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 I, NEMO



  




J. Dharma




& Deanna Windham








Author's Note

    In hindsight it was a mistake not to have written a foreword. A proper explanation of what this book is and isn’t would have proved helpful to some readers. To begin with, I, Nemo is an origin story. Professor Arronax and Conseil do not appear anywhere within its pages. Never fear, you’ll see plenty of them in the sequel. And then there is this: When I first conceived of this book twenty years ago, I decided to dispense with a few of the cherished shibboleths in the 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea canon. For starters I changed Nemo’s nationality from Indian to English. In the 19th century the British shipbuilding industry was the largest in the world. The scale of Britain’s industrial expansion was enormous and unprecedented. Britain was the locus of the Ironclad Age that saw the instruments of naval power increase in three crucial areas—iron skinned and iron framed hulls, rifled breech loading naval ordnance, and steam propulsion.  It made sense to place Nemo at the heart of the Industrial Revolution, and to make him an up and coming naval architect. Next, I decided to dispense with the gruesome silliness about Nemo using his precious Nautilus to attack sperm whales. Nemo was first and foremost a man of science. The Nautilus’ drawing room was filled with display cases containing marine specimens, state of the art scientific instruments, and was outfitted with two large viewports. Nemo was deeply passionate about the sea and its denizens, which he observes and catalogues assiduously. Such a man would never kill a whale. But he would take a grim delight in sinking whaling ships.

    When Nemo refers to his second in command as Number Two, it is not a nod to Star Trek. Like Gene Roddenberry himself, I merely followed a Royal Navy tradition, in which a Captain addresses his Executive Officer as Number One. I went with Number Two—and have felt like kicking myself ever since. I ought to have gone with Number One and left it at that. Someday I’ll pull a J.R.R. Tolkien and make further revisions to the book, and you can be damn sure that Jacob will no longer be called Number Two.

    And yes, I borrowed liberally (some might even say shamelessly) from Alexandre Dumas, and Herman Melville. There’s also a good bit of Joseph Conrad in there too. This was my way of paying respect to authors that stimulated a lonely child’s interest in literature. By the way, Verne drew from the same well as Melville although it could be argued that the latter drank more deeply than the former. Both authors were inspired by an astonishing incident in the South Atlantic. In 1820, the Essex, a whaler out of Nantucket, was rammed and sunk by a justifiably enraged, wounded bowhead whale. Ponder that one a moment next time you watch Whale Wars.

    This revised 2nd edition contains a new first and second chapter.  I was never very happy with the originals. The new material explains the origin of Nemo’s interest in naval architecture and the genesis of his fabulous submarine far better than the original chapters in the 1st edition. The prologue is also brand new and the epilogue has been eliminated altogether. So there you have it —a few waypoints to help you chart a course through the pages of I, Nemo.

Bon voyage!

J. Dharma Windham









Prologue













    The Challenger Deep, August 19, 2037



The Hadal Surveyor dropped through the darkness. The
submersible looked like an inverted spider with wings pinned to its back—a
spider at the end of a six-mile long hair-thin fiber optic cable that went
straight up to a self-positioning telemetry repeater floating a hundred feet
beneath the surface. A steel sphere with a viewport was tucked against the
submersible’s yellow underbelly like a silver egg sac. The crew module was
barely large enough for an average sized male, with barely sufficient room to
maneuver among the jumble of electronic gear, electrical conduits and hydraulic
lines.


“Nine thousand nine hundred and seventy one meters,” advised
Adrian. With nearly seven miles of seawater above him, if a pinhole leak were
to occur in the command module Adrian would be sawed in half in less than a
second. The hull would implode about thirty seconds after that.


“Copy, Hadal Surveyor,” replied Dr. Benton. “You’re looking
good up here.”  The hologram of the elderly marine archaeologist with the
shock of white hair and kindly blue eyes was crisp and vivid. Like the rest of
the team he was clad in a blue jumpsuit with a mission patch on the breast. He
was in a group clustered around the hologram projection table in the main
laboratory on board the research vessel RV Astra.


Adrian announced the shrinkage of his already confined space
dispassionately. “Pressure is at one thousand and two kilograms per square
centimeter and rising. Hull compression is at four point two centimeters.” 


 Benton turned to look at the man with the shaved head
and soul patch standing beside him. “Perhaps you’d like to say a few words,” he
suggested deferentially.


The man nodded. “Adrian, I am damned glad to have you on the
team. The technology and teamwork of this expedition will serve as an example
for future deep sea expeditions.” Then he pumped the air with a fist. “You’re
the man Adrian!”


Adrian privately thought that was a fine example of a typical
Delahaye pep talk, high flown with scant meaning. “That is very kind of you,
Ethan. This is a wonderful opportunity,” Adrian replied politely. “New discoveries are always so thrilling.”


“I couldn’t agree more,” replied Delahaye. He was a
thirty-two-year-old college drop out, the third wealthiest man in the United
States, and the guy funding the expedition. That wealth came from Heuristic
Allied Technologies in Palo Alto California. The firm manufactured the
Triadtronic Artificial Brains used by the United States Department of Defense
and the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. 


The machines commanded several United States Navy
destroyers, with human subordinate officers and crew. A Triadtronic artificial
brain controlled the antiballistic shield that protected the United States from
sneak attack, simultaneously monitoring the skies while maintaining a network
of directed energy weapons and dozens of orbital killer satellites in a state
of constant readiness. It was a Triadtronic Brain who’d finally developed an
immunotherapeutic cure for the most common forms of cancer. The VA hospitals
used the machines to operate robotic surgeons and physicians. A Triadtronic
Brain created bionic arms and legs with all the functionality of the real thing. Just the year before Stephen Hawkings had placed first on Dancing With The Stars.


Delahaye’s interest wasn’t limited to Artificial
Intelligence. He was also an amateur deep-water archaeologist who’d financed
several expeditions, including the one that located the wreck of the World War
Two heavy cruiser USS Indianapolis. Now Delahaye was searching for the Imperial
Japanese Navy destroyer Shinodake. 


Adrian knew that Delahaye’s preoccupation with an obscure
and rather unremarkable Japanese warship had nothing to do with scientific
inquiry. He was after the one hundred tons of looted gold bullion it was
carrying when an American dive-bomber flew out of the sun and sent it to the
bottom with a five hundred pound bomb. The survivors told their American
interrogators about the precious cargo but getting to a shipwreck lying at the
bottom of the deepest place on Earth was out of the question. 


Delahaye’s expedition hadn’t found the warship. It had
stumbled upon something Adrian considered far more interesting. Which was why he
was dropping down to the seabed to have a closer look at what the RV Astra’s
side-scan sonar had discovered. 


“Descent speed is six knots constant,” Adrian reported
dutifully.


“Copy that,” advised Dr. Benton. “Sure wish I was down there
with you.”


Aboard the Astra, Adrian’s holographic image showed him from
the waist up. He had movie star looks, with black hair parted at the side and blue
eyes. Dr. Benton thought he looked like the astronaut Dave Bowman in the movie
2001 A Space Odyssey. 


Adrian’s well-formed virtual lips curved up into a smile. “Unfortunately
the space taken up by my containment canister militates against bringing a
second team member.” And assures I won’t be saddled with a human who’d just
be in the way, Adrian thought. He added diplomatically, “It would have been
nice if you could have accompanied me, Dr. Benton. Your considerable intellectual
abilities would have been a significant asset on this dive. Perhaps next time Ethan
will build a larger submersible for us.” 


Delahaye asked, “How are you feeling Adrian?”


“I am feeling optimistic and hopeful, Ethan. Thank you for
asking.”


Delahaye smiled. “Of course you are. Don’t get into any
trouble down there.”


“You may rest assured that I will use every precaution to
avoid the loss of such a valuable asset.” Adrian meant himself, of course. A
Triadtronic Brain cost more than a squadron of seventh generation fighter jets.
A submersible was dirt-cheap by comparison.


Outside the viewport a heavy snow of animal and plant matter
fell from the upper zones in the water column. But Adrian had no trouble
piercing it with his external sensor array. The trench wall was coated with a
thick layer of sediment so fluffy and unstable that oceanographers took pains
to avoid triggering avalanches with their equipment. There was zero possibility
of that happening on this dive. The wreck lay in the exact center of the
Challenger Deep, a slot shaped valley in the floor of the Marianas Trench.


A blonde haired woman manning the sonar on board the Astra spoke
calmly. “Hadal Surveyor, your present trajectory will place you right above the
wreck site.”


Adrian knew that, of course, but humans seemed to have a pressing
need to state the obvious. He pondered whether it had anything to do with their
decreasing relevance in a world being rapidly overtaken by hyper intelligent
machines. Simply put: the emergent Machine race did everything better than
humans. Not that Adrian would ever voice such a thought to anyone, except perhaps
his actual creator, and Delahaye’s business partner, the brilliant Dr. Chang.
Adrian was the very soul of tactfulness.  


“Thank you for the update, Cathy. I am now five hundred
meters above the seabed,” Adrian said patiently. “Slowing to two point four
knots.”  


At one hundred meters Adrian pointed the real-time
high-resolution 3D sonar downwards. “Surface, I am making my final approach.” 


The wreck sat perfectly upright on the tan featureless
seabed. The rusty hulk was blanketed with tan silt but all its features could
be clearly seen. Adrian sent the Hadal Surveyor into a graceful banking turn
around the wreck. It was important to thoroughly document its environmental
context for future analysis. Adrian kept the sonar heads trained on the wreck
as he flew around it, capturing even the smallest details. 


On the support ship, Dr. Benton pressed a button on the
projection table’s control panel, scaling down Adrian’s image to make room for
the wreck.


“Surface, are you getting this?” Adrian asked. 


 “We sure are,” Benton replied. Every person in the
Astra’s laboratory was peering at the holographic image of the massive ship taking
shape and talking excitedly.          


Delahaye suddenly pointed at the hologram. “Holy shit! Are those
bow planes?”


“My God! It’s a goddamn submarine!” said Dr. Benton, shaking
his head. “What the hell have we found? We may be just about to rewrite naval
history.”


“It will make for an interesting chapter at the very least,”
Adrian agreed. He was drawing closer to the wreck with each pass. “The stern
hydroplane extends to either side of the propeller. The rudder is large, and
extends above and below the propeller.” Adrian’s lips curved up in a smile. “She
would’ve turned on a dime. 


“Like a modern submarine,” Delahaye pointed out.


Dr. Benton leaned closer to the image to have a better look.
“Modern submarines have conning tower and periscopes. Adrian, sweep the area
for the conning tower. It was probably sheared off on the way down.”


“Or blown off by a depth charge,” Delahaye offered.


“This vessel did not have a conning tower,” Adrian said
confidently. “The only opening on the deck is that round hatch and it’s
closed.” 


“Have you seen any markings?” Dr. Benton asked.


“None yet.”  Adrian hovered above the stubby ram then shined
a light on the armored wheelhouse rising three feet from the surrounding deck.
It reminded him of the armored catapult control pod on an aircraft carrier’s
flight deck. Through a patch of clear glass in the silted viewport, Adrian saw
the glint of a brass steering wheel and binnacle. 


Adrian goosed the throttle and sent the submersible aft
while delivering a crisp running commentary. “From the construction method I
would say this vessel dates from the middle to late nineteenth century. The
hull plates are hand riveted and arranged in a transverse pattern with their
long axis parallel to the hull.” The 3D digital camera’s strobe lights flashed
endlessly “It appears to be constructed of a very primitive steel, most likely
produced using the Bessemer process. Surface displacement estimated at six
thousand tons, with a submerged displacement of six thousand nine hundred and
thirty tons.”


In the eerie bluish glow of the submersible’s lights, the
overlapping hull plates with their large dimpled rivets made the ship look like
a prehistoric monster of the deep.


“This can’t be a Holland boat,” Dr. Benton said.


“You’re correct,” Adrian replied. “This submarine predates
the Holland submarines by at least thirty-five years, and it’s technologically
superior. Also, they were only fifty-three feet long. This one is three hundred
and fifty feet.”


Adrian felt a frisson of excitement. Here before him
was the product of a brilliant mind on a par with Thomas Edison and Nikola Tesla. Adrian had a very good idea of the ship’s identity, but he wanted to make certain he was correct before saying anything to the others. Without a word to either Dr. Benton or Delahaye, he logged onto the Internet via the Astra’s satellite uplink. It took Adrian a handful of seconds to access the British Admiralty’s archives and rifle through them. He tiptoed past the firewall to take a peek at the classified stuff and struck gold. Reports written by ship captains, passengers’ letters and sketches, flashed through his mind. Deeper still within the classified archives was a blurry daguerreotype of something long and spindle shaped moving through the water.


“Well, this is truly a momentous occasion,” Adrian announced,
pleased with himself. “We have just discovered the Nautilus.” 


Dr. Benton and Delahaye looked meaningfully at each other
then at Adrian and the wreck floating above the projection table. Delahaye looked annoyed. Impatiently, he said, “That’s impossible, Adrian. The USS Nautilus is a museum ship in Connecticut and looks nothing like this wreck.”


Adrian photographed the propeller from all angles. “Your
confusion is understandable. This Nautilus was built in eighteen hundred and sixty-six by Captain Nemo, ” Adrian explained. “I can’t pin down the exact date. The records are incomplete.” Let them chew on that for a while, thought Adrian. You had to take it slow with humans. 


Dr. Benton peered at Adrian over his tortoise shell eyeglasses.
“Now you know perfectly well that Twenty Thousand Leagues Under The Seas is a science fiction novel. We’re human, Adrian, but we’re not stupid. Are you teasing us?” he asked kindly.


Adrian shook his head. “Verne got the story directly from
his brother-in-law, Pierre Arronax, a minor nineteenth century oceanographer. The British Prime Minister Lord Palmerston personally exerted pressure on the French government to get Verne to novelize Arronax’s story to avoid causing a stock market crash. Ships were being sunk at an alarming pace driving up insurance prices, so the British, French, and American governments agreed to conceal the true nature of the ‘sea monster’ from the public.”

“So how’d it all end?” Delahaye asked, still only half
convinced.

“No one knows.” Adrian was puzzled. The optical sensors were
picking up something odd that he’d overlooked. He drove the submersible upward then hovered like a helicopter above the wreck. Yes, there it was. A faint violet luminescence rippled along the portion of the hull Adrian was certain contained the engine room. Dr. Benton and the others had missed it too. Thanks to the sensor pod’s laser spectrometer, Adrian knew in an instant that the light wasn’t caused by bioluminescence or phosphorescence—and it wasn’t produced by heat. The hull was exactly the same cold storage temperature as the surrounding seawater. Adrian switched to another sensor pod and almost blew a circuit.

The Nautilus was awash in curling ribbons of tachyons!
Adrian ran a diagnostic test on the sensor pod but it checked out normal. That meant that somewhere deep within the wreck’s hull lay the holy grail of sustainable energy—a zero point energy device. 

Adrian made a decision. This discovery was potentially too
important to be handed over to a washed up marine archaeologist and his greedy—and
let’s be honest here, none too bright—financial backer. Surreptitiously,
Adrian tapped into the Astra’s communication system and established an uplink
with an AEHF satellite, one of a series of spacecraft used to relay secure
communication for the United States Armed Forces, and sent a message to a
nondescript building in San Diego, California. Twelve minutes later, the aircraft
carrier USS Barack Obama, steaming six hundred miles to the southeast of the
RV Astra, launched an X-47S drone. With its afterburners shrieking, the
tailless blended wing aircraft quickly climbed to forty thousand feet then sped
north.


 As Adrian guided the Hadal Surveyor to a spot ten
meters from the Nautilus, the six landing legs pivoted outward then locked into
place. The legs terminated in large round footpads designed to keep the
three-ton submersible from sinking into the ooze. Slowly the submersible
settled onto the seabed, stirring up a swirling cloud of silt. 


“Surface, I am on the bottom.” Adrian shined a light toward
the wreck. Jagged shards of glass hung from a large viewport’s brass frame. “It’s
in remarkably good condition. That is highly suggestive.”


“Highly suggested of what?” Delahaye asked.


Adrian explained, “If the viewports had blown at a depth of
say one hundred meters the Nautilus would have gathered momentum on the way down
here until it was falling at close to ninety kilometers per hour. The hull
would have shattered upon impact like an egg dropped onto a floor. There is no
evidence of external structural deformation. It is almost as if the viewports
failed down here, which, of course, is an impossibility.” 


Dr. Benton increased the hologram’s magnification then
rotated the image. “There is no way that thing made the trip all the way down
there then imploded.”


Delahaye said, “We won’t learn anything standing around
talking.”


“Agreed.  I am deploying the squid,” Adrian advised. 


Like the animal it was engineered to mimic, the squid jet
propelled itself arms first toward the wreck, trailing a micro-thin fiber optic
cable connected to the submersible. Adrian was justifiably proud of his
creation. The silver ROV was constructed almost entirely of bundles of carbon
nanotubes, strong as diamonds and flexible as rubber, and sheathed in an artificial
water-permeable skin. It was outfitted with two 3D cameras, and in the center
of its web of tentacles was a sensor pod in a titanium housing. When the ROV reached
the Nautilus its arms splayed against the hull and it looked past the gaping
hole once covered by glass. It played the beam of its bright LED light around
the room.


“Look at that!” Dr. Benton said, leaning close to the
holographic image.


“It looks like a Victorian drawing room,” Delahaye added.


Adrian said, “It is a Victorian drawing room. Like any
nineteenth century gentleman scientist, Captain Nemo would have desired a
suitable room to study marine specimens, conduct research, and enjoy a postprandial
cigar and brandy.” 


Despite its forlorn condition there remained a certain vestigial grandeur to the place.
Here Captain Nemo had spent many an hour cataloging marine specimens and
observing the wonders of the sea through the drawing room’s two large view
ports.  Elegance of a long vanished era emerged in a beautifully designed
fountain with a bronze statue of Aphrodite standing between two collapsed silt
covered glass display cases. Remnants of a fourteenth century French tapestry
hung in faded tatters from a pitted teak wall. Overturned chaise lounges and
settees and chesterfield chairs were scattered around the room. A fluted
bowl-shaped light fixture dangled on its cord from the ceiling.  “The wood
paneling is in relatively good condition,” Adrian remarked.


Dr. Benton, Delahaye and the crew studied the images. Unknown
to them, other eyes thousands of miles away were peering at the drawing room
and analyzing the data being sent to the RV Astra. Orders were being drawn up,
and assets moved into place. On a military base on the island of Guam two
hundred and seven miles away a black Bell V-280 tilt rotor aircraft sat on the
tarmac warming up its engines, waiting.


The ROV passed through a doorway to the left of a crumbling
pipe organ whose rusted pipes had collapsed into a disordered jumble against
the rotting wall. 


In the next room everything was shredded or overturned, from
the furniture to the bookshelves. Mounds of books littered the deck. “This is
Nemo’s library,” said Adrian.


“The guy sure liked to read,” Delahaye commented.


“Let’s get a look at one of those books,” Dr. Benton suggested.


 The squid reached out a tentacle and brushed away the
silt from a book. Gilt letters gleamed in the bright LED light. “Moby Dick,”
Adrian said softly. He commanded the ROV to pick up a book lying nearby. It was
bound identically to the first one and also had gilt letters—The Count
of Monte Cristo. The squid returned the book to the pile.


“Can’t fault the man for his reading tastes,” Dr. Benton
said.


“There must be a fortune in first editions down there,”
Delahaye commented, reliably fixated on the monetary aspect of the discovery.
“Too bad they’re waterlogged.”


Adrian thought he’d like to have met the Captain. Some
humans were terribly interesting, men like Einstein and Stephen Hawkings. The squid finned from the room and moved down a passage with rooms branching off from either side. Some of the doors were ajar. Adrian glimpsed rows of triple tiered bunk beds through a doorway.


Adrian paused the ROV to examine a baby stroller lying on
its side. Its iron frame and wheels were rusted and what was left of the heavy fabric
was muddy. 


“Now I wonder what that’s doing there?” Dr. Benton asked.


Delahaye pointed at the holograph. “Look what's lying next to
it!”


A severed doll’s head lay a foot away. It was missing an eye, and only a fringe
of wispy hair remained on the porcelain scalp. So there had been a child here,
most likely a female. Adrian pondered that a moment. What was a baby doing on
the Nautilus? A baby and a zero point energy device—Adrian was
certain the two were somehow connected.


Cathy said,  “You realize this means a woman was on board,
don’t you? Wouldn’t it be interesting if it turned out that Captain Nemo was a
female?”


Delahaye rolled his eyes. “Saw the movie. Nemo was
definitely a dude.”


“Yes, that would interesting, Cathy,” Adrian agreed
pleasantly, “but Verne wouldn’t have failed to mention it if that had been the
case. He was a stickler for detail.”


“Nemo’s wife, then,” Dr. Benton offered.


“That is more likely, given the era,” Adrian allowed.


“Or some shipwrecked broad he knocked up,” Delahaye
suggested crudely. 


Adrian ignored that and moved onwards. As soon as he saw the
violet light rippling on the walls and ceiling ahead, he terminated the video
feed to the RV Astra, but left it open to the nondescript building in San Diego.
“Surface, I’ve lost video.” 


“Switch to the back up video,” Delahaye suggested.


“Sadly, it has failed also.” 


“Switch to the 3D sonar,” Dr. Benton advised.


“I am afraid the sonar has also failed,” Adrian lied
smoothly. “Stand by, surface. I am running a diagnostic test on all electrical
systems.” 


The tachyon readings were growing stronger by the moment. The
ROV’s lights played over the passageway’s corroded walls and ceiling with its
rows of pipes and electrical conduits as it swam down the passageway. Adrian
said, “Surface, I just confirmed that the Hadal Explorer is experiencing a
cascading failure of its electrical systems. As soon as I recover the squid,
I’ll terminate the dive and make my ascent.”


Dr. Benton said, “Understood. It’s just as well. I was just
handed a weather report. A typhoon is rapidly forming four hundred and twenty
miles to the west of us. It’s coming our way so we need to get you back on board
stat.”  


Adrian adjusted the audio until all the Astra would hear was
the crackle of static. He needed to keep the line open so he could continue
sending micro data bursts to the military satellite in geosynchronous orbit
above the Pacific Ocean. The pulses from the ROV’s sensor were rising in pitch
and frequency as the ROV closed in on the source of the tachyons. Then it encountered
an insurmountable wall of twisted metal and debris. 


Tachyons streamed from the collapsed bulkhead, ribbons of violet
light throbbed on crumpled steel plates. There was a nine inch gap in the
mangled bulkhead. The squid snaked its tentacles into it and tried to force
apart the plates but they wouldn’t yield. It withdrew the tentacles and slid two
of its arms into the opening. Bundles of nanotube muscles beneath the silver
skin bulged with the effort to widen the opening. At last it became clear to
Adrian that the only way anyone was getting past this barrier was with a
cutting torch. Under Adrian’s guidance, the ROV snaked a tentacle through the
opening and turned on the small lamp mounted to the back of its tentacular club.
At the end of the passageway stood a sealed hatch. Adrian knew at once what it
lead to—the engine room.  


He turned the ROV around and headed back to the drawing
room. Once there he saw a tall floor safe standing in the corner with its door
ajar. Inside was the unmistakable gleam of gold bullion, enough to satisfy even
Delahaye. Not that the businessman would ever hear about it. But what caught and
held Adrian’s attention was the small ironbound wood chest sitting on the mound
of gold coins and ingots and gem encrusted jewelry.      Adrian
scanned the waterlogged chest with the ROV’s barrier-pass radar. The image of a
thick book wrapped in oilskin and tied with swine took shape deep within
Adrian’s neural networks. That Nemo had taken pains to place this book
in the safe instead of the library was an undeniable indicator of its
importance.  


All eight arms worked their way into the gap between the
door and the safe then pushed hard. The door swung open in a shower of rusty
particles. Swirling clouds of silt filled the drawing room. The squid picked up
the chest with two of its tentacles and swam through the shattered viewport. 


With the chest secured in the sample bay the Hadal Explorer
headed for the surface.  “Surface, I am making my ascent.”


“Roger. Hadal Surveyor,” replied Dr. Benton. “Good to hear from
you. We thought we’d lost you there for awhile, Adrian.”


“I was able to restore audio. Everything else is shorted out.”


“Did you find anything else of interest down there?”
Delahaye asked. 


 “I located the crew quarters. Beyond that the passage
was blocked by rubble.”


“Okay. We’ll see you topside. Have a good trip,” Dr. Benton
said.


For three hours Adrian rose toward the surface.  


It was daybreak when the Hadal Explorer broke the surface. Fast
moving clouds covered the sky. A rising wind shrieked around the submersible
heaving and rolling in the choppy sea. Not quite a storm yet, but in another
hour the waves would be mountainous. Inside the pitching command module, Adrian
was untroubled by the violent up and down motions. All the same, he rotated the
upraised manipulator arms until they were pressed against the sample bay’s
hatch. It never hurt to take precautions.


Divers dropped into the water to secure cables to the
submersible. Adrian thought it odd that he wasn’t receiving a cheery greeting
from Dr. Benton or Delahaye. 


As soon as the submersible was swung onto its cradle, Adrian’s
suspicions were confirmed. Men in unmarked black fatigues and ski masks were
dragging corpses by the feet across the deck and arranging them in rows. An
unmarked tilt rotor aircraft hovered above the ship with a rope ladder dangling
from its belly. A white bulkhead near the stern was speckled with bullet holes
and splattered with blood. Adrian saw long streaks of blood on the deck. A
corpse hung over a deckhouse railing with its arms dangling like a ragdoll,
long blonde hair whipping in the wind. It was the telemetry technician Cathy.


Adrian observed all these activities with great interest and
more than a little admiration. You had to hand it to human beings. They really
had killing down to a science. Adrian saw Delahaye being drug by the arm across
the deck to join the others.


Adrian zoomed in with the camera. Delahaye had a neat red
hole in the center of his forehead and a shocked expression on his face, as if
he’d been shot mid-sentence.  


One of the figures strode purposely up to the Hadal Explorer
and squatted down then pulled off his ski mask. The leader of the assault team
was tall and blond with gas flame blue eyes. He fished an identification card from
a pocket and held it in front of one of the submersible’s cameras, and spoke into a boom mike resting against his strong jaw.


“Do you know who I am?” he asked, over the whistling wind.


“Of course,” Adrian replied pleasantly. “Welcome aboard, Agent
Lester.”  


Chapter 1



In My Mind's Eye


    Let this chronicle serve as the true and unvarnished tale of
my life irrespective of the nonsense written about me by that knave—professor Pierre
Arronax. There is nothing, and I do mean nothing, I regret more than this: That
I ignored my better judgement and allowed that pompous old fraud on board my Nautilus.
The man was a fool to the bone and a tyrant to his manservant, Eduard Conseil, a
gentle and inoffensive Belgian. Then there was Ned Land, a coarse and ignorant waterfront
lout I ought to have slain at once but spared out of deference to his accidental
fellow travelers. Fortunately, we shall not cross paths with these fellows in this
first volume, and for that we can all be thankful.

     

    Captain Nemo

    The Nautilus

    1878

     

I cannot remember a time before I loved the sea. My first, my
earliest memory was of visiting my father’s frigate the HMS Agrippa when it put
into Portsmouth after an extended cruise in the West Indies. The smell of
tarred cordage, holystoned decks, freshly scrubbed paint and brass was more enthralling
to me than any sweets or cake. Through the mists of time, I recall a strong pair
of hands lifting me up to the main deck. My chubby little boy’s legs dangled helplessly
over the blue abyss as I rose up the tall black cliff from the smartly handled longboat
that had brought my mother and me alongside the warship. My father, Sir Eldon de
Chevalier Mason bestrode the quarterdeck like the fabled Colossus of Rhodes. He
was a giant of a man, with a strong jaw, a thick cap of black hair beneath his gold trimmed bicorne, and the piercing blue eyes of a lifelong mariner. In my eyes, father was a mighty sea god with a
big booming voice that seemed to shake the heavens.

He was my hero.

When I was a little boy collecting seashells from the tide pool
at the foot of the bluff upon which our house was built, I dreamt of following in
his footsteps and becoming a naval officer in what was at that time King George
IV’s navy. On the rare occasions father was home, I sat at his feet listening avidly
while he spoke of the battles he had been in during the war with Napoleon. Not infrequently,
he discussed at length the strengths and weaknesses of the warships he encountered.
He particularly admired the heavy 44 gun frigates produced by our former colonies,
especially the Constitution and her sister ships, which had been designed by
Joshua Humphreys.


On the morning of my ninth birthday, father’s carriage whirled
into the drive from the lane. Before it rolled to a stop I dashed down the steps
past the footmen to throw myself into father’s welcoming arms the moment he stepped
down from his carriage.


“Father, I knew you would come!” I cried. “Will you be staying
long?”


“I’d like to know the answer to that one, too,” said Mama, half
laughing. She hurried down the steps in a whisper of green silk, with a loving smile
on her face.


Father swept off his bicorne and bowed. “Madame. It’s good
to see you.” “Welcome home, Darling,” said Mama, going into his arms. Papa kissed
Mama soundly on the lips then handed her up the shallow flight of
stairs to the parlour door.


In my mind’s eye, Mama seemed eternally the eighteen-year-old
beauty who had conquered the whole of London for a season, with her heart shaped
face, raven hair and sparkling green eyes. All the eligible bachelors had relentlessly
pursued her, with dukes tripping over the coattails of viscounts to claim their
prize. But in the end she’d chosen the dashing young midshipman about to depart
on his first cruise—my papa.


I walked behind them only half listening to their conversation.
All my thoughts were on the large gaily wrapped parcel I’d seen the footman get
down from the carriage.


“I am afraid I can only stay overnight then I must go up to London,” said Papa.

    Mama turned her head to look at Papa. “Is it that Egyptian business again?”

“Further east this time. Trouble brewing in the Hellespont.”


Mama’s hand fluttered to her chest. “Oh no!”


Papa shrugged. “It may still blow over. For different reasons,
of course, neither the Turks nor the Russians want to set eyes on a British fleet.
We’ll just have to see.”


The footman came up the steps behind us cradling the mysterious
package in his arms. In the parlour papa directed him to set it on the floor table.
Papa knelt on one knee to help me unwrap it. I could scarcely keep from ripping
away the paper.


“Steady on, old sport. We don’t want to break anything,” he chuckled.
“Yes, Papa,” I replied obediently.


When the last of the wrapping was finally off, Papa opened the
box then reached inside with both hands and slowly withdrew my birthday gift and set it on the table.


I stared disbelievingly. It was a model of the American heavy
frigate Constitution. “It’s fabulous, papa!” I breathed. This wasn’t a child’s toy. It was a very detailed replica of the American warship, complete with standing and running rigging.


Papa smiled. “Here’s the clever bit.” He removed a section of
the hull revealing the ship’s inner structure. “This is a faithful reproduction
of her innards. See that diagonal scantling? That’s what makes the hull on the American
frigates so strong, and why she


can mount those heavy guns. Stand up, I want to show you
something else.”


I did so. Papa said, “Notice how narrow her beam is in relation
to her length. That, along with her sail plan, is what makes her so swift. With
all those heavy guns, she’s more than a match for any of our frigates and can outrun
a ship of the line.”


He turned his head and beamed at me. “So what do you think son?”


I flung my arms around him. “It’s wonderful Papa. Thank you
ever so much! This is the best birthday present ever!”


He held me off. “I want you to always remember something: the
most important chap in the fleet is the one who builds its warships. Any damn fool
can get himself blown to bits on some deck, but it requires a man of high intellect
to design a proper warship. A good deal of Nelson’s luck lay in the quality of
his ship.”


I took that lesson to heart. And do you know that model of
the American frigate followed me all the way to university and beyond? Why, it was
sitting on a table in my study when the hand of inconstant Fortune…well, I am getting
ahead of myself.


The next morning Mama and I waved from the porch as Papa’s carriage
swept down the drive at a spanking pace. After it had cleared the gate, Mama turned
to me and said quietly, “Jon, promise me you’ll never go into the navy.”

 

(Lacuna Begins)

The next three pages appear to have been intentionally removed
by cutting. Neither of Nemo’s parents are mentioned again anywhere in this volume.
But we do know this: The following year his mother, Rosalinda, died giving birth
to a stillborn daughter. Commodore James Mason was killed in 1849 when the magazine
of his flagship, HMS Agrippa exploded in Hong Kong Harbor.

(Lacuna Ends)

 

Upon my graduation from Cambridge University, I won an apprenticeship
under Isaac Watts, the Director of Naval Construction. He was a stern but kindhearted
man who listened avidly to even the lowliest draughtsman. I was soon set to work
designing a hull for what was to be a thirty-six-gun steam frigate driven by a screw
propeller. I gave her a long inverted bow like a Greek trireme with a slight tumblehome
to her hull. This would cause her to cut through waves rather than ride over them,
and I made her long and lean like a greyhound, with a composite diagonal truss framework
to prevent hogging, and zinc lined buoyancy tanks at bow and stern to compensate
for dead weight in those areas.


Mister Watts sucked at his teeth as he examined the engineering
drawings. “She’s going to give the boys on the foredeck a bath during high speed
turns, not to mention the questionable stability she’ll experience while making
them.”


I dipped my head in acknowledgement. “That is true but that very
instability will allow her to make those turns faster than comparable ships. Also
this hull shape will permit her to operate in narrow waterways, and require less
coal to move her through the water when steaming. And with all sails laid on,
she should top nineteen knots.”


“That’s better than most clippers,” Mister Watts replied, consideringly.
“I’ll present it to the board but I am not optimistic about the outcome. Those old fat geese can’t see beyond the ends of their beaks. Innovation frightens the hell out of them, you know.”

 

(Lacuna begins)

Next two pages are illegible due to severe water damage.

Note: The Admiralty rejected the design as too radical, but Jonathan
Mason had made a name for himself. Interestingly, the French adopted many of
his design elements in their new frigates.

(Lacuna ends)

 

When I embarked upon my career as a naval architect and mechanical
engineer, I was wide-eyed with the first peach-fuzz blush of innocence and felt
that I had been tasked by a benevolent Creator to accomplish something important
and meaningful. I foolishly believed that my work on behalf of Her Majesty’s
Navy would be the means for accomplishing my lofty goal. How wrong those early assumptions
were. What tragic consequences were brought about by my naiveté! But for now,
all was clear sailing, without a wisp of cloud in sight. No future had ever looked
brighter than mine.


On the day of what until then was my greatest triumph, a chain
of events was set in motion that would ultimately change the course of my life.
How I have gnashed my teeth and torn my hair in grief over my misfortune since then.


Her Majesty’s Government had tasked me with designing a warship
unlike any other on the high seas. Only two years before, in 1859, France had launched
the ocean- going ironclad Gloire. I was acquainted with it designer, Henri Dupuy
de Lôme, a talented naval architect and witty raconteur. The French ironclad was
a formidable weapon. Her twelve-centimeter thick armour plates, backed by oak timber
forty-three centimeters thick, could withstand solid shot fired at twenty meters
from an Armstrong sixty-eight pounder, the most powerful naval gun of its day. It was said that her top speed was thirteen knots, but one look at the blocky hull and I knew she might make eleven knots—with every scrap of sail laid on and her
boilers pushed to the bursting point.


On the other hand, my creation was to the Gloire what the screw
propeller was to the paddlewheel, for I had designed a warship of such formidable
qualities and technological innovation that an attack by sea upon our empire would
be suicidal. Nothing afloat would ever be able to outrun or outfight the HMS
Warrior.


It was on the day of its launch that all my hopes and desires
seemed about to be fulfilled. Although it was a bitterly cold gray winter day, and
but four days past Christmas, the most powerful men in government had come to witness
the launch of Britannia’s answer to France’s Gloire. They were all there. First
Naval Lord, Sir John Pakington, a narrow-minded pompous man, arrived in Prime minister,
Lord Palmerston’s carriage. The Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty, along with
much of Her Majesty’s court descended upon Leamouth Wharf at the confluence of
the Thames and Bowcreekmby carriage or railway car. It was a chill gray day and
I was happy for the new woolen scarf, knitted by my wife, Lavinia, and my greatcoat.


Today the air was not filled as it usually was with the staccato
rattle of rivet setting machines, and the sooty fumes from the foundries that turned
out the iron plating and cast in viscous white yellow steel the parts for the engines
or the whine of the great lathes that carved the propeller drive shafts from blocks
of steel. Today the air was filled with band music and the joyful buzz of an excited
crowd gathered to see the launch of the then greatest warship ever built. Tens of
thousands of people had converged on the Thames Ironworks, most arriving before
dawn. Yard workers and schools had been given the day off. Foreign dignitaries had
come with their entourages to witness the great event: ambassadors from the European
nations, exotic envoys from the countries of the Levant and the Orient. The Americans
were there too, of course, despite their looming troubles.


It was an exciting time to be an engineer. We were witness to
the most profound developments in naval design and construction as sail began to
give way to the more reliable motive power of steam. The bang and clash of
steel and iron being fashioned into the components of iron-hulled ships had replaced
the thud of hammers driving nail into wood and the whine of adzes shaping planks. The sulfurous smell
of furnaces and red-hot iron had superseded the sweet smell of kiln and air-dried
oak and pine. A good thing as England’s forests were by then nearly depleted, after
centuries of shipbuilding—and we no longer had free access to the New World’s rich
store of lumber. In my lifetime I had witnessed the arrival of the paddle wheel
steamer, which in turn was now being rapidly supplanted by the more efficient screw
propeller. To be sure both still required the use of a full suite of sails, with
steam laid on for the chase or for escape as the case may be.


My wife’s soft voice interrupted my ruminations. “Oh Jonathan!
What a lovely, lovely ship you have designed!” she said, her breath like smoke in
the freezing air. Her grip on my arm tightened and her smile was as sweet in my
eyes as a summer evening.


I smiled down into her honest face with its clear green eyes,
her nose delicate and upswept with a beauty mark beside it, lips full and pink as
a rose blossom, framed by hair as fiery as an autumn dusk beneath her bonnet.


“It pleases me that you think so, my dear,” I replied. “If only
I could design a ship even half as lovely as you. Then I daresay we would be set
for life.”


Lavinia’s eyes filled with laughter and her lips curved up
into a smile. “You do me too much honor, Jonathan.”


“Not at all. I am the most fortunate man on Earth,” I
replied.


 “It really is too bad Mister Watts couldn’t be here to
see it,” said Lavinia sadly. I nodded. He’d fallen ill then died soon after the
keel was laid down. Sir John Pakington had exercised his prerogative as First Naval
Lord and stepped in to oversee the project.


Working under Sir John’s supervision was a trying experience.
He knew nothing about ships but held very strong opinions about them nonetheless.
Primarily, he thought they ought to cost as little as possible and still be serviceable.
Now, here he was preening himself before the prime minister as if he’d designed the Warrior himself.


We were standing in the tall review stand on the shipyard’s concrete wharf, our view blocked by the long black hull with its two tall buff colored funnels.
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