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THE THAW
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They drilled for oil.
They found the end of the world.
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“There you are.”
Prologue
The man burned for four minutes.
Nobody touched him. Nobody threw dirt or snow or a coat. They had learned in the first month that the fire would not go out until it was finished, and that anyone who reached in would burn with it. So they stood in a loose ring and held their weapons and waited, the way you wait for a storm to pass.
His name was Marcus. He had been a plumber in Tacoma. He’d been the first at Green River to make fire, the bravest, the one the kids followed around begging for tricks. James had pulled him back from the edge once before, in a Costco car park in Auburn. Tonight, with a Carnotaurus closing on the east barricade and James forty metres away, Marcus had drawn too much. The power had gone into him and kept going.
He screamed for most of it. Then he stopped.
The fire went out on its own, leaving grey ash and a black stain that smoked in the cold.
Someone let out a breath. Someone else went to get a shovel.
There were a lot of stains on the ground in this camp. They had stopped counting in December.
* * *
James Hunt watched from the top of a pile of crushed cars, four high, at the edge of what used to be the Southcenter Mall car park.
From up here he could see most of what was left of south Seattle. It wasn’t much. The towers downtown were dark stumps. The interstate was a grey ribbon with a bite taken out of it where something big had crossed. Nothing moved in the city that he wanted to see moving.
He had a sword across his knees. It was ice, pale and blue-white, so cold that the air around it smoked. It was the cleanest thing he owned. His hair was tied back with a strip of cloth that had once been white. A scar ran from his left eyebrow to his jaw. Five months old. Still pink at the edges, and cold to the touch.
His sister sat beside him on the roof of a Corolla, picking at a broken windscreen wiper. She held a spear of ice in her other hand, loosely, the way other girls her age had once held their phones. She didn’t feel the cold. Neither of them did anymore.
“Marcus,” Jenny said quietly.
“I know.”
“He was getting better.”
“He was getting braver,” James said. “It’s not the same thing.”
She didn’t answer. She looked at the city for a while, then away.
James’s thumb tapped against his thigh. Tap, tap, tap. He’d been doing it since the base sent word two days ago. He made himself stop.
* * *
Boots crunched on gravel below. A man was climbing the car pile, slowly, favouring his left knee.
A year ago, Liam Schmidt had owned eleven cashmere sweaters and a smile that had never been told no. James remembered the smile in particular. He’d hated it.
The man who pulled himself onto the top car was thinner and browner and older than a year should make anyone. His blond hair was cropped to the scalp. His smile was still there, but it had changed shape. These days it looked like something he carried around because someone had asked him to.
He nodded at Jenny. She returned a small nod.
“How are they?” James asked. His voice came out rough. He didn’t use it much.
“Ready,” Liam said. “Tired. Scared. Ready.”
“The ones who can’t fight—”
“Won’t leave.”
“Then make them.” James raised his voice so it carried to the camp below, to the tents and the cookfires and the forty-odd people checking weapons that weren’t made of metal. “Anyone who can’t draw, you go back to the base. Tonight. If you stay, you die here for nothing.”
Nobody moved.
Then a woman near the fire, Dana, who could make the ground ripple, stood up and lifted her stone hammer. A kid of maybe seventeen did the same with a whip of crackling light. Then three more. Then all of them, quietly, weapons up.
James looked at them for a long moment. He didn’t shake his head. He wanted to.
“Idiots,” he said under his breath.
“You taught them,” Liam said.
* * *
They sat for a while, the three of them, with the cold coming off James’s sword and the last cookfire sinking to embers.
“Can I ask you something?” Liam said.
“You’re going to anyway.”
“I’ve asked you before if you regret it. Alaska. All of it.” Liam rubbed his bad knee. “You never asked me. Why not?”
James looked at him. Really looked: at the hollows under his eyes, at the way his hands never stopped moving now, at the guilt that sat in his face like a bruise that wouldn’t fade.
“Because I don’t need to,” James said. “It’s written on you. Every day.”
Liam laughed. For a moment it was almost the old laugh, the one that had never cost him anything.
“Fair,” he said. “I just wanted to clear the air. In case.”
Down in the camp, a man knelt and put both palms flat on the frozen asphalt. He stayed like that, eyes closed, feeling.
Then he looked up at the car pile and raised one hand. Five fingers.
Five minutes.
James felt it a second later, the way he felt everything now: a pressure in the air, like the moment before lightning. And under it, so low it was almost below hearing, a rhythm.
Thud.
Thud.
Thud.
Jenny stood up. Liam stood up. Below them, forty people tightened their grips.
James rose last. The ice sword sang faintly as it left his knees, a high clear note that only he could hear.
One year ago, he had been a research assistant reading a gauge in the snow, counting days until payday.
He should have run then. Even before the drilling, he had felt it watching him.
“All right,” James said. “Let’s go and meet it.”
Part One
The Ice
1. The Readings
One year earlier. North Slope, Alaska.
The wind out here didn’t blow. It leaned.
It came off the Brooks Range and across two hundred miles of nothing and leaned on the only thing in its way: a grey concrete bunker half-buried in the snow, with a steel door, solar panels on the roof, and a chain-link fence the wind had been trying to flatten since October.
James Hunt knelt beside the gauge and tried not to think about his fingers.
The gauge was a metal post driven twelve feet into the permafrost, with a digital readout under a plastic hood. It measured something Borealis Energy called ambient subsurface energy flux. James called it the number. The number was 4.1. It was always 4.1, give or take a few tenths. He wrote it down anyway. Four o’clock. 4.1. Steady.
Five months, and it had never moved more than three-tenths.
The sun was already going, a smear of gold across the snow. It wasn’t yet a quarter past four in the afternoon. A year ago, if someone had told him he’d spend an Arctic winter in a concrete box with three scientists who despised him, he’d have laughed in their face.
A year ago he hadn’t known what the job paid.
* * *
“Admiring the view again?”
Daniel O’Sullivan’s voice arrived about three seconds before he did. He came round the side of the bunker with an axe over one shoulder: six-five, built like stacked fridges, a red beard that froze solid if he stood still. He looked like a man who’d hit you first and ask your name after. Then you saw his eyes, blue and permanently amused, and realised he’d ask your name first and then apologise for the size of his hands.
He was the guide. Fourteen years on the North Slope. He was the reason the five of them were still alive.
“Readings,” said James, holding up the notebook.
“Always you on the readings.” Daniel split a log in one swing, loud enough for the steel door to hear. “When’s it someone else’s turn?”
“When they grow a tolerance for weather.”
Daniel snorted. Neither of them made a move to go inside. They had an agreement about that: outdoor chores took as long as they could make them last.
James looked past the fence. Snow. A few dark outcrops, a mile out. Snow again.
The back of his neck prickled.
It had been doing that for three weeks. Always out here, always near the gauge. The feeling of standing in an empty house and knowing someone is in the next room.
“Dan. You ever feel like something’s watching us?”
Daniel didn’t laugh, which James appreciated. “Wolves, maybe. They’ll shadow a camp for weeks.” He nodded at the little brass bells he’d tied to the fence with fishing line. “You hear those go, you come get me.”
The bells hung silent.
James had escaped three car wrecks without a scratch because something in his gut told him when to move. He’d learned to listen to that something. Right now it was telling him to get on a snowmobile and drive south until he hit a Starbucks.
He thought about the paycheque instead, and stayed.
He also noticed, not for the first time, that his fingers weren’t as cold as they should have been. He’d been kneeling in the snow for ten minutes in thin gloves at minus thirty-four, and they ached the way a bruise aches. But they weren’t numb. They never got numb.
He’d mentioned it to the Borealis nurse in Houston, during the pre-deployment medical. She’d drawn his blood, frowned at the vial, and said she’d flag it for a retest.
Nobody had ever called him back.
* * *
Inside, the bunker was warm, or at least not lethal. It had a satellite uplink and a lab better equipped than most universities. For heat, it had one fireplace. Dr. Kenneth had insisted on the solar array and the backup generator. When he heard the bunker came with a fireplace, he’d considered heating solved.
Three men sat as close to it as physics allowed.
Dr. Elias Kenneth had the armchair nearest the grate. Tall, so thin he looked folded, the vampire pallor of a man who’d spent his life under fluorescent light. First PhD at nineteen. He had found whatever was under this bunker, and Borealis had given him a blank cheque because of it.
Liam Schmidt sat on the rug with a journal: twenty-six, blond, a toothpaste-advert face, a father on Calder Oil’s board. He was genuinely good at his job, which almost nobody believed.
And on the sofa, glasses glinting, Kyle Mercer. A face so average it was almost an achievement. He rarely spoke above a murmur. He didn’t need to.
James fed the fire. The three of them made small contented sounds, like cats. He walked away before his face could do anything.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
Liam was drumming his fingers on his journal and looking at him. The way you’d call a dog.
James sat in the second-best chair and opened a game on his phone.
Liam’s face went blotchy. He marched over and loomed, or tried to. He was making a fist with his thumb tucked inside his fingers. Across the room, Daniel made a small pained noise.
“Didn’t you hear me?”
James looked up. For a second, something cold moved behind his eyes. Liam took half a step back without knowing why.
“Sorry,” said James mildly. “I heard tapping. I thought it was the pipes.”
Daniel made the sound of a man laughing into his beard. Liam went red to the ears and stalked back to the rug.
Kenneth hadn’t looked up. He just held out one long hand.
“Readings.”
James handed over the notebook. Kenneth read down the column. During the first month, James had got the format wrong every day. He had heard Kenneth take apart a Calder vice-president over the satellite phone for a misplaced decimal.
“Well done,” said Kenneth, and went back to the fire.
Two words. From Kenneth, that was practically a medal.
* * *
The radio on the shelf was murmuring the evening bulletin from Anchorage, half lost in static. Floods in Washington State. The Skagit River over its banks for the third time this winter.—National Guard relief operation under the command of Major Celia Okafor, who told reporters her soldiers would stay until every family was—
Kyle reached over without looking and turned it off.
“Your mother’s in Washington, isn’t she, Hunt?”
James didn’t look up from his phone.
“Medina,” said Kyle pleasantly. “Isn’t it? The Robinson house. Lovely part of the lake.” A pause. “She cleans for them. Live-in. Your sister goes to school with the son on a scholarship. St. Agnes.”
The room went quiet.
James had never told anyone in the bunker where his family lived. Not Daniel. Not anybody.
“It was in your file,” said Kyle, as if James had asked. “Background check. Next of kin. I read everyone’s.” He turned a page of his journal. “I like to know who I’m working with. What they’re working for.” He smiled at the page. “It must be a lot of pressure. One paycheque. Three people. If anything went wrong up here—if you had to go home early, for instance—I imagine that would be very hard on them.”
This was Kyle’s game. He didn’t want an argument. He wanted a reaction: a flinch, a flush, a raised voice. He collected them. In Houston, a technician had finally slapped him, and been escorted from the building by security forty minutes later. Kyle had been smiling as she went.
James kept his eyes on the phone and his face perfectly still.
He wasn’t calm. He’d never been calm. He’d learned to fight at fifteen because he kept starting fights he couldn’t finish. He’d learned to hide his temper at twenty-two because a temper was a luxury, and luxuries were for people with money.
He pictured his mother’s hands. Red and cracked from bleach, folding sheets at eleven at night in the Robinsons’ laundry room.
Seven more months.
“Kyle,” he said at last, without looking up. “What would you like me to say?”
Kyle studied him for a long moment over the top of his journal. His fingers twitched once on the page.
Then he hummed softly to himself and went back to reading.
A nudge in James’s ribs. Daniel, crouched by his chair, attempting a whisper, which for Daniel was normal speaking volume.
“Ring?”
“God, yes.”
* * *
The ring was a circle stamped into the snow behind the equipment shed, twenty feet across. No eyes, no throat, no groin. Step out and you lose.
For the first two months James had lost every round. Daniel had twenty-five kilos on him and fourteen years of bar fights in towns without police. Once those hands closed on you, it was over.
So James had stopped letting them close.
Daniel came in with a jab-cross, quick for a big man. James slipped the jab, ducked the cross and drove two fingers into Daniel’s collarbone, then was gone before Daniel could grab.
“That’s a throat,” Daniel wheezed.
“That’s a collarbone.”
Daniel grinned and came again. James weaved, threw a roundhouse close enough to ruffle Daniel’s beard, and for one second thought he might finally win one.
Then Daniel caught his ankle on the backswing, almost gently, and James was flat in the snow, most of him outside the circle.
They lay side by side, panting at a sky gone fully dark.
“Closer every time,” said Daniel. “You come in fast. I catch your ankle. One day I won’t.”
“One day,” James agreed.
Daniel hauled him up. They started back toward the door, past the gauge.
James glanced at it out of habit, and was two steps past before his brain caught up with his eyes.
He went back. Pushed up the hood. Wiped the frost off the readout.
The number was not 4.1.
The number was 31.6.
As he watched, it fell. 29.4. 22.0. 14.8. 9.3. It settled, flickering, at 4.2, as if nothing had happened.
He checked his watch. 6:02 p.m.
They took readings at seven, noon and four. Nobody had ever looked at the gauge at six.
“James?” Daniel, at the door. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Out past the fence, very faintly, a single brass bell rang.
There was no wind.
“Get Kenneth,” said James.
2. Six O'Clock
They came out in their shirtsleeves.
Later, among all the things James wished he could forget, he would remember that. Three of the most qualified people Borealis Energy had ever hired, and when the moment came they ran into the Arctic night in cotton shirts and indoor shoes, because it hadn’t occurred to any of them that the weather applied to them.
Kyle spoke first. Of course he did.
“Don’t trouble Dr. Kenneth with your master’s-degree theories, Hunt. You’ve dropped your phone on the housing. Or a magnet—”
“Quiet,” said Kenneth.
He didn’t say it loudly. He was already crouched at the gauge with his face six inches from the readout, frost forming in his eyebrows, scrolling back through the log with a bare finger.
“6:01:48. Peak at 6:02:10. Thirty-one point six. Baseline again in ninety seconds.” He scrolled further. “Yesterday. 6:02. Twenty-nine point eight.” Further. “The day before. Twenty-eight point one.”
“Every night,” Liam breathed. “And nobody saw it, because nobody checks at six.”
“And it’s climbing,” said James.
Three heads turned toward him, as if a chair had spoken.
Kenneth stood up. His knees cracked. His face, for the first time in five months, was something other than bored. It was hungry.
“Hourly readings,” he said. “Starting now. All of us.”
He walked back inside. Liam and Kyle followed, hugging themselves, like a line of bedraggled ducks. The door banged shut.
Daniel came and stood beside James.
“All of us,” he said. “Five months I’ve been asking them to take a turn.”
“You just needed a better gauge.”
Daniel laughed. James didn’t. He was looking past the fence at the dark where the outcrops were.
The bell had stopped ringing. That was almost worse.
* * *
The spike came every evening at 6:02. Thirty-three. Thirty-five point seven. Thirty-eight point two. Every other reading, round the clock, sat at 4.1 as if nothing in the world had changed.
James got the night shift, of course: one, two, three and four a.m., when the cold was worst. Nobody asked him. He found it so predictable it was almost restful.
“Thirty-eight,” Liam whispered on the third night. He’d learned from the first, and was now wearing every coat he owned, so he looked like a stack of laundry with a face. “That’s almost nearly ten times baseline.”
“Like breathing,” said James.
He hadn’t meant to say it out loud. Kenneth didn’t look at him. But James saw his pen stop on the page before it moved on.
That night Kenneth took the satellite phone into the lab and shut the door. Through the wall James heard him raise his voice for the first time. Usually, Kenneth didn’t need to.
When he came out, there was colour in his cheeks.
“Stage three,” he said. “Pending board approval.”
Liam whooped. Kyle smiled slowly. Daniel looked at James: what’s stage three?
James knew. He’d trained on it for six weeks in a warehouse outside Houston.
Stage three was the drill.
* * *
Friday was phone day. One personal call a week, fifteen minutes, clause fourteen, subsection C. When Kenneth had tried to suspend it during the first blizzard, James and Daniel had stood in front of his armchair and recited the clause to him together. It was the closest either of them had come to winning an argument with Kenneth.
James took the phone into the equipment shed. It was cold, but it was private.
“James?”
His mother’s voice was small over the satellite link, as if it had come a long way to reach him. It had. He closed his eyes.
“Hi, Mom.”
“Oh, sweetheart. Are you eating? You sound thin.”
“You can’t hear thin.”
“I’m your mother. I can hear thin.”
He could picture her exactly. The little staff wing behind the laundry at the Robinson house in Medina, its kitchen window facing the four-car garage, her shoes off and her feet up on the second chair because it was the only time all day she sat down.
“How’s work?”
A pause, half a second too long.
“Fine. Mrs. Robinson’s redoing the east wing again. So there’s dust.”
It wasn’t fine. It was never fine. In six years Catherine Robinson had docked her pay for a cracked vase, a stained rug and a dog that wasn’t hers getting into the pantry. The job came with a room, and the room was the roof over their heads. They both knew it. Neither of them said it.
“Is that James? Give it here. Mom. Give—hi! Are you a popsicle yet?”
“Hi, Jen.”
Jenny was sixteen and on a full scholarship at St. Agnes, the most expensive school in the state. Colin Robinson went there too, which was the main thing wrong with it.
“Guess what? We made regionals. Debate. It’s next week, and St. Agnes is hosting, and there are Ivy League recruiters coming, actual ones—”
“Jenny, your brother has fifteen minutes.”
“I’m telling him—”
“Go and get me the blue folder from under the lamp.”
A theatrical sigh. “If you want to talk to him without me, just say so.” Footsteps, going away.
Then his mother’s voice again, lower.
“James. Listen to me. If it’s too hard up there, you come home. We’ll manage. We always manage.”
“It’s good here. Seven more months and you can quit.”
A silence on the line. Satellite delay, or something else.
“You’ve got that voice,” she said.
“What voice?”
“From when you were fourteen. The night you made us leave the apartment on Rainier Avenue at two in the morning for no reason, and the boiler went three hours later.” A pause. “You always did know things.”
Outside, the wind leaned on the walls of the shed.
“It’s fine,” said James. “I promise.”
He was good at lying to her. He’d had a lot of practice.
* * *
Daniel’s call came after his. The shed walls were thin, and Daniel’s quiet voice was most people’s loud one.
“—no, baby, I’m sneezing because it’s minus forty—yes, I found the cold medicine—”
Aria. A novelist, Daniel had told James once, with tremendous pride. Two books, and a third she wouldn’t let him read. Eleven years married. Her photo was taped inside his locker: small, dark-haired, laughing at whoever held the camera.
“—I know. I just keep thinking, if I hadn’t pushed for it—”
The investment. James had heard pieces of it over five months. A property development in Spokane, a second mortgage on the house, everything gone. Aria was teaching night classes to make the payments. Daniel was in the Arctic.
“—okay. No more of that.” Then, surprised: “The bunker? You found it? No, it’s been there since I was a kid. Mom and Dad had a phase. Nineteen ninety-eight. They joined this group in Arlington that was sure Y2K was going to end the world, and dug it out under the back field. Plumbing, wiring, a year of tinned peaches.” He laughed. “They sold the generator in 2001 when the world didn’t end. I’d forgotten it was even there.”
James sat in the cold and listened to Daniel laugh about the end of the world, and something in his chest went very still.
He didn’t know why it stuck. It just did.
Arlington. Under the back field. A year of tinned peaches.
* * *
The board approved stage three at 11:40 on Saturday night.
Kenneth read the email aloud in the kitchen, took off his reading glasses, and looked at the four of them as if seeing his team for the first time.
“We drill on Monday,” he said.
Liam hugged Kyle, which surprised everyone, Kyle most of all. Daniel shook Kenneth’s hand, because Daniel would shake anyone’s hand. Kyle smiled, a small private one, like a man who’d just been handed a present with his name on it.
James smiled too, because it was expected. Then he went out for his one o’clock reading.
It was so cold the air hurt his teeth. The stars were out in their millions, sharp as broken glass. Frost crusted everything: the fence, the shed, the door, his eyelashes, the gauge’s metal post all the way down to the snow.
He pushed up the plastic hood.
There was no frost on the readout.
He touched the little screen with one bare fingertip.
It was warm. Not hot. Warm, like skin. Like something had been breathing on it from below.
The number was 4.1.
He wrote it down. His handwriting was shaky. He told himself it was the cold, and knew it wasn’t, because the cold never really got into his hands.
Out along the fence, with no wind blowing, the little brass bells hung perfectly still.
Then, as he watched, every one of them, all along the chain-link, turned slowly on its fishing line to face the same direction.
Down.
3. The Drill
The drill lived in the equipment shed, under a tarp, like something kept in a cage.
It was a Borealis prototype, a compact directional rig built for permafrost. It could bore at an angle, steer around obstacles and carry a sensor head with a camera, a thermal imager and a sampling port. It cost, James had been told during training, about as much as a small hospital. There were three of them in the world.
Daniel had the manual open on the workbench and was reading it with his lips moving. James read it after him, twice. It wasn’t that he didn’t know it. His hands needed something to do.
He hadn’t slept. Every time he closed his eyes he saw the bells turning on the fence.
In daylight it seemed absurd. Fishing line twists as it freezes and thaws; any first-year physics student could tell you that. He told nobody, not even Daniel. What would he say? The bells looked at the ground. They’d put him on the next chopper out, and the paycheque would go with him.
So he kept his mouth shut, and at 9:14 a.m. that in February, Dr. Elias Kenneth pressed the green button.
* * *
The rig coughed, shuddered, and came to life with a sound like a giant clearing its throat.
They’d sited the borehole a hundred metres east of the bunker, well away from what the instruments called the main deposit. The plan was to come at it sideways, on a long shallow angle: approach slowly, look, sample from the edge. Don’t drill into the thing. Drill near it.
The sensor feeds came up on three monitors on a folding table inside the shed, fed by a cable thick as James’s wrist. The camera showed brown-black darkness and spinning grit. The thermal showed a smear of cold blues and purples. The third monitor showed depth, angle and torque.
It was the most boring thing James had ever watched.
Ten metres. Twenty. Permafrost, gravel, a layer of ancient peat that the camera lit up rust-red. Liam narrated everything. Kyle corrected half of what Liam said. Kenneth said nothing at all, his hands on the joystick, eyes moving between the screens.
At forty metres they broke for lunch. Everyone ate standing up. Nobody tasted it.
“How will we know when we’ve hit it?” Liam said, around a mouthful of microwaved lasagne. “I mean, nobody’s ever seen it. We’ve only ever measured it.”
It was a good question. Nobody had an answer.
They found out at 2:51 p.m.
* * *
At sixty-three metres the camera feed went white.
Not static. Light. Pure and soft and blue, flooding the screen so hard the auto-exposure panicked and the image strobed. Liam actually stepped back from the monitor, as if it might burn him.
Kenneth’s hand stayed steady on the joystick. He eased the drill to a stop. The camera adjusted.
And there it was.
It filled the frame. A wall of light, blue as a gas flame, glowing from inside the frozen earth. It wasn’t a liquid and it wasn’t a crystal. It was something in between, dense and slow and moving, like honey seen through ice. Threads of brighter blue shifted inside it, coiling and uncoiling.
Nobody said anything for a long moment.
“Oh,” Liam whispered. “Oh, look at it.”
Kyle was leaning in so close his glasses were almost touching the screen. His lips were parted. James had never seen his face do that before. It looked like hunger.
Kenneth didn’t speak. He just breathed, slow and deep, the way a man breathes when he has spent his life waiting for something and it has finally come.
They crowded around the camera feed, the three of them. Daniel hung back by the door with his arms folded. He’d been on enough expeditions to know the difference between his business and other people’s.
James was the only one watching the thermal.
He didn’t decide to. His eyes just went there, the way your eyes go to movement at the edge of a dark room.
The thermal imager didn’t see colour. It saw heat, and it painted heat in false colour: cold was purple, warm was orange, hot was white. The permafrost around the bore was a deep bruise-purple. The cluster of energy showed as a soft glow, a little warmer than its surroundings.
But inside the glow, there was a shape.
It was warmer than the rest. Not much, a few degrees. Enough. Enough to draw an outline in faint orange against the purple, the way a body draws an outline through a blanket.
A long curve that tapered to a point. A cage of thin parallel lines. Four smaller shapes folded close.
And at one end, a skull. Long and narrow. Teeth.
James forgot to breathe.
His mind kept trying to make it something else. A rock formation. A root system. A thermal artefact. Nothing fit.
It was the size of a man, curled on its side like a sleeping dog, its tail wrapped round its legs and its head tucked against its ribs.
* * *
“Hunt? What are you—”
Kyle had noticed him. Of course he had. Kyle always noticed him. James saw it from the corner of his eye: the head turning, the half-sneer already loading. Kyle stepped over to the thermal monitor to see what the help was gawping at.
The sneer went away.
For a full three seconds, Kyle Mercer, who always had something to say, said nothing at all. His face went the colour of old paper. Then, slowly, something else came into it, something bright and fixed.
“Doctor,” he said. His voice was very quiet. “Liam. You need to see this.”
They came. They looked.
Liam made a small sound, half laugh, half sob. Kenneth put his hand flat on the table, as if the shed floor had tilted.
“That’s a skeleton,” Liam said. “That’s a—look at the skull, the orbit, the fenestrae, that’s—that’s a theropod—”
“A fossil,” Kenneth said. “Enclosed in the deposit. The energy is concentrated around it, like a—” He stopped and searched for the word. Kenneth never had to search for words.
“Like a cocoon,” said James.
They ignored him. They were already talking over each other: dromaeosaurid, troodontid, Late Cretaceous, the Prince Creek Formation, nobody had ever found anything preserved like this, this was a career, this was a Nature cover, this was—
“Fossils don’t give off heat,” James said.
It came out louder than he meant. The shed went quiet.
Kenneth turned his head. He looked at James for a long moment, with the expression he used for anomalous data.
“The deposit is warm,” he said. “The fossil is denser than the matrix. It holds the heat differently. That’s all.”
“It’s warmer than the deposit.”
“Marginally.”
“It’s shaped.”
“Hunt.” That was Kyle, smooth again, the colour back in his face. “You read gauges. Leave the interpretation to the people with the qualifications.”
Liam winced. Kenneth said nothing, which was its own kind of answer. Daniel, by the door, unfolded his arms.
James looked at the three of them. Then he looked at the shape on the thermal, curled up, patient, sixty-three metres down in the dark.
“We should take the sample from here,” he said. “From the edge. Like the plan said. Take it, test it, call the company, and let Borealis send a proper team with a proper—”
“We’ll take the sample,” Kenneth said. “After.”
“After what?”
Kenneth’s eyes went back to the screen. To the depth readout, the line of the bore, the long slope of permafrost beneath the light, down and down to where the main deposit sat, vast and silent, on every instrument they had.
“After we see what else is down there,” he said.
* * *
They drilled until dark.
The bore crept down at its long shallow angle, past the blue cluster and on into the black. James stood at the back of the shed with Daniel and watched the depth readout tick over. Seventy metres. Seventy-five.
“You okay?” Daniel said, low. For Daniel.
“No.”
Daniel didn’t push. He just stood a little closer, shoulder to shoulder, solid as a wall.
At 6:01 the three scientists went quiet, all at once, like birds before a storm. Nobody had said anything. They all just knew what time it was.
At 6:02 the blue cluster pulsed. And James, at the back of the shed, felt it under his breastbone: one slow, heavy beat, like a second heart that wasn’t his.
On the camera, the light flared bright enough to white out the screen, then faded back. On the gauge outside, James knew without looking, the number was climbing past forty.
On the thermal, inside the glow, the ribcage of the curled shape rose.
Then it fell.
Once.
Kenneth was looking at the camera feed. Liam was looking at Kenneth. Kyle was looking at the depth readout.
Only James saw it. Only James, and Daniel, who had followed his eyes, and who now stood very still beside him with all the colour gone out of his face.
“Did that—” Daniel whispered.
“Yes.”
At the front of the shed, Liam was laughing, delighted, flushed with the light and the size of it all, pointing at something new at the bottom of the frame: a faint green glow, deeper down, at the very edge of the sensor’s range.
“There’s more,” he said. “Doctor, look, there’s another one. A bigger one.”
James’s mouth was dry. He made himself say it.
“If that one up there is a juvenile,” he said, “then where are the adults?”
Nobody answered him. On the third monitor, the depth readout ticked over.
Eighty metres.
The drill went on down.
4. Deeper
By Wednesday they had found eleven of them.
They came in order, which was the first wrong thing. Eleven clusters, strung down through the permafrost along the bore’s long slope like beads on a wire, and each one bigger than the one above it. Each one held a shape, curled tight, and each shape was bigger than the last.
The second was the size of a horse. The fifth was the size of a truck. By the eighth, Liam had stopped saying “oh” and started saying nothing at all, his hand pressed flat over his mouth, as if he were afraid of what would come out of it.
“They’re sorted,” Kenneth said on Wednesday morning, to nobody. He’d stopped eating. He drank black coffee, took notes in a cramped hand and slept in his chair in front of the monitors. “By mass. Smallest at the top, largest at the bottom. As if something laid them down that way.”
“Or as if they sank,” said Kyle. “Heavier things sink.”
“Through frozen ground?”
Kyle didn’t answer. For once he didn’t have one.
The second wrong thing was the colour.
The first cluster had been blue. The second and third were blue, but brighter. At the fourth, sixty metres below the first, the light on the camera feed had shifted, a thread of green running through the blue like a vein. By the sixth the green had taken over: a deep, rich, poisonous green, the colour of old bottle glass with the sun behind it.
“Mineral composition,” Liam suggested. “Different trace elements at different depths?”
“Or concentration,” said James.
They all turned. He’d learned to stop caring about the look they gave him.
“The blue ones are weakest. The deeper they are, the stronger the readings, and the colour shifts.” He nodded at the depth log, taped to the wall in Kenneth’s handwriting. “It’s a scale. Blue, then green. If there’s a third colour further down, it’ll be stronger again.”
There was a pause.
“That,” said Kyle slowly, “is actually a sensible suggestion. From you.” He tilted his head. “I’m impressed. Mostly shocked. But impressed.”
Liam nodded, earnestly, as if this were a compliment. Kenneth wrote something in his notebook and underlined it twice.
On Wednesday afternoon, at a hundred and ninety metres, the light turned yellow.
* * *
“It’s a Majungasaurus.”
Liam was bouncing on his toes, which was hard to do in four coats. He’d finally given up on pretending he could stand still.
“It can’t be. They’re from Madagascar, they’re Maastrichtian, they’re not—look at the skull, though, look at the horn, the little nub on top, that’s diagnostic—how is it here? It’s not even the right hemisphere—”
On the thermal, inside the yellow glow, the shape lay curled the way they all did, on its side, tail wrapped round. The skull was short and deep. A bump of bone sat over its eyes like a knuckle.
It was eight metres long.
“And that’s not even the biggest,” Liam said, flushed and laughing. “Doctor, look at the next one down. Look at the spine.”
The next one down was a Spinosaurus.
It took them nearly an hour to drill past it. The thing was so long the sensor head had to creep along beside it, past a back that rose into a sail of bone, and a skull like a crocodile’s that went on and on. Kenneth didn’t hurry. He piloted the drill with his reading glasses pushed up into his hair, and the look on his face was one James had only ever seen on men in church.
Below the Spinosaurus there was something with wings.
It wasn’t curled like the others. It was folded, like an umbrella, its long skull tucked against its chest, the membranes of its wings wrapped round it and glowing faintly where the thermal caught them. They couldn’t see the full span. The sensor didn’t reach that far. Liam guessed eleven metres. Kenneth said nothing, but his hand on the joystick was shaking.
“Pfft,” Liam said, wiping his eyes, laughing at himself. “You know what this reminds me of? My dorm at Stanford, freshman year. We used to sit up arguing about the stupidest things. Could one Power Ranger beat a million newborn T. rexes. That kind of thing.” He hiccupped. “I used to think that was the most fun I’d ever have.”
“Enough,” said Kenneth. But he didn’t say it unkindly. “Let’s see what’s further down.”
The drill went on.
* * *
James went outside.
He didn’t put on his coat. He walked out into minus thirty-two in a T-shirt and stood by the gauge, and it took him a full minute to notice that he wasn’t shivering. The cold had always been slow to get into him. Tonight it didn’t get in at all. He filed it under things he was not going to think about, and stayed.
The door banged behind him. Daniel came out with two mugs of coffee and gave him one, and they stood side by side looking at the snow.
“You’ve been quiet,” Daniel said.
“I’m always quiet.”
“You’ve been quieter. In there, you looked like someone was walking over your grave.” Daniel blew on his coffee. “So. You going to tell me, or do I have to guess?”
James held the mug and felt the heat soak into his hands.
“You know what a cocoon is for, Dan?”
“For caterpillars.”
“For changing.” James looked down at the snow, at the place where sixty metres down a thing the size of a man lay curled in light. “A caterpillar goes in. It doesn’t come out as a caterpillar. It comes out as something else.”
Daniel was quiet for a moment.
“They’re fossils,” he said. “Kenneth said—”
“Kenneth says a lot of things. He didn’t see the ribs move. You did.”
Daniel’s jaw worked. He didn’t argue.
“Those things aren’t dead,” James said. “I don’t know what they are. I don’t know how. But they’re not dead, and every one of them is wrapped in a battery we don’t understand, and we’re poking holes next to them with a stick.”
“So we tell them.”
“Tell them what? That I’ve got a bad feeling? That I saw a heat signature breathe?” James shook his head. “We ask Kenneth to stop. He says no. We ask again, and he calls Houston and says his contractors are getting hysterical. A chopper takes the hysterical contractors home without their pay, and the drilling carries on without us. Calder Oil has had lawyers longer than it’s had wells, Dan. We’re two guys with a non-disclosure agreement.”
Daniel looked into his coffee for a long time.
“Then what?”
“Then we get ready.” James nodded at the equipment shed, at the long low shape of the snowmobile garage beside it. “Both sleds are fuelled. I checked this morning. The freezer has about forty meals in it. If we pack light on clothes, we can carry most of them. If anything goes wrong, anything at all, we’re on the sleds and heading for the pipeline road inside five minutes. Prudhoe Bay is a hundred and sixty miles. We can do it.”
“And them?”
“They can come if they want
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