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Maric had reached a terminal velocity of 200 kph. Probably more since he was plummeting toward the surface of the Greenland ice sheet, an area 2100 m above sea level. The thinner air was making all the difference.

His speed was ripping an 11 degree chill factor off his body, adding to the frigid atmosphere around him. He would have to deploy his parachute soon or get dangerously cold, despite his high-tech clothing. It was also getting difficult to spot his landing site. His visor had cut the glare of the icy surface back to a uniform grey. 

He recalled the flight over from the Royal Canadian Air Force base at Goose Bay. Only the two pilots, and a very senior US air force officer, knew that Maric had been on board the air freighter as it made a training run to the American base at Thule. And the pilots were the only ones to know about a small detour from its submitted flight plan

The scenery on the way over had been spectacular. At one stage the coastline of Greenland had been spread out below the freighter, and then it was over the impossibly huge ice sheet. But the armchair ride had ended when Maric tumbled out of the aft loading hatch, his helmet and visor struggling to cope with the glare and the cold. 

After a minute and a half he had no idea of his height above the ice, and he couldn’t see enough of the drop zone to get his bearings. With a sigh he depressed a disc on the side of his helmet, one that turned the visor screen into an electronic display. It would take him through an instrument landing.

He would have preferred to find his way down following the tiny blinks of LED directionals laid out for him, as he had done so many times in the past, but his destination was an MSERT team from the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. He didn’t know what the level of training was for a Marine Security Emergency Response Team, but he was about to find out.

The numbers continued to whirl down in the visor display while he lost more of the feeling in his fingers and toes. Judging how far you could push your body was an essential SAS skill, and even more important in Grey Ops, but he didn’t mind letting the MSERT team see a little of his extensive training. 

An echo location system gave him his height above the surface as he approached the drop zone, and he had learned to put his trust in the numbers completely. Moments later he reached the minimum safe distance, and cleared the helmet visor of the electronics before hitting the parachute release. He swung his body forward to take up some of the shock as the large chute opened.

Then he was only metres above the snowfield, his descent converted into forward momentum, and people were scrambling in all directions. A strange vehicle that might once have been a truck burst into view ahead, and Maric hit the release for the cargo pod dangling below him. Then he brought his knees up to his chest as he hauled on the control lines.

The sudden change in weight and wing position lifted him up and over the strange vehicle, but the drop after the wing stalled out took most of the breath from his lungs on the landing. He ended up with one knee down and one knee up, hands in front, something like a sprinter at the ready.

Then he heard the yelling.

“What the f*** was that!” shouted a voice on his left, answered quickly by others, and boots crunched into the icy surface as someone ran toward him. Maric stood up as the boots came to a stop beside him, and the newcomer took a step back. The boots man was well over six foot, and Maric still had an inch on him.

This was the commanding officer. Maric instinctively knew that, despite the man showing no sign of rank on his arctic camouflage uniform. The tall man nodded a greeting and turned to reel his chute in, while the officer made a ‘stand down’ sign with his hand to the half dozen Mounties who had arrived at the scene.

“At ease,” he said, and Maric heard the brief hiss of compressed gas as they lowered their weapons, returning them to an inactive state. That was good. The MSERT team had recovered quickly from his sudden appearance.

“Staff Sergeant Phillippe Guirard,” said the commanding officer, as Maric finished rolling in his chute. One of Guirard’s team took it for storage. 

“LCol Maric,” said the tall man, shaking Guirard’s hand.

“Just Maric,” he said, when Guirard raised his eyebrows. The staff sergeant considered this, and then nodded. He was police, Maric was army. There were differences.

“What was that scoop at the back of your chute?” said the staff sergeant, leading the way toward the strange vehicle Maric had just cleared with his feet. It sat on long runners, and he figured they were something to do with straddling crevasses during its journeys across the ice and snow. 

There were two smaller vehicles to one side of it and an ice runner behind one of them – a lightweight bike Maric figured would test for weaknesses in the surface ahead of the vehicles.

“The scoop’s part of a new design,” he said. “Allows me to carry up to twice my own weight and still have the sink rate and manoeuvrability of a standard chute. 

“I just had a plus one today,” he added, meaning his cargo pod weighed about the same as he did. 

Maric had tested the new design himself, parachuting in to the Grey Ops headquarters in the Urewera ranges of New Zealand before one of his missions a year or so ago. The design had been altered to meet his recommendations, and they were a standard item for Grey Ops teams now. 

“Sorry about the unexpected entrance,” he said, looking around at the featureless plain of white. One spot looked exactly the same as another, but the MSERT team must have chosen this particular site for some logistical reason. 

“I thought you’d given your contact a GPS to one side of your camp,” he added.

Guirard looked puzzled, and then understanding dawned on his features. “Never thought of that,” he said. “MSERT do a basic parachuting course only. Always taught to keep an eye on the target. Never thought of making the landing site a higher priority.

“What was that thing you did, anyway? Caught us completely by surprise. One minute there was no sign of you, and then bang, you were right in among us. Must scare the shit out of the bad guys.”

Maric chuckled. His work was more about recon – landing unobserved – but sometimes his teams had to come in hot.

“Yeah, well it does sometimes make them crap themselves,” he said. “It’s what we call a low altitude, low opening drop. Not too much altitude on this occasion, thank God.”

“Thought I heard a plane,” said Guirard, and then he was opening the door into the command module. It was a lot warmer inside, and life began to seep back into Maric’s frozen extremities. He noticed that his cargo pod had already been dumped against one of the interior walls. 

Another of the MSERT team was busy at a computer, and he looked up as they approached.

“Corporal Matt Barlow,” said Guirard, and Maric was surprised to learn the Mounties had a corporal rank. He figured it was the one above constable. 

“My 2IC,” said Guirard. “Best comms and control officer MSERT has got.” Barlow smiled at the compliment. At least ‘comms and control’ had the same meaning in the Mounties as it had in special force circles. Barlow was of average height, but sturdily built. He looked like all the men for generations past in the family he had come from – hard working farmers on the plains border with the US.

Guirard was another matter. He could have been a pin-up boy for the Mounted Police with his height and good looks. A French name wasn’t going to hurt his image, either. He had the rangy built of a natural athlete, something he shared with Maric.

“What can you tell me about the mission?” said Guirard, once both men were seated at the central table.

“Not much,” said Maric, and Guirard’s eyebrows rose.

“I’ve been told this one stays confidential within the team,” said Guirard mildly, “and I’ve been warned that we may have to bend the rules a little, but if we don’t know where or why . . .”

Maric smiled. “Understood,” he said, “but at this stage it comes down to a matter of trust. Cal, my boss, has got the wind up about something, and he wants us here on the ground when it turns into a bun fight. 

“Now, you can believe me when I say that Cal isn’t often wrong. This is going to blow up in someone’s face, and it’s going to be big time. We need to be here.”

He paused for a moment.

“Still, it isn’t like Cal to be so secretive,” he said, turning pensive, “which tells me he has a hunch, something he can feel in his bones. He has a nose for trouble like you and I sense wind direction, but he must not have the facts to support it yet.”

Both men shifted in their chairs, working on the problem. It wasn’t just the two of them at risk here. Guirard didn’t want to send his team into danger when he didn’t know what lay ahead.

“Let me put it this way,” said Maric, changing tack. “You were asked to take on something unusual, by a superior officer you would trust with your life. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here, right?”

Guirard nodded slowly. “Chief Superintendent Churrence Rogers,” he said, “the man who taught me everything I know.”

“I have the same respect for Cal,” said Maric, “and if he says there’s something here that needs to be stopped before it gets out of hand, for the good of your country, and mine, then I believe him.

“I would bet a spanner to a bucket of bolts that Churrence and Cal would put their lives on the line if they were in our situation, and probably did at some time in the past. It’s astounding the number of people Cal seems to have fought alongside!”

Guirard nodded. “I kind of got the impression they went way back.”

“So,” said Maric, leaning back in his chair, “I suggest we do two things. We go searching for intel, and we wait for Cal to fill us in with the full story. I can guarantee you he will let us know, as soon as he puts the pieces together.”

“You want us to investigate the shooting at Qeqertat?” said Guirard, and Maric nodded.

“That’s your cover story, right?”

Guirard leaned back in his chair until he matched Maric’s position.

“Mounties don’t have jurisdiction in Greenland, but we have an ‘arrangement’ with the authorities here. It allows us to question Canadian Inuit who have moved to Greenland recently. It’s a flexible arrangement, and it covers unusual deaths like this one.

“That’s not the problem, though,” he continued. “The Inuit in the north of Greenland have a habit of closing themselves off to outsiders. Most of the time, anyway.” 

He tried to summarise what he knew about the Inuit culture for the tall man’s benefit. 

“There have been a lot of problems with modernisation, and suicide among the young is right at the forefront of those problems,” he said.

“Some families choose to go to the cities in Denmark to better themselves, since Greenland’s Inuit are automatically Danish citizens, but the families that stay behind seem determined to keep to the old ways.

“That means they limit Western contact. So I can’t see them opening up to us.”

“That’s what you think this shooting will turn out to be?” said Maric, “a suicide?”

Guirard nodded.

Maric smiled. Maybe the staff sergeant was right, but the tall man had been doing recon, and gathering intel, for a long time now. Cal wouldn’t have sent him here unless there was a good chance he would uncover something worth knowing. 

They would go to Qeqertat, and Maric would keep asking questions, until he found a loose thread he could unravel into an answer.    
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“This is chief Ungalaaq,” said the Inuit standing beside Maric, his hand on the back of the chief’s armchair. The young man had volunteered to be the translator when Guirard had approached the people of the village to arrange a meeting. It was only seven o’clock, but the village had been in darkness for hours, a product of the late winter.

Barlow spoke some Inuit, though it was a Canadian dialect. He was present now, along with Maric and Guirard, listening to conversations the Inuit might be having among themselves. 

The three men would remain standing until invited to sit, as was customary in the chief’s house. The room was large, and must have been extended to allow for such gatherings. A number of elders were already seated, most of them on blankets on the floor, and Maric noted some younger women among them. 

The chief was middle-aged, and looked prosperous. He was running to some extra weight, and he was certainly no hunter, not any more at least. He was, however, at ease in the leadership role, a man used to dealing with government agencies. 

Maric looked around the room, nodding and smiling, and sensed that the chief was not the real power in the village. Guirard had explained that the Inuit lived in extended family groups before they settled in villages, and had no need of chiefs then. Now the village had a perfunctory ‘head man’ to deal with outsiders. 

The women were more likely to be working a five day week than the men, mainly for government agencies and resource companies outside the village. Their earning capacity gave them more of an equal role in decision-making these days. Maric took that into account as he decided how to present his questions.

The chief said something to the translator, and the young man invited the guests to sit on the wooden chairs behind them. Maric slid a nearby rug into place in front of his chair, and sat on his heels in the centre of it. He wanted to create a difference. It was important to show that Guirard and Barlow were from a government agency, but he was not. He had also changed out of the arctic camo suit the others were wearing into some civilian clothing he had scrounged from Guirard’s men.

Guirard began by asking if the family of the dead boy had found it difficult to settle in at the village. The parents weren’t present at the meeting, a small consideration of their grief. 

The unfamiliar jumps and hesitations of the Inuit language followed, as the elders decided how best to answer the question. The chief raised his hand when the discussion started to wind down, and the room fell silent.

“There were no problems because they recently came from Baffin Island, from a Canadian area,” said the translator. “The father worked hard during the hunts, and the mother knew the Inuit ways, but the son was too . . . too . . . modern,” he finished.

Maric knew what the translator meant. There was no cell phone coverage in Qeqertat, and the VHF radio that was used in its place had to be booked in advance. There would have been time available for the son, but it wasn’t the same as having a cell phone 24/7, and enough data to google anything he wished.

“You are all certain that the boy took his own life?” continued Guirard. “No one disagrees?”

Both sides knew he was asking these questions so he could tick off boxes on a form that had to be lodged with the authorities. The medical certificate had already concluded that the evidence was consistent with an 18 year old youth committing suicide.

Maric almost smiled at the irony of it. Part of the boy’s problems would have stemmed from the fact he wasn’t included in the hunting parties, and that was because he couldn’t look after himself if he got separated from the others. He would have reduced the effectiveness of the group by two – the boy and a minder. Yet he had known enough to find out where the hunting rifles were kept, and to load one and pull the trigger.

The chief inclined his head briefly, and the two elders who sat next to him nodded their heads emphatically. No one disagreed with the verdict of suicide.

Maric asked for permission to speak, and that caused a brief stir. People from government agencies did not ask permission for anything. Then Maric presented his lineage. Who his last ancestor was in Croatia, and who his first ancestor was in New Zealand. Then he described the activities of his people leading up to the present day. Where they had lived, the land they had cared for, the trees and animals they had been responsible for. 

He finished by describing his nation, hoping the translator could keep up with the concepts he was using. New Zealand’s nuclear-free stance, it’s contribution to peace-keeping efforts, and the respect it had earned as an independent voice. An introduction like this was the way it was done in most first nations, right around the world, and it was essential among the Maori of his own country.

By now the room was silent, and the people were listening attentively. No one went to this trouble unless they had something important to say.

“I do not serve the New Zealand government,” said Maric, “but I do serve. I serve a man who sends us out, teams of highly trained men and women, when the rhythms of normal life are threatened. When there are robbers and pirates. When there is a threat to the stability of a country, anywhere in the world.

“The man I serve believes that an enemy of your people and mine is coming here to Greenland, and he doesn’t want Anguta, gatherer of the dead, to be busy. He thinks that some of you might be able to help him. He asks if you, or the stories of your ancestors, know anything about a cave of light.”

Maric had researched the Anguta story, and it seemed to have hit a mark with the Inuit. They were a mixture of Christian and old beliefs, and he had gone with the old. The response was a buzz of conversation, but it appeared to be confused, and fractured by disagreement. When the voices had gone on for a while Ungalaaq raised his hand, and the noise drifted away into silence. 

“There are old stories . . ,” began the translator, looking for words, “but nothing the people think would be of help to you. Most of them seem to be about reflections of the northern lights, or the scattering of firelight from ice at night.

“I’m sorry, but there was nothing about a cave.”

He looked disappointed that his people had nothing to offer, and Maric figured his appeal had touched hearts. They wanted to help, but they didn’t know how. 

The tall man made a small speech thanking them for making him welcome, and Guirard finished the Mounties’ part of the meeting by expressing his sympathy to the village for the loss of the boy. It was barely eight thirty when the three men made their way back to the vehicles. They were set up on the edge of the village, in a darkness only broken by the filtered light of curtains drawn over windows.

Somewhere a generator broke the silence with its steady beat, mixing with the steady crunch of their boots on the hard snow. When the generator stopped, the village would be plunged into total darkness, except for oil lamps in the houses. Most of the lamps would be burning whale oil from last summer’s hunts. There was no disguising the fact the men were in a land of permanent ice and snow, well inside the arctic circle.

Back at camp, two of Guirard’s men manoeuvred the combat vehicles in beside the bulky command module. Then the smaller vehicles were connected up for power and warmth, and the purr of a small windmill on the back of the module provided power for the deep cycle batteries. Solar was useless at this latitude, and the generator was kept for emergencies. When the camp was set up for the night, the team gathered in the command module.

“Constables Harris and Bedayan,” said Guirard, pointing, “Corporal Guilbeault, and Sergeant Kusie.”

Maric raised a hand to each in turn. They were all men. The only woman to ever make it into a Canadian ERT team retired in 2008, and despite relaxing some of the strength requirements – like a 65 kg bench press – in 2015, none of the more recent female candidates had made it through.

“Did you pick up anything from what the Inuit were saying?” said Guirard, turning to Barlow. The corporal shook his head.

“It was pretty much what the translator said. They were talking fast, though, and I might have missed something. Body language was good, no sign of anyone keeping secrets.”

Maric was impressed. The MSERT team had some unusual skills, and he approved of that, but Barlow was wrong. The corporal hadn’t been watching the old men at the back, the ones who didn’t contribute to the conversation. One or two might possibly have been trained as shaman in their youth. Others might be the last of the storytellers, their memories going back through the generations. He thought – well, he hoped – that one of them knew something.

“I’d appreciate a look at the prototypes,” he said, when there was no more conversation about the meeting in the village.

“The smart guns,” he added, when Guirard lifted his eyebrows innocently.

“Come on,” said Maric, “I saw them when you guys were ready to jump me after I landed.”

There were a few chuckles.

“How much do you know?” said Guirard.

“I know what everyone knows,” said Maric. “The Canadian government has been working with Colt Canada on a ‘smart’ gun since 2008. It’s supposed to be an assault rifle, shotgun and grenade launcher all rolled into one, with the ability to sort out friend from foe and allow for wind speed and target movement.”

Guirard nodded. “Pretty much,” he said, “though the designers are into laser guiding everything at the moment. We’re testing the latest version in the field, to see how it holds up in arctic conditions.”

“Do you trust it to do the job?” said Maric, and the men around the table grudgingly nodded. Guirard gestured, and Barlow brought one over from a cabinet on the wall next to him. It didn’t look pretty, all bare metal and right angles, and it was much deeper through the body than existing assault rifles.

“They won’t put a user-friendly covering around it until they get to the final version,” said Barlow. He showed Maric how the weapon worked, and the tall man flicked it from hand to hand before he snapped it high and low to test the sighting.

“Weight feels wrong,” he said, and Guirard nodded.

“You get used to it,” said the staff sergeant.

Maric handed it back, and Barlow stowed the prototype away. The tall man remembered taking a recon team into the middle of Borneo, or more correctly Kalimantan. His team had been carrying H&K P7s, prototype sevens, and the new weapons had done their job well. The large bullets were an alloy twice as heavy as lead, and they split apart on impact to send a rosette of heavy metal death through the next three or four bodies they came in contact with.

The P7s were in production now, but they were still a well-kept secret. When the next major conflict erupted, NATO and its allies would have a nasty surprise for the belligerents opposing them.

Guirard whistled softly, a climbing note that ended on a sharp click. It sounded like a bird call to Maric. The rest of the MSERT team quietly finished up what they were doing, and exited the command module for the smaller vehicles on either side. It was a little after nine, and Maric wondered if it was a ‘lights out’ call for the evening.

Guirard leaned back in his chair.

“Thought you didn’t know anything about this op,” he said flatly.

Maric raised an eyebrow a fraction.

“What, if you don’t mind me asking,” said Guirard sharply, “is a cave of light?”

Ah, thought Maric, he could understand the staff sergeant’s annoyance. He raised his hands in a gesture of surrender.

“I don’t know what it is either, honestly,” he said. “Cal said if I was completely stuck I should try that phrase. Said it was a wild stab in the dark.”

Guirard didn’t say anything for a while, but then he seemed to accept Maric’s words.

“Well, I’m sorry your appeal to the Inuit didn’t yield any results,” he went on. “We don’t know what the mission is, and now we don’t have any leads on it, even if we did know what it was. My best guess is we’ll get a recall sometime tomorrow.”

“That was just a first step,” said Maric, smiling. He was more confident than the staff sergeant.

“Now we wait.” 
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It was still dark when the team convened for breakfast the following morning, and the overnight breeze had freshened to bands of sleet. Barlow got up to answer a knock on the outside wall of the command module, and as he did so the rattle of sleet against the sides of the vehicle ceased. He opened the door to a gentle snowfall, and an Inuit man whose face was creased with age and weather.

There was a brief conversation.

“One of the elders from last night’s meeting would like to talk to the man from New Zealand,” he said, looking at Guirard. The staff sergeant indicated that the man should come inside, but Barlow shook his head. Their guest didn’t want that. Guirard shrugged, and looked at Maric.

The tall man got up from the table and grabbed his parka jacket. It was ironic that ‘parka’ was an Inuit word, and weatherproof jackets with a hood had spread to the rest of the world. When he stepped outside the old man was wearing the original garment – animal skins with the fur turned inward.

The old man pointed away from the village, and Maric fell into step beside him.

“David Keenainan,” said the elder. “Eh, Intaak Kenainan,” he added. David must have been the Western form of his given name. Maric didn’t give his own name. Intaak already knew enough about him from the village meeting the previous evening.

“Priests not want the shaman people,” continued Intaak as he walked, trying to find the right words. “When they come to Inuit country, I am beginning to be shaman. I try to be priest, think is similar. They tell me no, is different. That is where I first learn English.

“Long time ago,” said Intaak, “more . . . peace between priest and shaman now.”

Maric nodded. The shamanic culture had proved remarkably resilient to foreign influence, not least because it helped give a meaning to the violent weather events that beset arctic communities. In the end the two spiritual systems had learned to get along, but the early days had been ones of outright conflict. Intaak must have felt lost, forced to choose between the two callings in his early years.

“You didn’t think using your shamanic past to talk about ‘caves of light’ would be okay in the village,” said Maric, encouragingly. “Not when the village has a church in it.” 

Intaak nodded gratefully. He was pleased that Maric understood his situation.

The two men crested a low rise, leaving the village and the ice-choked sea behind them. It was a symbolic moment. The old ways were traditionally only taught while travelling, or at special places of power. To a shaman, the world soul gave instruction in open places. Not where people had settled, and overlaid nature with their fixed ideas and earthly desires.

Maric was thankful for the time he’d spent among his Dayak friends in Kalimantan. It was one of the reasons he had such a good understanding of first nations.

“Cal, my boss, knows a little bit about these caves of light,” he said quietly, “but not enough. He knows that time is short. He believes that bad things are coming for the ordinary people, Intaak. Anything you know would help us.”

Intaak bowed his head for a moment. It was almost like a short prayer.

“Then I pass this knowledge on to you,” he said, “and I pray you do work of Silla.”

Maric bowed his head equally gravely. Silla was hard to define in Inuit belief, but the deity had many of the characteristics of an oversoul, or a world guardian.

“Part of our tradition talks about an earthlight,” said Intaak, stopping often to find the right words. “This is a light that shines out of the land itself, but only under ice. One of my shaman ancestors saw this thing. There was very little snow that year, and the ice fields were lower than normal.

“My ancestor was hunting further north as well. Seal and walrus stayed north at this time. He went places Inuit not go in many years, and he saw ice and snow that glowed. It was a place near edge of large ice field, where ice smash against cliff. It was a big cliff, a long cliff. 

“He not see anything like it in his life. Before in his life, or after.”

The old man hesitated.

“There is only this one time, in our history. There are no others I know about. Is this useful for you?”

Maric nodded his head. He wanted to keep the old man talking.

“The place where shaman ancestor see earthlight,” continued Intaak, “is far to the north of Qeqertat. It is where river of ice empty into the sea, between what you say Greenland and say Baffin island.

“I have been to this place, but there was no earthlight when I was there. I can show you where if you need help.”

Maric was silent for a long time. How did this fit in with Cal’s ‘caves of light’? It sounded like Intaak was talking about the same thing, but he was going to need a lot more from his boss before it made any sense.

Intaak turned back toward the village, and Maric turned to keep pace with him. The Inuit elder seemed to have exhausted what he knew about caves of light, and the discussion ranged across other topics on the way back. Intaak now kept the conversation firmly away from the traditions of his people. It seemed as if they were something, once again, that he needed to keep secret from outsiders.

“If we need your help to find this place, we will talk to you again,” said Maric, as they approached the rise that split off the seaside village from the vast interior of Greenland. Intaak nodded, and turned away at an angle. Maric watched as he made his way back to the village by a roundabout route. It was a short walk for the tall man back to the command module.

“One of the village elders came through with something,” he said, as he sat at the long table opposite Guirard, “but I’m not sure I’m any the wiser. He knows of a place where something shines up through the ice, and that could be our cave of light. The trouble is, it’s a long way north of here, and it was only seen in a year of very low snowfall. We might not be able to find it again, so it could be a wild goose chase.”

Guirard nodded. He had been given a lot of leeway by his bosses for this mission, but he couldn’t justify just waiting around for too many days. Maybe a trip north to a sighting of something vaguely bioluminescent would yield useful data, but maybe it wouldn’t. He had almost decided the team would head back for the Canadian side of Baffin Bay in 24 hours when a call from Cal changed everything. 

The Grey Ops head contacted the MSERT team in the middle of the afternoon. It was 1.30 am in New Zealand, which was an indicator of how urgent the call was. Maric took the handset from Barlow.

“Guirard there with you?” said Cal, and Maric confirmed that he was. 

“Just the two of you for the moment,” said Cal, and asked for a data link to be set up. Guirard sent two of the men in the module outside to help with some maintenance on the vehicles. He added that the convoy might need to be ready to roll at a moment’s notice, and the men nodded. 

“I’ll need my 2IC to stay,” said Guirard. “He handles the encryption, and I’ll definitely need him for the data link your boss requested. There’s a lot of ionic deflection this close to the pole and he specialises in filtering it out.”

Cal confirmed that he’d heard the comment when Maric went to pass it on. A polar weather cell lay directly over them at the moment, and the traffic to the nearest communications satellite had to punch through towering columns of ice crystals and great bands of electrical charge.

Barlow had the signal stabilised a few minutes later. The data link would come later, but for the moment they had the MSERT equivalent of speaker phone inside the module.

“You have a hostile party coming in from the Russian side of the Arctic Ocean,” said Cal. “There have been rumours of an op out of a Russian base on Alexandra Land Island for a while, but I haven’t been able to get any details.

“Alexandra Land Island is about the same latitude as the American base at Thule,” he added, “and not that far away from you.

“Unfortunately it isn’t a Russian team, just someone who’s hired the facility as a jumping off point. They won’t be government backed, and they won’t be playing by the rules.

“An unmarked sub blasted a hole in the ice off the north-west of Greenland two hours ago, and a large team has disembarked onto the ice from there. Satellite images show them making slow progress because of pressure ridges that have built up on the ice, and it’s estimated they’re still a day from land. They won’t travel at night, because open water can appear and disappear at any time as the ice fields shift.

“They’ve got vehicles, and they’re hauling a lot of equipment, which suggests a scientific team. The problem for us is the large military force travelling with them, with an unknown country of origin.”

Guirard opened the door of the command module and shouted something to the men outside. Maric figured it was orders to get the convoy rolling as soon as possible. Moments later he heard thumps against the side of the module as the connections between the two combat vehicles and the command module were retrieved. 

The icy track out of Qeqertat climbed rocky sheets of granite until it ended a few klicks inland, where the vast Greenland ice sheet began. The convoy could turn north from there without knowing its exact destination. They would get the details on the way.

There were more thumps and bangs as one of the team pulled himself into the driver’s compartment of the command module, which was isolated from the module itself. Moments later they felt the tremble of the motors, and a gentle swaying as the module got underway.

Cal was silent for a long time, and Maric wondered if the comms system had lost the satellite connection.

“I’ve been running to catch up with this one from the start,” he said at last, “so what I’m about to tell you is one part conjecture and two parts informed guesswork. 

“The only reason Grey Ops is bothering with it is the chance it could give somebody a huge military advantage, and throw the world into turmoil.”

He paused, to let his words sink in.

“This is what I’m thinking,” he said, and launched into the most bizarre story Maric had ever been told.   
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“The Americans sent a naval expedition to the Ross ice shelf – that’s in Antarctica – in 1946,” said Cal. “It was an expedition of close to five thousand men, and a whole lot of ships and aircraft. It was called Operation Highjump.”

“Not the same expedition that conspiracy theorists claim sighted alien space craft?” said Guirard, in some disbelief. Where was Cal going with this?

“The same one,” said Cal, “and it was also rumoured to have found a shipload of Nazi gold. I’m coming to believe that both those rumours were brilliant pieces of misdirection.”

Guirard looked at Maric. What did he think of this outlandish theory so far? Maric had to suppress a smile. He shook his head slightly. Cal had both feet firmly on the ground. He was not given to flights of fancy.

“It was one year after the Second World War had finished,” said Cal, “and I guess the government was looking for something to keep the troops occupied. The economy was gearing up for the armed forces to return to America, but that wasn’t going to happen overnight.

“The main reason for the expedition, though, was to prepare for a war in arctic conditions. Six months in Antarctica would give the Americans an idea of how their ships, men, and supply lines would hold up in such conditions. 

“Assuming the next war wasn’t a nuclear one, a team of American icebreakers could have led an assault force across the Arctic Ocean and landed an army next to Finland, taking St Petersburg in days. From there it would have been a straight run to Moscow, and Stalinist Russia was the only thing the Americans feared at that time.

“What Highjump actually found in Antarctica was something deadly, and I’ve had the devil’s own job trying to track down exactly what it was. The medical records of the expedition haven’t been changed or expunged, which was an oversight on somebody’s part, and they talk about parties of marines coming back on board with lung damage, and corrosive burns to their skin.

“I brought in an expert in the field – strictly off the record – and he had a hard time deciding what the marines had been exposed to. He was sure it wasn’t any gas weapon used in warfare at that time, and he discounted anything that occurred naturally in the environment. In the end he went through the tests the medics had done, and concluded the men had been exposed to sulphur trioxide.”

“Not dioxide?” said Maric, and the two men heard Cal chuckle.

“I was waiting for that one,” he said, “and I’m glad you boys know about sulphur dioxide, since the food industry uses it so much as a preservative. No, sulphur trioxide is stable as a solid, but it needs to be below 17 degrees to exist like that. Otherwise it smokes off and becomes sulphuric acid in contact with moisture. 

“Sulphur trioxide is invisible and
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