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I HAD NOT SEEN CHALLENGER for six months or more. That wasn't particularly unusual as he was often away on one or another of his enthusiastic quests for knowledge. 

I was minding my own business that Saturday, basking in a rare weekend away from the hectic round of too much, or too little, news that was my day-to-day existence at the paper. I just happened to be in Regent's Park, taking a constitutional stroll, when the larger of the two ponds froze. Now, freezing ponds in London parkland is not in itself a news story, but what would make this front-page news was the timing—we were only three days from Midsummer, and the temperature was in the seventies.

By the time I arrived at the waterside, a thaw had already set in, but it was obvious the freeze had been extensive, and several of the trees would see an early autumn, given that their leaves had dried and shriveled in face of a sudden burst of cold.

The remnants of ice seemed thickest to the northern end of the lake, up towards the zoo, and it was my reporter's curiosity that had me walking in that direction as the ice retreated away from me, summer once again asserting itself in the immediate area. 

It quickly became obvious that the most bitter cold, and the thickest of the ice, was concentrated inside the Zoo at the northernmost end of the park. I paid my shilling at the gate, and went inside. Most of the patrons, dressed for summer and now frozen to the bone were streaming out in the other direction.

It did not take me long to find the center of the problem—I was led there by a booming bellow I knew only too well. I arrived at a large new building that had not been there on my last visit, and went inside to find Challenger haranguing three white-coated youths. 

"If you did what you were bloody well told to do in the first place, there wouldn't even be a problem, now would there?"

He looked much as he had the last time I saw him—squat, barrel chested, his great beard bristling with indignation. He had been in sunnier climes, for he was heavily tanned, it being most evident in his face, the darkening only making the piercing blue of his eyes all the more startling.

He saw me at the door.

"I should have bloody known," he said, smiling. "Typhoid Mary, first on the scene as always." 

We shook hands warmly. 

"I was going to get you up here on Monday," he continued. "But these blithering idiots have spoiled the surprise." 

I finally took in my surroundings. We stood in a large, almost cavernous dome, cut in half by thick iron bars that looked more like a prison cell than a zoo exhibition area. The other side of the bars was obviously meant to hold some animals, and large ones at that, but as of yet it was empty—empty, that is, apart from the thick ice that covered every surface and even ran partially up the walls. There was a distant constant hum that I felt through the soles of my feet.

"I take it you're responsible for the ice out in the park?" I said.

He grinned even more broadly.

"It reached the park? Excellent. That means he was right. Now it's just a matter of getting it to focus."

"Who was right?"

"An old friend. Come through and say hello."

He led me to the far end of the enclosure to a small door. I turned back to look at the extent of the dome.

"What's all this for?"

"It's a new exhibit—an arctic landscape they're calling it—but that's not the exciting bit. Come and see how we've made it work."

I recognized the other part of the partnership as soon as I walked into a small, rather cramped, laboratory—John Logie Baird stood over a brass and glass contraption festooned with switches and dials. This was the source of the hum, and the vibration was stronger here, and if truth be told rather alarming. 

The small Scotsman's brow was furrowed.

"It's a wee bit more powerful than we imagined, Challenger," he said. "We'll need to hold back a bit on it. But now that I've seen the problem, it's easily fixed, Those three lads might even have done us a favor—it could have happened on Monday, and left us all with red-faces."

He turned and saw me.

"Malone! How the blazes are you? Come for the show?"

"Let me try to understand this," I said. "The pair of you have been put in charge of devising the refrigeration for this new exhibit—have I got that right?"

Both of then grinned.

"Logie-Baird is doing the temperature control," Challenger said. "I designed the enclosure—we'll have seals, walrus, arctic fox, snowy owls—maybe even a great white bear in the future and..."

I put up a hand.

"Sorry, slow down—I'm just having trouble with the idea of putting you two in charge of anything—never mind something as grand as this."

I had managed to annoy both of them simultaneously, and for several seconds I thought I'd only earned myself a quick exit, but finally Challenger smiled again.

"We are scientists," he said. "We learn from our mistakes. We have this firmly under control."

I was wondering whether the walkers in the park that morning would agree with me, but I was already on shaky ground, so kept my peace. Besides, this was a story, whichever way it played out, and I was now on the inside. As a reporter, I had a duty to see it through, although I had a bad feeling this was just another disaster waiting to happen. 

*
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I SPENT MOST OF THE remainder of my weekend at the zoo. Logie Baird tried to explain his refrigeration unit to me—the device seemed to produce ice out of nowhere, but no matter how many times the Scotsman went over it, he always quickly lost me in the science. One thing stuck, a phrase I thought I might be able to use in my story—'Ice is just water at a different energy level.'

I had more success with Challenger's side of the operation, helping him with getting animals housed and comfortable in the freezing conditions. I had taken to wearing a thick woolen overcoat, hat and gloves when inside the dome but even then the cold bit hard all the way to my bones. Challenger seemed remarkably unaffected and worked with a tireless energy, directing proceedings with a bark that brooked no argument.

They were cutting it close, but on early Monday morning he pronounced himself ready—the grand opening could proceed. Logie Baird and Challenger both seemed certain of their coming success—and even I had been won over since Saturday. There was no repeat of the accident that caused the ice to spread out into the park, the hum and vibration, though still present, was now almost unnoticeable, and the animals all seemed quite happy to co-exist in their new habitat. The Royal Society had invited dignitaries from all over and had set up a marquee outside the enclosure for the food and drink after the ceremony. 

As the crowd arrived, I realized I was rather underdressed for the occasion, given the variety of formal wear on display. Even Challenger made an effort, although he had clearly gained some weight since the last time he wore what he called 'the monkey suit', and looked rather like an over-stuffed sausage.

He still cut an imposing figure as he stood before the enclosure door addressing the assembled crowd.

"What you are about to see is a wonder of modern engineering, coupled with the latest ideas in the care and maintenance of animals in the zoo environment. Every effort has been made to create a habitat as natural as possible for these creature—you may find it rather chilly. Like the arctic fox—perhaps you should have brought your furs."

He cut a ceremonial tape, and ushered the crowd in.

I have to admit the exhibit was like no other I have ever seen. Two great walrus sat on a block of ice overlooking a clear blue lagoon full of seals. Behind them rose a huge slab of rock, ice and snow towering to the highest part of the dome. Two white owls peered at us from the heights, and pale fox cubs gamboled on the slopes. The audience was quite taken, and rapt in attention, but that, and Challenger's smile, didn’t last long. After five minutes the crowd thinned, either driven out by the biting cold or the lack of any activity from the animals. All too soon Challenger, Logie Baird and I were alone in the huge empty dome.

"That's it?" Challenger said. "I've seen gnats with longer attention spans."

I do believe the professor might have rushed outside and began throwing people back in to the enclosure, demanding that they appreciate what was before them. But fate had another trick to play. 

I felt it first, as before, through the soles of my feet, an insistent vibration, getting steadily stronger.

"Logie-Baird?" Challenger said.

"It's nothing," the smaller Scotsman answered. "It probably just needs a tweak. I'll go and check."

He opened the door to the laboratory—and could proceed no further. The whole doorway—the whole room from what I could tell, was completely encased in ice.

"Shut it off," Challenger shouted.

Logie-Baird looked bewildered. 

"We can't. The generator is in the lab."

"How long will it run?"

"Several days," Logie Baird said. "Maybe a week? I filled it up this morning, and it's an efficient wee engine, even if I do say so myself."

The stressed door frame cracked loudly, the hum and vibration rose, and we had to step back sharply as a wall of ice poured into the enclosure and began to spread. It was little more than slush at first but rapidly hardened as the cold intensified, running across the floor and walls, moving so fast that our escape was going to be cut off in seconds if I didn't get them moving. Challenger saw the risk at the same time I did but Logie Baird was merely standing there looking perplexed, and we had to bodily lift him and half-carry him out.

A crowd of well-dressed revelers stood around the marquee, drinks in hand, gaping in astonishment at the three madmen—to their eyes—who had burst out of the enclosure. I felt cold at my neck and turned to see the ice run over the outside of the dome. Glass cracked; metal groaned. The sky overhead darkened. Clouds rolled and roiled, building up from out of nowhere, heralding a coming storm.

The crowd around the marquee finally realized they were in some trouble as new ice flowed towards their feet. Once started, panic spread even faster than the cold, and there was a mad rush for the exit. Challenger wasn't ready to join them quite yet.

"We've got to get back in there. The animals..."

"Are already gone," I said softly. "The ice has them now."

Challenger couldn't really argue with me—we could see it clearly—the whole of the new enclosure was already little more than a solid dome of ice, with more already encroaching towards our feet.

"It would seem discretion is the greater part of valor," Logie Baird said.

We fled; winter came after us. As we ran through Regent's Park, snow started to fall. 

*
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LONDON HAD NEVER SEEN a summer like it. Snow fell steadily all through Monday afternoon and evening, over a foot of it before it got too cold for precipitation and the ice took over. The Thames froze in the early hours of Tuesday morning, and by dawn much of the population was heading south across the bridges, to Putney or Blackheath or Clapham where the sun still shone and winter seemed a long way off. All transport north of the river as far as Finchley was at a standstill, and the great city ground to a shuddering halt.

Of course blame had to be apportioned; a scapegoat had to be found, and not for the first time, poor old Challenger fit the bill. I was roped in, along with Logie Baird, for having been the visible face of the ongoing disaster, at least in the minds of the great and good who had gathered for the opening. We were called in front of an emergency session of the Cabinet in Southwark Town Hall on Tuesday evening; the Home Secretary led the charge.

"It's a bally disgrace," he said. "And not for the first time. Would you care to explain yourself?"

"Not particularly," Challenger said, as calm as I have ever seen him. "I'm sorry you've been inconvenienced, but it's only a spot of cold. It happens every year."

"Not in bloody June it doesn't. Since when do we get cricket snowed off?"

"Oh, if it's the cricket you're worried about..."

The Prime Minister butted in.

"Can it be stopped? That's what we're here to find out. Waterloo Station is starting to ice up—it's still spreading south."

Challenger yielded the floor to Logie Baird, but the Scotsman had as little luck explaining the science to the ministers as he had with me.

"The generator will only run for a week at the most," he said, finally. "Perhaps we should let things run their course?"

"A week?" The Home Secretary laughed bitterly. "At the rate this is going, we'll have iced up the Home Counties by then. We'd be the laughing stock of the world—never mind the votes we'd lose at the next election. This must be stopped—and it must be stopped tonight."

"In that case, we'll need the Army," Challenger said. "And Lord's Cricket Ground—it's not getting used for anything at the moment anyway."

*
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WE WERE PROMISED THAT the Army would be at our disposal, and were told, in no uncertain terms, that we wouldn't have much of a future outside Pentonville if we did not get the job done. I'm afraid I was rather despondent—if I'd had the opportunity I might have made straight for the nearest bar for a stiffener.

Logie Baird had the same idea, but he carried his liquor around with him, and produced a hip flask. After two swigs of fiery Scotch, I was feeling somewhat happier with my lot—besides, I was yet again at the center of a story that was going to fill the front pages. As a reporter, I could scarcely ask for better. As a man, however, I'd have much rather been home in a warm bed following the story from afar. 

That was not to be. At eight o' clock an Army captain—Briggs by name—arrived and announced he was at our disposal. By eight-thirty we were in the back of a truck, heavily swaddled in coats and travel rugs, heading across Westminster Bridge into the teeth of a cold the like of which I have never before encountered.

Two more trucks followed us—Challenger and Logie Baird had asked for some equipment to be fetched from the Scotsman's workshop in Catford, but all I knew was that it was electrical in nature, and delicate. Beyond that, I did not have the slightest clue of what their plan might be, or whether I had any part to play in it.

I was at the rear of the truck so was most exposed to the chill—but it also meant I was the only one of the three of us who got a clear view of the devastation. Even during the coldest of winters, I have never seen such sights. The city was little more than a sheet of ice punctuated with tall structures that might be streets and houses, shops and factories but were no longer discernible beneath yet more ice and snow.  The streets were softened into humps and hillocks such that it did not seem like a modern city at all but more like an Antarctic landscape. 

And yet there was still evidence of a population—not everyone had fled, although it was clear that they should have. We passed several soft mounds I took to be drifts, only to see blue-tinged limbs among the ice when I looked closer. I stopped looking closer after seeing more than a dozen.  

The area around Euston was worse. It was obvious that a large crowd had gathered in an attempt to catch trains fleeing north. They had not made it out in time and now lay—or even stood, leaning on one another—a frozen army that seemed to cry out for warmth as we drove past, unable to provide help. 

After that I closed the back flap and lit up a smoke. I didn't look out again until we reached our destination—Lord's cricket ground.

*
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I WAS STARTING TO FEEL like a loose wheel as the evening wore on. Logie Baird and Challenger directed operations and the Army lads unloaded equipment from the trucks. They also had the foresight to bring along half a dozen braziers that we huddled around when not actively busy helping, but the chill bit deep, and even with a scarf wrapped round my face the cold sank deeper into my chest with each breath. Challenger barked orders that were thankfully obeyed, while Logie Baird directed the construction of a contraption of brass and glass that looked to my eye to be same as the one now under ice in the zoo. The difference in this model was its mobility, it being mounted on four stout wheels.

"Just what we need," I said sarcastically as Logie Baird came to warm his hands at the brazier. "More ice."

"My machine may look the same to your eyes, Malone," he said. "But just as ice is water at a different energy level, so water is ice, and all it takes is a small shift in the balance of things to change one to the other. This is no icemaker. This is a heat maker—did Challenger not tell you that our next project was to be a desert environment for the zoo? Watch and learn, Malone, watch and learn."

All I had learned so far was how to mess things up on a grand scale, and I did not think that was at all useful to my education. I kept my mouth shut and watched them work—at least they had a plan, which is more than could be said for me. 

Finally, after what seemed like hours during which I merely stood by the brazier and pretended to be warm, they announced themselves ready. 

"I have a question," I asked. "Why here? Why not somewhere closer to the zoo?"

Challenger waved an arm to indicate the cricket ground. 

"We have an open area that is also somewhat enclosed by the stands. We need to test that this bally thing works. And if there's a problem it will be contained here—at least, that is our hope." 

I was not exactly brimming with confidence as Logie Baird threw the main switch to activate the device.

It started slowly, a distant hum and a trembling of the ice underfoot. My feet felt colder, and I stamped, left then right. By the time my right foot went down it met, not ice, but slush, and within seconds we were all standing in a muddy puddle, and getting too warm for the amount of clothes we had piled on against the chill.

"It's working," I said.

"Yes," Logie Baird said sarcastically. "I think we can all see that."

Within seconds the whole of Lords was little more than a two-inch deep pond—a soggy wicket should you wish to play cricket, but a huge improvement on the icy hell it had been so recently.

We moved out slowly, our truck pushing the heat-maker ahead of it, Challenger, Logie Baird and I standing on the cart with the machine.

*
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FOR THE FIRST QUARTER of a mile the ice melted away ahead of us. I had to divest several layers of clothing, and my hands finally warmed up enough for me to manage to light a smoke. I was just starting to believe we might be in with a chance of success when we turned a corner and reached the edge of Regent's Park. 

The wall of ice ahead of us was twenty meters high and looked as solid as any rock face. As the heat we were generating reached it, the surface glistened, melted a fraction...and immediately froze again.

Challenger appeared undaunted.

"More power," he shouted. 

Logie Baird obliged and turned a dial. The heat began to focus on a point directly ahead of us, burning and melting a small hole that grew larger quickly until we had the beginnings of a cave—a tunnel almost, heading into the ice.

"Forward," Challenger roared. The truck pushed us towards the ice wall, and I was all too suddenly aware of all the things that might go wrong—and of the looming weight of ice now above our heads as we entered the passage.

The ice melted away ahead of us, but we were stopped by a screech of mangled metal and the screams of men from behind. The truck pushing our machine had successfully followed us into the new breach—but a second truck had not been so fortunate. The ice had already reformed in the initial gap, crushing and enfolding the vehicle in a vise like grip until all that was left was a flattened mass of crushed metal, canvas and torn limbs.

"We must retreat," I shouted.

Challenger shook his head. 

"That is not an option I will consider—full ahead. It's the only way. We need to get to the enclosure and shut this thing down before it spreads further—I will not have any more dead men on my conscience."

Logie Baird had his head down, concentrating on dials and twiddling knobs—I had no idea whether it was his efforts that were able to maintain the heat source that melted the ice ahead—and I was not about to interrupt him to ask.

We inched forward.

"Do you have any idea where we are?" I asked after a few minutes—more to hear myself talk and remind myself I was still alive, than from any desire for conversation. I could have reached out and touched the roof of the ice wall overhead, and the sound of it crackling as it reformed behind us was more than enough reminder of the peril we had placed ourselves in. It was a sparkling, beautiful, blue hell—and we were heading deeper inside it.

"I know exactly where we are," Challenger said, at the same moment proving it by turning and motioning to the truck driver to veer slightly to the left. "We passed the bandstand two minutes ago; the duck pond is over to our left, and although it is probably frozen completely solid, I do not wish to have the chance of us melting the water below us. It wouldn't do to sink now, so close to our goal."

"And how far is that?"

"About ten minutes at this speed. Chin up, Malone—it'll soon be over."

Logie Baird's machine began to whine three minutes later.

Smoke rose in puffs from the machine's innards, and the ice contracted closer around us, so close I believe my hair brushed the ceiling.

"Keep going—just keep going," Logie Baird shouted, "I'll do what I can."

Challenger motioned for the driver to speed up and Logie Baird pushed the heat intensity higher, so much so that water boiled and hissed as ice flashed immediately to steam. It very quickly became damp and humid in our little bubble, but we made better progress, and I started to recognize the vague shapes of zoo buildings embedded in the ice around us.

Logie Baird's machine, however, was in trouble—it wheezed and coughed like an asthmatic duck, and the heat now came in irregular pulses rather than in one continuous flow. As we pulled to a stop over the top of the soggy remains of a large marquee, the small Scotsman was clearly worried.

"I don't know how long it can keep this up, Challenger," he said. "It may only be a matter of minutes."

Challenger looked ahead of us. The domed structure of the enclosure was clearly visible, just yards away, but the ice seemed even thicker packed here, dark blue, almost like metal.

"Can we make this bubble we are in bigger—do we have enough for one big push?" Challenger said.

Logie Baird looked thoughtful.

"Aye, maybe. But as soon as it's done, so are we—the ice will just come back and crush us."

"Not if I can get to the generator inside," Challenger said grimly. "Warm it up—I'm going in."

*
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LOGIE BAIRD WASTED no time. He turned a knob, all the way to the right, and heat seemed to explode all around us, a concussion that almost knocked me off my feet and brought an immediate clammy sweat over my whole body. Steam hissed and ice cracked. A deep puddle formed below us and the ice above us retreated away. I saw the domed enclosure appear through sudden fog, water sloughing off its roof.

"Now or never, Challenger," Baird shouted, and Challenger leapt from the cart, splashing in knee deep slush towards the dome. I surprised myself by jumping down after him.

I caught up with him at the main door to the enclosure. Ice cracked, high overhead, and I looked up—the bubble created by Logie Baird's burst of heat had already began to contract.

"Whatever you're going to do, best do it now," I said, as we headed in to the dome.

The interior was far removed now from Challenger's vision of a perfect Arctic environment. The thick iron bars had been torn and buckled by the sheer weight of ice, the walls were cracked and broken, ready to tumble at the slightest shock and, the worst thing of all, the bodies of the dead animals lay strewn, pitiful corpses underfoot.

Challenger paused briefly and looked around.

"We will rebuild," he muttered under his breath, then forged ahead, making for the laboratory door. 

We hit the door together, barging through into a cramped room dominated by Logie Baird's machine. I could just dimly make out the attachments and cables leading to a generator on the far wall from us—but our way was almost completely blocked, as fresh ice had formed around the machine, and was already thickening further as we watched. A throbbing vibration through the floor told me that the machine was still very much active.

I saw the full depth of Challenger's commitment in that moment. He charged forward with no thought of personal safety, skirted the machine as much as he could to find the nearest point to the generator cable, and proceeded to attack the ice like a madman with anything that came to hand. He kicked, punched, tore a door off a cupboard and pounded until it fell apart in splinters and then finally resorted to ripping at the ice in frenzy with his bare hands. Ice began to form on his chest, creeping up into his beard, and still he would not stop. 

And I could not leave my friend to attempt the seeming hopeless task alone—I leapt to his side, doing my best to stop the ice engulfing him as he tried to reach the generator cable.

It seemed hopeless—for every inch we made headway, the ice came back twice as fast.

Challenger howled in rage.

"I will not be beaten—I will not."

He attacked with renewed vigor, but still, defeat seemed inevitable.

A soft voice spoke behind us.

"Would these help?"

Logie Baird was behind us—he held a long walrus tusk in each hand. Challenger saw his intent immediately. Wielding a tusk like a pick, he started knocking larger chips out of the ice pack. I wasn't slow to follow, and together we finally managed to make some headway, although on the other side of the room, our escape route was already closing fast.

"Get ready," Challenger shouted. Logie Baird knelt beneath us as we concentrated our efforts, smashing icy splinters all around as we finally hacked down to the cable.

Logie Baird took out a pocketknife and started to cut the small area we had cleared,

"Faster, man," Challenger shouted.

We were now almost completely enclosed in a new ice bubble, one that was encroaching fast. We hacked, and Logie Baird cut, and it seemed to go on forever until there was a blinding flash of heat and light. I was knocked backward. Challenger fell on top of me, digging an elbow hard into my ribs, and Logie Baird fell on my legs, pinning me to the ground, even as the ice started to crack and fall in shards all around us.

By the time we disentangled ourselves and stood, our feet were in a puddle of slush. There was no vibration through the floor—the machine had stopped, and the ice was melting fast.

*
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OF COURSE THERE WAS one heck of a mess to clean up afterwards. Both Challenger and Logie Baird took terrible abuse from sections of the press—not from my paper of course, because we had the inside story, and for that my friends and I could be forgiven a multitude of sins. 

Press condemnation was nothing new to either man, and when I met them for a drink in The George several weeks later, they seemed in fine spirits, despite their new found infamy.

I bought the first of several large Scotches and returned with the glasses to our table. 

"What, no ice?" Logie Baird asked, and raised an eyebrow.

Challenger's booming laughter filled the bar.
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On the Threshold
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IT STARTED SMALL; A black tear, no bigger than a sliver of fingernail, appeared in the center of the chamber and hung there. I was slow to react. This was only the second of more than a dozen configurations we planned to try; I hadn't expected anything to happen, wasn't convinced that we were on the right track. 

"Stabilize it. Do it now." Connon shouted. That got me moving. I pushed buttons, twiddled dials and watched meters, praying that there would be a now to get back to when I remembered to breathe. The electromagnets hummed in song, getting louder as the black tear pushed against them, before finally settling into a steady drone.

The rip didn't spread; I started to breathe again. As I watched it settled into a new configuration, a black, somewhat oily in appearance droplet held quivering in mid-air by the magnetic forces surrounding it. 
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