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The Dragon In The Sea

In the endless war between East and West, oil has become the ultimate prize. Nuclear-powered subtugs brave enemy waters to tap into hidden oil reserves. Psychologist John Ramsay has gone undercover aboard a Hell Diver subtug where, hunted relentlessly by the enemy, the crew find themselves isolated in a claustrophobic undersea prison, struggling for survival against the elements . . . and themselves.

The Santaroga Barrier

Santaroga seemed to be nothing more than a prosperous farm community. But there was something . . . different . . . about Santaroga. Maybe Santaroga was the last outpost of American individualism. Maybe they were just a bunch of religious kooks . . . Or maybe there was something extraordinary at work in Santaroga. Something far more disturbing than anyone could imagine.

The Dosadi Experiment

Generations of a tormented human-alien people, caged on a toxic planet, conditioned by constant hunger and war – this is the Dosadi Experiment, and it has succeeded too well. For the Dosadi have bred for Vengeance as well as cunning, and they have learned how to pass through the shimmering God Wall to exact their dreadful revenge on the Universe that created them . . .


Also by Frank Herbert

Novels

The Dragon in the Sea (1956)

Dune (1965)

Destination: Void (1966)

The Eyes of Heisenberg (1966)

The Green Brain (1966)

The Heaven Makers (1968)

The Santaroga Barrier (1968)

Dune Messiah (1969)

Whipping Star (1970)

The Godmakers (1972)

Soul Catcher (1972)

Hellstrom's Hive (1973)

Children of Dune (1976)

The Dosadi Experiment (1977)

The Jesus Incident (with Bill Ransom) (1979)

God-Emperor of Dune (1981)

The White Plague (1982)

The Lazarus Effect (with Bill Ransom) (1983)

Heretics of Dune (1984)

Chapterhouse: Dune (1985)

Man of Two Worlds (with Brian Herbert) (1986)

The Ascension Factor (with Bill Ransom) (1988)

Short Story Collections

The Worlds of Frank Herbert (1970)

The Book of Frank Herbert (1973)

The Best of Frank Herbert: 1952–1964 (1977)

The Best of Frank Herbert: 1965–1970 (1977)

The Priests of Psi (1980)

Eye (1985)


Frank Herbert

SF GATEWAY OMNIBUS

[image: image]

THE DRAGON IN THE SEA

THE SANTAROGA BARRIER

THE DOSADI EXPERIMENT

GOLLANCZ

LONDON


A Gollancz eBook

Copyright © Herbert Properties, LLC 2013

The Dragon in the Sea copyright © Herbert Properties, LLC 1956

The Santaroga Barrier copyright © Frank Herbert 1968, 1996

The Dosadi Experiment copyright © Frank Herbert 1977

Introduction copyright © SFE Ltd 2013

All rights reserved

The right of Frank Herbert to be identified as the author

of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the

Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in Great Britain in 2013 by Gollancz

The Orion Publishing Group Ltd

Orion House, 5 Upper St Martin's Lane, London WC2H 9EA

An Hachette UK Company

This eBook first published in 2013 by Gollancz.

A CIP catalogue record for this book

is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 473 20173 6

All characters and events in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

www.gollancz.co.uk

www.orionbooks.co.uk






CONTENTS

Introduction from the Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

The Dragon in the Sea

The Santaroga Barrier

The Dosadi Experiment


ENTER THE SF GATEWAY . . .

Towards the end of 2011, in conjunction with the celebration of fifty years of coherent, continuous science fiction and fantasy publishing, Gollancz launched the SF Gateway.

Over a decade after launching the landmark SF Masterworks series, we realised that the realities of commercial publishing are such that even the Masterworks could only ever scratch the surface of an author's career. Vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy were almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of those books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing changed that paradigm for ever.

Embracing the future even as we honour the past, Gollancz launched the SF Gateway with a view to utilising the technology that now exists to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan, at its simplest, was – and still is! – to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

The SF Gateway was designed to be the new home of classic Science Fiction & Fantasy – the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled. The programme has been extremely well received and we've been very happy with the results. So happy, in fact, that we've decided to complete the circle and return a selection of our titles to print, in these omnibus editions.

We hope you enjoy this selection. And we hope that you'll want to explore more of the classic SF and fantasy we have available. These are wonderful books you're holding in your hand, but you'll find much, much more . . . through the SF Gateway.
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INTRODUCTION

from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

Frank Herbert (1920–1986) was a US writer born in Tacoma, Washington, and educated at the University of Washington, Seattle; he was Brian Herbert's father. Herbert worked as a reporter and editor on a number of West Coast newspapers before becoming a full-time writer. He began publishing SF with “Looking for Something?” in 1952, and during the next decade was an infrequent contributor to the SF magazines, producing fewer than twenty short stories (which nevertheless constituted a majority of his short fiction; he never made a significant impact with work below novel length); much of this material was assembled in various collections, including The Book of Frank Herbert (1973) and The Best of Frank Herbert (1975). At this time he also wrote one novel, The Dragon in the Sea (1956), a much praised SF thriller concerning complex psychological investigations aboard a submarine of the Near Future whose mission is to steal oil from America's foes.

His emergence as a writer of major stature commenced with the publication in Analog from December 1963 to February 1964 of “Dune World”, the first part of his Dune series. It was followed by “The Prophet of Dune” (January-May 1965 Analog); the two were amalgamated into Dune (1965), which won the first Nebula for Best Novel, shared the Hugo, and became one of the most famous of all SF novels.

Dune is a novel of extraordinary complexity. It encompasses intergalactic Politics of a decidedly feudal nature, the development of Psi Powers, Religion – specifically the reluctant but inevitable evolution of its protagonist into a Messiah – and Future War. Its primary impact, however, lay in its treatment of Ecology, a theme which it brought into the forefront of modern SF readers’ and writers’ awareness. The desert planet Arrakis, with its giant sandworms and its Bedouin-like human inhabitants, the Fremen, clinging to the most precarious of ecological niches through fanatical scrupulousness in water conservation, is possibly the most convincing Planetary-Romance environment created by any SF writer. With its blend (or sometimes clash) of complex intellectual discourse and Byzantine intrigue, Dune provided a template for Herbert's significant later work. Sequels soon began to appear which carried on the arguments of the original in testingly various manners and with an intensity of discourse seldom encountered in the SF field. Dune Messiah (1969) elaborates the intrigue at the cost of other elements, but Children of Dune (1976) recaptures much of the strength of the original work and addresses another recurrent theme in Herbert's work – the Evolution of Man, in this case into Superman.

God Emperor of Dune (1981), set after 3500 years under the idealistic sway of the sandworm-cum-emperor Leto Atreides II, was followed by Heretics of Dune (1984) and Chapter House Dune (1985). The last volume of the sequence may have the recapitulary air of a long coda, but God Emperor of Dune and Heretics of Dune, like the enormously extended sonata-form development section in the first movement of a great symphony, work and rework the initial material into more and more elaborate presentations of the initial themes. As a whole, the sequence almost fully justified Herbert's decision – certainly astute in marketing terms – to so comprehensively draw out his original inspiration. A set of Sequels by Brian Herbert (Frank Herbert's son) with Kevin J Anderson has not seriously diminished the effect of the original series.

Although Dune dominated his career from 1965, Herbert began in the mid-1960s to publish other novels and series with admirable regularity. The Green Brain (1966) features mutated insects which achieve corporate intelligence. Destination: Void (1966), a clotted novel on a Cybernetics theme, concentrates on the construction of an AI aboard a starship, where it comes to the conclusion that it is God. The Pandora sequence, all written with Bill Ransom – The Jesus Incident (1979), The Lazarus Effect (1983) and The Ascension Factor (1988) – follows on from Destination: Void, exploring in exhaustive detail the implications of the earlier book, while placing in a Planetary-Romance frame the complex and developing relationship between God-“protected” human stock and the natives of Pandora. The Eyes of Heisenberg (1966) is about Genetic Engineering and Immortality, and The Heaven Makers (1968) again copes with immortality. The Santaroga Barrier (1968), describing a higher order of Intelligence evolved within an isolated, near-Utopian community, served to emphasize the thematic centrality of intelligence throughout Herbert's work, in which consistent attempts are made not only to suggest different, or evolved, types of intelligence but to describe them in detail. Among contemporary SF writers only Ian Watson has addressed this theme as frequently and as convincingly.

Alien intelligence is further examined in the Jorj X McKie/Consentiency sequence comprising “The Tactful Saboteur” (short story, 1964), Whipping Star (1970) and The Dosadi Experiment (1977) – the last of which, orchestrated through a plot of multi-levelled intrigue, searchingly describes several different alien species in detail, examines the effect of an experiment in extreme Overpopulation, and gifts its hero and heroine with advanced Psi Powers, including total mind transference.

Herbert's other SF novels include: The God Makers (1972), in which a god is reified through human endeavours; the rather surly The White Plague (1982), in which a man driven into mad misogyny destroys the women of the world; and the minor Man of Two Worlds (1986) with his son Brian Herbert. More important than any of these, however, is Hellstrom's Hive (1973), which derives its title from the film The Hellstrom Chronicle (1971) but otherwise has little connection with it. Arguably Herbert's most successful novel after Dune, this presents in persuasive detail an Underground colony of humans selectively bred, on insect-hive principles, into various specializations. In this society the individual's existence is of minor importance; the continuation of the hive as a functioning entity is paramount. The novel points up the contradictions of a society which in its own terms is a successful Utopia, but which from an outside human viewpoint is horrific.

Much of Herbert's work taxes the reader, mostly for good reasons. His ideas were genuinely developed concepts, not merely decorative notions, but they were sometimes embodied in excessively complicated plots and articulated in prose which did not always match the level of thinking, so that much of his writing seemed dense and opaque. His best novels, however, were the work of a speculative intellect with few rivals in modern SF, and were passionate with thought. He was posthumously inducted into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame in 2006.

It is sometimes easy to forget that Herbert wrote Dune (and its sequels) in the course of a long, industrious, highly competent career, and that everything he wrote was about something. He was a hard arguer, and it is a joy to revisit some of his battlefields, as the three books selected here demonstrate. The Dragon in the Sea, which is over half a century old, remains dangerous: an atomic sub, with a spy on board, is stealing oil from America's enemies, because we have almost depleted the planet of natural resources. The action is unrelenting, but the depths of the sea, which evoke Jungian psychology, bring redemption to the tough crew. Behind The Santaroga Barrier lives a society as enclosed as any submarine, its virtues enforced by drugs, its analysis of the consumption-driven Dystopian world outside savagely telling all the same: it is a world we recognize. And again, similar but entirely different, we find in The Dosadi Experiment yet another prison, this time an entire world in which a cohort of humans has been dumped, with memories or resources, as a Thought Experiment in survival. They survive. The galaxy, engined by sentient stars, takes notes. But we as readers do not need to, because Herbert speaks directly and urgently to us. He teaches us how exciting a good thought can be, if a good story tells it.

For a more detailed version of the above, see Frank Herbert's author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/herbert_frank

Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.


THE DRAGON IN THE SEA

 

To the ‘special’ men of the United States

Submarine Service – chosen as crewmen on

the first atomic submarines – this story

is respectfully dedicated
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The blonde WAVE secretary at the reception desk took the speaker cup of a sono-typer away from her mouth, bent over an intercom box.

‘Ensign Ramsey is here, sir,’ she said.

She leaned back, stared up at the redheaded officer beside her desk. His collar bore the zigzag of electronics specialist over the initials BP – Bureau of Psychology. He was a tall man, round-faced, with the soft appearance of overweight. Freckles spotted his pinkish face, giving him the look of a grown-up Tom Sawyer.

‘The admiral's usually a little slow answering,’ said the receptionist.

Ramsey nodded, looked at the door beyond her. Gold lettering on a heavy oak panel: CONFERENCE ROOM – Sec. I. Security One. Above the clatter of office sounds, he could hear the tooth-tingling hum of a detection scrambler.

Through his mind passed the self-questionings he could never avoid, the doubts that had made him a psychologist: If they have a rough job for me, can I do it? What would happen if I turned it down?

‘You can rest that here on the desk,’ said the receptionist. She pointed to a black wooden box, about a foot on a side, which Ramsey carried under his left arm.

‘It's not heavy,’ he said. ‘Maybe the admiral didn't hear you the first time. Could you try again?’

‘He heard me,’ she said. ‘He's busy with a haggle of braid.’ She nodded toward the box. ‘Is that what they're waiting for?’

Ramsey grinned. ‘Why couldn't they be waiting for me?’

She sniffed. ‘Enough braid in there to founder a subtug. They should be waiting for an ensign. There's a war on, mister. You're just the errand boy.’

A wave of resentment swept over Ramsey. You insolent bitch, he thought. I'll bet you don't date anything less than a full commander. He wanted to say something biting, but the words wouldn't come.

The receptionist returned the sono-typer cup to her mouth, went back to her typing.

I've been an ensign so long I'll even take lip from a WAVE yeoman, he thought. He turned his back on her, fell to musing. What do they want with me? Could it be that trick on the Dolphin? No. Obe would have said. This might be important, though. It could be my big chance.

He heard the receptionist behind him take a sheet of paper from her machine, replace it.

If I got a big assignment and came back a hero, she'd be the kind who'd try to beat Janet's time with me. The world's full of ’em.

Why do they want me in Sec. I?

Obe had just said to bring the telemetering equipment for the remote-control vampire gauge and show up on the Sec. I doorstep at 1400. Nothing more. Ramsey glanced at his wrist watch. A minute to go.

‘Ensign Ramsey?’ A masculine voice sounded behind him. Ramsey whirled. The conference-room door stood open. A gray-haired line captain leaned out, hand on door. Beyond the captain, Ramsey glimpsed a long table strewn with papers, maps, pencils, overflowing ash trays. Around the table sat uniformed men in heavy chairs, almost like fixtures. A cloud of blue tobacco smoke hung over the scene.

‘I'm Ensign Ramsey.’

The captain glanced at the box under Ramsey's arm, stepped aside. ‘Will you come in, please?’

Ramsey skirted the reception desk, entered the room. The captain closed the door, indicated a chair at the foot of the table. ‘Sit there, please.’

Where's the boss? Ramsey wondered. His gaze darted over the room; then he saw Obe: a hollow-cheeked little civilian, straggly goatee, thin bird features, seated between two burly commodores like a prisoner under guard. The little civilian's radiation-blinded eyes stared straight ahead. The mound of a radar bat-eye box atop one shoulder gave him a curious unbalanced appearance.

Ramsey sat down in the chair indicated, allowed himself an inward chuckle at the thought of the two commodores guarding Dr Richmond Oberhausen, director of BuPsych. Obe could reduce them to quivering jelly with ten words.

The captain who had admitted Ramsey took a chair well down the table. Ramsey moved his black box to his lap, noted eyes following the movement.

Obe has briefed them on my little invention, he thought.

The hum of the detection scrambler was strong in the room. It made Ramsey's teeth ache. He closed his eyes momentarily, blanked off the pain, opened his eyes, stared back at the men examining him. He recognized several of the faces.

Very high braid.

Directly opposite at the other end of the table sat Admiral Belland, ComSec, the high mogul of Security, a steely- eyed giant with hook nose, thin slit of a mouth.

He looks like a pirate, thought Ramsey.

Admiral Belland cleared his throat in a hoarse rumble, said, ‘This is the ensign we've been discussing, gentlemen.’

Ramsey's eyebrows went up a notch. He looked to Dr Oberhausen's impassive face. The BuPsych chief appeared to be waiting.

‘You know this ensign's Security rating,’ said Belland. ‘It's presumed we can talk freely in front of him. Would any of you care to ask him—’

‘Excuse me, please,’ Dr Oberhausen arose from between the two commodores with a slow, self-assured movement. ‘I have not acquainted Mr Ramsey with any of the particulars of this meeting. In view of the assignment we have in mind, it would appear more humane if we did not treat him like a piece of dry goods.’ The sightless eyes turned toward Belland. ‘Eh, Admiral?’

Belland leaned forward. ‘Certainly, Doctor. I was just coming to that.’

The admiral's voice carried a tone somewhere between fear and deference.

Ramsey thought: Obe is running this meeting pretty much as he wants, and without these birds being certain they're outmaneuvered. Now, he probably wants me to pick up a cue and help him apply the clincher.

Dr Oberhausen sank back into his chair with a stiff, stick-like gesture. A punctuation.

Belland's chair rasped on the floor. He got to his feet, went to the side wall at his left, indicated a north-polar projection map. ‘Ensign Ramsey, we've lost twenty subtugs in these waters over the past twenty weeks,’ he said. He turned to Ramsey altogether like a schoolteacher about to propound a problem. ‘You're familiar with our pressing need for oil?’

Familiar? Ramsey restrained a wry smile. Through his mind sped the almost interminable list of regulations on oil conservation: inspections, issuance forms, special classes, awards for innovations. He nodded.

The admiral's bass rumble continued: ‘For almost two years now we've been getting extra oil from reservoirs under the marginal seas of the Eastern Powers’ continental shelf.’ His left hand made a vague gesture over the map.

Ramsey's eyes widened. Then the rumors were true: the sub services were pirating enemy oil!

‘We developed an underwater drilling technique working from converted subtugs,’ said Belland. ‘A high-speed, low-friction pump and a new type of plastic barge complete the general picture.’

The admiral's mouth spread into what he probably imagined as a disarming grin. It succeeded only in making him appear even more piratical. ‘The boys call the barge a slug, and the pump is a mosquito.’

Dutiful chuckles sounded through the room. Ramsey smiled at the forced response, noted that Dr Oberhausen maintained his reputation as Old Stone Face.

Admiral Belland said, ‘A slug will carry almost one hundred million barrels of oil. The EPs know they're losing oil. They know how, but they can't always be sure of where or when. We're outfoxing them.’ The admiral's voice grew louder. ‘Our detection system is superior. Our silencer planes—’

Dr Oberhausen's brittle voice interrupted him. ‘Everything we have is superior except our ability to keep them from sinking us.’

The admiral scowled.

Ramsey picked up his cue, entered the breach. ‘What was the casualty percentage on those twenty subtugs we lost, sir?’

An owl-faced captain near Belland said dryly, ‘Of the last twenty missions, we lost all twenty.’

‘One hundred percent,’ said Dr Oberhausen. The sightless eyes seemed to look across the room at a beet-faced lieutenant commander. ‘Commander Turner, would you show Mr Ramsey the gadget your boys found?’

The lieutenant commander pushed a black cylinder about the size of a lead pencil down the table. Hands carried the object along until it reached Ramsey. He studied it.

‘Mr Ramsey's work, of course, involves electronics,’ said Dr Oberhausen. ‘He's a specialist with the instruments used for detecting traumatic memories.’

Ramsey caught this cue, also. He was the omniscient BuPsych electronics expert. The Man Who Knows Your Innermost Thoughts. Ergo: You don't have Innermost Thoughts in this man's presence. With an ostentatious gesture, Ramsey put his black box onto the table. He placed the cylinder beside it, managing to convey the impression that he had plumbed the mysteries of the device and found them, somehow, inferior.

What the devil is that thing? he wondered.

‘You've probably recognized that as a tight-beam broadcaster,’ said Belland.

Ramsey glanced at the featureless surface of the black cylinder. What would these people do if I claimed X-ray vision? he asked himself. Obe must have hypnotized them.

Belland transferred his tone of deference-fear to Ramsey. ‘The EPs have been getting those things aboard our subtugs. We think there's a delayed-action device which turns them on at sea. Unfortunately, we've been unable thus far to dismantle one without exploding the anti-tamper charge.’

Ramsey looked at Dr Oberhausen, back to Belland, implying without words: ‘Well, if they'd turn these problems over to BuPsych . . .’

The admiral rallied some of his Pride of Department, said, ‘Turner believes he has it solved, however.’

Ramsey looked at the beet-faced lieutenant commander. And you'll be a rear-rank swabby if you fail, he thought. The lieutenant commander tried to make himself inconspicuous.

The commodore to Dr Oberhausen's right said, ‘Enemy agents aboard the tugs could be turning them on.’

Dr Oberhausen said, ‘To make a long story short, these devices have been leading the enemy to our secret wells.’

‘The real trouble,’ said Belland, ‘is that we're shot through with sleepers – people the EPs planted years ago – long before the war – with orders to wait for the right moment. People in the damnedest places.’ He scowled. ‘Why, my driver—’ He fell silent, turned the scowl on Ramsey. ‘We're reasonably certain you're not a sleeper.’

‘Reasonably certain?’ asked Ramsey.

‘I am reasonably certain no one in this room is a sleeper,’ growled Selland. ‘But that's all I am.’ He turned back to the wall map, pointed to a position in the Barents Sea. ‘This is the island of Novaya Zemlya. Off the west coast is a narrow shelf. The edge is in about one hundred fathoms. It's steep. We've a well into the flank of that shelf tapping one of the richest oil reservoirs we've ever encountered. The EPs don't even know it's there – yet.’

Dr Oberhausen put a bony hand on the table, tapped a finger once. ‘We must make certain Mr Ramsey understands the morale factor.’ He turned toward Ramsey. ‘You understand that it has been impossible to keep our losses completely secret. As a result, morale in the subtugs has dropped off to almost nothing. We need good news.’

Belland said, ‘Turner, take it from there.’ The admiral returned to his chair, lowered himself into it like a battlewagon settling into dry dock.

Turner focused watery blue eyes on Ramsey, said, ‘We've screened, screened and rescreened our subtug crews. We've found one that looks good. They're at Garden Glenn Rest Camp now and will be coming out in five weeks. However, they do not have an electronics officer.’

Ramsey thought: Great Grieving Freud! Am I going to be palmed off as a submariner?

As though he had read Ramsey's thought, Dr Oberhausen said, ‘That's where you come in, Ramsey.’ He nodded to Turner. ‘Please forgive me, Commander, but we're taking too much time with this.’

Turner shot a glance at Belland, sank back into his chair. ‘Of course, Doctor.’

Dr Oberhausen arose, again with that air of vast assurance. ‘This is my field, anyway. You see, Ramsey, the previous electronics officer suffered a psychotic blowup at the termination of their last mission. It's the same problem you were working on with the men of the Dolphin. Amplified. The subtugs are smaller, a complement of only four men. The focal symptoms point to a kind of induced paranoia.’

‘The captain?’ asked Ramsey.

‘Precisely,’ said Dr Oberhausen.

We are now impressing the natives with our mysterious knowledge, thought Ramsey. He said, ‘I noticed similar conditions in the battle-fatigue syndrome when I was on the Dolphin.’ He patted the box in front of him. ‘The captain's emotional variations were reflected in varying degrees all through the ship's personnel.’

‘Dr Oberhausen outlined your work with the men of the Dolphin,’ said Turner.

Ramsey nodded. ‘I'm troubled by one point here. You say this crew rates high. That doesn't check if the captain is a border-line psychotic.’

‘Again, that's where you come in,’ said Dr Oberhausen. ‘We were about to beach this captain. But now Battle-Comp tells us he and his crew have far and away the highest chance of success in this mission to Novaya Zemlya. But only if certain other conditions are present.’ He paused, tugged at an ear lobe.

Ramsey caught the signal, thought: Ah, there's the bite. Somebody important hasn't agreed to this arrangement and it's vital to Obe that I get on that subtug crew. Who are we playing to? The admiral? No, he'd go himself if Obe said the word. Ramsey's eyes abruptly caught the scowling glare of the commodore on Dr Oberhausen's left, and at the same moment he noted for the first time the tiny sunburst on the commodore's collar. A presidential aide! That would be the one.

‘One of the other conditions would be that they have secret psychological monitoring,’ said Ramsey. ‘How had you planned to link in my remote-control vampire gauge to this pivotal captain without his knowing?’

‘An ingenious solution has been proposed by Admiral Belland,’ said Dr Oberhausen. ‘Security has a new type of detector to combat those spy-beam transmitters. A speaker pellet is surgically imbedded in the neck and tuned to wave scanners which are similarly imbedded beneath the armpits. Micro-instrumentation would permit us to include with the speaker the recorders you need.’

Ramsey nodded toward the admiral. ‘Clever. You'd rig this subtug skipper that way, send me along to keep him in balance.’

‘Yes,’ said Dr Oberhausen. ‘However, there has been some objection raised.’ The sightless eyes seemed to peer down at the commodore on his left. ‘On the grounds that you have no extended deep-tug combat experience. It's a specialized service.’

The commodore grunted, glared at Ramsey. ‘We've been at war sixteen years,’ he said. ‘How is it you've escaped combat?’

Old school tie, thought Ramsey. He turned his telemeter box until one flat surface faced the commodore, squinted at the officer over it. When in doubt, fire a broadside.

‘Every man we preserve for combat brings victory that much nearer,’ said Ramsey.

The commodore's leathery face grew dark.

‘Mr Ramsey has a special combination of training – psychology and electronics – which have made him too valuable to risk,’ said Dr Oberhausen. ‘He has made only the most essential cruises – such as that with the Dolphin – when that was absolutely required.’

‘If he's so valuable, why're we risking him now?’ demanded the commodore. ‘This all seems highly irregular!’

Admiral Belland sighed, started at the commodore. ‘The truth is, Lewis, this new emotional-telemetering equipment which Mr Ramsey developed can be used by others. However, his inventive talents are the very things which make his services so essential at this time.’

‘You may think me rude,’ said the commodore, ‘but I'd like to know also why this young man – if he's as good as all that – is still’– he flicked a glance at Ramsey's collar bars— ‘an ensign.’

Dr Oberhausen held up a hand, said, ‘Permit me, my dear Admiral.’ He turned to the commodore. ‘It is because there are people who resent the fact that I have been able to keep myself and my top department heads out of uniform. There are those who do not see the necessity for this essential separation. It is regrettable, therefore, that those of my people in the lower echelons, who are required to wear uniforms, sometimes find it difficult to gain advancement no matter how talented they may be.’

The commodore looked as though he were about to explode.

‘By rights,’ said Dr Oberhausen, ‘Mr Ramsey should be at least a commodore.’

Several fits of coughing broke out simultaneously around the table.

Ramsey suddenly wished he were anywhere else but under the eyes of this commodore. The latter said, ‘Very well, my objection is withdrawn.’ The tone of voice said: I will pass sentence in my own court.

‘I have planned,’ said Dr Oberhausen, ‘upon completion of this mission, to have Mr Ramsey released from the service and installed as head of a new department devoted to problems of submariners.’

A harsh smile pulled at the corners of the commodore's mouth. ‘If he lives through it,’ he said.

Ramsey swallowed.

As though he had not heard, Dr Oberhausen said, ‘The training will be a problem, but we have five weeks plus the full facilities of BuPsych.’

Belland heaved his bulk from the chair, stepped to one side. ‘If there are no more questions, gentlemen, I believe we are all satisfied with Mr Ramsey.’ He glanced at his wrist watch. ‘The medics are waiting for him now, and he's going to need every minute of the next five weeks.’

Ramsey got to his feet, took his telemeter box under his arm, a question in his eyes.

‘You're also going to be rigged as a walking detection system,’ said Belland.

Dr Oberhausen appeared to materialize beside Ramsey. ‘If you'll come with me, please, John.’ He took Ramsey's arm. ‘I've had the essential material about Commander Sparrow – he's the captain of this subtug – and the other two crewmen reduced to absolute minimum. We've set aside a special ward at the bureau for you. You're going to be our prize patient for . . .’

Ramsey heard Turner speaking behind him. ‘Dr Oberhausen called that ensign John. Is he the Long John Ramsey who . . .’

The rest was blurred as Dr Oberhausen raised his voice. ‘It's going to be rough on you, John.’ They stepped into the outer corridor. ‘Your wife has been notified.’ Dr Oberhausen lowered his voice. ‘You handled yourself very well in there.’

Ramsey suddenly realized that he was allowing himself to be guided by a blind man. He laughed, found that he had to explain the laughter. ‘It was the way you handled that brassy commodore,’ he said.

‘You don't lie at all well,’ said Dr Oberhausen. ‘But I'll let it pass. Now, about the commodore: he's a member of the board which passes upon promotions for BuPsych men.’

Ensign Ramsey abruptly found that laughter had left him.

Ramsey often referred to his five weeks’ training for the subtug mission as ‘The time I lost twenty pounds.’

They gave him three rooms in the sound wing of Unadilla Naval Hospital: blank white enclosures furnished in rattan and cigarette-scarred mahogany, a functional TV set, equally functional hospital bed on high legs. One room was set up for training: hypnophone, wall diagrams, mockups, tapes, films.

His wife, Janet, a blond nurse, received a weekend schedule for visits: Saturday nights and Sundays. Their children, John Junior, age two, and Peggy, age four, were not permitted in the hospital, had to be packed off to their grandmother's at Fort Linton, Mississippi.

Janet, wearing a one-piece red dress, came storming into the sitting room of Ramsey's suite on their first Saturday night. She kissed him, said, ‘I knew it!’

‘Knew what?’

‘That sooner or later the Navy and that awful Obe would be regulating our sex life.’

Ramsey, aware that everything he said and did in the hospital was being monitored, tried to shush her.

‘Oh, I know they're listening,’ she said. She threw herself onto the rattan couch, crossed her legs, lighted a cigarette, which she puffed furiously. ‘That Obe gives me the creeking creeps,’ she said.

‘That's because you let him,’ said Ramsey.

‘And because that's the effect he wants to give,’ she countered.

‘Well … yes,’ admitted Ramsey.

Janet jumped to her feet, threw herself into his arms. ‘Oh, I'm being a fool. They said I wasn't to upset you.’

He kissed her, rumpled her hair. ‘I'm not upset.’

‘I told them I couldn't upset you if I tried.’ She pushed away from him. ‘Darling, what is it this time? Something dangerous? It isn't another one of those horrible submarines?’

‘I'm going to be working with some oilmen,’ he said.

She smiled. ‘Oh, that doesn't sound bad at all. Will you be drilling a well?’

‘The well's already drilled,’ he said. ‘We're going to see about increasing production.’

Janet kissed his chin. ‘Old efficiency expert.’

‘Let's go to dinner,’ he said. ‘How're the kids?’

They went out, arm in arm, chatting about the children.

Ramsey's weekday routine began at 0500 when the nurse entered with his wake-up shot to rouse him from the hypnophone drugs. High-protein breakfast. More shots. Blood test.

‘This is going to hurt a little.’

‘Owooooooch! Whatta y’ mean a little? Next time warn me!’

‘Don't be a big baby.’

Diagrams. Floor plans of Hell Diver Class subtugs.

They turned him over to a large subtug expert from Security. Clinton Reed. Bald as an egg. Thin eyes, thin nose, thin mouth, thick skin. Sense of duty as solid as his neck. Absolutely no sense of humor.

‘This is important, Ramsey. You have to be able to go anywhere on this vessel, man any control blindfolded. We'll have a mock-up for you in a couple of days. But first you have to get a picture of it in your mind. Try flashing these plans and then we'll test your memory.’

‘Okay. I've finished the general layout. Try me.’

‘Where's the pile room?’

‘Ask me something hard.’

‘Answer the question.’

‘Oh, all right. It's forward in the bulb nose; first thirty-two feet.’

‘Why?’

‘Because of the teardrop shape of this class, and for balance. The nose gives the most room for shielding.’

‘How thick is the radiation wall behind the pile room?’

‘I missed that.’

‘Twelve feet. Remember it. Twelve feet.’

‘Well, I can tell you what it's made of: hafnium, lead, graphite, and poroucene.’

‘What's on the aft face of the radiation wall?’

‘Direct-reading gauges for the reactor. Repeaters are in the control room, forward bulkhead to the right of the first-level catwalk. Then there are lockers for ABG suits, tool lockers, doors to the tunnels leading into the pile room.’

‘You're getting it. How many tunnels into the pile room?’

‘Four. Two top; two bottom. Not to be entered for more than twelve minutes at a time unless wearing an ABG suit.’

‘Fine. What's the rated horsepower?’

‘Two hundred and seventy-three thousand, reduced to about two hundred and sixty thousand by the silencer planes behind the screw.’

‘Excellent! How long is the engine room?’

‘Uh . . . nope. That one's gone, too.’

‘Look, Ramsey, these are important. You have to remember these distances. You have to get a feeling for them. What if you don't have any lights?’

‘Okay. Okay. How long is the damned thing?’

‘Twenty-two feet. It fills the whole midship section. The four electric engines are set two to a level with the gearbox for the drive below center aft.’

‘Gotcha. Here, let me take a flash of the aft section. Okay. Now try me.’

‘How many catwalks in the engine room and where located?’

‘Look, I just flashed the aft section.’

‘How many catwalks and—’

‘Okaaaay. Let's see: one center of the control deck going forward. One off center into machine stores on the second level below. One called A level into top stores. Same for bottom level: called B level. Short bridging catwalks from A and B levels to the engines and oxy tanks. And one very short to the conning-tower-retracted which lifts into a section of steps when the tower is extended.’

‘Good. You see, you can do this if you set your mind to it. Now, tell me how the four staterooms are placed.’

‘Staterooms yet.’

‘Stop dodging the question.’

‘Wise guy! Let's see: captain is top-level starboard behind the electronics shack. First officer portside behind the recreation room-sick bay. Engineering officer starboard below the captain's quarters and behind the machine shop. Electronics officer portside below the first officer and aft of galley stores. That's the place for me. Gonna cut me a private door into galley stores.’

‘Where's the galley?’

‘That one I can answer. It's far port, top level, entered through the wardroom. Selector controls for the prepackaged meals are against the bulkhead separating galley and wardroom. The galley-wardroom unit is between control deck and rec room.’

‘What's behind the staterooms?’

‘Machinery of the Palmer induction drive.’

‘Why an induction drive?’

‘Because at the dive limit for Hell Divers, there can be no weak points in the hull, therefore no shaft through the hull.’

‘You're getting the drive on the hypnophone tonight. Every man blindfolded. There'll be a model for you to work on day after tomorrow.’

‘Oh goody!’

‘What's the pressure hull limit for Hell Divers?’

‘Three thousand and ten pounds to the square inch or 7000 feet.’

‘Stick to your first answer. Pressure varies with different water conditions. You'd be okay at 7100 feet in one place, dead at 6900 another. Learn to depend on your static pressure gauge. Now let's go to the atmosphere composition. What's a vampire gauge?’

‘A little device worn on your wrist during deep dives. Needle goes into your vein, tells you if your CO2 diffusion is fast enough so you won't crock out. It also tattles on nitrogen.’

‘What's minimum diffusion?’

‘When you get below .200 on CO2 you get the jeebies. If your blood CO2 count goes to four percent you're in trouble. With nitrogen it's different. The subtug atmosphere is supposed to be entirely cleared of it. A small quantity of helium is substituted.’

‘How do you get by with the high atmospheric pressure?’

‘Aerobic carbonic anhydrase is fed into the atmosphere by the ventilator system. This speeds up the CO2 loading and unloading of the blood, prevents gas bubbles forming.’

‘You're good on that. Did you know it before?’

‘My emotional telemeter is just a glorified vampire gauge.’

‘Oh, sure. Now, why is the electronics officer so important?’

‘Contact with the exterior control motors is by coded wave pulse. If the E-system breaks down when a subtug is submerged, it stays submerged.’

‘Right. Now, let's go through the plans again.’

‘Not again!’

‘Start with the reactor room. In detail.’

‘Slave driver!’

The nightly hypnophone sessions flooded Ramsey's mind with the new knowledge: pressure hull, resonating hull, tank hull . . . pressure compensating system . . . header box . . . reactor controls . . . search and sounding . . . diving plane controls . . . valve controls . . . pile check-off . . . sonoran automatic-navigation board . . . atmosphere controls . . . automatic timelog, Mark IX . . . external and internal TV eyes, specifications for servicing of . . . gyro controls . . . tow controls . . . plastic barge, oil, components of . . . needle torpedoes, external racking system … torpedo homing systems … scrambler systems … systems … systems … systems ….

There were times when Ramsey's head felt filled to the bursting point.

Dr Oberhausen appeared in Ramsey's quarters on the fourth day of training. The doctor's unpressed clothes gave him the appearance of a bedraggled robin. He came in quietly, sat down beside Ramsey, who was seated in a viewerscope-sequence training hookup.

Ramsey pulled the fitted faceplate away from his eyes, turned to Dr Oberhausen. ‘Ah, the chief of the inquisition.’

‘You are comfortable, Johnny?’ The sightless eyes seemed to stare through him.

‘No.’

‘Good. You are not supposed to be comfortable.’ The doctor's chair creaked as he shifted his weight. ‘I have come about the man Garcia who is engineering officer of this crew.’

‘What's wrong with him?’

‘Wrong? Have I said anything was wrong?’

Ramsey completely disengaged the viewerscope, sat back. ‘Come to the point.’

‘Ah, the impatience of youth.’ Dr Oberhausen sighed. ‘Do you have a file on Garcia?’

‘You know I have.’

‘Get it please, and read me what you have.’

Ramsey leaned to his right, took a file folder from the bottom ledge of his coffee table, opened it. Garcia's picture on the inside front cover showed a short man – about five feet seven inches – slim. Latin features – dark. Black curly hair. Sardonic half smile. The picture managed to impart a sense of devil-may-care. Under the photograph a note in Ramsey's handwriting: ‘Member Easton championship water-polo team. Likes handball.’

‘Read to me,’ said Dr Oberhausen.

Ramsey turned the page, said, ‘Age thirty-nine. Came up from ranks. Ex-CPO machinist. Ham radio license. Born Puerto Madryn, Argentina. Father cattle rancher Jose Pedro Garcia y Aguinaldo. Mother died at birth of daughter when Garcia age three. Religion: Catholic. Wears rosary around neck. Takes blessing of priest before each mission. Wife: Beatrice, age thirty-one.’

‘Do you have her picture?’ asked Dr Oberhausen.

‘No.’

‘A pity. I am told she is quite beautiful. Continue, please.’

Ramsey said, ‘Educated at New Oxford. That accounts for his British accent.’

‘I grieved when the British Isles were destroyed,’ said Dr Oberhausen. ‘Such a lovely culture, really. So basically solid. Immovable. But that is weakness, also. Continue, if you please.’

‘Plays bagpipes,’ said Ramsey. He looked at the doctor. ‘Now there's something: a Latin American playing the bagpipes!’

‘I see nothing wrong with that, Johnny. For certain moods, nothing is more soothing.’

Ramsey raised his gaze to the ceiling. ‘Soothing!’ He looked back at the BuPsych chief. ‘Why am I reading this?’

‘I wanted to get the full flavor of Garcia in mind before imparting the latest morsel from Security.’

‘Which is?’

‘That Garcia may be one of these sleepers who are giving Security so many sleepless nights.’

Ramsey snorted. ‘Garcia! That's insane! As well as suspect me!’

‘They are still investigating you,’ said Dr Oberhausen. ‘As to Garcia – perhaps; perhaps not. Counter-Intelligence has turned up the description of a sleeper supposed to be in the subtugs. The description fits Garcia. Security almost called off the mission. I convinced them to go ahead by suggesting that you be primed to watch Garcia.’

Ramsey returned to the color photograph in his file folder, observed the sardonic smile. ‘I say we're chasing shadows. And that may be what the EPs really want. If it's carried to its illogical extreme, certain Security-thinking is first cousin to paranoia – dementia praecox type.’

Dr Oberhausen lifted himself from the rattan chair. It gave off a reedy creaking. ‘Do not say that to the Security gentlemen when they come to brief you on Garcia,’ he said. ‘Oh, and one other thing: the commodore is sharpening knives with which to carve you if there is some error on this mission.’

‘I have you to thank for that,’ said Ramsey.

‘I take care of my own,’ said Dr Oberhausen. ‘Fear not on that score.’ He waved toward the viewerscope. ‘Continue with your studies. I have other work.’

Ramsey waited for the door to close, threw the file folder back onto the coffee table, took twenty deep breaths to calm his nerves. Presently, he leaned to the right, captured the folders on the other two crew members, scanned them.

Commander Harvey Acton Sparrow. Age forty-one. Picture of a tall, thin man with balding sandy hair, a face of sharp planes, stooped shoulders.

He looks like a small-town college professor, thought Ramsey. How much of that is conditioned on his early desire to teach mathematics? Does he resent the fact that his hard-crust Navy family forced him to follow in the old man's footsteps?

Father: Rear Admiral Acton Orwell Sparrow, lost with subcruiser Plunger in Battle of Irish Sea, 16 October 2018. Mother: Genene Cobe Sparrow. Invalid (heart), lives at Waters Point Government Rest Home. Wife: Rita. Age thirty-six. Blonde? Childless.

Does Sparrow know that his wife is unfaithful? Ramsey asked himself. Most of their friends are aware of it.

Qualifications: navigator – superior; gunnery officer – superior; medical officer (advanced first aid and pressure syndrome) – excellent; general submarine competence – superior.

Ramsey turned to the other folder.

Lieutenant Commander Leslie (none) Bonnett. Age thirty-eight. Picture of a heavy-bodied man (just under six feet) with brown wavy hair (artificial wave?), aquiline nose, overhanging eyebrows, the look of a brooding hawk.

Orphan foundling. Raised at Cape Neston Home for the Unwanted.

For the Unwanted! thought Ramsey.

Married four times. Two children – one by each of first two wives. Maintains marriage relationship with wife number four: Helene Davis Bonnett. Age twenty-nine. Miss Georgia of 2021.

The Unwanted, thought Ramsey. He's carrying out an unconscious revenge pattern against women, getting even with the mother who deserted him.

Qualifications: navigator – good; supply officer – excellent; gunnery officer – superior (top torpedo officer of subtugs four years running); general submarine competence – excellent plus.

Ramsey looked at the note in the psych record: ‘Held from advancement to his own command by imperfect adjustment to deep-seated insecurity feelings.’

The Unwanted, he thought. Bonnett probably doesn't want advancement. This way, his commander supplies the father authority lacking in his youth.

Ramsey tossed the folders back onto the coffee table, leaned back to think.

An association of twisted and tangled threads.

Sparrow and Bonnett were Protestants, Garcia a Catholic.

No evidence of religious friction.

These men have evolved a tight working arrangement. Witness the fact that their subtug has the highest efficiency rating in the service.

What has been the effect of losing Heppner, the other electronics officer? Will they resent his replacement?

Damn! Heppner was the wrong one to go! A case history with no apparent clues. Quiet childhood. Calm home life. Two sour notes: a broken love affair at age twenty-four; a psychotic blowup at age thirty-two. It should have been someone like Bonnett. The Unwanted. Or Captain Sparrow. The frustrated mathematician.

‘Sleeping?’

It was Reed, the constant tutor.

‘It's three o'clock,’ he said. ‘I brought a layout plan of the electronics shack on these Hell Divers.’ He handed a blueprint to Ramsey, pointed as he spoke. ‘Bench here. Vise there. Wrench kit. Micro-lathe. Vacuum pumps. Testing-board plugs.’

‘Okay, I can read.’

‘You have to be able to plug into that test board in total darkness,’ said Reed. He sat down squarely in the rattan chair lately occupied by Dr Oberhausen. ‘Tomorrow you're going to start training on a mock-up.’

‘Tomorrow's Saturday, Clint!’ Ramsey glared at him.

‘You don't get out of here before 1800,’ said Reed. He bent forward over the plan. ‘Now, concentrate on that plug layout. This here is emergency lighting. You'll be expected to find it the first time.’

‘What if it takes me two tries?’

Reed leaned back, turned his flinty gaze on Ramsey. ‘Mr Ramsey, there's something you should understand so thoroughly that it's second nature to you.’

‘Yeah? What's that?’

‘There is no such thing as a minor accident on a submarine.’
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Commander Sparrow trotted down the ramp from the tube landing, slowed as he stepped into the cavernous, floodlighted gloom of the underground submarine moorage. A fine mist of condensation from the rock ceiling far away in upper blackness beat against his face. He picked his way through the pattern of scurrying jitneys, darting, intent people. Ahead of him, the bulbous whale mound of his subtug rose above the pier; a 140-foot Wagnerian diva center stage beneath banks of floodlights.

Instructions from the final Security session jangled through his mind.

‘Your crew has the top Security rating of the service, but you must remain alert for sleepers.’

‘In my crew? Hell, man, I've known them all for years. Bonnett's been with me eight years. Joe Garcia and I served together before the war. Heppner and—’ His face had crimsoned. ‘What about the new E-officer?’

‘You won't need to worry about him. Now, the inspectors assure us there are no enemy signal devices aboard your boat.’

‘Then why this gadget in my neck?’

‘That's just an added precaution.’

‘What about this new man? What's his E-rating?’

‘He's one of the best in the service. Here, look at his record.’

‘Limited combat experience in gulf patrol! He's practically a dryback!’

‘But look at his E-rating.’

‘Limited combat!’

A jitney driver shouted at Sparrow, bringing him out of his reverie. He glanced at his wrist watch: 073 8 – twenty-two minutes until castoff. His stomach tightened. He quickened his steps.

Damn Security's last minute details!

Across the ebony velvet of the mooring pool he could see the glow tubes outlining the marine tunnel. Down the 160-mile slant of that tunnel, out into the underwater deeps of De Soto Canyon and the Gulf of Mexico – and beyond – ranged the enemy. An enemy grown suddenly, terrifyingly, one hundred, percent effective against vessels such as his.

It came to Sparrow that the marine tunnel formed a grotesque birth canal. This cavern carved under a Georgia mountain was nestled in the earth like a fantastic womb. When they took their vessel out to do battle they were born into a terrible world that they did not want.

He wondered what BuPsych would think of an idea like that. They'd probably rate it as an indication of weakness, he thought. But why shouldn't I have a weakness? Something about fighting a war a mile and a half under the ocean – the unrelenting pressure of water all around – exposes every weakness in a man. It's the pressures. Constant pressures. Four men isolated in pressure, held in a plasteel prison as they are held in the prisons of their souls.

Another jitney scurried across Sparrow's path. He dodged, looked up at his boat. He was close enough now to make out the name plate on the retractable conning tower high above him: Fenian Ram S1881. The boarding ramp swooped down from the tower in a long, graceful curve.

The dock captain, a moonfaced lieutenant commander in fatigues, hurried up to Sparrow, a check list in his hands.

‘Captain Sparrow.’

Sparrow turned without stopping. ‘Yes? Oh, hullo, Myers. Are all the ready crews off?’

Myers fell into step beside him. ‘Most of them. You've lost weight, Sparrow.’

‘Touch of dysentery,’ said Sparrow. ‘Got some bad fruit up at Garden Glenn. Has my new electronics officer showed up?’

‘Haven't seen him. His gear came along earlier. Funny thing. There was a sealed box with his stuff. About so by so.’ He gestured with his hands. ‘Cleared by Admiral Belland.’

‘ComSec?’

‘None other.’

‘Why was it sealed?’

‘It's supposed to contain some highly delicate instruments to monitor your new long-range search equipment. It was sealed so no zealous searcher could foul the works.’

‘Oh. I take it the new long-range gear is installed?’

‘Yes. You're battle-checking it.’

Sparrow nodded.

A cluster of men at the foot of the boarding ramp snapped to attention as the two officers approached. Sparrow and Myers stopped. Sparrow said, ‘At ease.’

Myers said, ‘Sixteen minutes, Captain.’ He held out his hand, shook with Sparrow. ‘Good luck. Give ’em hell.’

‘Right,’ said Sparrow.

Myers headed for the foot of the dock.

Sparrow turned toward a heavy-bodied, hawk-faced man beside the ramp, First Officer Bonnett. ‘Hi, Les.’

‘Good to see you, Skipper,’ said Bonnett. He tucked a clip board under his left arm, dismissed three ratings who were with him, turned back to Sparrow. ‘Where'd you and Rita go after the party?’

‘Home,’ said Sparrow.

‘So'd we,’ said Bonnett. He hooked a thumb toward the submarine behind him. ‘Final safety inspection's completed. Spare gear checked out. But there's a bit of a delay. Heppner's replacement hasn't reported.’

Sparrow cursed inwardly, felt a stomach-gripping surge of frustration-anger. ‘Where is he?’

Bonnett shrugged. ‘All I know is that Security called and said there might be some delay. I told them—’

‘Security?’

‘That's right.’

‘Suffering Jesus!’ barked Sparrow. ‘Do they always have to wait until the last minute? They had me—’ He broke off. That was classified.

‘They said they'd do their best,’ said Bonnett.

Sparrow pictured the complicated arrangements which would pass the Fenian Ram through their own defense network outward bound.

‘It could take another day to set up a new passage time.’

Bonnett glanced at his wrist watch, took a deep breath. ‘I told them 0800 was the latest. They wouldn't answer a damned one of my—’ He fell silent as the ramp beside them rattled to descending footsteps.

Both men looked up, saw three figures coming down: two ratings carrying heavy-duty electronics detection gear, followed by a short, wiry man with dark Latin features. He wore stained service fatigues, carried a small electronic search box under his right arm.

‘Don José Garcia,’ said Sparrow.

Garcia shifted the search box to his left arm, stepped down to the dockside. ‘Skipper! Am I glad to see you!’

Sparrow moved back to permit the ratings to pass with their load, looked questioningly at the search box under Garcia's arm.

Garcia shook his head. ‘For God and Country,’ he said. ‘But sometimes I think I overdraw my account with God.’ He crossed himself. ‘The Security chaps have had us at this floating sewer pipe half the night. We've been over it from stem to stern four distinct times. Not a blip. Now, I say to you: they want me to make another search after we get underway down tunnel!’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘I ask you!’

‘We'll have to do it,’ said Sparrow. ‘I've allowed time before our first contact point for total deep-dive inspection.’

‘I say,’ said Garcia. He grinned. ‘You know, I've already gone and rigged for it.’

Sparrow answered the grin, felt some of the tensions inside him begin to unknot.

Bonnett glanced significantly at his watch. ‘Twelve min—’

The whine of a command jitney's electric motor intruded upon him. All three men turned toward the sound. It came down the dark line of mooring slots, its single light casting an erratic Cyclops gleam upon the damp concrete. The jitney swerved up to the ramp, jerked to a stop. A redheaded man with round, innocent face sat beside the driver, clutching his uniform cap in his hands.

Sparrow saw ensign's bars on the man's collar, thought: That will be my new E-officer. Sparrow grinned at the man's obvious relief up on a safe arrival. The recklessness of the base jitney drivers was a standard service joke.

The new man put his cap over his red hair, stepped out of the jitney. The machine rebounded from his weight. The driver whirled the jitney back the way they had come.

The ensign stepped up to Sparrow, saluted, said, ‘I'm Ramsey.’

Sparrow returned the salute, said, ‘Glad to have you aboard.’

Ramsey handed his service record to Sparrow, said, ‘No time to send these through channels.’

Sparrow passed the papers to Bonnett, said, ‘This is Mr Bonnett, first officer.’ He turned to Garcia. ‘Mr Garcia, engineer.’

‘Good to meet you,’ said Ramsey.

‘We'll soon dissuade you of that illusion,’ said Garcia.

Sparrow smiled, offered his hand to Ramsey, was surprised to feel strong muscle in the new man's grip. The fellow just looked soft. Bonnett and Garcia also shook hands.

Ramsey was busy cataloguing his first visual impressions of the three men in the flesh. It seemed strange to be meeting these people for the first time when he felt that he already knew them. And that, he knew, would have to be concealed. Odd bits of knowledge about the personal lives of these men – even the names of their wives – could not be in the memory of a new man.

‘Security said you might be delayed,’ said Sparrow.

‘What's got Security on its ear?’ asked Ramsey. ‘I thought they were going to dissect me.’

‘We'll discuss that later,’ said Sparrow. He rubbed at the thin scar on his neck where the Security surgeons had imbedded the detection-system speaker. ‘Castoff is 0800. Mr Garcia will take you aboard. Get into fatigues. You'll be assisting him in a final spy-beam inspection as we get underway.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Ramsey.

‘Your gear came along hours ago,’ said Garcia. He took Ramsey's arm, propelled him toward the ramp. ‘Let's get with it.’ They hurried up the ramp.

Ramsey wondered when he could break away to examine his telemeter box. He felt an anxiety – a need to study the first records on Sparrow.

That mannerism of rubbing his neck, thought Ramsey. Extreme nervous tension well concealed. But it shows in the tight movements.

On the pier, Sparrow turned to look across the mooring basin at a string of moving lights. ‘Here comes our tow, Les.’

‘Do you think we'll make it, Skipper?’

‘We always have.’

‘Yes, but—’

‘“For now is our salvation nearer than when we believed,”’ said Sparrow. ‘“The night is far spent, the day is at hand: let us therefore cast off the works of darkness, and let us put on the armour of light.”’ He looked at Bonnett. ‘Paul wrote that to the Romans two thousand years ago.’

‘A pretty wise fellow,’ said Bonnett.

A bos'n’s whistle sounded at the head of the dock. A swifty crane came darting up to take away the boarding ramp. Ratings hurried to attach the hooks, looked inquiringly at the two officers.

Men hurried along the pier, a new purposefulness in their movements. Sparrow swept his gaze over the scene. ‘We're being asked to perform,’ he said. He gestured for Bonnett to precede him up the ramp. ‘Like the man said: Let's get with it.’

They climbed to the conning tower. Bonnett ducked for the cable rack which mounted the float for their TV periscope. As a matter of routine, he glanced at the housing, saw that it was secured for dive. He grasped the ladder arms, slid down into the subtug.

Sparrow remained topside. Around him, the mooring basin appeared a vast lake. He looked at the rock ceiling's blackness.

There should be stars, he thought. Men should get one last look at stars before they go under the sea.

On the pier below, scurrying figures moved to cast off the magnetic grapples. For a moment, Sparrow felt like a useless pawn being thrown into a sacrifice position. There had been a time, he knew, when captains conned their vessels away from the dock, shouting orders through a megaphone. Now, it was all automatic – done by machines and by men who were like machines.

A surface tug swung up to their bow, slapped its tow grapples onto them. White water boiled from beneath the tug's stern. The Fenian Ram resisted momentarily, as though reluctant to leave, then began a slow, ponderous movement out into the basin.

They cleared the slot, and another tug slid alongside their stern. The magna-shoe men leaped onto the Ram’s silencer planes, hitched the tow and guide cables of the long plastic tube which stretched out across the dark water of the basin. Their shouts came up to Sparrow in the tower like the clear noise of children. He tasted a sudden oil-tainted breeze and knew they had crossed the path of a ventilator duct.

No special fanfare, no brass bands, no ceremony for the departure of a raider, he thought. We are as a reed shaken with the wind. And what go we out into the wilderness to see? No John the Baptist awaits us. But it's a kind of baptism all the same.

Somewhere in the darkness a klaxon hooted. Turn and identify the man next to you. Another Security scheme: Show your identification when the horn sounds. Damn Security! Out here I identify myself to my God and none other.

Sparrow looked astern at the set of the tow. Oil. War demanded the pure substance born in the sediment of rising continent. Vegetable oil wouldn't do. War was no vegetarian. War was a carnivore.

The tow tug shifted to the side of the Ram and now the sub was being nosed into the traveler rack which would carry it down to the underwater canyon and the gulf.

Sparrow looked at the control console in the conning tower, and the green clear-away light. He flashed the standby signal to the tug below him and, with a practiced motion, touched the controls to retract the tower. It slid smoothly into the sub, its plasteel lid twisting into the groove seats.

A chest microphone hung beside the tower console. Sparrow slipped it on, spoke into it: ‘Rig for dive.’

He focused his attention on the dive board in front of him.

Back came Bonnett's voice, robbed of life by the metallic mutes of the intercom: ‘Pressure in the hull.’

One by one, the lights on Sparrow's dive board shifted from red to green. ‘Green board,’ he said. ‘Stand by.’ Now he could feel the hull pressure and another pressure in his stomach. He closed the signal circuit which told the outside crews that the subtug was ready to go down tunnel.

The Ram shifted, lurched. A dull clang resonated through the boat. Across the top of the dive board amber lights flashed: they were in the grip of the tunnel elevator. Twenty hours of free ride.

Sparrow grasped a handhold beside the dive board, swung down and out onto the engine-room catwalk. His feet made a slithering sound on the catwalk padding as he made his way aft, crawled through the control-room door, dogged it behind him. His gaze paused for a moment on the hand-etched brass plate Heppner had attached beside the door – a quotation from some nineteenth-century pundit:

‘No one but a crazy man would waste his time inventing a submarine and no one but a lunatic would go down in it if it were invented.’
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Through the gulf shelf in the Florida elbow, De Soto Canyon slashes the soft peninsula limestone like a railroad cut: fourteen fathoms where it starts in Apalachee Bay, more than two hundred and sixty fathoms where it dives off into the ocean deeps south of Cape San Blas and east of Tampa.

The gulf exit of the marine tunnel opens into the canyon wall at fifty fathoms: a twilight world of waving fan kelp, red fingers of gorgonian coral, flashing sparkles of reef- dwelling fish.

The Fenian Ram coasted out of the dark hole of the tunnel like a sea monster emerging from its lair, turned, scattering the fish, and slanted down to a resting place in the burnt-umber mud of the canyon bottom. A sonar pulse swept through the boat. Detectors in the triple hulls responded, registered on control gauges of the navigation deck.

Garcia's clipped accent – oddly squeaking in the oxygen-high atmosphere – repeated the check list as he watched the Christmas tree lights of the main board. ‘ . . . no leaks, trim weights balanced, external salvage air clear and pressure holding, atmosphere free of nitrogen, TV eyes clear and seeing, TV periscope surfaced and seeing; periscope gyro checks with—’ His laughter echoed through the intercom: ‘Seagull! It tried to land on the peri-box as I started to reel in. Lit on its fanny in the water.’

Bonnett's crisp tones interrupted: ‘What's it like topside, Joe?’

‘Clear. Just daybreak. Going to be a good day for fishing.’

Sparrow's voice rasped over the speakers: ‘Enough of that! Was there anyone up there to spot the gull's flop? They could've seen our box.’

‘Negative, Skipper.’

Sparrow said, ‘Les, give me the complete atmosphere check. Vampire gauges everyone. Follow the check. Report any deviations.’

The patient inspection continued.

Ramsey interrupted. ‘I'm in the induction-drive chamber. A lot of static here as I entered.’

Garcia said, ‘Did you go back by the lower shaft tunnel?’

‘Lower.’

‘I noticed that myself earlier. We'll rig a ground for the scuff mat. I think that'll fix it.’

‘I grounded myself before entering.’

Sparrow said, ‘Run that down, Joe. Les, where are you?’

‘Second-level catwalk in the engine room.’

‘Relieve Joe on the main board. Ramsey, get into your shack. Contact with base in eleven minutes.’

‘Aye, Skipper.’

Sparrow moved from his position on the control deck below Garcia to a point at the first-level door which was open to permit visual inspection of the big gauges forward on the radiation wall. That room in the bow, he thought. That's what worries me. We can see into it with our TV eyes; gauges tell us what's happening. But we can't touch it with our bare hands. We don't have a real feeling for that place.

He mopped his forehead with a large red handkerchief. Something, somewhere is wrong. He was a subtug skipper who had learned to depend on his feeling for the boat.

A string of Spanish curses in Garcia's voice, rendered metallic by the intercom, interrupted his reverie.

Sparrow barked: ‘Joe! What's wrong?’ He turned toward the stern, as though to peer through the bulkheads.

‘Wiper rag in the rotor system. It was rubbing the induction ring every revolution. That's Ramsey's static.’

‘Does it look deliberate?’

‘Did you ever come across a silk wiping rag?’ The sound of a grunt came over the intercom. ‘There, by heaven!’

Sparrow said, ‘Save that rag.’ Then: ‘Ramsey, where are you?’

‘In the shack warming up the transmitter.’

‘Did you hear Joe?’

‘Yes.’

‘Tell base about that rag. Tell them—’

‘Skipper!’ It was Garcia's voice. ‘There's oil in the atmosphere back here!’

Sparrow said, ‘A mist of oil plus static spark equals an explosion! Where's that oil coming from?’

‘Just a minute.’ A clanking of metal against metal. ‘Open pet-cock in the lube system. Just a crack. Enough to squirt a fine spray under full drive.’

Sparrow said, ‘Ramsey, include that in the report to base.’

‘Aye, Skipper.’

‘Joe, I'm coming back there,’ said Sparrow. ‘We're going over that drive room with a microscope.’

‘I've already started.’

Bonnett said, ‘Skipper, would you send Ramsey up here after he gets off the contact? I'll need help checking the main board.’

‘Hear that, Ramsey?’ asked Sparrow.

‘Aye.’

‘Comply.’

‘Will do.’

Sparrow went aft, dropped down to the lower level, crawled through the shaft tunnel and into the drive room – a cone-shaped space dominated by the gleaming brass induction ring, the spaced coils. He could smell the oil, a heavy odor. Garcia was leaning into the coil space, examining the induction ring by magnifying glass.

‘They're just little things,’ said Sparrow. ‘But taken together – boom!’

Garcia turned, his eyes glittering in the harsh work lights. ‘I don't like the feel of things, Skipper. This is a bad beginning. This is starting like a dead-man mission.’

Sparrow took a deep breath, exhaled slowly. With an abrupt motion, he thumbed the button of his chest mike. ‘Ramsey, when you contact base, request permission to return.’

‘Aye, Skipper.’

Ramsey's thoughts leaped. What will that do to morale? The first raider in months turns back without getting out of the gulf. Bad. He stared at the wavering fingers of the dial needles. His contact timer hit the red line, buzzed. He rapped out the first pulse with its modulated message: ‘Able John to Red Hat. Over.’

The speaker above his head hissed with background noise like a distant surf. Presently, a voice came out of it, overriding the noise: ‘This is Red Hat. Over.’

‘Able John to Red Hat: We've discovered sabotage aboard. A silk rag was put in the motor system of our drive room. A static spark from
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