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			As I write these words fireside at my Rocky Mountain log cabin retreat surrounded by dogs, and after practicing veterinary medicine for more than twenty years, it would be factitious of me to not include them. Therefore, within these pages, ye shall find dogs.
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			Prologue

			MACDONNELL RANGES

			WEST OF ALICE SPRINGS, AUSTRALIA

			LATITUDE: 23° 42’ SOUTH

			LONGITUDE: 133° 51’ EAST

			Day 10 

			3:30 PM LTD

			Flies landed on his face and crawled. His muscles twitched. They had walked across the Gibson Desert for thirteen days from Lake Mackay. Now, they were finally approaching Alice Springs. George Barrington squatted next to the path, resting his backpack against a rock. He removed his wide-brimmed hat and wiped the sweat from his brow with his bandanna. The sound of flying insects filled the air. 

			Sed, his guide, observed, “You look tired, Boss. Maybe we stop and rest. Maybe we have a snack.”

			George contemplated the aches of his body while Sed peeled an orange. He peered down at the blisters on his fingers and knew the soles of his feet would look even worse. 

			“Here, Boss.” Sed tossed him half of the orange.

			The lanky black man who accompanied him appeared astonishingly refreshed as he hummed under his breath, not drenched in sweat like George was.

			 George separated a section of orange and sucked it into his parched mouth.

			It hadn’t been the small, dingy office of Aboriginal Expeditions in Perth that had almost dissuaded George from continuing his Australian adventure, his first on the continent, but rather the discovery of the peculiar one-man operation he had engaged. In spite of the company’s name, the man in charge turned out to be not an Aborigine, but rather from George’s hometown. The tattoo on the light chocolate skin below Sed’s rolled-up t-shirt sleeve read “New York Native.” 

			That first day, Sed had quickly leapt into action, rolling down his sleeves and grinning at his new client. His short-cropped hair lay in tight curls against his head; he wore khaki shorts and sandals. He was younger than George’s forty-two years, but only barely.

			“You must be George Barrington! I be Sed. I be your guide. I show you many wonderful things, George. I be happy to meet you!” He clasped George’s hand and shook it fervently. 

			There had been something odd in the way he’d said George’s name then, like it had been some kind of private joke. Sed had long since settled on calling him “Boss” to avoid his inevitable little snicker at the end of “George.” George thought that Sed might be named George too—he could easily picture him growing up in the New York projects. If so, he’d probably chosen the name Sed. Sed later confessed that he was an American from New York City, though he usually pretended to be an Aborigine—in fact, Sed himself seemed to believe it most of the time.

			They had bonded. George enjoyed Sed’s dry humor. Not everyone could completely shed their past and their heritage, but Sed had. George gave him credit for that.

			“You want more orange, Boss?” Sed was peeling a second one, apparently warming up to tell another of his tall tales about Australia. “Boss, when we get to Alice Springs, we just gonna dive in with all our clothes on. That springs water so clear, so cool, no white man ever seen it before. Cute little waterfalls, Boss. Little fish to tickle your toes.”

			“Sed, Alice Springs is a town.”

			Sed’s eyes widened as if he were being told Santa Claus didn’t exist. “Boss, you got to be kiddin’ me. You make a joke, right? I never been this far in the Outback before, but springs is springs. Right, Boss?”

			George burst out laughing. “Sed, can you answer just one question truthfully?”

			“Sure, Boss.”

			 Referring to the claim in Sed’s brochure that had brought him to Australia, George asked, “Can you tell me what I’ve seen that no other man has seen before?” 

			Sed thought for a minute. Insects buzzed. 

			“Boss, no man has ever seen these flies. These flies only three, maybe four days old. These great flies, British flies. Australian flies too easy to swat. Not these flies—they too fast. Run fast, too. Best flies in the world, Boss, U.K. flies. We bring ‘em here so you get that total Outback experience. Nothing but the best for you.”

			George felt the earth tremble slightly and his grin faded. 

			“You feel that, Sed?”

			“What, Boss? You mean remorse for telling fly lies? No Boss, no remorse.”

			The earth shook again—this time more violently.

			“Okay, Boss, I felt it, too. But we don’t get earthquakes in Australia. No, sir, so that’s the camels. It’s mating season for the camels. A lot of stompin’ the ground, that sort of thing. Probably a whole flock of them just up ahead, stompin’, you know, Boss.”

			“You mean there really are wild camels here?” George was half-tempted to get his camera out of his backpack, just in case camels actually did turn up around the next bend. 

			The earth shook again. 

			“Boss, we best be going, in case that flock of camels comes charging down this path. Come on, Boss, let’s go now!” Sed tossed his orange into his pack and stood up quickly.

			The earth shook violently, then it heaved—and, with a whoosh, subsided. 

			When the movement stopped, the spot where two New Yorkers had been peacefully munching orange in the Outback had become a cavernous, black crater.

			A hare wallaby darted to the edge of the abyss, then scrambled to change direction in the shifting sand, but too late; it, too, disappeared into the darkness.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“THE BUS STOP”

			BOULDER, COLORADO

			LATITUDE: 40° 1’ NORTH

			LONGITUDE: 105° 16’ WEST

			The stripper removed her G-string and continued to dance naked, her body undulated to the earthy, rock beat.

			Des noticed movement next to him and turned his head. Mitch had a ten-dollar bill folded lengthwise clenched between his teeth; he was flipping it up and down.

			The dancer squatted on the runway, knees wide, smiled and took the cash with her lips.

			“Did you see that?” Mitch said with a shit-faced grin.

			“Her name is April,” Des said.

			“How the fuck would you know?” 

			Mitch drained his schooner, then refilled his glass from the beer pitcher.

			“Trust me, I know.”

			“So it’s her fucking stage name,” Mitch conceded.

			Des smiled. “Nope. April Adams—she has an apartment on Pearl Street.” 

			The music stopped and bright lights glared simultaneously. April vanished behind a curtain.

			“Fifteen minutes till closing,” the topless waitress said, making her rounds.

			April Adams reappeared in a blue chiffon robe. She marched directly to Des with two men—the night manager and a bouncer—close on her heels.

			Des pushed back his chair and stood.

			“I knew it was you,” April said, then she slapped Des’ face hard. “Don’t you ever come in here again!”

			Des said, “I’m sorry how it all turned out. I didn’t bolt; I had questions.”

			“Question this!” 

			The manager wrestled April’s hand from delivering another slap while the bouncer began herding Des toward the door.

			The manager said, “You can’t treat the customers—“

			“He’s no customer. He’s a fucking louse!” April interrupted. 

			Outside, Des dodged a speeding motorcycle in the parking lot.

			“What did you do to her?” Mitch asked.

			“Left her standing alone at a Vegas wedding chapel altar.” Des shrugged and grinned. 

			“You want to take those fuckers on?” Mitch offered.

			Des laughed. “She’s not worth it. April’s a sexual jackrabbit—no finesse or style.”

			“Whatever you say, Captain.” 

			Mitch’s cellphone rang and he answered it while Des unlocked the doors of his BMW. Mitch ended his call quickly, then jumped into the passenger seat. 

			He told Des cheerily, “It’s a go. All clear!”

			“When?”

			“Tomorrow.”

			 “It’s already tomorrow,” Des said, starting his engine.

			ELLESMERE ISLAND, CANADA              

			LATITUDE: 82° 10’ NORTH

			LONGITUDE: 73° 42’ WEST

			Day 28 

			6:00 AM Local Time of Day

			Near the end of Boster Denton Expedition “Ice-Pick”

			Des Cox felt totally, utterly, inexorably tired and ill, decades older than his thirty-two years. He opened his eyes, then focused on the Timex alarm clock six inches from his face. He had not slept well. He stretched his aching legs in his sleeping bag and waited. The clock’s alarm would ring at 6:15; he would simply watch it until then.

			He knew he had failed, and that was what bothered him most. After climbing the corporate ladder for the past eight years to become the Vice-President of Metallurgy, he had also become what he despised. He remembered the expressions of abject despair on the faces of employees upon whose termination notices he’d written simply “nonperformance.” He was haunted by the images.  

			Now the expedition he led had found nothing for twenty-seven days; they had only three days left before the long trip back home. His stomach began to churn. While Des had always known it was a long shot, he hadn’t told his superiors at Boster Denton. Using satellite photographs and maps in the boardroom, he had convinced them the rift would be easy to find. 

			A deep crevice had opened in the ice at the edge of the Arctic Ocean near the magnetic North Pole; the shadow appeared on recent photographs, but had not been there three years earlier. Des had explained to the board that this was an exceptional opportunity not to be missed. He’d emphasized the possibility of finding rare minerals and his wit and charm had swayed their judgment. Why else would the board spend three hundred grand to fund an exploratory adventure?

			Des wished he hadn’t brazenly insisted on leading the team; upon reflection, their acceptance of his proposal seemed too easy. Des had never before been on assignment outside his office, yet they expected him to succeed just like he had in-house. Now that he had failed, he would certainly lose the job he loved. 

			The alarm clock rang. Des closed his eyes.

			His tent flap zipped open and in bounded what might have been a bear. Great, let him eat me, Des thought briefly. Serve me right. 

			However, he knew it was not a bear. 

			The other expeditionary geologist, dressed in fur, kicked Des softly in the butt. Mitch was allergic to Tevlar, the best personal insulation available. He had insisted on a genuine Alaskan brown-bear fur coat, rather than the orange plastic ones everyone else wore. The hood was pulled tightly over his head; locks of curly blond hair silhouetted his face. 

			Des feigned to be asleep, but Mitch kicked him again.

			“You son-of-a-bitch! Get your ass out of bed! Are you going to sleep ‘til fucking noon or what? You’ve got the rest of us out freezing our fucking asses off for nothing! You ought to be shot at fucking daybreak—if there ever is a fucking daybreak around this hellhole.”

			Mitch seemed murderously gleeful, even for Mitch, especially considering the early hour. Maybe he’s drunk, Des thought. Hell, maybe he’s always drunk; nobody could tell with Mitch. 

			Mitch kicked Des a little harder. “Get up, you lazy asshole. Those fetching baby blue eyes of yours might attract girls, but they’re useless for anything else. Twenty-seven days and you find shit, you fucking asshole.”

			Des opened one eye.

			“What the hell are you trying to tell me, Mitch?”

			Mitch wandered about the tent, then looked back at Des and grinned.

			“We found it! You couldn’t, but we fucking found it.” Mitch held his gloved hands against the sides of his hood. “Des, it’s beautiful! It’s everything we could have imagined—but it’s east ten miles, not west. It’s even bigger than we thought: fifty meters by fucking fifty meters. Deeper, too—we’ve spent all night trying to find the fucking bottom. Hell, maybe there isn’t a bottom. But we have only three fucking days left, so there’s no time to sleep. Get your ass out of bed!”

			When Mitch kicked at him again, Des grabbed his friend’s foot and twisted him to the Gore-Tex floor. They rolled around, wrestling and laughing like kids.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			14,000’ OVER NORTHERN CANADA

			LATITUDE: 73° 10’ NORTH

			LONGITUDE: 99° 30’ WEST

			Day 1 

			1600 Coordinated Universal Time, 10:00 AM LTD

			The beginning of Boster Denton Expedition “Ice-Pick”

			The loudspeaker in the bay of the ancient C140 cargo plane crackled as the pilot announced that they were two hours to target.

			Des was confident that this 85-year-old airplane was the best one for the job. It had been meticulously maintained and, for all practical purposes, was just like new. The bonus was the cargo-hold door, which opened downward, because it was from there that they would jump. He checked his watch: sixteen hundred hours, Coordinated Universal Time. The jump was scheduled for eighteen hundred hours UTC—twelve PM, local time. 

			Des’ watch was a Timex or he would not be wearing it. He had three Timexes with him: his wristwatch, the pocket watch in his pack and a replica of an antique, wind-up clock (hands instead of glowing numerals) with a clacker-bell alarm. 

			Television commercials had sold Des on Timex. The first Timex commercial he had ever seen had shown several people with naked wrists failing at sports and work. Then an obviously wealthy man, finishing an Eggs Benedict brunch at the Ritz, looked lovingly at his Timex and said, “Check, please.” The slogan appeared: Timex is there, only if you care. 

			Des cared. He bought his first Timex—a pocket watch—when he was fifteen.

			Five years had passed before another commercial rekindled his love for Timex: A Timex wristwatch had been pitted against the atomic clock in Boulder, Colorado—one of only three worldwide entrusted with tracking global time—for ten years. Each time the Boulder Fountain Clock had been started—so named because of the way it spewed cesium atoms upward—the Timex watch matched the time. Des had assumed the watch had been secretly connected to an external battery—how else could it keep time accurately for so long? It had been his first exposure to solid-state power supply. SSPS now ran virtually everything, but back then, those tiny plastic self-renewing polymers ran only a Timex. The ad slogan had barely mentioned the secret energy source: Our Celestial Series timepieces, empowered by the stars, will run for a lifetime without interruption. Unlike other timepieces, this series is not based on atomic time. Our pledge to you: They will display the correct astronomical time. Timex…cares.

			It had been a cheap shot. Competitors quickly pointed out the actual difference between atomic and astronomical time was one second in thirty million years. It was simply easier to use cesium atoms to tell time than heavenly bodies.      

			Still, Des had been impressed. He’d bought another Timex.

			He purchased his clock after another Timex commercial: When’s the best time to buy a Timex? Now. Introducing our one-hundredth anniversary, limited edition, collector clocks—with hands, with wind-up, with a bell.

			Des looked across the cargo bay at Mitch, who was dry-heaving into the bag between his legs for the umpteenth time. The hood of his fur coat didn’t hide the pale green of his face. Des tried to reassure Mitch with a thumbs-up but received only a blank stare in response. Mitch sat next to the bay door; to his left sat the portly Dr. Stephen Summers, who occasionally patted Mitch on the leg or said some words of encouragement. Mitch kept getting paler. Des was afraid his old friend was about to die.

			Des had known Mitch Jones for fourteen years; they had roomed together as freshmen at Colorado School of Mines. Mitch said “fuck” all the time; he couldn’t help it. You either accepted his foul language or you avoided Mitch.

			They had been seated together at graduation when the name “Alicia Mitchell Jones” had been called to receive a diploma. 

			To Des’ surprise, Mitch had stood up, whispering to him, “You shut the fuck up.” 

			Des was aware that Mitch had never known his father and assumed that his mother had given him a girl’s name deliberately. If she’d done it to strengthen his resolve and his ability to stand alone against adversity, she had certainly succeeded.   

			Mitch was physically the strongest member of the team; at thirty-two, he still looked like an overgrown adolescent. He could pump iron at the gym for hours, or practice Judo with Des in martial arts class, then go down to the pub and chug beers. But he was a wimp when it came to flying, the only team member who was not an accomplished parachutist, even though he’d trained at ground school. The outside of his chute pack had a hook that would be attached inside the plane so his chute would open automatically when he jumped.

			When Mitch heaved into his bag again, Dr. Summers patted his leg. 

			Des had joined Boster Denton after graduation as a technical assistant metallurgist to foster advanced weapons construction. After he’d steered the company into the lucrative business of recreational equipment, he was awarded with a promotion to Vice-President of Metallurgy. Now he was commanding his own expedition.   

			Meanwhile, Mitch had served a brief stint as an instructor at Mines, but the college’s Board of Regents hadn’t approved of him teaching his students how to use “fuck” as a noun, pronoun, adjective, verb and adverb. The first time the Regents admonished him, Mitch had promised to omit the word from his lectures, but the fifth time, he unleashed an ill-advised tirade of “fucks” on the Regents, who were totally unappreciative of his verbal artistry and fired him on the spot.

			Mitch had immediately called Des. “Those fucking bastards! Fuck them. Who the fuck do they think they are? Fuckers, all of them!”

			“Calm down, Mitch. How would you like to work with me? Come over and we’ll talk about it.” 

			Boster Denton didn’t have the same qualms as academia, so Des had promptly hired Mitch. 

			Des unzipped a pocket on his chest-pack and removed his pocket watch—one hour until the drop.

			Jack Squires was the team’s computer expert and a worrywort. Seated just ahead of Des, he pulled on his coat sleeve to get his attention, then yelled to be heard over the whine of the engines. 

			“Shouldn’t we have put the snow Gliders in crates? What if one of the jets gets damaged when it lands? What if one ends up on a slope and tips over? Would the jet fuel leak? I think wooden crates would have made the drop safer.” Des nodded toward Bearters, the Inuit guide, seated in front of Jack. “It’s his country, and he said no trash, nothing left behind—and that includes wooden crates.”

			Des had handpicked all of the team members except for Jack and Bearters. Bearters had been assigned to the group by the Inuit government. He’d barely spoken since he’d joined them. His large frame was relaxed, his attitude sullen or perhaps merely bored. Des had met him only when the plane had departed from Pelly Bay, and he’d wondered how much English the Inuit actually understood. While Des had explained the mission to him in detail, Bearters had only nodded occasionally. 

			When he’d finished, Bearters had said, “You will leave my country as you found it.”

			“We could have burned them,” Jack said about the crates. 

			“They’ll be just fine.” 

			Jack appeared about nineteen years old and fidgeted constantly. His face was pockmarked with the scars of teenage acne; combined with his short stature, it belied his true age, which Des knew to be twenty-six. Des never would have picked Jack to be on the team; Boster Denton’s president had chosen him for reasons never explained to Des.

			In addition to the seven team members, the plane’s hold had six snow Gliders and six sleds packed with enough supplies for almost two months, as a precautionary measure. Their mission was simple: Find the crevasse, explore it, collect samples or specimens, then leave.

			The snow Glider was a Boster Denton success story. Each of their lightweight bodies covered four jet engines that lifted the Glider from two to eight inches above the snow. Speed was adjusted by ground clearance; the lower the level, the faster the speed. A Glider was designed to propel a sled connected to its front. With a snow sled and the Glider set to hover at eight inches, they’d manage barely fifteen miles per hour. On a flat surface, like a frozen lake, a snow Glider set at two inches and, utilizing winged stabilizers, could clock out at 160 miles per hour. On each side of the Glider, below the Boster Denton insignia, large red letters read: “Stay Back Ten Feet,” because the porous ceramic exhaust plates that dissipated engine heat sideways and upwards could singe anyone nearby.

			The pilot announced thirty minutes till drop. 

			Des looked at Kathy Summers, the doctor’s wife. She was still pretty at 47; her willowy figure contrasted with her husband’s rotundity. Her shoulder-length brunette hair was carefully styled. Originally, Des had been opposed to her coming along, but Stephen, the Cox family practitioner, had insisted he would not go without her, and Des couldn’t come up with any valid reasons why she should not go. He needed Stephen, who was always calm and reassuring, to help anchor Mitch, as well as for any medical emergencies or problems which might arise.

			Des had told Kathy, “You can come, but you’ll have to do all the cooking for us, and the cleanup, and you’re to stay in camp at all times.” He’d half-expected her to call him a chauvinist, but she’d merely said that would be fine with her.

			Hans Brinker rounded out his team. An excellent climber, the tall, thin Norwegian practiced on ropes whenever possible. Even standing in the cargo bay, he pulled himself up to the ceiling with one of the ropes, then rappelled back down. He had been an instructor at the climbing academy Mitch and Des had attended.

			“Fifteen minutes to drop,” the loudspeaker announced with a crackle. 

			Des stood and motioned to everyone to put on their helmets. They all complied, except for Mitch, who reluctantly allowed Stephen to help him.

			Des adjusted the small microphone closer to his mouth. “This is an intercom test. Please answer ‘check’ when your name is called.” 

			Mitch coughed into his microphone.  

			“Stephen.”

			“Check.”

			“Kathy.”

			“Check.”

			“Hans.”

			“Check.”

			“Jack.”

			“Check.”

			“Bearters.”

			“Check.”

			“Mitch.”

			There was silence. 

			“Mitch, come on! Can you hear me?  Mitch, check in!”

			Stephen broke in. “Des, he’ll be all right. I’ll get him hooked on the line when it’s his turn to jump.”

			“Roger,” Des answered. “Okay, I think everyone knows this, but listen up one more time: First out will be Glider One. Hans will push that out, then he’ll push out Sled One, and then Hans will jump.”

			The pilot’s voice came over the loudspeaker: “Five minutes to drop zone. ETA, five minutes.”

			Des continued: “Okay, then Glider Two and Sled Two—Bearters pushes them both out, then follows. Glider Three, Sled Three, and Jack. Glider Four, Sled Four, and Kathy. The Doc will shove out Glider Five, Sled Five. Then he and I will hook up Mitch on the cable and send him down.” 

			Mitch closed his pale eyes. 

			“I will push out Glider Six and Sled Six. After they’re away, Stephen will jump, then me. Any questions?” Silence. “All right, then let’s have a good jump. Nobody gets hurt.”

			Minutes later, the pilot said over the loudspeaker, “Approaching drop zone. Opening hatch. I will count you down. ETA, two minutes.”

			Des reminded his team, “Locate and collect your Glider and sled. Leave your beacon on and stay put. I will find you. Please don’t drive around.” 

			The hatch door whined open slowly and sky filled the belly of the plane. 

			The pilot announced, “Beginning countdown to drop zone: On my mark, begin drop. Countdown commencing: Ten—”

			“Visors down,” Des said. 

			Stephen pulled down Mitch’s visor, then his own. 

			Des said a silent prayer.

			Mitch stood up swiftly, grabbed the metal link on the front of snow Glider One and shoved it backwards out of the hatch. Still hanging on to it, he disappeared into the gray sky. 

			Des saw the hook on the back of Mitch’s parachute flapping wildly in the wind and felt a moment of panic; he knew Mitch couldn’t open his chute by himself. 

			“—seven, six—” counted the loudspeaker voice.

			“Jesus Fucking Chrr...ist!” a disembodied voice said over his headset.

			“—three, two—”

			“It’s a go! It’s a go!” Des shouted into his mike.

			“—one. Mark.”

			Hans pushed out Sled One, then jumped. The rest followed in turn.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			ELLESMERE ISLAND, CANADA

			LATITUDE: 81° 45’ NORTH 

			LONGITUDE: 76° 5’ WEST 

			Day 1; 1820 UTC, 12:20 PM LTD

			As Des descended into the grayness, he checked his altimeter: 500 feet. At 200 feet, he would touch ground he could not see. He looked toward his chute, but saw only gray fog. He prepared for impact, then hit the ground hard, bending his knees. Due to the rough terrain, they had been instructed not to roll, and to immediately pull in their chutes. 

			Des gathered in his chute, stumbling twice and falling once.

			He was reminded of when he and Mitch had gone skiing at Vail. Des had skied only once before; to him, Mitch had looked like a madman on the slopes. Later, Des had made progress and actually begun schussing.

			“Be careful, with this fucking cloud cover, the light will be flat,” Mitch had warned as they’d gotten off the ski lift.

			What was flat light? Des carefully maneuvered past other skiers while Mitch took off fast—and with a yodel. As Des picked up speed, he began to understand. He couldn’t see the bumps on the slope; it all looked gray. There would be no snow beneath his skis and he would descend suddenly, only to find an invisible mound forcing his skis upward. He was picking up speed, but couldn’t tell sky from snow. Two quick bumps laid him out, his body spinning wildly. The ski bindings gave way; he rolled over twice and stopped. When he’d regained his equilibrium, he strapped on his skis and finished the run. 

			If that light in Vail had been flat, the light here was super flat. As was poor Mitch now, undoubtedly. Des couldn’t fathom why Mitch had bailed out as he had. He finished packing his chute, then stood, surrounded by silence. No wind. And no sign of Mitch. If Bearters didn’t even want burned crates here, what would he think about dead Americans littering the ground? Des removed his helmet to stare into the gray gloom and immediately felt his eyebrows and mustache freeze. He studied the gray sky, the gray snow, the gray ice and the gray fog as he thought about Mitch free-falling to the ground. 

			He would locate Mitch’s body, then find the emergency radio and call in a helicopter. The mission was over before it had begun. The snow Gliders and sleds would have to be left behind, if he could convince Bearters that they would return to retrieve them. The Inuit wouldn’t like that, but it was better than leaving Mitch’s body.

			Des decided he would be the best person to inform Mitch’s mother of her son’s death. That he shared her grief would console her. He’d not only lost his best friend, but he had failed miserably in his most important responsibility: the safety of the members of his expeditionary team. Because of that, Mitch was dead.  

			 He put his helmet on and removed his front-pack, which like Mitch’s had no spare chute. Mitch couldn’t have opened his chute on his own because there was no ripcord. Thirty feet of wire had been coiled inside, attached to the hook on Mitch’s back and to the automatic opening device with its air canisters to ensure full deployment; it was a fail-safe system—unless you had to open it in midair. There was no way to reach the hook.

			In the quiet, gray stillness that surrounded him, Des felt somehow detached, but he said a prayer for Mitch. 

			Des’ Tevlar gloves were warm and thin enough for his fingers to work efficiently. He pulled out his trusty GPS, a gift from his parents, traced a finger along the crack on its face, then turned it on. Within three seconds, it displayed the latitude and longitude. While it looked right to Des, he made a mental note to check his GPS against Jack’s before he radioed for help. That crack had been there for three years without a problem, but it’d be wise to make sure before he endangered his team further. 

			He stowed his GPS in its pocket, then took out his faceplate. He took off his helmet again, snapped it to his belt and put on the faceplate, pulling the hood of his coat tightly around it. He unzipped another pocket, pulled out his Finder, and turned it on. 

			The Finder looked like an oval handheld mirror. At the top was a 15 cm LCD screen with four touch buttons—one on the right, three on the left—and at the bottom was a stem handle. A black dot in the center of the screen blinked four times, turned solid red, then the Finder buzzed. The number “7” was displayed at the bottom left of the screen, “zero meters” at the bottom right—the Finder had automatically defaulted to finding itself. Des pushed the third button on the left until “5” was displayed. Holding the Finder out in front of him, he slowly turned around in a full circle. No blinking black dot appeared; the screen remained blank, indicating that Mitch hadn’t turned on his transmitter.

			Des searched for “6” and a blinking black dot immediately flashed on the right side of the screen. He turned until the dot was in the middle and read the distance: two hundred meters. He picked up his bundled chute and front-pack and walked toward Stephen, carefully following the reading on the Finder. 

			The fog seemed to be packed more densely around the doctor—he looked like an apparition in the flat light. He wore his faceplate and hood and his hands were clasped behind his back.

			“I’m sorry about Mitch. I know he was a good friend of yours,” Stephen said as Des neared.

			Des nodded in acknowledgment, but said nothing.

			All Finders were beacons, but not all beacons were Finders. Stephen had already retrieved the sled and Glider, both with a large “6” on each side, by following their non-Finder beacons. Each team member had been assigned a numbered sled and Glider; Des was assigned to Six, Kathy and Stephen shared Four. Mitch had pushed out Glider One, the one assigned to Hans. While Des knew the numbers of the units assigned to the team members, only they had memorized the beacon code for their own Glider and sled, so Des would have to wait until he found Hans to know if the beacon on Glider One was working.

			Des and Stephen stowed their chutes and had hooked the sled to the front of the Glider, before Des realized the difficulty of locating snow Glider Five and Sled Five, because only Mitch had known their Finder codes. 

			“Doc, what’s packed on Sled Five?”

			“I don’t know. It’s either food or equipment, but hopefully not the food sled, or we’ll be up a creek if we can’t find it. Jack has the contents of each sled on his computer. Maybe Bearters can find them without the beacons,” he added.

			Des punched in “4” on his Finder and the flashing black dot appeared on the right-hand side of the screen. He set it in a holder on the front of his Glider; they climbed on and Des fired up the engines. When the snow Glider rose a foot off the ground, Des pushed a control lever forward and the small jet engines rotated back. With a lurch, they were off to find Kathy.

			Kathy was seated on the ice, posing with her legs crossed and one hand behind her head. She didn’t move until Des had turned off the Glider and both men had dismounted. 

			“What took you guys so long?” she said. “At this rate, it’s going to be dark by the time we make camp.” It was a joke—the sun wouldn’t set for another two months.

			Since Kathy had collected Glider and Sled Four, she and Stephen mounted that one, while Des climbed back on Six.

			They traveled southwest, opposite where they would have headed to make base camp. This had been the subject of a lively discussion on deployment before they left, but Des had final say and he didn’t think they would lose too much time backtracking.

			When they reached Jack, Des pulled him aside. 

			“When you get a chance, look up the contents of Sled Five.”

			Jack replied, “I already know: sustenance, Des. It’s the food wagon.”

			Shit.

			By the time they reached Bearters, Des had three urgent things for him to find: Mitch, Sled Five, and Snow Glider Five. 

			Des pulled Jack away from the others again. “I want you to wait here with Kathy while Stephen, Bearters, and I go pick up Hans and look for Mitch.” 

			Jack nodded. 

			Stephen unhitched his sled from his Glider. Bearters climbed on Glider Two, Stephen and Des shared Four. According to the Finder, Hans was two thousand meters due west.

			When they arrived, Hans was seated on top of the roped-on canvas covering Sled One. 

			“We need to find Mitch,” Des told him without preamble.

			“Ja, I know.” 

			“Is Glider One’s beacon on?”

			“Ja, it’s on.”

			“How far?”

			“Thirty-four hundred meters. I thought I should wait for you.”

			“You did right. Let’s get going.”

			Hans climbed on behind Bearters. 

			After a few minutes Bearters suddenly stopped his Glider, got off and walked back into the gray fog. He reemerged with a brown pack, then turned it towards them to show the hook. 

			It was Mitch’s parachute, still fully packed.

			When they reached Glider One, Des inspected it. Though the craft seemed undamaged, something was missing.

			The Glider’s parachute was gone! Des focused on the carabiner where it had been attached. Before he could say anything, he heard grunts from the fog.

			Everyone heard it; they all froze, except for Bearters, who released the leather thong from the trigger of his holstered Colt .45. 

			More grunts, louder and closer. Whatever it was sounded menacingly big and threateningly active. Bearters eased out his pistol and cocked it.

			Out of the fog came the shriek of a wounded animal, followed by “Fuck!”

			Mitch strode rapidly toward them, apparently agitated. His fur coat was wide open; he wore no hat, no faceplate, no gloves—his face was crimson and he was holding his cellphone to his ear. He thrust it towards the others.

			“Look at this fucker. What the fuck is no-fucking-service? How am I going to call my mother if there is no fucking service?”

			“Careful, they’re probably charging you twenty bucks a minute to display ‘no service,’” Stephen said calmly.

			“Really?” Mitch turned off his phone and shoved it into his coat pocket.

			“What did you think you were doing?” Des demanded, ecstatic to see his best friend was still alive.

			“I was taking a leak. Surely our little Eskimo friend won’t mind me leaving that behind.” He pointed at Bearters with a glower.

			When Des saw Bearters tense, he stepped between the two men. Mitch could probably beat Bearters in a fistfight, but there was that .45 in the Inuit’s hand.

			Des told Mitch, “I meant what were you doing by jumping…”

			Still not answering Des’ question, Mitch announced, “It seems I’ve lost the snow Glider’s chute, somewhere over there.” He waved an arm and gloveless hand. “Perhaps we could go and find it. That is part of our job, isn’t it?”

			Des knew that Mitch meant Bearters. Des shrugged at Bearters, who slowly holstered his pistol, then walked into the fog.

			“Wait for me, I help,” Hans called, and disappeared after him.

			Des chided Mitch, “Bearters is part of the team. He’s here to help.”

			Mitch would have none of it. “He’s a fucking Indian. He’s here to watch us, to make sure we follow their rules. I don’t like rules.” 

			Mitch zipped and buttoned his fur coat, then pulled his fur hood tight around his face, snapping it shut with a grin. Des was still amazed that he was alive.

			“I rode the son-of-a-bitch down,” Mitch finally explained, triumphantly. 

			“You did what?” Stephen inquired.

			“The snow Glider. I rode the fucker down. I climbed over its skin and seat-belted myself in.”

			“That’s impossible,” Des said. 

			Mitch ignored him. “At fifty meters over the ground, I fired the sucker up and turned those jets on full. When we touched surface, I was moving forward, so I unsnapped the chute and backed off the throttle ‘til I was sitting pretty. Yup, I rode the fucker down.”

			Bearters and Hans returned twenty minutes later. They had found not only the Glider’s chute, but also Mitch’s front-pack.

			“You’ve got caribou kisses on your nose and cheeks,” Bearters said to Mitch, whose crimson face was marked with white spots; Des knew that Bearters was referring to frostbite. “Put your faceplate on.”

			“Fuck you,” Mitch said, running a gloved hand across his nose. 

			“Do it. He’s right,” Des told Mitch.         

			Mitch took his faceplate out of his pack. “Hey, Bearters, you have a way with finding left-behinds. Now get right behind me.” Mitch turned his back to the Inuit and farted loudly. 

			Bearters’ hand went for his revolver.

			“Both of you—stop acting like children,” Des sighed. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			ELLESMERE ISLAND, CANADA

			LATITUDE: 81° 45’ NORTH 

			LONGITUDE: 76° 6’ WEST 

			Day 1; 1910 UTC, 2:10 PM LTD

			Kathy and Jack stood up as the others returned. Kathy gave Mitch an enthusiastic hug, which Mitch accepted graciously.

			“I think it’s time we eat!” Des told the team. “Mitch, you have the keys to the kitchen.”

			Mitch looked puzzled. “I do? Oh, well yes, I do, don’t I?” 

			He turned on his Finder and punched in 2-3-5. The black dot of Sled Five appeared onscreen.

			When they retrieved the food sled, Kathy heated soup over a white gas burner. After they ate, Mitch and Hans left to find the last Glider. 

			Des approached Jack, who was working on his computer. Jack closed his laptop so Des couldn’t see the monitor, which Des thought odd.

			“You have a GPS with you, don’t you?” Des asked.

			“Of course.” 

			Des put Jack’s GPS alongside his own and turned them on; to his relief, they displayed the same coordinates.  

			Des mounted his GPS on his snow Glider, completely unaware that when he had fastened his GPS, a tiny magnetized iron filing from the corporate offices of Boster Denton finished working its way through the cover to fall near the unit’s receiver. The digital numbers on the face began to change, slowly at first, then building in speed until they were digital blurs. The computer shut down, then restarted after a three-second delay, rebuilding its memory and approximating their location with near accuracy.

			“Jack, one more thing…” Why did Jack keep hiding his monitor? “When we make camp, I want you in charge of the radio. It’s old, it’s not SSPS, and the batteries will last only a week or two, so test it to make sure it’s working okay, then hide it. I don’t want Mitch calling his mom or striking up a relationship with some Icelandic beauty and running down the batteries. It’s our only connection to the rest of the world.”

			“Sure, Des. Not a problem.”

			Des consulted his compass and maps to plot a course. Since they were headed toward the magnetic North Pole, all he really had to do was follow the compass needle north. If it began to spin wildly, he would know they had gone too far. He guessed they were about one hundred kilometers away from the target and figured that would take about six hours on the Gliders. 

			After Mitch and Hans returned on separate Gliders, Des assigned everyone places for their journey. When Bearters announced he would bring up the rear, Mitch sniped that he just wanted to pick up any candy wrappers the others threw away. 

			Des wished his old friend would develop laryngitis.

			The going was tougher than Des had expected; the fog seemed even denser than before and he could see only fifteen meters ahead as he led his team across the ice. He steered around or followed along snow banks and ice barriers for two hours until he got back on course. 

			The engines of Des’ vehicle sputtered to a stop, then his Glider fell hard onto the ice. The rest quickly turned off their engines and waited as Des dismounted and stared at his Glider, feeling betrayed. He pushed the starter button twice. Nothing happened.

			Mitch wandered over. “What’s holding up the wagon train?”

			Des shrugged. 

			Mitch got on Des’ Glider, tried the starter button, then examined the Glider’s function list. 

			He said, “Fuel line,” slid off the Glider, and disappeared back into the fog. 

			He returned with an acetylene torch, lit it, and adjusted the gas to a blue flame, which he directed onto the fuel line. 

			Des grabbed his arm and pulled the torch away. “The fuel inside will expand and explode!” 

			Mitch said, “Look, you’ve got ice in your fucking line, probably the filter. It’s tough to change out—four hours, easy. Fucking tough to get to, and I’d have to find the tools and a new filter. I’ll just warm up the line a bit, that’s all.”

			“But, it could explode before the ice melts! Aren’t you a little worried about that?” 

			Mitch grinned. “I’ll never know it. You’d best get back a ways.”

			As Des did, he saw Mitch remove a fur glove to hold the line near where he was directing the torch, using his bare hand to check for heat.

			“The next time we do this,” Mitch’s voice rose in volume so Bearters could hear him, “the next time we do this, we should bring along a mechanic and not a fucking Indian.” 

			A closer male voice to Des, Bearters, said, “There will be no next time for you.” 

			Mitch whipped the torch wildly at arm’s length without seeing who’d spoken. 

			He told Des, “I ought to stick this up his fat Eskimo ass. Then we’d see how funny he is.”

			Mitch hit the start button and the engines roared to life. 

			“Wagons, ho!” he announced happily, turning the Glider back over to Des.

			After the Glider rose so he could see over the sled, Des checked his compass and GPS. 

			Three hours more passed in slow travel, putting them two hours behind Des’ schedule. The fog was less dense than it had been, so they traveled a bit faster, but it would still take another four hours to get to base camp—nearly midnight local time, 0600 by his watch. The entire team would be tired, but they would still have to make camp. Des realized belatedly that he should have made allowances for problems or equipment failures—examined contingencies to ensure success. A real general could control thousands of soldiers with fewer problems than he had with only six. He needed to squash the growing rivalry between Bearters and Mitch. He made plans to rally his troops when they reached their target.

			At 0400 hours, Des stopped and called out, “Mitch, please help Kathy break out some dinner. We’ll eat here, then go on to make camp.”

			Kathy and Mitch handed out MREs—Meals Ready to Eat—not gourmet fare by a long shot, but welcome nonetheless. 

			Jack stopped pecking away at his computer keyboard only briefly to take bites of his meal. Bearters squatted on the ground near Jack, as far from Mitch as possible.

			Des told the group, “When we get to base camp in about two hours, everyone has an assigned job. If you have any questions, come to me, because this mission and you are my responsibility. I am solely in charge.” 

			He heard Bearters whisper to Jack, “Who made him Captain Kangaroo?” 

			Des told Bearters, “Let’s get one thing straight: This is your country, but my command. Do you understand?”

			Bearters nodded slowly.

			Des continued, “After we eat, we’ll rest for a few minutes, then move out.”

			After another two hours of travel, Des stopped and consulted his compass and GPS. 

			 “There.” He made a sweeping gesture, then pointed to the snow in front of him. “Circle the Gliders and position them around that depression. Base camp will be in the center.”

			Jack pulled his Glider to the middle of the field; the rest made a haphazard ring around him.

			Des drove his Glider close to Jack’s and stomped over to him. “Come on, Jack, you can’t park your Glider here!”

			“Why not?” Jack retorted, looking at everything but Des. “I don’t see a ‘no parking’ sign.”

			“Because of the pop tents. When I sound the ‘all clear,’ you’ll be right in the middle of the pop tents. Do you want a stake through your Glider?”

			Jack swung one leg over, but remained seated, rubbing his chin with his hand.

			“Well now, that could be a problem. Let me think…oh yes, I see your point, the pop tents…hmmm.” He jumped off his Glider. “You’re right, Des: I should move my Glider. But first, don’t you think we should unload the tents, since they are on my sled? That way, we don’t have to drag them over here.”

			“Oh, well yes, you’re right. Let’s unload them first.” Des wondered if he was more tired and stressed than the rest.

			One couldn’t see a pop tent “pop” except in slow motion. Powerful compressed gas cylinders neatly unfolded the tent and pushed the roof upwards. Then secondary gas canisters fired and snakes of rope with attached tent stakes would flail out. The stakes would thud mercilessly into the ground or ice…or into a dog…or a child—which is why they were no longer sold to recreational campers. A safety measure had been added—spaced along the ropes, sparklers would ignite to indicate their trajectory before ground contact. The main tent had half-meter stakes; the smaller ones, quarter-meter. 

			Stephen, Hans, Jack and Des pulled out the tents and positioned them; the main tent took all four men to move. They placed the six smaller tents in a semi-circle around the main tent. Mitch pulled out Baby Pop and put it near the rim of the depression as Jack drove his Glider to join the others in the outer ring.

			“All clear!” Des shouted. He set the radio transmitter for all three classes of tents and pushed the “Go” button. 

			It would take three minutes for the transmitter to send the exact series of waves to activate each of the tents. The entire team waited from their Gliders. 

			“I love to watch pop tents unfold,” Mitch said. “Like fireworks in the snow.”

			“Yeah, they are kind of neat,” Des agreed.

			Accompanied by the sound of a fuse fizzling, the main tent folded out in several sections on the snow, then an earsplitting boom popped it into mid-air for what seemed to be a whole second; sparklers glowed brightly and streaked away in arcs. They heard the thudding of half-meter stakes smashing into the ice. The smaller tents began to pop and sparkle. Lastly, there was a pluff and one small tent crackled to the ground.

			Mitch retrieved the biological fermenting toilet from Des’ sled, walked over to the Baby Pop, unzipped the flap and placed it inside. He got a twelve-pack of biodegradable toilet paper and a sign that read “Lady” on one side and “Gentlemen” on the other, returned to the tent, hung the sign with “Gentlemen” showing, disappeared inside and zipped closed the flap.

			Each of the smaller tents had a team member’s first name printed in large, cursive letters, except for the one that read “Doc and the Missus.” The team scattered to stow their personal gear in their tents. 

			As they lugged equipment into the main tent, they found Jack already seated at a desk, typing busily; against the wall behind him was a tarp-covered box. Everyone but Jack helped to assemble the stove, brought in the tables, the chairs, a sofa, bottles of propane, food and the rest of the main tent’s supplies; Kathy carefully laid out cooking utensils on a large kitchen table. When they were finished, everyone but Jack left the main tent to set up their own quarters. Jack had never even gotten up from his computer. 

			Jack uncovered and removed the radio from behind his desk and placed it next to his computer on the table. He toggled the “on” switch; a red light glowed brightly. He plugged in the microphone and fidgeted with the dials.

			“This is Jack Squires of Alpha One, do you read me? This is Jack Squires calling Base. Do you read me?”

			A voice cackled through the box. “Alpha One, this is Alpha Two. I read you loud and clear.”

			“This is a test. Testing one, two, three.” Jack moved a knob on the radio slightly. “Two, two, three.” He moved it further. “Testing three, two, three, over.”

			“Jack, the second test is the best, over.” 

			Jack pushed in the knob, locking it into place, turned off the radio, waited a few seconds, then turned it back on. The red light glowed, the needles moved—all looked in good condition.

			“This is Jack Squires of Alpha One. Test two. Test two, over.”

			A voice cackled back. “Test two loud and clear. Over.”

			“Thank you for your time and consideration. Out,” Jack said. 

			He toggled the radio off-and-on a third time—red light, needles centered, all in order. He turned off the toggle switch, then put the radio back behind his desk and pushed the tarp tightly around it. 

			He heard a loud crash and the sounds of an all-out brawl. He hurried outside to see what was going on.

			Behind the desk, under the tarp, a red light glowed because Jack had inadvertently flipped the toggle switch while tucking the tarp around the radio. The red light would glow brightly for fourteen days, then dimly for four more. On the nineteenth day, it would flicker and fade out.

			Des was ready to intercede in the melee if needed, but he thought both men needed to get this out of their systems. 

			Bearters rode Mitch’s back with one arm around his neck. Mitch crashed sideways into anything he could find in an attempt to knock Bearters off, while yelling a string of expletives. He pitched Bearters against the tent of Doc and the Missus, then fell to the ground and rolled over until Bearters came loose. 

			Both men quickly jumped to their feet. Mitch grabbed the Inuit by the front of his coat with both hands and head-butted him hard in the face. Blood spurted in a shower from Bearters’ nose. Dazed for only a moment, Bearters returned the punch with one of his own. Still holding onto Bearters’ jacket with one hand, Mitch slugged him in the face as hard as he could. Bearters responded with an equally bruising blow, then delivered a brutal kick to Mitch’s face, which sent him reeling to the ground.

			“Had enough?” Bearters circled Mitch, lying on the snow-covered ice. His nose bled on Mitch. 

			Mitch rolled backwards, pushed off the ice into a handstand and flipped up his legs, catching Bearters around his neck. Using the scissors hold, he pulled Bearters down and, once again, they exchanged blows. 

			Eventually their energy was spent, and they sat gasping for air, staring at each other. Both men were covered in blood.

			“Had…enough?” Mitch managed between breaths. 

			Bearters swung his right fist and hit Mitch squarely on the chin with all the force he could summon. Then his hands dropped to the ground, leaving his face a perfect open target. 

			Mitch started to laugh. It began as a giggle, but quickly rose to a hearty guffaw. Bearters soon joined in; their laughter filled the camp. Both men had been awake for more than thirty hours, and that stupid feeling of everything being funny was setting in. Bearters slapped Mitch on the shoulder and the two men rollicked with laughter as if that were the funniest thing on Earth. Mitch made a face at Bearters, who fell over backwards, laughing with tears.

			Des finally walked over to the two men. 

			“Show’s over,” he said. “Everyone, go to bed.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			ELLESMERE ISLAND, CANADA

			LATITUDE 82° 10’ NORTH

			LONGITUDE 73° 42’ WEST

			Day 2; 1215 UTC, 6:15 AM LTD

			 

			Des’ alarm clock rang at 6:15; by 6:30, he was dressed and outside. He carried some audio equipment to the center of the individual tents and affixed a small microphone to the hood of his coat. He removed a CD from a velvet pouch and checked its handwritten label:

			The Washington Post

			John Phillip Sousa

			Circus March

			He turned on the player and rotated the volume knob to high. Holding a soundstick in each hand, he blew across the microphone; the soundsticks hummed.

			“Kathy, Kathy Summers,” his voice boomed, “please come to a black paging telephone or the main expeditionary tent.” 

			He started the CD, holding the soundsticks above his head, like a cheerleader finishing a cheer, and the legendary Marine Corps march began. 
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