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    ‘Imagine, if you can, a continent that for one quarter of the year, doubles in size. A continent in a constant state of motion, motion that is undetectable to the human eye, but that is devastating nonetheless.




    Imagine if you were to look down from the heavens at this vast, snow-covered mass. You would see the signatures of motion: the sweeping waves of the glaciers, bending in curves around mountains, falling down slopes like cascading waterfalls captured on film.




    This is the “awesome inertia” that Eugene Linden spoke of. And if we, like Linden, imagine that we are looking at that picture through time-lapse photography, taken over thousands of years, then we will see that motion.




    Thirty centimetres of movement every year doesn’t look like much in real time, but in time-lapse, glaciers become flowing rivers of ice, ice that moves with free-flowing grace and awesome, unstoppable power.




    Awesome? I hear you scoff. Thirty centimetres a year? What possible harm could that do?




    A lot of harm to your tax dollars, I would say. Did you know that the British government has had to replace Halley Station on four separate occasions? You see, like many other Antarctic research stations, Halley Station is built underground, buried in the ice but a mere thirty centimetres of shift every year cracks its walls and drastically skews its ceilings.




    The point here is that the walls of Halley Station are under a lot of pressure, a lot of pressure. All of that ice, moving outwards from the pole, moving inexorably toward the sea, it wants to get to the sea – to see the world, you might say, as an iceberg – and it isn’t going to let something as insignificant as a research station get in its way!




    But then again, comparatively speaking, Britain has come off rather well when it comes to dramatic ice movement.




    Consider when, in 1986, the Filchner Ice Shelf calved an iceberg the size of Luxembourg into the Weddell Sea. Thirteen thousand square kilometres of ice broke free of the mainland . . . taking with it the abandoned Argentine base station, Belgrano I, and the Soviet summer station, Druzhnaya. The Soviets, it seems, had planned to use Druzhnaya that summer. As it turned out, they spent the next three months searching for their missing base among the three massive icebergs that had formed out of the original ice movement! And they found it. Eventually.




    The United States has been even less fortunate. All five of its ‘Little America’ research stations floated out to sea on icebergs in the sixties.




    Ladies and gentlemen, the message to be taken from all of this is quite simple. What appears to be barren, may not really be so. What appears to be a wasteland, may not really be so. What appears to be lifeless, may not really be so.




    No. For when you look at Antarctica, do not be fooled. You are not looking at an ice-covered rock. You are looking at a living, breathing continent.’
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          Goldridge, William


          Watergate
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    ‘CHAPTER 6: THE PENTAGON




    . . . What the literature is oddly silent about, however, is the strong bond Richard Nixon forged with his military advisers, most notably an Air Force Colonel named Otto Niemeyer . . .’ [p. 80]




    ‘ . . . After Watergate, however, no one is quite sure what happened to Niemeyer. He was Nixon’s liaison to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, his insider. Having risen to the rank of full colonel by the time Nixon resigned, Niemeyer had enjoyed what few people could ever lay claim to: Richard Nixon’s ear.




    What is surprising, however, is that after Nixon’s resignation in 1974, not much can be found in the statute books regarding Otto Niemeyer. He remained on the Joint Chiefs of Staff under Ford and Carter, a silent player, keeping much to himself, until 1979, when abruptly, his position became vacant.




    No explanation was ever given by the Carter Administration for Niemeyer’s removal. Niemeyer was unmarried; some suggested, homosexual. He lived at the military academy at Arlington, alone. He had few people who openly claimed to be his friends. He travelled frequently, often to “destinations unknown”, and his work colleagues thought nothing of his absence from the Pentagon for a few days in December of 1979.




    The problem was, Otto Niemeyer never returned . . .’ [p. 86]
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    PROLOGUE




    Wilkes Land, Antarctica


    13 June




    It had been three hours now since they’d lost radio contact with the two divers.




    There had been nothing wrong with the descent, despite the fact that it was so deep. Price and Davis were the most experienced divers at the station, and they had talked casually over the intercom the whole way down.




    After pausing halfway to re-pressurize, they had continued down to three thousand feet where they had left the diving bell and begun their diagonal ascent into the narrow, ice-walled cavern.




    Water temperature had been stable at 1.9° Celsius. As recently as two years previously, Antarctic diving had been restricted by the cold to extremely shortlived, and scientifically speaking, extremely unsatisfactory, ten-minute excursions. However, with their new Navy-made thermal-electric suits, Antarctic divers could now expect to maintain comfortable body temperatures for at least three hours in the near-freezing waters of the continent.




    The two divers had maintained steady conversation over the intercom as they made their way up the steep underwater ice tunnel; describing the cracked, rough texture of the ice, commenting on its rich, almost angelic, sky-blue colour.




    And then, abruptly, their talking had stopped.




    They had spotted the surface.




    The two divers stared at the water’s surface from below.




    It was dark, the water calm. Unnaturally calm. Not a ripple broke its glassy, even plane. They swam upward.




    Suddenly they heard a noise.




    The two divers stopped.




    At first it was just a single, haunting whistle, echoing through the clear, icy water. Whale song, they thought.




    Possibility: killers. Recently, a pod of killer whales had been seen lurking about the station. A couple of them – two juvenile males – had made a habit of coming up for air inside the pool at the base of Wilkes Ice Station.




    More likely, however, it was a blue, singing for a mate, maybe five or six miles offshore. That was the problem with whale song. Water was such a great conductor, you could never tell if the whale was one mile away or ten.




    Their minds reassured, the two divers continued upward.




    It was then that the first whistle was answered.




    All at once, about a dozen similar whistles began to coo across the dense aquatic plane, engulfing the two divers. They were louder than the first whistle.




    Closer.




    The two divers spun about in every direction, hovering in the clear blue water, searching for the source of the noise. One of them unslung his harpoon gun and cocked the hammer and suddenly the high-pitched whistles turned into pained wails and barks.




    And then suddenly, there came a loud whump! and both divers snapped upward just in time to see the glassy surface of the water break into a thousand ripples as something large plunged into the water from above.




    The enormous diving bell broke the surface with a loud splash.




    Benjamin K. Austin strode purposefully around the water’s edge barking orders, a black, insulated wetsuit stretched tight across his broad, barrel chest. Austin was a marine biologist from Stanford. He was also the chief of station of Wilkes Ice Station.




    ‘All right! Hold it there!’ Austin called to the young technician manning the winch controls on C-deck. ‘Okay, ladies and gentlemen, no time to waste. Get inside.’




    One after the other, the six wetsuited figures gathered around the edge of the pool and dived into the icy water. They rose a few seconds later inside the big, dome-shaped diving bell that now sat half-submerged in the centre of the pool.




    Austin was standing at the edge of the large, round pool that formed the base of Wilkes Ice Station. Five storeys deep, Wilkes was a remote, coastal research station, a giant underground cylinder that had literally been carved into the ice shelf. A series of narrow catwalks and ladders hugged the circumference of the vertical cylinder, creating a wide circular shaft in the middle of the station. Doorways led off each of the catwalks – into the ice – creating the five different levels of the station. Like many others before them, the residents of Wilkes had long since discovered that the best way to endure the harsh polar weather was to live under it.




    Austin shouldered into his scuba gear, running through the equation in his head for the hundredth time.




    Three hours since the divers’ radio link had cut out. Before that, one hour of hands-free diving up the ice tunnel. And one hour’s descent in the diving bell . . .




    In the diving bell, they would have been breathing ‘free’ air – the diving bell’s own supply of heliox – so that didn’t count. It was only when they left the diving bell and started using tank air that the clock began to run.




    Four hours, then.




    The two divers had been living off tank air for four hours.




    The problem was their tanks contained only three hours’ worth of breathing time.




    And for Austin that had meant a delicate balancing act.




    The last words he and the others had heard from the two divers – before their radio signal had abruptly cut to static – had been some anxious chatter about strange whistling noises.




    On the one hand, the whistling could have been anything: blues, minkes, or any other kind of harmless baleen whale. And the radio cut-out could easily have been the result of interference caused by nearly half a kilometre of ice and water. For all Austin knew, the two divers had turned around immediately and begun the hour-long trip back to the diving bell. To pull it up prematurely would be to leave them stranded on the bottom, out of time and out of air.




    On the other hand, if the divers actually had met with trouble – killers, leopard seals – then naturally Austin would have wanted to yank up the diving bell as quickly as possible and send others down to help.




    In the end, he decided that any help he could send – after hauling up the diving bell and sending it back down again – would be too late anyway. If Price and Davis were going to survive, the best bet was to leave the diving bell down there.




    That was three hours ago – and that was as much time as Austin had been willing to give them. And so he’d pulled up the diving bell, and now a second team was preparing to go down –




    ‘Hey.’




    Austin turned. Sarah Hensleigh, one of the palaeontologists, came up alongside him.




    Austin liked Hensleigh. She was intelligent, while at the same time practical and tough; not afraid to get her hands dirty. It came as no surprise to him that she was also a mother. Her twelve-year-old daughter, Kirsty, had been visiting the station for the past week.




    ‘What is it?’ Austin said.




    ‘The topside antenna’s taking a beating. The signal isn’t getting through,’ Hensleigh said. ‘It also looks like there’s a solar flare coming in.’




    ‘Oh shit . . .’




    ‘For what it’s worth, I’ve got Abby scanning all the military frequencies, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up.’




    ‘What about outside?’




    ‘Pretty bad. We’ve got eighty footers breaking on the cliffs and a hundred-knot wind on the surface. If we have casualties, we won’t be getting them out of here by ourselves.’




    Austin turned to stare at the diving bell. ‘And Renshaw?’




    ‘He’s still shut up in his room.’ Hensleigh looked up nervously toward B-deck.




    Austin said, ‘We can’t wait any longer. We have to go down.’




    Hensleigh just watched him.




    ‘Ben – ’ she began.




    ‘Don’t even think about it, Sarah.’ Austin began walking away from her, toward the water’s edge. ‘I need you up here. So does your kid. You just get that signal out. We’ll get the others.’




    ‘Coming to three thousand feet,’ Austin’s voice crackled out from the wall-mounted speakers. Sarah Hensleigh was sitting inside the darkened radio room of Wilkes Ice Station. ‘Roger that, Mawson,’ she said into the microphone in front of her.




    ‘There doesn’t appear to be any activity outside, Control. The coast is clear. All right, ladies and gentlemen, we’re stopping the winch. Preparing to leave the diving bell.’




    One kilometre below sea level, the diving bell jolted to a halt.




    Inside, Austin keyed the intercom. ‘Control, confirm time at 2132 hours, please.’




    The seven divers sitting inside the cramped confines of the Douglas Mawson looked tensely at each other.




    Hensleigh’s voice came over the speaker. ‘I copy, Mawson. Time confirmed at 2132 hours.’




    ‘Control, mark that we are turning over to self-contained air supply at 2132 hours.’




    ‘Marked.’




    The seven divers reached up for their heavy face masks, brought them down off their hooks, clamped them to the circular buckles on the collarbones of their suits.




    ‘Control, we are now leaving the diving bell.’




    Austin stepped forward, pausing for a moment to look at the black pool of water lapping against the rim of the diving bell. Then he stepped off the deck and splashed into the darkness.




    ‘Divers. Time is now 2220 hours, dive-time is forty-eight minutes. Report,’ Hensleigh said into her mike.




    Inside the radio room behind Sarah sat Abby Sinclair, the station’s resident meteorologist. For the past two hours, Abby had been manning the satellite radio console, trying without success to raise an outside frequency.




    The intercom crackled. Austin’s voice answered. ‘Control, we are still proceeding up the ice tunnel. Nothing so far.’




    ‘Roger, divers,’ Hensleigh said. ‘Keep us informed.’




    Behind her, Abby keyed her talk button again. ‘Calling all frequencies, this is station four-zero-niner, I repeat this is station four-zero-niner, requesting immediate assistance. We have two casualties, possibly fatalities, on hand and we are in need of immediate support. Please acknowledge.’ Abby released the button and said to herself, ‘Somebody, anybody.’




    The ice tunnel was starting to widen.




    As Austin and the other divers slowly made their way upward, they began to notice several strange holes set into the walls on either side of the underwater tunnel.




    Each hole was perfectly round, at least ten feet in diameter. And they were all set on an incline so that they descended into the ice tunnel. One of the divers aimed his flashlight up into one of the holes, revealing only impenetrable, inky darkness.




    Suddenly Austin’s voice cut across their intercoms. ‘Okay people, stay tight. I think I see the surface.’




    Inside the radio room, Sarah Hensleigh leaned forward in her chair, listening to Austin’s voice over the intercom.




    ‘The surface appears calm. No sign of Price or Davis.’’




    Hensleigh and Abby exchanged a glance. Hensleigh keyed her intercom. ‘Divers. This is Control. What about the noises they mentioned? Do you hear anything? Any whale song?’




    ‘Nothing yet, Control. Hold on now I’m coming to the surface.’’




    Austin’s helmet broke the glassy surface.




    As the icy water drained off his face-plate, Austin slowly began to see where he was. He was hovering in the middle of a wide pool, which was itself situated at one end of a gigantic subterranean cavern.




    Slowly, Austin turned in a complete circle, observing one after the other, the sheer vertical walls that lined every side of the cavern.




    And then he saw the final wall.




    His mouth fell open.




    ‘Control, you’re not going to believe this.’ Austin’s stunned voice broke over the intercom.




    ‘What is it, Ben?’ Hensleigh said into her mike.




    ‘I’m looking at a cavern of some sort. Walls are sheer-sided ice, probably the result of some kind of seismic activity. Area of the cavern is unknown, but it looks like it extends several hundred feet into the ice.’




    ‘Uh-huh.’




    ‘There’s, ah . . . there’s something else down here, Sarah.’




    Hensleigh looked at Abby and frowned. She keyed the intercom. ‘What is it, Ben?’




    ‘Sarah . . .’ There was a long pause. ‘Sarah, I think I’m looking at a spaceship.’




    It was half buried in the ice wall behind it.




    Austin stared at it, entranced.




    Completely black, it had a wingspan of about ninety feet. Two sleek, dorsal tail fins rose high into the air above the rear of the ship. Both fins, however, were completely embedded in the ice wall behind the ship – two shadowy blurs trapped within the clear, frozen wall. It stood on three powerful-looking landing struts and it looked magnificent – the aerodynamics sleek to the extreme, exuding a sense of raw power that was almost tangible –




    There came a loud splash from behind him and Austin spun.




    He saw the other divers, treading water behind him, staring up at the spaceship. Beyond them, however, was a set of expanding ripples, the remnants, it seemed, of an object that had fallen into the water . . .




    ‘What was that?’ Austin said. ‘Hanson?’




    ‘Ben, I don’t know what it was, but something just went past my – ’




    Austin watched as, without warning, Hanson was wrenched underwater.




    ‘Hanson!’




    And then there was another scream. Harry Cox.




    Austin turned, just in time to see the slicked back of a large animal rise above the surface and plough at tremendous speed into Cox’s chest, driving him underwater.




    Austin began to swim frantically for the water’s edge. As he swam, his head dipped below the surface and suddenly his ears were assaulted by a cacophony of sound – loud, shrill whistles and hoarse, desperate barks.




    The next time his head surfaced, he caught a glimpse of the ice walls surrounding the pool of water. He saw large holes set into the ice, just above the surface. They were exactly the same as the ones he’d seen down in the ice tunnel before.




    Then Austin saw something come out of one of the holes.




    ‘Holy Christ,’ he breathed.




    Hideous screams burst across the intercom.




    In the radio room of the ice station, Hensleigh stared in stunned silence at the blinking console in front of her. Beside her, Abby had her hand across her mouth. Terrified shouts rang out from the wall-mounted speakers:




    ‘Raymonds!’




    ‘He’s gone!’




    ‘Oh shit, no – ’




    ‘Jesus, the walls! They’re coming out of the fucking walls!’




    And then suddenly Austin’s voice. ‘Get out of the water! Get out of the water now!’




    Another scream. Then another.




    Sarah Hensleigh grabbed her mike. ‘Ben! Ben! Come in!’




    Austin’s voice crackled over the intercom. He was speaking quickly, in between short, shallow breaths. ‘Sarah, shit, I . . . I can’t see anybody else. I can’t . . . they’re all . . . they’re all gone . . .’ A pause, and then, ‘Oh sweet Jesus . . . Sarah! Call for help! Call for anything you ca – ’




    And then a crash of breaking glass exploded across the intercom and the voice of Benjamin Austin was gone.




    *




    Abby was on the radio, yelling hysterically into the mike. ‘For God’s sake, somebody answer me! This is station 409, I repeat, this is station four-zero-niner. We have just suffered heavy losses in an underwater cavern and request immediate assistance! Can anybody hear mer Somebody, please answer me! Our divers – oh Jesus – our divers said they saw a spacecraft of some sort in this cavern, and now, now we’ve lost contact with them! The last we heard from them, they were under attack, under attack in the water . . .’




    Wilkes Ice Station received no response to their distress signal.




    Despite the fact that it was picked up by at least three different radio installations.




    

       

    




    FIRST INCURSION




    16 June 0630 hours




    

       

    




    The hovercraft raced across the ice plain.




    It was painted white, which was unusual. Most Antarctic vehicles are painted bright orange, for ease of visibility. And it sped across the vast expanse of snow with a surprising urgency. Nobody is ever in a hurry in Antarctica.




    Inside the speeding white hovercraft, Lieutenant Shane Schofield peered out through reinforced fibreglass windows. About a hundred yards off his starboard bow he could see a second hovercraft – also white – whipping across the flat, icy landscape.




    At thirty-two, Schofield was young to be in command of a Recon Unit. But he had experience that belied his age. At five-ten, Schofield was lean and muscular, with a handsome, creased face and closely cropped black hair. At the moment, his black hair was covered by a camouflaged kevlar helmet. A grey turtle-neck collar protruded from beneath his shoulderplates, covering his neck. Fitted inside the folds of the turtle-neck collar was a lightweight kevlar plate. Sniper protection.




    It was rumoured that Shane Schofield had deep blue eyes, but this was a rumour that had never been confirmed. In fact, it was folklore at Parris Island – the legendary training camp for the United States Marine Corps – that no one below the rank of General had ever actually seen Schofield’s eyes. He always kept them hidden behind a pair of reflective, silver, anti-flash glasses.




    His call-sign added to the mystery, since it was common knowledge that it had been Brigadier-General Norman W. McLean himself who had given Schofield his operational nickname – a nickname which many assumed had something to do with the young lieutenant’s hidden eyes.




    ‘Whistler One, do you copy?’




    Schofield picked up his radio. ‘Whistler Two, this is Whistler One. What is it?’




    ‘Sir – ’ the deep voice of Staff Sergeant Buck ‘Book’ Riley was suddenly cut off by a wash of static. Over the past twenty-four hours, ionospheric conditions over continental Antarctica had rapidly deteriorated. The full force of a solar flare had kicked in, disrupting the entire electromagnetic spectrum, and limiting radio contact to short-range UHF transmissions. Contact between hovercrafts one hundred yards apart was difficult. Contact with Wilkes Ice Station – their destination – was impossible.




    The static faded and Riley’s voice came over the speaker again. ‘Sir, do you remember that moving contact we picked up about an hour ago?’




    ‘Uh-huh,’ Schofield said.




    For the past hour, Whistler Two had been picking up emissions from the electronic equipment on board a moving vehicle heading in the opposite direction, back down the coast toward the French research station, Dumont d’Urville.




    ‘What about it?’




    ‘Sir, I can’t find it anymore.’




    Schofield looked down at the radio. ‘Are you sure?’




    ‘We have no reading on our scopes. Either they shut down, or they just disappeared.’




    Schofield frowned in thought, then he looked back at the cramped personnel compartment behind him. Seated there, two to each side, were four Marines, all dressed in snow fatigues. White-grey kevlar helmets sat in their laps. White-grey body armour covered their chests. White-grey automatic rifles sat by their sides.




    It had been two days since the distress signal from Wilkes Ice Station had been picked up by the US Navy landing ship, Shreveport, while it had been in port in Sydney. As luck would have it, only a week earlier it had been decided that the Shreveport – a rapid deployment vessel used to transport Marine Force Reconnaissance Units – would stay in Sydney for some urgent repairs while the rest of her group returned to Pearl Harbor. That being the case, within an hour of the receipt of Abby Sinclair’s distress signal, the Shreveport – now up and ready to go – was at sea, carrying a squad of Marines due south, heading toward the Ross Sea.




    Now, Schofield and his unit were approaching Wilkes Ice Station from McMurdo Station, another, larger, US research facility about nine hundred miles from Wilkes. McMurdo was situated on the edge of the Ross Sea and was manned by a standing staff of 104 all year round. Despite the lasting stigma associated with the US Navy’s disastrous nuclear power experiment there in 1972, it remained the US gateway to the South Pole.




    Wilkes, on the other hand, was as remote a station as one would find in Antarctica. Six hundred miles from its nearest neighbour, it was a small American outpost, situated right on top of the coastal ice shelf not far from the Dalton Iceberg Tongue. It was bounded on the landward side by a hundred miles of barren, windswept ice plains, and to seaward, by towering three-hundred-foot cliffs which were pounded all year round by mountainous sixty-foot waves.




    Access by air had been out of the question. It was early winter and a minus-thirty-degree blizzard had been assailing the camp for three weeks now. It was expected to last another four. In such weather, exposed helicopter rotors and jet engines were known to freeze in mid-air.




    And access by sea meant taking on the cliffs. The US Navy had a word for such a mission: suicide.




    Which left access by land. By hovercraft. The twelve-man Marine Recon Unit would make the eleven-hour trip from McMurdo to Wilkes in two enclosed-fan, military hovercrafts.




    Schofield thought about the moving signal again. On a map, McMurdo, d’Urville and Wilkes stations formed something like an isosceles triangle. D’Urville and Wilkes on the coast, forming the base of the triangle. McMurdo – further inland, on the edge of the enormous bay formed by the Ross Sea – the point.




    The signal that Whistler Two had picked up heading back along the coast toward Dumont d’Urville had been maintaining a steady speed of about forty miles an hour. At that speed, it was probably a conventional hovercraft. Maybe the French had had people at d’Urville who’d picked up the distress signal from Wilkes, sent help, and were now on their way back . . .




    Schofield keyed his radio again. ‘Book, when was the last time you held that signal?’




    The radio crackled. ‘Signal last held eight minutes ago. Rangefinder contact. Identical to previously held electronic signature. Heading consistent with previous vector. It was the same signal, sir, and as of eight minutes ago it was right where it should have been.’




    In this weather – howling eighty-knot winds that hurled snow so fast that it fell horizontally – regular radar scanning was hopeless. Just as the solar flare in the ionosphere put paid to radio communications, the low pressure system on the ground caused havoc with their radars.




    Prepared for such an eventuality, each hovercraft was equipped with roof-mounted units called rangefinders. Mounted on a revolving turret, each rangefinder swung back and forth in a slow one-hundred-and-eighty-degree arc, emitting a constant, high-powered focal beam known as a ‘needle’. Unlike radar, whose straight-line reach has always been limited by the curvature of the earth, needles can hug the earth’s surface and bend over the horizon for at least another fifty miles. As soon as any ‘live’ object – any object with chemical, animal or electronic properties – crosses the path of a needle, it is recorded. Or, as the unit’s rangefinder operator, Private José ‘Santa’ Cruz, liked to put it, ‘if it boils, breathes or beeps, the rangefinder’ll nail the fucker’.




    Schofield keyed his radio. ‘Book, the point where the signal disappeared. How far away is it?’




    ‘About ninety miles from here, sir,’ Riley’s voice answered.




    Schofield stared out over the seamless expanse of white that stretched all the way to the horizon.




    At last he said, ‘All right. Check it out.’




    ‘Roger that.’ Riley responded immediately. Schofield had a lot of time for Book Riley. The two men had been friends for several years. Solid and fit, Riley had a boxer’s face – a flat nose that had been broken too many times, sunken eyes and thick black eyebrows. He was popular in the unit – serious when he had to be, but relaxed and funny when the pressure was off. He had been the Staff Sergeant responsible for Schofield when Schofield had been a young and stupid second lieutenant. Then, when Schofield had been given command of a Recon unit, Book – then a forty-year-old, highly respected Staff Sergeant who could have had his choice of assignment within the Marine Corps establishment – had stayed with him.




    ‘We’ll continue on to Wilkes,’ Schofield said. ‘You find out what happened to that signal, and then you meet us at the station.’




    ‘Got it.’




    ‘Follow-up time is two hours. Don’t be late. And set your rangefinder arc from your tail. If there’s anybody out there behind us, I want to know.’




    ‘Yes, sir.’




    ‘Oh, and Book, one more thing,’ Schofield said.




    ‘What?’




    ‘You play nice with the other kids, you hear.’




    ‘Yes, sir.’




    ‘One, out,’ Schofield said.




    ‘Whistler Two, out.’




    And with that, the second hovercraft peeled away to the right and sped off into the snowstorm.




    

       

    




    An hour later, the coastline came into view, and through a set of high-powered field glasses, Schofield saw Wilkes Ice Station for the first time.




    From the surface, it hardly looked like a ‘station’ at all – more like a motley collection of squat, dome-like structures, half-buried in the snow.




    In the middle of the complex stood the main building. It was little more than an enormous, round dome mounted on a wide square base. Above the surface, the whole structure was about a hundred feet across, but it couldn’t have been more than ten feet high.




    On top of one of the smaller buildings gathered around the main dome stood the remains of a radio antenna. The upper half of the antenna was folded downward, a couple of taut cables the only things holding it to the upright lower half. Ice crusts hung off everything. The only light, a soft white glow burning from within the main dome.




    Schofield ordered the hovercraft to a halt half a mile from the station. No sooner had it stopped than the port-side door slid open, and the six Marines leapt down from the hovercraft’s inflated skirt and landed with muffled whumps on the hard-packed snow.




    As they ran across the snow-covered ground, they could hear, above the roar of the wind, the crashing of the waves against the cliffs on the far side of the station.




    ‘Gentlemen, you know what to do,’ was all Schofield said into his helmet mike as he ran.




    Wrapped in the blanket of the blizzard, the white-clad squad fanned out, making its way toward the station complex.




    Buck Riley saw the hole in the ice before he saw the battered hovercraft in it.




    The crevasse looked like a scar on the icescape – a deep, crescent-shaped gash about forty metres wide.




    Riley’s hovercraft came to rest a hundred yards from the rim of the enormous chasm. The six Marines climbed out, lowered themselves gently to the ground, and cautiously made their way across the snow, toward the edge of the crevasse.




    PFC Robert ‘Rebound’ Simmons was their climber, so they harnessed him up first. A small man, Rebound was as nimble as a cat, and weighed about the same. He was young, too, just twenty-three, and like most men his age, he responded to praise. He had beamed with pride when he’d overheard his Lieutenant once say to another platoon commander that his climber was so good, he could scale the inside of the Capitol building without a rope. His nickname was another story, a good-natured jibe bestowed upon him by his unit in reference to his less than impressive success rate with women.




    Once the rope was secured to his harness, Simmons lay down on his stomach and began to shimmy his way forward, through the snow, towards the edge of the scar.




    He reached the edge and peered out over the rim, down into the crevasse.




    ‘Oh shit . . .’




    Ten metres behind him, Buck Riley spoke into his helmet mike, ‘What’s the story, Rebound?’




    ‘They’re here, sir,’ Simmons’ voice was almost resigned. ‘Conventional craft. Got somethin’ in French written on the side. Thin ice scattered all about underneath it. Looks like they tried to cross a snow bridge that didn’t hold.’




    He turned to face Riley, his face grim, his voice tinny over the short-range radio frequency. ‘And sir, they’s pretty fucked up.’




    The hovercraft lay forty feet below the surface, its rounded nose crumpled inward by the downward impact, every one of its windows either shattered or cracked into distorted spiderwebs. A thin layer of snow had already embarked upon the task of erasing the battered vehicle from history.




    Two of the hovercraft’s occupants had been catapulted by the impact right through the forward windshield. Both lay against the forward wall of the crevasse, their necks bent backwards at obscene angles, their bodies resting in pools of their own frozen blood.




    Rebound Simmons stared at the grisly scene.




    There were other bodies inside the hovercraft. He could see their shadows inside it, and could see star-shaped splatters of blood on the insides of the cracked windows of the hovercraft.




    ‘Rebound?’ Riley’s voice came over his helmet intercom. ‘Anybody alive down there?’




    ‘Don’t look like it, sir,’ Rebound said.




    ‘Do an infra-red,’ Riley instructed. ‘We got twenty minutes before we gotta hit the road and I wouldn’t want to leave and find out later that there were some survivors down there.’




    Rebound snapped his infra-red visor down into place. It hung down from the brow of his helmet, covering both of his eyes like a fighter pilot’s visor.




    Now he saw the crashed hovercraft through a wash of electronic blue imagery. The cold had taken effect quickly. The whole crash site was depicted as a blue-on-black outline. Not even the engine glowed yellow, the colour of objects with minimal heat intensity.




    More importantly, however, there were no blobs of orange or yellow within the image of the vehicle. Any bodies that were still inside the hovercraft were ice-cold. Everyone on board was most certainly dead.




    Rebound said, ‘Sir, infra-red reading is nega – ’




    The ground gave way beneath him.




    There was no warning. No pre-emptive cracking of the ice. No sense of it weakening.




    Rebound Simmons dropped like a stone into the crevasse.




    It happened so fast that Buck Riley almost missed it. One second, he was watching Rebound as he peered out over the edge of the crevasse. The next second, Rebound simply dropped out of sight.




    The black rope slithered out over the edge after Rebound, uncoiling at a rapid rate, shooting out over the rim.




    ‘Hold fast!’ Riley yelled to the two Marines anchoring the rope. They held the rope tightly, taking the strain, waiting for the jolt.




    The rope continued to splay out over the edge until whack!, it went instantly taut.




    Riley stepped cautiously over to the right, away from the edge of the crevasse, but close enough so that he could peer down into it.




    He saw the wrecked hovercraft down at the bottom of the hole, and the two bloodied and broken bodies pressed up against the ice wall in front of it. And he saw Rebound, hanging from his rope, two feet above the hovercraft’s banged-open starboard door.




    ‘You okay?’ Riley said into his helmet mike.




    ‘Never doubted you for a second, sir.’




    ‘Just hold on. We’ll have you up in a minute.’




    ‘Sure.’




    *




    Down in the crevasse, Rebound swung stupidly above the destroyed hovercraft. From where he hung he could see in through the open starboard door of the hovercraft.




    ‘Oh, Jesus . . .’ he breathed.




    Schofield knocked loudly on the big wooden door.




    The door was set into the square-shaped base structure that supported the main dome of Wilkes Ice Station. It lay at the bottom of a narrow ramp that descended about eight feet into the ice.




    Schofield banged his fist on the door again.




    He was lying flat on the parapet of the base structure, reaching down from above the door to knock on it.




    Ten yards away, lying on his belly in the snow at the top of the ramp with his legs splayed wide, was Gunnery Sergeant Scott ‘Snake’ Kaplan. His M-16E assault rifle was trained on the unopened door.




    There came a sudden creak, and Schofield held his breath as a sliver of light stretched out onto the snow beneath him and the door to the station slowly began to open.




    A figure stepped out onto the snow ramp beneath Schofield. It was a man. Wrapped in about seven layers of clothing. Unarmed.




    Suddenly, the man tensed, presumably as he saw Snake lying in the snow in front of him, with his M-16 pointed right at the bridge of the man’s nose.




    ‘Hold it right there,’ Schofield said from above and behind the man. ‘United States Marines.’




    The man remained frozen.




    ‘Unit Two is in. Secure,’ a woman’s voice whispered over Schofield’s earpiece.




    ‘Unit Three. In and secure.’




    ‘All right. We’re coming in through the front door.’




    Schofield slid down from his perch and landed next to the man on the snow ramp, and began to pat him down.




    Snake strode down the ramp toward them, his rifle up, pointed at the door.




    Schofield said to the man, ‘You American? What’s your name?’




    The man spoke.




    ‘Non. Je suis Français.’




    And then, in English. ‘My name is Luc.’




    

       

    




    There is a tendency among academic observers to view Antarctica as the last neutral territory on earth. In Antarctica, so it is said, there are no traditional or holy sites to fight over, no historical borders to dispute. What remains is something of a terra communis, a land belonging to the community.




    Indeed, by virtue of the Antarctic Treaty, since 1961 the continent has been divided up into what looks like an enormous pie chart, with each party to the Treaty being allocated a sector of the pie. Some sectors overlap, as with those administered by Chile, Argentina and the United Kingdom. Others cover monumentally vast tracts of land – Australia administers a sector of the pie which covers nearly a whole quarter of the Antarctic land mass. There is even one sector – that which covers the Amundsen Sea and Byrd Land – which belongs to no one.




    The general impression is one of a truly international land mass. Such an impression, however, is misguided and simplistic.




    Advocates of the ‘politically neutral Antarctica’ fail to acknowledge the continuing animosity between Argentina and Great Britain as to their respective Antarctic claims; or the staunch refusal of all of the parties to the Antarctic Treaty to vote on the 1985 UN Resolution that would have dedicated the Antarctic land mass to the benefit of the entire international community; or the mysterious conspiracy of silence among the Treaty nations that followed a little-known Greenpeace report in 1995 which accused the French government of conducting secret underground nuclear detonations off the coast of Victoria Land.




    More importantly, however, such advocates also fail to recognize that a land without clearly defined borders has no means of dealing with hostile foreign incursions.




    Research stations can often be a thousand miles apart. Sometimes, those research stations discover items of immense value – uranium, plutonium, gold. It is not impossible that a foreign state, desperate for resources, would, upon learning of such a discovery, send an incursionary force to appropriate that discovery before the rest of the world even knew it existed.




    Such an incident – insofar as it could be known – had never happened in Antarctica before.




    There’s always a first time, Schofield thought as he was led into Wilkes Ice Station by the Frenchman named Luc.




    Schofield had heard a recording of Abby Sinclair’s distress signal, heard her mention the discovery of a spacecraft buried within the ice underneath Wilkes Ice Station. If the scientists at Wilkes had, in fact, discovered an extraterrestrial spacecraft, it would definitely be something other parties would be interested in. Whether or not they had the nerve to send a strike team in to get it was another question.




    In any case, it made him more than a little uneasy to be greeted at the doors of an American research station by a French national, and as he walked down the dark, ice-walled entrance tunnel behind Luc, Schofield found himself gripping his automatic pistol a little more tightly.




    The two men emerged from the darkened entry tunnel into brightly lit, wide open space. Schofield found himself standing on a thin metal catwalk overlooking a wide, cylindrical chasm of empty space.




    Wilkes Ice Station opened in front of him, a giant subterranean structure. Narrow, black catwalks ran around the circumference of the underground cylinder, surrounding the wide, central shaft. At the base of the enormous cylinder, Schofield saw a circular pool of water, in the middle of which sat the station’s diving bell.




    ‘This way,’ Luc said, guiding Schofield to the right. ‘They’re all in the dining room.’




    As he entered the dining room preceded by Luc, Schofield felt like an adult entering a pre-school classroom: a stranger who by the simple fact of his size and bearing just doesn’t fit in.




    The group of five survivors sat in a tight circle around the table. The men were unshaven, the women unkempt. They all looked exhausted. They looked up wearily as Schofield entered the room.




    There were two other men in the room, standing behind the table. Unlike the people seated at the table, these two, like Luc, seemed alert, clean and fresh. One of them was holding a tray of steaming drinks. He froze in mid-step as soon as he saw Schofield walk into the room.




    French scientists from d’Urville, Schofield thought. Here in response to the distress signal.




    Probably.




    At first, no one said anything.




    Everyone in the room just looked at Schofield, taking in his helmet and his silver anti-flash glasses; his body armour and his snow fatigues; the MP-5 machine pistol slung over his shoulder; the .44 automatic in his hand.




    Snake came in behind Schofield, and all eyes switched to him: similarly garbed, similarly armed. A clone.




    ‘It’s okay,’ Luc said gently to the others. ‘They are Marines. They are here to rescue you.’




    One of the women let out a gasp of air. ‘Oh, Jesus,’ she said. Then she started to cry. ‘Oh, thank God.’




    American accent, Schofield noted. The woman pushed back her chair and came toward him, tears pouring down her cheeks. ‘I knew you’d come,’ she said. ‘I knew you’d come.’




    She clutched Schofield’s shoulderplate and began sobbing into his chest. Schofield showed no emotion. He held his pistol clear of her, as he’d been trained to do.




    ‘It’s okay, ma’am,’ was all he said, as he guided her gently to a nearby seat. ‘It’s okay. You’re all right now.’




    Once she was seated, he turned to face the others. ‘Ladies and gentleman. We are Reconnaissance Unit Sixteen of the United States Marine Corps. My name is Lieutenant Shane Schofield, and this is Sergeant Scott Kaplan. We are here in response to your distress signal. We have instructions to secure this station and ensure that each of you is unharmed.’




    One of the men at the table let out a sigh of relief.




    Schofield went on. ‘So that you’re under no illusions, I will tell you now that we are a reconnaissance unit. We will not be extracting you. We are a front-line unit. We travel fast, and we travel light. Our task is to get here quickly, and make sure that you are all okay. If there’s an emergency situation, we will extract you, if not, our orders are to secure this station and wait for a fully equipped extraction team to arrive.’




    Schofield turned to face Luc and the other two men standing behind the table. ‘Now, I presume you gentlemen are from d’Urville. Is that correct?’




    The man with the tray in his hands swallowed loudly, his eyes wide.




    ‘Yes,’ Luc said. ‘That is correct. We heard the message on the radio, and we came as soon as we could. To help.’




    As Luc spoke, a woman’s voice crackled over Schofield’s earpiece. ‘Unit Two, sweep is clear.’




    ‘Unit Three. We have found three – no, actually, make that four – contacts in the drilling room. We’re on our way up now.’




    Schofield nodded at Luc. ‘Your names?’




    ‘I am Professor Luc Champion,’ Luc said. ‘This is Professor Jean-Pierre Cuvier, and holding the tray there is Dr Henri Rae.’




    Schofield nodded slowly, taking the names in, comparing them to a list he’d seen on the Shreveport two days previously. It had been a list of the names of every French scientist stationed at d’Urville. Champion, Cuvier and Rae were on it.




    There was a knock on the door and Schofield turned.




    Senior Sergeant Morgan ‘Montana’ Lee stood in the doorway to the dining room. Montana Lee was a nugget of a man, stocky, and, at forty-six years of age, he was the oldest member of the unit. He had a pug nose and a heavy-set, weathered face. Ten yards behind him stood his partner, Corporal Oliver ‘Hollywood’ Todd. Tall, black and lean, Hollywood Todd was twenty-one years old.




    And in between the two Marines stood the fruits of their sweep.




    One woman.




    One man.




    One young girl.




    And one seal.




    

       

    




    ‘They got here about four hours ago,’ Sarah Hensleigh said. Schofield and Hensleigh were standing on A-deck, out on the catwalk that looked out over the rest of the ice station.




    As Hensleigh had already explained, Wilkes Ice Station was essentially a great, big, vertical cylinder that had been bored into the ice shelf. It dived five storeys straight down, all the way to sea level.




    Indented at regular intervals on the walls of the cylinder were metal catwalks which ran around the circumference of the cylinder. Each catwalk was joined to the one above it by steep, narrow rung-ladders, so that the whole structure looked kind of like a fire-escape.




    Branching out from each catwalk, burrowing into the icy walls of the cylinder, was a series of tunnels which formed the different levels of the station. Each level was made up of four straight tunnels that branched out from the central shaft to meet a curved outer tunnel that ran in a wide circle around the central well. The four straight tunnels roughly equated the four points on a compass, so they were simply labelled north, south, east and west.




    Each catwalk/level of Wilkes Ice Station was labelled A through E – A-deck being the highest, E-deck signifying the wide metal platform that surrounded the large pool of water at the base of the massive underground structure. On C-deck, the middle level, Sarah said, a narrow, retractable bridge was able to extend across the wide, central shaft of the station.




    ‘How many?’ Schofield asked.




    ‘There were five of them at first,’ Sarah said. ‘Four stayed here with us, while the fifth guy took the others back to d’Urville on their hovercraft.’




    ‘You know them?’




    Sarah said, ‘I know Luc and I know Henri – who I think wet himself when he saw you guys walk in – and I know of the fourth one, Jacques Latissier.’




    After Montana had led Hensleigh into the dining room a few minutes earlier, it hadn’t taken long for Schofield to figure out that she was the person to speak to about the previous week’s events at Wilkes Ice Station.




    While all the others looked either dejected or tired, Sarah had appeared collected and in control. Indeed, Montana and Hollywood had said that they’d found her while she had been showing one of the French scientists the core-drilling room down on E-deck. His name had been Jacques Latissier – a tall man with a thick black beard – and he was also on Schofield’s mental list.




    Sarah Hensleigh stared out over the central shaft of the station, deep in thought. Schofield looked at her. She was an attractive woman, about thirty-five, with dark brown eyes, black shoulder-length hair and high arching cheekbones. Schofield noticed that around her neck she wore a glistening silver locket on a chain.




    At that moment, the little girl came out onto the catwalk. Schofield guessed that she must have been about ten. She had short blonde hair, a small button nose, and she wore thick glasses that hung down awkwardly over her cheeks. She looked almost comical in the bulky pink parka that she wore – it had a terribly oversized wool-lined hood that flopped down over her face.




    And behind the little girl, loping out onto the metal catwalk, came the seal.




    ‘And who is this?’ Schofield asked.




    ‘This is my daughter, Kirsty,’ Sarah said, putting her hand on the little girl’s shoulder. ‘Kirsty, this is Lieutenant Schofield.’




    ‘Hi there,’ Schofield said.




    Kirsty Hensleigh just stood there for a moment and stared up at Schofield, taking in his armour, his helmet and his weapons.




    ‘Cool glasses,’ she said at last.




    ‘Huh? Oh, yeah,’ Schofield said, touching his silver anti-flash glasses. Combined with his snow fatigues and his white-grey body armour, he knew the reflective, single-lens glasses made him look particularly icy. A kid would like that. Schofield didn’t take the glasses off.




    ‘Yeah, I guess they are pretty cool,’ he said. ‘How old are you?’




    ‘Twelve, almost thirteen.’




    ‘Yeah?’




    ‘I’m kind of short for my age,’ Kirsty added matter-of-factly.




    ‘Me, too,’ Schofield said, nodding.




    He looked down as the seal flopped forward and started sniffing at his knee. ‘And your friend here. What’s his name?’




    ‘She’s a girl, and her name is Wendy.’




    Schofield reached down and let the seal sniff his hand. She wasn’t very big, about the size of a medium-sized dog and she happily wore a cute red collar.




    ‘Wendy. What kind of seal is she?’ Schofield asked, as he began to pat Wendy on the head.




    ‘Arctocephalus gazette,’ Kirsty said. ‘Antarctic fur seal.’




    Wendy started winding her head around in Schofield’s hand, forcing him to pat her behind her earflap. He did, and then suddenly Wendy dropped to the ground and rolled over onto her back.




    ‘She wants you to rub her tummy,’ Kirsty said, smiling. ‘She likes that.’




    Wendy lay on the catwalk, on her back, her flippers held out wide, waiting to be patted. Schofield bent down and gave her a quick rub on the stomach.




    ‘You just won yourself a friend for life,’ Sarah Hensleigh said, watching Schofield closely.




    ‘Great,’ Schofield said, rising.




    ‘I didn’t know Marines could be so friendly,’ Sarah said suddenly, taking Schofield slightly off guard.




    ‘We’re not all heartless.’




    ‘Not when there’s something here that you want.’




    The comment made Schofield stop and look at Sarah for a long second. Clearly, she was no fool.




    Schofield nodded slowly, accepting the criticism. ‘Ma’am, if you don’t mind, if we could just get back to what we were discussing before: you know two of them, and you know of one of them, right?’




    ‘That’s right.’




    ‘What about the fourth one, Cuvier?’




    ‘Never met him.’




    Schofield moved on. ‘And how many did they take back to d’Urville?’




    ‘They could only fit six people in their hovercraft, so one of their guys took five of our people back there.’




    ‘Leaving the other four back here.’




    ‘That’s right.’




    Schofield nodded to himself. Then he looked at Hensleigh. ‘There are a couple of other things we need to talk about. Like what you found down in the ice. And the Renshaw . . . incident.’




    Sarah understood what he was saying. Such matters were best discussed in the absence of a twelve-year-old.




    She nodded. ‘No problem.’




    Schofield looked at the ice station around him: at the pool down at the bottom, at the catwalks set into the walls of the cylinder, at the tunnels that disappeared into the ice. There was something about it all that wasn’t quite right, something that he couldn’t quite put his finger on.




    And then he realized, and he turned to face Sarah. ‘Stop me if this is a stupid question, but if this whole station is carved into the ice shelf and all the walls are made of ice, why don’t they melt? Surely, you must generate a lot of heat in here with your machinery and all. Shouldn’t the walls be dripping constantly.’




    Sarah said, ‘It’s not a stupid question. In fact, it’s a very good question. When we first arrived here, we found that the heat from the exhaust of the core drilling machine was causing some of the ice walls to melt. So we had a cooling system installed on C-deck. It works off a thermostat which keeps the temperature steady at — 1° Celsius no matter what heat we produce. The funny thing is, since the surface temperature outside is almost thirty below, the cooling system actually warms the air in here. We love it.’




    ‘Very clever,’ Schofield said, as he looked around the ice station.




    His gaze came to rest on the dining room. Luc Champion and the other three French scientists were in there, sitting at the table with the residents of Wilkes. Schofield watched them, deep in thought.




    ‘Are you going to take us home?’ Kirsty said suddenly from behind him.




    For a long moment, Schofield continued to watch the four French scientists in the dining room. Then he turned to face the little girl.




    ‘Not just yet,’ he said. ‘Some other people will be here soon to take you home. I’m just here to take care of you until they do.’




    

       

    




    Schofield and Hensleigh walked quickly down the wide ice tunnel. Montana and Hollywood kept pace behind them.




    They were on B-deck, the main living area. The ice tunnel curved around a wide bend. Doors were sunk into it on either side: bedrooms, a common room and various labs and studies. Schofield couldn’t help noticing one particular door which had a distinctive three-ringed biohazard sign on it. A rectangular plate beneath the sign read: BIOTOXIN LABORATORY.




    Schofield said, ‘They said something about it when we got to McMurdo. That Renshaw claimed he did it because the other guy was stealing his research. Something like that.’




    ‘That’s right,’ Hensleigh said, walking fast. She looked at Schofield. ‘It’s just crazy.’




    They came to the end of the tunnel, to a door set into the ice. It was closed and it had a heavy wooden beam locked in place across it.




    ‘James Renshaw,’ Schofield mused. ‘Isn’t he the one who found the spaceship?’




    ‘That’s right. But there’s a whole lot more to it than that.’




    Upon arriving at McMurdo Station, Schofield had been given a short briefing on Wilkes Ice Station. On the face of it, the station seemed like nothing special. It contained the usual assortment of academics: marine biologists studying the ocean fauna; palaeontologists studying fossils frozen in the ice; geologists looking for mineral deposits; and geophysicists like James Renshaw who drilled deep down into the ice looking for thousand-year-old traces of carbon monoxide and other gases.




    What made Wilkes Ice Station something special was that two days before Abby Sinclair’s distress signal had gone out, another high-priority signal had been sent out from the station. This earlier signal, sent to McMurdo, had been a formal request seeking the dispatch to Wilkes of a squad of military police.




    Although the details had been sketchy, it appeared that one of the scientists at Wilkes had killed one of his colleagues.




    Schofield stared at the barred door at the end of the ice tunnel, and shook his head. He really didn’t have time for this. His orders had been very specific:




    Secure the station. Investigate the spacecraft. Verify its existence. And then guard it against all parties until reinforcements arrived.




    Schofield remembered sitting in the closed briefing room on board the Shreveport, listening to the voice of the Undersecretary of Defence on the speakerphone. ‘Other parties have almost certainly picked up that distress signal, Lieutenant. If there really is an extraterrestrial vehicle down there, there’s a good chance one of those parties might make a play for it. The United States Government would like to avoid that situation, Lieutenant. Your objective is the protection of the spacecraft, nothing else. I repeat. Your objective is the protection of the spacecraft. All other considerations are secondary. We want that ship.’




    Not once had the safety of the American scientists at the station been mentioned, a fact that hadn’t gone unnoticed by Schofield. It obviously hadn’t slipped past Sarah Hensleigh either.




    All other considerations are secondary.




    In any case, Schofield thought, he couldn’t afford to send any divers down to investigate the spacecraft while there existed the possibility that one of the residents of Wilkes might be a source of trouble.




    ‘All right,’ Schofield said, looking at the door, but addressing Hensleigh. ‘Twenty-five words or less. What’s his story?’




    Sarah Hensleigh said, ‘Renshaw is a geophysicist from Stanford, studying ice cores for his Ph.D. Bernie Olson is – was – his supervisor. Renshaw’s work with ice cores was groundbreaking. He was digging core holes deeper than anybody had ever dug before, at times going nearly a kilometre below the surface.’




    Schofield vaguely knew about ice core research. It involved drilling a circular hole about thirty centimetres wide down into the ice shelf and pulling out a cylinder of ice known as a core. Held captive within the core were pockets of gases that had existed in the air thousands of years before.




    ‘Anyway,’ Sarah said, ‘a couple of weeks ago, Renshaw hit the big time. His drill must have hit a layer of upsurged ice – prehistoric ice that has been dislodged by an earthquake sometime in the past and pushed up toward the surface. Suddenly Renshaw was studying pockets of air that were as much as three hundred million years old. It was the discovery of a lifetime. Here was a chance to study an atmosphere that no one has ever known. To see what the earth’s atmosphere was like before the dinosaurs.’ Sarah Hensleigh shrugged. ‘For an academic, something like that is like the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. It’s worth a fortune on the lecture circuit alone.




    ‘Only then it got better.




    ‘A few days ago, Renshaw adjusted his drilling vector slightly – that’s the angle at which you drill down into the ice – and at 1500 feet, in the middle of a four-hundred-million-year-old section of ice, he hit metal.’




    Sarah paused, allowing what she had just said to sink in. Schofield said nothing.




    Sarah said, ‘We sent the diving bell down, did some sonic-resonance tests of the ice shelf, and discovered that there was a cavern of some sort right where this piece of prehistoric metal was supposed to be. Further tests showed that there was a tunnel leading up to this cavern from a depth of 3000 feet. That was when we sent the divers down, and that was when Austin saw the spacecraft. And that was when all the divers disappeared.’




    Schofield said, ‘So what does all this have to do with Bernard Olson’s death?’




    Sarah said, ‘Olson was Renshaw’s supervisor. He was always looking over Renshaw’s shoulder while Renshaw was making these amazing discoveries. Renshaw started to get paranoid. He started saying that Bernie was stealing his research. That Bernie was using his findings to write a quickfire article himself and beat Renshaw to the punch.




    ‘You see, Bernie had connections with the journals, knew some editors. He could get an article out within a month. Renshaw, as an unknown Ph.D student, would almost certainly take longer. He thought Bernie was trying to steal his pot of gold. And then when Renshaw discovered metal down in the cavern and he saw that Bernie was going to include that in his article too, Renshaw flipped.’




    ‘And he killed him?’




    ‘He killed him. Last Wednesday night. Renshaw just went to Bernie’s room and started yelling at him. We all heard it. Renshaw was angry and upset, but we’d heard it all before so we didn’t think much of it. But, this time, he killed him.’




    ‘How?’ Schofield continued to stare at the locked door.




    ‘He – ’ Sarah hesitated. ‘He jabbed Bernie in the neck with a hypodermic needle and injected the contents.’




    ‘What was in the syringe?’




    ‘Industrial-strength drain-cleaning fluid.’




    ‘Charming,’ Schofield said. He nodded at the door. ‘He’s in here?’




    Sarah said, ‘He locked himself in after it happened. Took a week’s worth of food in with him and said that if any of us tried to go in there after him he’d kill us, too. It was terrifying. He was crazy. So one night – the night before we sent the divers down to investigate the cave – the rest of us got together and bolted the door shut from the outside. Ben Austin fixed some runners to the wall on either side of the door while the rest of us slid the beam into place. Then Austin used a rivet gun to seal the door shut.’




    Schofield said, ‘Is he still alive?’




    ‘Yes. You can’t hear him now, which means he’s probably asleep. But when he’s awake, believe me, you’ll know it.’




    ‘Uh-huh.’ Schofield examined the edges of the door, saw the rivets holding it to the frame. ‘Your friend did a good job with the door.’ Schofield turned around. ‘If he’s locked inside. That’s good enough for me, if you’re sure there’s no other way out of that room.’




    ‘This is the only entrance.’




    ‘Yeah, but is there any other way out the room. Could he dig his way out, say, through the walls, or the ceiling?’




    ‘The ceilings and the floors are steel-lined, so he can’t dig through them. And his room’s at the end of the corridor, so there aren’t any rooms on either side of it – the walls are solid ice,’ Sarah Hensleigh gave Schofield a crooked smile. ‘I don’t think there’s any way out of there.’




    ‘Then we leave him in there,’ Schofield said, as he started walking back down the ice tunnel. ‘We’ve got other things to worry about. The first of which is finding out what happened to your divers down in that cave.’




    

       

    




    The sun shone brightly over Washington, D.C. The Capitol practically glowed white against the magnificent blue sky.




    In a lavish, red-carpeted corner of the Capitol Building, a meeting broke for recess. Folders were closed. Chairs were pushed back. Some of the delegates took off their reading glasses and rubbed their eyes. As soon as the recess was called, small clusters of aides immediately rushed forward to their bosses’ sides with cellular phones, folders and faxes.




    ‘What are they up to?’ the US Permanent Representative, George Holmes, said to his aide, as he watched the entire French delegation – all twelve of them – leave the negotiating room. ‘That’s the fourth time they’ve called a recess today.’




    Holmes watched France’s Chef de Mission – a pompous, snobbish man named Pierre Dufresne – leave the room at the head of his group. Holmes shook his head in wonder.




    George Holmes was a diplomat, had been all his life. He was fifty-five, short and, though he hated to admit it, a little overweight.




    Holmes had a round, moon-like face and a horseshoe of greying hair, and he wore thick, horn-rimmed glasses that made his brown eyes appear larger than they really were.




    Holmes stood up and stretched his legs, looked around at the enormous meeting room. A huge, circular table stood in the centre of the room, with sixteen comfortable, leather chairs placed at equal distances around its circumference.




    The occasion, the reaffirmation of an alliance.




    International alliances are not exactly the friendly affairs the TV news makes them out to be. When Presidents and Prime Ministers emerge from the White House and shake hands for the cameras in front of their interlocking flags, they belie the deal-making, the promise-breaking, the nit-picking and the catfighting that goes on in rooms not unlike the one in which George Holmes now stood. The smiles and the handshakes are merely the icing on very complex, negotiated cakes that are made by professional diplomats like Holmes.




    International alliances are not about friendship. They are about advantage. If friendship brings advantage, then friendship is desirable. If friendship does not bring advantage, then perhaps merely civil relations may be all that is necessary. International friendship – in terms of foreign aid, military allegiance and trade alignment – can be a very expensive business. It is not entered into lightly.




    Which was the reason why George Holmes was in Washington on this bright summer’s day. He was a negotiator. More than that, he was a negotiator skilled in the niceties and subtleties of diplomatic exchange.




    And he would need all his skills in this diplomatic exchange, for this was no ordinary reaffirmation of an alliance.




    This was a reaffirmation of what was arguably the most important alliance of the twentieth century.




    The North Atlantic Treaty Organization.




    NATO.




    ‘Phil, did you know that for the last forty years, the one and only goal of French foreign policy has been to destroy the United States’ hegemony over the western world?’ Holmes mused as he waited for the French delegation to return to the meeting room.




    His aide, a twenty-five-year-old Harvard Law grad named Phillip Munro, hesitated before he answered. He wasn’t sure if it was a rhetorical question. Holmes swivelled on his chair and stared at Munro through his thick glasses.




    ‘Ah, no, sir, I didn’t,’ Munro said.




    Holmes nodded thoughtfully. ‘They think of us as brutes, unsophisticated fools. Beer-swilling rednecks who through some accident of history somehow got our hands on the most powerful weapons in the world and, from that, became its leader. They French resent that. Hell, they’re not even a full NATO member anymore, because they think it perpetuates US influence over Europe.’




    Holmes snuffed a laugh. He remembered when, in 1966, France withdrew from NATO’s integrated military command because it did not want French nuclear weapons to be placed under NATO – and therefore, US – control. At the time the French President, Charles de Gaulle, had said point blank that NATO was ‘an American organization’. Now, France simply maintained a seat on NATO’s North Atlantic Council, to keep an eye on things.




    Munro said, ‘I know a few people who would agree with them. Academics, economists. People who would say that that’s exactly what NATO is designed to do. Perpetuate our influence over Europe.’




    Holmes smiled. Munro was good value. College-educated and an ardent liberal, he was one of those let’s-have-a-philosophical-debate-over-coffee types. The kind who argue for a better world when they have absolutely no experience in it. Holmes didn’t mind that. In fact, he found Munro refreshing. ‘But what do you say, Phil?’ he asked.




    Munro was silent for a few seconds. Then he said, ‘NATO makes European countries economically and technologically dependent upon the United States for defence. Even highly developed countries like France and England know that if they want the best weapons systems, they have to come to us. And that leaves them with two options – come knocking on our door with their hats in their hands, or join NATO. And so far as I know, the United States hasn’t sold any Patriot missile systems to non-NATO countries. So, yes, I think that NATO does perpetuate our influence over Europe.’




    ‘Not a bad analysis, Phil. But let me tell you something, it goes a lot further than that, a lot further,’ he said. ‘So much so, in fact, that the White House maintains that the national security of the United States depends upon that influence. We want to keep our influence over Europe, Phil, economically and especially technologically. France, on the other hand, would like us to lose that influence. And for the last ten years successive French governments have been actively pursuing a policy of eroding US influence in Europe.’




    ‘Example?’ Munro said.




    ‘Did you know that it was France who was the driving force behind the establishment of the European Union?’




    Well, no. I thought it was – ’




    ‘Did you know that it was France who was the driving force behind the establishment of a European Defence Charter?’




    A pause.




    ‘No,’ Munro said.




    ‘Did you know that it is France who subsidizes the European Space Agency so that the ESA can charge vastly cheaper prices for taking commercial satellites up into orbit than NASA can?’




    ‘No, I didn’t know that.’




    Holmes turned in his chair, faced Munro.




    ‘Son, for the last ten years, France has been trying to unite Europe like never before and sell it to the rest of the world. They call it regional pride. We call it an attempt to tell European nations that they don’t need America anymore.’




    ‘Does Europe need America anymore?’ Munro asked quickly. A loaded question.




    Homes gave his young aide a crooked smile. ‘Until Europe can match us weapon-for-weapon, yes, they do need us. What frustrates France most about us is our defence technology. They can’t match it. We’re too far ahead of them. It infuriates them.




    ‘And as long as we stay ahead of them, they know that they’ve got no option but to follow us. But,’ Holmes held up a finger, ‘once they get their hands on something new, once they develop something that tops our technology, then I think things may be different.




    ‘This isn’t 1966 anymore. Things have changed. The world has changed. If France walked out of NATO now, I think half of the other European nations in the Organization would walk out with her – ’




    At that moment, the doors to the meeting room opened and the French delegation, led by Pierre Dufresne, came back into the room.




    As the French delegates returned to their seats, Holmes leaned close to Munro. ‘What worries me most, though, is that the French may be closer to that new discovery than we think. Look at them today. They’ve recessed this meeting four times already. Four times. Do you know what that means?’




    ‘What?’




    ‘They’re stalling the meeting. Drawing it out. You only stall like that when you’re waiting for information. That’s why they keep recessing – so they can talk with their intelligence people and get an update on whatever it is they’re up to. And by the looks of things, whatever that is, it could be the difference between the continued existence of NATO and its complete destruction.’




    

       

    




    The sleek, black head broke the surface without a sound. It was a sinister head, with two dark, lifeless eyes on either side of a glistening, snub-nosed snout.




    A few moments later, a second, identical head appeared next to the first, and the two animals curiously observed the activity taking place on E-deck.




    The two killer whales in the pool of Wilkes Ice Station were rather small specimens, despite the fact that they each weighed close to five tons. From tip to tail, they were each at least fifteen feet long.




    Having evaluated and dismissed the activity taking place on the deck around them – where Lieutenant Schofield was busy getting a couple of divers suited up – the two killer whales began to circle the pool, gliding around the diving bell which sat half-submerged in the very centre of the pool.




    Their movements seemed odd, almost co-ordinated. As one killer would look one way, the other would look in the opposite direction. It was almost as if they were searching for something, searching for something in particular . . .




    ‘They’re looking for Wendy,’ Kirsty said, looking down at the two killers from the C-deck catwalk. Her voice was flat, cold – unusually harsh for a twelve-year-old girl.




    It had been almost two hours since Schofield and his team had arrived at Wilkes, and now Schofield was down on E-deck, preparing to send two of his men down in the Douglas Mawson to find out what had happened to Austin and the others.




    Fascinated, Kirsty had been watching Schofield and the two divers from up on C-deck when she had seen the two killer whales surface. Beside her, stationed on C-deck to work the winch controls, were two of the Marines.




    Kirsty liked these two. Unlike a couple of the older ones who had merely grunted when she had said hello, these two were young and friendly. One of them, Kirsty was happy to note, was a woman.




    Lance-Corp oral Elizabeth Gant was compact, fit, and she held her MP-5 as though it were an extension of her right hand. Hidden beneath her helmet and her silver anti-flash glasses was an intelligent and attractive twenty-six-year-old woman. Her call-sign, ‘Fox,’ was a compliment bestowed upon her by her admiring male colleagues. Libby Gant looked down at the two killer whales as they glided slowly around the pool.




    ‘They’re looking for Wendy?’ she asked, glancing down at the little black fur seal on the catwalk beside her. Wendy backed nervously away from the edge of the catwalk, trying, it seemed, to avoid being seen by the two whales circling in the pool forty feet below.




    ‘They don’t like her very much,’ Kirsty said.




    ‘Why not?’




    ‘They’re juveniles,’ Kirsty said. ‘Male juveniles. They don’t like anybody. It’s like they have something to prove – prove that they’re bigger and stronger than the other animals. Typical boys. The killer whales around these parts mostly eat baby crabeaters, but these two saw Wendy swimming in the pool a few days ago and they’ve been coming by ever since.’




    ‘What’s a crabeater?’ Hollywood Todd asked from over by the winch controls.




    ‘It’s another kind of seal,’ Kirsty said. ‘A big, fat seal. Killers eat them in about three bites.’




    ‘They eat seals?’ Hollywood said, genuinely surprised.




    ‘Uh-huh,’ Kirsty said.




    ‘Whoa.’ Having barely graduated high school, Hollywood couldn’t exactly claim to possess a love for books or academia. School had been a hard time. He’d joined the Marines two weeks after graduating and thought it was the best decision he’d ever made.




    He looked down at Kirsty, assessing her size and age. ‘How come you know all this stuff?’




    Kirsty shrugged self-consciously. ‘I read a lot.’




    ‘Oh.’




    Beside Hollywood, Gant began to laugh softly.




    ‘What’re you laughing at?’ Hollywood asked.




    ‘You,’ Libby Gant said, smiling. ‘I was just thinking about how much you read.’




    Hollywood cocked his head. ‘I read.’




    ‘Sure you do.’




    ‘I do.’




    ‘Comic books don’t count, Hollywood.’




    ‘I don’t just read comic books.’




    ‘Oh, yeah, I forgot about your prized subscription to Hustler magazine.’




    Kirsty began to chuckle.




    Hollywood noticed, and frowned. ‘Ha-ha. Yeah, well, ‘least I know I ain’t gonna be no college professor, so I don’t try to be somethin’ I’m not.’ He raised his eyebrows at Gant. ‘What about you, Dorothy, you ever try to be somethin’ you’re not?’




    Libby Gant lowered her glasses slightly, revealing sky-blue eyes. She gave Hollywood a sad look. ‘Sticks and stones, Hollywood. Sticks and stones.’




    Gant replaced her glasses and turned back to look at the whales down in the pool.




    Kirsty was confused. When she’d been introduced to Gant earlier, she’d been told that her real name was Libby and that her nickname was ‘Fox’. After a few moments, Kirsty asked innocently, ‘Why did he call you Dorothy?’




    Gant didn’t answer. She just kept looking down at the pool, and shook her head.




    Kirsty spun to face Hollywood. He gave her a cryptic smile and a shrug. ‘Everybody knows Dorothy liked the scarecrow better than the others.’




    He smiled as if that explained everything, and went back about his work. Kirsty didn’t get it.




    Gant just leaned on the rail, watching the killer whales, determinedly ignoring Hollywood. The two killers were still scanning the station, looking for Wendy. For an instant one of them seemed to see Gant and it stopped. It cocked its head to one side, and just looked at her.




    ‘It can see me from all the way down there?’ Gant said, glancing at Kirsty. ‘I thought whales were supposed to have poor eyesight out of the water.’




    ‘For their size, killer whales have bigger eyes than most other whales,’ Kirsty said, ‘so their eyesight out of the water is better.’ She looked at Gant. ‘You know about them?’




    ‘I read a lot,’ Gant said, casting a sideways glance at Hollywood, before turning back to face the killers.




    The two killer whales continued to prowl slowly around the pool. Gliding through the still water, they seemed patient, calm. Content to bide their time until their prey appeared. Down on the pool deck, Gant saw Schofield and the two Marine divers watching the killer whales as they ominously circled the pool.




    ‘How do they get in here?’ Gant said to Kirsty. ‘What do they do – swim in under the ice shelf?’




    Kirsty nodded. ‘That’s right. This station is only about a hundred yards away from the ocean, and the ice shelf out that way isn’t very deep, maybe five hundred feet. The killers just swim in under the ice shelf and surface here inside the station.’




    Gant looked down at the two killer whales on the far side of the pool. They seemed so calm, so cold, like a pair of hungry crocodiles searching for their next meal.




    Their survey complete, the two killer whales slowly began to submerge. In a moment they were gone, replaced by two sets of ripples. Their eyes had remained open the whole way down.




    ‘Well, that was sudden,’ Gant said.




    Her eyes moved from the now empty pool to the diving platform beside it. She saw Montana emerge from the south tunnel with some scuba tanks slung over his shoulders. Sarah Hensleigh had told them that there was a small goods elevator in the south tunnel – a ‘dumb waiter‘ – that they could use to bring their diving gear down to E-deck. Montana had been using it just now.




    Gant’s gaze moved to the other side of the platform, where she saw Schofield standing with his head bowed, holding a hand to his ear, as though he were listening to something on his helmet intercom. And then suddenly he was heading toward the nearest rung-ladder, speaking into his helmet mike as he walked.




    Gant watched as Schofield stopped at the base of the rung-ladder on the far side of the station, and turned to look directly at her. His voice crackled over her helmet intercom. ‘Fox. Hollywood. A-deck. Now.’




    As she hastened toward the rung-ladder nearest her, Gant spoke into her helmet mike, ‘What is it, sir?’
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