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“The history of civilization on this Plane of Demonstration
is foggy mist in the process of clearing.”
— Brother Sao of the Pleiades
Belize Aftermath
Following several weeks of diplomatic maneuvering, the United Nations announced an accidental explosion had taken place at a developing mountain-site park in Belize during an investigation requested by the Belizean government. The announcement was short and stale, arousing little media interest. The battle at the site and loss of lives had been pushed under the rug.
The Chinese had levered a position of acceptance in the Security Council, admitting possession of the scepter taken from the Belizean mountain. They claimed it fell into their hands through the black market and proposed continuing study of the instrument under their tutelage with monitoring by the United Nations. Their real leverage had been derived from deployment of secret laser weaponry at the mountain site. They set a time and identified a target located in a meadow near the park development, and blasted a fifteen-foot crater, revealing for the first time advanced satellite laser capabilities. The US CIA Director, Dick Murray, was the only formal US witness to the event.
With US support, the Chinese were able to put a hold on the joint mountain-site park plans between Belize and the UN’s Institute for the Study of Unusual Phenomena (ISUP) until the United Nations studied the matter and structured the project for international participation. Until a plan was approved, entry into the mountain’s interior was prohibited without the presence of an appointed Security Council representative.
The US military was locked in emergency mode. How had the Chinese managed to launch offensive satellites undetected? Where were they, and what defenses could be brought to bear? The problem was confounded by the inability to monitor space from space. With so much junk floating around in orbit, the task was daunting, but adjustments to the Star Wars satellite defense system were underway to enhance its detection capabilities to three hundred and sixty degrees within a year’s time.
The Chinese had been prepared, covering the source of their laser emissions by utilizing reflecting relay points mixed in with space debris, rendering the beams impossible to trace. Until the threat could be neutralized, the Chinese at their leisure could quite literally black-mail the world.
To make matters worse, irrefutable evidence, gathered by the CIA from the mountain-site attack in Belize, confirmed the use of shadow technology by the Chinese, forcing an all-out US commitment to develop its own invisibility capabilities as well as countermeasures against the technology.
Iceland: December 25th
The Vatnajökull Ice Cap stretched out in rutted weaves of gray across the vastness of 8100 square kilometers nestled between volcanic mountain peaks.
Two orange specks moved east over the mottled surface like tiny bugs. Speeding along at twenty-five miles per hour, the snowmobiles spewed white rooster tails in the fresh snow. The vehicles whined through the vast quiet, dodging around the fumaroles and boiling mud pits surrounding the recently active Grimsvötn Caldera, and headed toward the protruding side of Mt. Breidabunga, it’s granite hulk framed by a stark blue sky in the distance. In the early thirties, the British had constructed a seismic recording station on the mountainside, but its technology hadn’t been updated since, and it hadn’t been connected to Iceland’s digital monitoring system or integrated into the UN’s international network.
Lárus Hansson, from the Icelandic Hydrological Service, and Dr. Marten Soffle, a visiting professor from Cambridge University’s Department of Earth and Astronomical Sciences, were making an unscheduled visit. Monitoring stations throughout Iceland had been registering errant blocks of increasing tremor activity in the complex family of calderas underlying the ice cap. The outdated measuring station was nearest the center of the disturbances, and retrieval of its tapes could be important to understanding what was taking place.
Beneath the ice cap, nine hundred and fifty meters thick in some places, lay an intricate series of buried caldera lakes sustained by melt water from geothermal heat. Scientists knew from experience that increased volcanic activity caused the temperature in the bottom of the ice pack to rise slightly, producing overflow in the lakes, dangerous icecap sloughing, glacial stream flooding, and an increased chance of major eruptions.
Tremors issuing from the center of the ice cap rolled under the Skidoos, tossing them about, and the two geologists knew the screeching and grinding sounds below them were results of ice shattering out in all directions like spider veins.
“This is not good,” Dr. Soffle barked into his helmet mic, barely avoiding a collision with the other Skidoo. “The activity is increasing. I hope this is going to be worth it. The tape should tell the story. What do you think, Lars? Should we turn back?”
“It’s not where I thought I’d be spending Christmas, my friend, but it’s only another ten minutes. It’s curious. The temperature data doesn’t support a change in the volcanics. There is no reason to believe the lakes are causing this. The tremors have registered over the entire country, but it appears something unusual is building here.”
Cambridge University maintained a sophisticated seismic recording station in the Canary Islands. Over the last five weeks, its instrumentation had registered increasing numbers of group disturbances as far away as the Azores and Cape Verde Archipelagos. The only common denominator was the meeting of tectonic plates in the Atlantic Ocean along the Mid-Atlantic Ridge. Dr. Soffle was visiting the Icelandic geophysicists to determine if the reported tremor activity in Iceland, located on a branch of the Mid-Atlantic Ridge system, would correlate.
They slugged through several more quivering waves before reaching Mt. Breidubunga’s rocky edge. A fifteen-minute climb brought them to the station. Hansson shed his unwieldy gloves and quickly unlocked the rusty metal doors. The two middle aged scientists scurried inside and clanked the squeaking double doors closed against the freezing wind and trepidation outside.
The ancient equipment looked like a Reuters tickertape. A six-inch wide roll of tape wound on a spool every time readings were taken. The only technological innovation was the solar power cells charging the batteries. The station was scheduled for updating, but the lack of funds and remote location made it last on the list. It had been maintained and kept functional because the deep hole drilled at its creation came closest to the principal magma pool underlying the island.
Hansson pulled the metal chain on a sixty-watt light bulb tacked up on the wall. “Let’s take a look at the last four or five days,” he said.
They knelt down on the cement-slab floor in the confined space of the weatherproof box, relieving themselves of their bulky helmets. Dr. Soffle slipped out of his heavy mittens and pulled out a clipboard and a folder from his leather duffle. He spread three graphs out on the cement, records from the monitors on the Canary Islands and two stations at opposite ends of Iceland. Hansson unrolled the last foot or so of the station’s recording tape, tore it off the roller, and stretched it flat on a clipboard, securing it with a rubber band at the bottom. The relative record blocks were similar, except the intensity was far higher here, and tremor frequency and strength had dramatically increased in the last eight hours.
“Lars, this is bloody foreboding,” Dr. Soffle said. “I’ve never seen pre-quake activity like this. The frequency pattern in the groups is consistent at all stations, but the strength here is ominous. Something’s going to give.”
“I agree, and it’s going to happen right here. Best we get back as fast as we can. We should be able to raise the park station at the edge of the ice cap by the time we get halfway across. They can relay us to Interior at Reykjavik. We have to alert them.”
From afar, they looked like racers coming down the mountain slope into the bowels of the ice cap. Yellowish steam was beginning to escape as far as the eye could see from hundreds of surface openings, leaving piles of dirty debris markers peppering the ice and snow. The ice cap seemed to be breathing.
Engines screamed full out passing the halfway point. They had traversed two more sets of ferocious tremors, and the sound of the cracking ice below was terrifying, riveting them to their vehicles as they sped, hanging on for dear life.
Now in the distance behind them, issuing from the rugged brown ring of the Grimsvötn Caldera, a steaming black ribbon was serrating its way through the ice toward them. The horrendous sound was like a shrieking tornado. A crevasse was spreading out behind it, like something unimaginable was tunneling backwards consuming the snow and ice, leaving a ragged black gash hissing and spewing yellow steam.
“What in God’s name?” Hansson screamed into his helmet. “Can anybody hear me?”
Hansson’s voice was so loud it sounded like gibberish to Dr. Soffle. “Lars, turn off to the left,” he yelled, and then nudged Hansson’s Skidoo to get his attention. “Get out of the way!” he screamed and nodded left.
Hansson looked both ways and pulled left.
Steam burst from the vicious tear as it clawed toward them, cracking like lightning. They both turned away from it, but the spewing ribbon suddenly started to fracture and spread out. They looked back; the galloping pathway of shrieking and tearing had become a ragged, hundred-foot open mouth coming at them like the blast of an atomic explosion.
“Go back to the right, Lars!” Dr. Soffle looked over his shoulder, but Hansson wasn’t there.
Comboquake: December 26th
“Ed, come take a look,” Sergeant McDermott called from across the work area. “The photos from the third pass are coming through.”
The two-man, aerial reconnaissance team had been at it throughout the night, ever since the NRC satellites began picking up a gaping fissure forming on Iceland’s Vatnajökull Ice Cap. Massive tectonic plate movements over the last nine hours at the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean were causing the birth of the feature.
Fixed photo images from the first and second satellite passes, representing the rift’s development, were laid out side-by-side in stereoscopic pairs on the refracting table. Air Force Master Sergeants Ed Lacey and Spider McDermott had been sitting at computerized view stations, examining the videos from the two previous satellite runs. Even though the equipment could pick up the writing on a Coke can, the weather had been a problem. High clouds and heavy snow affected the clarity. The third pass was expected to be perfect.
Sergeant McDermott, sleeves rolled to his elbows, was removing the third-pass photos from the processing equipment and laying them out in pairs on the viewing table. Sergeant Lacey slid out of his position scrutinizing the previous two videos, anxious to examine the photos from number three. He cleaned the accumulated oily residue from the nosepiece of his glasses and peered at the first pair, a small-scale overshot. “What the hell’s going on here?” he mumbled. “It’s clearer now — better conditions.”
Sergeant McDermott arranged the last photos on the table and joined Sergeant Lacey at the overview pair, taking a turn through the viewer. “Man, it’s ten times as wide and twice as long.”
They set up two more photo pairs in separate viewing stations and moved down the line.
“Look at the steam,” Sergeant McDermott said, backing away from examining the last station.
Sergeant Lacey leaned over the viewer. “Yeah, and this is the change in six hours. I’ll go for the Director. You better start working on a master video. He’ll want it all yesterday.”
It was labeled the Comboquake, and it affected the twenty-five hundred mile extent of the Mid-Atlantic Ridge and the Reykjanes and Midocean Ridges straddling Iceland. This submerged mountain range stretched from near Iceland to about three hundred miles south of Cape Town, South Africa, boasting many peaks dwarfing Mount Everest. It represented the meeting edge of the geologic plates responsible for the present shapes of North America, Europe and Africa.
The heaviest earthquake activity had been dispersed along the northern half of the Mid-Atlantic and the full lengths of the Reykjanes and Midocean Ridges. Initial Richter Scale readings from 6.2 to 7.7 registered over 102 reporting stations, providing data on hundreds of major epicenters along the plate borders. Aftershocks were still taking place.
Heavy structural damage was being reported across Iceland and the Atlantic Archipelagos, making up the Madeira, Azores, and Cape Verde Island chains. Catastrophic waves had been expected along the coastlines of Europe, Africa and North America, but sympathetic canceling had occurred from the sheer number and dispersion of earthquake epicenters, limiting the height of coastal wave development to under thirty feet.
A pattern of precursors had been absent. The seismic record was devoid of clear warning signals, limited to the anomalies recorded in Iceland and several Cambridge University measuring stations. Geologists were mystified as to why the combination of events wasn’t hundreds of times more destructive.
Vatnajökull Ice Cap: December 31st.
At eight thousand feet above sea level, a dry freezing cold perpetually engulfed the Vatnajökull Ice Cap. Sixteen temporary residents were now living on its surface. Constant daily winds piled up fresh white blankets of snow against the tiny base camp known as Dry Ice Six, a speck on the barren gray-white landscape two hundred and fifty miles east of Reykjavik, Iceland.
Half a mile from the camp, a swirling wall of raging steam clouds was rising skyward from a cavernous, half-mile wide, fifteen-mile long rip in the ice surface. Five hundred feet in the air, the steam updraft crystallized into sleet and fell back like a massive fountain, sheeting the ground fifty meters around the rift and layering its ragged walls in glistening ice.
At the edge of the rift, the temperature was a constant nineteen degrees Fahrenheit. Equilibrium was reached seventy-five meters down the gaping crevasse, where the pelting sleet turned to rain and the walls were free of the crusty ice. At great depth, the structure had torn close to the magma pool responsible for Iceland’s volcanic origin.
Forty-eight hours after the Comboquake, without regard for the substantial dangers present from volcanic instability, the American government had inserted US Army Rangers on the Vatnajökul Ice Cap. Their mission was to maintain control of a three by eighteen-mile rectangular perimeter enclosing the rift, and to establish operational outposts for arriving UN scientists to install volcanic monitoring equipment.
The government of Iceland had welcomed the immediate US assistance and UN participation, placing the country under Martial law and preparing the population for potential evacuation.
US satellite communications had been established in day two. Within five days the Dry Ice Six headquarters and three sub-bases were one hundred percent operational, with Dry Ice Six located at the rift’s midpoint along one side of the rectangular perimeter, and Dry Ice One, Two, and Three at the midpoints of the remaining sides. Rangers equipped to traverse the rugged ice field terrain patrolled the area on motorized snow sleds, and a Huey reconnaissance helicopter provided air support.
The British Royal Air Force had assisted by lifting in tractor-crawlers, bulldozers, and engineering personnel to carve a makeshift airstrip on the ice for cargo plane traffic. US C-130s brought in a platoon of Navy Seabees, supplies, diesel generators, and component pieces for two twenty-four by eighty-foot prefabricated buildings.
A large cave bisected by the rift at the three hundred and seventy-meter level was of serious interest to the Americans. Three-dimensional probing had revealed the bubble-like feature, and satellite scanners outlined familiar objects bound in the cave ice. Radiant heat was issuing from an oblong-shaped anomaly the size of a barn. The Dry Ice Six base was a CIA operation.
Prague: January 1st
Two weeks had passed since John Henry Morgan had returned to Prague. He’d come from Belize, making a stopover in New York to file the UN report on the attack at the mountain site. He was still in the process of snapping into his new job as ISUP’s Managing Director when the organization was called on to marshal the resources necessary to analyze the impact of the Comboquake along the Mid-Atlantic Ridge. ISUP was also assigned responsibility for installing and manning the Dry Ice seismic monitoring stations and organizing an expedition to study the steaming, fifteen-mile long rift in the middle of the Vatnajökull Ice Cap.
From the many requests coming in daily, it appeared ISUP’s role of investigating unusual phenomena was enlarging exponentially, and Morgan would soon have to face the need for more personnel if it was to effectively continue carrying out its mission.
A desk and daily work routine had never been Morgan’s style. He welcomed the opportunity to get into the action. His first move was going to be a visit to Cambridge University, ISUP’s first Project Affiliate relationship. Dr. Ivan Shalard, the head of the Department of Earth and Astronomical Sciences, had volunteered Eddy Levitt, his Director of Field Research, to spearhead the expedition to the ice cap.
Morgan woke early, invigorated, and took the long way in from his apartment on his run to ISUP headquarters, located in the near western suburbs of Prague. It started raining half way, and he was soaked by the time he hustled up the marble steps, shaking the rain off his baseball cap and looking over the building and landscaping; he felt insignificant standing next to the structure’s massive, bulletproof glass face. The place was a hi-tech edifice, built like a granite-block museum to withstand a concerted terrorist attack.
Peter Krowitz came off his pedestal behind the security console and unlocked the doors. “Good morning, Dr. Morgan.” He held the doors open, knowing Morgan disliked an overt show of courtesy, and moved his massive frame aside.
“What have we here?” Morgan said, squeezing by and plucking lint off the officer’s creased shirtsleeve.
“Must have come in the door with you, kind sir. You usually do bring some kind of fall out with you,” he quipped, “and you really should do something about that stringy mop hanging down from that inane sports cap — a Dick Murray called on the secure landline. He wants you to call back when you get settled in for the day. He wouldn’t say what he wanted.”
Krowitz had worked for Commander Kevin Barr at NATO’s anti-terrorism school before accepting the ISUP building-security position. He was a pillar of knowledge and welcomed the opportunity to retire from the military and lead the quiet life.
Commander Barr was an ex-Navy Seal and one of Morgan’s closest friends. Bringing NATO capabilities to bear, he and Krowitz had ISUP sewn together like a spy agency.
“Thanks, Pete. The mop and hat stays. I’m headed for a hot shower,” he said, thinking the CIA’s forensic analysis of the attack on the Belize mountain site must be finished or Murray wouldn’t be calling.
“Anything new from Dr. Rollins?” Krowitz asked.
“Mary Ellen’s flying into New York tomorrow from Belize — personnel paperwork. She should be here the next morning on the red-eye. She’ll be orchestrating the Comboquake study. I’m going to London to call on Cambridge and work on the Iceland expedition.”
“The go-ahead is close, is it?”
“We think it may be safe in a few days. The Cambridge scientists we sent to Iceland will make the call. Gotta go.” Morgan squeaked across the mottled-green slate floor toward the elevators, running shoes squeezing out a line of wet footprints. The high ceiling and open space of the ground floor always reminded him of a big New York bank.
Refreshed from the shower, Morgan dressed in tan cargo pants that converted to shorts and a short sleeve, muted green Patagonia field shirt. He poured a hot mug of coffee he had set to brewing while he was cleaning up, and scooted his recliner to a wall of windows overlooking the manicured grounds. Some patches of snow and ice on the lawn were reflecting the early-morning light, and movement along the streets beyond the building’s tree-lined border was absent. A few moments of temporary silence and lack of activity was welcome.
Murray was the next thing on his list, but first he needed to talk to Mary Ellen in Belize. He’d sent her back to the mountain site to oversee the CIA forensic team analyzing the attack, and to get a feel for working with the military security at the site. Commander Barr was also there, playing mentor while snapping in the newly arrived NATO replacement force, his last duty as NATO’s Anti-Terrorism Director. Morgan had talked him into heading up ISUP security.
It was the middle of the night over there, but he had to talk to her before he returned Murray’s call. She would probably be irate, but she was the best one to give him a current take. He didn’t expect much sharing from Murray.
Rolling over to his big mahogany desk, he slanted the recliner parallel, pushed the chair out to full length, and punched Mary Ellen’s code into the customized cell phone; the e-phone was issued to upper-echelon UN staff, compliments of the CIA. He hadn’t spoken with her directly for over a week; they’d been using satellite access to the Internet for e-mail updates as the method for secure communications. She was more than extremely independent, and Morgan trusted her to make contact if something serious came up.
The e-phone clicked, and her ID popped up on the screen. “Hi, where are you?” Morgan said first, breaking into a smile.
“I’m on our trail, coming back from the mountain.”
“What are you doing out there at night?”
“I couldn’t sleep. The guys are still hanging out. I get the feeling every now and then,” she said, meaning the prodding they’d experienced together near the mountain and their shared experience inside communicating telepathically with some sort of community.
“I wish I could be there. Definitely a lot of unfinished business, but the Chinese have control of the site in limbo with the Security Council. You didn’t go — ”
“No, I didn’t go inside Trinium — recently.”
“What do you mean, recently?”
“I checked it out before the word on no entry, just to see if anybody had left anything behind. Everything looked okay.”
“Nothing else?”
“No, I came out right away.”
“Anything feel different?”
“Still the same welcome feeling you get near the rock face,” she said.
Morgan could hear her breathing and the sounds of her passing through the foliage down the trail.
“But it’s strange,” she said. “The escort soldiers that go with me as far as the Sentinel don’t seem to be affected. I’m thinking when you’re outside the mountain, maybe it’s like radio. The frequency is only picked up by whoever is tuned to it — so what’s up?”
“You feeling okay?” he asked, wanting to know if she’d had any repercussions from the drugs the Chinese had used to interrogate her just days before the battle at the mountain site.
“I’m all right. I just can’t help remembering the horrific sounds and the carnage, but I’m okay. You can quit being so nice. I know you want a picture of what’s been happening.”
“Just talk to me at your own pace.”
“Murray arrived again yesterday. I don’t see how you can trust this guy. He acted like he owned the place. We did all we could to keep him away from Trinium. He could have cared less about the Security Council representative that’s supposed to be present. You know Kevin laid down the ground rules before the forensic people came in. We couldn’t believe it. He sent one of his spook types sneaking over to the mountain. Well, Kevin had it staked out, and they escorted the guy back and locked him up. Murray was pissed. We sat through his harangue, but then later in the day he was out alone on the other side of the knoll and something exploded, a ripping shriek of a sound. Nobody saw anything. Anyway, no explanation from Murray. He just got back in his Huey and split. You can’t tell this guy no. Just keep him away from me.”
“That’s Murray. At least you got a taste for yourself — and there’s no way I trust him — does Kevin have any idea what happened?”
“No — and I suppose you knew Murray wouldn’t tell me what they found out. I tried. Two of his technicians are still here packing stuff up to be airlifted. I’m done as far as I can see. It will be good to get back to my CDC work. Nothing’s changed. Right?”
“You’re a go, UN paperwork stop in New York and then Prague. Hopefully, we’ll get back to Trinium down the road — look, I’m going to London in the morning to help Eddy organize the rift expedition and make up for ignoring Dr. Shalard.”
“I guess you know Kevin’s leaving for Brussels tomorrow too. We sure are lucky to have him aboard.”
“Yeah, he’s the best. I’m glad you like him — I’ll be gone by the time you get in. You have the ship. I’ll leave you some notes, but basically you’re taking over the Comboquake analysis. I’ll check in when I get my feet on the ground at Cambridge.”
“Okay. You take care.”
“You do the same.”
Prague: Same Day
Morgan fiddled around with paperwork for a while, feeling unsettled. He hadn’t told ISUP’s key staff about Trinium. Beside himself, only Kevin and Mary Ellen had actual experience with the bizarre reality of the interior spaces. He hoped the UN clouds would clear and provide ISUP with the opportunity to execute its originally proposed research role at the mountain. Until then he’d leave the staff in the dark.
The e-phone jack-hammered on his desktop. Startled, Morgan slammed the recliner to its sitting position and checked the LED. It was Dick Murray. “Mr. Murray,” Morgan said flatly.
“I left a message for you.”
“I was just about to return your call.”
“I want to find a way to mend the fences — start a productive relationship.”
No common courtesies, abrupt, to the point. The man was uninteresting, devoid of personality.
“Murray, let’s face it. Your business makes it unlikely at best. Relationship means trusting. Tell me about trust. You show up in Belize without letting us know you’re coming. There’s an explosion you obviously instigated but won’t tell us anything about. And you try to get inside the mountain. Hello? Your track record sucks. You’ve bugged our phones. You’ve confiscated our private documents. What do you want?”
Morgan had met the CIA Director just once, in New York City, walking down the street to the UN building. A plain, dark-green four-door sedan had slid curbside in front of him, and he was frisked and invited to chat in the back seat. That conversation was forced and had been solidly confrontational.
After a pause, Murray said, “This is between you and me.”
Morgan was sure that was far from the truth.
Another pause. “The job is justification.”
“Unacceptable.”
“I can only tell you the explosion was a demonstration. I had to be the only witness. It was set up in advance. You were part of it. The call from the Chinese Embassy you referred to my direct line. That’s how they work. Anyway, the delivery means are of critical concern to the US — it came from space. It’s part of the reason the US is not blocking Chinese sponsored proposals for international participation studying the mountain. Right now we’re in all-out reaction mode. That’s all I can tell you.”
Reminded of what helplessness felt like, Morgan swallowed down on a lump forming in his throat. “It’s a can of worms. I feel for you. So what do you want with me?”
“The CDC abduction results on Dr. Rollins, and her apartment surveillance tapes. We’re playing catch up with the shadow technology and the interrogation methodology. I wasn’t able to get anything through channels.”
“I should hope not. Commander Barr has the tapes, and Casey Chalmers is the CDC director and a good friend. You couldn’t find anything out at the CDC because it never made the record.” Morgan stopped short of lambasting him. Appeasement would be best for the time being — no harm done. “I’ll have Kevin give you a copy of the tapes. Casey told me the Agency was prowling around. I could talk to him.”
“Thanks. You know your Dr. Rollins is something else. She wouldn’t let us near the mountain. We have to know what’s inside.”
“You don’t have any business there. We told you up front. We’ve lived up to our end of the agreement I made with you in New York.”
“John Henry, it is our business. We agreed if ISUP’s work uncovered anything that could be considered important to US national security, you would — ”
“We aren’t in a position to make judgments as to what could be of importance to your national security.” Morgan took a breath. He didn’t want to lose it. “It’s not our place — I didn’t mean to mislead you.”
“This could be a defining point in history. The Chinese have us over a barrel. We could use any information you can release that will tell us the mountain poses no potential threat.”
“You’ll have to trust me when I say that’s the case as I know it at present, and it’s all I’ll say about Trinium, except that the scepter is the only thing missing from inside. Mary Ellen checked it out before we were barred from entry. Anything else?”
“No.”
“So it’s my turn?”
“What’s on your mind?”
“How is it possible for us to be friendly when you continue bugging our operations and stepping all over us anytime you feel like it?”
“You know I was going — ”
“How, Murray?”
“Is this going to be a trade?”
“Maybe, but I may decide to end it all when we hang up. It’s up to you.”
“You left your e-phones open in Belize. We monitor all conversations using our satellites. It’s standard operating procedure.”
It didn’t surprise Morgan. Much as he would like to ostracize the CIA, its reality was permanent. All he could do was try to stay a step ahead.
“I want fool-proof security for ISUP communications, and I want you to help Commander Barr refine the security plan for the mountain site. Without telling us your secrets, we need protection from the shadow technology.”
“So what’s the deal?”
“The deal is on the table. We get secure communications — I mean from you and the CIA, and assistance at the mountain. I agree to brief you on Trinium at the same time I brief my own staff, and you get the abduction tapes and CDC medical records.” Morgan waited.
“I agreed to reprogram the e-phones in New York,” Murray said.
“This will give you an opportunity to correct your reprogramming. I want a statement in writing this time, no BS, directly from the Agency. If it’s inadequate, we go to the Japanese for the whole system.”
Shortly after the battle at the mountain, Commander Barr had figured out the e-phone system was still bugged, and he sterilized the satellite links. Now the phones used an encryption device developed by Sony to protect voice and document transmissions. But since the satellite belonged to the US, it would only be a matter of time before the CIA figured out how to hack around it. It’s what they did.
“And one other thing,” Morgan said. “You see to it the University of Calcutta is protected while Dr. Shasha and his assistant are deciphering the Belize scrolls.”
“Let me think about the phones. Putting something in writing is not our way, too much red tape. We’ll get with Dr. Shasha and the university today. We have people over there that can handle it. Give me a little time to come up with something to help you at the mountain. I’ll get back to you today.”
“I’ll be waiting, but I have one more issue.”
“Go ahead.”
“Is a confrontation cropping up on the ice cap in Iceland? We know the US jumped in there. Everything had better be in place and undisturbed when we get to the rift. So what’s with the bubble?” Morgan pressed on.
“How’d you find out?”
“NATO originally requested the NRC over-flights. Iceland is in their territory. Commander Barr works for ISUP now.”
“You two are tight.”
“Humor me.”
“We analyzed the flight scans. We mounted a single-man descent. You have my word that everything’s pristine. He was able to melt out a small area and use a scanner at closer range. We have some guesses on contents. That’s all — I don’t want any hard feelings about this, John Henry. We’re in there at the request of the Icelandic government.”
“Sure you are.” Morgan stood up, pushing the phone tight to his ear. “From the little the US government told the United Nations, we figured you must have had a significant national security motivation to send your people into harm’s way, with no respect for the volcanic forces at work, just to ensure nobody got curious and fell into the rift.”
“Look, I do what I’m told. This is a closed issue. Major Burns is the CO and will remain at Dry Ice Six until the UN replacements come in,” Murray said dryly, unaware he’d pushed out of the chair at his desk, flushed, lips pulled tight. “And I’ll tell him to brief you personally on exactly what we did — we arranged for prefab accommodations for the scientists coming in. The module is nearly complete. How do we stand on island stability?”
Now it’s we. What does he care? “Close. It’s looking better, maybe another two or three days and we can go in. That’s the last word I had from London. Are you making any sort of announcement?”
“You’re kidding. Right? I’ve got to go.”
Morgan sat back, going over the conversation. It wasn’t realistic to think ISUP would ever be able to trust the CIA, or any foreign governmental agency for that matter. The best it could hope for was to find safe ways to use them, but only if it had to. In the meantime, Morgan needed to learn how to better play the game.
He left the office in the dead of night, walking the deserted city streets back to his apartment at the far edge of the old side of town. Ignoring the light rain, he recalled the mixed feelings he’d had sharing mental space with Mary Ellen inside the Belize mountain. They hadn’t had time to talk about it in any depth, and he didn’t know why, but he wasn’t looking forward to it.
Dry Ice Six: Same Day
“Sir, in my professional opinion, it’s too dangerous.”
“Listen, Major, time is running out.” Dick Murray was on the speakerphone, sitting comfortably in his three-piece suit at the desk of the Commanding General, Fort Bragg, North Carolina, home of the Eighty-second Airborne Division. “The UN is replacing you guys, and the ISUP expedition group will arrive once the safety issue is resolved.”
“I’m aware of that, sir — ”
“Just listen. Your senior division officers and my technical people have looked at the situation from every angle, and we’re satisfied. You can fly the Huey right into the sleet wall. You’ll have five hundred meters of open space in the middle of the rift to make adjustments and stabilize. The sleet will hardly be a factor. It’s the rising steam you’ll have to adjust to. The Huey can handle it. And remember, the sleet turns into rain seventy-five meters down and starts peeling off to the sides from the force of the rising steam.”
“Mr. Murray, it’s just against all natural instinct to fly into what looks like a solid wall.”
“Even though we haven’t been there, we know, Major. The computer models and specs say the Huey can handle it with room to spare. Trust us. Orders are on the way from your division commander. Anything else bothering you?”
“Yes, sir. Once we get down to that level, the question is what it will take to maintain stability in the steam slipstream in front of the cave, and our previous descent encountered heavy rain falling along the rift wall?”
“The model says at cave level the steam is rising at fifty knots in the middle with counter currents curling along the walls, producing a relatively quiet area out roughly ten to fifteen meters — and don’t worry about the rain. Remember, it petered out about half way down — do you have everything you need?”
“I think so, sir. We’ll use the flamethrower like we did the first time, to get a larger foothold at the edge of the cave floor, hovering away from the ice. We should be able to blast pinions into the rock face and cable up a working shelf in front to speed things along. Then we’ll bring down the generator and a couple of small portable melting fans — it’s going to be a tough sell to the pilots.”
“That’s your job, Major. Technical support videos are coming with the orders. We need to know what’s in there before we lose control of the situation. You clear on that?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Nothing comes out of the cave. With the time we’ve got, see what you can find. Isolate any solid objects, and leave them enclosed in ice. Use the scanner on them, and video every move you make down there with uploads to us each time you return to Dry Ice Six.”
“Roger. I understand.”
“The details are all spelled out in the op-order.”
“Roger, Burns out.” Major Burns exited the satellite link, grabbed his green beret off the top of the monitor, and slouched back heavily against the hard field chair.
Cambridge University: January 2nd
Crystal Blue, ISUP’s old 707, ran through thick patches of slimy fog as it set down on the number six runway at Heathrow International. Morgan watched out the window as it approached the circular VIP dock. The craft angled into a bay, and Dr. Shalard's midnight-blue Bentley came into view parked next to a roller deck of landing steps, white streams pouring out the dual exhausts.
Morgan wrestled his backpack from the upper storage bin, strapped on his waist pack, and popped on the ragged-brown field hat he favored. He thanked Debra, ISUP's part time flight attendant, and slipped up to the cockpit to arrange his return with Fred Pike, the pilot.
Clomping down the mobile staircase, shielding his eyes from the rays of early-morning sunlight, he mentally reviewed ISUP’s project relationship with Cambridge and what he had learned from file notes about one of its celebrated academics, Dr. Ivan Shalard. A little over two years ago, at ISUP’s inception as a UN agency, Cambridge was designated as its first Project Affiliate. Shalard’s department included three highly regarded research centers. Shalard himself epitomized the impeccable English archetype. A Bechtel Laureate with a Ph.D. in both Anthropology and Geology, he was a street kid from Lancaster who never knew his father or mother, raised by his Aunt Phyllis. Crisp witted and articulate, his penetrating analytical capabilities set him apart from the usual academic administrator. At fifty-six, he was solid, medium framed, with a full head of gray hair streaked in fading brown and hanging loose in thick curls around his shoulders. Reading glasses usually swung from his neck, and he typically dressed in blue jeans, an open-collared shirt, and a leather-elbowed, tweed sport coat.
Shalard was totally dedicated to his department. His driving perfectionism and lack of diplomatic skills struck fear in the hearts of his students, left respect mixed with trepidation in the minds of his peers, and won a form of accepted isolationism from university administrators.
The Department of Earth and Astronomical Sciences was considered the fullest integration of earth and astronomical disciplines dedicated to pure research in the world. Over twenty-one years at Cambridge, Shalard had structured a department offering a diverse array of academic course work and degrees, outstanding faculty, and varied interdisciplinary research opportunities. The research centers studied volcanology, comets, meteor strikes, asteroid bodies, and planetary life-extinction episodes.
At the last stair step, Morgan carefully slid onto the icy tarmac. When he was twenty paces from the Bentley, a back door swung out, and Dr. Shalard emerged, wrapped in a full-length, black-velvet trench coat. Straight-shouldered, he briskly closed the distance between them.
This was their first meeting, and Morgan was taken back by Shalard’s unusual appearance. Curly locks hung down from his black top hat, swinging across a mustached face and partially hiding his glib expression. He held a half-smoked cigar in pencil grip.
“I say, laddie, I’ve had to wait a long time to meet you.” Shalard placed the cigar between his teeth at the center of his mouth and extended long arms to shake hands and grip Morgan’s shoulders. “Come, dear boy. We must get along. I have much to tell,” he muttered through the clamped cigar.
Shalard popped the Bentley trunk with his remote, practically stripped Morgan’s pack off, and pulled him by the arm to the open back door, mumbling, “So much to tell.”
They slid in, and Shalard slapped the front seat back. “Let's go, Bruno — to Volccenter, and don't piss off the traffic, and call Eddy to free up and meet us.”
Shalard raised the privacy window, and Bruno pealed the massive Bentley away from the side of the plane and headed for the airport egress road.
“He's a pompous swine, doesn't take direction well, and drives like a Japanese samurai. But he's a first-rate man and friend. Been with me for fifteen years, ever since he separated me from a thrashing at one of our local pubs. Best bouncer the tavern ever had. We just got to talking — you care for a nip, laddie? It's too early for me, but I know some of you Yanks — ”
“No thanks, Dr. Shalard. I'm all ears. Get right into it.” Morgan couldn’t help grinning.
Shalard laughed and slapped Morgan on the shoulder. “Call me Ivan if you like. Now, let me begin.”
He gave Morgan another poke, relit his cigar, and lowered the rear windows a crack. “You know we lost a member of my staff to the rift, Dr. Marten Soffle, fine man, first rate scientist, dedicated, part of the Volccenter team where we’re going. Eddy has everything organized for Iceland. Marvelous boy, Eddy.”
Shalard was nonstop, beginning with explanations for his messages to Morgan. He had been concerned about a pattern of unusual seismic readings at their monitoring station in the Canary Islands, which as it turned out were Comboquake precursors. He filled in the rest of the trip with descriptions of research underway at the Volccenter Institute and Planetary Bodies Research Center and an update of Dr. Elly Scott’s ISUP-funded research at the Life Extinction Institute.
The Bentley slid under the spired stone gates of the Cambridge entrance and turned down a beautifully landscaped access road. The big sedan blazed passed perfectly spaced ancient trees bordering the roadway. The campus was relatively deserted, but the car was still traveling too fast. Blinding flashes of low-angled sunlight flickered through the car windows as the massive trunks flew by.
Bruno let them out in front of a six-story tri-wing building, popping the trunk. Morgan retrieved his backpack and followed Shalard up the L-shaped, trapezoidal marble stairs to the Volccenter entrance. Half way up, double glass doors burst open, and an excited feminine fireball came running down the steps to meet them.
There was no mistaking Elaine Debra Scott. “Welcome, welcome. You must be the Pieman,” she said in a throaty giggle.
Morgan was surprised she’d referred to him by his teenage nickname, obviously Mary Ellen’s work.
Hands folded in front of her silver belt buckle, Elly was a petite, short, brown-haired woman, very attractive with clear cut facial features, and a lean body in jeans and a blue plaid shirt. She could have been Mary Ellen’s sister.
Morgan offered his hand with a big smile of his own. “And you’re Elsenore, Mary Ellen’s buddy. You seem to know more about me than I do about you. I’m pleased to finally meet you.”
Elly’s soft but firm grip slipped from Morgan’s grasp, and he noticed her forehead had wrinkled at hearing her pet name, but the smile remained. Morgan thought she was probably wondering what else Mary Ellen had revealed about her.
“Come, come, let’s get on with it. You two can jibber jabber later.” Shalard was striding up the remaining stairs.
“Dr. Shalard,” Elly called after him.
He craned around but continued his pace. “Yes, my dear girl.”
“Eddy sent me out to greet you. He set up tea in your conference room. He got called away. He’s back in the Volccenter office talking to Ned in Sumatra.”
Shalard stopped and turned all the way around. “I thought they were using the satellite com-link we set up.”
“I know, but evidently something’s come up. He came down off the mountain. Eddy didn’t have time to tell me more.”
“All right, I don’t suppose Balentine is in yet. I’ve asked him to meet us for lunch.”
“I don’t know, but I’ll round him up. Why don’t you go on to tea? I’ll be right back and join you if that’s okay?”
“Yes, yes, I suppose it is. Come along, John Henry.”
Shalard’s office was on the sixth floor. An elevator took them up the center of the tri-wing building through a cylindrical tube of clear Lexon, exposing the laboratory activities occupying the open first three floors of the wings. From top to bottom, displays were scattered and hanging, and many projects appeared under construction. Shalard pointed out Elly’s area, laid out in a maze of viewing rooms, exhibiting correlated strata and rocks from around the world, helping define extinction events. A model of a meteor was under construction in Balentine’s lab, developing from recent geological evidence recovered in Turkey and the Middle East. The Volccenter sector was filled with reliefs of miniature mountain ranges, many still incomplete.
The elevator opened. Awash in old corporate English, the scene was striking: thick blood-red carpet, elegant heavy wood paneling, massive double doors, and dark cornice-trimmed ceilings. The scent of polishing wax drifted in the air. Among the exquisitely framed pictures embedded in the wooden bulwark were university deities, including Shalard in full fourteenth-century regalia prominently positioned behind the receptionist.
“Don’t be grieved by all the trimmings, John Henry. It’s just part of the English game. Good game too, if I must say so. I’m afraid some of the chancellors even chose to have their little spaces here.”
They walked over to the seated receptionist, a buxom girl adorned in a tightly-fitting, low cut white blouse, appearing out of place in the austere atmosphere. “Hello, Dr. Shalard. Dr. Levitt just called. He’ll be over shortly. He couldn’t be more specific. Rather strange, I’d say, and Miss Elly said to tell you she and Dr. Balentine would be with you directly.”
“Thank you, Dianna. Take my calls please. I do not — I say again, do not want to be disturbed, excepting those mentioned. And do be a dear and bring more tea when they arrive.” Shalard started moving toward his office.
“Yes sir. Oh, and this is Dr. Morgan, is it sir?” Dianna tucked an errant strand of bleach-blond hair back over one ear.
Shalard stopped. “Yes. I’m so sorry, ducky. John Henry, I’d like to introduce my dear secretary and sometimes pain in the — ”
“Now sugar, don’t bring yourself to a boil.” She stood and reached over the desk to offer her hand. “I’m Dianna Carver, also an American. Around here sometimes I think I’m a volunteer Red Cross worker lost among the helpless. I’m from Virginia. Got here — ”
“Miss Carver, if you don’t mind.”
“I apologize. I run on sometimes, like the master.” She glanced back at Shalard and frowned. “But Dr. Morgan, a fax message came in for you.” She leaned over and handed Morgan a sheet of paper, smiling shyly through her long drooping hair and plainly revealing what she had to offer.
“Thanks, Dianna,” Morgan said politely, and trying not to look, he turned away and caught up to Shalard already strutting halfway down the hall.
“Don’t know why we hang on to that woman. Has no sense of the genteel. It’s a chancellor thing, you know. The old boys are hoodwinked by big tits.”
Morgan was alone with Shalard for the time it took to take a seat and pour out a cup of tea. Elly came in announcing Dr. Balentine would be following. She quickly prepared her tea at the conference table and took a seat next to Morgan in front of Shalard’s large oak desk.
She had been the Director of the Life Extinction Institute since its inception in the early nineties. This was the third manifestation of Ivan Shalard’s organizational plan. With it in place, he had completed his dream of an integrated approach to the earth sciences, focused on understanding and protecting mankind from the forces of Mother Nature. Elly had been Shalard’s top graduate student in geophysics. Her doctorate research dealt with theorizing life-extinction events on the earth. With ISUP’s resources at her disposal, her work had expanded into a worldwide search for rock, ash, and dust that correlated in age and composition, helping define life extinction events.
Because Mary Ellen kept in touch over the years with her friend, Elsenore, the results of Morgan and Mary Ellen’s summer fieldwork at FSU had become incorporated into Elly’s bank of samples. For five consecutive years before working for ISUP in Africa, Morgan and Mary Ellen had taken graduate students to the Middle East, collecting core samples from the drilling programs of cooperating oil companies. They analyzed and correlated strata from the cores over an extensive area across the Middle East. Elly had found some interesting anomalies from the Silurian time period that were presently under study, and Dr. Balentine had recently examined them in his own research efforts.
Shalard unwrapped a cigar and reached out to pull an ornate, brass stand-up ashtray next to his leather chair. An intercom buzzed from a console at the right side of his desk. “Dr. Shalard, Dr. Levitt is here — ”
“Of course, I said to send him in, Dianna,” Shalard barked at the speaker and lit up. “And where is Balentine?”
“I don’t — ”
“Never mind,” he said, flipping the off switch.
A small man peeked around the open doors. “Good, I’m in time for tea.” He walked toward Morgan, smiling, nodding at Elly and Shalard. “I’m Eddy Levitt, Dr. Morgan. We finally meet,” he said almost softly, clearly genuine, with no notice or surprise that Morgan appeared garbed and ready to enter the field.
Morgan stood, and they shook hands.
Eddy was Dr. Edward G. Levitt, but he made everyone aware he preferred to be called Eddy. Slight of stature, unassuming, bespeckled, Eddy was a guy with a gracious disposition and a positive attitude. He was the Director of Field Research for Shalard’s whole department and acted as the Assistant Director of the Volccenter Research Institute.
“Everything all right in Sumatra?” Shalard cut in.
“Yes. The link still isn’t working, so Ned had to come off the mountain into Bali to call. He needs more equipment to explore the dry fumaroles. I took care of it.”
Morgan sat back down, and Eddy poured tea and pulled a straight-backed wooden chair up along side Morgan.
“Call me John Henry,” Morgan broke the ice.
“Great. I know you want to know what’s going on. The good news is this morning our people reported the rift area had stabilized, and the condition of the magma pool underlying Iceland appears to be relatively unaffected by the Comboquake. We don’t understand why yet, but measurements all over the island are back to normal. The rift is a steaming crack across the ice cap, but movement has ceased. The Icelandic government suspended martial law, and we are good to go. I didn’t think this would happen so quickly, but even if I had, I couldn’t have gotten all the specialists together in time. The positions on the expedition group have been spoken for, but it will be another three days before everyone arrives. The US Army engineers you arranged for are on the way here, and all the equipment we might need is staged and on standby in Houston, Texas. It seems you carry a lot of weight in the States.”
Morgan’s lips curled. “I assure you the cooperation first serves the interests of the U.S government.”
China: Same Day
Mao’s library in Beijing was Vice Premier Tuo’s favored retreat for privacy. Ling Soo, the Minister of Intelligence, had ordered a security sweep of its vast array of aisles and the infamous Four Corners sitting area prior to their meeting, and guards were posted to ensure their seclusion.
They passed through the old iron entrance gate into the foyer, the forewarned sentries standing like stone statues. Eerie morning sunlight reflected orange through a maze of towering skylights. Dim beams of floating dust filled the mammoth interior and became agitated as the two walked side by side toward the Four Corners.
“You have been successful reprogramming the satellites?”
“Yes, Vice Premier.”
“Then we continue to remain undetected?” Tuo unbuttoned his suit coat from his generous midsection and slowed the pace.
“We have perhaps a decade before most of the space debris camouflaging their positions falls back into the atmosphere.”
“What of the ice cap?”
“The information we capture from the US satellite system continues to prove reliable. As you know, intercepts revealed the object inside the cavern. It is a large dome structure frozen in the cave ice.”
“It must be of great importance to cause the CIA to so quickly insert a fortified position on an obscure ice cap,” Tuo said breathing deeply.
They traversed the main walkway, out of habit glancing up and down the rows of books and documents as they passed, sinuses assaulted by the mixture of mildew and preservation solutions emanating from ancient texts and papers. The Vice Premier chose the aisle leading to the Four Corners and began the long shuffle, Ling Soo falling off to his right and slightly behind.
Reaching the Four Corners in silence, the two men took seats on ancient divans facing each other. The morning light in this part of the library streamed down in long shafts of bright gold from the skylight’s angled latticework.
Ling Soo had many times come before this man, in this place.
“Now, what of my niece?” Tuo asked, adjusting his trousers and leaning back into the heavily creased leather folds of the divan. “We need information. We need eyes to see for ourselves.”
“Now that martial law has been lifted, Ti Shou Lin’s proposal for studying the meteorological effects of the Comboquake has been approved in principle by the Icelandic government, with University of Oxford sponsorship. We believe she will be allowed to proceed.”
“Time is growing short, Ling Soo. The UN is mounting an expedition. That means they will access the cave.”
“The cavern is eleven hundred feet down the face of the rift. We believe it will be some time before the means can be constructed. Equipment and materials are beginning to arrive at the base called Dry Ice Six. The rift is a fifteen-mile gash in the ice cap, spewing howling steam at sixty miles per hour. It will be a formidable task.”
“I have read your reports, Ling Soo … You will keep me informed of Ti Lin’s progress. She is capable — now tell me of your further thoughts, Ling Soo. If ISUP is involved, it is confirmation something unusual has been discovered. It may be to our advantage that the United Nations has stepped in with its ISUP organization and will be wrestling with the CIA in this matter. We may be able to diplomatically influence the situation to our benefit. We will see. Tell me of the contingencies.”
“Yes, Comrade Vice Premier. I have taken personal charge. The drawing board is full. With your indulgence, I will outline options for your consideration.”
London: January 5th
Twenty-one scientists and support personnel from six countries were assembling in the Churchill Room of the Grosvenor Hotel next to Victoria Station. The group would represent sufficient expertise to effectively explore the moon. It would be an impressive show of international cooperation, and for the individuals, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to participate in a unique scientific adventure.
The old hotel exuded the ornate elegance of the late eighteenth century. Throughout the rambling lobby, secluded nooks and crannies held intimate conversation areas surrounded in a sea of period antiques and artwork. For several days, Morgan and Eddy had been working nonstop on expedition logistics, alternating between Morgan’s hotel room and the sitting areas in the lobby.
Currently, Eddy was occupied with the scientists in the banquet room, leaving Morgan to continue working on the details in the lobby. Morgan wasn’t much for the spotlight and the barrage of questions, preferring instead to delegate.
A self-service bar and brunch banquet table had been open in the Churchill Room since midmorning as members of the expedition continued to arrive and congregate. Four, uniformed UN security soldiers attached to the expedition controlled the hallway and entrance to the banquet room. Except for the guards, the dress was casual, mostly jeans and flannel shirts for this ragtag group of hippie professors and analytic lab types. Eddy and Dr. Landis Shasha from the University of Calcutta stood out in their orange and brown, ISUP-patched field shirts. Morgan had invited Shasha on the expedition to act as ISUP’s staff anthropologist.
The final two participants arrived, throwing their jackets over chair backs and stacking their bags against the back wall. On cue, the guards closed the doors; two remained outside and two inside.
Next to the service bar, Eddy looked out over the group milling around, pondering the miracle. The call had gone out seventy-two hours ago, and now everybody was here and ready. Two American C-130s were packed with equipment and stores, sitting on a military runway outside of London waiting for word to prepare for takeoff.
Six Army Engineers from Fort Houston, responsible for construction of a two-level elevator system down the rift, were in one corner of the room. Twelve scientists were spread out talking in twos and threes, getting to know each other.
Eddy, short and lanky, dressed in olive khaki field pants and trail runners that complimented the ISUP colored shirt, moved confidently to the other side of the room, tapping his collar mic to check the sound and nodding to Shasha. The atmosphere in the room was filled with palpable anticipation embedded in stale air from a laboring air conditioning system. Stepping up behind an elevated table against the wall, Eddy had gathered his lecture mindset. The room quieted as Shasha strolled over and pulled down a screen in front of the service bar and motioned to security at the door to dim the lights.
“Welcome to you all,” Eddy said, smiling into the attentive gathering. “Please grab chairs and pull up,” he said, pointed to stacks of folding chairs leaning against the walls. “We have a few operational things to go over.”
The lights slowly dimmed as the group clattered about, moving chairs in a hodgepodge in front of Eddy. The first slide lit up on the screen.
“These pictures are the latest, about eight hours old,” Eddy said, stepping down from behind the table, walking over to the side of the screen and picking up a pointer. “Two shots across the rift — this one catching it almost clear of the bloody curtain of sleet and steam, and this one is how it looks most of the time.”
Mumbling began. Shasha was running the slides from Eddy’s signals. “Here you get an idea of what it looks like looking down into the rift. The target is some 370 meters below. And this was taken from the rift looking back a half-mile away. It’s Dry Ice Six, which includes an attached modular building recently erected for our activities. It’s the command post for the security policing the rift perimeter. Depending on what we find, more sophisticated facilities may be ordered in.”
The lights brightened, and a few hands went up.
“We’ll do questions in the morning. There are still loose ends to tie up today and this evening, so I need to move on. Do be patient. Now, before I outline our embarkation procedures, a reminder. The confidentiality agreements and release-of-liability forms you’ve executed to join this expedition bind you to total secrecy, subject to legal prosecution in your respective countries, as well as through UN tribunals. And, ladies and gentlemen, I want to make absolutely certain the risks inherent in this endeavor are not taken lightly.” Eddy looked over their faces. “There is always the chance that some among you may not have taken the time to fully realize the delicate and dangerous nature of what you are about to do.” He paused to let it sink in. “If you feel you should retire, no questions will be asked, and you should do so now. But be advised, the agreements remain in effect.”
Nobody stirred.
“And I do so hate to harp, but ISUP wants to make sure there are no misunderstandings. Research derived from observations, tests, analysis etc., during and after this scientific expedition, will be solely conducted under ISUP auspices. As a result of the expedition, should any of you desire to pursue formal research, you will be invited to apply to ISUP. If approved, your research will be funded, and you will relocate to Prague for the duration. Remember, you are bound to silence now and in the future regarding anything you observe or learn during this sojourn.” Eddy looked over at Shasha, catching him grimace. “I know each of you have come prepared. Your orders and briefings have been comprehensive. But are there any last minute questions on these particular issues?”
Not a sound.
It took Eddy another half an hour to explain embarkation procedures. He finished with a gracious smile spreading across his face. “The bar is now open for spirits.” He waved at the service bar. The doors in the back of the room swung open, and waiters filed out to replenish the buffet table.
The last twenty-four hours had been spent almost entirely with the senior engineers, going over plans for erecting the scaffold-lift down the rift face to the cave, preparing for the possible addition of laboratory and living-space prefabs to the Dry Ice Six base camp, and making sure materials and supplies still to come were on schedule.
A full Army engineer platoon was on call at Fort Hood, Texas, prepared to fly in additional building materials and personnel according to differing scenarios the expedition might encounter. CIA involvement was at the root of US cooperation.
Eddy waited a few minutes while members of the group packed the chairs back against the walls and started lining up at the bar.
“Master Sergeant Malone … Sergeant Curry,” Eddy spoke through the mic over the general commotion and motioned them over to the exit doors. “I’m sorry to put a damper on consumption, but your team leaves from the Royal Air Force Base outside London in ninety minutes. The rest of us will be behind you by a little less than three days if everything goes as planned.”
“We got time for one, Doc?” Rosie Malone, the Master Sergeant in charge, muttered.
Eddy covered the mic. “I suppose so, but make it a quickie,” he said, nodding to the other engineers and turning back to the line up at the bar. “In the morning, the rest of us will go over equipment, cover questions, and do some brainstorming.” He looked at his watch. “Estimated time of departure is 1100 hours Thursday. We’ve got about sixty-seven hours. And one more thing: I must advise you to stay in small groups. No one is to leave the hotel. No discussions in public about the expedition. If there is a problem of any sort, personal or otherwise, I am in 908, and our security officers are posted in the lobby twenty-four hours a day. Please be advised there will only be tea and breads in the room tomorrow morning. If you must have something more substantial, the hotel café opens at six thirty. Go relax, eat, think, and be merry. We meet here tomorrow at 0900.” Eddy was grinning like the Cheshire cat. “Oh, by the way, Dr. Morgan will join us in Iceland the day after we arrive.”
Relieved the formalities were over, Eddy helped Shasha with the screen and packed up the slide projector. Neither was surprised Morgan had wanted time alone. The disaster in Belize was still with him, but today he seemed to have put it aside and was immersed in the organization of the remaining support actions.
Eddy left the room to attend to a myriad of details. Backed up against the wall, hands clasped behind his back, Shasha watched the chattering group loosen up. Shorter than Eddy and looking out of place in field garb, his face was beaming, set in a ring of closely cropped gray hair surrounding a shiny bald pate. His eyes were open wide behind wire-rimmed spectacles, and he appeared mesmerized as if contemplating the answers to big cosmic questions.
Isolated in a lobby alcove, Morgan was sitting in an overstuffed loveseat, just getting around to USA Today to find out what was happening in the world. A clamor of voices approaching along the hall to the Churchill Room shattered the peace and quiet of his hideaway. The expedition group was breaking up. He quickly collected his papers and files, stuffed them in his pack, and zigzagged out of the lobby before the emerging group could notice him.
Slipping through the main doors and out onto the street, he was surprised to find it reasonably nice outside for London this time of year; no fog or drizzle, and the sun was attempting to break through the dingy clouds.
At the first corner, he ducked into a pub. It was four in the afternoon on a workday, and the place was packed. A slew of business types had evidently escaped their endeavors early, mostly in twos and threes.
Morgan took a stool at the substantial wooden bar and ordered a stout on tap, admiring the ornately carved back bar and heavy trim. Several issues had been gnawing at him since leaving Cambridge to work on the expedition with Eddy and Shasha. What bothered him most was the unusually docile reaction of Iceland’s underlying volcanic nature to the Comboquake. The scientists at Cambridge hadn’t come up with plausible hypotheses, and here he was, about to sanction placing twenty-one people at risk. Liability waivers wouldn’t stand up in court if something were to happen.
Then there was the CIA instantly at the rift, for what? Murray had said they’d made a descent. What did that mean? The whole thing was out of control, and he’d just been through one of those situations in Belize with disastrous results. He didn’t want to let that happen again.
And what about the media? How could they be stopped from speculating? There were always leaks. Since this morning, one crew had been parked outside the hotel entrance, waiting for an opportunity to find out what the unusual gathering was about. They were told it was a private UN scientific meeting. Hopefully that would lead them back to the UN to inquire. If they got wind of the expedition, ISUP’s ability to function could be crippled trying to explain its intentions and belay conjecture. But once the expedition arrived in Iceland, the inaccessible location, the danger posed by the rift, and the US security would keep the media away.
Morgan ordered a second beer and concluded the best thing to do was advise the United Nations to make periodic public statements based on ISUP’s straight scientific reporting, staying strictly with the facts, dressing them to ward off supposition. That should make it possible for ISUP to remain in the background and do its job unimpeded.
But the safety issue was a different matter. Inevitably exploration held risks, but traipsing around on an Icelandic ice cap violently affected by a major tectonic event was pushing the limit. Morgan had long ago given up having to make decisions in volatile situations where lives were relying on him, and here he was, at it again.
Engineers Land: Same Day
US Army Major Cliff Burns, the Dry Ice Six Commander, met Master Sergeant Malone and the engineers as they filed out the rear ramp of the second C-130. The first had landed and sat waiting to be off loaded, props still humming in the ice-cold evening air. His orders were to assist the expedition group in all reasonable ways, brief a Dr. Morgan when he arrived, and supervise the smooth transition of UN security replacements expected within a week.
Preparing for the engineers, the security personnel had assembled a ten-foot wide portable roadway all the way to the rift and were keeping it clear with a Volvo crawler. The engineers were planning to erect a steel construction elevator, similar to ones used to build skyscrapers, down the side of the rift to cave level. It would require three cantilevered shelves: an operating platform at the edge of the rift, a framed terminus-housing for the elevator just above the cave, and the first phase of the Alpha Platform directly in front of the cavern mouth that could be expanded to support laboratory and working areas if needed in the future. The engineers had less than three days to get the job done, a daunting task.
The Rangers pitched in, and all hands emptied the two planes, moving the generators, diesel hoists, melting fans, prefab platform pieces, pinions and bracing, and elevator rails to the edge of the rift.
The Elevator: January 6th
Under horrific conditions of falling sleet and roaring steam updrafts, the engineers completed a twenty-four by thirty foot operating platform at the rift’s edge: a steel-grated shelf extending out from the rift, supported by cantilevered braces anchored to the rift wall and secured by cables attached to pinions blasted into the ice some fifty feet back from the edge of the rift. Midnight of the first day found six exhausted engineers fed and climbing into bunk beds at Dry Ice Six, instantly asleep.
Early the next morning, work on the elevator began. After bolting the steel superstructure to the platform and installing the generator and winches, the engineers suspended a wire-mesh working cage from the platform. A winch-operated cable and large gripping rollers enabled it to traverse up and down the rough rift face like a window-washing unit on the side of a giant building. Working slowly down the wall, inching along, all the while engulfed in the sleet torrent, the engineers chopped and shaped the ice and blasted rivets to secure steel guide-rail sections. At seventy-five meters, the wall ice petered out into jagged bedrock, and the sleet had turned to rain, making the job a little easier.
At day’s end, a square elevator cage had been erected on top of the platform and lowered several feet through a precut opening where the platform met the rift wall. Its roller wheels had been seated into the heavy-duty guide rails, and the engineers had tested it out under a five thousand pound load down to the two hundred meter level.
The next day, the engineers worked shifts suspended in the wire-mesh working cage now attached to the bottom of the elevator. An electric winch bolted to the elevator floor operated the working cage cable.
By late afternoon, they had brought the guide-rail installation to the three hundred and fifty meter level, a hundred and fifty feet above the cave ceiling, and constructed a smaller cantilevered platform there as a terminus for securing the main elevator. The platform provided sufficient space for the machinery necessary to operate a second elevator: a lift that would ride along four steel cables suspended from the terminus platform, dropping the last hundred and fifty feet to the cave floor and attaching to the Alpha Platform.
From the terminus platform, Sergeant Malone radioed the topside operator to bring the elevator slowly down on the last of the new rail sections. Docking at the platform, it snapped perfectly into spring-loaded clamps.
It had been a grueling day, but the job remained on schedule. Tomorrow’s goal was construction of the first stage of the Alpha Platform at the base of the cave. From the working cage, the engineers would erect a section large enough to hold the landing harness for the lift traveling down from the terminus platform, and sufficient space to off load supplies and equipment. The working cage would then be converted and become the lift elevator.
At six in the morning, Malone raised his weary five-man crew from solid sleep, bribing them with a fresh breakfast he’d prepared himself, and making promises of exotic R & R he wasn’t sure he could keep. He expected the expedition group to arrive mid-afternoon, and they had a lot to do.
By eight, the elevator had ferried up and down the hissing gash several times, carrying material and equipment down to the terminus platform above the cave ceiling. One engineer remained at the terminus to operate the winch for the working cage, and Malone and three others were lowered along the cave ice for the first time. As they worked their way down, they pounded in temporary support rings in the ice to hold and steady the two inside lift cables, and Malone scanned the ice with a powerful flashlight. He was surprised to see scoured out sections along the base of the cave mouth and several large ice blocks strewn about.
The first phase of the Alpha Platform was a section sixteen feet wide by a hundred feet long. The engineers first installed cantilevered bracing against the rift face extending out from the cave mouth to support prefabricated, serrated aluminum floor sections patterned for drainage. It took four hours to chop out steps in the cave ice to the rock ceiling and jackhammer three tunnels far enough back to blast in pinions and attach support cables. They secured and stabilized the platform, attaching the cables to the outside edge. Next, section-by-section, the grated aluminum flooring was bolted into place, the lift harness erected, and the four lift cables secured to the harness.
An hour behind schedule, Malone called for the 6500-kw generator, the lights, and four big heating fans. It took longer than anticipated to jockey the big generator from the elevator terminus to the lift, slowly ride it down the lift, and then anchor it to the Alpha shelf. They quickly secured the fuel cans, cranked up the generator, set the lights up on the platform to cover the cave, and ran up the heating fans to make sure they worked. They were done. Time to go topside.
While they had been working at the Alpha shelf, Malone sent the lift up to the terminus platform and the elevator to the surface, assuming more equipment and supplies would be coming down, but the elevator hadn’t returned. He gave the word to shut down the fans and the lights and get ready to secure for the day, and was about to call topside for the elevator, when suddenly he heard the elevator cables at the terminus platform begin whining. Ten minutes later, the elevator arrived and clanked loudly into its clamps a hundred and fifty feet above. The sound of voices and scuffling in the change over to the lift were unexpected. Malone watched the lift descend, several flashlight beams probing the dark, randomly playing against the ice and searching the Alpha Platform. He wondered why anyone else would be coming down. Maybe the scientists had come in early, but the Major would have alerted him.
Malone sat on a diesel fuel can with the other engineers huddled around their gear. He continued following the lift’s descent and watched it snap into its spring harness. Five security personnel got off carrying large black suitcases, the soft heavy-duty canvass type, and waving their flashlights around.
One walked toward him, casting his flashlight back and forth over the group and motioning for him not to get up. “Rosie, this is super work,” Major Burns said like he was a comrade. “I don’t know how you did all this in the time.”
Now he was calling him Rosie. What’s with that? What’s with the suitcases? Burns had at least half the Rangers from Dry Ice Six with him. Something wasn’t kosher.
“We’re going to post security,” Burns said. “It looks like you’re ready to call it a day. Go have a good time. I’ve left one of our people on the terminus platform to run the lift after you leave. Send the elevator back down for us.”
“Yes sir, Major,” Malone drawled, standing up. “Let’s get a move on, amigos,” he croaked.
The engineers scurried aboard the lift with their gear, and Malone released the harness clamps and radioed the lift operator. Several minutes later, the lift had ascended and rose through the base of the terminus platform next to the elevator, latches clicking into place. Sergeant Malone had watched through the floor grating the whole time, and all he saw were flashlights darting here and there. They didn’t seem to be doing anything but milling around. He wondered what they needed security for.
On the way topside, over the grinding elevator rollers and hissing howl from the rift, Malone heard the generator start up, and then a pocket of reflected light shot out in front of the cave.
Prague: January 8th
Returning from Belize via personnel processing at the United Nations in New York, Mary Ellen immediately joined the effort underway to integrate the new, Cray 4-Y 7000 series supercomputer into ISUP’s network and coordinate field examination of Comboquake effects along the Mid-Atlantic Ridge.
Satisfied with the computer installation, she notified Mike Stein, her CDC friend in Atlanta. The CDC was anxious to utilize her Honess software to analyze disturbing data derived from AIDS virus research.
For a decade, Mary Ellen had been refining the software she’d developed during doctoral work at Georgia Tech University. It represented the cutting edge of statistical analysis — correlating data and presenting new potential hypotheses for consideration. Stein hoped to find levels of correlation pointing to more specific research, and was due in Prague tomorrow to begin the programming work.
With Morgan in London and the expedition on its way to Iceland, Mary Ellen felt cooped up and left out. She’d finished entering the data provided by the CDC. When Stein arrived, he wouldn’t need her assistance for a few days. ISUP was running smoothly. She had Mitch Church, the Director of Operations, searching for additional field staff to beef up screening and investigative capabilities. The number of requests for assistance looking into mysterious phenomena was on the rise, calling for more timely and effective responses with investigative field teams.
The US had agreed to send submarines along the Mid-Atlantic Ridge to take readings and video evidence of tectonic movements producing the Comboquake. The NRA was programming their newest satellite technology to scan the Ridge and its branches to attempt to better understand the big picture. The data from the investigation would be slowly coming in directly to ISUP, and Mary Ellen had assembled a team of scientists through Dr. Shalard at Cambridge to analyze the results.
The only other pressing issue had been checking on the search for Clarence Hoffman. ISUP’s previous director, Dr. Donald Courtney, who several months ago had met his death under strange circumstances in Belize, had chosen Hoffman as the ideal candidate for spearheading ISUP’s mandate to evaluate UFO and abduction data the United States had placed in ISUP’s lap at its inception as a UN agency. Over a decade ago, Hoffman had dropped out of society after a Senate subcommittee publicly discredited his abduction research. He claimed the investigative body had manipulated his carefully collected data out of context and used the results to refute his conclusions, another orchestrated ploy to keep the public in the dark.
Mary Ellen decided to find a way to wrangle her way back into the field. She wasn’t going to be left out of the ice cap exploration.
Morgan Arrives: January 9th
Morgan hitched a ride to Dry Ice Six on its supply plane out of London’s Royal Air Force base. The cloudy weather and dull droning of the engines lulled him to sleep until the plane started bouncing and creaking through air pockets. It lasted about ten minutes, and then the engines eased up and the airplane descended sharply, popping out of cloud cover toward Iceland’s white and gray-peaked landscape.
The craft leveled out at five hundred feet over a plain of white embedded with mottled dark swirls, an expanse of marbled ice cream. Ragged black spines poked up in several directions in the far distance, looking like monster’s teeth. Up ahead a massive, hanging wall seemed to block the way. The plane banked, straightened out parallel to the feature, and streamed along the monolith of angry steam and sleet suspended over the rift. Morgan had seen photographs, but up close the fifteen-mile long gash in the ice and the rising plume was far more ominous.
The plane was dropping fast now, and Morgan repositioned at the edge of a window, craning to see what was coming. Abruptly, a screeching sound slammed him into fear response, and an immediate shot of adrenaline coursed through his body. A howling jet dropped next to the cargo plane like magic. It passed along side, cut speed and banked off to the rear. It had to be Kevin.
Morgan assumed Kevin would still be tied up in Brussels with the details required to terminate his NATO position and join ISUP. He could picture him in the cockpit laughing with a pilot buddy. He must have found out Morgan was on the resupply run.
The cargo plane landed a little short, shuddering at touchdown and taking a few bumps. A whirling cloud of white streamed behind. Orange markers started flying by, and the landing smoothed out. They were headed for a small building. The props reversed, and the plane hunkered down and started sliding. The pilot spun it around to a stop, killing the engines right in front of a rectangular tin structure about forty feet wide by a hundred and twenty.
Morgan was clad in an orange and brown ISUP parka. He’d picked up ski gloves, goggles, and thermal clothing in London. Stuffing his field hat in his pack, he pulled on a black and orange-knit ski mask. The side exit door ground and grated loudly as he rolled it back, and he dropped six feet next to two bundled-up bodies. They slapped him on the back, their faces covered, but he easily recognized their body language.
“I hope nobody’s jumped the gun and beaten me to the punch,” Morgan shouted, grinning and looking over at the military-style Quonset hut. Several others had ventured outside to see what was going on. One soldier was at the door, but it didn’t appear to be Major Burns.
“Yes, my friend, we did wait for you. We only arrived late yesterday,” Shasha chided in his English accent, gently patting Morgan on the shoulder.
Eddy pushed his mask aside. “For a while we weren’t sure who would make it in first,” he yelled, grabbing Morgan’s arm.
The screaming jet ended conversation, and the group walked to the rear of the cargo plane to watch the Harrier put down fifty feet away in a swirling white circle.
The canopy popped, and Kevin climbed out of the navigator’s cockpit dressed in whitish gray utilities and tossing a field pack over the side. He slid down the wing, shouldered his pack, and started trotting over to the group. About half way, he turned back and saluted the pilot. He joined the group as they moved under the wing of the resupply plane to watch the Harrier take off. It throttled, lifted in a snowy whirlwind, and the pilot waved, giving it the gun and blasting away parallel to the rift. A hundred meters down the ice, the after burners engaged, and it streaked almost straight up into deep blue.
“You gave me a start, buddy,” Morgan said to Kevin, heftily shaking his hand.
“I knew you could handle it — hey, it’s cold out here,” he said, blowing on his hands.
Morgan introduced Mitch and Shasha, and the group headed for the Quonset hut. It was actually two modules; the smaller one was devoted to operations and looked high-tech with a score of monitor screens, computers, and a satellite communications center against one wall. The middle of the room held a briefing pit with chairs, benches, podium and projection equipment. The second module was divided into lab space, a kitchen with a fold down table for twenty-four, a recreation area with a TV, DVD player, a small library, and a compact bunkroom with lavatory and showers. At the end of the module was an insulated equipment room. The US security personnel had kept their word, readying the modules to serve the needs of the expedition.
Eddy led the way to the galley, and Kevin and Morgan dropped their packs on one of the benches.
“Where’s the beer, guys?” Morgan said.
“I thought you’d never ask,” Eddy responded, leading the way toward a big cooler-freezer.
“Where is everybody?” Morgan asked, taking a look around. “It’s just us four musketeers?”
Shasha pointed down the hall. “Back in the labs,” he said with his permanent smile. “They’re still setting up equipment, and the biologists are testing the containment units. We’ll all get together and cook something up after you get oriented.”
Shasha started wiping off his spectacles, so Morgan turned to Eddy. “I brought everything on your list.”
“Good, I thought you might have trouble with some of the chemicals.”
“Cambridge pitched in,” Morgan said.
Eddy broke into a case of Coors Light and handed cans to Morgan and Kevin. They drifted into the operations section, carrying the case of beer to a table at the back of the briefing pit. Shasha brought a six pack of Diet Pepsi.
“Everything running smooth?” Morgan said to no one in particular.
“The engineers did a fantastic job,” Shasha said softly. “We’re ready to go down in the morning.”
Shasha didn’t look the explorer type. He was short, nearly bald, glasses out on his nose strung by a cord around his neck. Meek and reserved, he didn’t come across as one of the most respected anthropologists in the world, a foremost authority on ancient cultures, and as comfortable in the field as a combat soldier. He was a tenured professor at the University of Calcutta and had been acquainted with Mary Ellen during her graduate school education at Georgia Tech.
The University of Calcutta had become ISUP’s second Project Affiliate. The funding supported the University’s Civicenter Institute, studying human remains worldwide and searching for an answer to a scientific anomaly: as ancient cultures progressed, why did average life spans decrease? ISUP, under Dr. Courtney’s leadership, had decided it was important for humanity to find the answer.
Surprises: Same Day
They gathered around the podium in the briefing pit talking about the rift, Morgan and Kevin mostly listening.
“I don’t know how they accomplished what they did in three days,” Shasha said. “We really need to find a way to reward those fine men … But we may have a problem.” He was gazing squarely at Morgan. “We’re not sure yet.” He glanced at Eddy and took a quick look at the security soldier monitoring the screens.
“Go ahead. I don’t think it matters now,” Eddy volunteered.
“We’ve got the engineer in charge standing by,” Shasha said in a low voice. “His name is Master Sergeant Rosie Malone. We want him to tell you both what he told us yesterday when we arrived.”
Morgan and Kevin nodded, and Shasha made a beeline for the corridor leading back to the kitchen. A few minutes later, a heavyset Irishman with a face like a beat up boxer, clothed in US Army, cold-weather utilities, entered the module. Shasha introduced him, and the group moved to the corner of the room farthest away from the posted security soldier.
Eddy handed Sergeant Malone a beer, and the sergeant reeled off the story of the elevator construction. When the engineers were returning up the elevator, he said Major Burns and the security personnel started up the generator, and the lights went on.
“I was thinkin’ they wasn’t supposed to be doin that,” he said, darting a look at Eddy and taking in the Ranger at the monitors.
“Go ahead, Rosie. Just keep it down,” Eddy said.
“Well, I kept thinkin’ about it when we was coming up, and when we got to drinkin’ and eatin’ it stayed with me. So I goes here,” Sergeant Malone jabs his thumb toward the security station, “and shoots the breeze with the guy on duty. I couldn’t stay around too long ‘cause I don’t want the guy to think about it. But I seen a screen of them down there, and the Major was using the heaters we brought down for yous guys.”
Morgan looked at Kevin, raised his eyebrows and let out a breath.
“You did the right thing, Rosie,” Morgan said, “and we appreciate it — ”
“But that ain’t all of it, Docs. When we first gets down to the cave — to build the platform in front — we sees somebody’s been down already. There was some big chunks chopped out. And there was little tunnels, like they was looking for something. You know what I mean?”
“We hear you, Rosie,” Morgan said. “That gives us a pretty good idea what’s gone down.”
“They must have used the Huey,” Kevin said.
“Rosie, thanks. You can — ”
“It ain’t all. I goes back after chow, when I know the new guy’s going on. I bring him a sandwich — no beer — and chew the fat for a while. But all the time I’m lookin’ at the screens. It looks like they melted a lot more ice, and there’s more big pieces lying around. I didn’t see nobody down there, so I knew they must be comin’ up. So, I watch and wait to see if they’re carryin’ anything. I saw real good … five of them. I didn’t see nothin’ with ’em except the black suitcases they brought down.”
“Did you say anything to any of them?” Morgan asked. “It’ll help me know where I stand with Major Burns.”
“No, sir, only the other two docs — Mr. Eddy and the little bald guy there.”
“Thanks for keeping it to yourself,” Morgan said with his hand on the engineer’s shoulder.
Sergeant Malone’s head bobbed in acknowledgement, and he started walking toward the hallway like he’d been dismissed. “Hey,” Morgan called out, “I want all your people to join us in the kitchen in an hour or so for some grub and a few beers.”
Sergeant Malone turned around, gave a thumbs-up, and jammed a cigar butt in his mouth, fishing in his pocket for a light and disappearing down the hall.
Kevin shook his head and walked over to the other far corner at the rear of the briefing pit, hands on hips. Morgan started pacing around the podium, leaving Eddy and Shasha alone. Major Burns had only been down in the cave for two to three hours. He had to have been smart enough not to damage anything. He was under orders. He had to wait for Sergeant Malone to finish at the Alpha Platform for a chance with the big heating fans, so that probably meant he hadn’t accomplished everything he was previously ordered to do. There was no way to know if anything had been removed from the cave on previous visits. But one thing was for sure: they would have scanned the ice, which meant the CIA had a good idea of what was in the cave.
It stuck in Morgan’s craw. He couldn’t fathom Murray allowing this to happen after their recent dialogue.
Morgan drifted back to the rear of the briefing pit. Kevin, Eddy and Shasha were seated at a table engrossed in small talk. “I guess somebody forgot to tell the security operation they weren’t supposed to touch anything,” Morgan said louder than he planned. Their faces said he wasn’t telling them anything they didn’t already know. He looked over at the monitors. “Let’s go in the kitchen.”
Morgan decided against ruining the evening by continuing to dwell on the fickle CIA. In the morning when they made their first descent, he’d see for himself and be in a better position to confront Major Burns. In the meantime, Burns would get a message.
Morgan called in one of the microbiologists and told her to inform the Major that all personnel exposed to the cave environment were subject to decontamination procedures, meaning everyone, including equipment and clothing they had used, should go through the three levels, and do it now. That would shake things up a bit.
Morgan left the three of them in the kitchen to prepare the meal for the group and headed for the bunkroom to deal with Murray on the phone in private.
Kevin grabbed his arm at the doorway. “Some good news. The UN security replacements are scheduled to arrive on February 15th.”
They had five more weeks to live with the CIA.
Morgan punched Murray’s number into the e-phone and shut the bunkroom door. His pulse was pounding, and he took a deep breath to control his building anger. The sense of isolation on the ice cap played against the effort. He didn’t have control, and he detested being forced to play a game.
“Murray here.”
“I’m at Dry Ice Six, Dick,” Morgan said lightly and waited. Murray would know it was Morgan from the LED readout.
“I’m glad you made it in okay. Everybody all right?”
“Let’s cut the BS. What’s going on?”
“Didn’t Major Burns talk to you yet?”
“No. Just tell me why you went against our agreement — and it better be good.”
“John Henry, when we talked, we’d already been down poking around. I can’t apologize for that. I told you at the time.”
Without admitting anything, Murray related they’d returned to melt out an area for a security post, and in the process, some additional items were encountered. “Everything was left in place after Major Burns carried out his orders, and nothing has been taken out of the cave.”
Morgan let it go, even though posting security at the cave was obviously nonsense. The way Murray was talking, he must be taping the conversation. Morgan didn’t care if Murray picked it up. He set his phone to record. “Could you go over this again, Dick? Major Burns used our equipment to do more than melt out a security post. And what were the little black bags all about?”
There was a pause. “I wasn’t aware, John Henry. They’ll start posting sentries now that the elevator is finished. I’ll talk with Burns and get back. I assume the bags were tools. Again, his orders were to remove nothing.”
“I’ll be here, but call me around noon tomorrow after I’ve been down to see for myself.” Morgan clicked off, the little act finished for the time being. With the UN replacements coming in, they would soon control access to the rift. But the incident confirmed Morgan’s intention to regularly report to the UN exactly what was happening, including the CIA’s meddling. Let them figure out what to do about it. He and Kevin would have to contrive how to keep the CIA out of the cave.
They put on a big spaghetti dinner for the scientists, engineers, and Major Burn’s people, arranging the briefing pit to accommodate the banquet. Major Burns, face rigid, had entered with his men, fresh from the experience of forced decontamination. It took half the meal before he calmed down sufficiently to tell Morgan his orders had been changed. He was to report directly to Morgan, or in his absence to the senior ISUP officer, until his Rangers were replaced. Burns apologized for any perceived deception, but said he was just doing his job and was sorry he couldn’t elaborate. As far as he knew, everything in the cave was in order, and what looked like an animal carcass and several other objects appearing to be metallic had been left enclosed in ice blocks.
Tomorrow Morgan would confirm how much of Burns’s story was true. In the meantime, he set Kevin free to scout the building and outside surroundings with their scanning equipment. If Burn had a hidden cache, Kevin would find it.
To the Rift: January 10th
On the way down to the cave, Morgan and Eddy expected to encounter geologic evidence along the rift wall supporting ice-cap morphology they’d hypothesized back in London. Iceland’s volcanic nature, combined with physiographic and geologic map observations, had given them clues to the landform structures underlying the ice cap.
After a hearty breakfast and thorough briefing from Sergeant Malone, including assurances the elevator system had been tested and found sound, the expedition group bundled up and left the warmth of Dry Ice Six for the half-mile trek to the rift. Just in case, one of the microbiologists stayed behind to prepare the laboratory for specimen analysis.
The atmosphere was charged with anticipation. They were a parka-clad, pack-carrying line of straggling twos and threes, crunching their way over a new sheet of frozen snow on top of the makeshift roadway. Morgan and Kevin walked together, bringing up the rear. Wailing from the rift made conversation impossible, but Morgan decided to wait until they reached the safety of the elevator to activate the group’s radio headsets and set up a joint frequency with the engineers. Their communications should be secure once they began the descent.
Morgan had ordered Major Burns to cut off the monitoring equipment installed down the elevator path and at the Alpha Platform, and Kevin had bugged the circuitry so if it were brought back up, he’d get a signal from his e-phone.
Eddy stopped the group to let Morgan and Kevin catch up. As the gap was closing, Morgan’s belt radio started squawking. Lieutenant Quay, security’s second in command, was coming out on a snow sled bringing the heavier gear and delivering canisters of hot stew, an offering from Major Burns.
Morgan and Kevin caught up with the group about fifty meters from the elevator platform. Sleet from the rising wall of steam was beginning to rain down on them. It was both frightening and mesmerizing, standing next to a roaring, fifteen-mile black rip in the earth’s surface and facing a colossal gray wall cutting off the majestic view of the white wilderness.
Morgan felt the urge to walk over and peer into the spewing chasm, but it clearly wasn’t safe to approach the icy edge. The sleet was horrific, and the roadway had become treacherously slippery. Sergeant Malone had told them to beware of the suction effect as they approached the edge: it could grab you, and you’d be gone.
The engineers had been in the lead and freshly sanded and salted the last fifty meters to the elevator platform. A taut rope-rail provided the means for maintaining balance and control for the rest of the way. Morgan and Kevin went first. As the group inched along the rope, the falling sleet fought the rising steam from the rift, beating it into swirling torrents that pealed out over the rift edge, like arms trying to scoop them up and carry them over the side. Howling turned to screeching, and the sucking vacuum worsened. Morgan didn’t hear Lieutenant Quay’s snow sled until it whizzed by on the other side of the rope line and the engine cut off up ahead.
About twenty meters from the elevator, Morgan heard the generator crank up. He put a hand in front of his face to ward off the sleet and checked it out. Sergeant Malone was vaguely visible, working with the backup power cable running to Dry Ice Six. Gears loudly clanked into position, and the platform support cables twanged to full tension taking the full weight of the readied elevator.
The platform’s square superstructure slowly came into view, looking flimsy and precarious hanging out over the edge of the abyss. Morgan knew the elevator had been tested, but the fragile picture, together with the noise and blinding sleet, left a coarse knot at the base of his throat. Looking back over his shoulder to get a fix on how the rest were reacting, all he could see were bowed heads inching along.
The group backed up against Kevin and Morgan at the end of the rope. A few feet ahead were two parallel railings about three feet apart, extending the final fifteen feet to the edge of the platform. Kevin turned Morgan around. “Why the steam and sleet?” he yelled.
“The steam’s from the ice melting and hitting the magma pool at the bottom. The steam rises, cools, and freezes,” Morgan said close to Kevin’s ear. “Let’s activate the headsets.”
“Eddy, you up?” Morgan tested.
“I read you.”
“Get everyone on this frequency.”
Morgan again spoke at the side of Kevin’s head, “You go first, set the example,” he said, backing against one of the rails, pulling him by and smirking.
Sergeant Malone worked his way along a support cable, scurried up on the platform, belted into the elevator control seat and adjusted his headset. “Yous can come one at a time,” he said on the expedition frequency.
Morgan braced against the pulling wind and sleet, grabbed the rails, and plodded carefully after Kevin toward the platform. One by one the rest followed, latching onto the platform superstructure and scattering along the interior elevator rails, testing their sturdiness, venturing glimpses down the rift wall, and fighting off the falling sleet.
Morgan pulled Kevin over to where Eddy and Shasha were huddled. “Let’s go help the Lieutenant with the gear,” Morgan yelled, pointing back at the sled.
They slowly filed off, adjusting to the unnatural forces and using the railings. Cautiously, they transferred the equipment and food canisters to the center of the elevator, lashed them down, and re-took positions hanging onto the railings.
Morgan bent to the side of Kevin’s face. “I told Lieutenant Quay no Rangers at the platform while we’re down. Our radios should be secure,” he said, tapping his helmet. Everybody ready?” He waited until each person had used his or her radios to acknowledge and then looked over at Sergeant Malone and nodded. The diesel revved, increasing generator frequency to a hum, and the elevator jerked and slowly started sinking through the platform floor.
Morgan poked Eddy and Kevin, bringing their heads together. “Let’s spread out and give the others moral support.”
Falling Ice
Helpless feeling, isn’t it?” Shasha yelled out next to Morgan, still wearing his perpetual grin.
The scientists clinging to the outside perimeter rails were hunkered down under the heaviest pelting of the sleet. Morgan noticed and spoke through his headset, motioning to make room on the inside, and asking Kevin, Eddy and Shasha to move to the outside to help keep the elevator balanced.
The steel structure creaked and scraped along the guiderails.
“Look!” Shasha called out, pointing down the rift wall. “It’s going from ice to rock.”
Morgan glanced down. The coating of ice on the walls along the elevator’s pathway was petering out, and the falling sleet was turning to rain. Looking up, he could just barely make out the receding rectangle in the middle of the platform. “I’d guess we’re at about two hundred feet already,” he said.
A few minutes later, the rift walls had turned to jagged black rock.
“Looks volcanic, uniform flows, no pyroclastics,” Morgan said at Eddy’s ear.
“Very interesting. It confirms what we thought. This whole ice cap may have filled up an old volcanic cone,” Eddy said. “We should send word back to Cambridge on this. Maybe have the Volccenter do a survey. If it’s a cone, it shouldn’t be too difficult to find the outer limits. We could get one of the oil companies to do an instrument fly-over for us.”
“Maybe the US Satellite Reconnaissance Agency,” Morgan said. “We need to know everything we can about the area as fast as possible — and we need that magnetometer. It should have arrived in Prague by now.” But he was thinking the National Reconnaissance Lab in DC would be a lot quicker. They had the technology to map the layers, and Murray would be more than happy to facilitate.
Suddenly, the elevator cage shuddered, and a grating screech from above initiated violently shaking. Sergeant Malone was looking up, evidently talking to the topside operator. The elevator stopped. Everyone stared up at the same time into the face of sheer terror. Sections of the ice layer between the elevator guiderails and the rift wall were breaking free, and chunks were beginning to cascade down the rift face.
“Everybody over here and down,” Morgan yelled, waving to the inside rail. “Cover your heads.”
Kevin peeled several fright-frozen bodies off the side railings and had them jam in-between the lashed down gear and the inside rail.
Two big slabs let go, cascading and snagging on the jagged wall rock, shattering into pieces, the larger ones tumbling away from the elevator. With small stuff showering down, Morgan took a quick peak, hoping that was it, but another big piece broke loose and was coming straight for them. It looked like it was going to hit hard on the outside half of the elevator cage. There wasn’t room against the inside railing, so Morgan and Kevin hit the deck, curling up, grappling between legs to grip the lower set of rails.
The ice chunk crushed much of the outer half of the superstructure and crashed into the outside railings, splintering into shards that fell away into oblivion. The tremendous force popped the elevator out of the guiderails like a bottle cap. It swung out thirty feet into the rift on its lift cable, and then started twisting and untwisting heading back toward the rift wall.
Everyone instinctively moved away from the impact side, grasping at the strapped-down equipment and supplies in the middle of the elevator. The steel cage smashed flush against the wall, rebounding and crashing back two more times before beginning to swing side to side on the cable, scrapping and twisting against the ragged rift wall like some circus ride suddenly turning malicious.
The pendulum movements slowly decreased, and Sergeant Malone came up with a coil of rope he threaded around a mangled guiderail as they bounced and skittered by. He pulled it tighter with each pass and finally brought the elevator to a halt.
“Anyone hurt?” Morgan barked, watching Kevin help people back to the rails. Everyone was struggling to keep the platform level.
“We’re okay over here,” Eddy responded from one side. Shasha raised his hand from another.
Miraculously, the lashed down gear was still in place, and no one appeared seriously injured. There were some scrapes and scratches, and the group’s medical doctor had stripped one man’s sleeve to set a broken arm.
“We need to distribute better around the sides,” Morgan bellowed, and continued to physically reposition people.
Sergeant Malone was still strapped at the elevator controls, a cigar butt stuffed in his mouth, gesturing and talking into his headset.
Morgan listened on the engineer’s frequency and then chimed in. “Rosie, what else can we do?”
Malone raised his head and looked over to find Morgan. “Nothin’. The guys are coming down on the other working cage to get us hooked back up. I think we’ll be okay.”
Magnetometer: Same Day
Mitch Church was hanging up the phone as Mary Ellen came into his office. “There’s a resupply plane leaving for Dry Ice Six late tomorrow morning,” he said, watching her plop down in a chair, straight black hair scattering and settling back in the page boy she preferred. “Maintenance on Crystal Blue is done. Fred can fly you into London in time to make it in on the resupply run.”
“Mitch, I really appreciate your understanding. I just have to be there.”
“Don’t worry about it. We can hold the fort. Dr. Stein is up to speed. You have him all organized. I can run interference on any computer glitches with the Cray. The job-apps on the Internet are going well — quite a few interesting candidates already. Did you ever get through to Dr. Morgan last night?”
“No, I think the e-phones are down. Or maybe they took them out of service because of the bugging — they could all be out of range in the rift. All I could do was satellite e-mail. I haven’t heard back. They probably didn’t check for mail before they left for the rift.”
“It’s a pretty thin ploy, you know.”
“Yeah, but if he’s upset about it I can turn around and come back. They need the 3-D magnetometer for depth scanning. Dr. Morgan knows it should have come in. It’s the quickest way to get it there.”
“Sure, and you’re the delivery boy.”
“It’s an important piece of equipment — Mitch, tell me you’ve already talked to Fred.”
“Not yet. It’s still early in the morning for him. It’s his time off, and I know he was out on the town last night. I left a message.”
To Alpha: Early Afternoon
It took an hour for the engineers to connect the backup working cage to the elevator cable, and three of them to manually descend down the side of the rift along with equipment and parts.
The cage halted above the stricken elevator, and the engineers attached it to the guide rails along the rift wall and then released the elevator cable.
Sergeant Malone directed everyone to hold on and prepare to shuffle around to keep the elevator from twisting. Inching lower on the cable, the elevator cleared the damaged area.
The engineers reattached the working cage to the elevator cable and repositioned in front of the damaged guide-rails. Everybody was glued, watching the amazing proficiency of the Army Engineers torching out the bad sections, cutting new pieces, welding them in place, and pinioning the new guide rails back into the rift wall.
With the cage moved back above the repairs and reattached to the guide rails, Sergeant Malone brought the hanging elevator up close to the working cage, and the engineers climbed down. “Yous need to move around now,” Malone shouted. “Let the boys do the work.”
As Sergeant Malone nudged the elevator up and down, the engineers installed new rollers and seeded them back into the guiderails.
Sergeant Malone came out of his straps, and together the four engineers did what they could to jury rig the crushed superstructure and repair the outside railing.
It was a close call. The group waited while the engineers reentered the working cage, and watched as they were winched back up, sliding along the elevator cable toward the ice-rock interface where the sloughing had occurred. It took another thirty minutes for them to temporarily shore it up.
Morgan saw Malone back off his headset, and he carefully moved along the rail around the scientists toward the control perch. “That was some piece of work, Rosie!” he yelled.
Malone took the butt out of his mouth. “Yeah, Doc, I guess we’s probbly the best there is.”
Morgan gave him a high five, and Malone smiled broadly, exposing a few ragged brown teeth. “You ready, Doc? They’re topside and off the cable. We can go.”
“What about more ice coming free?”
“They said it should hold. When we’s get locked at the terminus platform, they’ll come back to fix it good.”
Morgan took a quick look around. Everyone had shed clothing. The sleet and rain had turned to drizzle along the way, and they were down to rain jackets. “Everyone okay?” he barked out, taking in each face. They all looked a little shook up, but each nodded or signaled. “Hang on, we’re going down.”
They redistributed around the rails, now that the sleet had relented. Morgan stayed on the outside with Eddy and Kevin to have perspective on the changing rock composition as the elevator descended. “That was a close one, my friends,” Morgan said, putting an arm on each shoulder.
“Enough to make you piss your britches,” Eddy said.
Morgan laughed, a little surprised at the remark. Eddy was usually quick witted but ultra appropriate. “I hope you’re not referring to yourself, Mr. Field Trip Leader.”
Morgan signaled Sergeant Malone to let it go. The elevator shuddered the first few feet and then smoothed out.
Morgan and Kevin switched to the engineer radio frequency, picking up Sergeant Malone directing the engineers to double check the guide repairs and work on the slough zone as soon as he secured the elevator at the terminus platform.
Grinding down the guide rails, everyone clung to their spots. Conversation was still impossible in the shrieking wind. Each time the elevator was randomly pelted with small chunks of ice, the terror of the accident surfaced, yanking their attention upward.
“Here she comes,” Sergeant Malone called out, shining his powerful light down through the floor grating.
Morgan shuttered from sudden claustrophobia, and a wave of shivers trickled down his spine. There they were, insignificant ants clinging precariously to the side of a huge tear in the earth’s crust caused by uncontrollable forces capable any moment of unleashing again.
The elevator was a hundred feet or so from the terminus platform before their flashlight beams began revealing the outline of cave ice embedded in the black rift wall two hundred feet further on. As the beams played back and forth, Morgan was surprised at the size of the opening. The CIA had neglected to share any photographs.
The elevator gently settled into its support harness along the inside edge of the platform. A square hole was cut in the floor of the platform next to the harness. The lift to take them the rest of the way hung below locked to its four guide wires, waiting to be brought up through the opening.
Morgan joined Sergeant Malone at the controls. “It’s hard to believe you guys could do all this,” he said as Sergeant Malone released the elevator from the support cable and jumped out to lock the latches.
“I tole ya we was da best,” he answered, moving to the lift machinery on the platform.
“Tell me again what you’ve got on standby.”
He held up his hand, cutting Morgan off, and spoke into his headset, telling the working cage he was off the cable, and then riveting back to Morgan. “We got demolition, structural, and mechanical capabilities, Doc, and we packed up enough prefabs for labs topside and down on the Alpha. Designed the one for down here myself. It’s all on C-130 standby outta Fort Houston. The army docs put the lab stuff together. I guess you know what’s comin.”
“How fast can — ? Never mind. Later, Rosie,” Morgan said, realizing it was important to let Sergeant Malone and Kevin stoke up the winch engine and check the wire guides and cable operating the lift.
It took them a few minutes to prepare and check the system. Major Burns had kinked the lift’s hoisting cable and padlocked it, supposedly as a security precaution. Sergeant Malone cut the lock off, and he and Kevin jacked the guide wires tight, checked the slides holding the lift in position on the wires, and attached the hoisting cable from the winch, hanging ten feet above the platform opening, to a heavy-duty metal cleat on the lift roof.
“I’m going to fire her up,” Sergeant Malone shouted at Morgan. The diesel engine choked and spat exhaust. “Release the guides,” he yelled to Kevin. “Up she comes.” The lift rose up through the opening, and Sergeant Malone latched it down on the platform.
The two microbiologists unlashed their gear from the middle of the elevator and suited up. They’d go down first to run contamination tests on the ice and analyze the air. Even though the engineers and Major Burns and his people had been in contact with the cave ice without apparent effects, protocols had been set for the scientific record. Morgan hoped they wouldn’t need to wear protective gear.
The rest of the group organized equipment in piles around the lift, ready to board when it was their turn. They gaped over the sides of the platform, sweeping and probing with flashlights at the Alpha Platform a hundred and fifty feet down.
Shasha pulled out a pen gage and thrust it out in front of Morgan. It registered thirty-three degrees Fahrenheit, but to Morgan it felt more like sixty with all the moisture.
Eddy leaned close to Morgan. “Did you notice the change in the rock as we went along?”
“A little, but I have to admit I was a bit distracted by whether or not we were going to make it.” Morgan couldn’t believe Eddy had been analyzing all the way, and wondered if dying ever crossed his mind. “Use the headset,” he said. “The alternate frequency.”
“Okay.”
They adjusted their headsets. “You read?” Eddy came on.
“Yeah, go ahead.”
“Well, the rock changed. It was porphoritic at the top,” Eddy said unruffled. “No time for any crystals to form — then it goes from fine grained to coarse, just like you’d expect. The lava must have flooded in very quickly. It appears more and more like we’re in the middle of a huge, solidified volcanic cone. Shalard will love this. It’ll be interesting to see what the rock looks like below the cave. I’ll bet it’s totally different. I’d sure like to know when this happened.”
“All’s abad whose gitten abad,” Sergeant Malone called out from the winch controls, butt held tightly in a corner of his mouth and trying to mimic an English accent.
The hoist cable creaked against the winch-spool as Kevin unlatched the lift from the platform and it took the weight of the two scientists and their equipment. The two moved into position, holding on to a support pole in the middle. The lift started dropping through the platform floor, rattling like an assembly line conveyor. When it was free of the platform, Sergeant Malone held it in place while Kevin clamored onto the top of the lift and locked the slides to the four guide wires.
“Good luck,” Eddy yelled down.
Everyone watched the steady descent against their flashlight reflections playing off the rift wall and cave ice.
“So what else, Sherlock?” Morgan came back at Eddy.
“I figured you for some creative insight,” he taunted. “What do you think?”
“Too busy hanging on for dear life to notice. You’re the volcano expert. Enlighten me.”
“If you insist,” Eddy said, leaning over the platform rail and pointing with his flashlight. “Look at the rock above the cave top, the last twenty feet or so. See how it’s going more and more porous the closer you get? That indicates the presence of air. It’s crustier and pocketed. The question is, where did the air come from?”
They continued leaning over the rail for several minutes, watching the lift descend and examining the wall rock. Shasha stood next to them listening. He’d found their frequency.
“But I have to tell you,” Eddy went on. “Rosie gave me the big clue. I asked him what the ceiling was like when they melted out working areas at the top of the cave installing the support cables for the Alpha Platform. He said it was just rough rocks to him. John Henry,” Eddy said in a conspiratorial voice so low it forced Morgan to turn up the volume on his headset. “There weren’t any stalactites in the ceiling,” he sing-songed.
“Interesting,” was all Morgan could say. “Then what does our bright volcanologist think about that?”
“I’d rather not say right now. I think I have a handle on it, but we’ll be finding out soon enough.”
“I have some notions, good fellows,” Shasha said shyly. “Perhaps — ”
“Forget it,” they both said laughing. Shasha always had notions.
Morgan moved to the inside platform railing next to the elevator and reached out, carefully touching the wall rock. At this level, the rift wall was full of randomly fractured glassy pockets covered with razor sharp edges and sleek with dripping moisture. The howling air and steam racing by, the dull rumble still rising from the depths, and the lack of light made it difficult to concentrate on conclusions.
He turned around to take stock of the group. For the most part, they looked like fish out of water, no usual bantering, apprehensive, pensive in anticipation. He returned from examining the wall, and Kevin had joined Eddy and Shasha. “We better circulate and get a feel for where everybody’s at,” Morgan shouted out loud.
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