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For Sammy, whose adventure has only just begun





PART 1:

THESIS

Because the eye has seen, thoughts are structured upon images and not upon ideas.

—DAVID CONSUEGRA (1939–2004)





CHAPTER 1:

RELATIVE CONCEPT

4,500 feet above sea level

The Land Rover bucked along the washboard road, plumes of fine dust and scrubby green trees rising in sharp contrast to the impossibly blue African sky. Now far into rural Tanzania, Milo Luttrell could no longer see Mount Kilimanjaro’s white-domed peak in the distance. Even the ever-present smell of sulfuric diesel and cooking fires had faded along with any trace of other people, leaving only clear, dry grasslands. He winced as his driver caught a deep rut under one of the thick tires, violently bouncing the truck to one side. Recovering, she steadied the wheel with her well-manicured hands and glanced at Milo with a reassuring smile. Milo shook off the jolt and tried to smile back, wondering why flat savanna still made for such desperately rough road.

Milo considered himself well traveled and a bit of an adventurer to boot. Even so, he felt a twinge of concern every time she reached a fork and invariably picked the fainter of the two roads, winding ever deeper into the endless plains, the tracks before them now barely distinguishable from the red earth.

He wished he could remember his driver’s name. Three hours ago he’d been confident—now he wasn’t so sure. Jody? Jordan? Jet lag was a bitch, and the name, ordinary as it was, had simply fallen out of his brain. He still didn’t know quite what to make of her—she’d greeted him at the international receptions gate with a sly smile, a placard reading Luttrell, and a demure, unexpectedly posh British accent. She was black, perhaps five years older than he, but wore it well: elegant though not stunning, well-spoken but unapologetically reserved. When he’d asked their destination, she answered with such charm he almost missed the absence of an actual answer.

“Can you tell me what this is all about?” Milo asked now, clearing his throat. The dust was everywhere—even with the windows up, it had formed a thick layer on the dashboard and black leather seats, on his clothes, his face, everything. “You found something out in the savanna, didn’t you?”

She winced as she shook her head in answer. “I find this just as awkward as you. But my employer was quite clear—I can’t tell you a bloody thing until you sign the non-disclosure agreement. We’ll get all the paperwork sorted out just as soon as we reach camp, I assure you.”

“Are we close?” asked Milo, not entirely willing to accept the issue as closed. “Can you at least tell me that?”

“We’re in the bush.” She smiled as she took her eyes off the road for much longer than Milo would have preferred. “Close is a relative concept out here. Have you been to Tanzania before?”

“No,” said Milo, rubbing his eyes as he tried to consciously reset his internal clock. “First time in Africa.”

The Kenyan highway they’d initially taken southbound had been smooth and new, nothing like this rough road. Designed with one lane in either direction, highway traffic was often three abreast: shoulder, main, and passing. Waves of smoke-spewing trucks and minibuses had advanced toward each other like charging tank battalions, only sorting themselves out into recognizable lanes in the last possible moments before collision.

Milo had marveled at the ballet-like precision exercised by the apparently suicidal drivers. He told his driver—what was her name again?— that it was amazing there were no accidents, but was quickly corrected. Collisions, she said, were frequent and often fatal. Milo had decided he’d rather not think about it, resigned his fate, closed his eyes, and tilted his seat back. He’d slept intermittently until they turned off the crowded highway and into the wilderness.

The border crossing from Kenya to Tanzania had been no less surprising. When he saw the lines—nearly a mile of unmoving tractor trailers and overfilled, sputtering minivans—he prepared himself for another interminable wait.

His driver had pulled over to the shoulder, slowly parting the crowds of fruit sellers, candy hawkers, water-bottle vendors, and beggars. Men and women pressed against the Land Rover, tapping the glass, chanting mzungu, mzungu, trying to get their attention. Gravel crackling under the tires, the truck crept forward with unassailable deliberateness until they were at the front of the line before a perplexed border guard and his soldiers, ignoring the glares from the long convoy of semi-trucks behind them. A smile, a few spoken words, a many-stamped letter handed over, then handed back with equal speed—and they were through, freely passing the opposite stacked-up traffic waiting on the Tanzanian side. Milo realized he hadn’t even presented his passport for inspection.

“You’re the last to arrive,” the driver said, sighing as the Land Rover crawled over a low rise and dipped down the other side. “I picked up the rest of the team yesterday. Bloody inconvenient, all this driving. I suppose your flight was delayed?”

Milo shook his head. It didn’t seem possible that he was the last one in—he’d left the very same day he’d received the phone call from his department chair. His superior at Georgetown University didn’t even know the destination, but insisted Milo take the opportunity all the same. After some brief argument, the chair admitted that a significant departmental donation had been placed in escrow pending the young professor’s acceptance. It wasn’t enough money to put him on tenure track, but it would grant Milo another yearly contract in the Darwinian publish-or-perish department. The subtext of the demand was clear—if the escrowed money went elsewhere, so would Milo.

A well-dressed chauffeur with plane tickets had arrived at his apartment with a town car shortly thereafter. He’d barely had time to stuff his oversized backpack and locate his passport. The timing wasn’t great; mid-February meant his spring classes were in full swing, and he doubted any of his colleagues would appreciate being saddled with his students. He’d had a few minutes at the airport gate to Google the name of the company that had paid for the ticket, but came up with little more than a Bahamian-registered shell company with no published corporate officers or directors.

“Where did you depart from?” asked the driver. “Before Nairobi?”

“Washington, DC,” said Milo.

“Then to New York, then Dubai.”

“I understand you’re a professor of sorts?”

“Yeah,” said Milo, unsure if she was making conversation or genuinely didn’t know. “An adjunct history professor—Georgetown University.”

She smiled and nodded, signaling her approval of the prestigious institution. Still, many of the faculty he worked with probably wouldn’t have appreciated the name-dropping. Milo took pride in being a bit of an oddball in his field, often quoted in popular blogs and magazines but published in too few academic journals. Though he had joined the department with top honors and a record of innovative publications— to say nothing of his popularity with students—he’d quickly become an outsider among his peers. His superiors among the old guard regarded him as a bit of a failure, a promising mind who couldn’t hack a proper academic career.

Even his field of study was consciously unconventional. Rather than limiting his focus to a specific time period or civilization, Milo analyzed the exploratory and migratory expeditions of all peoples, from Everest to the Amazon, Columbus to Doctor Livingstone, Polynesian rafts to the lunar landing. Interesting as it all was, more than one of the faculty had quietly taken him aside for some frank advice—his career demanded either academic publications or rainmaking with private endowments. Keep on with his current path, he’d been warned, and he’d eventually be searching for a new position with a much lesser institution.

“How about you?” asked Milo. “What do you do?”

“I’m a trade law barrister,” she answered. “I work out of Birmingham. It’s all terribly boring, which is why I try to get into the wild as often as possible. The firm hates it, but what can they do? I arranged for a yearly block of uninterrupted vacation time before signing on. It was my only non-negotiable stipulation.”

“Into the wild?” repeated Milo. “I haven’t seen another car in hours— where are we going?”

“You really don’t know, do you?” She laughed.

“I really don’t,” said Milo, trying to quell his rising irritation.

“Do you have a wife? Girlfriend?” she asked, again changing the subject without so much as missing a beat. “I bet the secrecy is driving them positively mad.”

Milo shook his head. He’d recently begun casually dating a foreign aid worker he’d met through a mutual friend. She’d been surprisingly nonchalant about his sudden and mysterious departure. The fact that she worried so little made him wonder if she even cared, a suspicion he’d confronted her with in a series of rapid-fire text messages from the Air Dubai gate of New York’s JFK Airport.

You’re a historian, she had texted in response to his admittedly neurotic interrogation. How concerned should I seriously be?

He supposed it was true; it wasn’t as though he was going to one of the poverty-stricken war zones she frequented. And she didn’t owe him her worry; they hadn’t even had the exclusivity conversation yet.

All this left Milo to fill in the blanks as best he could. The best explanation was a privately funded archaeological dig for artifacts from a historic European expedition, probably from the pre-colonial or early colonial period. Maybe an amateur had gotten in over their head, needed someone to evaluate the site and their initial findings from a fresh perspective. It would certainly explain the money, the secrecy, and why his thus-far-unnamed benefactor would involve him. But he still wished he knew enough to bring the proper reference books.

“I appreciate the ride,” Milo said now, preparing to gently probe for information. “But aren’t you a little overqualified to play chauffeur?”

“You’re wondering what you’re doing in a car with a British attorney and not a Tanzanian guide or local fixer?”

“I wouldn’t put it like that—”

“There are 120 tribes in Tanzania,” she said. “Each with a complex set of family ties and obligations, networks of dependents, and ancestral relationships. To call it impenetrable would be an understatement. But none of them are quite sure what to make of a black British woman. You could say it brings out a certain cultural helpfulness. They call it undugu, which means something along the lines of hospitality, family, and so forth.”

“Uh-dugu . . . ?” repeated Milo uncertainly. He thought he’d read something about that in the guidebooks, but couldn’t quite remember the context.

“I find it all quite appropriate that such a romantic concept arose from the cradle of humanity. After all, this area has been populated continuously since the dawn of the first people. In fact, we’re not terribly far from Olduvai Gorge, one of the most important Stone Age sites on the entire planet. But I suppose you might know more about that than me—being a historian and all.”

“What does mzungu mean?” asked Milo. “At the border crossing— those people kept on saying it when they were trying to get our attention.”

“It means those who walk in circles. It’s a term of respect.”

It had to be an archaeological site, probably that of a lost European explorer. What else could explain the need for a history professor with such specific expertise? Milo racked his brain for possible explorers as the Land Rover clattered over another low hill. No good candidates came to mind. Obviously not Daniel Houghton’s disastrous expedition of the late eighteenth century; it was well established he’d been abandoned to starve on the other side of Africa. Same for Edward Vogel sixty-odd years later; he hadn’t made it much past south Sudan before his murder at the hands of the local sultan. And the lost DeWar expedition was just an old cock-and-bull story, at least as far as Milo could tell.

His mind wandered as she muscled the wheel, cutting through a sandy river-wash. Rounding a corner, the Land Rover skidded to a halt, the road blocked by a milling herd of brown cattle. At a great distance, two tall, slender men in red plaid shukas guided the herd from behind, each carrying a long, iron-headed spear over their shoulders.

“Bollocks,” the driver said, shaking her head as she rolled down the window. “When the cows start to outnumber the people they become very bolshie indeed. Move! Get out of the way!”

The livestock lazily parted as the Rover pushed through, its brush guard inches from their branded haunches.

“The elephants are even worse,” said the driver. “We saw some yesterday. This is their migration trail. They could care less if you’re trying to get by or not.”

“At least you have the right vehicle for the job.” Milo gestured to the well-appointed interior of the off-road SUV.

“Maybe, maybe not. Land Rovers are nice, but not always right for the bush. I personally prefer the Toyota minibus.”

“Really? This far off-road?”

“Absolutely!” She smiled. “The Landy has big tires, four-by-four with locking differentials, the whole package. But if it breaks down, you can’t get parts to save your life. Have to be shipped all the way in from South Africa or Britain—by air, no less.”

“Come on. No way a minibus does better on a trail than a Rover.”

“Not so!” she said, waving her finger in the air. “Land Rovers were designed as the ultimate off-roader, mountain-climber, river-crosser, a real go-anywhere vehicle. But in the real world, all it takes is one larger-than-average mud puddle and you’re stuck.”

“And the minibus?”

“Minibuses never get stuck or break down, not truly. When the wheels start spinning in the mud, or the engine blows—everybody just climbs out and pushes! Try that with a Landy.”

Milo allowed himself a genuine chuckle, appreciating the lesson. She waved as they passed the tall tribesmen, her eyes drifting from the road to their handsome, muscled statures.

Silence fell and he lost track of time, watching the dirt and small stands of trees go by for hours. The sun lowered in the sky, and eventually the Rover turned off the last hint of a trail and into the untamed wild.

Waking suddenly, Milo’s eyes snapped open, the sleep-inducing stillness of the open savanna now broken by the gathering roar of a cargo helicopter as it descended from high above. The heavy aircraft slowly passed, a massive generator dangling from its undercarriage in a cargo net like a raindrop hanging from spider silk. Cresting a hill, the Rover made a careful final descent down a steep bluff, turning onto a freshly bulldozed triple switchback above a pastoral tree-lined dry valley. Their view was blocked by the descending helicopter as its rotor wash kicked up massive clouds of grit. A scramble of local porters unhooked the bulky cargo net and cable from the helicopter, which then broke from hovering to soar away. The red dust settled as they drew closer, revealing a sprawling encampment of trailers, olive-drab tents, off-road vehicles, and people hurrying between equipment and temporary structures.

Milo scanned the scene for a marked-off archaeological site or anything else that could tell him the purpose of the mind-bogglingly vast encampment before him. He saw no test pits, no marked-off areas. He was briefly annoyed—without basic protocols, the trailers and trucks could destroy irreplaceable historical treasures.

“Where’s the dig?” shouted Milo over the whump-whump-whump of the departing helicopter.

“What dig?” asked his driver as the aircraft disappeared into the distance. “We’re not going to a dig.”

“Then why am I here?”

“You honestly don’t know? I thought somebody would have had let it slip into the academic rumor-mill by now.”

“I still have no goddamn idea.”

The Englishwoman smiled and leaned toward him conspiratorially. “You ever explore a Cretaceous-era supercave before?”





CHAPTER 2:

STAGING CAMP

“But I’m not a caver,” protested Milo as the Land Rover lurched down the last steep switchback to the encampment below.

His driver laughed. “Then I hope you can cook!”

Milo’s mind did a couple of backflips trying to parse the absurdity of it all. Maybe it was some giant cosmic fuckup, his coming here. Maybe there was some other Milo Luttrell worriedly checking his email inbox for a missing invitation to a secret spelunking mission. But expedition backers had to know exactly who they’d hired—though the question of why remained another issue entirely.

The Land Rover clunked over a patch of dusty potholes and rumbled into the motor pool, parking alongside two identically equipped off-road SUVs. From this new vantage, Milo could see the symmetry of the camp, small domed personnel tents stretching down one side in a long line, three helicopter-transported trailers and twin temporary prefab structures on the other, a newly bulldozed dirt road between them. A pair of mess tents rose from the center of the row, complete with an open-air kitchen. Chemical toilets stood a respectful distance down a narrow footpath. Towering piles of bar-coded Pelican-brand cases lay in uneven stacks beside the motor pool, some still wrapped in cargo netting or strapped to lightweight plastic pallets.

Local porters and coverall-clad foreigners worked side by side as they set up the last of the trailers and equipment. Others sat in folding chairs near the small personnel tents, talking as the last rays of the sun disappeared behind a distant grassy hill. As darkness fell, high-efficiency LED poles slowly glowed to life like streetlamps, bathing the camp in artificial illumination.

Staggered by the size of the encampment, Milo stared openmouthed before turning back to his overqualified chauffeur. But she was gone, along with his baggage.

“Thanks for the ride,” muttered Milo. Now abandoned, he had the distinct sense he should report to someone, but who?

As if on cue, Milo heard the sound of a clearing throat behind him. He swiveled around in the leather seat to see a young blonde woman standing beside his door. She held a tablet computer like a clipboard as she waited patiently for his attention. She wore an expensive safari-chic outfit and flirty smile.

“Mr. Luttrell?” she asked, cocking her head slightly as she spoke. Milo could see she’d pulled up his profile picture from Georgetown University’s website; the question had been entirely for his benefit.

“Milo, yeah,” he said, awkwardly extending his hand through the open window. She shook it, then opened and held the Rover door for him to step out. Her manner reminded him of a flight attendant; the only thing missing was the uniform and a drink cart.

“I’m Kylie, and I’ll be showing you around today—how was the trip?” she asked, her voice cheerful and clipped. “Did Joanne take good care of you?”

“The trip was long,” said Milo, quick-stepping to keep up with her, but glad he didn’t have to ask the driver’s name. He promised himself he wouldn’t lose it again. “And a bit sudden. But Joanne was . . . the drive was fine.”

He shivered—with little to no humidity to hold heat, the temperature had already begun dropping quickly. Kylie cocked her head like an inquisitive bird, then without waiting further led him down the central camp avenue at a fast gait. It felt good to stretch his legs; he hadn’t realized how stiff he was.

“Do you have any luggage with you?” she asked.

“Had a backpack with me,” answered Milo. “But I think the driver took it.”

“Sign this,” Kylie said, putting the tablet into his hands along with a digital pen. The screen held a one-page agreement that he quickly skimmed. Milo couldn’t help but be impressed with the sheer volume of legal threats that had somehow been fitted into such a short document.

“Done,” said Milo, handing the tablet back after affixing his signature.

“Your luggage will be waiting for you in your assigned tent,” she assured him. “I wanted to know if you have any special items with you now, or if you might expect to have something delivered separately . . . books, equipment, things of that nature.”

Milo briefly felt a pang of overwhelming dread, like the first-day-of-school dream where he was missing a pen or pants. “Not much beyond my digital camera and a laptop,” he finally mumbled. “No books—nobody told me what to bring.”

“You need a few minutes?” she asked sympathetically, though still ignoring the larger point. “Wash up, change? Eat something? Dinner isn’t for a couple of hours, but we do have some very nice snacks.”

“Couldn’t eat even if I wanted to,” answered Milo. “Still no appetite from the flight. I’d rather go ahead and meet whoever’s in charge, if that’s possible.”

“Good,” she answered with a smile as they passed the mess tent without stopping. “He is very eager to meet you as well.”

“Can I make a quick phone call first?” asked Milo. “Let my folks know I’ve made it in one piece?”

“I’m afraid not,” she answered. “The communications equipment is not yet ready for use. But if you give me their names and contact information, I’ll pass word on your behalf once we establish a secure connection.”

“This is quite the setup,” Milo said, gesturing to the expansive camp. “I’ve never seen anything like it—very impressive.”

“Believe me, I know,” Kylie said with a slight laugh. “Three days ago, this was all just empty grassland. Not even the cattlemen make it this far out.”

“You part of the logistics team?” asked Milo, trying to figure out her role beyond that of helpful camp guide.

“I’m the head of the logistics team,” she corrected. He briefly worried that he’d offended her.

“Big job,” said Milo, still somewhat stumbling for a response.

Kylie just shrugged. “Easier than Kandahar or the Sudan,” she said. “Nobody’s shooting at us here.”

Milo thought about making a lame not yet, anyway joke but decided against it. They passed the main section of the camp with three large trailers on adjustable aluminum jacks. The first seemed to be some kind of laboratory, the second a windowed office, and the last a sophisticated communications setup complete with multiple satellite dishes and radio antenna. Milo found himself doubting that it was non-operational—lights and screens within the cloudy windows flashed, and he heard a faint hum coming from unseen computer servers. How hard could it be to place a simple phone call?

“Dinner will be wonderful tonight,” she said. “Your choice, lasagna Bolognese or strip steak with salad and breadsticks, all made on site. New York cheesecake for dessert. And the wine pairing is always excellent.”

It all sounded much better than the frozen pizza Milo would have had if he was still home in Washington, DC. Again he found himself pondering the cost of it all.

They passed the last trailer. Through wire-reinforced glass, he caught a glimpse of a sophisticated medical bay, not unlike a mobile operating theatre. Biohazard suits hung from hooks at the side of a double-airlock entrance. From the look of the facility, it could have handled just about any procedure up to and including major surgery.

“May I ask how you know Mr. Brunsfield?” Kylie asked. “He was so insistent that you join us.”

“I don’t,” answered Milo, unable to place the name. “Know him, I mean.”

She turned to face Milo, openly surprised. “Maybe he knows you,” she finally said, unconvinced. “But even if you’ve never met, there’s still a good chance you’ll recognize him when you see him.”

“Or you could just tell me,” said Milo. But his guide just gave him another smile as she pointed toward the largest shelter at the end of the personnel row, a waxed canvas Bedouin-style tent held up by old-fashioned wooden pegs and hemp rope.

“Anything I should know?” asked Milo as he ducked through the entrance.

“Just one thing,” she whispered with a sly smile. “Don’t be afraid to kiss his ass.”

She did not follow him into the tent.

Milo stepped into the opulent shelter. The interior was a lovingly recreated Victorian-era safari bivouac—gilt fixtures, soft leather, blown glass, colorful woven rugs, lacquered wood, and rough cottons. But then there were the modern touches, namely the bank of frameless monitors mounted against the fabric wall that displayed a grainy black-and-white view of a stark cavern moonscape, robotic tank-treads barely visible at the bottom of the screens. A white-haired man sat on a low couch with his back turned to Milo, intent on the screen as he gave instructions to a joystick-wielding technician.

“Back!” he exclaimed. “We’re not stuck yet—just give it a little more gas!”

Milo’s gaze shifted back to the monitors. It was difficult to get a sense of scale; the black-and-white video might well have been taken from a distant rocky planet. The white-haired man grumbled and placed his face in his hands with frustration. The robot couldn’t free itself from between two rocks and the backseat driving wasn’t helping.

“Goddamn robots,” he boomed. “Back it up! Get it loose again!”

Milo looked at the technician with sympathy. The robot wasn’t going anywhere.

“We should have sent in a goddamned canary instead,” he complained. “Useless!”

“What am I looking at?” asked Milo, no longer able to restrain his curiosity.

The white haired man swiveled to face him. Milo felt his first inkling of recognition. “The cave has been sealed up for a long time,” he said. “We needed to check the atmospheric composition for noxious gases. The little bot survived the fifteen-hundred-foot winch down the main shaft—”

“Fifteen hundred feet?” interrupted Milo in disbelief, wondering briefly if he’d misheard an order of magnitude.

“That’s right, more than a quarter mile straight down. We’re looking at the deepest pit cave in Africa, maybe the second or third deepest on the planet. It’s going to rewrite every geology textbook and record-book, if we can get it mapped—which we obviously can’t do with our goddamn robot, because it can’t do shit once it reaches the bottom!”

Milo pursed his lips and nodded, not sure what to say. The technician frowned but kept his mouth shut as well.

The older man stood, turning his back to the screens. “I think it’s safe to say the future of caving is not with robotics,” he said as he extended an open hand toward Milo. “I’m Dale Brunsfield. Welcome to Main Camp, Milo. I’m so thrilled you finally made it all the way out here.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Brunsfield,” said Milo, confirming his recognition. Brunsfield was a fixture of Wall Street and was well known to the adventure community as a generous benefactor, using high-dollar corporate sponsorship to bolster the rugged image of his hedge fund and the luxury apparel brand he’d acquired as a hobby. Rich safari-goers, mountain trekkers, and would-be jungle explorers often began their travels with a stop by his upscale stores, selecting from the expensive olive-drab and khaki designer clothing and handbags.

“Call me Dale,” he said. “I’m a big fan of your work on Richard Halliburton’s 1939 Sea Dragon voyage. Top notch. The conclusion that the shipwreck found off San Diego wasn’t Halliburton’s reproduction Chinese junk? All deduced from a single nail? Made me a believer, no question.”

Milo wasn’t surprised. Rich men like Dale Brunsfield loved Halliburton and his exploits. After becoming the first man to swim the length of the Panama Canal, Halliburton’s bestselling book The Flying Carpet (the story of his eighteen-month, 34,000-mile global circumnavigation aboard an open-canopy biplane) was, to some, the first true modern adventure travelogue. Halliburton played the part of romantic adventurer to the hilt, becoming legendary for his parties and bohemian lifestyle. Guaranteeing himself a place among the iconic adventurers, Halliburton was lost at sea in 1939. The particulars of his disappearance were not unlike those of Amelia Earhart. With no trace found, he’d been similarly mythologized into speculation and legend.

Despite the lofty reputation, Milo wasn’t Halliburton’s biggest fan— one of his most-relayed stories was the purchase of two child slaves in Timbuktu as entertainment. As loathe as Milo was to judge the historic figure by the standards of a modern era, he regarded that unsavory decision as legacy-defining and nothing short of reprehensible.

“Thanks,” said Milo now, reflecting on his obscure article. “I’m glad you found it interesting. I didn’t think too many people had read it.”

“Well, I for one loved it,” said Dale, eyeing Milo suspiciously. “So, I have to ask . . . have you sniffed out what I’m up to?”

“Not as of yet,” admitted Milo. “Something about a cave, I hear?”

“You’ve heard nothing? No journalists poking around? Or other interested parties? Anybody try to contact you about me, Tanzania, or a lost cavern?”

Milo shook his head. He didn’t think he knew any other “interested parties,” whatever that meant, and the importance of the cave itself remained a complete mystery.

“Good,” exclaimed Dale with uncomfortable volume. “Tight ship, that’s what we’re running here. A tight ship.”

Milo could only figure Dale Brunsfield was on to something big, or at least thought he was. The size of the camp all but confirmed it—either a legitimately monumental find or Dale was exceptionally rich and crazy.

On the four-screen bank, the feed from the robot winked out into choppy video blocks, then a blank blue disconnection screen that clashed against the muted earth tones of the tent’s interior. The tech mumbled a long string of expletives and smacked the controller without effect.

“Hell,” said Dale, shaking his head at the monitors. “We’re done for the day with the robot. Reel ’er back in.”

“You’ll have to forgive me,” said Milo before he lost Dale’s attention for good. “I still don’t know what you want from me.”

“Thought you’d have figured it out by now,” said Dale with a sly smile. “I should make you guess at it, but we’re short on time as is.”

Dale paused, squinting as he eyed Milo.

“Milo, we didn’t just find the largest cave in Africa. I’m on the trail of DeWar’s legendary lost 1901 expedition. They weren’t planning to climb Mount Meru. That nonsense was just their cover story. They disappeared into that cave, never to be seen again.”

Milo stared back at the blank screens, confused.

“I’ve read up on you, son,” said Dale, grabbing Milo by the shoulders. “You’re no caver, but you’re a regular Sherlock Holmes when it comes to historical expeditions. You know your stuff—usually—and I know your DeWar obsession almost tanked your career.”

Dale released Milo, who wavered on his feet.

“This find will be bigger than Stanley and Livingstone,” he said, stabbing his finger toward the now-dark screen. “When we map this cave, we’re going to discover DeWar’s lost expedition down there—we’ll be the ones to solve a mystery more than a century in the making.”





CHAPTER 3:

MIGRATIONS

Milo had to choke back an open scoff. The DeWar expedition? What a waste of time and money. All these people and equipment hauled out to Tanzania for nothing more than a myth, albeit one he’d once entertained himself. Yes, at one point the English aristocrat was hailed as the next great mountaineer and explorer, a maverick of yet-unexplored mountain peaks and polar lands. Lord Riley DeWar cut his teeth on the French Alps, ridden dog-sleds across the Canadian wilderness, studied winter survival with Nordic reindeer herders. He’d even accompanied the Adrien de Gerlache expedition to Antarctica in 1896, enduring seven months of scurvy-ridden hardship in the clutches of pack ice.

Supposedly DeWar’s destination was the summit of Mount Meru— Kilimanjaro’s volcanic little sister—assuming he ever had any intention of reaching the peak. Most historians theorized that he’d simply stolen his backer’s money. All that was known for certain was that Riley DeWar, six comrades, four servants, and a dozen porters marched out of Dar es Salaam, never to return.

Dale Brunsfield was right. Milo’s DeWar fixation had almost ended his career. Shortly after graduating with his master’s degree, he’d been the first to make a connection between a set of bones recovered from the marshes of a Kenyan lake and oral history of an ambushed convoy of whites and porters. But Milo didn’t just make the connection—he staked his career on it, with a published paper, popular news articles, and a book deal well underway, even ending a serious romantic relationship over the newfound demands of his budding notoriety.

The heady days all unraveled when a respected French anthropological forensics laboratory took on the case pro bono, recovered sequenceable DNA (which Milo had been told was impossible), and definitively declared the bones as those of a family of nineteenth-century German farmers. Almost every professional relationship Milo had painstakingly garnered over years was instantly shredded, leaving him with little more to rebuild his career than a handful of reluctantly loyal advisors and professional contacts.

Maybe DeWar got sick and died en route, or maybe he was ambushed and killed by a local tribe; either outcome wouldn’t have been unknown to the region. More likely, Lord Riley changed his name and bought a plantation—or spent his final days in an opiate-laced stupor, the logical outcome of his chosen vice. Fading into the heady two-decade “Scramble for Africa” would have been an easy exit from his ongoing financial troubles.

DeWar’s fame persisted, even after the age of colonies came to an inevitable close. His good looks, boastful tales, and trails of bad debt assured this notoriety—as did rumors of two jilted fiancées. Even so, his backers, likely duped, never stopped believing his intentions, many concluding he’d been kidnapped or murdered. It would have been a considerably more romantic ending for the Victorian sensibility than deeming the young lord a con artist and thief.

Rumors and sightings bolstered the theories, local legends and the occasional imposter kept the story alive for a time. But over the years, the dream of Lord Riley DeWar emerging alive from the plains of Africa became increasingly remote until, embroiled in the Great War, England simply forgot their missing son. DeWar was left to the historians. The near-end of Milo’s career was little more than an ironic footnote.

Dale Brunsfield dismissed the tech with a wave of his hand, leaving the pair alone in the luxurious safari tent.

“I have to be blunt,” said Milo, looking Dale square in the eyes. “DeWar and I have a very troubled history. I know you spent a lot of time and money getting me all the way out here, but as far as any of my peers are concerned, my opinion on DeWar won’t be worth the paper it’s printed on.”

“I don’t care about your reputation with the ivory tower,” said Dale, returning the look with equal intensity. “I care about your expertise. You’re right, I paid an awful lot to get you out here—I think that buys me a five-minute pitch for your time, if nothing else. If you aren’t convinced, I’ll put you on the next truck back to Nairobi.”

“Let’s hear it,” said Milo, raising his hands in mock surrender.

“The locals don’t know about the cave,” said Dale. “It doesn’t even have a name as far as we can tell. This area was barely settled in DeWar’s time. Not even the nomadic herders passed through with any regularity.”

“That’s surprising,” mused Milo. “My knowledge of this region is rusty at best—but didn’t certain tribes maintain cave shrines in this area?”

“That they do!” Dale agreed, nodding enthusiastically. “Used them for fertility rituals, mostly. But the low profile of this one is good news for us, heads off some potential problems. Locals have a way of thinking we’re out here to steal gold or disturb the spirits of their ancestors, that sort of nonsense.”

Milo nodded. Dale’s enthusiasm was infectious; the older man could hardly keep still as he talked. One minute he’d be on the couch, then standing up and pacing as he spoke. Maybe the explorer persona was more than corporate posturing after all.

“Like I said, the locals don’t know about any caves in this valley,” Dale continued. “But what they do know—and you’re going to love this, I promise—is that the elephants visit this area.”

“Elephants? Why?” asked Milo.

“Nobody has an explanation,” said Dale with a shrug. “They don’t appear to actually do anything here. Every migration, they’ll stop in this little valley. They won’t eat, won’t breed, won’t do anything special as far as anybody knows. They just stop for no particular reason, have a look-see, and leave.”

“But you have a theory,” said Milo with a smile.

“Damn right I do!” answered Dale, grinning almost ear to ear. “I think they remember this cave—or at least what it used to be. It’s all collapsed now, but the original entrance would have been massive, big as a house. We’ll learn more when my workers finish tunneling the new entrance and we actually start getting people inside.”

“Collapsed? How long ago?” asked Milo.

“Hard to say,” answered Dale. “Maybe a century? But like they say— an elephant never forgets.”

Milo folded his arms, thinking, as Dale watched him with intense gray eyes. “But a cave? The DeWar expedition? It still feels like a long shot; I’ve never seen any evidence that Lord DeWar was doing anything but climbing Mount Meru or perpetrating a fraud.”

“It’s all circumstantial, I’ll give you that,” said Dale, unaffected by Milo’s doubt. “But think about it in the context of the time. Kilimanjaro was conquered in 1889, more than a decade previous. And Mount Meru? Nobody even knows the name; she’s the beauty queen’s plain-Jane sister. Hemingway never wrote about the snows of Mount Meru. Toto didn’t write a song about it. Lord DeWar staked his reputation on this expedition, and he wasn’t the type to go after anything but the prettiest girl in the room . . . figuratively speaking.”

“I suppose,” said Milo, still unconvinced. He liked theoretical musing and cocktail-napkin calculations as much as the next historian, but the key to reasonable conclusions was a dispassionate, unattached outlook, which Dale clearly lacked. The CEO was nothing less than smitten with DeWar.

“Look past Kilimanjaro for a moment and give some thought to the other notable geological feature in this area—Amboni Caves, the largest natural caves in Africa,” Dale continued. “They’ve been the source of myth and legend for centuries. A popular refuge for hoodlums, revolutionaries, and would-be Robin Hoods alike. Some believed that the underground passages crossed from the coast of Tanzania to the slopes of the great white queen herself. One writer claimed that a dog went missing in one of the caves and was found two hundred kilometers away, supposedly emerging from some other hidden entrance. The mapped caves—the ones the tourists and the religious pilgrims visit— never quite measured up to the legends. But I think this one just might.”

“I’m afraid I’m just not familiar enough with caves to comment,” admitted Milo. He hated coming across as so fundamentally useless on the subject, though it hardly seemed to dampen Dale’s enthusiasm. Milo wished he’d been briefed on the expedition—or given any indication of the purpose for his visit, for that matter. At least then he could have brought some books and studied during the thirty-plus-hour journey across oceans and continents. Maybe then he’d have more to offer.

“No matter,” said Dale, flipping the main screen away from the dead robotics feed to a series of false-color aerial images of the valley. The camp itself was rendered in muted blues, with a cluster of yellow and green plumes seeping from the ground about a hundred yards further down into the valley.

“What am I looking at?” asked Milo.

“I’ll give you the short version,” said Dale. “We had to establish that this is a bona fide cave and not some itty-bitty hole in the ground, right?”

Milo stepped closer to the display. He couldn’t make sense of it, not quite, but could recognize the layout of Main Camp, the motor pool, and the main thoroughfare down the center. The plumes looked almost like geysers, roiling puffs of clouds spilling upward from a hundred tiny crevices. Was this a live feed?

“There are only fourteen mountain peaks in the entire world that rise over 8,000 meters in height,” Dale began. “All fourteen are situated on the perimeter of the Indian subcontinent. There are even fewer known supercaves in the world, none of which are in Africa. Just like with mountaineer expeditions, exploring these super-caverns requires large, costly expeditions and multiple camps over multiple weeks. A massive undertaking. When first presented with the idea of supercaves, astronaut Buzz Aldrin said, ‘I never thought there could be an environment as hostile as the lunar surface. No more.’ That quote has always stuck with me.”

“But how did you establish that you were looking at a supercave?” asked Milo.

“We do this through measuring air exchange,” said Dale. “This is live infrared heat-mapping, by the way. We have a small drone circling overhead on a holding pattern, collecting data for the egghead types. Basically, all caves ‘breathe’—they maintain a constant internal temperature while the outside temps fluctuate due to the weather, day-night cycle, seasons, and so forth. During the warmth of the day, she ‘inhales,’ and then ‘exhales’ at night when the temperature drops—like you can see on the screen.”

“And then you use that information to get an idea of the cave volume,” concluded Milo.

“Precisely,” said Dale with a sly smile, leaving Milo to suspect he’d sprung one of Dale’s little conversational traps.

“So how big?”

“I’d give you an estimate,” Dale replied, “but she never stops breathing. The best my analysts have come up with is ‘unquantifiably large.’ A supercave, no doubt. The analysts have never seen anything like it. No supercaves have ever been discovered on the African continent. We scanned for ten miles in each direction; there are no other plumes, no other way in or out. She’s a rare bird, Milo. A rare bird indeed, unprecedented on this continent. We know it—and I think Lord Riley DeWar knew it too.”

“Incredible,” breathed Milo as he leaned toward the screen, trying to visualize a city-sized system of underground chambers beneath his very feet.

“Riley led me right to it,” Dale whispered. “I own a great deal of his collected letters and documents, some purchased at considerable expense from distant heirs. Initially I was only interested in his reputation, a persona I do admit admiring in my own way.”

Milo had heard about the estate sales at the time; the purchaser had always opted to remain anonymous, leaving historians to speculate as to the identity. Dale pointed a remote and quit the live infrared display, flipping through a collection of archival photos to another display—a faded parchment map composited with modern Google Earth satellite imagery.

“This was hidden with his estate ledgers—taxes, milk delivery expenses, that kind of thing. My researchers almost missed it. They didn’t know what to make of the map at first. After considerable investigation, we discovered that it shows the entrances to the entire Amboni cave network. But DeWar mapped an extra entrance unknown to modern cartographers, quite far from all the others—the entrance at the base of this camp. I had a plane fly over the area with an infrared camera and discovered the plume of humid air seeping out of the soil, right where the map was marked. Not sure where Riley got his information—local tribesman, one can only assume.”

Dale sighed and leaned against the back of the couch as Milo processed a flood of thoughts. The CEO was no dummy, and circumstantial evidence was still evidence of a kind. Milo couldn’t believe he hadn’t found the map during his time with the documents, kicking himself for overlooking it. Still, he didn’t have the funding for a team of researchers like Dale did.

“But this all begs the question—” began Dale.

“What happened to Lord Riley DeWar?” whispered Milo, finishing the thought. Silence hung between the two men for a moment as Dale collected himself.

“I think you can help me with that,” said Dale. “I know this is tough for you, but I want you to climb back into Lord DeWar’s mind, son. Get all cozy in there. When we get inside that cave and start finding clues— and I promise you, we will find clues—you will be our guide. Let’s make some history together. Let’s put you back in the good graces of your peers. What do you say?”

Milo barely remembered making his way back to the personnel tents, his mind wandering as he walked under the deepening reds of the sunset sky. The amount of information he’d absorbed was almost overwhelming. It wasn’t hard to find his tent, helpfully marked with a small placard on the front flap that read Luttrell, Milo. He unzipped it and stepped through into the cramped interior. Though a far cry from the ornate interior of Dale Brunsfield’s tent, the inside still boasted a comfortable low cot with an unrolled sleeping bag and enough leftover room for his backpack.

He clicked on the LED lamp hanging from the ceiling, illuminating the tent. A small tablet computer lay on top of his backpack, no doubt a gift from Dale. It was hard not to marvel at the remarkable efficiency of Main Camp. Curiosity took hold, and Milo turned on the small electronic device.

The tablet was loaded to the gills with research data. Six different biographies of Lord DeWar were saved to the home screen, as well as an unpublished PhD thesis and multiple books on the geology of Tanzanian caves. In addition to Milo’s own papers on the subject, the entire contents of Lord DeWar’s personal archives had been lovingly digitized and uploaded to the device in ultra-high fidelity. The implication was clear—Milo was expected to re-familiarize himself for the expedition, and fast.

Milo sighed. Maybe the long flight hadn’t been a waste of time after all. Dale certainly had a way of making him feel like a critical part of the expedition, a partner even. Despite the promise of scholarly redemption, Milo still suspected that any resulting glory would be Dale’s and Dale’s alone.

He opened his backpack and fished around for a clean set of clothes, intending to change before dinner. His appetite had returned, a good sign, though the jetlag still gnawed at his tired body and fuzzy mind.

As he dug in his backpack for a clean pair of jeans, Milo realized something felt entirely wrong—like coming home after work and realizing a stranger had been inside your bedroom. Everything in the backpack was as he’d left it, but not quite.

Then it struck him.

His digital camera, smartphone, and Macbook Air were all missing.

Someone had searched his bag and taken them.
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