our feet?” she asked.

 


 She was right, and more and more people aboard the tender that Declan had said was built for Olympic, were being shoved off their feet, despite a calm, glassine-looking surface. Some were knocked off their feet by the powerful draught that seemed bent on sucking anything too near Titanic into her hull.

 


 Edith Embler grabbed onto Ransom who’d steadied himself via the rail as did John Jacob Astor and his wife. Edith’s umbrella fell from her hand and was claimed by the sea. She shouted, “My word! Well…I mean a boat that can cause such upheaval and calamity from this distance? I mean in a sea so calm as this? Why it’s dangerous. I wish I’d gotten on the George Washington.”

 



“Oh, please, Edie—we’d have missed you terribly had you left earlier,” replied Mrs. Astor.

 


 As they drew nearer Titanic, the groundswell of this invisible force below the pristine surface and below the platform welled up, shaking the tender violently, causing a collective gasp. Now with everyone aboard the half expecting to go under, holding onto anything stable, the tender reached Titanic and pounded her side with such force that Ransom feared the tender would be split in two. But somehow it all held, and crewmen waiting aboard Titanic at its cargo hold shouted, “Lower your anchors!” even as these men began lowering Titanic’s gangplank. At the same time, Lightoller rushed to the captain of the tender and pleaded that he drop all of his anchors into the water to steady her—and now.

 


 “Look at that, boys,” Ransom said to Declan and Thomas, pointing. Ten men on either side of the Titanic’s gangplank stood like sentinels to hold it in place and steady. Even so the gang-plank shook and swayed and eddied and flowed and pulled to one side then the next like an angry dragon being held against its will.

 


 Ransom and his party held back while cargo and passengers unsteadily moved across, and remaining behind with them stood Edith Embler, feet planted. She had waved the Astor’s off sometime before. Astor had taken his wife’s arm in his and with absolute aristocratic bearing, they had marched onto and across the enormous, moving metal floor which doubled as a cargo loading point above the waterline. Mr. and Mrs. Astor set the standard, and so Ransom worked at keeping his sea legs the whole while.

 


 The cargo and all others now across, Ransom offered Miss Embler his arm as Lightoller returned and said, “Please, ma’am, you must get on board, now or never.”

 


 “I want my bags returned, and I will not get on that ship, sir.”

 


 “Your bags could be anywhere by now, and we haven’t any more time to waste in France, Miss, please.”

 


 “I will help you across,” Ransom assured her.

 


 “I will not be bullied by either of you handsome men.”

 


 Lightoller then said, “All right, take another boat, but your luggage must remain.”

 


 “But my wardrobe…and besides, I have many orders and purchases for clients. Three thousand dollars worth of the latest in Paris fashion.”

 


 “It will be held for you in New York; we must cast off—orders from Captain Smith himself, ma’am.”

 


 “Well then…can I apply for insurance on my luggage?”

 


 “That’s ridiculous! This ship is unsinkable.”

 


 “Perhaps you’re right, Miss Embler,” said Ransom. “You’d be best to take the next ship.”

 


 “Oh bother. Those bags are worth more than I am at this point; should I lose them, I lose all. I’d best remain with my purchases.” She took hold of Ransom’s arm and together they all finalized the boarding at Cherbourg, and the giant gangplank was lifted, and the tender moved off like an enormous tugboat, anxious to return to its moorings. 


 


 At last inside Titanic, Ransom said good-bye to Edith and stepped aside to allow busy men dressed in well-starched white uniforms, signaling their status as kitchen staff supervisors overseeing the stocking of the gigantic pantry and cold storage, some shouting when a worker dropped a crate of ketchup that spread about the walkway like blood. Other kitchen staff moved about the crates, selecting tinned goods and loading up wheel-barrows full with wrapped baked bread, already planning for the next meal aboard Titanic. At the same time, all the lifts were full and taking passengers and cargo to the upper decks. A pair of pursers were busy making certain all voyagers aboard were pampered with clean linens, soaps, perfumes, and piles of foodstuffs.

 


 Lightoller passed off his duties here to a junior officer named Boxall. He then called out to Ransom to follow him, adding, “We’ll have to take the stairwell. I hope you appreciate the fact I’m abandoning my post for this. It’d better be legit, gentlemen.”

 


 The last Ransom saw of Edith was of her fearfully standing before one of the enormous elevators, tentative about stepping inside. He imagined her a wonderful lady and he feared for her and every man, woman, and child aboard Titanic.

 


TWENTY TWO

 

 


 


They could already feel Titanic shuddering as the anchor was being weighed, and like a mammoth being, she seemed to be anxiously trying to turn toward her final destination. Ransom silently cursed their luck; he’d hoped to get aboard soon enough to stop the ship here, but there did remain Queenstown, her last stop before going to New York. As soon as the gangplank stood upright and was secured, and Lightoller felt it safe to leave things in the hands of his junior officer, Ransom, Declan, and Thomas began the long climb up the stairwells and up through each of Titanic’s nine decks when Lightoller was stopped in his tracks by another officer who appeared to be his superior, asking, “What is it you’re about, Mr. Lightoller? Aren’t you supposed to be overseeing things below? That the Cherbourg cargo is battened down? And who is seeing to directing the new first class passengers to their staterooms?”

 


 “I think that would be Mr. Wilde, sir, when we’re at anchor.”

 


 “But we’re not at anchor, Mr. Lightoller.”

 


 “Yes, sir, Mr. Murdoch, sir.”

 


 “So it’s fallen to you to be guiding the second class passengers to their staterooms is it?” asked Murdoch, a handsome ship’s officer who placed up a hand to them, holding the trio in place, “Have you your tickets in order, gentlemen?”

 


 “These gents have requested to see Captain Smith, Mr. Murdoch.”

 


 Murdoch studied them with more focus now.

 


 “This is my ticket!” shouted Ransom, displaying his badge, its gold-plated surface gleaming even here in the corridor. “Deputy Constable Alastair Ransom, at your service, and these two lads are medical men, and we’re here to place a quarantine on this ship.”

 


 First Officer Will Murdoch stared at Ransom as if he were mad. “Quarantine? But all the bills have been paid, I assure you.”

 


 “Not a financial quarantine but a medical one, man. What is your name and rank?”

 


 “First Officer Murdoch, sir, but there is no medical problems aboard Titanic. I think you’re misinformed, Constable.”

 


 “We must see your captain; we must stop this ship’s voyage at once.”

 


 “They say a murderer has boarded the ship, Will,” Lightoller said to Murdoch. “And if it’s so, it must be reported to the captain, and every crewman aboard alerted to the appearance of the miscreant so as to hunt him down, slap him in irons, and put him off with these men in Queenstown.”

 


 “And here we are just finished boarding and are this minute weighing anchor,” began Murdoch, pacing a little, while passengers on the promenade at this level went by unaware of the danger onboard. He ended by meeting Ransom’s eye. “I can’t believe this! I saw your ship approach us in Southampton, the schooner, but we had no idea. Why didn’t you wire us?”

 


 “Trinity has no Marconi shack—likely never will. Look at her,” he pointed to where the schooner rested alongside the pier. From the rail, each man took in Trinity’s beauty even with her sails furled. Murdoch began talking about his early days on a schooner class ship and how he missed those days. Then remembering himself, he said to Ransom, “And as for the distress flag, no one saw it in time.”

 


 “We assumed you people ignored it.” Ransom felt a wave of panic wash over him; he hadn’t had a sip of alcohol since the day Reahall had arrested him, and he’d hoped to find drink aboard Trinity, but as it turned out, McEachern, a highly religious man, had not only sworn off drink years before, but he demanded it of every man who sailed with him, and he enforced it; as a result, not a pinch of rum or booze of any sort could be found aboard Trinity—not even in the galley for cooking. As of the day before, Alastair was entertaining the shakes as a result, and he feared himself on the verge of delirium tremens now. That would not do, not if he would to speak to the man in charge and not if he wished to be convincing.

 


 “Do either of you officers have a flask?”

 


 “A flask?” Lightoller was incredulous.

 


 Murdoch handed the old constable a shiny silver flask. Ransom took a long swill from it, the brandy proving of high quality; it burned all the way down from gullet to gut. Ransom hesitantly returned the flask.

 


 “Keep it; I have a feeling you’re going to need it,” Murdoch replied. 


 


 Lightoller frowned. “No doubt.”

 


 “Here now,” began Murdoch, regaining himself. “You wish for us to disturb Captain Smith for an audience regarding stopping Titanic from its schedule, to disrupt our course before we’ve begun, Deputy Constable, on the basis of what evidence?”

 


 Declan handed the autopsy photos to Murdoch, adding, “Sirs, this evidence is irrefutable and it indicates a new kind of killer—a new sort of plague unlike any seen before.”

 


 “What sort of health plague?” challenged Dr. Murdoch. “There’re no health violations aboard this ship! No plague!”

 


 “Contamination from a virus,” replied Thomas. “It’s serious. You must listen.”

 


 On viewing the photos, Murdoch blanched and shoved them into Lightoller’s hands to rid himself of the unsightly things. “Murder and contamination all at once?”

 


 “All at once, gentlemen,” Alastair addressed both officers. “Just so happens, yes, this time out.” Ransom kept up a strong voice, belying his own fears.

 


 “Contagion indeed…” Lightoller had gone a bit white.

 


 “But contagion we can fend off.” Murdoch acted as though manning up to it could beat any contagion. “We have the finest medical team afloat.”

 


 “Yes, yes,” agreed Lightoller, he and Murdoch nodding at one another. 


 


 Murdoch spoke up, his voice resonating with a deep timber. “Our ship’s doctors may wish to hear of this first to assess your…your concerns.”

 


 “Before we bother the captain with it, you see,” added Lightoller.

 


 “You mean another petty officer?” asked Ransom. “We need to get these facts to the man in charge and now before the ship gets too far off.”

 


 “That would be our ship’s doctor,” insisted Murdoch. “You must first see Dr. O’Laughlin.”

 


 “Look, we haven’t time for middle men,” Declan declared.

 


 Shakily, Ransom held a hand up to Declan. “Let me handle this, Dr. Irvin,

 


Dr. Coogan.”

 


 “Awfully young to be doctors,” replied Murdoch, closely examining the Belfast interns. At the same time, Murdoch’s eyes widened to see Trinity at harbor growing smaller in the distance since Titanic had weighed anchor.

 


 “Mr. Lightoller and half your officers look as young if not younger than Dr. Coogan and Dr. Irvin.” Ransom’s smirk spoke volumes. “How old are you, Mr. Murdoch? Twenty?”

 


 “Thirty-four, sir,” replied Murdoch with pride.

 


 Lightoller, a baby-faced fellow preferred to keep his age to himself, but he did say, “I’ve been sailing since a child, sir.”

 


 “Follow me,” said Murdoch. “We’ll take the quickest route to the doctor’s clinic.”

 


 Thomas whispered in Declan’s ear, Ransom overhearing: “Man, I hope they don’t fit us for asylum wear.”

 


 Ransom caught up to Murdoch, clearly the man in charge at the moment. “You must take us to Captain Smith, now.”

 


 Murdoch gritted his teeth and stood his ground. “I’ll not bring some frivolous demand over some nebulous health issue aboard to my captain when protocol to quarantine a ship must come from the man in charge of such matters—Dr. William Francis Norman O’Laughlin, Ship’s Surgeon.”

 


 “Hold on,” said Ransom. “How many ship’s surgeons do you have?”

 


 “I think that was one man’s name,” said Thomas. “Declan? You know so much about Titanic…”

 


 “Yes, there’s Dr. O’Laughlin and an assistant surgeon,” replied Declan.

 


 “That’d be Dr. Johnny Simpson,” said Lightoller, “and we have six nurses, two medical stewards and a state of the art hospital.” Lightoller watched Murdoch’s expression change to one of boredom as he spoke. He then quickly added, “But Mr. Murdoch is quite right. There exists rules and protocol aboard ship that demand you take your concerns to our ship’s doctor. He in turn, if so moved, takes all medical matters he feels beyond his control upstairs…to Captain Smith.”

 


 Murdoch, looking starched, added, “This is just how it is done. Always has been, always will be.”

 


 “All right, all right,” Ransom relented. “Perhaps your medical man has as much intellect as he has names! Obviously we are wasting time. Take us to your Ship’s Surgeon then, please!”

 


 Ransom felt his patience at an end. He looked on the verge of striking the two younger men, regardless of his need for their good will. As Murdoch and Lightoller had them follow deeper into the belly of the ship, they found yet another lift. Behind the officers’ backs, Declan had slipped Ransom a small bottle taken from his bag. Ransom serendipitously took the laudanum which would help steady his nerves and calm his ire. Thomas, seeing this, asked, “Is there a chance we might have a brandy or shot of whiskey from the bar, Officer Lightoller?”

 


 “Whiskey?” Murdoch spun on his heels. “Aren’t you two a bit young for spirits?”

 


 “We are of age, sir,” promised Declan. 


 


 “In Belfast, everyone’s of age,” countered Lightoller with a smile which made them all laugh save Murdoch, who stepped onto the lift with Lightoller behind him.

 


 Murdoch said to Lightoller, “I knew they were primitive but—”

 


 “Twas but a joke, Will; ease up. How’ll you make it to New York at this rate, sir?”

 


 “Ah, I see…I knew it was a joke.” Murdoch valiantly tried to make up for his lack of mirth.

 


 The lift took them to D–deck and stopped, the brass filigree doors partimg from one another at the center. The lift opened onto a massive corridor through which they walked far too slowly for Ransom and the young surgeons. The ship had indeed pulled away from France for Queenstown—its final stop before going westward into the sun for New York and America.

 


 “Funny how while on this humongous contraption that you hardly feel a thing in the way of movement,” said Ransom to the others. “But while on that damn French raft with all that cargo, we were so certain of doom below our feet.”

 


 “It is rather like being on terra firma, isn’t it?” agreed Declan.

 


 Although Lightoller started to reply, Murdoch grunted instead. Neither Titanic officer made any coherent comment on the subject as if they knew a secret they didn’t wish to share.

 


 “They’re wound a bit tight,” Thomas characterized the officers in a whisper.

 


 “Especially Murdoch,” agreed Ransom.

 


 Arriving at the ship’s expansive twelve-bed hospital, the likes of which many a small hamlet across the Irish-English-Scottish and Wales countryside would each cherish. Declan thought of a certain village back in Wales that had so little. He half-joked,“More beds than lifeboats, eh?”

 


 “We have an additional six-bed infectious ward, and a four-bed clinic and surgery room on C, not to mention a treatment room on the aft side of Hatch #6 right here.”

 


 “Remarkable,” said Declan, eyes going everywhere around the hospital.

 


 “We’ve well over two thousand people on board counting maids, crewmen, and officers,” Lightoller added.

 


 “The doctors mostly handle seasick passengers,” added Murdoch, deflating the focus on the extensive medical facilities aboard, “but the crewmen can be careless, accidents happen. The nurses are already seeing to a few minor cases. Children with measles or sniffles, ladies with headaches, that sort of thing.”

 


 They stood now before a row of pharmaceutical chests with an adjacent doctor’s office where a huge placard over the door read: Dr. William Francis Norman O’Laughlin.

 


 “This is where your pill-dispenser spends all his time, eh?” asked Ransom, looking around.

 


 On seeing their arrival, a young doctor with dark features started toward them, but Murdoch unceremoniously waved the assistant surgeon off even as Lightoller introduced him to the trio who’d boarded without tickets. “Gentlemen, this is our Assistant Surgeon, Dr. John Simpson.” He then addressed the doctor directly, “Dr. Simpson, we need Dr. O’s attention on this matter.”

 


 Simpson nodded appreciably, replying, “Don’t let him hear ya callin’ him Dr. O, Charles! As for me, my hands’re full with the aches and pains of the rich and famous.”

 


 Just then Dr. O’Laughlin, a tall, commanding man with sandy hair and dull brown eyes, got up from some paperwork at his desk in his windowed office, and he came out to meet Murdoch, assuming there was some medical emergency. Ransom guessed his age at mid-forties, but he moved somewhat shakily, like an older man, and he wondered if the doctor was perhaps hung over. Still the man appeared eager to be of service, introducing himself to his would-be patient or patients, rolling out all four of his names like a duke and this his realm. Once quick introductions were made, Officer Lightoller politely but firmly explained the situation, ending with the suggestion from their guests that Titanic be quarantined once they made port in Queenstown.

 


 “Quarantine Titanic? Haw! Haw-haw.” O’Laughlin shook his head as he laughed. “Do you know what is riding on this trip? The record, man, the record! To beat Olympic’s time to New York. Lots of bets’ve been placed.”

 


 “Of course, we know that, sir. We are officers,” replied Murdoch, his mustache twitching at the suggestion otherwise. “We know very well, Doctor, what we’re about, and rules don’t allow us to gamble, sir.”

 


 “Oh, pity that. Stuff the rules, I say.”

 


 “By now everyone aboard understands that, sir,” Lightoller’s tone became patronizing. “Look for a taste of your stashed rum, we can all have a seat and discuss the matter in more detail…get to the bottom of Constable Ransom’s concerns, and move on.”

 


 “Show him the photos, Declan—the autopsy photos,” said Ransom.

 


 “I can assure you, gentlemen,” began O’Laughlin, “There’s no sickness aboard Titanic that I’m aware of—”

 


 “On a ship of this size? Four New York blocks long? How can you be sure. This is like…like a floating city, and every city has its underbelly.” While Ransom and the boys were amazed at what their eyes took in at every juncture of the Titanic, their mission allowed for little chance to wonder at the marvel they walked upon.

 


 “He’s correct, Dr. O’Laughlin,” said Lightoller. “Fact is there is everything from dysentery to consumption just among the Black Gang alone. I mean they fake not having their various disorders, but there’s no signing on 900 crewmen and women that I know of that is without a good share of illness. You may as well suggest there’re no rats aboard!”

 


 “The Black Gang?” asked Thomas. “Who would they be?”

 


 “Stokers—the men feeding the boilers, Tommie,” said Declan.

 


 Lightoller added, “The fellas who see to it the boilers are hot and turning those giant turbines and propellers below.”

 


 “How else do you think we churn out 22knots,” replied O’Laughlin. “Black as coal miners they are from shovelin’ the stuff…mountains of it each day. They’ll be carrying ’em up from time to time with heat stroke, I assure you, but unlikely anything else save a case of consumption now and again.”

 


 “I saw no one terribly disturbing come aboard.” Murdoch said of the Black Gang. “But you can bet there’re a number who’re carrying one sort of pestilence or another.”

 


 “And some as soon slit your throat as not?” asked Ransom.

 


 “Aye, that too.” Murdoch met Ransom’s glare.

 


 “They seem a good bunch to me,” defended Lightoller. “Certainly know how to throw a party.”

 


 “Are you saying they have rum, whiskey, rye?” asked Ransom.

 


 “That and more.” The doctor laughed but it was cut short when his eyes fell on the photos Declan held out for his perusal.

 


 Everyone fell silent. O’Laughlin with Murdoch and Lightoller looking over each shoulder studied each of eight photographs of three separate bodies, twenty-four in all.

 


 “What do you make of it, Dr. O’Laughlin?” asked Murdoch.

 


 “These are burn victims,” he replied and shrugged. “Hardly disease victims. What kind of hoax are you about, you men?”

 


 “Burn victims?” shouted Thomas. “These are not!”

 


 “That darkened skin is the result of complete, total dehydration, Dr. O’Laughlin,” insisted Declan. “Look, we are students at Queens University Medical.”

 


 “How wonderful for you,” replied O’Laughlin, unimpressed, his eyes never leaving the photos.

 


 “Well, I mean presently we’re doing residency at Mater Infirmorum, surely you’ve heard of it? I’ve a letter from my professor and the dean there—read them.”

 


 “I knew this would be a waste of time!” Ransom exploded, grabbed up the photos and was about to hand them to Declan for safekeeping when suddenly a robust-looking Captain Edward Smith stepped into the doctor’s quarters, asking, “What is going on here, William?” He instantly glared eye-to-eye with Ransom. “My officers, crewmen, and passengers have been startled by you men. Do you wish to explain yourselves?”

 


 “They’re not exactly stowaways, sir,” began Lightoller. “Sorry but they talked their way aboard. My doing entirely sir….I mean my misjudgment.”

 


 Murdoch did his best to cover for his junior officer. “Mr. Lightoller’s brought this to my attention, sir, and I thought it best to bring it to Dr. O’Laughlin’s before we should bother you with any of it, sir, and glad we did.”

 


 The ship’s doctor piped in with, “T’would seem these fellows are here to pull off some sort of fraud, a dreadful, misguided hoax!” 


 


 “Ahh yes, a hoax of some sort, just the thing,” replied Captain Smith, looking Ransom and his young partners in crime up and down. “It’s the only thing hasn’t happened aboard yet. We have a lady topside shouting bloody murder about some dream she’s had—demanding she be put off the ship at Queenstown. Making a terrible row among the passengers to the point we had to lock her in her berth until we reach Queenstown. Now this!”

 


 “Deputy Constable Ransom and his traveling companions,” began Murdock, “are claiming the ship’s being ravaged by a plague!”

 


 “Nonsense, of course,” put in the doctor.

 


 “Sounds to me more like a Typhoid Mary situation here, Captain,” countered Charles Lightoller. “A plague-carrier scattering it, so in a sense he’s a murderer if he is knowingly spreading it, sir.”

 


 “I can bloody well speak for myself, Officer Lightoller,” bellowed Ransom. “Captain, we’ve no time to waste haggling over matters. This is of the utmost concern, and I assure you it is no hoax! But rather a matter of life and death, sir, and you must listen to our story and look at our documented proof.”

 


 “Indeed…” Smith looked Ransom over once again, taking his time to size up this stranger; both men were approximately the same height, weight, and age. Both men carried themselves well. “Are you some sort of Sherlock Holmes, sir? I confess a guilty pleasure in reading accounts of the fictional Holmes but meeting a real life Holmes aboard Titanic, now that is grand indeed.”

 


 “The photos they claim to be of diseased men, sir,” said O’Laughlin, “appear to be men burned alive if you ask my opinion.”

 


 “On the contrary, sir,” said Declan, holding out the stack of photos, now smudged with fingerprints. “These men died a horrible, horrible death—one of them Thomas’ uncle.” He paused to pull Thomas into the circle as Thomas had shied off when Smith entered with his thick white beard and darting azure eyes. “These men died from the inside out…from the egg-sacs laid in them and the incredible hunger of this thing, sir, this…this alien creature…a monster and a killer we know far too little of; this enemy of mankind, sir.”

 


 “I see. Well now shall we have a seat everyone about the conference table and have a closer look, Dr. O’Laughlin? Perhaps you are mistaken in your diagnosis; not easy to make judgments based on out of focus, grainy photos, really.”

 


 “Let’s have that rum you fellows were interested in,” said Dr. O’Laughlin. “Perhaps I was hasty in my conclusions after all.” Ransom had missed the glint in each man’s eye, captain and doctor. They had been together for years and knew one another’s most subtle gesture and sarcasm, but Alastair had an ear for such nuances as well, and he began to wonder.

 


 “Rum sounds good indeed,” began Ransom, “but Captain, these men in the photos were not seared to death by fire but by a vile organism that feeds on the entrails of a man; a parasite that we believe originated in the mines in Belfast from where the ore for your came. Crazy as it may sound, this organism has an affinity for the iron and steel, sir.”

 


 “Ahhh…I see. Very odd indeed.”

 


 “I know it sounds mad…crazy, sir, but we only wish to save lives.”

 


 “Dr. O’Laughlin, are you aware of any such unseen organism that can wreak this sort of horror on a man?” Captain Smith held up the photo of Anton Fiore, his chest splayed open.

 


 “These are burn victims undergoing autopsy; at best old reused cadavers, sir,” the ship’s surgeon declared in a tone that said ‘end of story’.

 


 Ransom wanted to leap across the table, grab the man by the throat, and strangle him for his closed-mindedness.

 


 Meanwhile, Smith asked O’Laughlin, “Have you seen anything in your clinic to warrant such drastic action?”

 


 “Nothing of the kind sir.”

 


 “Then you cannot recommend a quarantine?”

 


 “Absolutely not, sir.”

 


 Ransom grabbed his cane as if it might be a weapon. “Hold on, Captain, we’ve not said the word quarantine in your presence, now have we? We may be able to isolate and freeze this thing, ensuring your passengers’ safety.”

 


 Smith looked across the table into Ransom’s steely eyes. “It’s getting round the ship, your calling for a quarantine. Fact is, a crewman overheard something of it…I suppose from you men, and it spread rapidly from there.”

 


 “Are you trying to panic everyone aboard our ship?” asked Murdoch. “To what end?”

 


 “You and the lads here’ll have to do better than this,” conclude Smith. “You’re surely working for our competitors, I’d say. What do you think, Murdoch? Dr. Laughlin?”

 


 “The Cunard people?” shouted Declan. “No, Captain Smith! We are exactly who we say we are—interns from Belfast, and this man is a former Chicago Inspector now a Belfast police officer.”

 


 Ransom added, “I assure, you, Captain, we are not frauds, sir, and neither is the disease!”

 


 Lightoller had made himself useful, having spread out shot glasses, Waterford crystal at that, and poured like a veteran bartender, his nostrils twitching in anticipation, eyebrows bobbing. 


 


 Ransom had two shots before he finally said to the doctor and the captain, “We have it on good authority, sir, that a malignant organism has infiltrated the ship as long ago as the day you left Belfast, if not before.”

 


 “I’ve seen no evidence of a plague, or a militant disease of any sort,” repeated O’Laughlin.

 


 “It may well start deep below, sir, probably with the crew…maybe the Black Gang,” said Declan, his voice filled with certainty.

 


 “Mr. Murdoch, Mr. Lightoller,” began the captain, “tell me, have you had any crewmen or others aboard going ill?”

 


 “Or missing?” asked Declan.

 


 “Gone missing? Why…well, yes. You recall the lad, Burne? Burnsey the other stokers call him; rather fond of the young man, they are.”

 


 “And before that?” asked Ransom.

 


 “One…one of the Pinkerton agents who’d booked passage from Belfast to Southampton in fact,” replied Murdoch.

 


 “And he failed to disembark in Southampton,” added Lightoller, stroking his chin. “Chap was called on in his quarters but not there. We spent untold hours searching for him.”

 


 “And he never surfaced?” asked Ransom.

 


 “When I was told of it,” Captain Smith said now, “I decided we could wait no longer and waste no more time on the man.”

 


 “And was it from Southampton to here that—”

 


 “Is when this fellow Burne disappeared, yes?”

 


 “Yes,” replied Lightoller as well, “so we decided he’d somehow got by us—without his trappings and his bags.”

 


 “What of his and the agent’s bags?” pressed Ransom,

 


 Lightoller frowned. “Abandoned…still in their respective rooms—quite odd, really. Left me with an eerie feeling, it did, Captain.”

 


 “Yes, well…odd behavior, but we see odd behavior a great deal in this line of work,” added Smith.

 


 “We’re Seeing it now,” said O’Laughlin with a slight snicker. 


 


 “Not so odd behavior if you are dead and thrown overboard or hidden in some storage bin or locker aboard,” replied Ransom, holding his glass out for a third shot of rum. “Do you have anything sharper?”

 


 “It’s rum for pirates and stowaways,” Smith said with a grin that raised his white beard. He laughed and his men, along with his surgeon joined him in laughter.

 


 “I’d prefer my rum to any drink, but we’re hardly stowaways,” Ransom replied, lying about his favorite drink.

 


 As Lightoller located more of the doctor’s liquor, Ransom said, “Look here, Captain Smith, sir, we must convince you to stop this ship, to go passenger by passenger to determine who needs be kept in quarantine.”

 


 “And I tell you there is far too much riding on this voyage to allow the disappearance of one or two men to interfere with it,” replied Smith. “Every great endeavor, every great feat of mankind has required sacrifices. We are engaged in breaking all maritime speed records for a ship of this tonnage, man. To beat Olympic. Don’t you want to be a part of that?”

 


 “A record?”

 


 “Yes, to outperform the record holder—our own sister ship and the only ship of equal or near-equal tonnage—the Olympic.”

 


 “Then it’s not even bout your former, chief rival? The Cunard line?” asked Declan.

 


 “I know what Titanic’s owner and her architect—both aboard—will say,” said Lightoller, downing his second rum.

 


 “What’s that?”

 


 “That you men are all imposters and belong in our brig.”

 


 “Oo-hell-no!” moaned Thomas. “Not more jail time.”

 


 Ransom put his head in his hands at Thomas’ blurting this out. “No, no, the lad means something entirely else—that we have spent hours talking to the authorities in Belfast about a number of murders there—deaths brought about by this plague.”

 


 “The same plague we have chased from Belfast, the same as we are convinced is here, on board, now,” said Thomas, trying to gather back his words.

 


 Dr. O’Laughlin poured Ransom a rum, and Ransom greedily drank it down, and Dr. O’Laughlin asked, “Feel better, do we?”

 


 “Much better, yes. You have a good bedside manner, Doctor.”

 


 “Mr. Lightoller is correct in what he says,” began Dr. O’Laughlin who now offered Ransom and the interns a cigar from a gold-plated tin. “The powers that be on board Titanic will not let what you propose happen; not under any circumstances. Don’t you agree, Captain Smith?”

 


 “I more than agree, Doctor. Even if we were convinced of this uncanny and unlikely story, gentlemen—” He paused to light his cigar. “—it remains to convince Ismay, Andrews, and others with a vested interest. Slowing down much less stopping all engines? Sorry but the owners would have my head—white beard and all.”

 


 “But this could mean the lives of all aboard—every man, woman, and child!” said Declan, punctuating with his unlit cigar while Thomas was coughing on his.

 


 Dr. O’Laughlin had gone about the room to light each cigar in turn from a silver lighter and merely smiled at them. “The death of a few passengers? Not even slightly a deterrent for the likes of these men. Trust me, they will see you as clever saboteurs, anarchists, or worse, sent from Cunard’s Board of Directors to intentionally slow Titanic’s progress enough that it will be disgraced, so the headlines might read: Boondoggle Titanic Limps into New York Off Schedule.”

 


 Captain Smith, also puffing on a cigar now, backed the doctor, spreading out a hand to indicate another headline he spoke: “Titanic Drags Tail Between Legs! Mr Ransom, gentlemen, being late to New York…now that would be the sin. Short of a bomb going off aboard, you see, or one of the boilers exploding, it’s simply not going to happen.”

 


 Alastair took a deep breath of the aromatic cigar smoke. “Excellent leaf, Dr. O’Laughlin. A Cuban, I see.”

 


 “You have taste, Constable.”

 


 “Regardless of what your officers and doctor advise, Captain Smith,” said Ransom, “we lay our case before you, sir, a man who is wise enough to see our point, and brave enough to fight for caution and safety above greed. I have it on good authority that you, Captain, are such a man.”

 


 “This ship is controlled by powerful men,” interrupted O’Laughlin. “Men with vested interest you can’t imagine.”

 


 “Staggering amounts of capital,” choked out Lightoller while Smith remained stoic and silent, listening to every word around him.

 


 Ransom leaned in across the table toward Smith, “Captain, your surgeon and your officers have done all in their power to dissuade you from listening to reason. However, if you continue to stand in our way, many deaths will be on your hands—possibly every person aboard Titanic. I’m sure you’ve heard of the Black Plague.”

 


 “Of course we have,” replied Dr. O’Lauglin, but I saw no such thing in those photos! Wait a moment. Let me have another look at them.” O’Lauglin’s remarks and his going again to the photos belied his uncertainty at this point.

 


 “Well, William Francis?” asked Smith. “Is it or isn’t it Bubonic Plague?”

 


 “I stand by my original assessment—either these corpses are right out of the university freezer used in six months of dissection and study—which is not uncommon in a poor place like Belfast—else they are fire victims. Either way, I see no evidence of Bubonic plague! No sir! You’d cause panic and become a laughing stock should you take action based on this! It’s ridiculous. Plague ship indeed!”

 


 “Constable Ransom has lied to you, Captain,” Declan said, “with the best of intentions—to get you to take us seriously. Dr. O’Lauglin…no one person, medical man or not, has ever seen this disease before, and so far we’ve no cure but to run from it.”

 


 “This is something worse than Bubonic—far worse,” added Thomas. “You’ve got to listen to us, Captain, sir. It’s all true.”

 


 “The hell,” muttered O’Laughlin, choking on his drink as he again stared at the autopsy photos. “These look to be mannequins—bloody burned up dummies, if you ask me.” Shaking his head, he added, “A sure fraud of some sort first perpetrated on 2nd Officer Lightoller. You know how impressionable Charles can be, Captain.”

 


 “No, Dr. O’Laughlin, Captain Smith, sirs–the disease leaves a man completely dehydrated—” countered Declan. “Not a drop of spinal fluid or marrow in the bones!”

 


 “All fluid robbed of him in hours,” added Thomas. “Please, we have a letter from our Dean and our professor of surgery at Mater Infirmorum Hospital where these bodies—not mannequins were dissected.”

 


 “Imagine every organ shriveled to a tenth its size, sir,” continued Declan. “All fluid down to the spinal fluid gone…bone marrow gone. Take a closer look at the photos.”

 


 Both captain and ship’s doctor did so. “There are no…they have no eyes,” noticed Captain Smith immediately.

 


 “Shriveled to the size of a walnuts!” said Thomas.

 


 “Their eyes’ve sunken deep into the sockets!”

 


 “Do you want to see this kind of thing happen aboard Titanic?” asked Ransom. “Captain, you need to make some serious—” Ransom stopped, interrupted by the subtle sensations below his feet. “The ship is moving at a higher rate of speed.”

 


 Lightoller snatched out his watch from his vest pocket where it dangled on a fob and he glanced at the time. “Yes…right on time, and it would appear that you three are on your way to a Queenstown jail cell after you enjoy a stint in our brig below.”

 


 “Captain, you must see our urgency.” Declan opened both hands into a beggar man’s gesture.

 


 When this failed to move the stony captain, Ransom slammed a fist atop one of the photos. “This disease may not be aboard, but it may well be here now, feeding on your crew, your bakers, your wait staff, your maids, those stokers—picture them all dead! Imagine it. Are you officers of Titanic willing to gamble with the lives of all on board—sirs?” Ransom’s iron gaze went from Smith to O’Laughlin and back again.

 


 Officer Lightoller, Dr. O’Lauglin, and Captain Smith all exchanged a variety of confused looks; they then huddled in one corner, muttering to one another until Lightoller stepped away from the two senior officers, to ask, “How’re your drinks? Need refreshing, gents?”

 


 “Where’s Murdoch?” asked Ransom, realizing the other man had slipped from the room.

 


 Even as he said it, Ransom realized the meaning of Murdoch’s disappearing act, for at the same moment, the doctor’s office door slammed open with Murdoch, holding a presumably loaded gun that Ransom recognized as the British Webley, a six-shooter. The two hefty crewmen were also armed and on either side of him.

 


 Ransom instantly sobered up as Captain Smith announced, “All right—let’s see how smart the captain of the Titanic is indeed, gentlemen.”

 


 Smith had given some coded word or signal to Murdoch to act, either that or he signaled for Dr. O’Laughlin to signal to Murdoch. Either way, Ransom and the young interns were now being put in chains and led away—their protests ignored as Captain Smith and Dr. O’Laughlin laughed and toasted their successful ruse.

 


 Ransom heard part of the reason behind the hilarity over the laughter when O’Laughlin said, “And we took the three scoundrels down without firing a shot.”

 


 “And no one harmed,” Smith added.

 


 This as Ransom and his medical friends were shoved along toward the lift to be taken to some dog kennel below and locked up before being put off at Queenstown.

 


TWENTY THREE 


 

 



 


If Dr. O’Laughlin was skeptical, Captain Edward Smith was incredulous—and with good reason. Sadly, Smith proved all too willing to believe the worst, that he had on board three scoundrels with an elaborate scheme to sabotage operations by spreading fear. That they’d come aboard Titanic with the intention of spying on Smith’s progress, and to do all in their power to slow him down. How else to explain these unwashed men? How could they be anything but what they appeared? Goons no doubt hired by the unscrupulous people at the Cunard Line.

 


 “We expected this, anticipated it even. You fools,” Smith stood and shouted at the three of them. “You’ve got some bully nerve, the three of you! Mr. Lightoller, Mr. Murdoch do your duty. Arrest ’em and put the brig to good use!”

 


 “The brig, sir?” asked Lightoller. “Not lockup?”

 


 “Under house arrest, Mr. Lightoller, means the brig, same as for any rowdy aboard. Understood?”

 


 “The same as reserved for the Black Gang, sir?”

 


 “Far below and out of sight, yes!” Smith’s patience had fled, if he’d actually had any; Ransom decided that Smith was playing poker all along.

 


 “And the photos, sir?” asked Murdoch, pointing to where they lay atop the table.

 


 “Confiscate them.”

 


 “They’re sheer nonsense,” added Dr. O’Laughlin.

 


 “Don’t let anyone aboard see or hear of these photos, Mr. Murdoch—and the same goes for all you officers. You too, Dr. O’Laughlin—no gossip mongering. I know how medical men talk—like common washer women at a clothesline. But if I learn this has leaded out, you’ll all be swimming back to England. Understood?”

 


 Smith had been in control from the moment he’d stepped into the room. “We will not have a panic aboard ship on the basis of a dark-skinned—likely torched dummy posed as a corpse, not even four of them! Do you take me for a fool, sir?” Smith addressed Alastair directly. “Shame on you as well!”

 


 “For what?” demanded Ransom.

 


 “For dragging these boys into your schemes! For forgery and impersonation; for attempting to perpetrate a hoax! I had thought I’d seen the worst of men until now!”

 


 “All right then, you three miscreants,” added Murdoch, “come along quietly. That’s good lads.”

 


 “Here we go again,” bemoaned Thomas, his manacled hands extended. “Now we can bloody well die along with everyone else aboard.”

 


 “Stop that kind of talk aboard my ship, young man!” ordered Captain Smith, his stern, white-whiskered face pinched and sour.

 


 “But he’s right,” shouted Declan. “Captain Smith, mistaking us for saboteurs is as serious an error as when you rammed the Hawke with Olympic, ah…sir.”

 


 Smith’s eyes grew wide, his neck and cheeks blushing red against his snow white beard.

 


 “You must believe us!” shouted Ransom, his cuffed hands raised. “We came direct from Belfast, I tell you!”

 


 Smith stepped as close to Ransom as he might to keep from the days-old travel odors emanating from the man. “And you look and smell like a Belfast sewer rat, Constable. So you came from the ship yard at Belfast—Harland & Wolff is it?”

 


 “Yes, yes. Contact them. Get Constable Ian Reahall on the wireless. He’ll tell why we’ve come; that I am his deputy, and that these lads are interns at the surgery at Mater Infirmorum and Queens Univeristy in Bel—”

 


 “There’ve been Cunard spies lurking around those ship yards since we began building Olympic. I suspect, sir, you are one of that riff-raff. As for these young fellows, I am sure you paid them well for their time and trouble—as you did the Captain of Trinity, long behind us now. How did you plan to get off Titanic?”

 


 The Titanic crew and officers laughed along with their captain, Lightoller included. Ransom knew it was another jail cell for him, but this one was a floating death cell, and not a sentence imposed by a judge and jury, rather one imposed by a captain at sea. Under maritime law, the captain was judge, jury, and executioner.

 


 “Get them out of my sight. We’ll deal with them later. Turn ’em over to the authorities in Queenstown, eh?”

 


 “You’re making the third mistake in an otherwise spotless record, sir!” shouted Declan as he was being led away.

 


 “The third?” asked Smith, somewhat amused at the lad’s impertinence.

 


 “First the Hawke, second was almost sending The New York to the bottom! We watched from Trinity, and you nearly scuttled us as well. Don’t make a third fatal error.”

 


 Thomas took up the argument. “We killed ourselves to get to you on time. You must abort this voyage—at least long enough to determine if the ship is carrying this horrible parasitic disease…to determine if you have a carrier on board.”

 


 “It’s worse than the smallpox and the Black Plague combined!” shouted Ransom but by now they had all been hustled out of the floating clinic and down a flight of stairs to the lower deck, and here, at gunpoint, Murdoch and Lightoller marched them to the same lift they’d used earlier to meet the charming Dr. O’Laughlin. But this time, the lift was taking them down and down, reminding Ransom of the mine shaft where this long journey had begun. Down further still and down into the lowest reaches of Titanic where they had no idea regarding the size of the accommodations awaiting them.

 


 “You know, Declan,” said Thomas along the way, “since we met Alastair here, we have spent more time in jail cells than in our entire lives previously.”

 


 “It’s not my bloody fault that this captain is a fool.”

 


 Murdoch’s back-hand slap took Alastair off guard, and he reeled from the blow. Murdoch said in a stentorian voice, “You’ll show no disrespect to the captain, sir.”

 


 “None whatsoever,” agreed Lightoller.

 


 Murdoch stood a head taller than Alastair, and both officers were younger, thinner, and both apparently slaves to maritime protocol and law.

 


 When the lift doors opened, this time it was on the lowest level in the ship, a place where cargo shared space with pets and animals of so many sorts it seemed a veritable Noah’s Ark. Most of the traveling pets were dogs and cats, but the occasional exotic parrot or zoo animal was also heard but not seen as they made their way toward the back reaches to indeed find a cell for restraining miscreants.

 


 “Will your captain at very least wire Belfast?” asked Declan as they were being locked away in a barred cage the size of a twelve-by-twelve room, four bunks occupying the space within. “We’re not saboteurs.”

 


 Neither officer replied, remaining silent, momentarily staring at the threesome now safely locked behind bars. Finally, Murdoch ordered each to extend his hands though the bars so as to have their wrists chains off. Using a key, he quickly, efficiently loosed all their restraints, holding each up for a crewman to collect.

 


 “What about our letter and the photos, Mr. Murdoch? The letter from Professor Bellingham and signed too by Dean Goodfriar? Will it mean nothing to your captain?”

 


 “Don’t count on your ruse going an inch further, my young prisoner.”

 


 “My bag! It’s been searched and of no use to you, but there is a journal inside, a daily account I have kept since before Olympic was completed. Tell your captain to read the journal from the entry just before the time that you launched trials for Titanic. Please, do it.”

 


 “The confiscated bag I looked through?” asked Lightoller who materialized out of the gloom just behind Murdoch. He had Declan’s bag with him. “Captain said to return it to you.”

 


 “Didn’t find any bombs in there, eh?” asked Ransom in a jocular manner that ticked Murdoch off.

 


 “You find everything too funny, Mister.”

 


 “When you get my age, son,” replied Ransom, “things and people became quite laughable while dogs, cats, and mimicking parrots seem to grow smarter.”

 


 “Careful with your tongue, man!” Murdoch warned to the sound of barking dogs and whining animals stowed somewhere in the left of darkness.

 


 Lightoller handed the bag through the bars to Declan; he looked somewhat apologetic at how things had worked out, but he said, “Did I not warn you three?”

 


 “You did indeed, sir, but I thought it the drink talking.”

 


 Lightoller and Murdoch strolled off toward the lift to return to the upper reaches of Titanic, but it was as far as Lightoller got. Murdoch abandoned Lightoller to the duty of overseeing the prisoners. Lightoller must now assign men twenty-four hours a day to act as jail keepers.

 


 “Mr. Lightoller,” Alastair said to him, “do you believe a word of our story? Have you not a single doubt? Man, we are who we say we are; my badge is authentic.”

 


 “It matters little what I think, Constable.”

 


 “Can you get a wireless message to Belfast—if not the police then the ship yard to get word to Constable Reahall?”

 


 “I doubt I can get a wireless sent.”

 


 “Why not? You’re an officer.”

 


 “The wireless shack is inundated with requests to send messages both to America and Paris…it seems everyone aboard thinks it’s a novelty. Those poor chaps in the wireless room haven’t had any sleep!”

 


 “But this is important.”

 


 “Besides, I take a risk doing that; I’d be thrown in there with you men.”

 


 “Then at least read this,” pleaded Declan, handing him his journal. “Please read it—and our letters of recommendation tucked in the back.”

 


 “That much I suppose I can do. I am sorry about this, lads, and I don’t think you’re working for Cunard.”

 


 “What’s the tipoff?” asked Ransom.

 


 “You…you’re American.”

 


 “How can you know that?”

 


 “Your Belfast accent comes and goes.”

 


 “Ahhh…”

 


 “All I know for sure is that Cunard doesn’t hire American spies. Fact is, they dislike you Americans, intensely so; they rely on London-born chaps as a rule. That and Liverpool. Or Southampton for such as sabotage. You young fellas, you just don’t look the part.” He eyed Ransom, clearly believing that he did look the part of some kind of charlatan. 


 


 “For God’s sake man,” shot back Ransom, “why didn’t you say all this to your captain to at least help these boys out?”

 


 “Well it just didn’t seem…it wasn’t my place.”

 


 “At least you don’t think we are common gutter trash.” Ransom pounded the cage and it rattled as a result.

 


 Lightoller nervously laughed; he’d pulled back from the lockup as a result of Ransom’s bullish behavior. “I came up in Liverpool.” His last statement held a mix of pride and sadness weighing it down at once as if he might add ‘enough said’.

 


 Lightoller took the book and letters away with him, saying over his shoulder, “I’ll send down an evening meal for you in a few hours. Have to find a crewman to take first watch over you.”

 


 “Nice of you Titanic officers to watch over us!” joked Alastair.

 


 “There’s nothing funny about this!” shouted Thomas, looking all about them in the semi-darkened area behind the crates of cargo stacked to the ceiling. Thomas found a bunk and threw himself onto it.

 


 “Thomas is right, Constable Ransom. What’re we to do now?”

 


 “Wait for Lightoller to do his light reading, and hope we have convinced at least one man outside these bars.”

 


 “You mean hope that we get out of here before the disease gets us,” complained Thomas.

 


 “This place down here,” added Declan, “iron ore walls somewhat like that cave in Belfast, the mine shaft; looks a perfect place for…for…”

 


 “Go ahead, say it,” replied Ransom, “a perfect breeding ground for that thing…and we’re smack in the midst of its hunting grounds and locked here. Helpless!”

 


 “All cheery thoughts.” Declan did a little vault onto his chosen bunk.

 


 Thomas bemoaned, “We-We gotta get off this ship, save our damned selves.”

 


 “If…if it begins spreading,” Declan near whispered. “I saw some lifeboats out there.”

 


 “I see you’ve learned to take in your surroundings, Declan,” said Ransom, testing how hard his bunk was before lying back. “Make a detective of you yet.”

 


 “Thomas makes sense, Alastair.” Declan had decided against the one bunk for the identical one beside it. Lying now on his back, hands behind his head, he again spoke, “If we get shed of these bars, we should plot our escape from Titanic altogether; live to fight another day, you know? That is if they don’t come to their senses and quickly.”

 


 “You mean if there’s no evidence aboard that the disease is here?” asked Alastair.

 


 “No,” said Thomas, “I mean if they remain idiots and fools here in charge, like that self-important captain.”

 


 “Smith is a great ship’s captain, Thomas,” argued Declan. “No one could easily believe our story. Look what it took to bring even Dr. B and the dean over to our side, not to mention Constable Reahall.”

 


 “Declan is right and you, too, are right, Thomas.” Alastair paced the cell. “And so I am right.”

 


 “Whatever do you mean, Alastair?” asked Declan.

 


 “I mean we should get you two off Titanic, and that I’ll stay to see this through.”

 


 The interns looked at one another, unsure what to say to this.

 


 Ransom added, “Look…the only reason you needed to come aboard with me was to give credence to this cock’n’bull story of ours—to carry the letter from your teachers, to be taken seriously. Obviously, that isn’t happening; hell, they don’t believe a word of it, nor the authenticity of my badge.”

 


 They all fell silent, each taking his own council…each wondering about the wisdom of their approach taken with Captain Edward Smith. Somewhere in a nearby room the noise of caged animals, pets no doubt of the rich and famous, making the Atlantic crossing with their masters. It seemed the animals would get excited, begin yipping and crying out and then settle into a silence.

 


 After a silence of their own and a lot of pacing among the caged men, Ransom erupted with, “Smith did have a certain smugness about him, a superior attitude.”

 


 “He’s earned it,” said Declan.

 


 “Attitude like that is hard to break through.” Ransom paced like a lumbering, caged bear. “Damn sick of cages!” He tried to rattle the bars until he realized they were fused to the floor and ceiling. “Can’t believe this!” 

 


 “I would think you’d be used to it by now,” muttered Thomas. “What about your burglary tools? Have ’em on ya?” Thomas almost broke into smile.

 


 “Wouldn’t work on this lock.”

 


 “Some detective you turned out to be.”

 


 “Please, Thomas,” said Declan. “No need to be rude.”

 


 “Rude? Look around you, Declan—we’re in a cell in the bowels of Titanic with this thing that dehydrates and kills a man in hours, and you’re worried I may hurt this old fart’s feelings?”

 


 Ransom turned on Thomas and said, “This old fart is old enough to be your father, young man, so hold your tongue.”

 


 “Yes, father.”

 


 “Enough with the sniping, Thomas.” Declan rolled over. “If you’ve nothing kind to say, say nothing.”

 


 “You’ll make me puke with that kind of talk. Damn it, Declan, I can’t believe they locked us up!”

 


 Declan had turned to Alastair, who was now perched on a bunk. “At least this time we get to share a single cell.”

 


 “Somehow that doesn’t help matters,” Thomas muttered.

 


 But Declan merely asked, “Do you have any children, Alastair?”

 


 “Children? Me? Well no…none that I know of that is, but I almost had a daughter once…almost.”

 


 “How do you almost have a daughter? Tell me it wasn’t a stillbirth.”

 


 “No, no, no….thank God. No, I was in love with her mother, and she—Gabby was her name—she adopted me, so to speak. Killed me having to leave Jane and Gabby, but staying would have only dragged them down with me.”

 


 “I can’t imagine that,” Thomas said and then laughed.

 


 Declan laughed, his eyes meeting Alastair’s.

 


 Alastair could not hold it in any longer, and he burst out laughing at the ridiculousness of their situation; at the same time, he pictured his beautiful girls, the petite Dr. Jane Francis aka Dr. James Phineas Tewes when necessary, and her daughter, Gabby, a firebrand for women’s rights still, and a graduate of Northwestern Medical School, and a lovely younger version of Jane. Jane, who became James so as to deal with prejudices aimed all female surgeons. All this he missed along with his city—Ransom’s city as many called it. He silently laughed at the phrase, a kind of title bestowed on the “Bear” of Chicago. These memories made his heart a led weight in his chest. He missed the three of them—Jane, Gabby, and Chicago in that order.

 


 The combined laughter coming from the three prisoners masked his pain and resonated about the larger room outside the cell, bouncing off crates and sacks of potatoes and boxed grandfather clocks earmarked for Macy’s and furniture crated and marked for Marshal Field’s, Chicago. “I get outta this cage…I oughta slip into that crate going to Chicago. Go straight home to my women, make it official, marry Jane, adopt Gabby. Pipe dreams…regrets, I’ve had a few.”

 


 Then they heard a noise, something or someone approaching but making strange sounds—heavy breathing, someone struggling, knocking into things, gasping. In fact, it sounded like a man suffering from consumption—a great deal of hacking up, gut-wrenching coughing, vomiting. Echoing as it did in the chamber here, the gasping made the trio in the bars shudder when out of the darkness, a man in extreme distress banged into the cage with such force, the entire cage shook.

 


 The distressed man’s right hand extended through the bars, eyes like blackened plums, no seeds showing in them; he reached out toward Alastair and the boys, who’d backed to the rear of the cage as far back as they could manage.

 


 The man seemed on the verge of certain death, his skin seemingly afire—as if crawling with ants, his eyes blind, smoking, drying out before them; from his dress, he appeared a stoker—one of the small army of men aboard who shoveled coal into the furnaces. He wore a leather apron over a grimy shirt, high boots, his left hand still sporting one large leather glove. He tried desperately to walk through the bars to get at them—insanely so, rush-bang, rush-bang, rush-bang! while the inmates began shouting, screaming for someone, anyone to come to their aide.

 


 When they realized no one could hear them except for the poor devil trying to get at them, Alastair and the boys stood transfixed, knowing what they were seeing—knowing the horrid Belfast plague was here before them!

 


 Then as suddenly as he appeared, the victim spiraled away in a horrific, pain-fueled ballet. In fact, his body appeared saturated with pain. It was as if the poor man was attempting to run from himself.

 


 Thomas imagined the scene played out with his uncle as victim. Declan thought of the two miners who most certainly had done this macabre dance.

 


 Ransom imagined just how Tuttle may have gone into the water over the side of Titanic.

 


 All three would-be heroes imagined themselves futilely running from the killer within them…imagined being the suffering stoker, blinded, in terrible pain as every cell was drained of moisture, every organ shrinking—eyes, brain, heart, lungs, pancreas, liver, skin.

 


 All three began rattling their cage, pulling at the bars, shouting for someone to come, praying Lightoller might return soon enough to see what they had seen, but no one came and the darkness around them became darker, and the sounds emanating from the dying stoker had ceased with the suddenness of a dog put down.

 


 “God has a sick sense of humor,” said Declan, head in his hands.

 


 Deflated, fearful, nerves frayed to the maximum, the three inmates of this floating asylum alternately paced and pounded at the bars holding them. From down here at the bottom of Titanic, they could feel the massive ship’s equally massive engines churning. Ransom said, “Feels like Captain Smith means to make Queenstown in record time!”

 


 “Anxious, no doubt, to put us off!” shouted Thomas, struggling with a loose shoelace and almost stumbling over.

 


 “We’ve got to get out of here,” Declan said.

 


 Thomas echoed his words. “We’ve got to get out of here.” In the near distance, the caged dogs in a separate compartment began a frightened caterwauling as if they were now under attack by the mad stoker.

 


TWENTY FOUR

 

 



 


David nearly jumped from his bed and hit his head on the low ceiling on hearing the order to dress for dive come over the PA system. All systems were finally a go. He’d begun reading Declan Irvin’s journal again, not sure why except that the book had a compelling feel to it, one that declared it authentic, and one that declared that it had been held in the hands of this rogue lawman Ransom and the young want-to-be doctor named Declan Irvin, as well as Second Officer Lightoller. 


 


 The divers had wasted no time in getting dressed anew for the dive and were on deck and ready to enter Max again—this time with the certainty that they were on their way to dive the Titanic! Excitement was fast filling the submersible as much as body mass, and while in single file to climb into the sub, Ingles asked Bowman, “Where in hell’ve you been, man? You never came back to the cabin.”

 


 “Keep it to yourself, heh? Gambio and me, we figured it could be our last chance at a little play before we all die.”

 


 “What’re you talking about—all die?”

 


 “There’s some weird shit happening around here or haven’t you noticed?”

 


 “I’ve noticed…you bet.”

 


 “Just watch your back, man—and mine, too while you’re at it; I’ll do the same for you.”

 


 “We ought to be safe below.”

 


 “I’m countin’ on that but aren’t you worried what we might come back to aboard Scorpio, man? I mean…who knows what’s gonna go on while we’re gone?”

 


 “Scorpio a ghost ship? It’s crossed my mind, yeah, but as long as we stay in contact with the surface, we keep informed, right?”

 


 “Sure…sure, partner, if you say so.”

 


 Once all the divers had taken a seat inside the submersible, they began to relax somewhat, when suddenly, they could feel the crew working the heavy machinery around and above them going to work—the metallic pinging and vibrations of being connected to the crane, lifted up, swung over the side, and the gentle touchdown on the surface, the release from the crane, and now the shaking little room telling them they were bobbing in the North Atlantic close on to Scorpio’s outer hull.

 


 Swigart, over the communications link announced, “9:32PM all systems are a go—copilot Dave Ingles, pilot Lou Swigart and the full dive team en route to Titanic.”

 


 David was both pleased and surprised to be settling in as copilot in the twenty-four foot rectangular pressure cooker of a sub, which from all sides resembled a thing fathered by a Chinook helicopter and an elongated flying saucer. Hemmed in on all sides by instrument panels, necessary overhead pipes and conduits that threatened to crown David if not careful, he realized that sitting strapped in was the most comfortable a man might get inside MAX. After the sub leveled-off and went to stationary hovering, then a man might stand, stretch, and work out any bodily kinks, but for now any such movement was not a good idea. The trip down should not be any longer than a trolley ride from 42nd to 52nd Avenue, New York given Max’s propulsion system, speed, and maneuverability. Mad Max put Bob Ballard’s then amazing Alvin to shame. 


 


 Swigart had trained on MHD propulsion as had each diver in the event that any one of them needed to pilot Max, but for now it was Lou’s baby—under his control. “Hit the lithium-hydroxide blower for me, will you, Dave?”

 


 Ingles did as requested, opening the blower that would keep their oxygen free of carbon dioxide as already the sub was becoming stuffy as carbon dioxide levels rose. Each phase of the operation was carefully monitored from Scorpio’s control room as well.

 

 Swigart immediately dove below the surface by a simple means of opening initial ballasts intakes as in any sub. This brought her nose with her huge cross-styled front-viewing window facing sharply downward—at dive attitude. Lou then opened the throttle that brought in the seawater not for ballast but for propulsion, thanks to applied spinoff uses of military technologies. In this case the USN’s having developed a compact, self-regulating nuclear reactor. The unit was size of a typical coffin.
 

 Max’s maneuvering thrusters, both in the two towers and along both sides, were a variation of magnetic bearing technology coupled with the principles behind maglev train propulsion or gauss cannons, which cycle magnets—magnetic field generating devices such as coils—in order with the proper timing so that acceleration was induced. This meant that a computer could reverse the cycling of the magnets or coils, thereby reversing the motion of the thruster blade, and tightening or loosening the timing to increase or decrease the speed of rotation, thereby providing a throttle control so that it wasn’t an off/on proposition.
 

 And if that were not enough, all this generation of magnetic fields made the use of magnetic anomaly detection systems difficult if not impossible. However, Scorpio above was outfitted with a unique sonar imaging system and Max had a holotank remote terminal via a little understood device called the Big Sister or CIS which was still undergoing trials or rather experimentation by the US Army, a patented application formally called Combat Information System. In actual use, the CIS system allowed for a distributed network of sensors to have their data correlated and retransmitted back to units on the field of battle, giving commanders greater awareness of the tactical environment than their own onboard sensors can provide. This device and method promised to be indispensable to research and exploration such as the Titanic expedition was now in the thick of. Woods Hole wanted it to work, and probably wanted this more than anything else to come out of Scorpio’s salvage operation. The biological specimens they spoke of, the testing of liquid air paks, the findings of deeper than deep water exploration on human beings, artifacts lifted from Titanic—all of it was, for Woods Hole, a front to mesmerize the public and keep their minds off this new technology. It was a modus operandi no longer limited to military research.
 

 David, Swigart, and some of the others found it all incredibly exciting and fascinating. Basically all the information that the sensors onboard Scorpio IV, and all the sensor devices it could deploy, were beamed down to a receiver installed in Max. All topside displays returned on various screens and through holographic projectors. So all that had to be onboard the sub itself was a transmitter to specify what data might be desired, and how the user might wish it displayed. A receiver and projectors and/or screens alone truly reduced the space, power, and weight required to make use of such a technology, which made it feasible and realistic.
 


 All the old technology based on the same principle as sponge divers grabbing rocks to sink to the bottom no longer applied—nor did turbine-powered shafts linked to a rudder.

 


 With Max, there were no spinning, noisy turbines, but rather intake sponsons—a term only an engineer might know. These devices took up room on each side of the sub where they sucked in seawater at its forward open ‘torpedo’ hatches and flushed the same amount of water per square gallon out the rear hatches. This created a more powerful and maneuverable forward dynamic than any previous small subs or large had ever enjoyed. The system was known as The Caterpillar—and was as quiet as its namesake and undetectable on sonar unless its captain wanted it to be.

 


 This system made Max as silent as a living creature and just as fast and maneuverable under water. It could travel at remarkable speed over untold nautical miles, leaving not so much as a mist and no cavitations. The only cavitations or air bubbles came as a result of the sub’s bodylines, but even this only at her highest speed, and at this speed it was gone before detected. In other words, no sonar invented could detect or track it if its pilot wished it so. And even then it would have to be the most sensitive state-of-the-art sonar.

 


 Max had no huge screws or turbines churning the water. In fact, there was no sign of a propulsion system whatsoever. Instead the submersible was thrust through the depths generated by water rushing through tubes enclosed in those sponsons at the submarine’s sides.

 


 The force powering Max or MHD was so basic that it was taught in high school science classes. Flemming’s Left Hand Rule was a fundamental of electromagnetism stating that the confluence of a magnetic field and an electric current passing through a fluid caused the fluid to be propelled in a single direction. Not so recent technologies of 1965 saw the first prototype propulsion system. It was designed by senior undergrads at the University of California, Santa Barbara, under a Professor Seward Way. Way had worked for Westinghouse and his students began the long process to harness this phenomenon. By 1990, aboard a seagoing vessel thanks to Navy experiments were showing promise for actual application. As a result, in laboratories in Japan and the United States, systems known as magnetohydrodynamic or MHD drive units put the Left Hand Rule in small models and experimental flow loops. Replacing propellers with superconducting magnets allowed “jet” ships to ply the seas at 100 knots, a far cry from Titanic’s top speed of 24 knots over the surface.

 


 David Ingles had studied this type of system for years since the summer of 1990 when the Japanese, after sinking $40 million into creating a practical MHD using a 150-ton, 90 foot long seagoing vessel called the Yamato-1. But it took years beyond this to develop extremely dense, powerful magnets compact enough to be placed on a ship the size of Max. It began with improvements in superconductive materials, enabling these materials to be formed into electromagnetic coils, and then a quantum leap in both imagination and engineering, not to mention a dramatic drop in the costs. Soon a way was found to use new high-temperature yttrium-barium-copper oxide that could be cooled with liquid nitrogen rather than the more expensive and far more difficult liquid helium.

 


 As more compact, powerful and efficient magnets became readily available, the challenge shifted toward integrating all of the technologies into a complete propulsion plant, incorporating cryostats to maintain proper superconducting temperatures and a power supply to feed the magnets.

 


 David recalled his training; they’d all boned up on Max from top to bottom, and this included the propulsion system. It was powered by a sponson on each side, and maneuvering thrusters, vertical thrusters—two per side, horizontal thruster per each tower on Max. Each sponson contained thirty superconducting magnets evenly spaced like so many rings along the length of the sponson. Max had more powerful and scaled up hardware than anything under the sea.

 


 Max drew water in through the front aperture and propelled it through a smooth, Teflon-coated, featureless channel running through the center of each magnet. This reduced drag, meaning more efficient thrust.

 


 The final movement of the water is its being jetted out the rear—propelled in one powerful direction, thus moving the ship forward due to the thrust at its wake. Reversing propulsion direction was a simple matter for any pilot; it meant reversing order of the magnetic rings. She was the future of subsea exploration and exploitation in every sense of the word—and there were fortunes to be made. Something Warren Kane, Juris Forbes, and Lou Swigart understood all too well.

 


 In short, a complete nuclear power plant rested just to the back of middle of Max’s center of gravity—in the least precarious position in case of collision, and so that wire conduits might be as short as possible.

 


 The Japanese were already speeding cargo holds filled with automobiles from Japan to Europe underneath the Polar ice cap in similar, cargo-sized subs and doing so in less than five business days. Thanks to there being no need of connecting the power system with the propulsion system via a huge shaft, elegant airliner-shaped cargo sub designs proliferated. These sub-ships were in great demand as well thanks to the zero noise and the lack of moving parts which lessened the need for maintenance, thus decreasing operating costs.

 


 Passenger subs also riding on MHD submerged power pods were in the offing as such a submersible leaving Japan would take only three days to reach San Francisco while passengers enjoyed state of the art luxury travel beneath the waves with the occasional slow down to take photos of marine life at depths most would otherwise never experience. This in a vessel taken for a whale by sea life; a sub that did not disrupt sea life, but was rather a “part”of it.

 


 Ingles realized that without Kane’s having gathered the money men together, they would not be traveling in such style, that in fact, Mad Max would not have been built, and that after the Titanic show, Kane and his backers had far more lucrative plans for this dear submersible.

 


 “Today, gentlemen and ladies,” Swigart announced from the controls, speaking to the surface as well, “Today we will find out if anyone among us finds that 12, 500 feet of freezing salt water is not to your liking. Make history, eh? But first we make sure Maxi-million here is happy with the cold and the pressure. Ingles, time to replace the gas oxygen with the liquid environment.”

 


 David punched at the computer console to give Max the order to flood herself from the Perflourocarbon tanks, and the liquid air rained down over everyone, fast filling the sub as she submerged. In essence, they were all about to drown within the confines of the small ship unless they fell back on their training and swallowed hard.

 


 Swigart switched off the standard atmosphere recycling/re-circulating system and reminded, “You gotta breathe the liquid air now people, cause there’s no air-air left behind once Max is filled with the liquid stuff.”

 


 A few groans and grunts responded.

 


 “Respect your training, divers. Vital signs on…shoulder-mounted cameras on.” He had to shout over the sound of the liquid air filling the elongated aerodynamically-shaped sub.

 


 “See you on the other side,” David added from his console.

 


 Between David and Swigart, they had over five hundred hours diving, but only one hundred using this technology. Among all the divers present, they had just over eight hundred dives using the liquid air technology; however, no one had ever taken it to the depths they were headed toward now.

 


 The outer hull formed of titanium could withstand the pressure, especially as the unusually square-ish sub would be exerting pressure against pressure—having been filled with the oxygenated perfluorocarbon. Cameras, batteries, ballast tanks, tanks marked OPFC-413, electronic housings, viewing ports, her cross-shaped nose viewing port with its huge panorama of whatever spread before them for piloting and viewing—all of it would implode in less than seconds if a single protocol was improperly followed, or if they had a system failure. Aborting the mission could prove just as dangerous; it would cause the iron ballasts to be dropped, resulting in their rising at too accelerated a pace which could cause cracks in the hull if not outright leaks, and possible death before reaching the surface. Still it was a preferential way to go, and at least there would be remains—something left to bury.

 


 Mad Max also had a built in failsafe system to save itself by jettisoning over half of its weight by separating much as a space ship separates in flight. That is to say Maxi-million, which was actually worth billions to Kane and all investors, could save itself. Unfortunately, no one knew what a separation and instant rise to the top would do to the humans inside her despite all the experiments with monkeys and mice. In fact, such animal testing had pretty much convinced everyone that most likely such a rapid ascent would kill them all unless their suits held. On the other hand, the expensive sub itself could be salvaged.

 


 “All in-board electronics and sensors looking good,” David assured everyone moments before they would all be momentarily ‘drowned’ as the oxygenated perfluorocarbons would be filling their lungs. They had already dropped several hundred feet so any light from Scorpio or above had completely faded; the only light source was that generated by the sub’s downward-looking camera lights, forward-looking camera lights, and overhead, side, and back flood lights. From any distance, no doubt a shark or any other sea life seeing them would take a curious glance toward the sphere of light in the otherwise pitch darkness found at these depths.

 


 Everything around and inside Max was being recorded on discs, including every word spoken—and all of it was being transmitted back to Scorpio IV, where all data was of great importance to tally a running record of the research, exploration, and salvage operations. Since Forbes and his team topside meant to use this as a test platform for exploiting the technology, they wanted every detail down to a sneeze recorded.

 


 Inside Max, the light source was limited to panel lights on the consoles, and while it grew colder and colder within, it also grew darker and darker within the cabin. After less than three minutes, the altimeter told David they were at 1200 feet—in total darkness surrounding the sub. The abysmal darkness took on a life if its own just the other side of the hull and bubble viewing window.

 


 Max moved through the sea like a Great White shark in its sleekness but more accurately in the manner of a squid. As she dove, her passengers continued to be hit by the liquid oxygen spray from above. The sub was now two-thirds full of liquid air, filling up in what appeared certain death for them all as it poured over them and filled the space, rising to their necks within minutes. The last of the air pocket at their heads fast disappeared to hem in every seated diver, braced now for filling their lungs with the liquid form of oxygen. No time for contemplation, but a quiet, calming meditation on nothingness they all knew would help in the transition.

 


 “Microphones and cameras!” came Lou’s last order.

 


 The microphones were of the contact variety, fitted to a neck brace to which the masks attached, the contact point being the throat, precisely at the larynx. The mics could work without the headgear as a result here within the sub where they needed no mask, even with the divers submerged in liquid. With the hardware built into the dive suit, David and the others had but to plug the mic into a port on the inside of the neck collar. It was a computer that interpreted their throat microphones.

 


 Once they were on the other side of what was termed ‘the small death’, they’d quickly come to, then place the mouthpiece for the liquid air bak-pak, as it was commonly called to the on position, along with the helmets needed on the outside, and its camera, and vital-sign monitoring equipment carried by each diver.

 


 Divers no longer required bulky helmets and suits at these depths thanks to the liquid air, which equalized to the pressure which marine life enjoyed. The only difference was that the divers breathed clear oxygenated fluid and not sea water, but the Navy was working on that, moving toward true ‘Aquanaut’ fashion. For now they must use their packs which lasted up to four hours in hundreds of feet of water but no one knew for certain how long they might last or fail to last under the tremendous pressures here, pressures that would require divers to take deeper, longer breaths as they worked. While it was true that under normal conditions, a single lungful of liquid air had been proven to last an hour, this was two and a half miles down. It was all experimental from here.

 


 They had dropped at high speed to 5000 feet below the surface and were still dropping.

 


 With everyone suited up entirely now, head gear on, cameras, lights mounted on each diver, microphones operational, for the brief moment each in turn went under, breathing in the liquid air. For the half second time that they took undergoing the ‘small death’, Max had violently lurched as if hit by some powerful force from outside.

 


 The impact had sent Kelly and Steve Jens almost off their seats. In fact, it snatched all eight people inside the sub to one side or the other. When David came to at the same time as Lou, they knew instantly they’d been knocked off course by something large that had taken a strike at the sub—either a swordfish, a Great White, or something larger still. The pilot and copilot now spoke through their com-links as they simultaneously assessed damages and worked to bring their vessel back on course. 


 


 “Why didn’t we see whatever it was that hit us on sector-sonar?” asked David, a metallic quality to his voice attributable to the computer which decoded the garbled sounds of speech over vocal chords in a liquid atmosphere rather than a gas atmosphere.

 


 “It would appear sonar is gone—it went offline along with the feed from Scorpio!”

 


 “What? When?” came a chorus of questions.

 


 “A few minutes before we all took the plunge.”

 


 “Whatcha mean, gone?” David was incredulous.

 


 “It’s shut down is what I mean—not working.” Lou worked at the controls for the sector-sonar but it was no use. 


 


 “Damn thing went off before we were struck, Bowman, now shut up; gotta think. Without sonar, we could crash right smack into Titanic—these lights only extend so far in this murk.”

 


 Indeed, save for their running lights, they found themselves in a world of dark.

 


 “Who in the hell wants us all dead?” asked Bowman.

 


 David suspected Kelly might well have continued her efforts at sabotage, acting as a modern-day Declan Irvin. That this tampering might well be a last ditch effort to kill either the mission or thwart the thing that one of them had become. Could it be her plan to end the life of this monster once and for all at the cost of far fewer lives than in 1912?

 


 But David had no desire to go down with it and certainly not to careen into Titanic’s hull at a hundred miles an hour. 

 


 He turned and glared at Kelly and saw the truth in her eyes. You are your ancestor, he thought but did not say.

 


 “Who would do such a thing?” repeated Bowman as Lou slowed the craft to a safer speed.

 


 “Whoever or whatever killed Alandale and Ford, I suspect,” replied Kelly while nursing a bruise.

 


 “Anyone’s suit compromised?” asked Lou. “Check for rents, tears. There’s InstaPatch in your overhead if needed. This is no time to fool with the cold and pressure, people.”

 


 Once everyone was acclimatized to literally being aquanauts, swimming in an oxygenated Perflurorocarbon-413 soup, like spacemen in zero gravity, they each manned their stations. The titanium alloy compartment seemed softened by its being under water with them now. The sealed instruments put off a soft blue glow to the interior. While filled with the commotion and activity of everyone seeing to his job, some readying equipment to travel with them on the outside, everyone did so in a surprisingly calm and orderly manner here in their cramped quarters—much as astronauts in a space capsule. Recordings and monitors beeped, console lights pulsated, while above Forbes and his team mapped their progress and simultaneously sent them information on the terrain around them. The sonar malfunction was playing havoc with the sub but their progress was informed by the signals and messages being sent down to them—details of the ocean floor and how far they were from their destination.

 


 At the same time, Vital signs on all the divers continued to be monitored from above. Data both here and above was being logged simultaneously as well. The number of bells and whistles annoyed David up to a degree; the noise meant all was well at the moment. 


 


 “We’re at two miles down,” Lou announced just as everyone became aware that the safe cocoon they were in had become a good deal less safe. At two miles the immense pressure exerted by the ocean against the hull literally shrank it. Scorpio at this depth would be made as thin as toilet paper. It was like being squeezed between thumb and forefinger and one’s cocoon was a gel capsule. Everyone began to feel the exertion this put on their bodies as well. The only thing holding the window bubble in place was a precisely cut angle in the metal that balanced the force trying to squeeze the reinforced glass out balanced against pressure trying to push the bubble in. Having filled the sub with liquid air significantly changed the equation, assuring them of safety even if they had literally shrunk due to the enormous pressures on Max.

 


 Lou had slowed the speed to a crawl by comparison now, and he was slowing even more, so quickly in fact that the sub shuddered in response, and a good thing he had done so as out of the gloom and darkness ahead came an unexpected dark mountainside they were about to slam into as Forbes from above shouted, “Hard-a-port, Lou!” shouted David for collision avoidance. “N-Now, Lou!”

 


 They averted slamming headlong into the giant hull of Titanic and would have if not for Lou’s earlier slowing of the sub’s descent, which he now informed everyone was not his doing; that Forbes had taken control of the sub remotely from above to avert the danger, using the holotank and the holomap of Titanic’s remains and the position of the sub. Without sonar, they were indeed running blind except for Captain Forbes godlike eye on them even at these depths. Had he waited a moment longer, no warning system aboard Max would have kept them from slamming into Titanic’s hull at a dangerous rate of speed had come late.

 


 “Everyone OK down there?” Forbes calmly asked, the calmness in his voice only adding to the terror everyone had just swallowed.

 


 “I’d say we’re all palpitating, Captain,” Lou spoke for them all, “but then you guys can see that from our vitals. Thanks, Juris. Had we relied on my skills alone—without sonar—we know damn well that Max would’ve slammed into that mountainside which now in the light ahead of us reveals itself as Titanic’s hull.”

 


 “From here, it appears you are staring right at her name,” replied Forbes.

 


 “Her name, eh? Her name is covered over by huge rust worms, Captain.”

 


 “Rust worms?”

 


 “Looking like massive cave formations--stalagmites,” added Kelly Irvin. “The kind that are formed by microbial iron-eating life.”

 


 “You should know, Dr. Irvin,” muttered Swigart. “You’re field.”

 


 They all fell silent, everyone staring at rivers of rust that covered this side of the ship, some of it running the length of the exposed vertical hull plating and pouring out over the bottom sediment where it formed great thirty-foot wide pools that looked for all the world like the blood of Titanic.

 


 The dive team felt Max rise now in controlled, slow motion up the ghostly wall of the port stern, running lights reflecting off the gold-red rust and the still unbroken glass of portholes—windows on outside berths. David half expected to see a ghostly face in one of these windows looking back at them, and his mind flooded with the possibility that indeed there must be bodies floating around inside the ship. They’d been warned there could be bodies perfectly preserved in areas cut off to sea life, in which case Ballard was right about Titanic being a place that perhaps the living should not desecrate. Theory had it that anyone dragged down with the ship on a mad, watery slide to the bottom would have had the unpleasant death of implosion so that nothing of significance would remain, and that items such as shoes with toes in the air, pants, blouses, dresses that might be found would have been items tumbling from staterooms and steamer trunks. But David wondered if there might have been those aboard who wound up in secure, sealed quarters aboard, in which case, he imagined the bodies would be intact.

 


 Kelly gasped behind David, making him look over his shoulder. She said, “Check your downward-looking camera, everyone!”

 


 A child’s doll, perfectly preserved had been unearthed from the seabed below where Max had disturbed the surface, and as they ascended alongside Titanic, the sub kicked up silt.

 


 “Look, too, there!” said Mendenhall. “Slightly to eleven o’clock from the doll’s head.”

 


 An eerie row of shoes—their toes sticking up from the silt. An even number by David’s count.

 


 “Sand, silt, and sea life can’t do much with shoe leather,” said David, trying not to allow these sights to disturb him too deeply.

 


 They had risen to come parallel to Titanic’s once gleaming upper railing – still largely intact. Reddish-brown and sienna stalactites of rust hung down as much as several feet—so many ugly long needle-like icicles that Bob Ballard had dubbed them as rusticles—a name that had stuck.

 


 These formations were proven to be extremely fragile on earlier manned dives to Titanic; if touched by a robotic hand or a human hand, they would crinkle and crumple and became a cloud of smoke. If the Styrofoam-like outer crust was knocked away, the steel and brass railings and fittings beneath were in places near perfectly preserved, somewhat pitted in other areas, and so shimmering like new in other locations that the manufacturer’s stamp proved easily readable. 


 


 As they next lifted up and overtop of Titanic, four feet below they saw the expected destroyed wood decking that Ballard had discovered so long before. The whole of it was replaced by billions if not trillions of wood-boring mollusks. “Bloody worms’ve done more damage than either the corrosive seawater or the iceberg,” David said to no one in particular.

 


 From topside, Captain Juris Forbes informed them. “We’re getting this!”

 


 “Astonishing, isn’t it?” Lou shouted like a kid in a playpen.

 


 Lou now brought the sub around to the other side where a huge debris field littered the ocean floor alongside the stern section of Titanic. The cameras continued sending video feed topside as well as to the sub. 


 


 The heaviest concentration of debris had settled around the stern section and just to the east of it according to maps created by Ballard on his previous visits to the site. This area included all the smaller single-ended boilers believed to have fallen out of the mid-section of the ship when it tore itself apart at essentially what was her mid-section seams. It’d been surmised that these heavy round objects had careened like giant bowling balls straight down to the bottom and right behind them were three telegraph sets completely intact—museum pieces awaiting the platform on its way down from Scorpio.

 


 The plan was that the dive team here would direct cables and winch hooks and from above these artifacts of Titanic would be hoisted topside. But interior ‘archeological’ activity would go on first. A bird in hand did not apply to treasure hunters. Still among the lighter debris seen here included a space heater in near perfect condition, a cornucopia of dishware, wine bottles both with popped corks and some with corks intact alongside Champagne bottles, crates filled with them, second and third class cups with the White Star insignia on them, torn off yet still framed stained glass windows intact and unbroken, gym equipment lying upside down, spokes and bolts poking upward, countless floor tiles, and a long, huge, wide swath of coal overall looking like spilled India ink.

 


 At this ‘destination’ depth, the total pressure on the crew compartment became—as everyone expected—seventy thousand tons per square inch. No lunar landing could be as dangerous as this. In times past, no human could have withstood these pressures as no airlock or dive suit could withstand it, but liquid air technology had changed the rules of the game if not natural law itself, and had in fact beat nature and the North Atlantic Ridge by in a sense sending evolved man back to the sea from which he came.

 


 “What a vacation spot, hey?” David said into his com-link to ease the tension he felt even here under water inside their protective cockpit. Now both the submersible and the men and women inside it were coming in sight of the major portion of Titanic’s remains, and David added, “For the first time in history mankind will have “touched” down on Titanic in the manner of free-swimming divers, and Max will document it all remotely from a nearby hovering position while we stood atop Titanic for a photo op.”

 


 Everyone’s eyes now went to the forward bubble to stare at the awe-inspiring ship they had come to plunder—the same one that nearly killed them moments before. As everyone expected, the ship loomed before them in profoundly sad shape—horribly torn and broken apart. And yet it somehow exuded a certain pride and pulled from David a sense of power and prestige he hadn’t expected. Its bow and stern sections were separated by a good mile or more with a scattered debris field all round. In fact, the place looked as Ballard had so aptly described it. From the portals of the sub, all aboard must be feeling the same as David, that they hovered above a cemetery—one without individual headstones but rather one gigantic mausoleum—Ballard’s hollowed ground of his discovery, of Titanic’s awful remains.

 


 “Thar—Thar’ she blows!” Swigart called out the old seaman’s call for sighting a whale. “That’s a sturdy looking metal roof there on the boat deck. I say we park there. We’ve arrived, everyone. Prepare to board Titanic.”

 


 “From the rivet patterns, I make it out to be a sound surface,” David agreed.

 


 “The top of the bridge would be my guess,” added Mendenhall, looking out from over their shoulders. “Let’s do it, but I’d place her hovering above us. Too risky otherwise.”

 


 Lou began to maneuver the submersible to a perfect position for the group photo to be shot. David stared at him through their snug-fitting helmets and saw Lou smile wide and mouth the word ‘Perfect’. He seemed a man fixated on one thing—this group photo, and David had to wonder how much money he expected to receive from the news hounds for its use alone.

 


 David would have been extremely disappointed rather than just mildly so, had he not much bigger worries to concern himself with, but given their circumstances and the extremes to which Kelly had gone, the photo op business felt like small potatoes.

 


 Everyone readied and steadied themselves for exiting Max for Titanic, dreams of a lifetime filling their minds, the anticipation palpable.

 


TWENTY FIVE

 

 


 


Above on Scorpio, Captain Juris Forbes indeed monitored the vital signs of all the divers, and pictures from the MHD’s mounted cameras were being sent in real time to the screens in the control room. The scientific team, officers, crew, and camera crew from CNN had all crowded round the various monitors, and together they had cheered when Titanic came into view.

 


 “Think of it, people,” Forbes told the others. “Aquanauts will walk on Titanic’s decks, skim along the promenade, and enter her compartments.” He then spoke to Lou’s divers. “You aquanauts will become a part of Titanic history—a part of ‘her’ very habitat and to completely and wholly sense her; indeed to become one with her. I so envy you people.”

 


 “Enough with the waxing and waning,” replied Swigart to topside.

 


 “No, no, never enough, Lou,” Forbes shot back. “Think of it! Men and women will do the exploration not machines—not robot but human hands will take hold of her secrets. And we are privileged to see and hear it all in real time.”

 


 Another cheer from the appreciative surface team went up for Captain Forbes’ cheerful speech.

 


 From Max so far below came Lou’s reply to this. “Well said, Juris.”

 


 “Still…” began Forbes anew, “armchair exploration from up here…seeing this,” he indicated the wreck image flashing on the screen in the CIS room; another screen displayed the submersible called Max in real time circling, hovering into position. “It just makes me want to dive…to go down there and be a part of it all, people! A part of history, gentlemen.”

 


 Lou got everyone’s attention back to the job at hand. “Now short of one of you keeling over,” he said to his divers, “we go in-step with the topside team and Captain Forbes who has us on camera. Test your cams for Forbes; he wants eyes on everything.”

 


 Each diver had a small camera hooked over a section of their helmet—the helmet itself necessary for full suit coverage and liquid atmosphere to buffer divers against the cold and pressure. The helmet secured about the head for protection against implosion, of course, but also to hold microphone and camera. Built into their suits via electrodes, their vital signs, too, were monitored.

 


 The helmet held the camcorders about the size of a large computer thumb-drive. They sent real-time images up to the surface. “What you divers see, those above will see,” Swigart reminded them.

 


 “Everyone ready? All recording devices on?”

 


 Aside from the camcorders, Dr. Entebbe and others above had monitored each diver’s vital signs as they underwent the small death, and thereafter how they were doing in terms of blood pressure, breathing, heart rate, brainwave activity, down to skin prickles. Swigart was in constant communication with Forbes and Entebbe regarding his divers’ internal ‘attitude’ as it was referred to—and he was concerned with Swigart’s vital signs.

 


 “Setting the camera aboard Max for automatic, Juris, to get some shots of us all arriving and venturing out onto the deck now. Coming around to landing…closer… closer…”

 


 All aboard struggled to get a sight of Titanic from the large bubble over the top front of the sub—having to take turns to do so. The sight amazed the divers. Kelly grabbed David’s hand and squeezed hard, unaware just how hard. He nodded to her, a signal he was here to watch her back. She squeezed harder before letting go.

 


 Swigart had positioned the sub to hover over the over the ‘safe’ deck which sent up a cloud of debris and particles, but he announced, “The deck here will hold us. I’m putting Max on auto hover while we are away. We’ll get an exterior shot of Max hovering over Titanic as well, eh? We’re OK. Don’t let the slime and rust frighten you.” 


 


 “It’s so surreal,” said Kelly, speaking for them all. “Like it’s someone else’s dream, and we’re just intruders.”

 


 “Don’t want to hear it, Irvin,” ordered Swigart.

 


 “We’re not here to wax poetic,” Mendenhall backed Swigart. “Leave that crapola for Bob Ballard’s generation.”

 


 “Yeah!” said Lena. “We’re in it strictly for the money and the adrenaline rush! Right, Will?”

 


 “We’re here to plunder.” Bowman sent up a fist overhead, creating a wave throughout Max’s interior.

 


 “Best remember that,” muttered Mendenhall.

 


 “Get the hatchway door, Fiske?” commanded Swigart. “Best remember we don’t want this compartment flooded with salt water!” 


 


 It was the only reason the sub had a hatchway for the divers where they must take turns entering and leaving as only two divers fit into the space between the two hatchway doors. Once the hatchway was clear of saltwater, they exited and another pair entered. For safety precautions, this hatchway opened manually from the outside as well with a mere push of a button that opened the hydraulic portal.

 


 Now, two by two, they ventured out and away from the hovering submersible that looked for all the world like a hovering Chinook helicopter with no blades. From Max, they went directly for the target area and were almost immediately assembled onto the deck of Titanic, including Swigart, leaving the sub to hover in such a manner as to be facing the length of Titanic’s crushed, ruined deck where all the divers assembled for the group photo being careful to remain atop the metal roof they’d found. 

 


 The interior temperature gauge aboard Max on their leaving her had read 43 degrees Fahrenheit. One lesson learned early: Max couldn’t generate enough heat to combat the onslaught of cold down here—not for long. Their thermal suits helped, but fear ran high that outside their safe shell the temperatures would be even harder on the team.

 


 The plan was to place one dive team at the stern aft section here, the second team would re-board Max to travel to the more intact forward bow section, approximately a mile away. But first a group photo atop the deck at the stern section was the plan, thanks to Kelly’s suggestion and Swigart’s uncharacteristic change in orders and plans.

 


 It was almost as if he’d become intoxicated, so intent had he become on this single idea. It did seem a sudden fixation to be sure.

 

 



 


 From the point of view of the scientists and Forbes on Scorpion, no one thought it a good idea for all the divers to vacate the submersible for the deck. Mendenhall, whose expertise was underwater photography, carried the camera equipment. By the same token, Swigart, being dive commander had set the recording camera mounted on the sub as well to get photos from this separate view.

 


 Everyone was acutely aware that at the moment—as they jostled for position in the bully photo— that time was fast ticking away, that their four hours on the breathing packs was already down to three and a quarter hours. They had literally turned over their lives to the technology they carried on their backs; they all knew how fast and efficiently the ocean would kill them should any malfunction or accident occur.

 


 “Let’s make this fast,” said Bowman. “I wanna go exploring! Imagine being inside her hull!”

 


 Once positioned and with Mendenhall giving them the international sign for success, a thumb’s up, he set the timer, and with a cacophony of voices coming over the com-links, everyone shouted for Mendenhall to hurry in order to get himself in the frame, but he hadn’t counted on a current that jostled him and left him fighting time. The camera began clicking off several shots with Mendenhall’s back to the camera before he finally got into position. David suspected that perhaps one frame alone caught the man’s full frontal features.

 


 David wondered if Mendenhall, a meticulous fellow in everything he did, had not planned it that way. Was Mendenhall the thing…the ‘it’ of Declan Irvin’s journal and nightmare, the disease-spreading murderer aboard Scorpio? And now here! His finned feet touching the spongy deck of Titanic. Here not for the first time, but rather for a second time?

 


 David had been confused at the last moment by changed orders from Lou; orders that paired Ingles not with Bowman as in training sessions up till now but with Mendenhall. He struggled to make sense of the switch in orders, the last minute change up, but Lou had offered no explanations only orders, and one was that Swigart himself would dive with Kelly Irvin. That Swigart would dive into Titanic himself was in itself a shocker to them all, but when he announced the pairings David and Kelly exchanged a concerned look. David with Mendenhall at his back did not sit well, and Kelly without David nearby worried them both as well.

 


 Once again Captain Forbes via communications above advised against this sudden new idea of Lou’s about joining the dive. Forbes cited his age, cited some early brush with some nebulous condition that could cause problems at this depth despite the technology keeping them all safe. Lou wouldn’t hear any of it; he was enraptured with the idea of entering Titanic—a lifelong dream and perhaps his plan all along, and at these depths with him in charge, who was there to argue otherwise?

 

 



 


 At the surface, Captain Forbes and his crew were not idle as they had sent down one of the huge platforms that would act as an elevator for cargo and discoveries plundered from within this section of Titanic. From Scorpio a secondary pull-away ship, considerably smaller but in actuality a floating crane for all intents and purposes, too would be moving to hover over the second section of Titanic a mile off, where it would be deploying an underwater platform at the second location.

 


 Even with this state of the art equipment, time remained the enemy. A secondary ship for this purpose had been sought, but nothing built other than Scorpio could possibly lift the sizeable platforms if and when full, so the search for a second ship had long ago been called off and the design for Scorpio put into play, a design that had a ship within a ship, so to speak.

 

 


 


 Half the team were waved off now to go and explore the torn apart aft section—Lena, Bowman, Fiske, and Jens while Swigart ordered Kelly, Mendenhall, and David back aboard the waiting sub.

 


 The last minute arrangements seemed odd, like another decision on Swigart’s part as he had now rather off-handedly and spur-of-the-moment re-shuffled the dive partners. The end result was that David, originally partnered with Bowman, was now partnered with Jacob Mendenhall, while Kelly, originally partnered with Jens was partnering with Lou.

 


 David wondered if Kelly had at some point talked Swigart into this shuffle of the cards, or if it was just Swigart keeping them all on their toes? Or given the fact two people aboard Scorpio were now dead, perhaps Swigart had a game plan in his head no one else was supposed to know about.

 


 Strange though that all previous philosophical operational plans of earlier were figuratively out the window yet still intact as no one really knew his or her partners under these circumstances. However, during training it was a mantra that any diver be capable of taking over for any other member of the team at any time.

 


 Whatever the case, David knew not to question orders while involved in an operation already underway. He wasn’t about to ‘mutiny’ at these depths and under these conditions. Human emotions of that caliber unleashed down here could prove catastrophic.

 


 With such anxious thoughts swirling about his mind, David imagined what his vital signs must be saying to Dr. Entebbe via the monitors topside. He was now following Kelly into the airlock to steal a moment with her before Mendenhall with his equipment and Lou would be coming through. Using sign language he indicated they could not be overheard while in the airtight, saltwater flushing bay. All the same, they each cut on a feature on their com-links that allowed them to speak privately.

 


 “I hate this, what’s going down,” he told her of his concerns.

 


 “It’s to separate us but keep an eye on us at the same time, and I think Mendenhall’s behind it—talked Lou into it behind our backs.”

 


 “You think so? I’m not sure I trust Jacob at all, but Lou’s acting strange!”

 


 “We should take no chances,” she said, “and I think we’re both spot on.”

 


 “You mean with Mendenhall’s manipulating Lou?”

 


 “Yes, and this thing—the creature—has taken up residence in Mendenhall. I’m sure of it.”

 


 “But Kelly, what precisely is it that makes you so sure?”

 


 “He’s damn creepy or haven’t you noticed? And big enough to have overpowered Alandale and Ford—so you’ve got to keep him away from the freezer compartments, and whatever the hell you do, don’t allow him at your back or to so much as touch you, David. I believe it transfers through touch—a kind of weird osmosis.”

 


 “I’ll tell Lou that we should explore Titanic’s interior together—the four of us keeping watch on one another—for safety’s sake.”

 


 “I’ve already told him as much, before we left from the surface. Maybe if we all can overpower Mendenhall when he makes his move, we’ll be OK.”

 


 “But we can’t touch him. You just said—”

 


 “Overpower with weapons, I meant. I’ve brought a spear gun for protection.” She held the weapon up. “Swigart approved it, for protection against any ‘natural’ creatures we might encounter down here, but honestly, I brought it to kill that thing inside Mendenhall.”

 


 “You’d better be damn sure before you put one of those in him.”

 


 “ Did you see how he tried to avoid the group shot?”

 


 “I noticed, yes, but all the same—and what about Lou and me? We have no weapons.”

 


 “Pick one up—along the way. There’re pipes and all manner of tools inside the wreck—has to be.”

 


 The lock flushed out all the seawater and filled again with liquid air, allowing them to open the inner door to the airlock.

 


 “We could lock them both out,” she suggested once they were inside. 


 


 “You mean lock them all out—sacrifice everyone?”

 


 “They sacrificed over 1500 on the Titanic, David.”

 


 “We can’t do that, no. We go after Mendenhall when the time is right.”

 


 She nodded, sighed, and put a finger to her lips to indicate they were back online and that any and all could now hear them.

 


 Mendenhall and Swigart were already in the airlock. Any thought of sacrificing the entire dive team had passed with the opportunity.

 


 Once all four divers were back inside and manning their respective stations, David caught Kelly’s eye, and they exchanged a knowing look as the others searched the debris field below them and watched for the other end of Titanic to greet them. Swigart searched for a place to ‘park’ the submersible, while the others searched for the best and safest entries to Titanic’s interior.

 


 By now the first team away was already penetrating Titanic’s aft sections.

 


 “How lucky are we?” said Kelly. “We get to see the ballroom.”

 


 “You mean what’s left of it?” replied David.

 


 From their vantage point with Max pulling away, they watched the quickly fading light around the aft section of Titanic. Moments before they entered total darkness ahead of them, David saw that Jens had found what appeared a likely entryway, and he and Kelly had watched Steve Jens wave Bowman, Lena, and Fiske to enter the wreck ahead of him.

 


 “What is it?” Kelly asked David, seeing the concern in his eyes.

 


 “Nothing…just felt my stomach churning like a clothes dryer. What if one of those four is the creature? Just biding its time for a second dive, a dive to the bow section where the freezer units are?”

 


 “What’re you two yammering about?” asked Lou. “All I hear is static.”

 


 “Talking about the other away team, Lou,” replied Kelly.

 


 David quickly added, “They’re being smart and cautious, Lou—the four of them sticking close to one another. I suggest our away team do the same.” Even as he said this, David realized how very little they knew about Steve Jens who’d been put in charge of the first away team. He certainly seemed overly polite under the circumstances as if wanting the others in front of him instead of at his back; then David realized just how horrible his suspicions had become—that it’d become a force of its own, leaking into every synapse of the brain. A force out of his control.

 


 The sub moved off at high rate of speed now, making short work of locating the other destroyed half of Titanic. In fact, with guidance from above at Scorpio control, the sub made the trip near instantaneously, handily locating the enormous bow section of the shipwreck. Here again the sub came face to face with the wall that was Titanic. They would have to maneuver Max up and over the deck in search of a landing site—the well known one that Ballard had used—the riveted metal rooftop of the officer’s quarters.

 


 At the moment, little to nothing save the hull of the ship could be seen in the distance outside the bubble and on the periphery of their lights. For an odd, strange moment, the wall looked like a blue-black iceberg lurking here to destroy them. Commenting on how like an iceberg in the night it looked, David muttered “Irony of ironies, eh?”

 


 “No doubt about it, kiddies,” Swigart said now. “I’m going in with you three, and Forbes’ fears be damned.”

 


 “But who’s going to be in contact with the surface?” asked Kelly.

 


 “You can stay back, Dr. Irvin; in fact, let’s make it an order if you like. As for the surface, they can see what’s going on, and they can monitor us from there—all of us. Mendenhall, let’s have at it, shall we?”

 


 Mendenhall who had not smiled for the photo and had maintained an eerily stoic demeanor throughout replied, “Ready…I’ve been ready all my life for this.”

 


 “Good…good! What about you Ingles?”

 


 David was busy contemplating the full meaning of what Mendenhall had said. “Ready sir; following your lead.”

 


 “Irvin? Make up your mind.”

 


 Kelly hesitated a moment before saying into her com-link, “I’m with you, sir. Just worried if a rogue current were to come along…what with no one at the controls…”

 


 “It’s not that strong; monitors say normal. Listen, all of you,” began Swigart, “we all know the score here. We are two and a half freakin’ miles below the surface. At these depths, no matter our grand technology, a slip up means death. We also know that despite all our training that in the end during such operations it can come down to every man for himself. So take all due precautions, people, but let’s have at Titanic’s insides, shall we?”

 


 This didn’t sound like the Lou Swigart of the boardroom, the Lou who had meticulously trained them on the interior lanes and passageways within the monster ship now before them. David guessed the murders of Alandale and Ford had affected Lou more than he had dared let on.

 


 Each of them—armed with the Titanic’s manifest—knew what was in Titanic’s holds and stores. Each had also committed architectural diagrams of the ship’s interiors to memory. In point of fact, every diver knew his section of the wreck as well as anyone might. Now each diver must deal with the weight of this moment, the historic significance of it all. No one had ‘walked’ here before—not a living soul—not since Titanic went down a hundred years before.

 


 “Look there, Kelly,” Mendenhall said, pointing out the large cross portal at the nose of the sub.

 


 David swiveled to put up a hand to silently warn her to keep her distance from Mendenhall, but she got in close enough to see what he was pointing at. A sturgeon fish at these depths was a surprise. Max’s camera caught it as it swam past Titanic’s still-in-place anchor.

 


 “Good Ol’ Bob Ballard was right about one thing,” said Lou, distracting David.

 


 “What’s that?”

 


 “Titanic’s way too far slammed into the ooze to ever ‘raise’ her.”

 


 David stared out at the knife’s edge of the bow that’d plowed into the mud and silt. “Looks to be about sixty feet under.”

 


 Swigart expertly brought the submersible up and around the nose. “Port and starboard anchors on either side of the bow in place.”

 


 “Will ya look at that?” asked David, “A single link in the anchor chain’s gotta be the size of a cathedral door.”

 


 Kelly could see the second anchor out her own portal now. “That port anchor is maybe six feet above the seabed, while starboard anchor’s level with the sea floor.”

 


 “It means we’ll be working at a helluva an angle,” added Lou, “but we knew that.”

 


 “One thing on paper…another to see it,” said David, unable to take his eyes off what their running lights were picking up. David and the others watched a pair of mating crabs making their way along what was once the brass placard over top of the Officer’s quarters. He imagined Lightoller, Murdoch, and others off duty inside teasing a younger officer, or speaking of the latest news of the day, possibly writing a letter home, or preparing a wireless message to go out to a loved one.

 


 David studied the sad remains of a boat davit, the mighty little warrior of a winch still on duty, still in place, looking for all the world like R2-D2 of Star Wars film fame. Then a shining, bronze-topped capstan used to tie off the enormous ropes when docked; the glowing capstan was enormous in its size and shape, the manufacturer’s marks covered by one of two plaques placed on Titanic by Ballard so many years before declaring the ship a cemetery, hallowed ground, a place not to be disturbed. The other one was at the base of the stern section where Bowman and the other aquanauts now roamed.

 


 Again rivers of rust covered the railings and trailed along her sides…more rust-red pools of it moving out on the seabed, looking like blood. David tried to ignore these sights and Bob Ballard’s now eerie warnings—prophetic in a sense given their circumstances. Huge rusticles hanging everywhere made A Deck look even more ghostly than the other areas of the ship. The rusticles partially obscured intact windows and copper edgings, which Max’s lights reflected off of to send back what felt like so many spirits.

 



 David had seen a photograph tucked into Declan Irvin’s journal, no doubt by Thomas Coogan who’d held on to it for a time—a photo of a gathering of 1500 men in London, an overhead shot for the Times to illustrate the enormity of the loss of life that Titanic represented. This place was teeming with 1500 plus souls lost to a sudden traumatic death. He imagined it the ultimate ‘Ghost Hunters’ wet dream—literally so.

 


 Through the sub’s front portal, David could imagine people walking the promenade deck, peering out the windows where the deck was covered, windows he now realized either shattered or cranked down so people might watch the life boats being lowered. He could see through the open windows frozen in time like props from a Twilight Zone set. He stared hard at this section of the promenade; he imagined lovers on honeymoon or holiday, married couples, strollers, children playing with hoops and tops, imagined that long-ago dog named Varmint, Inspector Ransom—another scoundrel—and Dr. Declan Irvin among those spirits at rest here. 


 


 David chose to ignore the ghosts, the rust, and the plaque to remain focused when the wheel housing came into view—empty of its wheel, yet otherwise intact. 


 


 “There, just beyond,” Lou said, breaking David’s reverie. “Precisely where Ballard landed Alvin; we set down there, and we can enter through the Grand Staircase; we know from film taken by Alvin’s robotic camera called Jason that the stairwell is in surprisingly good shape.”

 


 “What? You don’t want to take the elevator?” asked Mendenhall in a rare bit of humor.

 


 “They called it a lift,” Kelly replied, now leaning in over David’s shoulder to get a better view. Due to conditions within the submersible, and their being suited up, he could not smell her, but his memory of how she smelled seemed heightened all the same, and he was excited by her still—hoping against hope that no matter what happened down here that they might have a future together.

 


 David said, “But Jason only penetrated as far as B-Deck; we don’t know anything beyond that.”

 


 “So we go where no man has gone before, David,” replied Kelly. “After all, it’s why we’re here.”

 


 “One step beyond,” added Lou, his voice teeming with an excitement none of them had seen or heard before—at least not on the surface.

 


 In passing, David saw a large opening which appeared safe enough for a diver to enter and exit in a gangway below a set of stairs at a bulwark railing—the door completely torn away. He made no noise about it, knowing that Lou knew every inch of the ship from his years of study; still, he wondered if Lou or the other two inside Max with him had taken note of this spot. However, as Lou was both in charge and the expert on Titanic’s remains, he let it go by without calling attention to it.

 


 Lou had made Titanic a decades-upon-decades study much as had Juris Forbes. And while it was a common fascination, few had turned their lives entirely over to her. All the same, given the excitement of actually being here, neither Lou nor Mendenhall had actually seen the opening, so far as David could tell. Just the same, David reserved the information in the event he and Kelly might require it as a quick exit if needed. They had passed by the area far too quickly. They should have slowed to take more photos, but Lou seemed hell-bent as he headed Max straight for a position over top of the officers’ saloon—their mess hall—to hover right beside the collapsed officers’ cabins. This was on the port side Boat Deck, and along the way, they’d gaped to look into the windows of the Grand Staircase until the sub was beside the huge center expansion joint just aft of the number one funnel opening and the officers’ quarters.

 


 Here they could see that the superstructure of the ship had actually cracked wide open all along the expansion joint like a quake fault line, and David could see all the way through and out the starboard side! There was an array of tantalizing glimpses of various interiors as Max’s lights played over the huge rent. Inside one cabin, David and the others made out a broken sink, scattered brushes, a torn away space heater, and a broken apart but trapped bed.

 


 “Quite the accommodations,” muttered Lou, staring at it all. But they must push on. They moved slowly, carefully forward as to not allow the sub to catch on any overhanging davits or other obstructions when out of the darkness came a familiar sight. They passed the davit for lifeboat number two, where Lou intended to land, right beside 1st Officer William Murdoch’s cabin. It was the only davit still standing on the port side. David could see the davit now and the horrible wreckage just to the right, where the wall of the officers’ quarters had collapsed outward.

 


 “Check out that sign over the one door—you can still read it,” said Kelly.

 


 “What’s it say?”

 


 “For use of crew only.”

 


 Another brass sign but completely askew reflected the light; once perched over the top of an entryway, it read: 1st Class Entrance. “It’s an entryway to the Grand Staircase.”

 


 “Landing anywhere here’s gonna be tricky, Lou,” cautioned David. “Perhaps you ought to remain here, keep her hovering above all this.”

 


 “Just aft of the davit…other side of those metal stanchions, and we’re home free,” replied Lou, a smile creasing his ruddy features. Lou brought the sub in perfectly for a smooth touchdown—so smooth in fact, it was eerie in itself as David felt an odd pang in his gut—a feeling as if Titanic was luring them to their deaths. 


 


 Swigart and Mendenhall exited the sub, David knew that Kelly was not about to linger behind inside the sub. He held out a hand to her. “I’ve got your back.”

 


 She didn’t hesitate entering the airlock chamber with David, but just before doing so, David noticed that she had clicked something on the dashboard. “I hit the camera on, which for some reason Lou switched off,” she said once inside the privacy of the airlock. She added, “Keep your eye on Swigart and Mendenhall. I have no idea who among us is here for those eggs, David, but I fear it is one of them.”

 


 “And the freezer compartment, the one where those things were locked away is below us somewhere here, according to the journal.”

 


 “And suddenly Lou is interested in diving with our team?”

 


 “And he changed the teams’ arrangements last minute as well.”

 


 “Totally out of character,” she agreed.

 


 David agreed but added. “Money changes everything. It could just be he has dollar signs in his head.”

 


 They rushed to catch up to the other two divers, and soon they were watching Swigart split them into two pairs—Kelly with Swigart which left David with Mendenhall. Lou had discovered one possible way to get to the interior depths, Mendenhall another. David felt trumped as if a chess move two steps ahead of him had been made. A move he had not contemplated, yet one he should have foreseen.

 


 Swigart is it, he thought now. It absolutely felt that way on the one hand, but Jacob Mendenhall remained suspect as well.

 


TWENTY SIX

 

 



 


Well into the harbor at Queenstown now, while Constable Ransom and his companions remained locked away, above decks on Titanic, Captain Edward Smith was, he felt, being besieged—first by these imposters posing as medical and civil authorities out of Belfast of all places, and now comes the tirade, tantrums, and rantings of one old battleaxe, a tough German named Mrs. Catarina Krizefieldt who insisted on a refund and that she be put off at Queenstown immediately.

 


 An elderly, sometimes wheelchair-bound woman with bushy eyebrows, a noticeable snout, and the angry eyes of a vulture, Mrs. Krizefieldt had obviously boarded under false pretenses merely to gain some brief newsprint notoriety as she had raised holy hell among passengers and crew, claiming herself a psychic on the order of Nostradamus, and that she had foreseen the sinking of Titanic in a matter of days if not hours.

 


 Spreading such a rumor to the captain’s ear was one thing, but when he ignored her repeated notes passed to him, first at dinner the night before, and next through his officers this morning, Smith wanted nothing more than to honor her request that she be put off at Queenstown—their last port-of-call before leaving Europe for America. Smith meant to appease the woman not so much as to honor the mad request but to be rid of her—as he had rid himself for the time being of this man Ransom and his stooges.

 


 Indeed, Captain Smith most certainly wanted this publicity-seeking so-called psychic off his ship. And while at it, he ordered Murdoch and Lightoller to “escort those Belfast idiots from the brig to that lifeboat as well. Kill all the Albatrosses aboard with one drop of a boat.” Even so, it meant time wasted and effort wasted, things Smith detested.

 


 To this end, he had his navigator plot a course for the most convenient departure point in the bay at Queenstown, where they were scheduled to take on not just additional passengers and supplies for their Atlantic crossing, but trade goods as well. He understood crates of hand-made, German grandfather clocks were among the goods going to America from here.

 


 To complete Mrs. Krizefieldt’s request, a lifeboat had to be packed with the woman’s trunk, bags, wheelchair, despondent caged parakeet, her equally despondent-looking husband, and finally herself.

 


 Second Officer Lightoller had been slated to take two junior officers with him to go ashore to oversee the boarding of additional passengers and cargo, and so he was selected to see to the de-boarding of Mrs. Krizefieldt, and her belongings in addition to escorting at gunpoint the other three unwanted characters aboard.

 


 At the time of packing the now wildly rocking lifeboat with the family Krizefieldt and their possessions, the prisoners were being escorted up from the brig—so far as Captain Smith knew. Using a single lifeboat made sense as the most expedient way to get them all out of the captain’s hair in one fell swoop. At the same time, Titanic must come to a complete halt, her anchors lowered to steady her, followed by the lowering of the lifeboat as Queenstown had no dock large enough to accommodate Titanic. This all in addition to his men having to bring on new passengers, properly de-board others via the boat train, and load on new provisions, stores, medical supplies, and trade goods.

 


 Smith’s orders to Lightoller had been simple and direct: “See that all aboard your lifeboat, sir, are safely put ashore. We’ll place all these malcontents into one boat, and let the Queenstown authorities deal with them, while Wilde sees to boarding passengers coming on here along with any additional goods and supplies.”

 


 The baby-faced Lightoller meant to carry out his orders to the letter, thinking the malcontents the captain spoke of had succeeded in upsetting his captain and his ship. He knew that it would be some time before things got back on course and on schedule; for himself, personally, it’d be some time before he could get back to the ship due to his having to unload the gnarly old German couple, Ransom, and his young accomplices. Still things were gong smoothly enough what with Lifeboat #5 safely lifted and waiting for the prisoners, held steady by the powerful davit engine. The young officer once again marveled at the amazing technological advances that had made Titanic possible. He knew the ship might be delayed, but Titanic was made for speed as well as elegance; she could make up the time once they were moving forward again.

 


 “Another ruse to slow us down,” Smith told his officers on the bridge from where he stood watching Lightoller organizing Lifeboat #5. Officer Wilde nodded, appreciating his captain’s wisdom.

 


 “How low will Cunard stoop, sir?” Wilde put in.

 


 “As low as their knees will allow.”

 

 



 


 Rather than seeing to the job of escorting the prisoners up from the bowels of the ship to be taken off, Will Murdoch had sent word via a crewman that this be done. Not long following this, Murdoch was sent word that the three prisoners had escaped and were at large. This on a boat some nine New York City blocks long and three wide. A more precise measurement placed the ship at 28 meters or 92 feet wide, and 882 feet or 269 meters long. A ship with a thousand hiding places.

 


 At the same time that Charles Lightoller was organizing the packing off of Mrs. Catarina Krizefieldt, word reached the captain that Ransom and his two young cohorts had attacked their guards halfway up to the boat deck, and the trio had disappeared after the melee belowdecks. It was believed they were now in hiding among the second class citizens of steerage grade tickets.

 


 “What shall we do sir?” asked Murdoch after reporting the unhappy news to Smith.

 


 “Shall we hold the lifeboat up, sir?” asked Lightoller, who’d joined them at the bridge on learning the news. “I mean until we can apprehend the prisoners?”

 


 “More time wasted,” Smith muttered, disgusted, his features and white beard at odds with his angry blue eyes. At this moment, he more resembled depictions of Zeus than Santa. “Damn you, Murdoch, why didn’t you see to the escort of prisoners personally, man?”

 


 “I had no idea they were so desperate, sir; I assumed they’d be thrilled at the news we were setting ’em free on the dock here. Free to go on their way, you know—facing no prosecution for—for—”

 


 “You told them that lie?”

 


 “I insisted the crewmen bringing them up say so, yes, to ensure their cooperation, you see.”

 


 “Clever, but it obviously didn’t work. Damn it all. This delays us further! Which is their aim, Mister Murdoch! You know this—delay, delay, sabotage next!”

 


 And it did have this supposed desired effect. This had all delayed Titanic, the clock ticking away, shaving off almost two hours from her schedule already, while they had been well ahead of schedule before now. This damnable delay could cost us the transatlantic record for a ship this size!” he continued. “A record I planned on winning before retirement—to beat Britannic. Every officer and crewman’s bonuses are at stake. Bonuses White Star promised, but only if Titanic shaves time off Britannic’s record.”

 


 “Not to mention your bonus, Captain,” said Wilde.

 


 Smith waved this off. “Record aside, gentlemen, the sheer embarrassment of it all; the owner and architect are aboard, both J. Bruce Ismay and Thomas Andrews.” He shook his head, despondent. “Fortunately, Pierre of Harland & Wolfe and J.P. Morgan, both of whom had hoped to be aboard, were unable to make the date, what with it changing daily!”

 


 Whether aboard or not, these men were giants of industry in a Gilded Age—in a time that heralded the greatness of mankind’s coming into the modern era; Smith mustn’t disappoint his bosses and benefactors, and at the moment, Mr. Ismay and Mr. Andrews were profoundly upset with the goings on aboard that he’d had to report already—first the Belfast intruders with their wild claims, and now this insane lunatic’s ridiculous so-called premonition of doom, and Smith had no doubt these distractions had been wired to J.P. Morgan and to Pierre.

 


 “We’ll send a second boat with those miscreants, Mr. Lightoller,” said Smith, legs parted in a fighting stance, his finger wagging at Lightoller’s nose. “For the moment, get that ranting woman off my ship!”

 


 Indeed, Mrs. Catarina Krizefieldt, sitting in the front of the life boat, awaiting her lowering over the side with her husband and her things, was shouting to any and all passengers who happened by—and there was a growing crowd of them—that they best come off the ship with her. “I’ve had a dream that’s altered every feeling I once held about this ship!”

 


 “What sorta dream?” shouted someone among the crowd the woman had gathered about Lifeboat #14.

 


 “A-A dream of death and destruction aboard. I have seen the Devil himself aboard Titanic. He has flesh fired like enamel, he does!”

 


 Some in the crowd taunted the woman for a fool, others called her a saboteur paid by the Cunard Line. Most wanted her unpleasant face, voice, and message to simply go away, and to this end Lightoller, with shaky hands, ordered a less experienced officer to lower him and Mr. and Mrs. Krizefieldt down. The young officer snapped on the davit motor that worked the pulleys to lower the shaking lifeboat that Lightoller stood in. A crewman monitored the lowering of the boat from the deck.

 


 For Smith, it meant Lightoller, a man at the davit, another monitoring the descent of the boat to keep it level, not to mention Murdoch and others chasing the other problem belowdecks were all engaged in time-consuming and unnecessary maneuvers. “God how I wish those Belfast thugs were on board with that woman!” Smith sighed deeply as he watched the action. “Lightoller seems be taking orders better than the more seasoned Murdoch. What do you think, Mr. Wilde?”

 


 “Think the both of them are good officers, sir; we’re lucky to have them with us, sir.”

 


 “Mr. Wilde, I can always count on your decorum.”

 


 But this was not the end of annoyances for Smith, for when Officer Lightoller returned piloting the lifeboat back to Titanic, he’d gotten an earful from the crazed old hag and somehow thought it wise to address the possibility of the woman’s having some powers in the realm of the unseen, the world of the paranormal and séances for which she was sought after and well known in Surrey and Wexford, or so she claimed as she hailed from Wexford and had acquaintances in Surrey despite her German background.

 


 “Mr. Lightoller, we’ll waste no more time on this nonsense, please!”

 


 “I only mean, sir, that her foresight…well it turns out it’s legendary in her region of England.”

 


 “Wexford, bah!” Captain Smith sniffed as if he smelled the place, and he went to the huge windows facing the bow and the horizon. For a long moment, he watched, silent, looking out over the broad expanse of the Atlantic ahead of them and then muttered, “Lost time…hard to make up.”

 


 Lightoller knew the man’s every move, every twitch by now, and he understood he was to stand silent and wait on his captain’s next order. Finally, Smith turned to his junior officer and firmly said, “Mr. Lightoller you and everyone aboard who answers to me are to be silent on the rantings of that awful woman and to speak no more of it, understood?”

 


 “Yes, sir…understood.”

 


 “And Charles…” Smith added, a hand waving birdlike, “I will hear no gossip among the crew or the black gang at the furnaces.”

 


 Lightoller felt a smidge emboldened since Smith used his first name, a sign the old man liked him regardless of his bumbling. “Sir, then will you hear of a missing man among the stokers?”

 


 “A missing man? What missing man?”

 


 “Aye, sir, Alfred Davenport.”

 


 “Sounds like the name of a sofa,” joked Wilde, who was at Titanic’s giant, shining wheel. The bridge was made of the most expensive mahogany paneling and all metal surfaces were gold plated, often reflecting sunlight so powerfully as to blind a man.

 


 “We can’t have already lost a man over the side, can we?” asked Smith. “Are all the life boats and collapsibles accounted for?”

 


 “They are, sir,” replied Lightoller, biting his lip.

 


 “Speak your mind, Charles.”

 


 “All accounted for sir—what few there are.” One of Lightoller’s many responsibilities included overseeing the lifeboats in the event they were needed, for which he took a terrible ribbing. He also oversaw the boarding of all supplies from the bakers’ flour to binoculars, gun stores to medical and foodstuffs along with various other supplies—at least in the loading. A chore that young, Junior Officer Boxhall was assigned as backup. 


 


 “What do you know of this missing man?” asked Captain Smith.

 


 “The one they call Burnsey, sir?”

 


 “No…I hear of a second missing man.”

 


 “Oh, yes, well…the older fellow, another of the stokers.”

 


 “What is the word on this fellow?”

 


 “The other black gangmen, sir, they say he was there one minute, working away at his shovel, the next gone.”

 


 “This is the Davenport fellow you spoke of earlier, Charles?”

 


 “Davenport, Alfred, yes sir. Some said he’d gone toward the rear of the ship, others thought he’d gone up to the next deck. That he’d been boasting he’d met a girl up there in steerage.”

 


 “But they’re restricted to the lower depths and their quarters, aren’t they? Did they get those orders, Mr. Lightoller?”

 


 “Aye, sir, they did, but some say this chap didn’t always obey orders.”

 


 “They are the Black Gang, sir,” added Wilde with a shake of the head.

 


 Lightoller quickly added,” And there was a dance going on in lower class, lots of drink, music, and women, you see.”

 


 “Temptations abound,” said Wilde.

 


 “So he’s lying drunk somewhere on board is he?” asked Smith, his tone dripping of disgust.

 


 “Likely asleep atop some wench,” commented Wilde from the wheel.

 


 “We think so, but perhaps he’s fallen under the spell of a woman, sir,” Lightoller had to agree with Wilde. “Black Gang fellas live a rough life, and they act as if there’s no tomorrow, sir.”

 


 “Damn it all. What else can happen to slow us down?”

 


 “Actually, sir,” Lightoller began, grimacing, “there’s a coal fire burning away in one of the furnace rooms.”

 


 “What? My God. What happened? This day! I wish I could turn it back!” Smith stomped about in a small circle. “Bother.” He ended in his usual calmness, the picture of neatness and stoicism in his uniform.

 


 “Coal for the furnace ignited—we suspect one of those spontaneous ignitings that occur from time to time, sir, “Lightoller volunteered. “Something to do with the chemical combustion, natural processes. It’s beyond me, but as they chuck out the coal, the embers will be found and extinguished—of that you can be sure.”

 


 “So what’s being done?” asked Smith.

 


 “Can’t do anything but close off the section, which shuts off two auxiliary furnaces in that area, sir.”

 


 “Why am I just hearing of this now? You realize this means we can never get her up to 24 knots.”

 


 “Well sir, I do sir, yes, but the firemen have had no luck with it; bloody smoke—pardon me language, sir—the smoke is too thick.”

 


 “I see.”

 


 “Some believe Davenport may be inside there—choked to death, sir.”

 


 “Her maiden voyage and she’s fast becoming a ragged whore,” muttered Smith to no one in particular. “An expensive as hell whore but a whore, nonetheless.”



 


TWENTY SEVEN

 

 



 


Belowdecks, Constable Alastair Ransom, Declan Irvin, and Thomas Coogan looked over their shoulders and worked to catch a breath amid the crowd of second class passengers who strolled about the steerage deck, many at the portals that ran along every bulkhead; on this deck there were areas open to the sea at stern and bow but not elsewhere, not like the promenades of first class overhead. As a result, the over-booked, crowded lower decks made for a good place to hide in plain sight and with their clothes and appearance, the detective and the interns fit right in, so much so that it was unlikely they’d be recognized by anyone but those who had acted as their jailers, primarily Murdoch, Lightoller, and two crewmen.

 


 The trio made their way to the aft open deck, all of them feeling ambivalent at this point over their latest decision; they’d been given the opportunity to gracefully exit from Titanic—an escape rather. They could have done so by getting off at Queenstown with the lady that their jailers were laughing about, someone named Mrs. Krizefieldt, her bird, her belongings, and her husband. It would have been so easy to have thrown up their hands and just left, but Alastair was not having any of it. He’d encouraged the boys to do just that—go along peacefully with the burly but unarmed pair of crewmen escorting them and find their way back home to Belfast, return to school, get their education, meet wonderful future wives, have children—lots of them—and a practice as surgeons, hell…just live a long and prosperous life. When they’d first got word of the captain’s plan to set them ashore in Queenstown they’d discussed it there in their cell. They had but moments to decide, so Alastair decided for them. “You two go along peaceably…get to the top deck and follow Captain Smith’s orders. This is a death ship. Save yourselves.”

 


 Declan had asked, “What about you?”

 


 “I’m going to make a break for it, try to uncover this thing aboard the way we uncovered it back in Belfast, rub Smith’s face in it so that he will understand that this thing is real, and that it is freely operating aboard his ship, killing as it goes, and—”

 


 “What’re you bloody going on about, guv’ner?” asked one of the jailers who’d come to escort them to the waiting lifeboat Murdoch had told them about. Alastair turned away from his fellow prisoners and addressed both jailers. “We’ve tried to warn your captain; there’s a horrible plague aboard this ship that’s already killed one man that we know of…died a horrible death right here before our eyes last night. Man was mad with it, clawing his way into the cage to get at us, and this thing is attempting to reproduce itself here now aboard Titanic.”

 


 “It’s the black plague and smallpox combined!” declared Declan, rushing the barred door.

 


 It was all the two superstitious sailors needed to hear. It shook these men to their core to hear the word plague aboard.

 


 “Are ye not missing two fellow crewmen?” 

 


 “No, we’re not!”

 


 “Stokers—two of the black gang’ve disappeared!” insisted Ransom.
 “Isn’t it true?” asked Declan.

 


 “Are there not two men gone from among you?” shouted Thomas, hands raised. 


 


 “One a young lad named Burnsey,” added Declan.

 


 “The other a tall gaunt fellow,” added Ransom, “with red iron for hair and rings on every finger?”

 


 “You’ve seen Davenport?” asked one of the crewmen, slapping the other on the arm. “They’ve seen Davenport, Gil!”

 


 “He’s missing all right,” said the other man who unlocked the cell door and bowed with a wave, actions meant to mock them. “Now gentlemen, cause us no trouble; captain wants you topside, he does. Come along. Davenport and Burnsey—they’re the captain’s problem, not ours!”

 


 “But I tell you the man was mad with the disease,” countered Ransom, stopping before this crewman. “You men are at risk. Your captain is putting you all at risk of death not to heed us.”

 


 “No one’s to speak badly of Captain Smith, you!” shouted the second crewman.

 


 “Do you think when all hell breaks loose on this ship and people are dropping like flies from the plague that your captain up top is going to be concerned about you down here?”

 


 “Plague, you say again—and are ye stickin’ to that story?” asked the stouter, shorter of the two crewmen.

 


 “It’s the truth, you fools! Every bit of it!” cried Ransom, intentionally unnerving the two big crewmen.

 


 “It’s no wonder that old girl wants off the ship!” said the first crewman.

 


 Declan and Thomas watched as Ransom expertly continued the plan to unsettle these two. “Why do you think I brought two doctors with me when I boarded, eh?” asked Ransom. “This is Dr. Irvin, and this Dr. Coogan, and I suppose your captain didn’t tell you that I am a Belfast constable, or that we three have chased this disease from Belfast to here—and now your shipmates, Burnsey and Davenport are dead while your captain scoffs at us.”

 


 “If it’s true, Jeff,” said the taller of the two crewmen, “we’re pur’t-near the bottom rung here, a cut above the stokers.”

 


 “It’s a big if,” countered Jeff with an unconvincing wobble to his voice. “I mean Mr. Murdoch and Mr. Lightoller said this fellow Ransom is a sly one, and we’re to give no quarter.”

 


 “I thought he said no credence; to give no notice to what he says.”

 


 “Aye, that too.”

 


 “But if they saw Davenport out of his head with black plague, we could be next.”

 


 Declan and Coogan boarded the lift ahead of Alastair, and as the two crewmen continued to speak of one another’s misgivings as they herded the trio of prisoners to the lift, the pair didn’t expect the affable Alastair to turn and blow a handful of finely ground coffee into their eyes.

 


 Alastair followed up with a second complete surprise to the blinded duo and to the young doctors. Spinning his cane in hand and allowing it to slide through his fingers so that the wolf’s head was at ground level, he hooked it behind the foot of the taller crewman, stepped into him with an outstretched stiff arm, and sent him to his backside all in one fell swoop. The boys marveled at seeing Ransom in action, seeing the unsuspecting man toppled by his bear-like prisoner.

 


 The second crewman faired even worse than his now unconscious friend as Ransom weaved expertly on his feet to the right and threw himself then to the left. Using his considerable weight against his stockier opponent, Ransom slammed the big fellow hard into the steel doorframe of the lift—sending the boys backing into one corner. The thud made such a horrible noise that Declan imagined the skull-buster must be resounding throughout the ship. With evident planning for the next blow, Ransom pulled back with his wolf’s head cane, and whacked the crewman in the back of the head even as the jailer slid down the doorframe.    


 

           “Gawd but that’ll leave a terrible headache,” Declan had shouted over the noise of the one-sided fight.

 

            The sudden power displayed by Ransom left his young friends both in awe and fear as they winced in pain for the men that Ransom had put down in a matter of seconds

 

 



 


 Ransom dragged the second man from the lift to lay across the other while shouting, “It’s in it we are now, lads!” He then leapt aboard the lift, wildly panting as a result of the fight.

 


 Aboard the lift, Thomas slammed the cage door closed and sent the tiny gilded cage upwards. “Sorry, fellas, you had to see that; but those two weren’t listening to reason anymore than their captain.”

 


 Then below them, the threesome heard the cursing and banging from one of the crewmen who’d come to.

 


 “I imagine, lads, that you’re hearing the worse cursing you’ve ever heard—albeit muffled.”

 


 “Where’d you get that black powder?” Thomas asked, laughing now.

 


 “Ground African roast—coffee, boys! Sacks of it just outside my cell bars! Stuffed my pockets with it, you see…in the event it was needed.”

 


 “And it was!” Thomas laughed.

 


 “And so here we are,” said Declan, taking a deep breath and smelling the coffee that had dusted them, “three refugees, escaped prisoners, aboard Titanic with a dire message no one wants to hear much less believe.”

 


 As the lift took them up and up, Thomas knocked at his clothes to brush off the coffee powder. “We’re in quite the predicament. How do we avoid another arrest?”

 


 Ransom next stopped the lift at Deck C, second class berths and deck. “You two can go on up,” he told the interns. “Give yourselves up, lads, and get on that lifeboat and off this…this plague ship.”

 


 “What about you, Alastair?” asked Declan.

 


 “We’re all in it together, Detective.” Thomas stepped off the lift.

 


 Declan joined Thomas on Deck C.

 


 “Please, lads, be reasonable; there’s no hope of getting off the ship after Queenstown when it’ll be open sea.”

 


 “True, we’ll be in the North Atlantic by time we convince that stubborn captain up there,” said Thomas, pointing in the general direction of the overhead decks.

 


 “We came on board as a team, we remain to fight as a team, sir,” Declan insisted.

 


 “Thomas, is Declan speaking for you, too?”

 


 Thomas grimaced. “He is and he’s bloody right.”

 


 “Ah!” gasped a lady passenger stepping by. “There are children aboard, sir!”

 


 Thomas started to apologize but the lady had rushed on.

 


 Alastair placed both hands on Thomas’ shoulders. “Are you bloody sure?”

 


 “I am committed, sir, completely.”

 


 Ransom shook his head over the two and smiled, surprised at the level of dedication these two young men had shown. Declan then sent the lift straight back down the way they had come. “So lads,” Ransom then said, “how do we proceed from here?”

 


 “First things first,” replied Declan. “Smell that?”

 


 Thomas took in a deep breath of sea air; they’d been in what amounted to a huge coffin below the waterline where no amount of pumped in air from above could compete with the smoke and haze, and where the smell of it clung like a fetid animal.

 


 Ransom realized what the lads most wanted at the moment, so he followed them to the rail to look out at the sea from portholes, and then he followed them out onto the aft deck amid the second-class crowds here. After finding seats about a stationary table in what amounted to a café on deck, they planned their strategy which all hinged on discovering either Burney’s or Davenport’s body, for surely the men were dead at this point. “Two bodies aboard might well be the clear and present evidence of danger required to move Captain Smith to action,” Declan firmly said.

 


 “Yes,” agreed Thomas, his eyes going to the Queenstown docks off the port side where he and the others saw a lifeboat with what appeared to be Charles Lightoller and two other officers escorting that unhappy passenger off Titanic. They could not make out her words, but the woman in the boat, alongside a silent husband, was ranting about something. “Yes, well, this would be the time and place to stop Titanic—at safe harbor—and one by one, under careful scrutiny and quarantine conditions—get as many of the over two thousand passengers and crew off the ship until only the final carrier remained.”

 


 “At which time a bullet to the head might be in order,” added Ransom. “Short of that, if Smith continues on from here…I have no clue what we will do or be forced to do. Have you, lads?”

 


 Only shakes of the head responded to Ransom regarding this future possible circumstance.

 


 “Perhaps Titanic must be scuttled and sent to the bottom,” muttered Ransom, hardly above a whisper.

 


 “What?” asked Thomas.

 


 “What did you say?” Declan echoed.

 


 The young interns stared at Alastair as if he were mad.

 


 Ransom shrugged. “What else can we do? We are on the high seas on a ship riddled with this disease organism. Do you prefer this plague to reach New York?”

 


 “There has to be another way,” replied Thomas through clenched teeth, “Some other recourse!”

 


 “Perhaps if we could get the bloody creature off and onto an iceberg, maybe?” Declan timidly suggested.

 


 Ransom shook his head. “Suppose this thing’s already spread from stem to stern, lads, from top to bottom of the ship by time we hit the ice floes in the North Atlantic. What then, lads? What then?”

 


 Declan pictured the fearful circumstances if they got too far from any port. “What’re you suggesting? That we become anarchists and bomb the boilers?”

 


 “Shhh…keep such talk down,” Ransom cautioned, looking around them.

 


 “We already sound like anarchists, for Christ’s sake.” Declan leapt to his feet and went to the port side, staring after the lifeboat that had promised to set them ashore. Thomas joined him there, Ransom holding back.

 


 “We’re fools to have not gotten away to dry land, Declan, you know this, don’t you?”

 


 “I do. I do…but there are lives at stake, Thomas, and I can’t just walk away from this. You go! You turn yourself in. I am sure Mr. Ransom and I can do what we must to keep this thing from reaching New York without…without blowing up the ship.”

 


 Ransom joined them at the railing. “We’re exposed here, lads. If you want to be discovered and put ashore, this is the way to do it. I won’t hold it against you. We’ve come a long way together; perhaps it’s time we called it quits as a team. Hell you could get below, find a porthole large enough and swim ashore but I wouldn’t recommend diving from this height. You’ll knock yourselves out.”

 


 “Shut up! Mr. Ransom, Constable, Inspector…whatever you are,” said Declan, losing his temper. “Look here, we must—you and I—locate those bodies; we must provide Smith with evidence that no man can ignore. And as for you, Thomas, you should truly get off this bloody ship now!”

 


 Thomas slapped Declan on the arm. “With three of us seeking evidence, we have a far greater chance of success, and successful early enough, soon enough, Smith will turn back and hold anchor in Queenstown harbor. We find Davenport or Burns and splay ’em the hell open, and Smith and his surgeon will pay heed.”

 


 “Else boys, it’s sending Titanic to the deep by hook or by crook.” Ransom looked his sternest when saying this.

 


 “The idea of it alone makes me weak,” admitted Declan. “I’m not-tat-all sure I could go through with such an action. I’d likely lose my legs.”

 


 “Hell, I almost did when Ransom proposed it,” said Thomas, the breeze lifting his blonde hair.

 


 “At the same,” continued Declan, “Mr. Ransom has a point if this alien creature spreads this killing disease exponentially. Just imagine its strength, Tommie.”

 


 Thomas swallowed hard, looked about and nodded. “What then indeed if this thing has reproduced aboard Titanic? If it should multiply exponentially? But we’re just theorizing here, Declan. We haven’t had any word from Dr. Bellingham about the nature of the beast.”

 


 “What’s that about Bellingham in Belfast?” asked Alastair, who had stepped to the rail to join them.

 


 “We need to get to the Wireless Room, see if there’s a message that’s been sent for us from Dr. B. He said he’d do his best to get word after his tests were completed on the egg sacs.”

 


 “We must find that wireless, then!” said Thomas.

 


 Ransom nodded. “Know thy enemy.”

 

 



 


 They soon found the door marked Wireless Room, which was open with a long line of passengers vying to get a message out—notices to friends on shore either back in England or ahead of them in New York. Most were here to try out Mr. Marconi’s amazing invention. It was a gamble and hardly a way to lie low, but Alastair put on his most forthright authorial voice and manner, excused himself and the young doctors to make a path straight for the wireless operator. He flashed his Belfast badge at eye-level for all to see and announced, “Official business, please! Out of the way.”

 


 Declan asked the wireless operator, a young man his own age, “Has any message from Belfast been sent for me? Declan Irvin. It’s rather important.”

 


 “Irvin…Declan Irvin,” the operator repeated the name. “I seem to recall the fellow from second shift said something about it, but it was sent round only no one on board by the name of Declan Irvin could be found, so the steward brought it back here. Jimmy said he’d put it with others that couldn’t be delivered; said it was a lot of jibberish.” The operator scurried about searching for the message as he spoke. “Ahhh, here it is.” He glanced at it—“from Belfast, a Dr. Bellingham.”

 


 “That’s it.” Declan snatched if from the operator’s outstretched hand. Ransom dropped a coin in the man’s palm, Thomas backed from the bathroom-sized room, and the three made a hasty departure for the safety of the lower decks.

 


 When they found a relatively safe place to read and decipher what Bellingham had sent, Declan was the one to read the message aloud: ‘Unfortunate news. It is not a single macro parasite, nor a colony of cells, but rather each cell is out for its own survival—they cannibalize one another unless there are other sources of nourishment. However, they begin life in their sacs as an encysted grouping of dormant infected cells just waiting to rupture and spread contagion like a mushroom’s fruiting spore bodies when under the right conditions. Cold does not kill them but it holds them in check. Fire may be the answer.”

 


 “Doesn’t sound good,” muttered Alastair.

 


 They had returned to the relative safety of the crowd now at the aft deck where they’d earlier been, no one speaking for some time now until Thomas asked, “What then happens if this thing is reproducing itself aboard Titanic? If it should multiply exponentially, Declan?” 


 


 “What exactly do you mean exponentially?” asked Alastair, not quite sure of the notion in a medical sense.

 


 “Like rabbits,” said Thomas.

 


 “Imagine it this way, Constable,” began Declan, staring out at the sea on this pristine day, the North Atlantic’s surface like glass ahead of them. “Take this table cloth here.” He had turned to another of the cafe tables on this deck where some second class passengers sat drinking and smoking. Their own table had already been claimed by others. “May I use your table cloth for a scientific demonstration?” he asked the amused couples at the table he’d selected.

 


 “By all means,” replied the man who’d huddled with the others, looking the leader of the family group.

 


 “I will need everything off the table, sir.”

 


 The people at the table lifted their drinks and ashtrays, leaving the table free of any plates or other items. “I thought you were going to do the magic trick of snatching the cloth away and leaving all glasses and such in position,” said one of the women at the table.

 


 “Oh no, I can’t do such tricks as that; this is to demonstrate what happens when disease organisms spread exponentially—once reproduction starts.”

 


 Thomas stood back, obviously having seen Declan make this explanation before, while Alastair inched forward, looking on with the interested people at the table and some joining from around them to hear this. Declan said little but rather folded the cloth over once, twice, three times, saying, “You see how each fold makes the cloth thicker and thicker. Measuring now two, maybe three inches.”

 


 “This is common sense,” said Alastair, “but what’s it to do with the spread of disease?”

 


 “I fold it again, and as you see it has gone from doubling to quadrupling… becoming more difficult to fold with each successive fold. But imagine now folding it indefinitely, it grows larger—four inches, eight, on and on. Imagine if it were foldable without limit, that it would continue getting taller and taller, reaching to the deck overhead, and then beyond this ship, reaching to the sky, to the stars even. Each fold represents how a thing multiplies not simply but exponentially. Imagine this with cancerous cells in the human body and you have some notion of how these cells so quickly destroy a tissue, the organs, and then the whole body.”

 


 “Alastair, imagine the table cloth folded to the moon and the stars,” said Declan, while one lady at the table gaped, obviously curious. A second seated lady erupted with, “My god, I see what you mean.”

 


 “I see it too,” added one of the men at the table who had turned pale at the thought. “My mother died of a cancerous condition. It’s why I became a doctor.” He then introduced himself as Dr. Washington Dodge and wife. He pointed toward three children at play with spinning toys on deck that he proudly announced as his own. “The reason we must travel second class,” he finished with a joke.

 


 “Now if your demonstration is through, Declan,” said Thomas in his ear, “where do we start to search for Davenport’s ahhh…remains?”

 


 Just then the sound of children at play with a yelping dog seeped into Alastair’s consciousness. He looked down the length of the deck to see a golden Retriever bounding about and barking, the sound grasped by the wind and hurled out to sea. The children were attempting a game of ball and jacks, while the dog kept stealing the ball.

 


 “The dog,” said Ransom.

 


 “What of him?” asked Thomas.

 


 “He’s a bloody Retriever.”

 


 “You don’t expect him to retrieve a body, do you?”

 


 “I have seen dogs of his breed sniff out decay in Chicago. There was a doctor there, a friend of mine, Christian Fenger, a pathologist and surgeon at Cook County Hospital. The man is genius personified, and he’d begun experiments with this and other breeds to locate missing persons—often cadavers by the time they were found—in a confined area.”

 


 “We certainly have that below!” said Declan. “Confined spaces, that is.”

 


 “I’ve seen dogs sniff out bodies in Lake Michigan from a boat. Their sense of smell is altogether preternatural, defies even watery depths.”

 


 Thomas, who’d bummed a cigarette from a passerby was puffing when he shrugged and conceded, “Perhaps the dog may then be of service.”

 


 “I suspect it depends on his nose,” suggested Ransom.

 


 “We will have to engage the dog’s owner then,” said Declan. “Do you have any coins on you to use in order to ahh…borrow the animal?”

 


 “I’m surprised they managed to get a dog on board,” remarked Thomas between puffs.

 


 “We certainly heard enough barking when we were in that damned cell,” replied Declan.

 


 “Yeah, but they were caged below like us. Seeing one running free like this…well it’s like that dog is…well, like us—breaking with ship’s law.”

 


 “You know people, especially hard-bitten folks; they find a way. If the owner wants his dog to have some air…then the dog gets air,” replied Alastair. “So best let me commandeer the dog in the name of the Chica—I mean the Royal Irish Constabulary.”

 


 “The Royal Irish Constabulary, truly?” came a lady’s voice, someone who’d overheard as voices carried much farther, it seemed on a sea breeze.

 


 Ransom turned to see that it was Mrs. Dodge, the lady entranced by Declan’s demonstration of exponential growth. He hooked his cane over his left wrist and took her hand in his right, kissing it. “Belfast Constabulary, madam, at your service,” he replied.

 


 She made a slight gasp. “Whatever ghastly thing might it be, Constable, to bring you aboard Titanic?”

 


 “My associates and I are…well we are in pursuit of a felonious ahhh…felon er-ah fellow,” Ransom told her, “but please, Mrs. Dodge, we are incognito. Tell no one you encountered us.”

 


 The lady nodded vigorously, obviously excited and intrigued at this turn of events. “I so love Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes tales. They are so very intriguing.”

 


 “You must promise now to tell no one, my dear.”

 


 She nodded vigorously and indicated her lips were sealed before she rejoined her party. Ransom told the boys, “I’d hoped to do this quietly, but now it’ll be all over the ship; who we are that is. We must work fast, boys. As for the dog, shouldn’t cost us a dime—besides, Captain McEachern got all our cash.”

 


 Ransom then flashed his badge at the mob about the dog. One man with a horrid wooden leg that looked gray from age with its unvarnished surface immediately looked for an escape route. This gray-bearded fellow’s expression was the embodiment of fear at the sight of Ransom’s badge. His wooden leg looked unfinished as if stolen from a woodshop and in need of a good finishing and sanding, and as Ransom decided these things, the man grabbed the dog, and in an instant got a leash on the animal, and they were about to make a run for it when Alastair’s cane hooked the wooden ankle to drop the man unceremoniously onto the deck. The errant leg rattled toward the children who’d been at play with the dog, and Dr. and Mrs. Dodge raced for their boys, scooping them up and into their protective arms. All the while the dog barked and brayed in agitation.

 


 The dog stood over his fallen master now, snarling at Alastair. At the same time, a pair of ship’s officers in white were rushing toward the melee, either after the dog to put him safely away, or after the doctors and Ransom to put them safely away.

 


 Either way, Ransom turned and ran, the young interns racing after him, seeking the safety of the interior, going for the stairwell and the deck below, madly in search of a place to hide. “My God,” bellowed Thomas as they went, “we’re like roaches seeking the darkest corner.”

 


 “Which way?” asked Ransom. “Where do we go, lads?”

 


 “This ship’s filled with places to hide; it’s why that damnable creature is so elusive!” shouted Declan over their clatter.

 


 “Yes, we go to the bottom again,” shouted Ransom. “Find a stokehold or a cargo hold.”

 


 “Trading one cell for another?” complained Thomas.

 


 “It’s only temporary until we can get hold of that Retriever.”

 


 “And how do you propose that?” asked Thomas.

 


 “That old man and his dog’re going to be escorted back down to the dog kennel, and his dog locked away. We’ll get the dog then.”

 


 “But Alastair, that dog’s liable to bite your hand off if it sees you again,” warned Declan as they continued down one stairwell and then the next.

 


 Near out of breath, Alastair said, “Either of you boys good with dogs?”

 

 

 


 Above decks, everyone had gasped at the policeman’s sudden, vicious ‘attack’ against a helpless old man, but no one had stepped in or had dared say anything against the man waving the badge. The big man calling himself a constable had been too intimidating for that, but one porter at a distance saw the commotion and had rushed off for help. At the same time, Dr. Dodge had set his son with his wife to retrieve the injured man’s leg and to hand it to him, thankful it had not been splintered. Others stood about with a mix of emotions filling them.

 


 “We are in need of your dog, sir—temporarily,” they’d recounted what Ransom had said to the crippled fellow. “As an officer of the law, I am commandeering the animal,” one man repeated word for word.

 


 The gray-beared old man tried to calm his dog now, hushing it and calling its name. “Varmint! Varmint, stop that now! Get over here.”

 


 The dog, well trained, did as his master said.

 


 The white-coated officers who’d raced to the scene now had a fix on the three escaped prisoners. They were soon joined by Murdoch and four other crewmen. Murdoch vowed, “We’ll find these rascals again for sure, and if need be it’s over the side with them in one of the collapsible! Set them adrift.”

 

 


 


 An hour later Ransom, Declan, and Thomas sat, stomachs growling for want of food, in a dark back section of a closet-sized hole that had been locked, but Ransom had been able to pick the door lock using a stickpin he’d secretly removed from a lady’s hat above decks. The dubious name on the door had been Specie Room, specie meaning coins. Here lay Titanic’s operating expense account—thousands of dollars, marked bills, and gold and silver dollars. Working petty cash for the huge liner, and among the many safes here—each of three: first class money, second class money, and third class monies being held here by the purser in each section of the ship. No longer in great use, Ransom figured as all the hands that needed to be greased up ’til this point had been greased from self-important dock masters, health inspectors, and local constabulary. They just might be safe here for a time, as this rather sparse room also had its own small lavatory.

 


 “No food…all the money’s under lock and key,” grumbled Ransom, “but it’s a place they’re not likely to be searching.”

 


 “How bloody ironic is this, Declan,” muttered the disgruntled Thomas, upset at the chain of events that had led them to this ignoble end. “We had dreams of becoming rich doctors, and here we sit among the riches—outlaws.”

 


 “The pursers may be in and out of here from time to time,” warned Ransom, “as passengers may ask for a portion of their funds from the bank. Depends on whether someone falls prey to spending or playing cards.”

 


 “There’s no bloody end of shops aboard to spend money in! Did ya see ’em all?” agreed Declan who stood and paced the cramped area half the size of a Pullman train car.

 


 “What do you propose we do now, Alastair?” asked Thomas.

 


 “Well…to cut the odors here, I’m lighting up.” Ransom dug out a pipe and tobacco from his coat pocket.

 


 They felt the ship shuddering, moving. In fact it moved with a new urgency. It was now on its way to America.

 


TWENTY EIGHT

 

 



 


Ransom checked his pocket watch. He shook the young interns awake. “Few people will be about now. I say we find a safer and more pleasant hole to hide in, perhaps a stokehold or cargo hold where we can find something to eat, even if it is raw vegetables or canned goods.”

 


 The young men took some convincing as both were groggy with fatigue. Still, Alastair got them to their feet and moving for the door of the Specie Room. Once they’d slipped from the room, Ransom cautiously led them to the closest stairwell, leading them down and into the ship’s bottom-most reaches to find a huge, long corridor as large as any boulevard in any city on the globe, a shaft that ran nearly the entire length of the ship without interruption.

 


 “How the devil’re we going to convince the captain and officers of this ship of anything from down here in this cave?” asked Thomas, his cynicism of earlier having returned full-blown.

 


 “We need to locate the brig,” said Ransom.

 


 “The brig? What the hell for?” Thomas shot back, their voices bouncing off the iron walls here. Only dimly lit, the corridor might as well be an underground cavern save for the sound of rushing seawater against Titanic’s outer hull.

 


 “If you recall, Thomas, it was while we were in that cage that we heard the barking of dogs; I suspect that Retriever is back in his holding cell, and I mean to get control of that animal. To start our search of the ship for Burnsey and Davenport—or rather their remains.”

 


 Declan nodded. “Excellent plan, and once we have an actual person killed by this thing and dissected before O’Laughlin and Captain Smith’s eyes, they can’t possibly laugh us off, Thomas.”

 


 “How far do you suppose we are from Queenstown?” asked Thomas.

 


 “Wishing now you’d gotten off when I told you to?”asked Ransom.

 


 “Hell no! I just want some idea of how far, so that when they decide to turn the ship around…I know how far before we reach port.”

 


 “I suspect we’ve been running at between 18 and 21knots, Thomas, so even if Smith miraculously turned Titanic for Queenstown, it would take perhaps seventeen, maybe eighteen hours.”

 


 “And every hour we go further into the North Atlantic, the more isolated we are with this thing aboard,” added Ransom. “I wish to God you lads had disembarked at Queenstown and left this to me.”

 


 “What would you do without us?” joked Thomas and their laughter echoed down the chamber they traversed.

 


 “Are you quite sure we are pointed in the right direction, Alastair?” asked Declan.

 


 “No…not entirely, no.”

 


 They shared more laughter as it was the only tonic they had at the moment. But Alastair suddenly shushed the boys. “Some men ahead! Step in here!”

 


 A group of four or five raucous, back-slapping stokers, looking as if they were going off shift, passed within inches of Ransom and the lads, who’d taken refuge, backs to a wall in an alcove. Their niche hideaway was painted in black shadow. 


 


 The stokers moved on, swearing as they went. Ransom’s party then moved on as well, but in the opposite direction. Here they passed successive giant coal bins the size of buildings; these bins alternated with huge boiler after boiler. There were more and fresher stokers feeding each boiler, their muscles, backs, and shovels in rhythm, keeping them far too busy to notice the trio walking among them. 


 


 Soon they found a stairwell that took them up to a catwalk, and below them squatted the mightiest and largest turbine engine any of them had ever seen. It was breathtakingly large, giving them all pause. “What a marvel of invention; how far we have come, eh lads?” Ransom swallowed hard.

 


 Moving past the giant turbine, they saw the towering four reciprocating engines—gigantic monsters that dwarfed the turbine engine.

 


 “I have no idea how we got to this side of the ship,” said Declan, “but it feels to me like we’re going in circles.”

 


 Engineers passed them on the catwalk, one stopping them to tell them that no passengers were allowed in this section of the ship.

 


 “We’ve come down to find our pets in the holding area but seem to’ve gotten ourselves hopelessly lost,” lied Ransom. “Can you point us in the right direction?”

 


 The man smiled and then quick-sketched a map that would take them back to where they needed to be. “There’ll be a stairwell right here,” he marked it with an X, “that puts you back on the deck you want to be. Now please, out of this area, gents.”

 


 The trio soon found familiar territory, the area of the cargo holds where they had been detained. “No one will be looking for us here,” Ransom remarked.

 


 “Damned if I don’t hear barking—the dogs,” added Declan.

 


 “Thank goodness!” Thomas wiped his brow. “I thought we’d be lost down here forever.”

 


 Ransom checked his watch. “They’ll be having breakfast served in the third class dining saloon just above us here, boys. What say you? Are you game for a meal before we go to work?”

 


 “First things first,” balked Declan. “We need to know if the Retriever is down here with us.”

 


 They found the holding pen for the animals. Water bowls freshly filled, tell-tale signs that the animals were being tended to on a regular basis. Someone was coming down from time to time to feed and care for them all.

 


 The place was a cacophony of noise, enough to get on the nerves of anyone with hearing, but for the time being, the trio proved the only creatures moving on two legs here.

 


 “Do you see him?”

 


 “Where’s that damn dog?”

 


 “There he is!” said Ransom. “The same as we saw on deck, Varmint, I heard him called.”

 


 “Look here, Constable,” came a voice from behind them. He’s a good dog and neither he nor I want any trouble.” It was the dog’s peg-legged old master. He’d been in deep shadow and only materialized now. “Varmint’s been agitated enough for one day. Now you leave ’im alone.” The old man held a broad serrated knife on them.

 


 “How’d you get him aboard?” asked Declan, petting the animal though the bars. Varmint reacted calmly to Declan’s touch.

 


 “I come down to keep my dog company and to feed him. They won’t allow Varmint back on deck, but he gets agitated. Other day when I freed ‘im, well…I saw how upset he was, downright fear in his old eyes there was! Someone had to’ve been mistreatin’ me dog, I decided. Got mad, I did. Well then I thought to give him some air, so…He’s an old fella, you see—like…well, like me.”

 


 “Agitated eh?” asked Ransom. He turned to the lads and near whispered, “Wonder if he’s gotten a whiff of that thing we’re chasing.”

 


 “Thing you’re chasing?”

 


 “Rats!” said Thomas in a knee-jerk reaction to the old man.

 


 Ransom countered this with, “We need your dog to hunt down a…a missing person…for us, Mr. Farley.”

 


 “A missing person aboard ship?”

 


 “It’s a big ship, sir,” replied Declan.

 


 Ransom asked, “Is your Varmint…is he any good at sniffing out bad odors?”

 


 “He’ll show ya how smart he is. Catch every rat aboard Titanic, he will. I warrant it’s true! How much’re ye willing to pay?”

 


 “Send a bill to the Belfast Royal Constabulary care of Belfast, Ireland. It’ll get there. I’ll sign it to authenticate your claim.”

 


 “You gotta be joshing! An IOU? Do I look like a man who takes IOU?”

 


 “You can name your price, Mr. ahhh…”

 


 “Farley, Robert Eugene Farley. You say I can name my price?”

 


 “You set the price, Mr. Farley.”

 


 “Well now you’re talkin’, Constable.”

 


 “Good…good then, and if you don’t mind lowering that pig sticker, I’d be obliged.”

 


 Farley frowned at he knife he’d forgotten was in his hand. “Took me for a good fall up on deck, Constable, when you snatched my pine leg out from under.” He reminded Ransom, pointing to his cane. “Sure a damn, pretty cane.”

 


 “I’ll see to it you get a decent replacement leg when we disembark in New York.”

 


 “Do I have your word on it?”

 


 “My solemn word, yes, and hey, Mr. Farley, I am sorry about earlier—tripping you up, taking advantage of your leg.”

 


 Farley scrunched his face. “Not even my leg. Won it in a poker game. Still, it serves me well.”

 


 “You remind me of a fellow in Chicago who was my snitch, Old Bosch…had a wooden leg like yours in fact, but the man could disappear in a wisp. Worked the streets for me, he did.”

 


 “Well, no harm done,” replied Farley.

 


 “Give you my word, I’ll return Varmint to you as soon as we locate the wee varmint we’re after.”

 


 Declan’s head spun around at this, and he stared at Ransom. “That dog is not going to follow your lead, Constable—and Thomas is no good with animals, and I’m not much better. I think we will need Mr. Farley to lead the dog.”

 


 Varmint had understandably taken an instant dislike to Ransom given Alastair’s treatment of his master, so he had not completely settled down, still barking and snarling at Alastair whenever the big man neared. Farley simultaneously soothed him with petting and whispering in the dog’s ear, and at the same time cooing. “He’s not goin’ to work for ya, Constable. The boy’s right; you’ll hafta comman-deer me, too.”

 


 “What about we all commandeer some eggs and bacon first, like we talked about, eh?” asked Thomas.

 


 “We’ve no tickets, Mr. Farley. Mind if we take turns using yours?”

 


 “By all means, you’re my guests!” The old man laughed like a washer woman on Sunday.

 


 “I like the cut of your jib, Mr. Farley,” Ransom said. “Thomas, you first with Mr. Farley’s compliments. As it is third class berth food, they are unlikely to pay the least notice of you in the eatery.”

 


 And so each of them fed and replenished themselves while Farley regaled them with stories of the old sod where he had ‘come up’ as a boy in Northern Ireland but had always dreamed of the honeycombed land called America.

 


 By the time Declan had finished a meal, Farley had convinced Ransom and Varmint that they should set aside their differences. A shaky truce was made, Ransom having to shake the dog’s paw, and then it was Alastair’s turn on the meal ticket. He found the third class saloon to be as pleasant and as clean as any restaurant in Chicago, and once seated, he soon had coffee, three eggs over easy, pork sausage, potatoes, gravy, and biscuits. But in the middle of his meal, he noticed a steward had begun whispering to an officer who had come into the room, a fellow Ransom did not know, but to be sure every officer was on the lookout for Constable Ransom, a man with a watch fob, a wolf’s head cane, and a three piece suit that had seen better days.

 


 Ransom could move fast for a big man when circumstances warranted he do so, and he did so now, the napkin still below his chin. He not only upended his table to slow the chase, but he hooked a waiter carrying items to a table by his ankle, sending him and his dishes flying at the white-suited officer on his heels,

 


 Leaving the saloon in chaos and shambles, Ransom rushed down the several flights of stairs, puffing madly, his breakfast still in his mouth, until he found the cargo hold filled with animals and his waiting companions, shouting, “They spotted me! They’re on my heels! We’ve got to move out, now!”

 


 With the uproar of men on the stairwell coming down after them, Farley took charge of Varmint, Declan and Thomas racing ahead, Ransom at the rear, overturning crates and barrels to slow anyone’s following them, and out a back way they fled.

 


 “God but I wish I had a gun,” complained Ransom. “In Chicago we have guns. They wouldn’t be pursuing us so vigorously if they knew we were armed.”

 


 “Who are you people?” asked Farley, shaken now by their being chased by men in white coats for messing with him and his dog.

 


 “You just get that dog in search of a bad, really bad, stench, Mr. Farley. That’s the only reason you’re here.”

 


 “What then? Will you release us then? Are we your prisoners, sir?”

 


 “As sure as we’re all aboard Titanic, yes.”

 


 With the Titanic’s officers, pursers, porters, perhaps even chefs on their heels, Alastair Ransom and the others gambled on the dog being led by Mr. Farley. It was a long shot, he knew, but given their need for a quick resolution—to find and cut open Davenport’s body in order to prove their case to Captain Smith—it seemed their only course of action.

 


 Varmint seemed eager to go to work, going right out the gate when the lift they’d found and hopped aboard opened on the bottom corridor of Titanic. “This way!” Ransom turned them all in another direction, found a set of stairs, and said, “I think I’m beginning to get the lay of the land here.”

 


 “Where’re we going?” asked Thomas.

 


 “To the only safe place at the moment!”

 


 Ransom led them directly back to the Specie Room.

 


 “Oh, no, not that!” cried Thomas.

 


 “It’s only temporary! Get inside.”

 


 “There’s no escape hatch,” complained Declan.

 


 Varmint was first to rush in ahead of them. “Obviously, the only one of you with any brains,” said Ransom, waving the rest inside. “Back of the room, should they look inside, that L-shaped crook behind the cabinet.”

 


 Once everyone had settled back to where they had begun, Declan said, “Told ya we’re going in circles.”

 


 “Full circle,” agreed Thomas.

 


 Farley, looking confused, asked, “For how long we gotta be here?”

 


 “As long as it takes.” Ransom peeked out, hearing rumblings just outside the door. “God but I wish I had my gun.”

 


 The noise, the racket, the commotion around them did not wholly subside, and at one point a purser with freckles, red hair, and a beautifully starched white outfit entered the room. The young man whistled a popular tune as he located items from one of the safes. Finding exactly what he’d come for, the purser quickly left and re-locked the door behind him.

 


 “He was within inches of us.”

 


 “How could he not hear our breathing?”

 


 “Thank God Varmint was asleep,” added Declan.

 


 But Declan merely observed, “Quite trusting of the authorities aboard to have a kid like that entrusted with so many peoples’ valuables.”

 


 “That’s a hoot, Declan,” teased Thomas. “Things go on as they are, there won’t be a thing left on this ship of value save a seat in a lifeboat.”

 


 “It occurs to me that the only thing separating one man’s valuable from another’s,” said Ransom, “is how desperately he wants it. Take poker for instance; whether I win or lose is not so valuable to me as keeping company with other men at a game of chance.”

 


 “While you fellows hash this out, I’m for relocating now,” said Farley.

 


 He may just as well have shouted fire for the sudden leap to their feet; in an instant, they were all at the door and peeking out, all but Varmint, still sleeping, his snores filling the little room.

 


 “Might wanna get your dog, Mr. Farley.” Carefully looking in all directions, Ransom assessed the situation. In a moment, he and the others eased out into the corridors and stairways. Soon they had located and returned to the area of the brig.

 


 “Why in hell’re we back here, Alastair?” asked Thomas.

 


 “Last place we saw Davenport, and here the dog may just pick up a scent. Whether it’s Davenport’s or Burnsey.”

 


 “Or the combined sweat the three of us expended here when Davenport did all in his power to come through the bars at us,” Thomas pointed out.

 


 “Just have faith and look at Varmint; look at the pride in that old face!”

 


 Farley laughed and slapped his knee. “He’s onto something sure.”

 


 “A good sign,” added Declan, seeing the dog circle and circle an odor, alert on something unseen and head off in a new direction—the same direction Davenport had taken the night of their incarceration here.

 


 Farley held the dog on its leash; Alastair suggested letting Varmint off the leash, that they needed a fast resolution to this scavenger hunt before Titanic should gain another mile at sea.

 


 “But we need to be cautious, boss,” replied Farley. “For one thing, if he gets too far ahead of us, we could lose Varmint on this monster ship. Another concern is them fellas chasing us. If they see Varmint and throw a net over him, we’ve lost this game—whatever it is.”

 


 “As Sherlock would say, ‘Watson, the game’s afoot!’” quoted Declan with a half smile curling his lip.

 


 Ransom took Farley aside, “All right…we keep him on a tight rein for now, but if he alerts on something, we have to let ’im go and do his—his—”

 


 Farley smiled. “Magic.”

 


 “Yes, his nose-magic, right.”

 


 “Deal then,” began Farley, taking each of these men in one at a time with his jaundiced eye. “Now can you blokes tell me what in the name of creation you’re really after?”

 


 “In due time, Mr. Farley…in due time.”

 


 Nodding, Declan remarked, “Our most precious commodity now…time itself.”

 


TWENTY NINE

 

 


 


David Ingles had read on in Declan Irvin’s journal while waiting for everything to be sorted out, and he’d gained a great deal of startling details that seemed to rush at him from the past and corroborate so much of what Kelly Irvin had said that first night she’d teased him to her cabin not for a romantic interlude, not even for unabashed sex, but to lure him into being her co-conspirator against the unknown killer aboard Scorpio.

 


 According to all that David Ingles had read in Declan’s journal, whatever this unknown creature was, it had planted its seed in multiple human hosts on board Titanic. It had also spawned eggs discovered during autopsies secretly performed by the medical men of 1912 in the sealed compartment of a deep freezer, and now Kelly was certain the creature had somehow survived Titanic and had returned for its progeny—and that it knew precisely where its young lay dormant and waiting.

 


 This portended badly for them all; it meant anyone infected now could conceivably carry viable eggs capable of hatching within a deceased host body to infect other people on Scorpio as it had on Titanic. While Kelly believed otherwise, who was to say that Alandale and Ford had not become breeding grounds for more of these things? Where the creature had once been weak, it had grown in strength. It meant that the two bodies on ice on Scorpio could well be nourishing viable young creatures that meant to explode on the world unless destroyed—but perhaps not; perhaps Kelly was correct in saying the creature had only so many opportunities to replenish itself, and that the frozen embryonic creatures inside Titanic represented its last hope.

 


 The great fear that had brought Titanic’s captain on board with the idea—according to his having leapt ahead in his reading—that Titanic must go down was born somewhere below where David now found himself.

 


 It has to be in one of the freezer compartments.

 


 David realized he must relay information to Captain Forbes about the possible dangers lurking within the bodies he had on board Scorpio, and he meant to do so now. He spoke directly to Forbes and Entebbe through the open lines of the com-link, telling them in a compelling voice that they must locate and read the journal he’d hidden in the wall of his cabin, and after that they must autopsy Ford’s and Alandale’s mummified remains. “Pay particular attention to the viscera and determine if there’s anything unusual, any danger to you from an unknown disease.”

 


 They immediately suggested that the pressures at which David was working had begun to work on his mind.

 


 Others hearing the transmissions tried to cheer David on, some from as far away as the other section of Titanic, but not a word from either Kelly or Swigart.

 


 David pushed for the men on Scorpio to listen to him. “As soon as you can, crack open the dead men’s chests! Please, you gotta listen and do what I tell ya!” No sooner than he’d said it, David realized he sounded like a maniac.

 


 No one on board Scorpio was taking him seriously.

 


 “As soon as we dispense with the pressing business at hand,” Mr. Ingles,” Forbes ‘humored’ him, “we’ll get right on it.”

 


 Things felt all wrong. He didn’t like Forbes’ snarky reply followed by Entebbe telling him to calm down and that his blood pressure was racing skyward. Nor did David like Swigart’s sudden, last minute change of plans down here. It didn’t make sense. It went against who Lou Swigart was. First the separating of the original team assignments, then allowing even the reserve diver along, and finally the whole bit with the photo op of the entire group. It was so unlike Lou. Now this, David sent off with Jacob in one direction, Lou taking Kelly off in another, endangering the group and the mission by splitting up.

 


 It’d been difficult to watch her swim off with Lou; more difficult still to helplessly see them slip through the gaping, tattered end where Titanic had ripped herself apart, watching Kelly disappear from sight.

 


 The debris field here looked like the remnants of an explosion, giant, toppled over smoke stacks, enormous boilers askew, and whole slabs of the deck literally blown apart by the uncontrolled, two and a half mile dive at enormous speed which Titanic had taken. The bulkhead at mid-ship having come apart, resulting in a huge gaping hole—the entire framework was ripped from port side to starboard as if Poseidon himself had ripped it open with his bare hands.

 


 In short, this was likely the most dangerous place for Kelly and Swigart to have entered the ship—loose dangling wires, sharp edges, six to fourteen foot-long rust fingers looking like tree branches anxious to snag a passing diver. A single rent in their liquid air paks or Cryo-suits could cause a leak or a loss of pressure or loss of the OPFC, which meant certain death at these depths. It seemed to David that Lou was taking dangerous chances with all their lives. This came in the form of his random choices plucked from the air, and in his taking unnecessary risks. For one, he should have located a safer point of entry or remained with David and Jacob.

 


 Then, too, there were the sudden last minute changes in assigned dive partners. Kelly was originally to be with Mendenhall, and David with Bowman, but they’d been shuffled at the last minute without explanation. Nothing rational there, a break in logic and planning and organization—as if to prime them for the unexpected perhaps? Or was it something more sinister?

 


 But for the moment, David’s immediate fear was getting himself snagged on some object, losing suit integrity and losing the liquid breathing medium. A Styrofoam ice chest at these depths would be turned into a cube the size of his thumbnail and as dense as granite—and he imagined his body reacting the same way. Should a diver lose his or her liquid air, he or she would implode before any chance of getting to another breath of the life-sustaining liquid medium could be inhaled.

 


 He turned to follow Mendenhall who signaled that he was going down the Grand Staircase, entering the foyer ahead of David. This was the safest, widest entry to the ship, and from Ballard’s earlier robotic investigations, they had all learned that it would take them to B-Deck at very least, and quite possibly even further into the bowels of the wreck. As strange as it was for David to admit, diving Titanic had quickly become like making any wreck dive—assume danger and death awaited at every turn, and acknowledge that going into any interior was dangerous in and of itself. Any diver who had been inside a wreck knew that a ship might openly invite you in, but it might not let you leave. Something about Titanic only amplified this fear and made him relive the exact moment he lost his friend Terry Wilcox.

 


 Even swimming as cautiously as possible, David and Jacob found their movement cracked away decades of rust, creating a cloud of particles around them as they went. The wooden stairwell on which they stood quivered like a gelatin surfaces under their feet, as wood-boring organisms had reduced the once glorious stairwell planking to a thin, weak apparition of its former beauty.

 


 As they worked their way downward, their lights revealed the path ahead, where scattered debris tightened the space, making it impossible to turn or maneuver. David watched as Mendenhall repeatedly pointed to their feet at what was once the beautiful stained glass doorway granting entry to the First Class Ballroom and from there to the First Class Saloon, which in 1912 was the term for the dining area. They were in fact gliding over top of the spiraling staircase inside the ballroom. Arm-sized statutes lay like discarded children’s toys about the stairs beneath them, and an enormous wall clock with a pair of Grecian goddess statues lay in ruins at the bottom of the staircase.

 


 “We should continue down the main stairwell and get below—to the lower decks, Jacob,” said David over the com-link.

 


 “If we can get to the other side of the Grand Saloon, David, we are likely to have a clear shot at the cargo hold without having to duck and weave through so much debris.”

 


 “Makes sense, except we don’t know what kind of debris lies ahead in either direction.”

 


 “I’m going this way; you do as you wish.”

 


 David wasn’t about to let Mendenhall out of his sight, not deep inside the wreck. He recalled from the final chapters of the journal how the heroics of April 14th, 1912 had kept the creature at bay. 

 


 At least David had more weapons at his disposal than Ransom and the young interns had that fateful night; David had his laser knife strapped to his hip.

 


 For the moment though, he lifted a loose pipe the size of his forearm, pretending to use it to tap his way along and push away any threatening debris that might tear his protective suit. In fact, the pipe could put a hole through Mendenhall’s Cryo-suit or tear rents into his breathing pack, thus killing Mendenhall and the thing within him instantly if need be.

 


 Mendenhall swam on, looking like a long, lean eel ahead of David. Reassuringly for David, Jacob had made no move to get in behind him and likely felt no need to. If he wished to attack David under these circumstances, at these depths, he risked also killing himself in any struggle. At this depth, any sort of altercation could go either way. David felt relatively safe from the beast possibly residing inside Mendenhall, knowing it to be shrewd and calculating, that it would choose its moment with care. So close to its goal, it would take few to no risks. It wouldn’t dare attempt a migration of souls here. There was the Cryo-suit to consider, the liquid air filling both their lungs, not to mention the enormity of the water pressure on their bodies as well as the bitter cold which it had to be terrified of. What might have worked so efficiently against Alandale and Ford on the surface, didn’t stand a chance here.

 


 David strained to see over Jacob’s back at what lay ahead of them. He saw that Mendenhall now pounded at a door that refused to open. He suddenly looked like a trapped animal, searching for alternative paths. He went left, right, overhead where he stood, and then down to where his feet had been, all to no avail. He then grabbed up a small beam the size of a man’s leg and began pounding away once more at the doorway that refused to budge as it was near impossible to get anything resembling a powerful swing going here under water.

 


 “Jacob! It’s no use this way!” David warned him, trying to show the danger of what he was doing. “Are you nuts? Something comes down on you! Or tears your suit, man, you’re dead faster than a Titanic minute. You want this to be your deathtrap and mine?”

 


 Mendenhall acted like a man possessed, as he kept pounding at the doorway. David rushed him and in one swift move, yanked the beam from his hands, shouting, “Stop it! You’ll bring the whole place down on us.”

 


 “You just watch me!” he shouted back as if oblivious to the danger.

 


 David wondered if the pressures here were not getting to them all.

 


 The sound of metal straining to maintain what little integrity remained in these iron walls seemed to reply to David’s silent question. The huge rivets on the interior walls were slowly creaking and moaning, ghost-like. This bit of eeriness and Mendenhall’s rash action, which had sent up a sandy shower of spores, made the creepiness so much more nerve-wracking. At the moment, David felt as if someone was indeed plucking at his nerves as if they were banjo strings.

 


 Suddenly and without warning, as if Titanic were protecting herself from these intruders, the boards below Mendenhall gave way beneath his feet, and suddenly he was snatching at the water overhead.

 


 Both divers managed to avoid being sucked into the sudden gaping vortex Mendenhall’s carelessness had created. As the silt settled, the lights from their masks broke through the darkness to reveal the next level below; more of the same—utter darkness.

 


 Mendenhall immediately made a move to dive below, but David grabbed his arm and using gestures and words cautioned him, speaking into his com-link, “It needs to be larger; you don’t want to rip your suit or your pack, Jacob.”

 


 David had dropped the pipe he’d earlier picked up, and using the beam he’d taken from Mendenhall, he struck the spongy boards and loose piping at their feet. He did so somewhat blindly, unable to clearly see with all the silt, plankton, and spores floating before their masks, filling their vision, when suddenly a third voice cut in on their com-link.

 


 It was the startled voice of Captain Forbes from Scorpio two and a half miles above. “You two need to be far, far more careful, Ingles! Mendenhall!”

 


 “All we can see up here is the cloud you’ve created!” added a startled Dr. Entebbe.

 


 “Never mind about us,” replied David. “We’re fine so far, but how’re Lou and Kelly Irvin doing? Are their vitals OK?”

 


 “We’re unsure about Swigart and Irvin,” replied Forbes. “Lost contact early on with Lou, then her. Frantically trying to reach them! Hoping you might rendezvous with them—check up on ’em.”

 


 “Can’t contact them? What the hell does that mean? Keep trying!” David was sure that the others must hear the depth of his concern for Kelly.

 


 “We’re doing all we can to re-establish contact. Might be due to a magnetic field in that part of the ship. Not sure.”

 


 “Guide us toward them then. We’re just below the Grand Saloon and I think we’re in what appears to be the First Class Smoking Room.”

 


 “It’s definitely the smoking room,” Mendenhall added, pointing out familiar looking décor down to the floating divans, the shattered chandeliers—crystal still shimmering like glass beads all round. Judging from the diagrams and photos they had all studied, David knew as well as Jacob precisely where they were. Still, David wondered if Mendenhall—or the thing within him—had once, a hundred years ago, been in this room.

 


 “Hold on, Jacob! This has to be the Third Class Smoking Room,” shouted David. “There were three, First, Second, and Third. Judging from where we entered, this has to be Third Class, and let’s hope so; if it’s First Class, we’re turned around and going in the wrong direction.”

 


 “Yes…yes, of course, we must be certain of our direction,” Jacob ceded. “It’s freakin’ easy to get turned around down here.”

 


 “Easy on a map but the real thing is difficult! No Google directions are gonna work down here.”

 


 “Google? What’re you talking about?” Mendenhall sounded confused. David wondered if the pressures weren’t affecting his mind, and if not the pressures then the creature. David, one hand on his laser knife in its scabbard, could only wait and watch; he must study every nuance he saw in Jacob’s behavior to be sure, before he killed the man.

 


THIRTY


 


Captain Forbes remained unhappy with them and with Lou Swigart’s last minute decisions. He was ranting about Swigart’s being silent too long, along with Kelly; this worried David even more, creating a powerful anxiety that had begun to register with those above who were monitoring his vital signs. He called out to them, “Are you saying you have lost vital signs for Irvin and Swigart as well as coms?”

 


 “That’s affirmative!” shouted Forbes. “And as for you two, we cannot see you. Our best technology and all we can see is silt—thick as snow on a TV screen.”

 


 “For the moment, we’re enveloped in micro-organisms! Nothing we can do to improve your picture.”

 


 “We’re all right, Captain,” Mendenhall assured those monitoring from above. “Everything you touch down here creates a cloud.”

 


 “Go cautiously, you two. We’re monitoring your vital signs. So far, so good—but Ingles, you’re getting erratic. Calm down; go easy but go fast toward where Irvin and Swigart entered the ship. I fear Lou’s last decision was ill conceived—and I hope you are getting this, Lou!”

 


 “Lou’s the boss!” shouted Mendenhall.

 


 “That’s right, Captain,” added David, giving thought to his earlier suspicions of Swigart.

 


 Forbes ordered, “Clear your cameras of debris when you get out of the spore fog, please.” Captain Forbes’ voice came over like a robot due to the electronic filters.

 

 


 


 As quickly as that, they were inside Titanic’s gymnasium and what was once the adjacent pool area. Turning through a blown open doorway, moving as gracefully as a pair of swordfish, they found themselves in an elevator, its once ornate filigree rusted with age. 


 


 “This doesn’t look too promising,” muttered Mendenhall, his voice masked by the metallic signal.

 


 “There’s got to be one, maybe two dead-zone areas at the bottom of Titanic, Ingles,” Mendenhall said as if to convince himself of it. A dead zone would insure that anything within its influence will not have deteriorated as no life existed in such and area.”

 


 “All the literature says so,” David replied.

 


 “Shall we take the elevator?” joked Mendenhall, something David had never encountered before now. A lot of firsts going on fast down here, he thought, even as the rush of excitement of at last being here filled his mind.

 


 Instead of the ease of riding a working elevator car down, they instead had to take the elevator apart, bending back the ornate door far enough so they could get through without ripping their suits.

 


 Mendenhall lowered himself through the blinding snowstorm of spores and pulled his lanky body through the surrounding darkness, the only light source here emanating from their Cryo-suited bodies as David followed.

 


 “This route of yours is getting more dangerous as we go, Jacob.”

 


 “It’s a damn labyrinth down here for sure.”

 


 “Yeah, all we need is a ball of string and the Minotaur.”

 


 Jacob made no response to this, and while David watched for the slightest flinch, there simply was none.

 


 “We’ve got to get to the cargo hold,” Mendenhall said to David. “That’s our fastest way to connect back up with Lou and Kelly. Best way to follow Captain’s orders.”

 


 It made sense as they’d come so far. Turning back and swimming up and out of the ship would take twice as long, so far as they found no obstacles ahead.

 


 “Agreed, fastest way to find Lou and Kelly, let them know their comlink’s been cut, and their vitals are not registering upstairs.”

 


 “Besides, our goal’s to inspect the cargo holds for anything salvageable.”

 


 “Right. Got it.” But even as David nodded his agreement, he feared Mendenhall’s anxious voice and his impatience as an indication of his lack of duplicity at getting to the real prize he’d come for. Just what might that prize be? Artifacts and ornaments from Titanic like the elevator doors or might it be the creature’s spawn, its progeny? Had he—or it—held onto life for the past hundred years precisely for this moment? This chance for a full-blown spawning, a resurgence and regeneration of its kind?

 


 According to Declan Irvin’s journal, the numbers of infected and killed aboard Titanic looked as if it had multiplied exponentially, and the fear that it would devastate the population on board and do the same to the entire population of New York—never mind that of the entire continent of America—had been the arguments put forth by Constable Ransom and the young interns as they had desperately worked to prove these facts to Captain Edward Smith.

 


 If either Mendenhall or Lou Swigart was in fact the demon of Titanic, the cursed thing that brought Titanic down, then he—or it—was back. Back to unleash its deadly spawn onto an unsuspecting and skeptical world with plans to devastate the entire population.

 

 



 


 Looking back, David realized that Mendenhall had watched as Swigart and Kelly had separated from them, effectively cutting the team in two. Mendenhall now said to David and thus Forbes above, “Watching Lou and your girlfriend go off as they did unsettled me, too.”

 


 “What’re you talking about?” David countered.

 


 “To…to witness the sudden, last minute changes Lou made. It smells of something, I don’t know…ominous. What do you think upstairs, Captain Forbes?”

 


 “Lou’s in charge for good reason.” Forbes’ tone lacked conviction.

 


 “Did he give you a reason for the changes?” asked David, curious now.

 


 “Look, if he makes last minute decisions, well, damn it, that’s why he’s in charge—to go with the flow, so to speak.”

 


 “We’re descending deeper into Titanic,” David informed Forbes as he continued to follow Mendenhall. “Just seems like odd behavior,” Jacob continued speaking to Forbes. “I mean, he wasn’t even going to leave the submersible in all the protocols I saw up till the moment we got down here.”

 


 David added, “Yeah, what’s up with that, Captain?”

 


 “I’m puzzled as well,” replied Forbes over the link. “Ingles, have you any idea?”

 


 “Dunno—took it to mean passion, excitement.”

 


 “It’s like changing orders on a battlefield in the midst of an attack if you ask me,” Forbes said, his voice trailing off.

 


 “Nothing we can do about it now,” said David. “I think we just do our jobs and concentrate on the here and now.” Even as he said it, he realized his entire mind was on Kelly, and that made him vulnerable to error, and error here meant death. The ocean even at her surface was unforgiving of even the slightest mistake. This far down, any misstep could be fatal.

 


 “Right…right,” muttered Mendenhall.

 


 Forbes added, “I suppose.”

 


 They found yet another stairwell, or else it was the one they’d begun down in the first place. However, it felt like they were below the debris and obstacles that had earlier stood in their way; in fact things down this far were surprisingly intact. The two divers pulled themselves along in the waterlogged, devastated environment, feeling a sense of wonder at the numbers who likely died down here, trapped in the ship when suddenly out of the darkness beyond their lights came a gruesome skeletal body in period dress—a woman who hadn’t made it off the ship, the remains lying in their path.

 


 Their movement created just enough flutter to the dress to make the dead appear interested in them. Their lights soon displayed not one but many skeletal bodies here. With their passing, they could hear the rattling of bones. The skeletal souls startled David and Jacob, so far as David could tell. “We prepared for this—to encounter skeletal remains,” David reminded Jacob.

 


 “Even so…even knowing they’d be coming…it’s a shocker when they show up.”

 


 Both men had done dives to recover bodies; David knew what Jacob’s remarks truly meant.

 


 They’d also been cautioned to be aware that if any humans had sealed themselves into the airtight compartments here, that their bodies might well be preserved, given the sheer cold that these depths enjoyed.

 


 As they continued down the stairwell, pulling along hand over hand, going from upper to lower decks, the passageways grew larger, roomier—just the opposite before Titanic’s dive to the ocean floor—as the larger staterooms and roomier decks above were now crushed. 


 


 As David glided through the corridors, careful to keep Jacob ahead of him, he recalled additional information from Declan Irvin’s journal the night the Titanic went down—after Ransom, Declan, and Thomas were able to convince the captain and officers that their duty did not begin and end with Titanic but extended to the human race. He recalled some of the exacting entries now, even as he worked to locate the treasures and the horrors lurking within Titanic. His thoughts were abruptly halted when Jacob suddenly stopped ahead of him before an enormous green wall—a cargo bay door, but not just any cargo door. It was the entryway to the much ballyhooed, sought-after turn of the Century automobiles housed within.

 


 David knew that 1911 seals could not hold up to the punishing pressures brought on by Titanic’s plunge to here. So on the way down, with seals compromised, water would have flooded the compartment, drowning anyone who may’ve taken refuge there, thinking it a sealed compartment and safe to support life that much longer. But when the enormous ship struck bottom with such force as it had, the door itself should have exploded outward. As it was, the door appeared in this watery world to be considerably warped instead. Warped in such a manner as to have re-sealed itself, thus creating a dead zone wherein the water would become toxic and couldn’t support life. Over time, the microorganisms in the water would have exhausted all oxygen in the water, or die off from inability to adapt to the temperature of the trapped water or the higher pressure or both. There’d be nothing alive in the room, yet it’d be filled with water. He knew that dead zones in free-standing water were due to temperature gradients, causing salinity to increase in a ground-floor area that didn’t get swirled with eddies and tides, locked in as it were, no support for life whatsoever. Only toxic water, deadly in and of itself, denying any sort of life the requirements to flourish. Life in all its myriad forms required a formula—a combination of elements—proper temperature, depth, and oxygen—in order to survive. To deny any single element meant death prevailed even on a microscopic level. And in Titanic’s dead zones, not a single such element existed.

 


the deadzones in free standing water are usually due to temperature gradients causing salinity to increase, and being in a depression in the 'ground' so it doesn't get swirled up.
 


 Mendenhall and David quickly determined that the warped-shut door had once moved easily for workmen on a track, requiring only a human hand to throw a switch for it to slide to one side, but no more. Now it was covered in the work of viable organisms on this side of the door, organisms that left the same sort of rusticles as they’d observed on the outer hull.

 


 The mild current that flowed through the corridors here gained no entry into the hold, and neither did the divers. The door blocked them as well as the would-be migration of any organisms. Stymied, Jacob began burning away at the rusticles with his laser knife, seeking a handle or hold on the door.

 


 Jacob even shouted obscenities at the rusticles and at the door as he worked on them with his laser knife, cutting away at the section around the area he knew from his studies where a manual door handle must be. He shouted at David as he did so, “Help me! Cut along the warped edges where the seams are!”

 


 As David watched, the sight of Jacob laser-cutting about all the edges of the door formed the image of a man trying to break into a bank vault.

 


 “Help me out here!” Jacob shouted again at David, who’d held back. “If we can loosen the door just enough to squeeze through, then—”

 


 “Then we run the risk of ripping our suits and implosion, Jacob. You’ve gotta calm down!”

 


 Jacob’s excitement over the find was mirrored in the cheers from Scorpio above, but also tempered with warnings from Dr. Entebbe about Jacob’s vital signs, which were clearly over the top by now.

 


 “We can make another dive tomorrow, Jacob—return with the right tools needed to do the job properly!” David’s plea went unheeded as Mendenhall was in a frenzy to have a look inside, to see what was behind the enormous green door.

 


 In fact, David realized that the other man’s sudden frenzy belied the notion he was some sort of monster. Jacob was treading water before the cargo hold door diligently working to weaken its ‘hold’ on the secrets awaiting them.

 


 There was no doubt this was the place as the number 1-1748 loomed above the giant door framed in their lights. David recognized the digits as the same as those in their training material and Titanic’s manifest.

 


 All this shimmered in the water before them, and behind the huge sliding door to the cargo area awaited Dr. William O’Laughlin’s Renault Town Car among dozens of other sports models and touring cars. What kind of condition might the submerged automobiles of 1912 be in? There remained the question, even so, would the motor cars of that era be museum quality or smashed to pieces with the dive? Or will they have been spared—anchored as they had been during the plunge.

 


 “You realize where we are?” asked Jacob, burning through the jammed door, his impatience somehow showing through his dive suit. As his laser knife worked at amazing speed to destroy any remaining integrity to the door, Mendenhall was paying no heed to anyone. “It’s coming!” he shouted. “We’ll be inside soon, Captain Forbes!”

 


 Forbes came over, “all right but just a cursory look at this point, gentlemen.”

 


 David, who’d been working with his own laser knife, had destroyed any hold the door had on his side. He replaced the laser in its holster as it was apparent that the big green door was done for. They barely had to push inward with their combined weight to have it not simply open but to topple slowly in the dead zone water, shakily, eerily at first before giving way and striking the bottom of the cargo hold itself. This gave the men a first glimpse of the shadowy, dark outline of a row of anchored automobiles in this, their hundred-year-old prison.

 


 “Careful, Jacob!” David shouted, seeing a ragged section of the green door bob up at the other man as if retaliating. But Mendenhall didn’t slow his rush toward the prize, oblivious to the danger inches below him.

 


 “Leave it for tomorrow’s dive, man!” David said in his most commanding voice. “Captain, Dr. Entebbe, will you please order Mendenhall off!”

 


 But Jacob Mendenhall appeared as a man possessed at this point as he struggled through the brackish water with its limited visibility. There was no slowing or stopping him and the orders coming from above fell on deaf ears.

 


 David realized that what they had seen of the cars before was merely the tip of the show here beneath the dark waters. He also felt terribly small here in this huge dead zone area, while just ahead of him Jacob continued to rush toward the prized items he so wanted to claim for the expedition—dangerously so. More horrid thoughts of how easily their space-age suits might be compromised filled David’s mind, returning him to that damnable sub in the Sea of Japan. Still, all seemed well enough before the sight of not one row but four or five rows of anchored vehicles here with them. All were rather miraculously preserved. The moment recalled to David the time he’d visited China to see the terra cotta warriors unearthed after thousands of years and now the archeological find of the last century. He thought the cars aboard Titanic, once tidied up and placed in the Smithsonian would be the find of this century—and his name would be among those who’d recovered them. Pride filled him at this moment. He certainly understood Mendenhall’s insistence on gaining access and the other man’s boyish excitement now.

 


 His reverie was broken when Jacob, beside him and staring at their find, said in dry humor, “Not even that mummy and its sarcophagus over at the aft section can compare to this, eh, David?” Jacob slapped him on.

 


 “You have no idea just how close that damned door came to wreaking havoc on you, my friend!” David informed Jacob.

 


 But Jacob’s and David’ combined lights and cameras illuminated almost the entire square of twenty automobiles in fixed rows, very much anchored to the floor with chains that’d held them in place for the horrendous dive a hundred years ago.

 


 Only miniscule eddies caused by their own movement could be seen in the dead water about them. They were inside this cavernous area with all manner of loose debris and cargo floating about like plastic film props on a set. They must maintain focus and keep their bodies firmly in control so as to not be snagged on any protrusions either at their feet or along the walls where any normally safe item could become deadly in an instant if a man let his guard down. Jacob had been lucky earlier—lucky by a hair’s breadth. All concerns that now seemed pedestrian on locating the treasures they’d found, ostensibly to raise from the depths.

 


 Those aboard Scorpio had fallen silent on seeing the feed sent up by Jacob and David. As he’d gotten closer in on the underwater garage before them, David’s own heart rate had gone up several notches according to Dr. Entebbe. The chrome and brass was as shiny and reflective as the day these motor cars had left the manufacturer’s hands.

 


 “Good as new, Captain!” Jacob shouted the words to Juris Forbes and the others above. “We’ll need to remove four sections of the hull…take these beauties straight up on the lift. Going to take days, maybe a week.”

 


 “How many do you count in good condition?” Forbes asked. “Any snap their moorings?”

 


 “Hard to tell until we swim entirely around the collection,” replied Jacob.

 


 “This is a religious experience down here, Captain,” David added, bringing on some laughter from above. 


 


 No longer fearing for his dive partner’s life, feeling a good deal more in control, David calmed and laughed at Jacob’s form now going about the cars—not remaining on the outer perimeter but swimming in among the rows like a big kid, excited, rattling off the names of each car. Obviously, he had studied the records involving the autos with great concern as he darted from an Austin-Healey to a pair of Renaults until he gasped at leaping onto the running board of one auto. He kiddingly pretended to be taking a ride bobbing in the wind on the running board, shaking the entire car with his weight when a sudden jolt against the driver’s side interior window displayed the intact features of a dead man against the glass—the dead driver at the wheel, his wife on his shoulder, followed by his children looking out at them from the rear window.

 


 Jacob responded as anyone might, shoving off the running board, sending the ghosts of Titanic back into the gloom of an interior filled with brackish water, but as he recoiled from the sight, his back skimmed over the hood of the Renault which may well have been Dr. O’Laughlin’s car to become suddenly snagged at the spine by the hood ornament.

 


 David now gasped, a hand raised as he shouted, “Jacob! Don’t move!”

 


 But Jacob’s earlier momentum sent him scraping across the sharp ornament. It was a sudden end to Jacob’s partying and antics. Jacob hadn’t seen this coming, nor had David. Some poor souls had obviously decided to die with their investments, dragging family along for the ‘ride’ so to speak as now David thought he saw one of the children in the rear seat wink at him, while hearing the outcry from Scorpio, several voices at once pleading for an answer as to what happened—their camera eyes having gone completely cart-wheeling away with Jacob’s implosion, and David’s being hurled about with fragments of Jacob’s suit and body.

 


 As he tumbled back toward the entryway to this strange place, David crazily thought of the poor children inside the car that, for so long, had been their undisturbed coffin. He could only imagine how slowly they had died if indeed they had survived the impact, which likely sent them into the roof of the Town Car—likely crushing skulls and breaking necks. Those inside were perfectly preserved, faces intact since the day of their demise. Seeing them come out of the gloom—even had they been expecting these permanent residents to be on hand—simply startled a man. Little wonder it’d sent Jacob back-peddling across the hood of the car behind him, and David had seen it happening in slow motion as Jacob’s backside slid across what would normally be a harmless item on the hood of a car transformed into a deadly weapon, wielded it seemed by the spirits here.

 


 Jacob had swam on his back, kicking fins high, rending a long scar along his spine as he backed over the hood ornament, and David helplessly watched in the same instant as Jacob Mendenhall imploded, his suit fragmented from the force of the implosion. Compressed pieces of his flesh rained around David like blood-red flakes of fish food.

 


 The autos and the ghosts within them, a fatherly figure at the wheel, wife beside him, children in the rear, were by now filling screens topside, fueling the imaginations of some, the greed of others. Books and films were inevitable deals in the works, for sure, thought David. Scorpio’s monitors would create the first glimpse mankind would have of these buried treasures—thanks to Mendenhall’s rash action when in fact their orders had been to locate Kelly and Swigart, and to reunite with them. But the allure of seeing up close and personal Dr. William O’Laughlin’s Renault touring car had taken a sudden deadly turn.

 


 The impact of the implosion spawned had a shock wave that hurtled David end over end, and as David righted himself, he saw a number of eerily preserved tumbling in ragdoll fashion across the floor, tossed out of the shadows by the shockwave. A normal-appearing dead man in the water was enough to shock a man, even black-water divers working for police departments, but these hundred-year-old perfectly preserved mannequins in the dead zone, flesh turned to a kind of Jell-O, their clothes like sheets— moving with the eddies. These ghosts of Titanic proved even more disturbing as parts of them stretched out to David as if drawn to the only living being in the water now.

 


 These were bodies that had lain hidden behind cars and in the shadowy reaches of the cargo hold. Some of these grim figures still sported hair and nails. One in particular cascaded into him as a drunk might stumble from a bar—this one without shoes.

 


 It was as if the dead wanted both of them to join them here for eternity.

 


 Almost perfect in their preserved bodies, the disturbed dead now seemed everywhere. Bodies preserved due to the pressures and containment within the once sealed cargo hold sported intact exaggerated features, their mouths open like so many banshees. Men, women, and children staring out of glassy eyes that made them appear as grisly wax figures. Their equally preserved period clothing only added to the surreal nature of this place.

 


 David pushed away the growing number of bodies that came at him, or rather the exit behind him—each one more surreal than the one before it, and all of them like so many mannequins in appearance. He thought of what he, Jacob, and Scorpio had just accomplished, for no one had visited or seen these people for a hundred years. These were first class passengers aboard Titanic who sought refuge not in drink or music or prayer but in their latest acquisition. Those who, in a last ditch hope to die rich, David imagined, wanted to cross over with their most valued possessions firmly in hand—their motorcars.

 


 Captain Forbes was shouting for David to report what had happened. He’d moments before been saying something about the hydraulic tools and jacks available to the divers just outside now as they’d moved the work-station just outside the hull where they believed the two men had located the autos. “Welding tools to cut large enough holes into Titanic’s side to remove each vehicle one by one,” the captain was saying at the moment of Mendenhall’s terrible passing.

 


 “He’s dead!” shouted David in return. “Jacob’s dead—imploded! Killed by one of those damnable cars! Check my feed! I saw the whole bloody thing.”

 


 In point of fact, David realized that miniscule pieces of Mendenhall floated before his eyes as he spoke. Topside, the cheers and laughter had long since subsided as no doubt someone upstairs had a clue as to what’d just happened—Entebbe, no doubt as he could see that Mendenhall was registering a zero across the board made up of red, green, and blue lights. Entebbe now pronounced the time of death.

 


 “Damn it!” David shouted. “There’s nothing left of Jacob; nothing to even bring up! He’s been reduced to nothing, I tell you!”

 


 In David’s ear via the com-link, Forbes, too was screaming Mendenhall’s name. David wondered how many of the other divers could hear this, and he wondered most if Kelly was hearing this. He only now realized that nothing black or sinister had come spewing forth out of the implosion, further proof that Jacob was never the thing Kelly hunted—and this left Lou Swigart.

 


 “David, David! Step back! Get out of there. Nothing more you can do there now.” It was mix of Entebbe’s concerned voice and Captain Forbes’ orders coming over his com-link. “Locate Swigart and Kelly, David. Do it now.”

 


 They knew how horrible it was to watch a man implode before one’s eyes, and they had witnessed it via David’s camera lens via replay. It’d happened so fast and unexpectedly that no one, even those monitoring had seen precisely what had caused the implosion.

 


 David turned to leave, feeling terribly alone inside Titanic at this moment, and he thought of the last time he’d broken bread with Mendenhall, late the other evening in the galley. Jacob had gotten excited then when the subject had turned to the lost Renaults and other motorcars aboard Titanic. He heard Jacob’s voice in his head as he made his way from what was now Mendenhall’s eternity.

 


 “Of course, we must find them!” Jacob had said. “Think of the salvage dividends for those perfectly preserved vintage babies!”

 


 “That’s the big question—what kind of condition are the cars in after a hundred years under such pressure?” Will had asked.

 


 “They may be the size of matchbox cars by now!” David agreed.

 


 “You’ll all be singing a different tune when we get the first one aboard,” Jacob had replied.

 


 “Think we can crank one of ’em up?” Will said, laughing.

 


 “Laugh and make jokes, Bowman,” Mendenhall then said, his eyes turning morose. He had brought a book with him, and he shoved it to Will. Bowman passed the open pages around—shots of cars from that era, one after another. Jacob then said, “If the cars remained sealed or even in one of those dead zones where nothing can live, you know like the areas where they’ve found 2000-year-old wooden boats intact? Then why not these cars?”

 


 “Yeah sure…your cars and not so much as a tinge of rust on ’em,” Will Bowman continued to tease.

 


 “As the ship plunged, the seals to any air-tight compartments would have compressed and leaked, Jacob,” David said now, “a true dead zone might exist but it’s a big if because of all the elements that would have to converge.”

 


 “But suppose the door held. It is a monster of a door.”

 


 “It must’ve been like a battering ram hitting the door, the impact when she hit bottom,” David said with a shrug. “I wouldn’t get your hopes up too high.”

 


 “But we don’t know; the door may’ve just been torn from its track, perhaps warping but still intact, which would mean—”

 


 “Which means you’ve given this a hell of a lot of thought,” said David, and at the time it’d made him even more suspicious that Mendenhall was Kelly and Declan’s creature, and that the man cared not a whit about the autos but was in fact brooding and surmising about his—or its—spawn, those damnable eggs also dead for certain if not in a dead zone where they might lie dormant.

 


 “If the door’s blown, Jacob, it’s left the compartment open to wood-eating and rusticle-forming organisms—even microscopic organisms—which if in this area—” but his words fell on deaf ears as Jacob talked over him.

 


 “A true dead zone. An absolute rarity—on the way down, the water coming in is full of organisms not suited for life at two and a half miles down…so they die off before they can do much damage.”

 


 Now David knew that even with the seals imploding when Titanic took her dive, that the door hadn’t blown. That through some quirk of fate it’d managed remain on its track, although warped. This explained why the family of four in the one auto still had fleshy faces with eyes intact, looking like so many zombies. No organisms could get at them. Furthermore, to add to the trauma of seeing Jacob implode before him, David feared the same fate, and perhaps an even more sinister fate awaited Kelly if Lou was indeed being controlled by the monster.

 


 David realized only now that his entire body was shaking like a leaf in the wind, so traumatized had he been on seeing Jacob die as he had. At the same time, he worked to force himself toward his next destination—the freezer unit down here somewhere, and hopefully to locate, as Captain Forbes had ordered, the two remaining dive partners he had left alive.

 

 



 


 David must find Kelly, now. He swam as fast as he could, leaving all thought of any treasures in his wake. As he did so, he muttered, “Damn you, Mendenhall! Why couldn’t you have been patient! They had a hydraulic jack down here for us already! Right tool for the right job!”

 


 But David was talking to himself; Jacob and his impatience, obliterated now along with his humanity, appeared all too human. Besides, if Jacob had been controlled by the creature, he would not have gone crazy over a cargo hold of shiny antiques, and so Kelly was alone with the monster somewhere inside this ship that seemed bent on killing them all, what with Lou and Kelly cut off, missing, and Jacob dead.

 


 Meanwhile, David felt as if all the pressure around him was about to turn his head and body into so small a piece of remains as to fill a sandwich baggy. He felt horribly alone now inside Titanic. He gave a thought to the divers at the aft section of the derelict ship. There were freezer compartments there, too. In the original design of the ship, there had only been freezer holds at the aft section and not here below the stokers’ and crew’s berths; some 860 crew from maids to firemen lived on board. Below their quarters at the very bottom were the huge cargo holds—as with the automobiles. The final design placed additional freezer compartments for perishable supplies below at both ends of Titanic, the freezers ironically separated along her hull by successive stores of coal working boilers, and reciprocating engines, turbine engines, and below all this at the keel line, three shaft tunnels for the propellers and rudder.

 


 He and Kelly might well have landed on the wrong part of Titanic; it could be that the creature and its eggs were in the aft section’s smaller freezer compartments, and if so, they’d been wrong about Swigart and of course, now it was clear that Mendenhall was entirely too human to have been the monster. The creature would not have gotten itself killed over a stash of motorcars, no matter the make, model, or vintage.

 


 David tried desperately to raise Kelly, so wanting to hear her voice; he shouted for Forbes to locate her even as he wondered now about Gambio, Bowman, Fiske, and Jens. Might one of them be the creature incognito with plans of getting to the bow section on a second dive, tomorrow?

 


 David called up to those on the surface, “Tell me I’m not the only one left down here alive, Captain!”

 


 “No…no, you’re not alone. Swigart’s vital signs are still giving us a reading—weak but something.”

 


 “What about Kelly?”

 


 “Unsure what’s going on there, but her vital signs went dead with her com-link. We suspect it’s only technical difficulties, magnetic interference. We’re doing all we can to get her back online.” 


 


 “Well damn it, Forbes! Do it! She’s in danger every second you don’t have her in your sights! What about the others at the aft section?”

 


 “There’s been no drama with them, Ingles; drama seems to follow you!” Forbes did not sound happy to have David blast him with demands, and he was understandably upset. Now he had three deaths to explain to authorities whenever they got back to Woods Hole.

 


 “I did all in my power to get Jacob to pay heed to his surroundings; the man got himself killed. I don’t own that one.”

 


 “I wasn’t suggesting—”

 


 “The hell you weren’t.”

 


 “You’re breaking up, Ingles…only getting static. Check your equipment.”

 


 “Is it the depths, the equipment, what?”

 


 Everything went silent again. David, spinning about in the water, looked around on all sides of himself. He had become somewhat disoriented and for good reason. It was not every day you saw a man implode before your eyes or were showered with corpses. Aside from his stomach-wrenching worry over Kelly, David kept coming back to the fact that there was not enough left of Jacob Mendenhall to fill a pocket, or to hold a ceremony over.

 


THIRTY ONE

 

 



 


The old man named Farley, confused and exhausted from running about Titanic and hiding now for another day and night asked, “All right, Varmint and me, we’ve done everything you blokes’ve asked, and gone ’long with every ‘whattaya-think’s-best-notion’ you fellas’ve had,and it’s got us all nowhere except starvin’ it has. Now I got a right to know. Just who is it you’re chasin’ anyway?”

 


 “A dead man.” Ransom replied it in deadpan.

 


 “Oh…sure…I see…uh-huh…” Farley scratched at his beard and then released Varmint who took off like a shot. Back of them, they heard men stomping down the stairwell. They raced past huge cylinders and boilers the size of buildings.

 


 “Looks like casks of beer for a giant,” observed Thomas. “And it’s making me thirsty.”

 


 “Hotter’n hell down here,” commented Farley. “Varmint don’t like it.” 


 


 They rushed on past giant pistons and shafts that put them in awe given the sheer size of these machines, and next they passed one room where stokers and firemen struggled with flames within, heat and black smoke like a malevolent force trying to escape. They could feel the heat, and trying to keep up with Varmint, they were all sweating profusely when they came to a halt in back of the dog who’d begun barking and alerting on a huge door as it might in the field when hunting quail.

 


 They all stared at a door marked FREEZER UNIT – Authorized Personnel Only.

 


 Alastair snatched the door wide. The four men and the dog looked in on a large open area with freezer units along the walls; stacked to the ceiling were frozen perishables, breads, sausages, whole gutted frozen chickens, pheasants, ducks, rabbits, turkeys, geese, and inside a deep freeze compartment beef and swine carcasses dangling from meat hooks. “A man could live in here if it weren’t so damn cold,” muttered Farley, his teeth chattering. “Look at all this?”

 


 “Supplies enough to feed the thousands on board for the trip to New York,” said Ransom, picking about the items, wondering what could the dog’s nose have possibly picked up here.

 


 At the center of the room stood a fixed, huge chopping block the size of a grand piano. Along another wall was a metal table—or rather an elongated sink the size of a trough with a tabletop board for butchering as well.

 


 Everything is big on the Titanic, Ransom thought as he looked about the room. “The dog can’t be right. Nothing here. Besides, no way he can sniff out anything that’s frozen.”

 


 “Hold on,” said Declan, opening one of the freezer doors, finding nothing inside other than hanging beef, venison, and hogs on hooks.

 


 Thomas pulled open a second freezer door. Still more frozen goods—geese, chickens, lamb shanks, pork, as well as huge cases of ice cream and frozen pies. “Nothing here,” he added.

 


 Regardless of the cold, Varmint had gone about the large entry room sniffing and scratching, and Farley, disregarding the others and their pronouncements shadowed his dog, now scratching at some locker against one wall—locked with a padlock. Ransom banged at the lock with his cane, saying, “Need a damn gun.”

 


 “I’ll have a go at it with my pig sticker,” said Farley, indicating the lock. “I’ve a knack for such things.”

 


 “Here,” said Ransom. “You may need these.” He handed Farley his burglar’s tools wrapped in a leather wallet.

 


 Farley stared at the tools laid out before him, his eyes dazzling. “They’re…lovely…just lovely,” he said.

 


 “You get that lock open, and they’re yours,” promised Ransom.

 


 “Oh…I’ll get ’er open, Constable.”

 


 Again they heard the stamp of feet and shouting—their pursuers. The sounds reverberated out in the closed corridor. Ransom went to the door to slam it closed and lock it from the inside when Lightoller met him there, Declan’s journal in hand, shouting, “I believe you! I’m here to help!”

 


 Ransom looked beyond Charles Lightoller to see Murdoch leading a group of strong-armed men of the black gang variety coming straight for them. “Get inside here!” He pulled Lightoller into the freezer entry room and slammed the door closed. Then he sent the wheel lock spiraling and when he heard the tumbler snap, he rammed his cane into the wheel to hold it locked against the outside.

 


 Murdoch’s shouting and banging was muffled, but the rage and anger was unmistakably palpable, despite the impenetrable metal door.

 


 Lightoller held the journal up to Declan and Thomas. “This is…this is so unfortunate.” Lightoller was hardly older than the interns, and he was obviously shaken at having come to the conclusion that these strangers to him had indeed a case, a horrible one at that. “I will do all I can to help you convince the captain of just how dire our circumstances are.”

 


 Just then Farley shouted, “Eureka!” and he threw the padlock across the room, the sound of it rattling off the metal floor. Elated, the old man tore open the locker, gasped and fell backward, his dog barking and going to him.

 


 Ransom and the others approached the huge footlocker to see not only Davenport but two other bodies stacked below him. Three corpses! One undoubtedly Burnsey, another Davenport, but to whom did the third corpse belong?

 


 “My god,” said Lightoller. “It’s Davenport, Burnsey, and-and Dr. O’Laughlin!”

 


 “Guess he believes us now,” muttered Thomas with a little shake of the head.

 


 “Whoever the bloody carrier is now,” began Ransom, “it’s certainly worked its way up the social ladder, now hasn’t it?”

 


 “What are ye talking about?” asked Farley.

 



 Lightoller parroted the question.

 


 Ransom pointed to the dead. “It starts with a lowly member of your black gang, a stoker…works its way up to an officer—an influential ship’s surgeon, no less.”

 


 “Yeah, not just any officer—your medical officer,” said Declan. “Second only to your captain.”

 


 “What’re you saying?” Lightoller shrugged.

 


 Ransom threw up his hands. “No doubt this thing has learned about hierarchy in human society, so now it’s become interested in rising to the level of your captain—the man in charge!”

 


 “We can’t let that happen!”

 


 “We must open these bodies up,” Declan said, going to a stash of hanging utensils and huge carving knives. “Thomas, we’ll have to make do with what is at hand. They took my scalpel when they arrested us, and I’ve not seen it since. It would be useless for bone at any rate. We’ll have to do more than simply crack open the chests of each victim.”

 


 “The egg-sacs ought to be enough to convince Captain Smith,” added Ransom. “And we need to get to him before the carrier gets at him.”

 


 “If he hasn’t already done so; if Dr. O’Laughlin was it the entire time we met with them…who knows?”

 


 “Or it’s our friend Murdoch out there!” The horrible pounding on the other side of the impenetrable door had become incessant.

 


 “The door opens outward,” said Farley.

 


 Ransom was the only other one among them who understood how important this fact was. “He’ll soon be removing the hinges, and once removed, he’ll be coming in—likely with guns pointed.”

 


 “We must work fast then!” shouted Thomas. “Get these bodies onto the table and the sink. Help me out.”

 


 Ransom, Thomas, and Declan did not hesitate, going for the bodies to lift them and place them onto the surfaces so as to work on them. Both Farley and Lightoller held back, aghast at the sight of the awful result of the disease that had made mummies of these men. The dog, too, held back, a low growl reminding Ransom that Varmint held no love for him.

 


 “Lightoller, lend a hand!”

 


 “I-I-I…”

 


 “They’re not contagious!” shouted Ransom. “At least not in this state.”

 


 “If they were,” added Declan, “the three of us wouldn’t be here!”

 


 Declan and Thomas carried Davenport to the sink and placed his dehydrated corpse there. Ransom took hold of Burnes’ by the underarms while Lightoller grabbed the ankles and they moved the stoker’s body to the chopping block. Just as they made the block, one of Burnes’ feet came off in Lightoller’s hand, causing him to leap back, gasping as the foot skittered into a corner where Varmint grabbed it up in his mouth. Farley shouted for the dog to give it up, and he obeyed, dropping it into Declan’s gloved hand.

 


 Here they were presented with room enough for the young doctors to work on O’Lauglin’s remains as well as Davenport and Burnes. Declan and Thomas next conveyed Dr. O’laughlin’s corpse to lie beside the two stokers.

 


 “Death alone makes all men equal,” said Ransom to no one in particular. “Stoker, porter, doctor, Indian chief.”

 


 “You got that right,” agreed Farley, still shaken. “Now Varmint and me, we want outta here, now!”

 


 “No opening that door, Mr. Farley, until we deem it time.” Ransom stood in his way as Declan and Thomas began cutting open the corpses. Declan began with Davenport at the sink, running the water in an attempt to soften the tissue before making the Y incision. “At least,” he muttered, “we don’t have to concern ourselves with blood.”

 


 Thomas didn’t wait; he opened up Burnes’ chest. 


 


 “Ohhh, God! God!” shouted Lightoller on seeing what Declan revealed to him at the sink; Declan had found a cooking utensil that clasped onto the thick skin flap and using it, he’d pulled back the flesh to expose the pulsating brown egg sacs in brackish fluid soup created from the human host. The eggs—or rather the creatures inside them— appeared healthy and anxious to come to fruition.

 


 “Alien life…alien to all we know,” muttered Thomas.

 


 “We suspect it a form of life that existed eons ago,” added Ransom, pacing, hearing people stomping by outside.

 


 “It’d gone dormant in an animal unearthed in a mineshaft in Belfast—” said Declan as he continued to cut and fill Lightoller in—“where it got hold of some men and literally ‘walked’ onto Titanic.”

 


 “So I’ve read. We have to contain these—these things.” Lightoller had gone as white as his uniform.

 


 “Judging from the condition of the body and the egg sacs inside him, Dr. O’Laughlin’s body hasn’t been here long,” commented Declan. “We have to freeze the bloody eggs.
 “That makes sense,” agreed Ransom, “but whatever we do here now, nothing of this creature can reach New York.”

 


 The stoker’s body, too, was riddled with alien life—frozen when they’d begun, but the egg-sacs literally drew in heat from the men and the dog here, drew energy from the living, and it had begun pulsating as if anxious to split their membranous outer shell. The egg-sacs were translucent, and the fat, half worm, half-tadpole things inside could be seen in silhouette as oily black when the light hit them just so.

 


 “I want to cut one of these damnable little demons open,” declared Declan.

 


 “Alive? Too dangerous,” replied Thomas. “Here.” He stabbed into and through the membranous sac before him, killing the hatchling, but it sent up a hellacious screech. Ignoring the death screams, Thomas efficiently ripped the gelatinous, black creature the size of a man’s palm from its sac and splayed it open on the chopping block typically used to cut meat portions. His gloved hands turned oily black.

 


 With Declan looking on, Thomas said, “Damn, look at this abomination.”

 


 “There’s no…I mean nothing; makes no sense.”

 


 “Since when has any of this made any damn sense?” shouted Thomas.

 


 Alastair looked in over their shoulders, gasping. “Where’s its eyes?”

 


 “Hasn’t any.”

 


 “Where’s its mouth?”

 


 “Got none.”

 


 Declan added, “No digestive system either; feeds through some sort of weird osmosis, taking in nutrients through its epidermal layer of skin.”

 


 “It can somehow suck blood from bone, too, remember?” asked Thomas. 


 


 Farley had snatched a sight of the things and so had Varmint who sent up an angry volley of barking. Both dog and owner now hugged the door, anxious to put as much distance between themselves and these awful smelling corpses and the strange life in the sacs as they could. Farley suddenly tore away Ransom’s wolf’s head cane and spun the door lock. Ransom pushed the man away, and he tumbled and fell atop Ransom’s cane.

 


 Ransom tried to hold the spinning lock, struggling with Murdoch and the men with him the other side of the door to get inside; Lightoller rushed to Ransom’s side to help stem the tide, but it was too late as the door was thrust open and Murdoch, Wilde, and two pursers held guns on them all.

 


 Declan had already cracked Dr. O’Laughlin’s chest, causing the others to hold back. The sight of the once so proud Dr. O’Laughlin, not merely dead, but his body like some sort of ugly planter of fertile ground for the alien life forms inside him made Murdoch lose his lunch. Officer Wilde’s reaction was much the same, and the others held back. Murdoch and Wilde shouted for the burly stokers to leave at once and say nothing to anyone.

 


 All guns were lowered.

 


 “Where is your captain?” asked Ransom. “He needs to see what is aboard his ship, and he needs to see it now.”

 


 No one readily answered. Lightoller found a call box and rang for the bridge, and in a moment was pleading for Captain Smith to come down to the central freezer units here below the bow decks. “I tell you, sir, it is absolutely urgent, yes! Murdoch and Wilde are here with me, and yes, we’ve apprehended the escaped prisoners, but sir—you must come and have a look. There’s been an awful…terrible turn of events, sir. Come! Come post haste!”

 


 “If this doesn’t convince your captain that Titanic is a plague ship, nothing will,” remarked Ransom, who realized only now that Farley and Varmint had slipped out and were gone.

 


 “Suppose Murdoch is now infected,” Declan whispered in Ransom’s ear as Murdoch regained his feet. Lightoller helped Murdoch up, telling him about what he’d read in Declan’s journal, holding it before Murdoch. “Everything they tried to tell us, Will; it’s all true. We should never have left Queenstown. We’re in the middle of the Atlantic on a ship teeming with this…this parasitic, monstrous plague.”

 


 Captain Smith pushed his way into the area, asking, “Lightoller, Murdoch, Wilde? What’s going on here?” He said this before seeing the dead Dr. O’Laughlin, Burnes, and Davenport along with the pulsating egg-sacs inside each victim.

 


 “Captain,” said Lightoller, holding up Declan’s journal. “I read Mr. Irvin’s journal, and now seeing these monstrous life forms—”

 

 One of the egg-sacs lifted, the creature inside stretching, fighting to get out when 

 

it popped, sending up a bile-like brown fluid, part human blood, part alien gravy of some 

 

sort…its food supply for now. The thing raised its blind, eyeless head out into the world 

 

and was met with a bullet from Murdoch’s hefty, fat six-shooter. The powerful shot sent 

 

the creature flying in twelve or thirteen pieces across the room to slam into a wall where 

 

the splat made a sickening noise and everyone watched the dead parts slide down the wall 

 

to the floor. At the same time, the explosion in the enclosed space made everyone go 

 

deaf.
 

 “Damn big gun!” Ransom shouted to Murdoch as he could not hear his own 

 

voice. “A British made Webley MK-IV, right?”
 

 “Yes, a break top revolver. It uses .455 Webley caliber.”
 

 “Big chunk-a-lead-throwing six shooter. Saw a lot of ’em in Chicago, 

 

unfortunately in the wrong hands. You think I could get one of those now?”
 

 “That’d have to be cleared through the captain, Ransom.”
 

 “I want one of those!”
probably have had some Lee Enfield MKIII Short Rifles on board for close confines of a ship. It was in .303 British caliber a pretty potent round up to 300 yards. You can probably google those weapons if you need more particulars. 

 


 “If I thought it would do any good other than getting more men killed than these 

 


disgusting creatures,” Murdoch replied, “I’d break into the Vickers machine guns 

 


on board.”
 


 “Hold on, you have a stash of Vickers?” Ransom’s mouth fell open.
 


 “Well until a moment ago, it was secret cargo.”
 


 “Really? Going to the US Military, are they?”
 


 “Your Major Butt’s cargo.”
 


 “Major Archibald Butt is aboard Titanic?” Butt had made a reputation the world over.
 


 “Traveling with a journalist named Stead, yes.”
 


 “Not William Stead, author of the book If Christ Came to Chicago? I know him 

 


from his time in Chicago. Wonderful man! Excellent journalist.”
 


 “One and the same. Seems Stead is acting as biographer for Butts; meanwhile, 

 


the major’s cover is his acting as envoy for Taft…some sort of an exchange of letters 

 


between your President and the Pope.”
 


 Ransom nodded appreciably. “A story leaked to the public, no doubt.”
 


 “Meanwhile…”
 


 “His true mission is to deliver those water-cooled machine guns to the 

 


U.S. Army. The picture comes clear.”
 


 The Vickers was a British made, belt fed machine gun that entered service in 

 


1912. Firearm technology made huge leaps from single shot style rifles and revolvers to 

 


semi and fully automatic in just a few short years, and Ransom had kept up with 

 


developments. Within the span of five to ten years this huge technological leap just 

 


happened seemingly overnight. The Vickers would be a hell of a new, if somewhat 

 


horrifying item in any army’s arsenal—quite the invention for its time.
 


 Ransom had no illusions about the Brits selling thousands to the U.S. military in 

 


the event of war. 

 


 “Will you two shut up about guns and help us get the bodies into the freezers! Now!” Declan shouted, grabbing hold of O’Laughlin’s body first as the sacs in him were quivering more strongly than in the other two. Thomas grabbed the other end of the former Chief Surgeon of Titanic, and they laid the body below the hanging geese, ducks, chickens shanks of ham, and sides of beef.

 


 After Lightoller shoved Declan’s journal into the captain’s hands, he helped Ransom to heft Burnes’ body into the freezer, placing him on the floor. 


 


 None of the others dared touch Davenport’s body, holding back, still in shock. Declan and Thomas removed Davenport and his egg-sacs to the same freezer.

 


 They closed the freezer door on the bodies, and looked across at the newly initiated. “Perhaps now you will listen to reason,” said Ransom, going to Smith. “You cannot let this ship dock in New York harbor, sir.”

 


 “What do you propose?”

 


 “We find the carrier, destroy him—or it—at the source, and we search the ship high and low for any additional bodies like these here—and we put them all on ice, freeze the bastard things, and then send them all over the side.”

 


 “Sounds like a start,” added Declan, “but suppose we can’t determine who the carrier is at this point?”

 


 “You have no idea who he is?” asked Smith, eyes wide, in rapt attention now.

 


 “Afraid not. It infiltrates a human, uses him up. For a time, apparently, it goes for the weakest links first, Burnes, Davenport, then your surgeon. In fact, I suspect O’Laughlin was being controlled by it the entire time we were trying to convince you of the reality of this parasite, Captain Smith.”

 


 “He was acting rather oddly of late,” muttered Smith. “He was a fine surgeon and a good man…hard to believe or that this thing inhabiting him might now be residing in someone else. And who might that be?” Smith looked suddenly tired, a cloud of depression deepening his eyes. “We must act fast. We must locate any and all victims like these three you put away, gentlemen and destroy these confounded eggs, and their mother! Short of that…well, what will we do? What can we do?”

 


 “I can mobilize the crew, sir.” Murdoch held the firearm at his side, feet set apart. “We can search the entire ship top to bottom, stem to stern. Get that much underway.”

 


 “How do we quarantine a ship at sea, gentlemen?” Smith looked defeated and confused. “We’ll have to enlist the help of Dr. Simpson.”

 


 Dr. Johnny Simpson was O’Laughlin’s chief assistant, his right-hand man. Ransom suggested he be looked at ‘closely—extremely closely’.

 


 Smith and the others stared at Ransom as if he might be mad. Lightoller said, “Hell, Johnny’s one of the finest men I know.”

 


 “We are at war, Captain,” Ransom told them. “We must fight and our strategy must be to outwit this thing and destroy it or contain it one way or another—even if it means sacrificing good men to do it.”

 


 Smith gave Murdoch a nod, setting him on the course he proposed. Murdoch nodded at Lightoller and Wilde. “Come with me gentlemen, now!”

 


 “You need to put a guard on this compartment, sir,” suggested Ransom. “An armed guard with orders to shoot anyone trying to forcibly enter. I suspect this thing will come back for its progeny, sir, sir…do you hear me?”

 


 “Done…done, Constable and please…accept my apologies for being…for not being…that is for disbelieving you…for not listening when I might have saved O’Laughlin. He was a good officer and a fine doctor,” he repeated, befuddled and dazed, looking in shock.

 


 “And a friend. I could see that clearly.”

 


 “I was hoping my last voyage before retirement would be uneventful.”

 


 “For that, sir, I’m sorry; seems trouble and events have a way of finding men like you and I. I would hope that under different circumstances that we may well’ve been friends, Captain.”

 


 Declan shook the captain’s hand. “Sir, I’ve read about your career in detail. I am honored to be in your presence.”

 


 “No, young man…I am the one who should be honored by the three of you.”

 


 “Where do we start in search of finding the disease carrier?” asked Thomas.

 


 “Other than you men here, I have only one ally I trust,” replied Ransom.

 


 “And who might that be? Lightoller?”

 


 “Varmint.”

 


 “The dog?”

 


 “The dog, yes. His nose may be our last hope, gentlemen.” Ransom had reclaimed his cane, and with a little twirl of the silver wolf’s head, he recalled the gift of the cane; it’d come from his best friend in Chicago, Philo Keane, a professional photographer and sometime police photographer, always a willing listener. He thought of his other close friends and acquaintances back in America as well and simultaneously wished them here with him now and happy that they were not.

 


 “Varmint wherever he and Farley’ve gotten off to.”

 


 We need to get that dog back. He just might be able to point out the alien among us,” Declan was saying, but Ransom only half heard as his weary mind wandered.

 


 Declan repeated himself, and then Alastair whispered, “The dog may be our last hope.”

 

 



 


 With the blessings of Captain Smith, and with Lightoller and Mr. Farley and Varmint, along with a hundred crewmen working in pairs, the hunt for the monster began in earnest. This time other dogs from the kennels were pressed into service as well, and each team searched for the scent of the carrier. Everyone agreed their best hope lay with Varmint or one of the other dogs, but time was fast running out.

 


 The captain had located the ship’s architect, Andrews, who’d provided the latest blueprints. Captain Smith then set a hundred men scouring in pairs and threes to every nook and cranny. But so far nothing, no results.

 


 With hopes pinned on Varmint, Ransom and his young mates watched the dog for every nuance, any slight change in demeanor as he was led from deck to deck. At one point, he sniffed the air around the Black Gang and exhibited a pained expression but without the kind of results they’d seen in the freezer.

 


 Given that both Burnes and Davenport had been stokers, it made sense to have the dog sniff these men in order to rule them out.

 


 This plan failed; it ended in the various stokers reacting to the dog in every conceivable way, from indifference to kicking out at Varmint to falling to knees and giving the dog a big hug and a ruffle of its fur. But in no instance, not even with the stoker who’d kicked out at the dog and threatened the animal with a shovel did Varmint alert. In all, it seemed a dead end.

 


 All the same, Lightoller intensely disliked the man who’d threatened Varmint, and he whispered to a subordinate, “Keep an eye on this fellow Morrell.”

 


 The parade of searchers behind the dog had steadily grown as they next had Varmint sniff out the cooks, kitchen staff, pantries, pursers, maids, the two fellows who manned the Marconi wireless, officers and their quarters, again to no good end.

 


 As the third body had been that of Dr. O’Laughlin, they followed up by having the dog walk through the officer’s quarters, which turned up nothing significant, although Varmint lingered about Will Murdoch’s personal items. Murdoch merely raised his shoulders and laughed a bit nervously. When Ransom escorted the dog to where Murdoch stood, again the dog did not become agitated. It proved just another dead end.

 


 They moved on to the infirmary and repeated the performance with the assistant ship’s surgeon and what was now his staff of nurses. At this point it was difficult for anyone to believe that their approach was anything but a lost cause.

 


 However, after a series of missteps that led them in blind searches and circles about the mammoth ship, Varmint hit on a trail that appeared promising. The Retriever grew more and more agitated as it followed along a first class passageway until he came to the stairwell leading to the first class passenger rooms.

 


 “Like I said…this thing is moving up in the world,” Ransom whispered to the others in the corridor. “First class berths.” Varmint had passed one after another until he had come to this sudden stop before Room #148.

 


 “Whose room it this?” asked Ransom.

 


 Lightoller turned to the purser behind him and tapped the younger man’s clipboard. “Well, Mr. Phelps? Answer the question, man!”

 


 “This is the stateroom of Mr. Olaus Abelseth, sir—a well mannered old gent, perhaps in his mid-sixties. Made his fortune in military uniforms, civilian garments, and supplies.”

 


 Ransom insisted they open the door.

 


 “Unusual circumstances dictate, Mr. Phelps,” said Lightoller, snatching his firearm—the one Murdoch had gotten into his hands—from his hip. “Open it.”

 


 Carney Phelps used a first-class skeleton key, and in seconds, he shoved the door wide open. In a matter of seconds, they saw Abelseth on the floor in his death throes, turning to a wooden state before their eyes, when suddenly a screech and a black shape like a banshee tore itself from the dying man’s mouth and ripped about the room like a maniacal, winged angel of death. In the next instant, Lightoller fired several shots, missing repeatedly as the inky shapeless creature flew out an open portal and was gone up the side of the ship’s hull, leaving behind one agitated, barking dog and several stunned men in a quivering silence—ears in pain from the proximity to gunfire.

 


 “It’s getting away!” shouted Ransom, quickly regaining his senses. “Give me the gun, now!”

 


 Lightoller did so without hesitation.

 


 Ransom raced back to the nearest stairwell, with Varmint ahead of him. The creature was a dark, oily-skinned spectral being that had left Mr. Olaus Abelseth of Scandinavia like all those before him.

 


 “We’ve gotta transport Abelseth’s body to the freezer compartment!” Declan said.

 


 “He can wait!” Thomas shouted over his shoulder as he’d already begun to follow Ransom. So had Lightoller, but not the young purser, Phelps. He had raced off in the opposite direction, terrified out of his mind. For the moment, Declan found himself alone with the body, and he helplessly, fearfully, imagined the creature swooping back into the room to target his body and slip into him as easily as it’d slipped out of the dead man at his feet.

 


THIRTY TWO

 

 



 


When they all arrived topside in the direction the creature, the disease organism had gone, up and along the outside hull of Titanic toward the officer’s quarters, there was nothing. Not so much as a tell-tale slug trail. No evidence they weren’t all simply hallucinating. It had disappeared as quickly as it’d slipped from Abelseth’s room.

 


 Captain Smith had gone white and was unable to keep up with the others, but with the help of Wilde, he managed to catch up. “My god, Ransom. What are we faced with here? It’s absolutely vile.”

 


 “There is no telling how many staterooms in first, second, and third class have a dead man or woman lying within and incubating these things, Captain.”

 


 “And no stopping this monster,” added Declan, shaken at having actually seen the thing as it slipped from the body, from Stateroom 148, from gunfire, and from capture.

 

 



 


 Some time later, a weary, hungry, exhausted, in-need-of-a-bath Alastair Ransom luxuriated in the steam room opposite Captain Smith. The two men knew they must speak of the unspeakable, and it must be done in secret. “We can only beat this thing one way, Captain,” Ransom began, “and you know it. In your heart, you know it.”

 


 “What do you know of what’s in my heart?” asked Smith, irked by the suggestion.

 


 “It’s written on your face.”

 


 “So what do you read there, Alastair Ransom?”

 


 “I see firm determination and profound sadness. But there’s no other viable solution. We can’t win against a disease-carrying creature that has likely spread its seed from one end of this ship to another. You sir, have a plague ship.”

 


 “Perhaps if I’d listened to you and those boys when you came aboard back in Cherbourg, we might have contained it then and there without the loss of life I’m forced to now contemplate. But you three just had the look of scoundrels about you.”

 


 “You might well have taken us more seriously…at our word, given the evidence we presented, my badge, the photos, and the sabre-tooth, had your Dr. O’Laughlin not been infected and using us at the time.”

 


 He laughed a hollow laugh, his seaman’s glare boring a hole through Ransom. “You were a fool not to have gotten off at Queenstown when you had a chance—the three of you.”

 


 “Three wise men who cometh from afar, only to fail unless we agree on the final solution, Captain.”

 


 “Constable.” Smith lifted a dark, warm brandy and toasted. “To your good health, sir.”

 


 Ransom lifted his brandy from where it sat alongside his burning cigar. “We’re both old men, Captain, and we’ve enjoyed this old planet perhaps long enough. Here’s to our long voyage.”

 


 “Our final voyage, yes.” They drank. They smoked. They stared at one another like men looking into a mirror, until Ransom finally said, “We must bring enough of your officers into the plot to bring your ship to the bottom of the sea, sir, if we’re to succeed. Who among your officers has your complete trust, and who among the crew has their complete trust? This is what you need to be asking yourself.”

 


 “I know these men well. I’ll see to it.”

 


 Ransom leaned far forward. “And you know who can’t be trusted to carry out orders of such horrible consequence as this?”

 


 “I do…I trust that I do, Constable.”

 


 Ransom leaned back into his relaxed position, sweat pouring from him. Smith tossed more water onto the burning coals. A fog of steam separated the two men for a moment. When it cleared, Ransom saw the doubt flit across Smith’s features, a look that asked for any hope to grab onto, anything other than what Ransom had called the final and only solution at this point.

 


 “We must be firm in our position, Captain, and you…you more than any of us, you have to be firm, clear, and concise in your orders to the men under your command, sir. Do you understand? You cannot give away your true feelings on the matter. You can’t order them to die with integrity and grit if you are not willing to do so yourself.”

 


 “Don’t you lecture me about my duty, Mr. Ransom! You’ve no call to question my resolve.”

 


 “If you are resolved then show it in every fiber of your being, else your men will detect otherwise and will mutiny over these orders. I swear that much I can predict.”

 


 Smith breathed deeply of the steam-filled air, sucking it in as if it might solidify his will. He nodded successively. “May God have mercy on our souls….”

 


 “We have no choice, and God’s not likely to present us with an alternative.”

 


 Smith stood. “I’ll do what’s right when the time comes.”

 


 “You know that the time has come. You need to put this plan into motion as soon as you’re back in uniform. Wear your best, that white one I saw you in the first day we met, when you thought I was some sort of anarchist working for Cunard.”

 


 “I suppose then Inspector Ransom,” –Alastair had told Smith everything about himself –“we shall meet in Hades.” Smith stood, dejected but resolved, and without another word, went for the showers, his locker, and from there to the bridge. He had a great deal to put into play.

 


 Ransom, watching him leave, knew he’d never seen a man with so much on his shoulders. He didn’t envy the man his final task, giving such orders to his officers and crew.

 

 



 


 Smith chose to gather his most trusted officers and crew into what was now Dr. Johnny Simpson’s hospital aboard Titanic. Smith had been extremely selective about which members of his crew he could at this time confide in, and with Ransom at his side to bolster him and to help explain the horrible circumstances, he quietly, calmly informed these men of the nature of the danger aboard his ship.

 


 Everyone took it in with admirable reserve, the British stalwart outward appearance of acceptance of such a fate, taking it in as calmly as if Ransom and Smith were warning of a storm ahead out at sea.

 


 Smith carefully laid out the seriousness of the matter, and he asked Declan to delineate the nature of the plague on board, and the fact no one knew any longer precisely how far and wide it’d spread aboard the ship.

 


 Smith, sighing heavily, ended the meeting by telling them of his and Ransom’s plan, finishing with, “It is time now to put into effect the final solution.” Smith looked around at them all—Murdoch, Lightoller, Dr. Johnny Simpson, who’d been shown his boss’ diseased body, Declan, Thomas, and a handful of crewmen that Murdoch and Lightoller had said were absolutely loyal to the officers, to their captain, and to the ship—two of them being lookouts who worked the crow’s nest. “We must have no shirkers, gentlemen, and we must all be of one mind for this to work. We must all do our jobs precisely as told. Can I count on you?” Smith finished.

 


 Ransom marveled at the British for their exacting military and maritime protocols. Here were men swearing on their lives, no matter the order. “No one survives this voyage—none of us,” Smith added, eyeing the civilians as well.

 


 “In for a penny, in for a pound,” agreed Declan.

 


 Thomas held his tongue, his jaw quivering.

 


 “But how? How can we bring down a ship that’s unsinkable?” asked Murdoch, his hand playing over his mouth, head hanging.

 


 “We ask God and nature for help,” Smith replied, stuffing a hand in his pocket and coming up with six Marconi messages. “Ice ahead, gentlemen. We’ll find an iceberg a great deal sooner than we can find and kill this demon-spawning creature you’ve described, Charles.”

 


 Lightoller nodded but said, “But Will’s right. How can we be certain an iceberg will do the job and do it cleanly?”

 


 “It’s our best shot,” replied Ransom for Smith.

 


 “We must not make a direct hit to the bow, Will,” said Smith. “A direct hit will not bring her down.” Smith was speaking from experience, but also from the knowledge that a straight hit would only put the first compartment under water, allowing Titanic to back off and limp the rest of the way to New York.

 


 “You want us to drag her over a spur, don’t you?” asked Murdoch.

 


 “It’s far more likely to cause the kind of damage we can count on, yes.” Smith breathed deeply and ran his hand through his thick mane of white hair. “I can’t believe I’m in the position of having to ask this of you men.” He paused find his resolve. “But we are firmly backed into a corner, and this plague cannot reach shore. Nor can anyone on board now, as anyone might be the carrier.”

 


 “My God,” inwardly groaned Lightoller. “Sir, are we truly speaking of no survivors, sir?”

 


 “It’s the only way,” said Smith. “No one can get off. We have no tests, no way to determine if a person is infected until…until he’s a corpse!”

 


 “People will panic,” said Murdoch, imagining the aftermath of his running the ship into the ice as he would be behind the wheel according to the plan. His most trusted look-out, Frederick Fleet, would man the crow’s nest, and every man in the room was sworn to secrecy. 


 


 “We must find it, and we must kill the damn thing,” said Thomas, pounding his fist into the nearest wall. “I don’t want to die on this damnable ship without sending word to my mother and father!”

 


 Ransom grabbed Thomas. “Keep it together, Dr. Coogan.”

 


 “What we need aside from this doomsday plan, Captain, is to break out the arms,” Murdoch said.

 


 “What if we were to track it to its next victim using the dog? Hell using every dog in the cargo bay?” asked Lightoller, still holding out hope. “We get another shot at it, who knows… maybe that’d do it.”

 


 Declan disagreed, his arms going up. “Even if we could kill the carrier and sacrifice one victim more to this affair, Mr. Lighttoler, we have no idea how many of those eggs are hatching all over the ship—and if they should hatch and infect numerous human hosts….Well, it may well have happened already, don’t you see?”

 


 “It’s already an epidemic, I understand that, but we must try some action before we intentionally destroy Titanic,” said Lightoller, “Right, Captain Smith? I mean if we can search every square inch of this fifty-ton vessel before we get to the ice floes ahead, and we can dump…ahh place all the infected bodies onto the nearest iceberg, sir, making better use of the ice, I believe…sir.”

 


 “What’re you talking about?” asked Ransom.

 


 “We don’t ram the ship’s bottom over an ice spur, but rather we come to a halt at the iceberg, load the bodies, not our passengers onto the lifeboats and send the loaded boats to the iceberg surface.”

 


 “He may have something there,” said Thomas.

 


 “Perhaps, sir,” said Murdoch, “it’s worth the attempt.”

 


 “In time, the ocean will claim the frozen bodies we leave behind, sir.”

 


 Thomas took a deep breath of air and exhaled. “By god, now there’s a reasonable plan that doesn’t call for us to die.”

 


 Smith thoughtfully considered this. “Put your plan in motion, Mr. Lightoller, while Murdoch and I put my plan in motion. Whichever of us arrives at the—the final solution first, so be it.”

 

 



 


 While Murdoch huddled with Dr. Johnny Simpson and Captain Smith, Lightoller huddled with Ransom and the young doctors, saying that they must convince the crewmen and perhaps the Black Gang to help them locate and isolate any additional victims of the disease organism. As Lightoller took charge, he said, “We must enlist the help of Mr. Andrews, the ship’s architect, more fully. The man knows every inch of the ship.”

 


 “Make it so,” said Smith on overhearing Andrews’ name. Smith then said he had to break the news to the ship’s owner on board as well, Ismay. “However, for the time being, Mr. Murdoch, you have my permission regarding the guns. Arm only the men who are with us, understood?”

 


 “Yes, sir.”

 


 “Oh and Will, see to it that Constable Ransom here gets a firearm as well. Furthermore, Mr. Murdoch—” Smith hesitated, gathering his resolve.

 


 “Yes, sir?”

 


 “Be a good chap and save a bullet for me when the time comes.”

 


 “I will see to it, sir.”

 


 “Before doing anything else, Mr. Lightoller, Mr. Murdoch, see to confiscating all binoculars aboard.”

 


 “Binoculars, sir?” asked Murdoch.

 


 “We must collect every single set issued to the crew, and especially the crow’s nest crew.”

 


 “What’ll we do with ’em, sir?” asked Murdoch.

 


 Smith looked sternly as his first officer. “Over the side with ’em but discreetly so. Mustn’t have anyone seeing the berg before we do…before we can take her full throttle for it at maximum speed for the best impact, as I said, along her side.”

 


 “Which side, sir?”

 


 “The one closest to the berg, of course!”

 


 “Yes, sir…of course, sir.”

 


 “The bottom of this ship is double-hulled, you know,” said Captain Smith, his voice giving way to weariness. “I never imagined I’d ever give orders to scuttle a ship, but look, we…we need to tear a hole in the bow section large enough to drive a tugboat through at very least—if we’re to succeed in this devilish task.”

 


 “A success for the Grim Reaper it would be,” muttered Thomas, pacing in a small circle.

 


 “As you wish, Captain.” Murdoch’s tone was stiff. “You can count on me, sir.” Murdoch started off but turned and added, “With hand-picked chaps in the crow’s nest, and them without binoculars, we’re sure to hit something out there.”

 


 “As I trust you will, Mr. Murdoch,” replied Smith. “Reports of ice ahead coming in from all latitudes; if I make it out right, the ice extends fifty, maybe sixty miles if not more.”

 


 “Wise of you to not tell Wilde about all this, sir,” said Murdoch. “He…he can be unreliable in a crisis.”

 


 “He will know in time, but I agree with your assessment, Will.”

 


 “And the lifeboats, sir?” asked Murdoch. “Shall we scuttle them where they dangle from their davits?”

 


 “No, no! Captain,” pleaded Lightoller. “We’ll need them all for my plan, sir, depending on my being successful, of course.”

 


 Captain Smith smiled wanely at his junior officer. “Of course.”

 


 “And-And I am confident we can open every stateroom door and closet to stop this thing in its tracks, sir, before we must take the…the rashest of actions.”

 


 “The ice is but a few hours ahead of us, Mr. Lightoller, Constable, doctors. If you are all set on that course, I suggest you have at it post haste.”

 


 Lightoller saluted his captain. Alastair Ransom said, “Better to keep busy at this juncture, lads.” Ransom then saluted the captain as well. Seeing this, the two interns did likewise. As they filed out, Ransom turned to see Captain Smith standing all alone. They exchanged a look of utter hopelessness between them. Despite this, Alastair managed a crooked half smile. “We are doing the right thing, Captain. If we banish it from your ship, we’re heroes. If not we’re all doomed.”

 


 Declan popped his head back inside to address Smith. “Sir, I must say I’m sorry that we had to bring you this ugly truth…that the most magnificent ship on the high seas today is riddled with death and destruction.”

 


 “Son, do you have an estimate of how many people on board are now infected?” asked Smith.

 


 “We’ve no sure way to know just how far it’s spread, and Mr. Lightoller’s plan is hopeful, our last chance at life for ourselves and all aboard, but I fear it comes too late. We must prepare our minds for the worst—prepare to take life in order to preserve life.”

 


 “Spoken like a true doctor,” said the captain, taking Declan’s hand and shaking it. “We must all do our duty—however…terrible.”

 


 “Whatever we succeed in doing, not a single cell of this infestation can survive,” Ransom said. “The ramming of an iceberg assures that, while Lightoller’s plan relies on perfection.”

 


 Smith nodded “Something old men like us know doesn’t exist.”

 


 “I have never seen it in life—save for a woman I love.”

 


 “This ship was perfect at one time.” Smith swallowed hard, a man on the verge of breaking down.

 


 “I suspect sir, that Murdoch had it right; that we should scuttle the lifeboats while we can; there is bound to be pandemonium.”

 


 “We give Charles a chance; even so, gentlemen, we have here entered into a conspiracy, a cabal to see Titanic to the deep.” Smith dejectedly walked off, going for the bridge where he likely needed to hold onto something solid. He stopped instead and stuffed the Marconi messages about the miles-long ice field ahead back into his pocket. He then added, “I think I am of no further use here. I think I will turn in.” Fatigue and confusion appeared on Smith’s face, worrying Ransom, who began to think Smith more like Ian Reahall than himself.

 


 “Call me if there is a need.” Smith said, then left through a second door that led out onto the boat deck.

 


 Lightoller and Thomas had returned to hear the captain’s last words. The two looked from Declan to Ransom and back but could learn nothing from their sad expressions. Lightoller went to the small window in the door, and there he stared out at his captain. “He’s a gallant cruise liner captain, he is. Now one who finds himself in a war. Look at him. Like a lost ghost wandering about the ship out there.” Lightoller had to fight back a tear. Ransom put a firm grip on his shoulder.

 


 “Wonderful old chap, really,” added Lightoller. “We must prevail, gentlemen. We must.”

 


 “We arm ourselves first, and if you get anywhere near that black thing again, shoot to kill.”

 


 “Shoot to kill, correct. Now we must organize that search party if we’re to beat the clock.”

 


 “Had I a gun when we stormed stateroom 148, I would have killed or wounded it,” replied Alastair, teeth clenched, eyes clear. “You organize your search, Mr. Lightoller. Meantime, we will rely on the dog’s nose.”

 


 “But we need every man if my plan is to work…to beat Murdoch’s orders.”

 


 “Declan, Thomas—tell Mr. Lightoller what you told me about this thing’s young.”

 


 “They have no stomachs, no digestive system, not even mouths,” said Declan, his eyes meeting Lightoller’s.

 


 “But I have heard them scream.”

 


 “Some sort of vibration to pierce our ears; not sure how it manages that. May never know for certain but I theorize a bony or cartilage-lined hollow space where an attached muscle is fused to the bottom layer of skin rapidly contracts and relaxes a skein of flesh that—”

 


 “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” admitted Ransom.

 


 “That acts like a cone, a speaking cone like those on a phonograph which vibrates to create soundwaves—theoretically.”

 


 “I’ll take your word for it, Dr. Irvin.” 


 


 “What gets me is how badly it smells of sulfur,” added Thomas.

 


 “Sulfur…like sulfuric acid?” Lightoller’s expression turned to despair.

 


 “Look, sir, we haven’t the equipment to study them in any sort of detail,” continued Declan. “But we believe they feed through a strange form of osmosis or as we saw, in and out of the orifices. And the little ones may very well be capable of simply worming their way through human flesh like ring worms you pick up from a pond. How they get into the bone for the blood there, I don’t pretend to understand. But they seem capable of it with the same ease you and I breathe air.”

 


 “Perhaps those thin, tubular veins we’ve seen attached to the bones of the men we’ve dissected,” said Thomas, “those are probes that bore into the bone.”

 


 “Perhaps indeed,” replied Declan thoughtfully. “They take up residence inside the human or animal body, send out thin, tubular veins and feed from every vital organ, mining for every drop of fluid in the body until nothing remains. In adult form, as we have seen, this parasite can control the limbs and even rudimentary thinking—and if the carrier is any indication, it grows in sophistication as it feeds on us.”

 


 “We’ve given it a name,” said Thomas to Ransom.

 


 “What’s that?” asked Lightoller.

 


 “Parasite Rex….”

 


 “Rex? As in—”

 


 “Yes, as in King of all parasites.” 


 


THIRTY THREE

 

 



 


David Ingles, shaken still by Jacob Mendenhall’s implosion, remained agitated while in search of Kelly, terrified that something awful had happened to her as well, as still no one had heard from either her or Lou. The continued loss of contact with both divers had them all in the dark. Forbes had been able to raise the divers at the aft section a mile away but not here—and since the implosion David’s link was going in and out as well.

 


 What could be wrong with the transponders that had been placed on the ocean floor for their communications link?

 


 Gambio and Bowman were talking about the Café Parisien that they had found, saying it was filled with elegant dishware, each pewter utensil and plate embossed with the White Star Line logo. They were excited, knowing that each plate alone would bring in thousands of dollars, but their celebration was immediately silenced when Forbes informed them of Mendenhall’s horrible death and that he had two other divers out of audio and video contact.

 


 “I’m going to try to locate Kelly and Swigart,” David informed Forbes.

 


 “We’ve tried every possible frequency and have raised neither of them, David. Be careful; we don’t want to lose you, too.”

 


 “Thanks…you getting this?”

 


 David had gone for the refrigerated cargo hold, believing Swigart—driven by the creature—had targeted this very compartment from the get-go. He feared the worse had already happened to Kelly; that she had already joined her ancestor here in Titanic. Although in her case, if she were gone, it was no accident.

 


 He saw a giant black-lettered sign that simply read ‘G’ and he realized that he was indeed on Deck G where the refrigerated cargo holds were located. Where is she? Where is Kelly, he kept asking himself. And where is Lou?

 


 “What in God’s name’s happened to them?”

 

 


 


 David’s mind raced, filled as it was with the image of Mendenhall’s body imploding, and now he feared that the same had happened to Kelly—if not worse. It all made sense, separate them, and use Kelly to be the final conduit to getting those damnable demonic eggs out of frozen storage.

 


 He passed by floating mail room bags, a pair of sturgeons the size of his legs careening by, and he curiously watched them go to the roof overhead. Following the only sign of life here with his eyes, he gasped on seeing fleshy bodies being picked clean where they’d become jammed among jagged beams overhead, forced there and held by what appeared a pair of giant pinchers—steel girders and loose wires.

 


 How would he ever get into the freezer where he intended to finish what those in 1912 had hoped to do—destroy forever any hope of those eggs getting out and into the wider world.

 


 He found a hatchway with a wheel lock, flapping open in the water, its hinges cut away by a laser beam directed from a single direction, telling him that only one of the two remaining divers, Swigart or Kelly had been here. Whichever one had come and gone, the lone diver had been able to remove the thing from its hinges, much easier than prying it open against the pressure of the water—especially if it were locked from the inside. David guessed it to be the final resting place for the diseased bodies that had been desperately collected aboard Titanic at the height of the infestation.

 


 Either Lou or Kelly was most likely already inside the freezer but which of the two? He imagined it to be Lou. So David must go cautiously. Knowing this, he drew the laser knife from its holster on his hip and inched forward.

 


 More well-dressed corpses floated here in the corridor. He imagined more like them floating about the entire ship. He studied them for any sign of Kelly among them but soon realized to his relief that she was not here among the dead.

 


 David glided on, trying not to pay attention to the growing number of corpses floating about him now. This was one of two freezer units here. It appeared that in 1912 there’d been a mad rush on to locate and enter the sealed cargo holds down here in a last ditch effort to cheat death even if it meant waiting for it at the bottom for however long one might cling to life. It also appeared that many had been locked out by those already inside.

 


 No sign of Kelly. No sign of Lou.

 


 He returned to the corridor and continued along its walls. Then he saw it—the last door the other two had gone through where he imagined within he’d find a kitchen block area and then the freezers themselves. This sealed it in his mind—Swigart had become it, and he’d gone straight toward the frozen eggs without the slightest idea that Kelly knew precisely what he was up to. It was obvious they’d gone in here as the lock to the final door had been cut away via an underwater laser, the same as the hand-held laser device David had returned to his hip.

 


 “You getting this topside, Forbes?” he asked.

 


 “All of it, yes.”

 


 David heard static firing up from his com-link, and wondered if it was coming from inside the freezer, and if so, what was causing it, and what was it someone was trying to say. He desperately tried to make it out even as he rushed for the freezer area now flooded with seawater from the outside. He must be careful not to tear his suit or he’d wind up like Mendenhall. Forbes’ voice came at him with the same message.

 


 Still he rushed and yanked the door, keeping it at arm’s length where it flapped in the water, managing to slip inside where he saw a well-preserved pair of dead men floating—yet another of several dead zones within Titanic. His mind quickly deducing from their appearance to be the two of the three would-be heroes of 1912 , the two who had not escaped Titanic, but who instead had come down here to protect against anyone’s taking a single egg off the ship. Two heroic figures—Declan Irvin and Alastair Ransom—features and clothes perfectly preserved. They looked just as David had pictured them, frozen in time, one young and smooth-faced, a bullet to the brain, the other one old, a mask of wrinkles, no bullet to the head, but a massive contusion.

 


 There was no sign of life in the ante room here, but someone had been here and had disturbed the actual freezer compartments at the rear. Tables, chairs, debris, intact cargo boxes floated round David now as he searched this place with its sealed compartments unsealed by the dive Titanic took to these depths, that and time, and now that thing inside Lou, he reckoned.

 


 It appeared that Lou, possibly with Kelly in tow, had made a beeline for this freezer, but they were nowhere in sight.

 


 “Where the hell are they?” asked Forbes from above as David peered into the freezer compartment where a stack of at least twenty-five, perhaps thirty bodies resided atop one another in a corner—some of them showing Y-section sutures, an obvious sign of having been autopsied, others cut open, revealing the horrid frozen sacs spoken of in Declan’s journal.

 


 He reported in to Juris Forbes: “Swigart’s come and gone; no sign of Kelly.”

 


 Forbes banged something hard, presumably with his fist, the sound reverberating in David’s ear. “What in Sam Hell is going on down there, David? Where the hell’s Lou and Dr. Irvin?”

 


 “Have you found the journal? Have you read a word?”

 


 “It’s just so much gibberish; tell me what you’re thinking right now, this moment, sailor!”

 


 “I’m thinking Lou—or something inside Lou is driving him, controlling him—and it had an eye on this freezer compartment from the moment we began our descent if not earlier.”

 


 “What’re you saying, David?”

 


 “I’m saying Lou is our killer, and he’s infected.”

 


 “Killer? Infected?”

 


 “With a parasitic disease organism controlling his will.”

 


 “A what?”

 


 “A disease organism that will turn Scorpio into a ghost ship, Captain.”

 


 “This is crazy! This is Lou we’re talking about…Lou. David, you sound like a lunatic!”

 


 “I fear he’s used up Kelly and is headed back to the sub with plans to leave the rest of us down here with the wreck.”

 


 “Used her up? Explain yourself, Ingles.”

 


 “Killed her; he’s killed her as he did Alandale and Ford.”

 


 “I suggest you get back to the sub, now David. The pressure down there is getting to you; your vital signs are off the charts. Do it, do it now!”

 


 David saw the evidence clearly now that Declan’s journal was accurate to the letter; here were the egg sacs nestled in the bodies, clinging to them it seemed in this dead zone. He knew he must end things here for Alastair Ransom and for Declan Irvin, whose bodies were so close by. David snatched out his laser knife and fired its beam directly at the bodies, and the laser, powerful enough to cut steel under water easily burned up the flesh of the bodies and the egg sacs that remained here.

 


 He fired away and the bodies began to immolate and smoke like an oil plume. In fact, the fire began to rage, and the heat chased David back, kicking with his fins, swimming past the intact bodies of Declan and Alastair. He pointed the laser beam at Alastair’s remains, wondering if he’d approve of David’s turning him to ash in this place of death, but he couldn’t bring himself to set him aflame. He took a final look at Declan’s features, pointed the knife but again unable to fire on the body of the hero of the journal.

 


 Again, he was unable to fire the beam, not with Declan’s perfectly preserved eyes here staring back at him. He decided to leave well enough alone, but there came up a screeching noise like a thousand tuning forks coming at David. On the com-link, Forbes and others, hearing the keening of the dying things in the eggs he’d torched.

 


 The sound was horrid but only lasted seconds before silence fell, and David, rushing out of the area now had only one thought—to find Kelly and get her safely back to the sub and to tell her he’d destroyed the creature’s eggs.

 

 


 


 Forbes was shouting at him from above like an angry god. “What’re you doing, David? Ingles! Talk to me!”

 


 With danger on all sides of him, he held one hand on his sheathed laser knife, and he snatched hold of hand-holds, pulling himself along, trying to conserve energy, realizing that what he’d seen and done had cost him dearly in liquid air and emotions. The sight of Mendenhall’s awful death kept flooding into his sight as he carefully picked his way toward the outer hull ahead when he realized he’d come to a hopeless dead end in the maze. It dawned on him that the only way out was to return to the surface using the exact route he and Mendenhall had taken down—the Grand Staircase. But just getting back to it would be a struggle, and this cemetery he was swimming in was getting to him.

 


THIRTY FOUR

 

 


 


On leaving the freezer and the flames he’d created, David felt comforted that the store of damned eggs had been destroyed, but he worried over the eggs that Lou—or what Lou had become—had gotten off with. He also worried whether of not Lou had harmed Kelly, overpowered her, or turned her into his human shield? His last line of defense? 


 


 Going after Kelly and Lou, David feared that Lou was back aboard Max and long gone. If only Mendenhall hadn’t been so damned stubborn and about those bloody automobiles, David felt he might’ve had a chance at Lou.

 


 He feared there was no hope for him or Kelly now.

 


 The absolute aloneness filled David with emptiness. An aching void. No one should be alone down here with Titanic. 


 


 David cleared the entryway ahead of him, and the push gave him a start that sent him up a gangway where he found himself swimming through a squash court, followed by a handball court; he was somehow inside one of the three gymnasiums on board. Now he passed a surreal weight room, a tennis court. He located another door ripped from its hinges and the entry or rather exit and a stairwell leading up. He followed this upwards for what seemed an eternity when he came to the ruined remains of the wireless room. He saw the Marconi wireless itself, now a rust-encrusted large brick, and from here, he looked out from where an outer door had been ripped from its hinges.

 


 He was staring across now at the officer’s quarters where he and Jacob had entered the Grand Staircase. Beyond this, through a tattered series of worm-eaten boards, David saw Max’s lights where the sub hovered above the deck precisely where Lou had placed the sub on automatic. He thought of the sub’s safe confines, and he whispered to himself, “Lou hasn’t gotten away yet.”

 


 David could hardly believe his luck. He snatched up his laser cutter again, keeping the safety on, holding his breath and his position, searching for signs of life other than the albino crab just over the doorway to the Marconi Room.

 


 “Get to the sub, David.” Forbes ordered, his voice more commanding than ever. “Save yourself. Your four hours on the pak is nearly up. Inside Max, you can breathe, re-circulate the liquid air.”

 


 “So you have someone to point the finger at. I get it, Captain.”

 


 “Don’t be foolish, David.”

 


 “Read the damn journal, Captain.”

 


 “I have Dr. Entebbe doing that right now, son.”

 


 Son, David thought. They start calling you son when they’re worried about your state of mind. “Look here, Captain, have you had any contact, visual or otherwise with Lou or Kelly, sir?”

 


 “None, and you?” Judging from his voice, Forbes’ agitation was increasing by the moment. “David, first Mendenhall dies within inches of you, and now your other two dive partners are missing? Then you fucking incinerate part of the ship’s interior? Violating the dead? Turning bodies in ashes! Do you know how this’ll play in the press? How it sounds, David?”

 


 “I had no choice; it’ll all come clear later! For now, I have to find Kelly and Lou.”

 


 “They may well have gotten trapped or turned around inside the ship,” suggested Dr. Entebbe.

 


 “Lou’s an experienced diver, and Irvin’s no slouch, Doctor.”

 


 “You of all people, David, you have to know—”

 


 “How easy it is to get lost down here, yes, of course but—”

 


 “You get turned around, go in circles! Happened to you and Mendenhall. At least you’re still alive,” said Forbes. “Now do as I say. Get back to the sub.”

 


 “Still don’t know how I managed to make it to out of the ship. Almost like this hole in the rotted out flooring in the Marconi Room just opened up for me.

 


 “Ahhh…so that’s what we are seeing behind you—the wireless room from where McBride sent out the SOS.”

 


 “Hold on, I see movement over there. Yes, there they are,” David whispered into his com-link. “Are you getting this? They’re alive! But wait…it’s Kelly, and she’s alone.”

 


 “It would appear she’s collected some items from the ship,” said Forbes, watching intently from above. 


 


 “Yeah, so I noticed. Net’s full to bursting, and I’d swear something’s squirming inside it.”

 


 Forbes agreed. “It’s filled with something alive, yes, but then she’s the biologist, and she has orders to retrieve any biological specimens.”

 


 “Of course,” muttered David. “She’d be the one to show up with specimens.” David realized the specimens Kelly was carrying were the select ones, the most likely to survive—the chosen ones.

 


 “How does she look from your perspective?” Forbes asked. “She’s still not on com-link.”

 


 “She looks strong and well, but I’m concerned about her.”

 


 “I want a full report, David, as to what’s happened to Lou, and why’d their vital signs and cams went down? You get her talking soon as you two get back to the sub.”

 


 David felt a sick feeling stirring in his heart. Had the thing in Swigart gone over to Kelly down here behind the shield of Titanic’s walls? Had the creature decided to risk everything, or had it been residing in Kelly for some time now? Had she somehow convinced Lou against his better judgment to make the dive prematurely—just as she had convinced him to come along? Plucking at his vanity, using her feminine wiles on him as she had on David?

 


 “Can you zoom in on the net, Forbes, and tell me what you see?” All David knew for certain was that the other two divers—or at least one of them—had been to the freezer compartment and now this.

 


 Kelly had appeared at the lip of the sheared off aft section of the bow. She was moving fast now, skimming along the top deck, going straight for the sub, her net full of slug-like creatures with her. She had emerged from the wreckage at precisely where she and Swigart had led her down into Titanic earlier. So where was Lou or Lou’s remains? But for now, he must concentrate on the thing inside Kelly’s body, and the things iniside Kelly’s dive net.

 


 “Forbes, sir, have you any sign of Lou?” David persisted.

 


 “No sign of Lou whatsoever, no.”

 


 “And the net? What’s she dragging?” Entebbe’s voice came over.

 


 “Appears…looks like some form of sea life,” reasoned Forbes, “but nothing we can categorize—perhaps tube worms, but there’re no black smokers down there, so who knows? Nothing else lives at these depths save crabs. Is it crabs?”

 


 “It’s those damnable freaking eggs, Captain. Like those you witnessed me burning; the ones that I turned to ash in the bodies in the freezer.”

 


 “All we saw you burning, Ingles, were bodies.”

 


 David realized that Forbes had not had the time to zoom in on the bodies in the freezer to have seen the egg sacs as David had acted so quickly. “Inside the bodies, these things Dr. Irvin is carrying to the sub! They’re dangerous disease organisms! I destroyed them. Zoom in closer on the net she’s carrying to see them clearly!”

 


 “See these eggs you’re talking about?” Forbes sounded far from convinced.

 


 “You can’t let them aboard Scorpio! You didn’t see the eggs I fried down in the freezer compartment below the flames?”

 


 “All we saw were flames.”

 


 “But you have to see what’s in the net!”

 


 “Net?’”

 


 “The net Kelly’s carrying! It’s filled with the same egg sacs.”

 


 “Nothing coming clear, David.”

 


 David realized that he’d acted so quickly in burning the egg sacs that the sacs could scarcely have been seen, despite the feed to Scorpio, and that Kelly was so far away that again the sacs could not be made out for what they were. If he could only get a closer view, but this was agonizing being the only one to know the truth of the matter.

 


 David had indeed acted so quickly to destroy the nest of eggs he’d found that no one could see them due the grainy feed. He urged Forbes to replay the video of his torching the bodies, to zoom in on the bodies, to see the egg sacs. “It’s the same as the alien life form in Kelly’s net,” David shouted into his com-link.

 


 “Does appear fleshy and moving, yes,” said Forbes now of the sacs in the bodies that David had torched.

 


 Entebbe added, “Possibly a collection of ball-like membranous…eggs, yes.”

 


 “Kelly’s harvesting them! Taking them to the sub!”

 


 “She’s our biological officer here to do biological studies; we’re well equipped for it.” Forbes was clearly upset with David. “What kind of trouble are you cooking up down there, Ingles?”

 


 David heard Entebbe in the background, trying to explain about something he’d learned from having scanned Declan’s journal, but David hadn’t time to wait around.

 


 He swam out of the Marconi Room and directly for Kelly, waving, so glad to see her alive, rationalizing that her bringing out this parcel of eggs was due to Swigart’s forcing her to help transport them to the sub. He didn’t want to believe his eyes; besides, where was Swigart? He still had not emerged from the ship.

 


 “Are you all right?” he hopelessly shouted into his com-link to Kelly. “Where’s Lou? What’s in your hand?” But Kelly failed to reply. Instead she whipped out her laser cutting knife and sent a beam in an arc sweeping toward David, intending to slice him in half. Having anticipated the attack, David realized his danger in time to drop through a hole in the deck, risking his life in the quick move on the one hand, but on the other saving himself from the laser that tore into the Marconi Room and out the other side, the deadly beam going off into the infinity of sea.

 


 “Lou didn’t kill her; she killed Lou!” he shouted to Forbes.

 


 “She damn near killed you!”

 


 “I can’t let her return to Scorpio! Not with those eggs—and not with that thing inside her.”

 


 He grabbed his own laser cutter, raised his eyes above the hole he’d dropped through and readied to fire, but she anticipated this and fired! Again he ducked below and this time the laser came dangerously close, slicing the worm-eaten wood around his head. He retreated into Titanic, realizing he must find another exit, and he saw a section of collapsed promenade and beyond it a faint light, light coming from the sub. He raced for the light.

 


 On exiting at this spot, David saw her going for Max. If she entered the sub, he’d be stranded here and die within the hour as his OPFCs ran out. “She intends on getting to the surface any way she can, Captain. Quite likely planning to make off with Max and not even bother surfacing. Hell, she could land anywhere along the coastline in Max. My guess is Nova Scotia.”

 


 “We might be able to limit the ship’s functioning from here,” began Forbes, “but I’m afraid it’s built too well for us—short of doing a full recovery, which would leave all the other divers stranded on the bottom to die.”

 


 “If all this is true, Ingles,” added Entebbe, “you’re the only chance we have of stopping Irvin from taking control of the sub.”

 


 David had snatched up a steel sheet, a discarded portion of a space heater ripped from one of the interior staterooms as the ship sank. Using the plate as a shield, he started after Kelly—or rather the thing she’d become. David approached the sub now from an entirely different direction that the creature could not anticipate. Taking aim, David sent his laser beam straight for her heart. The beam just missed her left shoulder as she swam, dragging the net filled with egg sacs behind her, a mother protecting its young.

 


 When the laser beam shot past her, she whirled and fired back. David ducked behind the shield he carried, the beam burning through it just above his eyes. The steel plating slowed the laser cutter just long enough as it worked its way through, heating the metal to a glowing blue. David rolled away, dropped the shield, and came to a prone floating position to reduce her target area, and her next beam missed him by inches as a result. He fired back all in the same motion, his second beam striking her in the torso. It took but a moment for her and him to realize that the laser beam had penetrated her Cryo-suit. It was a dead on hit to the heart, piercing through her and imploding her in the dark sea water, exploding outward to destroy all vestiges of what she carried as well—miniscule black oil and pieces of those damnable egg sacs going in all directions and raining down to the ocean bottom.

 


 He shut down his laser on witnessing the last vestige of the creature that had inhabited her hurled at extreme velocity, extremely lucky that an obsidian stone the size of a tooth zipped past his head without striking his suit or visor.

 


 “You get all this, Captain?” he asked, knowing those above must be in shock over the turn of events below.

 


 Forbes’ voice came back, trembling, “Got it…all on video, but I still don’t know what we just witnessed.”

 


 “Read the damned journal, Captain.”

 


 “Yes, yes, of course. Will do for sure. Dr. Entebbe has leafed through it. I think we know where your head’s been at now.”

 


 Just then David got a weak vibration through his entire suit, and for a millisecond, he feared his own suit’s integrity had been compromised and he was about to implode, but this didn’t happen. Still the strange vibration persisted until he realized that it was an audio vibration coming in—too weak to be made out over the com-link but transmitting through the inductance mic in his suit. It had the feel of a distressed keening like a small piercing insect in his ear. Forbes picked it up too and asked, “What is that, David?”

 


 “I don’t know, sir. I pray it’s not one of those damned creatures that’s somehow gotten into my suit.”

 


 “No way,” said Entebbe. “You’d be dead if it bored the least hole in your suit.”

 


 “It has the nature of a weak signal,” added Forbes. “But look here, David, you must get back to the sub and get back to the others; they’re all running low on air. We’re sending additional paks down now but they may not get there in time.”

 


 “What if it’s Lou, sir? What if the signal is a distress signal Lou’s trying to put out?”

 


 “You can’t take that chance, not now, David. Too many other lives at stake.”

 


 “How can you say that? He’s your friend.”

 


 “Friend or no, there’s more at stake here than Lou, and he’s likely dead, so that’s an order, Ingles. Get to the sub and get back to the aft section, pick up the others, and return everyone safely to Scorpio, man!”

 


 Then another sound, a human sound, weak but real came through David’s comm. A weak voice. Gibberish yes, but it was unmistakably Lou’s voice. “Lou! Where are you, Lou? Where?”

 


 “Nee…he’p, Day..vid.”

 


 “Lou, where the hell are you?”

 


 “Rear of-of ship…where entered, below topmost deck. Stuck like an insect.”

 


 “What happened, Lou?”

 


 “She…that woman ran…rammed my head against a bulkhead, knocked my brains against my helmet. Woke up covered in debris, trapped here, left unconscious. Dunno how long.”

 


 “I’m coming for you, Lou! Hold on!”

 


 “She’s killed me, David. She…she’ll kill you, too.”

 


 Forbes came on to say, “Lou! So good to hear you! Hang in there.”

 


 “Afraid it’s all I can do.”

 


 Entebbe came on. “Lou, save your strength. David—both of you, your air supply is getting dangerously low.”

 


 David swam for Lou’s location as fast as he could determine from what the big man had managed to utter. “Heading toward your position, Lou!”

 


 Gliding over the top of the deck, David dove along the hull, telling Lou, “Keep up some noise. Help me find you, Lou!”

 

 



 


 From a wide-view lens via Max and sent to Forbes’ CIS room, David appeared as a speck, an insect, clawing his way about the ruins of the ship until he had disappeared over the side. Forbes said to David, “We’ll keep you posted on the oxygen levels, but it’s becoming critical.”

 


 But Dr. Entebbe came on, shouting, “Ingles, you have thirteen minutes to get yourself inside Max! Else you’re a dead man. From the weak signal we’re now picking up, Lou hasn’t a chance; he’s breathing twice as hard as you.”

 


 “But unconscious all this time, he’d’ve been breathing shallowly. Keep me posted!” Just then, David saw his Commander of Divers, Swigart and raced toward the man. Lou was indeed trapped but hardly dead as David saw that he was struggling to free himself. A twisted, rust-free pipe and girder held him in place like an insect against the backdrop of Titanic’s worst section where she had torn herself apart. The pipe shaft—once hidden plumbing on the ship—pinned him at his shoulder, the girder atop this. But Lou, obviously determined to live, wiggled and turned and twisted, risking rending his suit as he did so.

 


 At the same time, he thought the scene too much like having to watch Terry Wilcox die; he wondered if he might not be cursed to now be witnessing another man he considered a friend die before his eyes.

 

 



 

 


 


 But this time, he wouldn’t freeze; this time he went into action. Wiser, smarter now, and equipped with the right tool for the job. He studied the size and length and weight of the girder section, and quickly determined he could move it with his own strength by sliding it off the huge pipe. Once this was done, he snatched out his laser knife and began cutting the length of pipe lying over Lou.

 


 The laser worked fast to cut an entire section of pipe and the attendant weight of that section off Lou. As he worked, the blue light of the heated pipe creating a halo about the men, Forbes and others watched via their cameras. Lou’s com-link, vital signs, and camera had all returned once Lou could make the adjustments.

 


 David saw no evidence of a jagged edge on the pipe, no rust to tear at the Cryo-suit.

 


So long as Lou remained calm and didn’t panic as Terry had, he would not die here within Titanic for lack of liquid air. He’d also not die of implosion, David realized, should he pull Lou from under the pipe. It appeared they were on the brink of success.

 


 David felt some relief at seeing the big man struggling, putting up a fight. He lifted away the remaining section of pipe some ten or twelve feet in length and two feet in diameter. He managed to slide it off to one side, using the environment of the water to help him do so. As soon as the weight was off Lou, the Commander got himself free, coming out of the debris looking like a flounder shaking off its sea bed, as Lou’s movement—wonderful to see—sent up a cascade of what David had begun to think of as Titanic dust and debris. Lou was free but obviously still in some distress from the blow to his head; he might well also be bleeding internally.

 


 Lou was in great pain, and he was telling David, “Get the hell outta here, Ingles! That’s an order! I’ll follow!”

 


 “Not a chance, Lou.”

 


 “I’m still your commander.”

 


 “Shut up, Lou! I’m getting you back to Max.”

 


 “There’s no way! Get outta here, now!”

 


 “I’m taking you the hell with me, buddy!”

 


 From above Forbes informed them, “You two have less than fifteen minutes of liquid air left in your paks!”

 


 Entebbe added, “And no one’s ever pushed them to this limit! It’s coming up on four hours you’ve been on liquid air!”

 


 “David,” continued Forbes, “the others are running low as well; they’ll all die on the aft section unless you get back there now, David!”

 


 David snatched hold of Lou’s arm and wrapped it over his shoulder, his arm now wrapped about the other man in a protective hold, and the two divers kicked off from this place of death. “Be careful not to bump against those jagged edges ahead, Lou.”

 


 “You’re a damn fool and a headline grabber, Ingles; just as I thought all along!”

 


 “Shut up and conserve your oxygen. Let’s all get home.”

 


 Lou nodded and both men examined the treacherous, overhanging and jagged debris and wires. “Steady as she goes,” muttered Lou. “But if I implode all over you, then maybe you’ll learn to take orders.”

 


 “We’re getting out of here together, and we’re going to save those at the aft section to boot. So here goes! Now, Lou, now lean into me!”

 


 When the pair of divers clinging to one another emerged from Titanic, caught by Max’s wide landscape lens, the divers heard a roar of applause and cheers coming from the control room above. Helping Lou find his bearings, David held onto the wounded man as they now swam directly for Max’s warm-looking lights. The thought of Max’s safe interior encouraged David to draw on strength he didn’t know he had, and those safe confines conspired to fill his thoughts with regrets for Mendenhall and for Kelly—neither of whom he could have saved.

 


 Again as with a hundred times, he questioned the moment Kelly had become controlled by this awful parasitic organism.

 


 Forbes shouted a final-sounding order in David’s ear: “Get to the others, now! You’re down to eight minutes.”

 


 David was at Max and he slammed open her hatchway, and within moments, he and Lou were safely inside the lock, anxious to get to her controls.

 


 “If the others have explored their section of Titanic without incident or problems,” said David to Forbes, “they’ll have used up less oxygen. So, Captain, did they have any laser knife fights over there or lose a diver to any misstep?”

 


 “True, they have a bit more 413 left in their paks than you two, yes,” said Dr. Entebbe, “but not enough to gamble on, David.”

 


 David knew that Entebbe was right. The size of the man, the amount of exertion, it all changed the formula. Still no oxygen meant a blackout in three minutes, death in twenty. This everyone knew—and at these depths no one knew anything for certain except that nothing was for certain.

 


 David had helped Lou into the airlock, where within sixty seconds, the salt water was replaced by breathable liquid, which—as aquanauts, they could breathe in. Once inside Max’s safer confines, they remained under the watery OPFCs. In moments, David helped Lou to a rear seat, before he went for the controls. “Strap in, Lou. I’m going to open this baby full-throttle to get to the others! “Now, sir, now!”

 


 David fired up the silently running sub, took it in an arch so tight and fast as to cause a powerful centrifugal G-force which was softened for the humans as they were suspended in the OPFCs within the sub. David hit full speed ahead, racing for the aft section where, according to Forbes, the other four divers awaited on deck. Hitting Max’s top speed, the others came quickly into view!

 


 “A mile in a moment, Lou! There they are!”

 


 “Love this sub,” Lou weakly muttered, likely suffering a concussion. “Max is the stealth bomber down here.”

 


 Even knowing that David had arrived at the aft section so quickly, Juris Forbes shouted, “You’re down to four minutes; that’s a minute per to get each one aboard, and only two can enter at a time, David. Who’re you going to choose to live and to die, David?”

 


 David grabbed two additional liquid air paks and shoved them into the trash expulsion tube, and he fired them at the waving, waiting team. “Tell them to conserve their air, Forbes!”

 


 In a moment, Forbes said, “Jesus, well done, Davey boy!”

 


 “And tell them the situation; two of them must transition to the paks just sent them, while the other two go for the airlock.”

 


 “You’re within range, David; they clearly hear you now.”

 


 “And I can hear them, or rather their pandemonium.” David barked orders at them in the manner Lou would if he weren’t going in and out of consciousness. “Damn it, all of you, decide now on who’s doing what! Indecision will get you killed!”

 


 Staring out through the bubble, David saw that Lena and Will had swum for the extra air paks, while Fiske and Jens rushed the hatchway that would get them inside. So far, so good, but as exhausted as he was, David knew he could not let his guard down.

 


 David knew the others to all be professionals. Both Will and Lena made the transition from the blown paks to the fresh ones, so that there was no fear of the diver having a sudden loss of suit integrity only to wind up like Jacob or Kelly.

 


 Fiske and Jens, their usual bulging muscles masked by the shapeless Cryo-suits, made a lot of noise coming in through the lock, slapping each other on the back, excited from the fantastic dive inside and through Titanic’s aft section. They spoke of what they’d seen when suddenly their raucous laughter ended. David saw in his rearview mirror that they’d come up on Lou, unconscious from the concussion.

 


 And their next chorusing question was “Where the hell is Dr. Irvin?”

 


 “Dead…she’s gone. Long story. Strap in and I’ll tell you all about it while we make for the surface.”

 


 “And Mendenhall, David, what about Jacob?”

 


 “Yeah, where’s Jacob?”

 


 David sadly told them, “Jacob got himself killed down there. He tore his suit on a sharp object, and I watched him implode.”

 


 “Just like that?” Jens’ tone was accusatory.

 


 Fiske asked, “With all the damage to Lou’s suit, how is it that he didn’t implode?”

 


 “Mostly scrapes, but yeah, Lou’s damn lucky is all.” Get strapped in, gentlemen, and prepare yourselves for de-tox. We still have to drain the whole cabin.”

 


 From the control room, Forbes cut in. “Stop your third degree down there. As I informed you all, Dave Ingles did everything possible at the bow section that could be asked of a man, and besides, he just saved every damn one of you from certain death.”

 


 “Listen up, everyone,” began David, speaking to the two divers still in the water as well. “I’m giving the orders now. I’m taking over for Lou, who is incapacitated.”

 


 “You do intend to wait on Bowman and Gambio, don’t you, Ingles?” asked Fiske, who like Jens had strapped in.

 


 Jens added, “They’re in the airlock now.”

 


 “I’m aware of that. Will you please just help me out back there, you two! Soon as they’re out of the lock and in with us, tell ’em to get seated and strapped in. Dr. Entebbe’s waiting above with an emergency medical team.”

 


 “We’ll do our part but what’s up with Lou?” persisted Steve Jens.

 


 “From his pupil dilation and general unresponsiveness, my guess is internal trauma and a concussion. Won’t really know for sure until we get him out of the suit and onto an operating table.”

 


 “At least the rest of us are alive and well,” commented Fiske. “But you, know, Ingles, there’s gonna be a board of inquiry over the deaths of Mendenhall and Irvin, and I suspect you’re not going to have a career after this.”

 


 “No…no, I don’t expect I will.”

 


THIRTY FIVE

 

 



 


On entering the sub, Lena Gambio gasped on seeing the pale and unconscious Lou Swigart up close; like the others, she’d heard of the trouble at the bow—two dead and Swigart injured, but she wasn’t prepared to see the virile Swigart unconscious and drooling. “My God! Is Lou…is he dead, too?” Lena asked from behind David.

 


 “No, he’s breathing, you bone head,” replied Jens.

 


 David tried to quell their anxiety. “Lou’s had his head slammed hard against his helmet and a fight with some falling debris, so far as I can tell. Long story. For now, suffice it to say, I cut it rather short to get here in order to get him free.”

 


 “From what little garbled information we could get,” said Bowman, his voice agitated as well, “you witnessed two damned implosions, David. Two!”

 


 Will and Lena had been the last to enter the sub and thankfully without any incident.

 


 Lou then startled them all by filling the sub with, “Thank God every-one-safe-ly- back,” Lou’s groggy half-consciousness riveted the others to him. “All…all but Jacob and Kelly,” Lou added, a deep despondency in his voice.

 


 “What the hell happened out there, Lou?” asked Will Bowman as he and Lena were strapping in. “We could only get bits and pieces over the com-link.”

 


 Lou only groaned in pain, unable to reply.

 


 Both Will and Lena suddenly dropped the idea of strapping in, instead hovering over Lou to ostensibly inspect what appeared far more horrible damage to the man’s suit than it actually was, but David imagined they wanted to hear the facts from Lou and not David Ingles.

 


 “Swigart’s going to make it!” shouted David. “Quit hovering. He’s a tough old seaman. Goes in and out. Best we can do for him is get him to the surface. Now sit down and strap yourselves in!”

 


 “Damn it, David, what happened at the bow section?” demanded Bowman.

 


 “All of you strap the hell in, and I’ll tell you a story—a truth you won’t believe.”

 


 “Irvin tried to kill me.” Lou muttered as the liquid oxygen inside the sub was being diminished and replaced by gaseous oxygen. They must next blow their lungs of residual oxygen-rich flourocarbons—a process no more difficult than intentionally coughing to clear the last vestiges of liquid air, but eons of evolution that’d taken mankind from the sea and gills still managed to dictate to the brain that this was indeed a distressing reversal of logic and anatomy. 


 


 “S-She…Irvin…she had so much strength…” continued a weakened Lou. “T-Took me by surprise. You know…let her talk me into all this…”

 


 “Lena,” began David, “you’re closest to Lou back there. Help him out with blowing his lungs, please?”

 


 “Got to get out…get up,” Lena replied, ignoring David’s request. “Got to get outta this tin can…get some real air.” She was saying as if to herself—like a mantra. “Back to the upper world.”

 


 “I’ll take care of Lou,” said Jens, seated the other side of Lou and taking charge behind David. All that was required of Bowman was to take off Lou’s helmet and gently place his head forward and give him a few slaps on the back to clear his lungs. Coughing out as the others were doing would only add to Lou’s head injury.

 


 David indicated he was about to take Max to full speed. Finally, they all found their seats, and everyone had cleared their lungs of all Perflourocarbons, and the sphere was filled with breathable air.

 


 It was then that Lena, who’d kept a specimen net attached to her hip, dropped the bag alongside those of the others who’d entered with nets filled with small artifacts taken from Titanic. David was thinking about how hard this team had worked, and they had a myriad of archeologically significant finds returning with them, whereas he and Lou were just lucky to get out with their lives.

 


 “Gotta get to the surface,” repeated Lena.

 


 “You OK, baby?” Bowman asked her. “Hey, David, I think Lena might be having some kinda panic attack or something. “Hey, you guys monitoring Gambio up there?” he said to Entebbe and Forbes.

 


 Entebbe’s voice came over the com-link. “Lena, you have to calm yourself down, sweetheart. Your vital signs are all over the map.”

 


 David monitored the instruments and controls, acting as captain now, making sure their ascent was less problematic than their derailed visit to Titanic’s bow section. He prepped Max for the trip toward the surface. They needed to know their position in relation to Scorpio, so he checked the dive planes for the best trajectory, not to mention the depth gauge and reactor output. As he checked each off in his mental list, he shouted it out for the others to hear just as Lou would have done. He also checked to be sure their atmosphere was of the correct mix for their depth, which would change as they climbed. He put Jens onto monitoring the pressure gauge which reported back in bars and milli-bars.

 


 “We’re on our way back to a world with light,” remarked Bowman, who, while again seated, could reach out and pat her hand. No one had bothered removing their Cryo-suits so as to remain warm, but everyone aboard Max had removed their head gear.

 


 David realized that the warm glow of panel lights within the cocoon of Max’s now familiar interior felt good to them all, and for a moment they seemed to observe a spontaneous moment of silence for those who weren’t coming back with them.

 


 “Jacob ripped his suit through sheer, dumb, stupid carelessness after I repeatedly warned him to wait for the right tool for the right job,” David began. “Maybe if Lou had been with us, Jacob would’ve likely heeded Lou, but as you all know, for reasons none of us understood, Lou switched us around like a deck of cards last minute. I assume now that was something put into his head, along with this night dive, by Kelly Irvin—or rather the thing controlling her.”

 


 “Whoa, hold up, there David. What thing are you talking about?” Bowman wanted to know.

 


 “I’ll get back to that. As for Jacob, he went nuts on me when he saw those Bentleys and Renaults in the hold. Ironically, one of the cars killed him.”

 


 Fiske and Jens wanted the details of how a hundred year old car could kill a man in the deep. David told the story, finishing with, “It’ll all replay on the video from my cam.”

 


 “You saw the cars, really? How’d they look?” asked Bowman, sounding a bit insensitive.

 


 “Fine! Damn it, so fine they got Mendenhall killed. He was mesmerized by them.”

 


 “Imploded, damn….gotta be a bloody, nasty way to go,” said Fiske.

 


 “Poor sonofabitch!” agreed Jens but not a word out of Lena.

 


 “Bad luck,” added Will, trying to redeem himself.

 


 “Jacob didn’t suffer—didn’t know what hit him. As for Dr. Irvin, I killed her with my laser knife beam, but only after she tried to kill Lou and me.”

 


 This caused a wave of gasps to bounce around the cabin, and David, watching Lena for fear Bowman and Entebbe were right—that she might have a full blown medical condition building, made no response to this revelation whatsoever. He decided she was doing as Entebbe instructed, attempting meditation therapy, keeping her eyes averted from others yet examining her surroundings as if new to the place. David watched her closely in his overhead mirror.

 


 At the same time, David continued his tale. “She was the killer, all along—or rather since Alandale.”

 


 “Since we discovered Alandale’s body, you mean?” asked Bowman.

 


 “Alandale was infected, and she spent time with him, and he infected her, but only after Alandale had been infected by Houston Ford. It fits the timeline; it was just after Alandale’s body was discovered that Kelly targeted Lou, influencing him, getting him to go along with her wild plans. Before that, she was enlisting my help to destroy the thing.”

 


 “You’re not making a whole helluva lot of sense, Ingles,” Bowman assured him.

 


 “Damn it, Will, she was the carrier—the disease that killed Alandale, Ford transferred to him. She didn’t bring it aboard, but it somehow learned that she was a serious threat to it.”

 


 “But you said she attempted to kill Lou, and after that, she tried to kill you,” countered Bowman with the others closely listening to both men.

 


 David realized the others hadn’t enough facts; they knew nothing of the journal or how ancient this threat was. “My cam-recorded video! When you see it topside, it’ll tell the whole story—as will the sound feed from my helmet.”

 


 “She was killed—not by the depths,” began Bowman, “not by Titanic, but by you?”

 


 “Damnit, Bowman, she…she wasn’t a she; she was an it…”

 


 “An it?”

 


 “A thing, a creature, a killing machine.”

 


 “Ingles, you’re sounding like a psycho nutcase!” Bowman snarled at him. “Are you sure Mendenhall died the way you say? God, and we’ve got you at the controls here…damn!”

 


 “Bowman, the pressure reduced them to dead flesh the size of…the size of a newborn mouse but hard as granite.”

 


 “She had me convinced that Ingles was some sort of monster,” moaned Swigart, doing his level best to corroborate David’s story. “When we got below deck level out of your and Mendenhall’s sight, she had some device, a remote that took us offline. And she had a spear gun, which when she raised it at me, I knocked out of her hands. That’s when she shoved my head so hard into an iron wall, that I literally passed out from the backlash to my head. She thought she’d finished me off by snatching down some heavy debris over my body. She had enormous strength.”

 


 David realized only now that Forbes had done a piss poor job of explaining things to the second dive team, and that they’d come aboard knowing nothing of what had gone on during the black out of communications.

 


 “How do we know that David wasn’t the one who set us all up to die down here, huh?” It was Lena, suddenly shouting at the top of her voice, out of control, pointing a shaking finger at David.

 


 “Don’t be ridiculous!” shouted David. “Will, you saw me reading that journal in my quarters, the one I kept from you.”

 


 “What journal are you talking about?”

 


 “I stuffed it behind a wall panel in our berth aboard Scorpio. You must’ve seen—”

 


 “No…no I didn’t.”

 


 “Well maybe if you hadn’t been playing house with Lena, you might’ve!” Ingles shouted, his temper unleashed. “Damn it, Will, you know I’m no killer.”

 


 “Tell that to Terry Wilcox,” muttered Lena, her eyes now like those of a snake.

 


 “If I could reach you, Lena, I’d slap your face raw for that! Damn you!”

 


 “Take it easy! Easy!” shouted Jens. “We’ll sort everything out topside.”

 


 Lena glared at David, a look that could kill. 


 


 “Lena, listen to me,” he implored, trying to reason with her. “Dr. Kelly Irvin placed that journal in my hands in order to earn my trust, to put me at ease around her while she…while she killed Alandale for sustenance, followed by Ford, and she—or rather it—it came for hundreds if not thousands of egg-sacs down here lost on Titanic all those years ago—stuffed in bodies inside the freezer compartment where they were put on ice—the-the night Titanic sank. It’s all in the book. Get hold of the book, the journal and read it! Read every word, then tell me what you believe and what you don’t believe.”

 


 Forbes shouted from above, “Ingles, get control of yourself—your vitals are going wild, and you’ve got Max pushed to the limit. If you hit the surface at your present speed, you’ll all go flying over my bow!”

 


 David realized that Forbes was right, of course, but just as he started to slow Max, he saw movement out the corner of his eye. Something wobbling, squirming. “Jesus, tell me you picked up a sturgeon out there in your net, Lena! Will! What the hell’ve you two done?”

 


 “We discovered some sort of new life form!” shouted Bowman. “It’s our discovery. Found it together, didn’t we, babe? Found in a frozen state in the aft freezers.”

 


 “Oh dear God!” David went white, realizing only now that the stewards, pursers, junior officers, and some senior officers would most certainly have taken victim bodies to the closest refrigerated compartment as they would be nine city blocks apart from one another.

 


 “The airlock, now! Jettison those bloody things outta the airlock! Now before it’s too laaa—”

 


 Too late.

 


 Already the most evolved of the eggs exploded outward, splatting onto every surface like a black, oily eruption, including on Will’s suit, moving at eye-blinking speed, searching for a way into a host organism—squirming, crawling, and going for the unprotected face and orifices.

 


 Will raised his laser cutter, but he could not risk hitting Lena or anyone else with it. Everyone in the sub was screaming, their masks off now and breathing in the fresh oxygen.

 


 “Cover your head!” Ingles shouted at Lena. “Put your helmets back on!”

 


 But it was too late for Fiske as the a globule the size of a pancake leapt from Will’s hazmat suit to strike Fiske full in the face and disappear in rivulet-fashion through his ear, which he desperately tried to prevent without success as there was no getting hold of this thing.

 


 Amid the screams from everyone in the cabin a second and a third egg hatched and began flying about the small space, David grabbed hold of Lou’s headgear and placed it on him.

 


 At the same time, Forbes warned from above that David must slow the ascent. “You’ll all die of the bends.”

 


 David knew there was no fear of the bends as Max accounted for every pound per square inch as they went, adjusting the pressure accordingly. The PSI gauge said they were fine, except for the speed. The captain was right about that; at their current rate of ascent, they could enter Scorpio at the keel and come out her deck and still go off into the sky. But his immediate concern was simply finding a way to stay alive.

 


 He’d managed to slip his own mask on in the nick of time as one of the hatchlings slapped into him. Through the mask, he saw an intricate network of nerves and the pulsating blood inside this black sack of goop.

 


 While the parent of this thing may have evolved to a complex creature capable of mimicking or using humans, the sacs had remained in stasis and as rudimentary organisms, however deadly they might be.

 


 Jens had failed to get his suit sealed in time, which allowed one of the creatures entry through his mouth, and the others watched his throat bulge as the creature slipped down it like an enormous oyster, seeking safety and a ready food supply—every liquid in Steve’s body. Jens would become the carrier of this dread organism; he’d carry it to the surface in unholy conspiracy with it, unless stopped, and David had been through too much, to let that happen.

 


 He had earlier, while at the controls, reprogrammed the airlock door, and now he was grateful that he had. Fiske was unmistakably infected, and David had his doubts about both Jens and Gambino as well. If he was correct, Will, Lou, and he faced certain death by infection. The image of Alandale’s body flashed through his mind.

 


 Lena Gabio, Steve Jens, and Kyle Fiske needed to be isolated and now, but first he slammed the airlock HAZMAT lockout tray used for passing medicines, food, and water to a confined or quarantined person. David had lifted the two specimen nets, and now he shoved them into the HAZMAT tray to shoot them into the confined area to isolate them.

 


 David then grabbed Fiske and shoved him into the airlock hatchway, the door knocking him dizzy. David then entered the airlock combination on the keypad and the hatchway whooshed open. He quickly tossed Fiske inside. He then did the same with Jens over Lena’s objections, but Will held her in check as he too objected.

 


 David, working around the creature still probing his mask for entry to his suit and then his body, worked against every moral fiber in his being to take these necessary steps. All while Fiske pleaded, “Dave…don’t do this, David, David.”

 


 “No time to take a vote!” he shouted to the others in the cabin, and with a swift hand on the controls, he jettisoned everyone and everything in the airlock out into the depths of the ocean, and the others, including Lou, watched Fiske and Jens implode along with the egg sacs that’d been jettisoned alongside them.

 


 Will Bowman held a frozen stare on David. David shouted at him, “I had no damn choice, and you know it, Will! You saw those damnable things!”

 


 “Who’s next, me? Lena? Lou?” shouted Bowman, angry, glaring.

 


 David’s laser came up with lightning speed, and it fried one of the alien creatures still lurking in the cab as it came within inches of Bowman’s head, and Bowman, at first thinking David about to strike him, had raised his laser knife. But in the same instant, he saw that David was not out to strike him, so he lowered his knife and holstered it.

 


 Lena let out with a sudden howl as if the killing of the thing that attacked Will had caused her pain, and she suddenly went for her laser knife to confront and challenge David’s authority here. She was already infected, David realized now, and she had been since entering the sub. He recalled her vital signs becoming so erratic, and her mantra about getting to the surface. David imagined that during the time she discovered the eggs and had placed them into her collectibles bag, one of them had gotten into her suit. How the thing had wormed its way into her suit without her imploding out there, he could only speculate; possibly through some sort of extended osmosis, having attached itself to the suit, and if this were possible, how long did he himself have before the damnable splat on his mask would find a way in?

 


 He fired his laser through Lena’s mask and into brain as if in a reflex action and her head exploded within the helmet she wore, filled now with brain matter and superheated flesh. She never saw it coming, and she dropped across Will Bowman’s feet.

 


 David shouted, “She’s infected, Will! Help me grab up this thing she’s become and throw it the hell outta here, now! Into the airlock chamber!”

 


 “Where Fiske and Jens were pleading for you to help them, Will?” he asked, his face pinched in pain at what had occurred within the last few minutes.

 


 Then Will froze up, his mouth behind the mask agape, eyes wide, terrified of David it appeared. David snatched off his mask at the realization that the thing on it was indeed working its way through to him, so in one smooth and speedy action, he snatched it off and into the HAZMAT lockout tray that sent the mask and it into the airlock. On the inside, the vile creature was still trying to ooze through the mask.

 


 Fiske’s voice suddenly filled the cabin, and it sounded robotic as he pleaded with David from inside the airlock, crying out, “Don’t do this, Dave…Dave…please, Dave…” It was a recording now, one that Bowman has placed on replay. “You’re the killer here, Ingles—you!”

 


 Bowman tried to get to the airlock controls to block his way and keep him from disposing of Lena’s body as he had the others. Poor Will had no idea what was happening, but his gesture proved hopeless when David suddenly held him at the point of his laser knife. One press on the handle and Bowman’s head could be rolling about the floor.

 


 Bowman said through gritted teeth, “You bastard! How do we know you’re not one of these things?”

 


 “I’m not allowing a single one of those eggs to the surface, Will. Not even the one residing inside you.”

 


 Lou had his laser gun now at David’s exposed throat. “You put it down, now!” he demanded. “There’s been enough killing today!”

 


 “You can’t allow Bowman back onto Scorpio, sir, please!” David shouted, holding his position, a breath away from killing Bowman on the suspicion he was one of them now.

 


 “Enough! Enough! Put it down, David!” shouted Lou. “As for Will, perhaps he can be held in isolation and that thing cut out of him if it’s there at all! Now cease and desists! That’s an order, David.”

 


 “Thousands gave their lives that this thing might go forever to the ocean bottom, and I won’t let the death of Titanic be in vain.”

 


 No one moved.

 


 “Step back and away from him, Will,” suggested Lou.

 


 Bowman took a cautionary step back from David an inch at a time. “With the oxygen tanks so near,” he said, sounding like a reasonable man, “we all die, David, if another laser cutter is opened…well, we’ve been lucky so far.”

 


 Lou Swigart, barely able to move after his exertion, reached out to David. “It’s in your hands, David. All of it. We live or we die, all of it, on you.”

 


 “Davey Boy, please, be reasonable.” It was Bowman again; he now reached a hand out to David, offering to take charge of his laser knife.

 


 Forbes’ voice warned again of their speed, shouting for reason.

 


 “Be reasonable!” Lou added his voice.

 


 David had been unable to be certain of just how many of those damnable eggs had exploded out at them, and it had been impossible to know how many had gotten onto and under the suits of the men sharing this tight space. Or how many had managed to find a human host.

 


 He looked into Lou’s eyes for answers, for what to do and for a millisecond, he thought he saw a shadow cross the man’s brow, speeding past his eyelids.

 


 “Slow the ship, David. Bring it to a reasonable speed.”

 


 Reasonable, thought David. They are all asking me to be reasonable.

 


 His gaze went from one to the other of those who’d survived going into Titanic, those still with the living. They were few, three in number, and all saying the same thing. Be reasonable, David. Even David was chorusing the word in his head, and he wondered if something inside him, the infection itself, was talking to him. He heard it in the deepest recesses in his brain like a coiled snake hissing the word: reasonable…be reasonable. It all sounded like a hypnotist’s trick—like a post-hypnotic suggestion but not quite.

 


 Then Lena’s mantra was repeated suddenly by Bowman. “Gotta get out of this tin can…gotta get to the surface. Gotta get real air.”

 


 The desperation in Will’s voice recalled David’s reading about the two miner’s in that mine in Belfast—or rather Declan Irvin’s recreation and rendition of those early moments in the mine—entirely theoretical, entirely fictional as an account—that part of the journal entry. Yet there was nothing fictional about what he’d done to Jens and Fiske in the airlock or to Gambio here in the cabin.

 


 “It’s your girlfriend’s turn, Will. She’s infected. We both know it. Put her remains in the airlock. As acting captain, that’s an order!”

 


 “You just murdered Fiske and Jens, and-and then Lena!”

 


 “They were infected! She was infected!” David shouted at the others here and on Scorpio. “They’d have infected the rest of us and everyone aboard Scorpio.” David refused to give up his only weapon, the metal-cutting laser. “Go ahead, Lou,” he said, “strike me down. Do it now. I won’t fight you.”

 


 Lou looked angry enough to do it, his eyes wide behind the mask David had covered him with, and for another half a second, David saw a black, inky shadow cross Lou’s eyes, traveling from one side to the other like a sloshing watery shadow, yet gone as fast as it had appeared.

 


 “David, be reasonable.”

 


 Will Bowman chorused this. “Be reasonable, Ingles.”

 


 Swigart again reached out to David, trying to touch him, looking like a stroke victim struggling with words. “We hafta…have got to make it to…to the surface safely. Slow the damned sub, David.”

 


 Forbes was shouting the same over the communications panel. David snapped it off, silencing at least one of the voices coming in at him.

 


 “Maybe I have gone crazy,” he murmured to himself.

 


 When he took his eyes off Lou and the others for the millisecond it took to snap off the communications from Scorpio, he was attacked by Bowman, who began pounding him against the control panel.

 


 “Get him! Get him now!” Lou shouted in unison with those aboard Scorpio who had begun to believe David had completely gone mad. But David, although pummeled, held tightly to his only weapon, the laser. Seeing their determination and hearing them saying to one another, “Gotta get out of here…need better air,” he knew they had all been infected, including himself.

 


 Swigart was now shouting, “Get that laser out of his hands! Now!”

 


 Will struggled to do as Swigart said, but David held tightly to his only weapon. All of the others had become infected; they were all now incubators for this parasitic creature—each carrying and nurturing one of those things…each having been taken over by this alien life form.

 


 David had become the modern equivalent of Ransom and Declan rolled into one, and he acted as they had—bravely. He now squeezed the trigger and the laser knife beam hit the life-giving oxygen tanks, and Max exploded from within, killing them all and spreading their atoms to the deep, their sprinkled ashes and that of the sub floating back and down and down to have each and all return to the Titanic miles below now.

 


 The explosion aboard Max had occurred several hundred feet below Scorpio.

 

 



 


 The men aboard Scorpio felt the explosion lift the ship and drop her down.

 


 Dr. Juris Forbes cursed their luck and cursed Titanic, going to his knees, knowing that his years of preparation for this expedition had come to an abrupt and horrid end, and he imagined the reason why. David Ingles had gone berserk down there, fabricated a complex story, fed by paranoia and fear, making everyone around him the enemy. A terribly sad end to his dream.

 


 There had been no guarantees; no one knew what going to such depths might do to the human psyche. It now appeared that nothing good had come of it, and so much opportunity had gone to hell.

 


 Forbes now stared at the ancient book that his crewmen had indeed found in the wall panel in Ingles’ quarters. Dr. Entebbe had scanned the book earlier and had insisted Forbes read it. For this reason alone, Forbes knew he must read it to fully understand what had triggered Ingles’ deadly rampage, and what’d gone on in his fevered mind.

 


 Furthermore, how had David pulled it off? How had he killed Alandale and Ford? What had he used? What precisely had it been that killed Alandale and Ford, and ultimately all of Swigart’s dive team, including Lou?

 


 “Sir, Captain,” his first officer—promoted after Alandale’s death, called for his attention. “Warren Kane’s helicopter is landing on the aft helipad deck, sir, now! Says he wants answers, sir.”

 


 “Answers…fucking answers…everyone wants answers.”

 


 “Sir? Sir? Did you hear me, sir?”


 


 “Kane, yes, damn it, I heard you.”

 


 “What will you tell him?”

 


 “That we’ve failed, Mr. Walker; that we’ve failed and failed miserably.”

 


 When Kane rushed into the control room, he had bits and pieces of what was going on likely transmitted to him by Craig Powers, Forbes imagined. Kane came in shouting, “Captain Forbes, what in God’s name happened with Ingles? He sure as hell never exhibited any signs of madness in training. So what the hell happened down there?”

 


 “We aren’t a hundred percent sure; perhaps it was the enormous pressures. I mean they were working two and a half miles down. No one’s ever attempted anything like this before; it’s all experimental. Everyone knew that going in.”

 


 “I want a full set of all video and voice recordings, do you understand?”

 


 “I’ll see to it, Warren.”

 


 “I’ll have my people study every inch of it.”

 


 “It may help us to determine what happened to Ingles.”

 


 “You mean what turned him into a killer, don’t you?” Kane paced the small control room, knocking over Styrofoam cups and wrappers. He angrily erupted again. “And damn it all, perhaps we’ll get another shot at Titanic in what, another hundred years?”

 


 Walker had gotten out of the way, dropped his gaze, and had snatched off his cap, averting his eyes. He was trying to appear as if not here, looking somewhat sorry for his captain’s predicament.

 


 Forbes took Kane aside and calmly said, “Look, shit happens; you know that better than anyone, Warren. I’m sorry, truly, but none of this could have been avoided.”

 


 “All of us are a sorry lot, Juris! All of us are damned sorry sons-a-bitches. Especially you and Swigart—not informing me of murders aboard Scorpio when they occurred! What the hell were you two thinking? God, there’ll be inquiries, possibly a senate investigation, most certainly a forensic inquest. We can hire the best forensic psychiatrist in the business. Maybe head things off, get some answers before we all get crucified in the press.”

 


 “What we do, gentlemen, is to arm ourselves with the truth,” said Dr. Entebbe, who, overhearing the rancor had stepped into the control room. “We have ample evidence of the parasitic organism at work—given the condition of the bodies kept on ice. We also have this.” He held out Declan Irvin’s journal, which Forbes had carelessly left in the control room. “It’s a hell of a story but one which may convince you, Mr. Kane, and you, Dr. Forbes, that Titanic must be left alone and undisturbed forever more.”

 


 “What’s this?” asked Kane, taking the journal from Entebbe’s outstretched hand.

 


 “Read it…makes for a compelling argument.”

 


 “Perhaps after the grieving is done, the dead are buried, and what we’ve botched is buried we should leave Titanic to rest in peace,” said Forbes, nerves shot.

 


 “For now, we’ve got our investors to deal with,” said Kane, Craig Powers now back of him with a microphone and a cameraman, asking him for an interview. Kane whispered to Forbes, “I suppose we can explain what happened in time…maybe share this book with somebody…See if we can fathom what that lunatic was going on about, eh, Juris?”

 


 “You really must read the journal before you make any rash decisions,” Entebbe warned.

 


 “Dr. Entebbe is it?” asked Kane, not waiting for an answer. “I’ll do what is necessary.”

 


 “Captain, you too…you need to read the journal, sir,” Entebbe insisted.

 


 Forbes reached for the journal and Kane handed it to him. He held Declan Irvin’s journal up to the light and it was bathed in the sun of a new day.

 


THIRTY SIX 


 

 



 


A shudder went through Titanic, an unusual creaking, followed by odd sounds that didn’t belong out here on the ocean. Just after a bell was rung from the crow’s nest, Declan Irvin looked up at the man in there, a young fellow Murdoch had hand-picked; Declan recalled his name—Frederick Fleet. He was placed on duty tonight expressly at Murdoch’s discretion. Frederick Fleet, who, aside from ringing the alarm three times in rapid succession to signal danger ahead, had lost his cap in his excitement to get on the call phone. Declan watched the hat float down toward him, and catching it, he imagined the best part of Fleet’s job was the occasional opportunity to call the bridge. But this time it was a dire shout to Officer Will Murdoch.

 


 Murdoch had stoically and dejectedly waited for just this news from Fleet: “Iceberg, sir, dead ahead! A mountain of it come outta nowhere! Thought it night sky, but there’re no stars in it!”

 


 Ransom, Thomas, and Declan had all made their way up to the forecastle and boat deck after having had no luck in locating the monster. Old Farley rested his aching peg leg on a bench, Varmint curled at his one foot, exhausted. Lightoller, too, sensing something terribly wrong had rushed to the boat deck as well, just in time to see the mountain of ice coming at them.

 


 He saw and heard Fleet shouting to Lightoller, “Dead ahead, sir! Ice!”

 


 “And so it begins sadly enough,” muttered Lightoller. “It appears your final solution is to be our only course, Constable.”

 


 In the pilot house, Murdoch hesitated, wanting to follow Captain Smith’s orders, wanting to do his duty but second guessing his captain and himself, but then he grew determined to do exactly as his captain had ordered. 


 


 He rammed the engine room telegraph handle to full stop, knowing that at their present speed or 21knots, they could not stop before hitting the iceberg. Staring across at Quartermaster Hitchens at the wheel, he ordered, “Hard-a-starboard, now, Mr. Hitchens! Now!”

 


 Hitchens needed no second telling as he’d already assessed the problem and had ripped the wheel to starboard. Murdoch then ordered, “Full-throttle astern, Hitchens! Astern, full-throttle!”

 


 But it was already too late.

 


 The iceberg was already atop them, towering over the port side like a curious colossus. The hard to starboard order kept them from hitting the berg head on just as Captain Smith had ordered, allowing the wall of ice and the spur beneath the waves to claw at the massive port side bow, just as planned, allowing the iceberg to grind away at her, wrenching open a gash, badly wounding Titanic.

 


 A small avalanche of snow and chunks of ice rained down over Ransom and the men with him. Ice rained down and pounded the well deck, creating a sound like a death rattle that reverberated about the ship.

 


 No one aboard knew the extent of the damage, but Chief Engineer William Bell down below knew it was not good as he searched from inside to assess the damage. He was soon shaken to learn that below the waterline a bulging, knobby protrusion indicated buckling and a loss of rivets, a tear—in fact a great gash.

 


 Then it began, a ripping metal sound, and Bell helplessly watched as the wall he stared at broke open; on and on, the water continued into compartment after compartment, until it touched on six in total extending from the ship’s nose. His mind screamed within his skull to run to the nearest stairwell and to climb and climb until he was at the topmost decks, and he did.

 


 Reports of damage raced through wires to the bridge, and Captain Smith was awakened by Wilde on orders from Murdoch. Ismay and Andrews immediately showed up at the well deck and soon rushed to the bridge and conferred with the officers and Captain Smith.

 


 Ransom watched from afar as Smith and Andrews began rushing for the lift, boarded, and went down to inspect the damage first hand.

 


 “You okay, Declan?” Ransom asked on seeing the look on the young man’s face.

 


 “Okay? Gawd blind me, no! This thing’s beat us, Alastair…beat us well and truly.”

 


 “Not at its damnable egg sacs go down with the ship—”

 


 “Along with the rest of us,” moaned Thomas.

 


 Alastair stood with legs firmly apart, “Men, Captain Smith will order Lightoller and Murdoch to tell any crewmen manning lifeboats to remain close to the ship so as to not disturb the passengers any more than already stirred up. When this monster sinks, and it will, it will draw a shaft of tons of water in its wake that will ram it to the bottom and take anything and everything within twenty or thirty feet down with it.”

 


 “You’re right of course. Perhaps then we will’ve won, as long as this thing has no chance of survival.”

 


 Thomas squeezed the back of his neck. “Time for victory drinks, I should think. A lot of good spirits and bonded whiskey is going to be lost tonight.”

 


 “Now you’re talking.” Ransom pointed the way. “We’ve done all we can, my friends.”

 


 A small group of passengers were laughing and having a snowball fight on the well deck where pack ice had rained down from the towering iceberg. At the same time, below in the First Class Saloon, the band played a haunting melody, a love-gone-wrong song. A crooner could be heard, but they could only make out the mournful tune and not the words.

 


 “Knowing what we know,” said Declan, “that sounds like a dirge.”

 


 “I saw a card game going on in the First Class Smoking Room,” said Ransom. “Think I’d like to bet a fortune.” He laughed loudly, drawing attention. “Hell, perhaps I’ll put up every cent in the purser’s safe, eh-what?”

 


 “Safe bet, eh?” joked Thomas.

 


 Together they bid Farley and Varmint a good night, and Farley waved them off as he yawned, while Varmint made a high-pitched whine, ears straight up as if he wanted to go with Thomas and Declan, despite the company they kept.

 


 “Do you think the authorities aboard would concern themselves with a dog in the Grand Saloon?” Alastair asked, seeing that the dog had followed them.

 


 “Not sure, but Varmint has good taste in friends,” replied Declan bending at the knee to pet the canine.

 


 “Well then, come along, Varmint.”

 

 



 


 Down below in the ship, Captain Smith stood beside the saddest man on Earth other than himself—Thomas Andrews, the ship’s architect—a man who had loved Titanic from her inception. “We must prepare our minds for what God has determined as our fate, Mr. Andrews,” Smith said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “And the fate of our ship. I am so very sorry.”

 


 The two men stood on the companionway and stared down at the flooding in the mail room, watching mailbags floating past. Brave young clerks remained on duty, despite water over their knees, desperately fighting to salvage the two hundred bags of registered mail—some four hundred thousand individual pieces. The postal clerks had already dragged the bags up two decks as the rising water pursued them. Soon they and their precious cargo, would be floating on F-Deck.

 


 “Come along, Mr. Andrews,” Smith said to the architect—a man half his age. “Nothing we can do here.”

 


 “I can’t believe it, Captain…how? How could you let…how could this happen?”

 


 “I suspect it’s time to fill you in…completely, but for now, I’m needed above to oversee what needs be done. We need to get to the Marconi Room, get the boys there to send out distress signals, determine if there are any other ships nearby…and the lifeboats—we must get the life boats launched.” He didn’t tell Andrews he would use the old method of sending out a distress call rather than the new code given them—SOS.

 


 “My god, there’re not enough lifeboats for this…never was!”

 


 “A fact I know only too well. We must get women and children off first.”

 


 “Yes…yes, of course.”

 


 By now Andrews understood that the ship was going down. But he was hardly alone in this assessment.

 

 



 


 Declan Irvin was taking it harder by far than the others, as they lounged at the bar in the Grand Saloon. They had taken the Grand Staircase down and into the saloon dining area, nodded at Wallace Hartley and his band, found the bartender, and began partaking of spirits, even pouring Irish ale into a bowl for Varmint. This done, Declan proposed a toast with his wine glass held high. Thomas and Ransom had whiskey. They all raised glasses to the sound of Varmint lapping up his red ale.

 


 “To the R.M.S. Titanic on her last night above the sea.” Declan threw back his Chardonnay too quickly, straightening, gasping, and coughing to the laughter of the whiskey drinkers.

 


 “Never could drink, not even that girly stuff,” Thomas said, punching his friend in the arm.

 


 “Look about you, boys…all these people without a clue they’re about to die soon.”

 


 “Smith’s even delayed any distress calls going out from the wireless, hasn’t he?” Thomas said.

 


 There were no answers to the questions swirling about the minds of the threesome. “Be damned if I’ll miss that dog,” muttered Ransom, garnering a laugh.

 


 Thomas laughed. “You two haven’t enjoyed the best relations, now have you?” Ransom noticed that Declan was not laughing but rather staring at the huge clock on the wall at the other end of the dining room. “You two clowns do realize that it is April 14th and the clock reads 12:13—rather odd. Wonder why I no longer care about jotting another infernal note in that bloody journal of mine, but I do want the thing to survive beyond this night.”

 


 “Slim chance of that.” Thomas sipped more gingerly now at his refreshed whiskey.

 


 “Slim indeed, and this along with it.” Declan held up the enormous sabre tooth to the light.

 


 “I see a cavity,” joked Thomas.

 


 “We should raise a glass to all the men who’ve died and have yet to die thanks to that evil parasite,” suggested Ransom.

 


 “And to our last night together,” added Thomas.

 


 “I’ll drink to that,” said a stranger passing by, lifting his glass and thinking the others were toasting their last night of the voyage rather than everyone’s pending death. “To our last night on board Titanic and reaching safe harbor sometime on the morrow with a new world’s record won, what?” said the stranger, grinning wide, already drunk and falling into Declan, sending everyone looking after his own drink, and making Vamint snarl at the stranger worse than he’d ever snarled at Ransom.

 


 “Calm down, dog!” said Thomas, shooing him off as the drunken stranger dabbed at Declan with a napkin stamped RMS Titanic to clean up the spill. Declan was shouting for the man to get off, and Ransom grabbed the fellow and led him out a side door and out onto the promenade where the cold night air hit them.

 


 Ransom returned to the boys and continued sipping his whiskey while Thomas cursed and said, “What a sot. You all right, Declan?”

 


 “Fine…just a bit wet.”

 


 Varmint had gone back to his ale, nearly kicked over by the stranger.

 


 Declan drank more wine and grew more solemn.

 


 Thomas joked, “Do you think we should place on life jackets? Water temperature is just under fifty degrees.”

 


 Ransom glanced at him, shouted for a refill, and raised his glass to make another toast, “To us good fellas, all good-hearted men! The boys from Belfast.”

 


 “Belfast for me,” corrected Declan, “but by way of Wales where I first met Tommie—and his family.”

 


 “Aye, Belfast for you, Wales for this duffer,” added Thomas, pouring another round and raising his glass.

 


 “So you’re a Welshman, Thomas,” commented Ransom after another drink.

 


 “Yes, Wales for me,” said Thomas, pouring another round and raising his glass. “Where I leave a sister, a mother, and a father to grieve my lost soul, sure.”

 


 “And a lovely girl Rachel is, too,” said Declan, glancing at a photo he’d snatched from a pocket. “A toast to your sister, Tommie, and may God bless her with a beautiful future and many children and a good man and to your parents as well, Tommie.”

 


 “By way of Chicago,” added Ransom, almost missing the exchange of words about Declan’s sister but snatching the photo, he stared long and hard at a blonde-haired beautiful young woman. Declan took the photo back, tucking it away.

 


 “Wish I could get word to Rachel somehow,” said Declan.

 


 “You might’ve avoided all of this had you gone to her after her letter to you, you stubborn fool.”

 


 “Who’s more stubborn than you? Insisting we come on this wild-goose chase.”

 


 “Hold on! Wasn’t my idea but yours!”

 


 “We tossed a coin, remember? Heads we go, tails we stay—and you called it.”

 


 Thomas’s face grew sullen and anguished. “Hell and high water soon now!” He nervously laughed. “What’ll come of your son or daughter now, Declan, what with no father? What’ll come of Rachel?”

 


 Declan’s anguish spilled over, his eyes filling with tears which he quickly wiped away.

 


 “Hell and high water soon, and damn that officious captain,” brooded Thomas before downing another whiskey. “Had that stubborn old fool listened to us from the start, we might be writing another history here tonight, gentlemen.”

 


 “Agreed,” returned Alastair. “We’re the three wise men among a ship of fools.”

 


 “Not all fools,” countered Thomas. “There’s young Mr. Lightoller.”

 


 “He’s one of them, same as the Captain. Wouldn’t listen,” muttered Ransom. “I mean when it might’ve done some good to listen.”

 


 “I hardly see how this is Mr. Lightoller’s fault at all; I mean he at least read Declan’s journal, and he was first to come round.”

 


 “A toast to Mr. Lightoller!” exclaimed Thomas. The trio was drinking to everyone and everything now, but Declan had slowed his intake of wine.

 


 “We can hardly hold Captain Smith at fault either,” added Declan.

 


 “If that silly man, and his officious officers, and that damned Dr. O’Laughlin had listened to us at the outset, Declan, we might’ve had a chance!” wailed Thomas again.

 


 “All may not have been lost,” finished Alastair, head down, eyes focused on his shoes, which seemed to be whirling about thanks to the whiskey. “Still, wish I had new pair of shiny shoes to go out in. These are for shit!”

 


 “Perhaps if you asked the captain nice,” joked Declan, smirking.

 


 “He did look your shoe size,” finished Thomas, and the boys had a good laugh at Ransom’s expense.

 


 After feigning hurt and saying he was much bigger than Smith, Ransom joined in the laughter.

 


 “Frankly, I don’t care to ask Smith for a thing ever again. Perhaps I could win a new pair at cards, I mean before the ship descends.”

 


 “Now there’s a gamble,” said Declan.

 


 “Time’s been our enemy from the beginning, now hasn’t it, boys? Damned that Smith, and his officious fools like that Dr. O!”

 


 “Alastair, come on!” Thomas leaned into the bar. “Who do you know could swallow a tale like the whopper we spouted? True or not!”

 


 “Anyone here in this place would believe us in the blink of an eye.” Declan pointed about the room while draining his fourth drink. “Fantastic architecture in here, really. I mean look at the place…really look at it, Thomas.”

 


 “I always imagined myself dying in a barroom in Chicago,” Alastair said in a grim tone. “Nothing so grand as this, boys!”

 


THIRTY SEVEN

 

 



 


Titanic’s Grand Saloon and entryway were advanced design and magnificent construction—even by modern day Victorian standards found in the richest estates in England and America. Completely enclosing the winding marble staircase, gilded columns supported a vast framework of the most expensive and exquisite wood sculpture found anywhere. Carved walnut flowers adorned the stairwell from floor to ceiling. The luxuriousness of this place filled the senses: ankle-deep oriental carpeting, horse-hair sofas, and crystal chandeliers throughout—all now slowly drifting to hang at an unnatural angle.

 


 Suddenly from outside and high above the ship came a strangely persistent roar like the sound of a passing train. “What is happening?” was on everyone’s lips.

 


 “I suspect,” said Declan to his friends, “it’s caused by excess steam from the idling engines.”

 


 “That’s it. Declan’s got it,” added Ransom.

 


 Declan explained to Thomas, “Steam makes its way up a pipe to the top of the smokestack and is released there.”

 


 “Makes conversation difficult, to say the least,” added Thomas. “Perhaps if we get drunk enough—” Thomas laughed more—“we won’t have any need of conversation.” Ransom laughed too, but young Declan could find no more laughter in himself; he’d gone suddenly silent. He watched passing ladies and gentlemen who had been abed now lumbering by the windows of the Grand Saloon, a parade seeking the boat deck on both port and starboard sides. The men and women wore grey and beige life jackets over their expensive suits and fur coats, some of the ladies even wearing huge feathered hats in peacock fashion. 


 


 Thomas and Ransom joined Declan at the window. “Looks like the souls on their way to the boat that’ll take them across the River Styx, don’t they?” asked Ransom. “Dante’s Inferno,” muttered Thomas.

 


 “The parade’s begun…news is finally getting ’round the ship,” Declan told his friends.

 


 “Lifeboats.” Ransom shuddered at the thought. “A mechanism of suicide to avoid death.”

 


 They saw Thomas Andrews leaning against a mantel at the far end of the room, staring into a fireplace as if reading the flames. The man looked as lonely and dejected as a hopeless, jilted lover.

 


 “He’s learned the worst of it, I suspect,” said Ransom.

 


 “I imagine Smith’s finally told him the whole story,” added Declan.

 


 “That’d explain the blank stare on his face.” Thomas lifted two bottles, one of ale, the other whiskey and poured Varmint a heftier drink, then poured for Alastair, while Declan poured another of wine for himself. When Andrews looked in their direction, Thomas hefted the whiskey bottle high as if to invite him to join them.

 


 Instead of joining the ‘losers’ at the bar, Andrews stepped to the bandleader, whispering into Wallace Hartley’s ear, and Hartley then nodded repeatedly. Andrews next took the stand, and the bandleader shouted for everyone’s attention, gaining all but the card players’ notice. At their table, the card sharks were fixated on their poker game so their chatter continued.

 


 Andrews, in a solemn tone, introduced himself and added, “I am speaking for your captain, Captain Smith who wishes for everyone to go to your staterooms, find the life jackets tucked below your beds, and make your way up to the boat deck.” He paused a moment, long enough to give Ransom and his party a nod as they toasted him. “We appear to have struck an iceberg, and it could get…well, dicey.”

 


 No one moved.

 


 No one wanted to leave the well lit, warm room for the chilled April 14th night, and certainly, no one wanted to get on board a lifeboat. A lifeboat in the mind of most equated to being marooned, a lingering death at sea, or moreover suicide.

 


 Behind them, however, the bartender fled for his berth and his life jacket and a possible seat on a lifeboat. Ransom sauntered around the bar, lifted four brandy bottles, and eased over to the card game and asked in.

 


 The man who seemed in charge of the sharks looked him up and down.

 


 A second asked, “What’ve you got there?” inquiring about the four bottles dangling from his fingers.

 


 “Chips…chips, of course, and I should like to play for a pair of shiny, new shoes,” he replied.

 


 Shoes?” asked their leader, the others laughing.

 


 “I would like a size eight and a half. Anyone here an eight and a half?”

 


 The card players broke into even more raucous laughter, but one whom the others called Konrath snatched off his shoes, slammed them onto the card table, and announced, “I’m a nine. Let’s play cards.” 


 


 The leader, a fellow the others called Walker, conferred with his cohorts primarily with eye and head movements, indicating he agreed with Konrath. He finally pointed to an empty seat for Ransom and said, “Join us, Constable.”

 


 “You know who I am then?”

 


 “It’s our business to know who’s who on board,” said Walker with a serpent’s grin, “and you have become something of a celebrity here, chasing a killer they say.”

 


 “Then my reputation precedes me.” Ransom snatched out a cigar he’d saved from his time in Dr. O’Laughlin’s clinic, and on chewing off the end, another player lit it for him. He puffed and sucked in the smoke, whirling it about his palate before exhaling. It appeared these once likely raw riverboat gamblers had traded in their winnings for a chance at men like Astor and other wealthy marks here on the high seas.

 


 “Gambling with the richest men on the planet aboard this floating palace ought to’ve netted you fellows tons of cash.”

 


 “Are you here to jabber or play?” asked the one they called Savile.

 


 Ransom puffed anew, smiled wide, and let out a long sigh. “Ahhh…what more could a man want on his way to Kingdom Come, gentlemen?”

 


 “How much should we concern ourselves, Constable?” asked Konrath.

 


 “Oh, I am just an amateur at the game, I assure you.”

 


 They all laughed and the rough-looking Konrath replied, “I was referring to Mr. Andrews’ call for the life preservers and the boats!”

 


 “Frankly, there’s no place on the ship you can go that will be any better than right here, gents. Unless you can walk on your knees, or fashion a dress and a bonnet.”

 


 The group sent up more raucous laughter over this.

 


 “Looks like it’s every man for himself at this point, Thomas,” said Declan. “I have something I must do before the game’s entirely over.”

 


 “Is it something I can help you with?”

 


 “I think not…at least not at the moment. Wait for me here.”

 


 The two young interns shook hands then grasped one another in a quick, manly hug in the manner of team members at the final bell. Their quick embrace brought gasps from a few tables, and at one, a loud, raucous overly-dressed and feathered elderly lady in her mid-to-late fifties shouted at the ladies at her table for tittering. “I hate that in our gender! It does not serve the women’s movement well at all, ladies, and for God’s sake, they’re twenty years your junior, those boys!”

 


 In their attempt to calm the woman, Declan heard someone call her Molly.

 


 Declan rushed off on whatever chore or mission he had put himself to. Thomas felt the slight tilt of the floor beneath him. He noticed the tables too had seriously begun to tilt as the ship listed to one side; even the card players now sat in chairs tilted awkwardly to one side, nearly going over.

 


 No one seemed at all concerned about the dog, but then Varmint had curled into a ball at Thomas’ feet and remained asleep.

 


 Within his mind, Thomas had hardly resolved to die on board this ship or in the freezing depths below.

 


 His resolve flip-flopping, broken one moment, then set in stone the next, Thomas hadn’t the heart to speak of it aloud, not to Ransom, and certainly not to Declan, as both of them seemed so stoic and manly in the face of death.

 


 He watched Ransom laughing, smoking and playing cards with the other men who had disregarded every word Mr. Andrews had uttered from the stage. The band continued playing, all of them just sitting with their various instruments, playing on as if it were any other night.

 


 “I want off this damned ship,” he whispered to the dog at his feet. “How about you, Varmint?”

 


 The dog lifted its head and nodded successively as if he might actually understand Thomas Coogan.

 


 “We’ll get to Murdoch; he may be having second thoughts as well. Lightoller’s a lost cause—a choir boy, but Murdoch’s the soft one. He talks a big game but in the end….”

 


 Just then Declan came back down the flowing staircase, his journal in hand. He came directly to Thomas and said, “I recovered it from Lightoller. He’s assured me it will survive the sinking if he has to take charge of it himself.”

 


 “Good…good idea. Give it to Lightoller.”

 


 “No, no. I’ve been working him for some time, and I convinced him that you’re the man for the job, Thomas.”

 


 “Whatever do you mean?”

 


 Declan placed both the book and the sabre tooth into Thomas’ hands.

 


 “What? What’re you saying?”

 


 Declan whispered while grimacing as if in pain, “Go to Officer Lightoller, port side boat deck. He’s already filling lifeboats with women and children. He’s expecting you.”

 


 “I’m hardly a woman or a child, Declan!”

 


 “No, you misunderstand. He’s had a horrible time of it, getting the crew to go along with things, despite captain’s orders. He believes himself clean of the creatures and plans to get on the last boat under his command himself, and he’s promised that he’ll take you along too.”

 


 “But I thought Lightoller resolved?”

 


 “Resolve falters for some.”

 


 Thomas nodded. “We can’t all be heroes, can we now, Declan? So what about you?”

 


 “Me? I’m going back to the freezer compartment where they’ve stacked every bloody diseased body found on board.”

 


 “But why? The war’s over, Declan.”

 


 “I mean to make certain nothing gets out of that freezer, not by anyone’s hand.”

 


 “Don’t be crazy; come away with me.”

 


 “No, I have to do this.”

 


 “But why?”

 


 “Its…the only sure way.”

 


 “How do we know that the women and children on that final boat aren’t diseased? It would only take one to be contagious, and it starts all over again! On land somewhere.”

 


 “We have to believe that at some point the carrier can reproduce no more, and in fact, that last fellow we found, when I cut him open, there was a poor showing indeed…looking like the early efforts we first saw back in Belfast.”

 


 “You think the monster’s played out then?”

 


 “I believe so, yes, weakened at least in terms of reproducing.”

 


 “Come with me, Declan! No need to play the bloody hero. This is no time for dramatics and posturing. You’re a damn fine surgeon, a man the world needs.”

 


 “The world needs a gatekeeper more this time ‘round. Suppose the carrier returns for even a handful of those eggs and makes it onto a lifeboat, and from there to New York? It will’ve all been for naught. Every bit of it!”

 


 “There’s a guard on the damned freezer, remember?”

 


 “Gone already—frightened as we all are.” He shrugged, “Poor fellow looking to save himself with the water rushing in.”

 


 The two young surgeons looked long into one another’s eyes and embraced for the last time. In Thomas’ ear, Declan whispered, “Live on, Tommie—live well for me; live well and prosper! Ya bastard—become a fine old country doctor in the heartland of America, or back to Wales with ya.”

 


 “Aye Wales and family, I suspect.” 


 


 “No New York or maybe even Ransom’s Chicago?”

 


 “More likely home and family for me, after this.”

 


 Varmint stood at Thomas’ leg now. Declan petted the dog again, saying, “Off with you both; Lightoller’s a softy. He’ll give the dog space too if he can.”

 


 “I don’t feel right about this, Declan; I should stay with you. You and Alastair…see it through to the end.”

 


 “No, old friend. One of us needs to live on and keep the record of what really happened this night aboard Titanic alive.”

 


 “Then you do it; it’s your bloody journal, it’s always been your bloody fight!”

 


 “No, we’ve been Dumas’ Three Musketeers, we have!”

 


 “And you are Aramis, me Athos!” Thomas replied with a wane smile.

 


 “And Ransom’s been Porthos—our raucous brag-a-bout, anxious for a smoke and a drink!” joked Declan, but it didn’t work.

 


 “Declan, brother, you-you have Rachel to think of, man.”

 


 “She’s my greatest regret of all, your sister, my secret bride.”

 


 “Then come with me,” Thomas pleaded.

 


 “No , Tommie. It’s for you to do. My destiny is here. Take courage in living on to a ripe old age, as I take courage in doing what I must do—kill this thing once and for all.”

 


 “And that’s what I’m to tell Rachel and your child? That you sacrificed yourself on the altar of Titanic?”

 


 “To kill this thing once and for all,” he repeated. “To slam it with the last blow. I-I wish you could understand. Sometimes one’s fate is written, and we’ve no way to change it.”

 


 With Varmint at his heels, Thomas took the gilded staircase two and three steps at a time, angry, frustrated, rushing now for the boat deck and Lightoller, with Declan’s journal and the ancient tooth in his hands. Watching his best friend and secret brother-in-law disappear, Declan bit his lip, fought back a tear, and steadied himself. He glanced in Ransom’s direction and wondered if he ought to ask him to back his play, but the old copper looked so happy and in his element that Declan balked at the idea. Ransom had already won a wonderful, shiny pair of dress shoes, followed by successive hands at the poker game. He still maintained control of four bottles of whiskey as well. Let this good man, this Porthos character, die happy and successful, he thought.

 


 Declan stepped around the bar and grabbed a bottle of 90 proof Vodka and started for the bowels of the ship, heading for the freezer compartment, armed with the gun that he had secretly managed to lift from Ransom shortly before. Using the liquor and the gun, he meant to burn the remains of the bodies in the freezer, igniting the egg-sacs unless his will and his resolve gave out. A powerful sense of urgency motivated him.

 


THIRTY EIGHT

 

 



 


Former Chicago Police Inspector Alastair Ransom glanced up to find Thomas going off with the dog and the journal; he watched next as Declan had stepped behind the unsupervised bar for a bottle, and he caught a glimpse of the shimmering clear liquid—Vodka—and when he suddenly stood from the table, knocking over a chair. He’d seen the dark, metal object in Declan’s hand—a gun.

 


 Ransom, knowing it gone, felt for his weapon in the now empty holster he’d strapped on when Murdoch had offered him the firearm.

 


 His sudden action had all the other card players on their feet, each man with a weapon trained on him.

 


 “I am unarmed, gentlemen!” he shouted, a part of his brain chastising him for not following through and getting himself shot dead here and now, a quick escape from death’s plan for him. “Bleedin’ kid’s stole my gun, gentlemen. It’s a sad day when your own good friend pickpocket’s a man. You’ll have to forgive me now.” He made a move to pick up his winnings, a matter of habit, when all the guns trained on him cocked.

 


 One going by the name Klondike Konrath pointed his gun at the shoes on Ransom’s feet. Walker used his gun to indicate the winnings and the whiskey. “You have to give us a chance to win back our lost merchandise.”

 


 Ransom frowned, shook his head, lifted his cane, and said, “Gents, I agree; you should be given a chance to win back my earnings. I’ll just take the shoes and—”

 


 The others protested his sudden departure. “We let you put up the liquor for shillings, and now you’re going to walk off with our cash?”

 


 “And my shoes?” asked Konrath.

 


 “Without giving us a chance to win it back!” asked another he’d come to know as John Fitch the Fifth.

 


 “I see I am outnumbered, gents, but it has been forever ago since I’ve a good bar fight, so let’s have at it!” he sent out a nose-crushing right fist into the closest one, Walker, sending him hurtling to the floor. As they were all drunk and stunned, the others stood for a moment in surprised agitation. One threw up his hands and backed off, but two others came at Ransom, one on either side, as Walker shouted, “Hold him for me, boys!”

 


 Ransom kicked out at a chair and caught it just right at the crook of his foot, sending this handy weapon flying into their leader’s forehead before he could fully recover from the first blow. The chair hit Walker hard enough to knock him back to the floor.

 


 Watching it all transpire, Architect Andrews smiled at the brawl aboard his sinking ship. It made as much sense as the band slipping into a rousing fight song to accompany the brawl aboard at a time like this. It made perfect sense.

 


 Ransom dispatched the other two men on either side of him by side-stepping one’s blow to bring home a whiskey bottle to the other one’s jaw, whiskey and glass flying. This left only one man left standing other than Ransom, Konrath, who went for a small, concealed derringer. Ransom brought his hand around to clutch the gun hand, squeezing it so tight as to make the firearm drop. Both men then noticed that the bone-handled derringer was swept away by the angle of the floor. From her listing to the port side bow, everyone who understood anything about sailing knew now that Titanic, while advertised as unsinkable was in fact at this moment sinking.

 


 Ransom quickly dispatched the fourth and final drunk with a single blow to the cranium when he whipped up his wolf’s head cane and struck the man in the jaw with it, stunning him on the upswing, but then on the downswing, he caught him as he expected—square to the back of the skull. With this, the job was done.

 


 Ransom then rapped the table so hard with his cane that it created the sound of a gunshot. Unlike Andrews before him, Alastair got their attention. “I was about to say, gentlemen, you can divvy up my winnings among you. Take it all to hell with you, but I keep the bloody shoes.”

 


 “W-What about the Whiskey?” asked Savile.

 


 “Are ya all deaf and dumb?” shouted old Mr. Farley who was at the bar now and drinking straight from a fat brandy bottle. “Damn fools, the ship’s going down. There’s all the most expensive champagne, brandy, and whiskey you can drink right here, if only you had the time! But they gotta win it in a poker game to make it worth their while.”

 


 “Best get drinking, fellas,” added Ransom, grabbing one of the whiskey bottles on the table and leaving the other two tilted at a dangerous angle.

 


 “Just wanted a chance to earn back what you won from us,” shouted Walker after struggling to his feet under the influence atop a slanted floor. But Ransom had exited the nearest side door for the promenade, looking in all directions for Declan. 


 


 He wondered what Declan was up to as the young man left carrying a bottle of Vodka of all things. The lad looked dejected enough to get besotted and use the gun on himself. Now Ransom raced to catch Declan, fearing it’d be too late if he did not intervene. Despite everything, his raucous lifestyle and all the railing he’d ever done at God, mankind, Mother Nature, and now this monster on Titanic, Alastair still felt that suicide, above all things, was the worst thing a man could do—on even footing with murder. He had himself killed other men both in the line of duty and off duty, but he felt he’d never killed a man who hadn’t had it coming—like that godless maniac Chicago reporters dubbed The Phantom of the World’s Fair.

 


 He raced to the deck from which they’d come, thinking Declan on his way to the top where he would dramatically put a bullet through his head and keel over the side, plunging into the frigid ocean below, but he found no sign of young Declan, here topside where the panic was now palpable.

 


 Try as he might amid the crowd, he could not find Declan. He did however, run into Lightoller who was arguing with the same woman who had been afraid to cross a gangplank at Cherbourg from the cargo steamer, the one that Ransom had helped along at the time.

 


 On seeing Ransom, the lady shouted, “If I can take the arm of this gentleman, I will do my best to board, sir. Otherwise, I go back to my berth and wait there.”

 


 Charles Lightoller turned to see who it might be and the two came face to face. “Ah, Constable, it’s you.”

 


 “Yes…looking for Declan Irvin; have you seen him?”

 


 “No…no! Rather busy, you see.”

 


 “Please, sir?” came the lady, her arm extended to Alastair. He took it and guided her across the one and a half-foot gap between Titanic’s rail, over which they must step from a ladder, to the rocking lifeboat which was currently less than one-third full. In the boat, a crewman was trying desperately to balance out the weight of passengers, telling everyone where to sit.

 


 “Keep her steady there, man! Keep the boat steady!” ordered Lightoller of his men on board. “And keep in tight around the ship. Don’t venture too far! Do you understand?”

 


 Ransom peered down into the boat from where he stood helping the young lady; he could feel her terror racing through him; she was trembling so hard. Helping her aboard and getting those in the boat to take hold of her, Ransom caught sight of Varmint and beside him, at the tiller with his arm draped around the dog, sat a glum Thomas Coogan who pretended not to see Alastair, or was he trying not to be seen? Ransom frowned but made no remarks to Thomas, instead turning to make his way back onto the deck and away from here when he stopped, turned, and made for the life boat in a rush instead. Lightoller placed a gun to his head, cocked it; ready to fire, he shouted, “Sorry but women and children first, Mr. Ransom, sir.”

 


 “I just want a word with your man at the tiller.”

 


 “Is that it? I swear if you leap into that boat as several others have done, I will shoot you and they can put your carcass over the side when the boat is lowered. The last big man to make me angry broke a child’s ribs, he did, and there’s no getting him out of the boat short of shooting him.”

 


 Ransom saw the man who looked to be a good two-seventy, perhaps even three-hundred pounds. He whispered to Lightoller, “If you go off with that tub of lard and the creature is residing inside him, it could hide forever in that elephant.”

 


 “Your dog made no move toward the man. I think he’s clean of the parasite—just missing moral fiber.”

 


 “And what of Thomas Coogan?”

 


 “Placed in charge of more than the tiller—the record, Declan’s journal.”

 


 “And why not Declan?”

 


 Thomas shouted from the boat, “Declan’s gone to the freezers, damn him—and damn you! Damn you both!” Thomas could no longer hold back the tears.

 


 “That’s all I need to know!” replied Ransom, rushing off to find Declan, and as he did so, he ciphered out why Declan, gun in hand, would be going back to the freezer compartment where the bodies lay. Did he mean to get specimens for future study off Titanic in hopes of learning more about the parasite in a contained, safe lab somewhere? Or did he mean to keep out anyone daring to attempt to take anything from the freezer compartments? Or was there another motive? An unspeakable one?

 


 Perhaps suicide was not an option for Declan after all.

 

 


 


 As he rode the elevator down, changing out his worn out shoes for those he’d won from Konrath, Ransom wondered at how the engineers aboard Titanic had kept the electrical lights and power going for so long. Soon water was lapping at his new shoes, drenching his toes, and so he hit the emergency stop, pulled back the filigree door and leapt out into a flooded corridor. The same one used by the chamber maids and crew to keep from sight as they did their work like so many invisible beings aboard, some 860 of them he recalled from reading Declan’s notes on Titanic. 


 


 Declan had so admired and loved this ship; recalled Ransom.

 


 Now this ship would be his grave.

 


 He worked his way to the stairwell and found it flooded too. There remained one area left that might be free of water, a tubular stairwell sealed off and used by repairmen in the event it was needed—one on either side of the ship.

 


 When he arrived at the sign signaling the deck where the freezers stood waiting for him, Alastair opened the door and was hit by a wave of water that slammed him against the far wall of the tunnel, nearly knocking him unconscious. He found himself floating but fighting to stay above water. He somehow found the door handle in his hand, but his cane and bottle long gone. His watch, waterlogged, had stopped at 1:48am. He cursed this turn of events, while holding onto the hatchway, he saw the top of the freezer compartment wherein lay the bodies of the victims, and where Declan had headed. The power of the rushing water threatened to tear him from the hatchway, but Alastair held firm, withstanding the pressure until it lessened to the point of calm as the room filled with cold sea water that soaked and chilled him. He dropped his feet in an attempt to find footing, and as he did, he saw the whiskey bottle bobbing about near the freezer door, while his cane’s shiny silver head winked at him in the poor light as it swirled in a small vortex.

 


 He half-walked, half-swam, his cane swept away with his watch as his fob and chain had been ripped from him. He was also missing his signature top hat and one well worn coat, but he had on a brand new pair of shoes, courtesy of Mr. Konrath. All the same, he feared for his life here and now amid the rushing water. “I’m going to drown before the damn ship sinks,” he shouted, his voice bouncing off the steel bulkheads.

 


 He managed to get to the door where his cane awaited him. He snatched it up, and taking charge of his hard-won whiskey bottle as well, he used the sturdy base of his cane to bang at the door, the bottle tucked securely under his arm. He began to tug at the door, fighting the water pressure holding it closed. He managed to pry it open an inch, two, going for three when he realized the muzzle of his own gun was between his eyes.

 


 “Ransom! Damn it, man! I might’ve killed you!” Declan pulled the gun away and helped force the door open, water spilling in, the first layers already beginning to crystallize from the cold within even here, the outer chamber to the deep freeze units where the dissected and stacked bodies of the victims lay in state.

 


 “No man aboard a ship of thousands should die alone, Declan.” He held up the brown whiskey bottle.

 


 Declan shook his head and pointed with the gun at his bottle of Vodka and a single glass he’d set up. The gun went off, shattering the glass, inches from the whiskey bottle. And the sound tore into Ransom’s ears and rattled his senses.

 


 “What the hell?” Ransom grabbed the gun from Declan in one swift motion. “You are a dangerous man, Irvin. I’m taking charge of my bloody gun, and I don’t appreciate your stealing it, or making plans like this without my input!”

 


 “You looked in your element at the card table.”

 


 “I was and I just swam through another element, and I’m damned cold, damned cold.”

 


 “Soaked, yes, you are.”

 


 “Another reason to get plastered.” Ransom opened his whiskey and took a long pull on it.

 


 “Now Declan, my boy, would you care to tell me the real reason you’ve come down here to babysit a stack of stiffs?”

 


 “I-I told Thomas—didn’t he inform you? I thought for sure he would.”

 


 “To guard against anyone’s trying to get at those babies inside there?” Ransom indicated the deep freeze, using the gun as pointer.

 


 “That’s right; I figure we’ve come too damn far to let these things get out now.”

 


 “Did ya now? Figure that, I mean?”

 


 “I did.”

 


 “Drink up, my friend.” Ransom swallowed more whiskey, but Declan shrugged to indicate he wasn’t interested in drinking.

 


 “There’ll be time to drink.” Declan shivered and paced.

 


 “You don’t even drink whiskey, Declan. You stick to wine, remember?”

 


 “Situation like this can make a good man go bad,” he replied.

 


 “So here you are with a bottle of Vodka? What’s really going on here? You gonna torch the place? Using the booze and the gun? What, you couldn’t find a match on board the Titanic that you had to steal my gun?”

 


 “Did not…didn’t think you would…you’d need it where you are…you’re going….Where we are…we’re all going.”

 


 “And why, son, are ya deflecting all my questions? What has you feeling so paranoid and guilty-sounding, eh?”

 


 “What’re you talking about?” Declan’s pacing had become agitated, frenetic.

 


 “To build a fire, using the Vodka as an accelerant,” Ransom repeated, pressing the issue. “You don’t drink strong alcoholic beverages. So why’d you lift the Vodka instead of the Merlot? Is it that you mean to ignite a fire or not?”

 


 Declan stared at the gun now pointed at him. “What for…for what are you doing this? Why are you afraid of me, Alastair? Why’re you afraid of me?”

 


 Alastair took note of the change in voice, the boy’s cadence as he paced, his speaking slowly, enunciating each word either out of care or because he was fighting the thing’s use of him. It both sounded and appeared that Declan was struggling to keep control of his mind and will.

 


 “Well, son, you see, I believe that you came down here to torch the bodies and eggs with the best of intentions.”

 


 “That is correct, Alastair.”

 


 “But by the time you got here, you decided instead to build a controlled fire in the center of the room here.”

 


 “A fire…a controlled fire?”

 


 “I just saw it, Declan, flit across your eyes, your brow—both the truth and the black thing inside you.”

 


 “Don’t be ridiculous.”

 


 “You’re it.”

 


 “No, that’s ridiculous. Don’t be a fool. I took the Vodka for courage. That is all.”

 


 “To thaw them out—the strongest of the lot,” Ransom indicated the inner freezer. Get them above deck and onto a lifeboat—preferably one that Tommie’s not on. Tell me I’m wrong.”

 


 “You are…yes, you are wrong.”

 


 “Then tell me I’m right!”

 


 “Yes, you are right.”

 


 Ransom felt a huge sadness welling up, threatening to overtake him and destroy his resolve. “You’re down here to thaw out your god damned babies! Then get the healthiest above decks, get ’em onto a lifeboat!”

 


 “You are drunk, Alastair, and you sound insane.”

 


 “I wish that was the only problem here, Declan.”

 


 Declan laughed but it was not his laugh; it sounded like something like an animal in pain. Declan turned rather mechanically to show Ransom his back, as if to say he wouldn’t so much as honor Ransom’s foolishness. Then with arms wide, hands open, he turned back to face Ransom, stepped close and suddenly lurched at him with the speed of light, forcing Ransom to fire, putting a bullet between Declan’s eyes.

 


 Declan fell at Ransom’s feet, dead.

 


 Ransom turned his eyes away, groaning, praying a second bullet, this one to his own head, would end the horrible suffering he felt in his heart. Ransom knew that for a time Declan had known he was infected, and he courageously fought its will as it grew in power over him. Isolating himself with the eggs, Declan most certainly hoped the ship itself would end the very thing that had killed Titanic this night. All the while the thing within him was obliging as it wanted its young.

 


 Alastair knew no other cure; there was no other recourse but to end Declan’s suffering as one soldier must do for another. The knowledge he was infected must have been crushing for Declan.

 


 Ransom released a cry of profound sadness, realizing that now he alone was the gatekeeper to this particular corner of Hell. No one in or out, not ever…as Titanic began to tilt so strongly that Declan’s body began to incrementally slide across the room, and now both the Vodka and the whiskey bottle smashed to the floor to paint the metal with a brown, heart-shaped stain.

 


 “Take all the rest of us to hell, God—but you take that boy into your heart.”

 


 Ransom, his back to the wall, slid to the floor, wanting to cry; he had no recollection of the last time he had cried, not even as a child. Life had always been hard for him. Hell, he thought, life was hell and other people made it more hellish. Nature itself was filled with freakish monsters, some human, some animal, some parasitic—all of them feeding on one another like Darwin said, for survival of the fittest.

 


 Death would bring peace. An end to a fevered mind, his pain, his suffering, all his losses. One partition in his mind thought of Hamlet, but this was overtaken by images of Jane and Gabby back in Chicago, his friends Philo Keane and Dr. Christian Fenger. Men who’d helped him escape a certain death by hanging, and then the evolving picture went on about how far he’d come since then while, ironically, how little he’d learned or changed since then. How in a sense he must have been spared so as to be here now aboard Titanic to do the work of…of God or whatever power had moved him to not flee Belfast when he’d had the chance to do so, long before he’d gotten involved with that young man lying dead across from him now.

 


 It was a story never to be told. No one would ever know the lengths to which they’d gone, the three of them.

 


 He ruminated over what precisely had brought Declan Irvin to cross his path and set them on this journey. It was a strange fate for such a trio to have become of one mind bent on destroying a common enemy.

 


 No matter that Declan lay dead, Ransom could not be more proud of him. In fact, Ramsom felt a kinship with the boy—a true bond, and he would proudly have called this young man his son.

 


 He simply could not have allowed that vile creature to use Declan as it had others.

 


 Thomas would get free with the journal; perhaps one day the truth of Titanic’s ordeal this night of April 14, 1912 would come out. Some day, Declan would be heralded a hero—perhaps the only hero aboard Titanic. Some day.

 


 The ship listed, lifted, then repeatedly groaned like a dying elephant.

 


 He could only imagine the horror of those on the six or so decks still above water over his head. The door he had come through was surely under water by now. The freezer was completely sealed; air tight and water tight. He laughed at the sight of all the provisions around him, enough food and water to last a man years, and none of it useful now.

 


 He hadn’t wanted Declan to die down here alone, but the entire way down, he kept feeling a nagging, clinging doubt about the boy surgeon. How many of those infected corpses had he opened up? He and Thomas. What were the odds Declan wouldn’t get some sort of parasite growing within him? Or perhaps not. Perhaps the carrier had discarded another body for Declan’s in the brief time that Ransom had let the young doctor out of his sight. Then he recalled the stranger at the bar, slipping and falling into Declan, spilling his drink on him. Could that have been the transfer moment?

 


 Alastair felt an enormous grief intermingling with self-incriminations; could he have done anything at all differently?

 


 No one in any way, shape, or form was now coming through that door, and nothing inside here remained alive save him. Suicide? Was it suicide to end it now before the ship took her plunge? Before he reached bottom where he might actually remain the sole survivor of the wreck for as long as he could stand this solitary confinement?

 


 “Is it suicide under such circumstances if I end it before suffering until I run out of oxygen?”

 


 He toyed with the gun about his ear and head, shaking from the cold, still wet from his swim, becoming more miserable by the moment. There came more tearing and rending of the ship, and the angle of the floor was now so sharp as to send him sliding toward Declan’s body. He pictured their eternal sleep together, father and son.

 


 He was about to put a bullet through his mouth and brain as he slid toward Declan’s body when the creature that they had been chasing rose out of Declan’s lifeless mouth. It came out in a filmy, oily black shapeless mass.

 


 Ransom rolled to one side, got to his knees, and watched it rise to the ceiling like a levitating shaman. He then saw a black single eye within the thing, which he imagined to be a later stage development as Declan had declared the damn things eyeless in their egg sacs.

 


 The eye glared at him as if he were a next meal—and he was, should it get the upper hand.

 


 Ransom took aim at the single eye, but the thing darted straight for his eyes. Ransom fired at it repeatedly, and at the last moment, Alastair hit the floor beneath the table, hearing the entity slam into the tabletop. He knew he must avoid its touch at all costs. That if it got close enough to touch him, it would slip into him like quicksilver.

 


 He grabbed for his Woodbine match box, struck a match, and threw it into the pool of whiskey. This sent up an instant plume of fire that caught the creature aflame in mid-flight toward him.

 


 The thing exploded in flame, screeching as it flew about the room in a mad effort to extinguish itself, sucking up all the oxygen with it only to cause the monster to burn faster and faster until it fell before Ransom’s feet as a black and withered ball of oily flesh.

 


 “Finally dead, you life-sucking maggot!”

 


 Ransom fought to stand up only to find his feet on the ceiling. A moment later, he was slammed hard to one wall, when he realized what was happening. “This is it, the finale!” he shouted just to hear himself. The entire ship was lurching, lumbering like some dinosaur in her death throes. Titanic was readying to dive.

 


 Ransom found no way to brace for it. Then he heard a terrible rending and tearing of metal followed by the sensation that the ship was suddenly racing and spiraling downward like a runaway elevator car. He, Declan, and the remnants of the creature were all headed for the bottom. “With God knows how many others,” he said to himself.

 


 At the same time, Ransom felt the enormous pressure against him, building, he feared exponentially, and he felt confidant he need not put the gun to his own head, that Titanic would save him the trouble and the messiness of suicide.

 


 It was a long and heart-rending, freezing freefall of a ride. It had Ransom pinned to the floor like one of those butterflies stuck through with a needle and mounted on a wall.

 


 He tried to raise his gun to finish himself off, to do the deed, but it was impossible to move his limbs; he was plastered to the wall or was it the floor. No telling anymore. Likely not till he hit bottom.

 


 These thoughts filled his mind when suddenly the seal all around the closed, locked door burst due to the incredible pressures as the ship sank deeper and deeper toward the bottom. The explosion of water into the freezer quickly began to fill the room, lifting Ransom’s body and sending him floating for the wall that had become the ceiling here. He held tight to the gun, assuring himself it was the best way to go even as the freezing water was claiming him, hypothermia setting in. Suddenly, his hand was shivering to badly to align the muzzle with his temple, and he was going in and out of consciousness with the freezing cold while thinking this is how I’ll go…frozen like a damned block of ice.

 


 The descent was like riding a giant bullet to the bottom, and the bottom came faster than expected, the powerful jolt of the ship’s nose digging deep and sending a jarring, powerful reverberation through the body of Titanic’s remains, the jolt also sending Declan’s body smashing against the opposite wall along with Alastair, like a ragdoll, hitting the same wall, pounding his head so hard against it as to mercifully kill him.

 


 Ransom’s final thoughts as the ship had plunged and just before its violent stop were of Jane Tewes’ face, her smile, her open arms that very last night she’d held him to her breasts.

 

 



 


THIRTY NINE 

 


Titanic continued her screeching and moaning from her steep descent of two and a half miles to the ocean floor until her bow dug out a sixty-foot trough to lie in for eternity. By the time Titanic hit bottom, few survivors in the water remained alive, almost all were victims of hypothermia. Aside from Alastair Ransom and Declan Irvin, others who had remained aboard for the ride to the bottom either did so because they had become trapped inside the hull or had intentionally wanted to go out this way. Among them were some of the richest families on board who had secretly locked themselves away in a cargo hold, the one that included the bolted down automobiles in the sealed cargo hold at the bow below decks. They’d climbed into the cars for one hell of a ride.

 


 No one caught inside Titanic, hiding in cubby holes and even sealed compartments could have long survived what most assuredly felt like an elevator ride straight to damnation at impact against the ocean floor, two and a half miles below the surface.

 


 Mercifully, Declan and Alastair had come to form a still life not unlike the paintings of the Madonna and child, as Declan’s body had been thrown across Alastair’s lap. Neither man suffered the agony of a slow death here.

 


 They would also never know if Thomas had survived, and if Thomas had saved the journal.

 

 


 


 Two and a half miles above the final resting place of Titanic, lifeboats remained in the water as did survivors screaming for the boats to return for them, but the screams quickly diminished, soon dying altogether. The forty-nine degree water temperature claimed anyone remaining in the sea. Those dead with life jackets attached in dull gray and beige floated on the calm sea like so many mannequins disturbed only by huge air bubbles still rising from Titanic’s descent, the surface waves sending the dead in all directions from the exact spot where Titanic had lifted her aft section to tower above the sea, to then pivot like a giant top, and to finally slip below the surface like Neptune’s play toy.

 


 Men, women, and children in the life boats who hadn’t fallen asleep had seen Titanic’s bow dip below the water and her aft section with the enormous propellers rise to what seemed a mile in the star-filled sky. Some aboard the lifeboats had called for Lightoller and other officers to do their duty, to do all in their power to save as many of those in the water as possible. “The damn boats are only half filled!” shouted an American woman named Molly Brown. “Do something!”

 


 “Do what?” began a chorus of crewmen in reply.

 


 “There’s naught to be done!”

 


 “The cries’ve ended; they’re all dead!”

 


 Lightoller finished for the other crewmen in all the bobbing lifeboats. “Do you wish to share your lifeboat with the dead? Shall we have a vote?”

 


 This rhetorical question silenced the passengers, but Lightoller, losing his calm for a moment, added, “Then please do shut up! We-We had to ferry away from the ship! Else…else it would have sucked us down with it.” He then exchanged a look with Thomas, both of them knowing that Captain’s Smith orders went against all that was human nature. Self-sacrifice was all well and good, but no one knew if he had it within them until faced with such an awful circumstance as this.

 


 Murdoch had escaped it; gotten around the problem with a bullet to his head. Smith had wandered about in a daze there at the end. Lightoller had last seen him returning to his berth. He imagined that the old man had simply laid down in his bed until fate—which seemed to have stalked them all tonight—came for him.

 


 Nothing noble in it, Lightoller told himself. No winners here. Thomas Coogan could no longer meet his gaze.

 


 Thomas said nothing. He knew of Captain Smith’s orders for the lifeboat operators to maintain a position in close to the ship—that the plan was they all go down with the ship, leaving not one possibility that any of the disease organisms be transported to a port of any kind other than on the River Styx.

 


 A shivering, drenched Charles Lightoller, who’d jumped ship at the last moment and had a life and death struggle with the sea when caught up in debris pressing him under, had somehow gotten a hold on collapsible B, which was over-loaded with survivors, but then life boat #14 came and crewmen lashed collapsible B to #14. Once aboard B, Lightoller made his way onto the less crowded #14, and being the most senior officer, he took charge even as his teeth chattered and his body shivered.

 


 He now moved among the passengers on board the boat, sadly only half full. He made his way to sit alongside Thomas Coogan and the dog beside him. “Appears our plan did not completely succeed, Thomas, and I am sorry for the loss of your friends left aboard.”

 


 “You saw Ransom. He was going after Declan; they may well have gotten onto another lifeboat the other side of the ship where Mr. Murdoch was in charge.”

 


 “I’d’ve insisted he get aboard, but we still had women and children to board. Damn people. Why couldn’t they’ve all cooperated? No one wanted to get on the bloody boats!”

 


 “Everyone calls them suicide boats, you know.”

 


 “But it was suicide to remain on board, and yet…they waited too late.”

 


 “Every crewman knew they had to get their boats away from the ship as fast as possible. You all did your best. What you had to do.”

 


 “Our best? We all disobeyed Smith’s orders. All but Murdoch.”

 


 “What do you mean?”

 


 “I skipped over to talk to him, to tell him it was useless, but before I got to him, he’d gotten the last collapsible boat away, and then he shot a fellow coming at him as if…as if he believed the man infected. The bastard had bitten him. Then when he heard me shout his name, he turned, looked at me, raised his gun and shot himself in the head. That’s when I was knocked overboard.”

 


 “I helped pull you from the water,” Thomas said.

 


 “And for that I’m grateful. I was completely under, held there by some passing debris, almost knocked unconscious. Lucky to be alive.”

 


 “Sad…sad business. We’ve all lost so much.”

 


 Lightoller stood and made his way back through the crying and moaning of the discomfited passengers, going for his position at the helm. “Keep her steady, Mr. Coogan,” he called back to Thomas. “We sent out a number of distress signals at the last with the flares going up. A ship called Carpathia is steaming for our position, and if we keep rowing in the direction I indicated, we should be seeing them sometime around dawn, perhaps.”

 


 It was 3:10am.

 


 Thomas looked down at his forearm where Varmint had bitten him. He kept telling himself that the dog was in distress, terrified. That it had nothing to do with the parasitic creature that had brought down Titanic and had killed his best friend along with Andrews, Smith, and Alastair Ransom. Fine men all. “Better men than I,” he muttered.

 


 A young woman beside him, the one Ransom had helped aboard, asked, “What is it you’re saying?”

 


 “Nothing…nothing really.”

 


 “Do you think us safe now?”

 


 “Hardly, ma’am. Not till we step aboard the deck of this ship coming to our aid will we be safe.”

 


 “Oh dear…oh dear.”

 

 



 


Afterward for 1912 Inspector Alastair Ransom storyline:

 


Altogether the White Star-commissioned ships sent out to the North Atlantic in search of bodies find a total of 328 corpses still in their life jackets. 

 


May 2 to July 3: British Board of Trade Inquiry is conducted. 25,622 questions are asked of 96 witnesses, including such expert witnesses as the inventor of radio, Marconi, and the explorer Sir Ernest Shackleton regarding ice and icebergs. The only passenger witnesses are Sir Cosmo, Lady Duff Gordon, and J. Bruce Ismay. Other witnesses include Captain Lord of the Californian, Lightoller who endures 1,600 questions alone, members of the crew, the ship's owners, and even select experts who happen to be members of the British Board of Trade itself. The final judgment recommends "more watertight compartments in ocean-going ships, the provision of lifeboats for all on board, as well as a better lookout." 

 


1913 April: International Ice Patrol created to guard sea lanes of North Atlantic under direction of U.S. Coast Guard.
 


1914 February: Titanic's second sister ship, Britannic, is launched. 

 


1916 November: Britannic, converted to a hospital ship, is sunk by underwater German mines. 

 


1929 November 18: The Grand Banks Earthquake is thought to have triggered a huge underwater mudslide which some feel may have buried wreck of Titanic in same vicinity. 

 


1935 After 24 years of safe and reliable service, including war service carrying troops, and four major re-fittings, Titanic’s other sister ship, Olympic is retired. She had crossed the Atlantic 500 times, steamed a million and a half miles, and earned the nickname Old Reliable. 

 

 


 


Afterword for 2012 David Ingles storyline:
 

 


 


1980 July: U.S. entrepreneur and explorer Jack Grimm funds scientific expedition which sets out to locate wreck of Titanic. Dogged by bad weather and equipment malfunction, expedition fails to find Titanic. 

 


1981 June: Jack Grimm's second expedition sets out to locate Titanic, but again fails to find the wreck. 

 


1983 July: Third and final expedition funded by Jack Grimm fails to find Titanic. 

 


1985 September 1: Franco-American scientific expedition led by Dr. Robert Ballard finally discovers and photographs remains of the wreck of Titanic at a depth of 12,460 feet on the ocean floor. 

 


1986 July: Dr. Ballard returns to Titanic with a second expedition. Landing the submersible Alvin on her decks, he explores and photographs the entire wreck and debris field in detail. 

 


1987: The U.S. Congress moves to make Titanic an international memorial. A French expedition recovers approximately 900 artifacts from the Titanic wreck. 

 


1995: Director James Cameron begins production on a movie based on the disaster starring Leonardo Dicaprio and Kate Winslet.
 


2012: Captain Juris Forbes’ expedition to Titanic has, for the first time, divers entering these depths and independently entering Titanic’s hull to investigate her interior with cameras mounted on their persons. Expedition ends in disaster when all members of an eight-person away team die along with the loss of a submersible. This failed expedition promptly put an end to any further visits to plunder Titanic.
 


 The end…
 


Let Author Robert W. Walker know what you think of his retelling of the Titanic epic as your remarks could become “blurbs” and reviews for the book on Rob’s Facebook Wall. You can contact the author directly at: inkwalk@sbcglobal.net Author website located at: www.robertwalkerbooks.com and for a blog devoted to the creation of Titanic 2012 along with instruction in creative writing, visit Rob at Dirty Deeds, at Write Aide, at Acme Authors, and Make Mine Mystery. Articles on the art and science of fiction found at: www.speakwithoutinterruption.com and www.1stTurningPoint.com or purchase Rob’s how-to on writing—Dead On Writing—at Amzon.com/Kindle or Wordclay.com for print copy. Finally, if you liked Titanic 2012, seek out Children of Salem by this author.
 


Enjoy now the opening chapters of a companion piece novel:
 


Robert W. Walker’s 

 


B I S M A R C K 2013 

 

by the Author of Titanic 2012–Curse of RMS Titanic, Children of Salem, Cuba Blue & 47 others
 

 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 

This book is dedicated to the 1,397 British sailors of the battleship Hood lost at sea, and the 2091 German sailors of the battleship Bismarck lost at sea. I would also add my father, who survived the war as a grunt on land but whose life was scared beyond repair at the horrors he saw at Auschwitz and in getting to Auschwitz.
 


Robert W. Walker, 12.4.2011

 

 

 


Prologue
 

Occupied Poland, Gotenhafen Bay aboard The Bismarck, May 5, 1941…
 


Adolf Hitler smiled and rocked on his heels, feeling safe, even smug here where Bismarck was hidden from prying British air patrols. The mightiest German battleship ever built was now anchored amid the Balkans, far to the west of Hamburg where the ship had been assembled. Here amid multiple land masses, and fjords in the straits between Germany and Sweden in the only port in occupied Poland.

 


 Hitler felt comfortable here standing 5’10” inside his British-made Wellington boots. He smiled and turned his head in all directions from his vantage point on the bridge of the deadliest ship ever to set sail on the high seas. Her 16-inch guns were the largest ever mounted on a seagoing vessel. She represented superior fire power and future control of the entire North Atlantic.

 


 Hitler had come aboard Bismarck under heavy security, as there had recently been another attempt on his life in Berlin. He had a small army of SS men on all sides of him and another four were carrying a crate, a curious wooden box the size of a child’s coffin. Something many of the seamen aboard, all lined in rows for the inspection by the Fuhrer, found interesting. In particular Lt. Commander Erwin Hulsing had noticed the crate and had immediately wondered if it had anything to do with the new encryption machine that Hitler’s top engineers and language experts had developed to keep all communications between ships and U-boats in an unbreakable code. Each device on each ship had its own code key. As a highly interested party regarding such matters, he felt an overwhelming urge to ask if this could be it. From experience, he knew it best to keep to attention and to keep his eyes trained on the horizon, and of course, to remain deaf and dumb.

 


 It would make sense that Hitler would oversee the transportation and installation of such a device, considering this new machine would allow the admiral and captain of the ship it was installed on to intercept and decipher all messages sent across the airways between Britain and her allies. Hitler might also ascertain irrefutable evidence of a truth everyone now took for granted—that both Canada and American were supplying the British with more than just food and medical supplies in their so-called humanitarian efforts for the people of the United Kingdom.

 


 The Bismarck was built to lay waste to such foolishness, to destroy anything that dared to move across the North Atlantic—including so-called Hospital ships marked with the insignia of the Red Cross. She had two sets of magnificent turret batteries at bow and stern, four guns that could level a mountain and strike a row boat twenty-two miles off her stern or bow.

 


 Hitler’s entourage had come aboard intent on going directly to the admiral’s quarters with the crate. Erwin Hulsing began to hear the whispers wafting among the rows of sailors lining the deck, all now curious about the box—a wooden crate marked as oranges, ostensibly a gift for Admiral Lutjens whose love of fresh fruit aboard ship was legendary. Although anyone seeing the strain on the faces of the four men carrying the elongated, coffin-sized crate, quickly realized it carried much more than oranges.

 


 Meanwhile, Captain Lindemann and Admiral Lutjens followed in the supreme leader’s wake like a pair of puppies, Lindemann tripping over himself at one point to get closer to the German Chancellor. Boot lickers, Hulsing thought.

 


 Erwin realized for the first time that Hitler, an oddly shaped, short-statured man appeaed nearly lost in his leather coat—as if it’d been borrowed from a larger man. Hitler had surrounded himself with taller men selected for the best in Aryan features: blue-eyed, blond-haired six-foot high soldiers in spanking new military uniform and Nazi insignia-emblazoned caps. Alongside such men, the Fuhrer appeared a perfect contrast in his high-heeled boots. By comparison to his SS men, Hitler himself was a dark-eyed, dark-haired man of little stature and bearing; in fact, he seemed weak and lost in his uniform by comparison—a man playing at being a soldier. Still, he could scream, shout, and yell poisonous words that the uneducated masses loved to hear and desperately wanted to believe.

 


 Hulsing saw that Hitler was focused on one objective at the moment, intent on getting that crate tucked away in the admiral’s possession, in the admiral’s cabin atop the captain’s quarters. He seemed bound and determined to first deposit the ‘gift’ before bothering to inspect ship or crew. 


 


 This took the darkly-clad entourage up several decks to the catwalk embracing the Admiral’s bridge just above the captain’s quarters and captain’s bridge. Hidden somewhat amid his entourage, Hitler’s gait was that of a determined ape chasing a female and daring anyone to get in his path.

 


 Once done with the ‘gifting’, this man who was determined to rule the world, would return to inspect the battleship Bismarck and her crew. Every sailor on board, including Erwin Hulsing must remain at attention while awaiting Hitler’s return to inspect the sailors—all two thousand of them lined along every deck.

 

 



 


Twenty minutes later on board the battleship Bismarck

 


 Hitler took his time inside the private quarters belonging to Lutjens, and when he and the admiral finally emerged, they both acknowledged the sailors with a raised hand and a “Sieg Heil.” To which all two thousand sailors, mechanics, engineers, cooks, and farmers automatically responded with a collective “Sieg Heil!”

 


 Hitler then finally got around to the inspection, ostensibly his purpose in being aboard, but then he’d done all this earlier at the launching months ago in Hamburg. So why now, why here—why come all the way to Poland, Hulsing silently asked himself. Hitler closely studied each man he passed, fixing a lapel here, a pin there, asking a question of this one and that—primarily about the sailor’s place of origin to which he might chuckle or simply nod in knowing fashion. To one or two, he said, “I have been to your village, a beautiful place in the Fatherland, and the people there! You make all Germany proud—men like you!”

 


 Although a balmy day, standing at attention beneath the sun had some of the men sweating profusely in their dress uniforms, and Erwin Hulsing was among those hoping that their leader, or perhaps the Admiral, would shout the ‘at ease’ order. However, it did not come. Instead, they were expected to stand at attention until after the speech-making.

 


 Hulsing, well aware of the fidgeting among the ranks, did his best to set an example, staring up at the fuehrer with a look of pride affixed to his face, even if he didn’t believe the rhetoric and the flag-waving. Soon Hulsing realized he’d allowed his eyes to wander to the other officers aboard—those who he could see with his limited view. There was the SS Officer, Herrmann Bonekemper, on the dais with the captain and admiral, an SS officer whose adoration for Hitler was unmatched, and the man’s vile, pinched face reflected the fact he was overjoyed at being so near Der Fuhrer.

 


 Not far from Bonekemper stood Lt. Commander & Baron Buckard Von Mullenheim-Rechberg, one of two men who’d be stationed at the gunnery towers when they saw action. Rechberg’s purview was the rear gunnery tower, the rear gunnery control room, Dora, Caesar, and the anti-aircraft guns. Rechberg, a dedicated officer, appeared equally excited to greet the leader of the Third Reich.

 


 “Think of it, Hulsing,” Mullenheim-Rechberg had said to Erwin at breakfast just that morning, “the leader of the Third Reich, Hitler himself, here to inspect our ship, to grace our ship with his presence.”

 


 “Yes…yes,” Hulsing had replied, nodding. “To grace Bismarck yes.” Shrugging, Erwin had added, “To inspect her, but what’s to inspect? The ship itself is perfect, and all of Germany and Great Britain knows this and fears it.”

 


 “You mean England fears it; Germany hails it as the final blow to those cowards and fools. It’s sure to keep the Americans out of the war now, ha!”

 


 Erwin took a deep breath and held his tongue.

 


 “Go ahead, my friend, speak your mind; we can trust one another,” Rechberg had said, reading Erwin’s blue eyes and chiseled features like an expert interrogator.

 


 “I think there are many Germans who are not so sure of the path Adolf Hitler has forged for us, my brother.”

 


 “You’d best not say that too loud or too often; you’ll find yourself being escorted to the onboard SS officer’s guard.”

 


 As with any military venue in the Third Reich, the ship had its own SS officer headquartered within earshot. Everyone was encouraged to inform on anything or anyone seeming suspicious. Such encouragement gave men a sense of power no one should be given—a single word against another, and that man could be made to ‘disappear’. No judge, no jury beyond the SS officer aboard Bismarck, a man named Commandant Herrmann Bonekemper. Of course, he had the last word, and no one questioned it—not even the captain or the admiral, although some playful pretense to their standing might be entertained. An SS officer’s decisions could be revoked by no one. It had slowly become a fact of life in Germany since the Nazi Party had taken over the German government under this dictatorial little man in 1933. This man, Hitler, started WWII by ordering his troops to invade and occupy Poland.

 


 After Poland had fallen to Hitler’s war machine, the other European countries fell like a series of dominoes: East Prussia, Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Albania, Greece, Italy, Belgium, then Luxembourg along with Finland and Norway. Only Russia, Turkey, France, Spain, and Portugal remained separate, with a plan of taking over North Africa in order to control the Mediterranean Sea. Now Bismarck was set about the business of taking control of the North Atlantic.

 


 Meanwhile, if Hulsing could believe his contacts in Great Britain, Der Fuhrer had also begun internment camps fore Jews and other undesirables, but worse than merely housing people in stalags across Germany and much of Europe now, there were fearsome rumors first couched in the more melodic term endlosung but now being called endziel—the Final Solution to the problem of the embedded Jewish Peoples of not only Germany but Poland and the rest of Europe as well. In other words genocide planned against the inferior races of the planet. 


 


 In the meantime, good men in both civilian and military life, soldiers, mariners, pilots kept their eyes on their individual tasks to work assigned duties, concentrate on deployment and responsibilities. Everyone going along with the status quo, happy to have located their collective hive, set their feet on the mark upon which to stand in rows upon rows. Safety in numbers so long as you’re on the right side, he thought. Solidarity worked for a bad cause as well as a good one.

 


 How Hitler loves seeing all the thousands of pressed naval shirts and buttons in rows here now on board his ship of fools. The men were followers in desperate love with the ideas this leader had cooked up for them.

 


 Hard to fault their blindness; all they hoped for was enough bread and a brighter future in the new order of things. A way out of the morbid, crushing economic crisis.

 



Just concentrate on your own ass and einstatz, Hulsing had so often heard over the years now from the bullying officers he’d had to work under. The idea had certainly taken hold, duty
above
all
else. The thought privately sickened him as he’d seen Nazi soldiers in occupied Poland set one old man on fire in the street. All it took was a little petro and a cigarette.

 


 Now that’s suffering, he told himself, and begged for release as he stood at attention, pretending to be one with the ranks in perfect lock-step. Like the sheep we are, he privately muttered, his jaw set so hard as to chip a tooth.

 


 Nearly finished with his inspection of the single section of seamen that he had chosen to get friendly with, Adolf Hitler’s eyes fell on each officer in turn. To these men, Erwin Hulsing included, he gave a stern, even fatherly stare as if to say, “I am placing my trust in you officers to return to Germany victorious.” Saying nothing, just casting what seemed to be the quintessence of the proverbial ‘evil eye’, he continued on his way to complete his cursory inspection of the seamen. Then in a flash, he returned to the admiral’s bridge where he stood before the microphone which covered more than half his face. Next his cutting voice, shrill and demanding, broke into Erwin’s thoughts of how the man could not even grow a proper mustache.

 


 Hitler, with the Bismarck sailors still at attention, was now shouting into a microphone like a minister in the pulpit. His words condemned Gypsies first, then Jews, followed by other inferior races that must be exterminated from the globe.

 


 “First it was get them all out of Germany, then it was get them all out of Europe,” Erwin whispered in Heinze Zucknat’s ear. “Now its get them off the planet.”

 


 Zucknat, his next in command in the rear gun control room below decks merely shrugged and said, “We just need to be patient, sir, and when we see the Hood, it will be entschiedender sieg, eh?”

 


 It was party rhetoric in the brainwashed heads of these men, Erwin knew. He repeated Heinze’s words, ”Entschiedender sieg,” although he wanted just the opposite: an indecisive victory, one in which the Bismarck would be overtaken by the hood, boarded, her admiral surrendering his sword, and the ship towed to England where all aboard could wait out the war in a prisoner of war camp in Nova Scotia or perhaps even the United States if the US ever got off its collective ass and jumped into the war with both feet.

 


 The inspection was taking an interminable amount of time, and Erwin felt more suspicious the longer Hitler tarried over his seemingly mock inspection of the ship and crew. Why had Der Fuhrer personally come aboard Bismarck? Were they here to make another propaganda film? The cameras were, after all, rolling, while his photographers chronicled every move, every word, every grimace, but where had they been when the immortal one and his guard had first boarded Bismarck with that unusual, custom-made crate? Sure, he was here to inspect Bismarck from stem to stern, but was this truly his only purpose? What might his ulterior motive be, other than to bless the ship before she set sail in the hunt for the British battleship, The Hood, which untill now had controlled the English Channel and the North Atlantic?

 


 Hitler had begun a long and loud war prayer, ending with, “I pray not for you men of Bismarck!” This remark brought on more hidden sneers than cheers while Hitler paused, even lighting up a cigarette and puffing for effect, allowing time for his caustic words to sink in before adding, “I pray not for you, for you are men of the Aryan race, willingly here, willing to die for right and justice, and so many of you will die to achieve our ends! This is glory. This is magnificence! I pray not for the Bismarck herself either—a mass of steel. She is beautiful, yes, like you—you are all beautiful, but also like you, she is a missile to be used, to fire and be fired upon, and she could be mortally wounded, like any warrior…like all of you.” Hitler’s voice had gone to an uncharacteristic whisper behind the microphone that still hid his blunt features. Erwin wondered how the man could say such things without hearing a single grumble from the men aboard ship, when Hitler ended with, “I pray for der
Reich, der
Vaterland!”

 


 Cheers drowned out Hitler’s last words, but Erwin, an expert in communications, read lips, so he heard Hitler say: “And so should you, my lovely seamen! Pray not for yourselves or Bismarck—all a means to an end. Pray for der Third Reich!”

 


 This winding down of the speech sent a cheer up among the men so loud that it must have frightened seagulls a mile away.

 


 Bismarck had been named for the dead Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, a man whose memory had been extraordinarily twisted to fit Hitler’s war propaganda ends. Bismarck the man had somehow become a mythological symbol of moral correctness, flag-waving patriotism, religious righteousness, race purity, along with pure power in the Third Reich. Did it make sense? Not as far as Hulsing could see but then again, what did made sense anymore? After all, they’d already gone down the ‘rabbit hole’ so whether this use of Bismarck’s name—originally christened and launched amid a crowd of thousands of patriots—was right or proper, who but the fanatics cared? The fanatics and the Nazi Party had swarmed into the Hamburg shipyards February 14, 1939 and among the crowds stood huge numbers of boys and girls of the Hitler Youth Camps who had been bused in to celebrate the launch of Germany’s grandest battleship—the new power of the seas. Back in ’39 when Bismarck was first launched, cheers had filled the air, and Erwin had been on hand, in his uniform, under orders to be among the onlookers, giving the Nazi salute as the ceremony came to a close, while the giant warship groaned and moaned on her slow slide from her gantry, down the ramp, and into the water for her launching. At the time, Erwin Hulsing, an armaments and communications man, hadn’t a clue that he would be enlisted to be among Bismarck’s crew as a Lieutenant in charge of engineering and munitions—hardly a perfect choice some felt. Erwin had been a police detective in Berlin before the call for all able-bodied men to join the Party and now the military. 


 

 



 


 Still why now, two years later, with almost the entire continent of Europe save Russia, France, and Spain under Nazi control, was Hitler here, aboard, carting oranges to Admiral Lutjens’ quarters?

 


 Erwin had been born curious and was raised on the cynicism, and he respected the cynical nature of his father, grandfather, and uncles, all of whom held a healthy distrust of any form of government; they were all in agreement and especially distrusted the new government formed by Herr Hitler.

 


 As for Hitler, A-dolt as Erwin’s deceased grandfather had privately called him, Erwin could hardly believe the events that had led a failed soldier, a failed artist, a failed family man to become this—the leader of the Third Reich. It must have been destined, fated, or be the result of a higher power, one that allowed this little man so much influence. It must be a power to which, one day, Adolf Hitler himself might well be bowing his head and providing burnt offerings to. Erwin could only hope this would come to pass, but it wouldn’t be today that Hitler would supplicate himself, not with an ego so inflated as his had become. As for the battleship Bismarck, her guns the most enormous ever devised, had Hitler smiling even wider now, no doubt at the thought of the power beneath his feet; Erwin imagined the man, rumored to have some Jewish blood in his veins, preening at the adoration of the mariners, and at Admiral Gunther Lutjens’ previous introduction. The Fuhrer didn’t need any introduction for his war-prayer rhetoric; after all, every card shop and cigar store in Germany sold postcards depicting the man feeding and petting animals at a petting zoo, meeting with children at their schoolyards, kissing infants, rallying famous athletic heroes to his side, shaking hands with the Chancellor of England and in parades with the British leader.

 


 Proceeds from the Hitler postcards went into the ‘general fund’ to support the Nazi Party government which had taken hold of the land like a choking weed.

 


 With these thoughts going through his mind alongside the thought that he could be executed for his thoughts, Hulsing remained at attention as Hitler watched the kind of distress he kept Lutjens’and Lindemann’s mariners in—no doubt a test.

 


 The speech went on at length, followed by a thank you from the admiral, and a belated welcome aboard from Captain Johan Lindemann, who kept it mercifully short. In fact, Erwin thought he detected a smirk disappearing even as it was appearing on Lindemann’s face. It made Erwin curious, leaving him to wonder if the captain, unlike the admiral, was not so enthralled by this man Hitler after all, or maybe the smirk was a result of something else, perhaps something the admiral had said. By now, exhausted from standing at attention for so long, Erwin, a man of action, could not be sure of anything beyond his own pure hatred of Hitler.

 


 Still with Hitler basking in the long-winded speech-making, filled as it was with praise for his leadership and vision for the Fatherland, finally closed, Adolf, no doubt feeling a twinge of his childhood fantasies bubbling up, raised his hand to the two thousand men aboard Bismarck and again shouted, “Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil.” To which the men responded in one voice: “Sieg Heil,”—to Victory—and “Heil Hitler! Heil Hitler!”

 


 And so it went on. Every proud young seaman in der Deutschen
Krietgsmarine stood on the decks, arms raised in the now well-known Nazi salute, and when the two thousand plus men raised their voices, shouting Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil, the Bismarck shook with the reverberation.

 


Chapter One

 


May 5, 2012 at Bismarck’s wreck site in the Denmark Straits

 


The black undersea cosmos at these depths—three miles down—could not be calculated for its sheer impact on the human psyche. Ryne Mannheim slid into the seat behind Horst Fellhauer as they closed in on the wreck of the sunken Bismarck and the treasures that lay within her. They felt safe, secure in fact, encased as they were in the underwater marvel of a mini-sub, the Blitzmariner, of modern German design.

 


 Both Mannheim and Fellhauer could trace their ancestry back to the men on the shipwreck they were racing toward—the infamous German destroyer, The Bismarck.

 


 The mini-submarine moved through the deep like an underwater wave, hardly noticeable even on the radar screens manned by people who expected to see them, the captain and crew of Victory, the seagoing scientific and salvage vessel above. The expedition meant to take what it could from the bowels of the sunken WWII battleship. They had little interest in anything else such as precisely how or why she sank as history had thoroughly taken note of her demise, although some scholars questioned the odds of a direct hit on her rudder by a single torpedo fired from a Swordfish plane. Such an occurrence had seemed like a gift from the gods handed to the British fleet. Ample vengeance for the sinking of The Hood, the Lusitania, and the Titanic’s sister ship, the Britannic—each and all having been sent to the bottom by German engineering in the form of U-boats and battleships like the Bismarck.

 


 Ryne and Horst watched out the portals, marveling at the silence, the abyss, and the sheer blackness outside their small circle of light whenever the exterior lights began to flicker off and on. The little sub itself left no wake, no bubbles, nothing to mark its path in the water. They traveled much as a lone shark or dolphin might, with absolute silence in what amounted to a high-tech titanium shark. The sub was a sleek, space-age-design, an undersea craft created specifically for this job, the most ambitious salvage of a ghost ship at such depths in all of history. Their dive was even deeper than the ill-fated dive to the infamous Titanic a year before, an expedition put together by the Americans out of Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute—one named Titanic 2012. While all the young men and women involved with Titanic 2012 met a terrible end, the expedition Ryne and Horst spearheaded meant to make their reputations, fortunes, and history all in one fell swoop.

 


 The Bismarck sat on the ocean bed hundreds of nautical miles from Ireland near where the Straits of Denmark open onto the North Atlantic. The ship sat on a deep valley floor surrounded by mountains and more than one underwater volcano. It would be 4,570 meters or 15,000 feet to the surface should they encounter any problem. In other words, three miles to the surface once they exited the sub and dared enter Bismarck. Definitely, there was no room for error, and the risks were enormous. All the same, both divers and the man at the controls loved the thrill of adventure and the rush of adrenaline pumping through their veins.

 


 The two divers had seen graphs depicting the depth, putting New York’s Empire State building on the bottom for comparison alongside Paris’ Eiffel Tower and Toronto’s CN Tower—all dwarfed to the size of a needle. It was a miracle that Robert Ballard had ever found Titanic, and even more of a marvel that he’d managed to locate the Bismarck in 1989 at such depths. All thanks to the advanced underwater sonar developed by the US Navy.

 


 The exterior lights flickered, came back on and held, causing the men to gasp as a swarm of krill suddenly engulfed the sub. The swarm had to number in the trillions, the cloud a thick mask blotting out all else.
 “Damn, it’s like a white out in the Ukraine!” shouted Ryne, who’d spent some time there.

 


 Horst nodded. “Like a million diamonds blinking down on—” Caught in mid-sentence, the implosion of Blitzmariner instantly killed the three men aboard, the two German divers and George Fleet, the Netherlands-born salvage operator who was at the controls. It happened so fast, they did not have time to see or even feel their own deaths.

 


 Above on radar the men of Victory realized that the submarine had slammed into Bismarck’s hull like an airplane hitting a mountainside. The krill had blinded Fleet long enough for the Bismarck to kill them all.

 

 



 


 At the surface, everyone aboard the Victory —an oceangoing scientific and salvage ship monitoring the sub’s progress sat in stunned silence, aghast, knowing the expedition was now over, doomed to failure before it had truly gotten underway. One man had noted the sudden cloud on the radar screen that had engulfed the submarine with the three men inside her. The incident occurred with the suddenness of a storm at sea. At the last possible moment, Fleet, steering the sub, had shouted out a single word into his headset, something heard above: “Whale!”

 


 Where there was krill, there were whales gorging themselves.

 


 Fleet, ironically the same name as the man who’d first spotted the iceberg that Titanic had hit, had most likely—though no one would ever know for certain—cut away from the whale or whales to avoid a catastrophic collision only to crash instead into The Bismarck—the only whale-sized object below made of metal. Hardly the soft landing planned by the team, and a sure end to the entire expedition.

 


Chapter Two

 


May 6, 1941 aboard Germany’s Bismarck

 


On the day after Adolf Hitler had been aboard Bismarck, Erwin Hulsing stood in the area where Hitler had addressed the seamen of Bismarck. He was halfway up a set of stairs leading to Admiral Lutjens’ quarters when he noticed the door hidden in dark shadow. This was the same door where Hitler had re-emerged to inspect the crew after his earlier visit with the admiral now bathed in darkness. Erwin stared at the doorway for a long time as he thought he saw something move there, but no he was alone. He chalked it up to looking through the smoke from his fast-burning, Turkish cigarette. He’d picked up the smokes in Poland at a dingy little shop, bought them while the ship awaited orders. He’d wandered the cramped and narrow streets of the Polish town of Gotenhafen. As he did so, he had sized up the Polish people—bakers, beer-makers, sausage grinders, comparing them to the people of his homeland and to the people of Great Britain, who he’d met while attending Oxford University. What he found most odd in Poland except for the monster battleship in the harbor, was the sheer lack of any sign in Gotenhafen that a war was even going on.

 


 Erwin’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a hatchway opening and the approach of an officer’s boots over the metal catwalk. Heinrich Dobberhagen joined him at the starboard side of the ship near the bridge, begging for a smoke.

 


 “They’re absolutely black,” Erwin warned, shaking a single cigarette from its pack, handing it to Dobberhagen, and lighting it for the seaman.

 


 “Are you off duty?”

 


 “What do you think?”

 


 The sound of laughter between them wafted across the water, but it was quickly drowned out by Bismarck’s cutting through the waves as it moved in and out of the Balkan Islands, creating a frothy wake along with the roar. They’d made good time and were already out of the tricky straits between Germany and Sweden. They’d soon be in the North Sea, followed by the Denmark Straits, and from to the North Atlantic.

 


 “So peaceful aboard at night here; did I catch you looking out over the sea?” asked Dobberhagen.

 


 “I love the being at sea. Can’t stand all the time we spend in port, especially that town we just left.” Erwin took a deep drag on his cigarette and shook his head. “Thought I’d go out of my mind; I was that bored.”

 


 “At least you had the engines to tend to. That bastard Hessman had me on 12-hour shift.”

 


 “Painting the camouflage, I saw. It’s not right that a junior officer should be put on such duty. Why does he have it in for you?”

 


 “He’s an ass, and I guess he knows that I know he’s an ass.”

 


 “Ahhh, yes,that would definitely make you fair game, but at least now you get to play with the Marconi.” Dobberhagen was one of several radiomen who rotated in the nearby radio room.

 


 “We all sent off messages to home. Me, I sent one—just one—to my girlfriend, Greta.”

 


 “And I’m guessing you were the one caught?”

 


 “Yes, afraid so. How ’bout you? Did you get a message off?”

 


 “Yeah, sure,” Erwin lied. He had no one to send a message to, but Dobberhagen, who lived up to his profession as communicator, would have it all over the ship if he told him he had no one back home. His grandfather had died in ’38, and his mother had contracted a horrible disease that took her far too quickly—a brain cancer. She died pleading for her husband to end her life. She attempted several suicides until she was successful. She left a note asking that she be cremated and her ashes spread over the ocean, but his father, in the end, could not grant such a wish, and she was buried at the cemetery beside the church in the meadow near their home. Erwin was only glad that she was now out of pain and together with her parents in eternity, buried alongside them. Meanwhile, his father was in a cell in Berlin, placed there by the damnable SS, suspected of sedition.

 


 Part of the old home’s tree-studded acreage had been sold to pay off a series of bad debts, the last being his mother’s funeral costs. Next Erwin had lost a good portion of the family estate to the Nazi Party, confiscated ‘for the good of the Third Reich’, but more so due to his father’s politics. In recent years, much of the Hulsing family estate had been turned into a Hitler Youth camp where young boys and girls were ‘properly raised’ in the understanding of the Nazi Party. Many such camps were popping up all over Germany—the children being taken from their parents and placed on farms and fed a daily dose of propaganda. Erwin had thought it wrong then, and his beliefs hadn’t changed since. By this time, many of the boys who had been raised in the Hitler Youth movement were now enlisted in Hitler’s land and naval forces.

 


 “Did you see the size of that box of oranges that Herr Hitler brought to the Admiral?” asked Dobberhagen in a near whisper. “Imagine it, getting a present like that from our Fuhrer.”

 


 “Yeah, I saw it. Hell, everyone of consequence saw it. We all saw the damn oranges, but don’t expect any to trickle down to you, Dobberhagen.”

 


 “I think we have oranges in the galley, just not like those; I mean given to you from—”

 


 “I get it, der Fuhrer, der Fuhrer—some special oranges. Maybe he irrigated them personally with his own piss.”

 


 “Watch that sarcastic tongue, sir; it could get you into trouble.”

 


 “Oranges are oranges.”

 


 “I just thought maybe they’re from America…from the place they call Florida.”

 


 Erwin clammed up, not wishing to hear more about the bloody oranges when Dobberhagen moved in closer to him and whispered, “Do you suspect something else might just be in the orange crate?”

 


 “I suspect nothing.”

 


 “Of course you do. You know it, and I know it.”

 


 “Know what, Dobberhagen?”

 


 “Don’t try to say otherwise. I came to suspect something was up while watching you watching that peculiar box!”

 


 “You did, eh?”

 


 “How? How can you possibly know there’s something other than oranges hidden in that box, sir?”

 


 “It required four men to carry it.”

 


 “True, but then Hitler is a careful man if nothing else.”

 


 “And the four of them were straining as they moved it along while sweating profusely.”

 


 “Veins popping in the necks, yes.”

 


 “Whatever it is, I think it’s more than meets the eye…more than just oranges.”

 


 Dobberhagen’s eyes turned to saucers at this. “Ahhh…I knew it!”

 


 “Ahhh, forget about it! I’m just joking with you, Dobberhagen.” Erwin laughed, and the other man joined him in laughter. Erwin suspected the younger fellow of having been recruited by Bonekemper, the SS Officer, as another pair of eyes and ears. He could not be certain of this, but he could not be too careful. Diverting the other man’s attention to the odd crate seemed a good ploy for the moment. Making the other man laugh was not such a bad ploy either, he reasoned when he heard someone above them, fully expecting it to be Bonekemper.

 


 “What is so humorous?” asked this someone standing on the overhead catwalk that took a man to the bridge.

 


 Erwin and Dobberhagen looked up to see Captain Lindemann standing over them. Dusk was coming on, and the sky over Lindemann’s stark, tall, angular form was a blood-orange swirl of strange light.

 


 The two men came to instant attention, saluting Lindemann whose features always included a slight smirk. Erwin was unsure what the curl to the captain’s lips might mean. It remained inscrutable.

 


 “What is so humorous?” Lindemann repeated without returning either man’s salute. “I could use a good laugh.”

 


 The captain of the Bismarck, who only answered to one man aboard, Admiral Lutjens, wanted to share a joke with Erwin and Dobberhagen. It stunned both the communications operator and the Lt. Commander in charge of Engineering. “So have you two men gone deaf and dumb? Speak!”

 


 Dobberhagen shook beside Erwin who could feel the other man’s nerve coming unglued. Dobberhagen had prided himself in never catching the eye of either the captain or the admiral. Erwin shrugged to indicate it was nothing, and then he spoke the word, “It was nothing. Sir, just ahhh small talk, sir.”

 


 “Ahhh…I recall that, small talk. I’ve nearly forgotten it exists. Funny the things a man gets homesick for, eh, Lt. Commander?”

 



Lonely at the top, Erwin imagined. “It was nothing of importance, sir.”

 


 “Just those oranges,” blurted out Dobberhagen, a goofy grin on his face. “The ones gifted to the admiral.”

 


 “Der Fuhrer had no prize for you, sir?” asked Erwin, instantly mentally kicking himself for asking such a stupid question.

 


 “No, no, afraid not.”

 


 An awkward silence filled the space between them like an invisible chasm unlikely ever to be breached. A flash of insight filled Hulsing. He simply knew why Lindemann was so sullen. The man had expected to be calling the shots aboard Bismarck, and at the 13th hour, they placed the admiral of the fleet aboard, so that Captain Lindemann must clear every order, every step through the admiral, to say nothing of who would be on the bridge in the heat of battle giving the orders—calling the shots, as the Americans liked to say. Every bloody order given by Lutjens, Lindemann must repeat like a parrot to his men, his crew. Not to mention the captain had to vacate his quarters for the admiral’s comfort aboard.

 


 The still quiet among the men was broken when Lindemann said, “I understand that you know the English mind?”

 


 Hulsiing swallowed hard and hesitated answering.

 


 “Well, is this true, Hulsing?”

 


 It was the second time Lindemann had pointedly sought out Erwin’s eyes to read each nuance as if expecting some sort of coded message to pass between them. Hulsing gave out a quick laugh. “Who ever really knows the English, sir?”

 


 “Ah, true, but you’ve been living among them. You know something of their history, their culture, their language, yes?”

 


 “Somewhat, yes, sir.”

 


 “We go to fight the enemy, to sink the Hood, and to take control of the North Atlantic. All of the secrets of our mission seem to be known by every sailor aboard my ship, eh?”

 


 “Yes, I think that much is safe to say so, sir.”

 


 “Is it also safe to say everyone on board knows which direction we’ll take to achieve these objectives?”

 


 “Actually, sir…that is one secret the men are taking bets on.”

 


 “And the odds?”

 


 “The odds favor the Denmark Straits, sir!”

 


 “Makes more sense, yes? Listen,” Lindemann continued, changing the subject, “I read your file, Commander, that you were top of your class at Oxford.”

 


 “In engineering and communications, sir.”

 


 Dobberhagen excused himself, saluted his captain, and slipped away. Alone now with one another, Lindemann asked Hulsing, “How did you find life in England?”

 


 “Tolerable, sir…just tolerable.”

 


 “I can’t imagine living anywhere but the Homeland.” Lindemann stretched to ease the pain in his back.

 


 “I was only there to complete my studies, Captain.”

 


 “Of course, of course.” He lit a cigarette and bent low to offer it to Hulsing, who felt he must share a smoke with the man in this instance. After lighting his own cigarette, Lindemann calmly said, “What fools they are, the British, to dare stand against us! They’ll see their entire nation wiped out, and for what, to stand on some principle, eh? It’s pitiful to see an empire crumble, don’t you think?”

 


 “Yes sir…that they are pitiful fools, sir.”

 


 “Churchill? This man is a buffoon and a bloody fool. They were offered friendly overtures, and if they had any sense at the top, they wouldn’t then have to be brought to their knees.”

 


 “Understood, sir.”

 


 “They could have been a powerful ally, but they chose to foolishly stand against us.”

 


 “The Bismarck will teach them a lesson they won’t soon forget.”

 


 “We will celebrate each victory, Hulsing, and when the world sees us victorious, the UK and all her allies will come ’round to our way of thinking. The superior race will rise again as in the Middle Ages, a kind of new Republic, eh? It’s only a matter of time.”

 


 “My god, what a pounding they’ve already taken from us.”

 


 Lindemann nodded. “The bombings by the Luftwaffe, yes…but it seems to only have made them more…more stubborn.”

 


 Hulsing hesitated answering, carefully choosing each word before doing so. “They are a pig-headed people, sir.” He ended with a shrug. “Not like the sheep we’ve taken so far.”

 


 But Lindemann was too quick, already speaking over him. “Your record is impressive, Hulsing. It could prove useful having a man of your abilities on board, not only engineering and communications, but a policeman as well—in the event of any sort of mishap, I mean.”

 


 “Mishap, sir?”

 


 “Men have been known to kill one another in close quarters. You’ve had training in interrogations, haven’t you?”

 


 “It appears, sir, that you really have read my history, sir.”

 


 “I like to know the background of every man serving under me.”

 


 Hulsing nodded and took a long drag on his cigarette, saying nothing.

 


 Lindemann crushed his half-smoked cigarette beneath his boot. “But why, Hulsing, in private life did you choose to be a detective?”

 


 “Do you know how little work there is in Berlin for an engineer—in private life?”

 


 “Yes, but why were you chasing criminals, lowlifes, and Jewish trash in Berlin—in the wretched ghettos and alleyways?” The captain asked snidely. “Especially with you being trained as an engineer! Plus being a fellow just educated in the new science in communications. Come to think of it, wasn’t your father a prominent man in government, before he fell under the scrutiny of the SS?”

 


 Hulsing realized that Lindemann made it his business to know every detail of his officers backgrounds. His neck now sore from his position far below his captain, craning to speak this way, Hulsing began to rub the back of his head in nervous fashion. “Sir, there was no position in Berlin at that time for anything but as a police detective, and my father was falsely accused.”

 


 “Ahhh…yes, of course.”

 


 Hulsing wondered if the of course was in response to jobs or his father’s innocence. But he said no more.

 


 “Jobs were as scarce as fresh eggs before Hitler, eh?” Lindemann thoughtfully asked.

 


 The Third Reich had certainly created jobs—all either as military or to support the military. Hulsing knew of the hordes of German citizens depending on such as boiled cabbage, fried squirrel, or pigeon meat for the evening meal all over the country and in particular in Berlin.

 


 As a police detective in Berlin, Erwin had dealt with more homeless deaths than any other kind. Homeless people had become a large, disparate, and desperate part of the population before Hitler’s rise to power, and the Gypsies and other groups preyed upon the homeless. The murder rate among people living on Berlin’s streets had doubled then quadrupled while Erwin was an active detective. He had continuously reported on this horrible and growing circumstance, but his reports had fallen on deaf ears. His superiors didn’t care for ripples or complexities, and in as such had tied his hands while at once telling him to do his job! The binding they used was enough red tape to bury a man.

 


 “Please, come up to the bridge, Hulsing,” the captain invited. “Let’s talk further.”

 


 “Yes, sir.” Hulsing wondered what his superior wanted, assuming some ulterior motive behind the sudden interest in him.

 


 After spending months on board the new secret weapon of the Third Reich, this was the most the captain had ever spoken to him. As he made his way up the stairs to the bridge, his boots created a quick litany of metallic taps. While making his way to the catwalk, he feared that at last, Captain Lindemann knew his secrets and meant to act on that knowledge, to send him straight to the SS officer on board. Commandant Bonekemper, a man no one wanted to sit across the interview table from. Behind his back and in the mess halls, Bonekemper was known by Bismarck’s crew as ‘the Shredder’. Should there be a murder on board the Bismarck, Hulsing expected that Bonekemper would be called in to investigate, not him, regardless of his former experience as a detective. Earlier, he had been wondering what the captain was driving at, and so far, he hadn’t a clue! What Lindemann did have him pondering was why all the sudden interest in Hulsing’s past career?

 


 “There,” said Lindemann, “better isn’t it? Being eye-to-eye, eh Erwin, man-to-man so to speak. Isn’t this better for small talk?”

 


 “It’s definitely easier on my neck, yes, sir.” Erwin attempted some humor, trying to sound calm while inside he was quaking and wondering if the captain sensed this.

 


 “I will get to the point, Lt. Commander as I see you are wondering what I want from you—not just some small talk.”

 


 “Sir, I am your servant.”

 


 “Yes and I could order you to put an end to all the ‘small talk’ about that damnable crate of oranges our beloved leader brought aboard for our admiral, but I am a firm believer that showing is better than telling.”

 


 “Sir?”

 


 “Follow me, Hulsing.”

 


 When Lindemann turned his back and began toward his quarters, Hulsing sucked in a deep breath of air, trying his best to stay calm, cool, and collected. “Yes, sir,” he said to the other man’s back.

 


 Lindemann walked past what was now his room and took the flight up to what was now Admiral Lutjens’ private quarters. It suddenly crossed Erwin’s mind that Lindemann was bringing him up on charges before Lutjens for some silly shipboard gossip. Such a thing was a minor infraction to be sure, but it would put a blemish on his record, and it seemed that men in power in the Reich appeared to thrive on putting red ink on a man’s record.

 



All this over a crate of stupid oranges, Hulsing angrily thought. Obviously, Captain Lindemann had heard more than he’d let on, listening in on Hulsing and Dobberhagen’s conversation from his perch above.

 


 Hulsing gritted his teeth as he stepped inside the comparatively large private compartment for the admiral. Hulsing’s hands shook, but Lutjens was nowhere to be seen. It flashed through Erwin’s mind that Lindemann had done away with the old man, possibly in a fit of rage, which would explain all the theatrical nonsense of his being called in to investigate a theoretical murder.

 


 Lindemann closed the door behind them. Acting quite mysteriously, the captain pointed to a dark corner of the cabin where against the wall, the orange crate sat, squat and rectangular like a menacing coffin.

 


 “You want to look inside that crate, don’t you, Hulsing?”

 


 “What, sir?”

 


 “Go ahead, man, open it up; take a good look inside, and then I want you to report back to all the men on board what you’ve seen. Will you do that for me, Lt. Commander?”

 



Punishment, embarrass the junior officer, Erwin silently realized. He nodded, glad that this was all there was to his dressing down. “If this is your wish, Captain, of course, but we both know it is what it appears—oranges.”

 


 “How startlingly observant you are, Detective Hulsing.” Lindemann’s smirk had turned to a full-fledged snicker. “Do it, Hulsing. Lift the lid and take a long look inside the damn box.”

 


 Erwin took in a deep breath as he stepped toward the box. Behind him, he could feel Lindemann’s cold presence, imagining his glee, as the man’s icy stare bored a hole into his back. “Who doesn’t want to look inside a mysterious box? One brought on board Bismarck by der Fuhrer himself, eh, Lietenant-Commander Hulsing, eh?”

 


 “Yes, sir….yes, sir.” Hulsing listened to the irk-irk-irk sound as he snatched up the lid which had been pried open earlier. but replaced. The nails had been pried loose on all sides, making it obvious that Lutjens and Lindemann had already taken time to partake of the sweet fruit.

 


 Erwin stared down at rows of carefully wrapped oranges, shelved within the crate, a few shaken loose from having been handled. That’s all it was—precisely as it was presented. Stacks of damned oranges. No mystery here.

 


 Lindemann broke into a rare laugh. “Now, you are in the inner circle of the orange affair. Who best to spread the truth of the matter but a former police detective who saw to removing dead victims from Berlin streets? Perhaps we can diffuse a mutiny before it happens!” The captain was laughing as if his words were the funniest joke he’d ever told.

 


 Hulsing stood looking into the crate of oranges, saying nothing as Lindemann added, “Go ahead, dig deep, make sure nothing is hidden beneath the fruit, like perhaps some sort of satanic cross…ha! Or a talisman, or perhaps even the Arc of the Covenant itself?”

 


 Rumors of Hitler’s obsessive fascination with occult matters, biblical relics, magic, and a preoccupation with the afterlife had circulated among the educated classes of Berlin and Germany for several years. It was rumored he had men searching for The Arc of the Covenant as well as the Lost Continent of Atlantis.

 


 Erwin Hulsing gritted his teeth at the inference that he’d merely been a man to clean up the streets of bodies during his stint as a detective in Berlin. He dropped the lid with a loud thud just as Admiral Lutjens stepped into his quarters. “Well…I see you’ve gone ahead with your plans, Lindemann. I hope it has the desired effect, but we both know it will not!” Lutjens acknowledged Hulsing’s salute, returned it, then found a seat at his desk. “Lt. Commander, thank you for acting as our siren to the men. I take it you volunteered.”

 


 “Ahhh, yes sir.”

 


 Lindemann had inched toward the door and held the it open, a sure sign this interview was over. “You may go now, Hulsing.”

 


 Erwin nodded, unsure how many ‘yes sirs’ he’d said to his captain. He found himself outside in a growing sea fog, stumbling to find his way from the bridge back to the lower decks where junior officers belonged. As he went, he muttered, “Lesson learned.”

 


 Lessons actually. He’d just been reminded how exacting the hierarchy on a ship was and how either Lindemann or Lutjens, finding fault with him, could see that he was put away for years into some black hole where no one would ever see or hear from him again.

 


 Erwin was angry with himself for having been so easily eavesdropped upon by his captain, and over what—damned oranges. The rumors about Hitler’s bloody gift to Lutjens had spread like a wildfire aboard Bismarck. Everyone had been speculating just as Lindemann had said, and he wanted Erwin to put the thing to rest, ostensibly for the good of crew and ship. The captain, without being precise, had managed to make it clear; he wanted Lt. Commander of Engineering to spread the word via the seaman’s vine. He was to tell all the junior officers who would in turn inform their various units throughout the ship. As far as the orange crate brought aboard by Hitler: no snakes, no eerie crosses, nothing remotely occult about the Fuhrer’s gift. An orange is an orange is an orange.

 


 Obviously, at some point, Admiral Lutjens had let it slip that he loved oranges and word had gotten back to Berlin and thus back to Hitler. There was obviously nothing unusual about the commander-in-chief coming aboard to inspect the ship and crew. After all, this ship was the pride and joy of all Germany, and nothing wrong with the Fuhrer bringing a gift for Admiral Lutjens. 


 


 Still, former Detective Erwin Hulsing and now Seaman Hulsing knew how superstition had a life of its own on any seagoing vessel, and how deeply superstitious many sailors were. Most of them were fresh off the farm, which was another place superstitious belief ran rampant. The real threat here might be less Hitler and more the men aboard Bismarck. Hulsing must hold it together, watch his back, and be far more cautious of Lindemann, who had just proved himself a shrewd and well-read man, not like Lutjens who huddled each night with his Bible and believed wholeheartedly in the party line which stated that God had placed His power in Adolf Hitler’s hands to restore His chosen people, the Aryan Nation, to former dominance over the Earth and to crush all inferior races.

 


 Hulsing imagined a time fast approaching when Lindemann might well have the power to have the Lt. Commander court-martialed, perhaps sending him to a prison camp, for of all things, gossip! If Lindemann suspected him of worse crimes, he hadn’t given himself away, and if Lindeman and Lutjens together had any clue as to Erwin’s real crimes aboard Bismarck, the two were playing it quite cagey at indeed.

 

 



 


Chapter Three

 


On Board the Windwalker in the North Atlantic, June 11, 2013

 


The Windwalker was a ship twice the size of the last salvage vessel that had gone after The Bismarck, only a month and a year after the horrible, failed mission of The Victory. All manner of superstitious nonsense had come out of the unfortunate Victory incident: the demise of the three men who’d attempted to land on the Bismarck. The divers had planned to enter the battleship from the forward deck, easily recognized by the gigantic Swastika still clearly visible some seventy-odd years after the British ships had sunk Bismarck. The mighty ship had been destroyed thanks to some serious British coordination between the Royal Air Force and the Royal Navy.

 


To complete your reading pleasure with BISMARCK 2013 – Hitler’s Curse find it at a kindle store near you! Thanks so much for reading Titanic and these opening pages, Rob Walker (www.robertwalkerbooks.com)
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