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	The Trench of the Dead


Part 1 – The Trench

1

The thumping of the helicopter felt like it was shaking every bone in her body apart. Even with the helmet on the pounding made it hard for her to focus. Outside the window snow swirled around them. They were flying through what they called a snow squall.

“Don’t they heat this damned thing? I’m freezing.” Jessica’s voice came over the headset in Dr. Aurelia Moreland’s helmet.

Before Moreland could answer her, the copilot spoke.

“Oh, sorry, Miss. We get used to it. I’ll turn the heat up.”

Moreland looked at Jessica. “Yeah. Everyone can hear you.”

“Right.” Jessica said.

Moreland hoped her decision to bring Jessica along with her on this was a good one. Jessica had a tendency to speak her mind as quickly as a thought came to her. Still, she was by far the most energetic of Moreland’s graduate research assistants and she was hoping that energy would be useful to overcome some of the difficulties in a paleontological dig in the Antarctic.

The helicopter emerged from the snow squall into sunshine. The snow covered ice seemed to stretch on forever below them. 

Moreland felt a little nervous. Not because she had been selected to take part in such a new and exciting endeavor as this, but because she hadn’t spoken to Dr. Palfrey in several years. Laurence Palfrey was never known for being very social so it was no surprise that he had not contacted her much, but Moreland felt some guilt because she had deliberately not communicated with Palfrey. 

Moreland had been an exemplary student at Harvard and knew she was lucky to do graduate work with Palfrey, one of the world’s most prominent paleontologists, but she had aspirations of her own. Working as an assistant to Palfrey left her always feeling like she was laboring in the shadows. It was why she had chosen to take a position at the University of Chicago when she got her doctorate. Palfrey was not happy with her choice.

In spite of their limited communication over the past several years, Palfrey had sent her a letter asking her to join him here. It was the chance of a lifetime. The first substantial paleontological dig in the Antarctic.

The sound of the helicopter changed. Moreland couldn’t see anything more than the empty snow from her window. To the south there was a massive jumble of ice. She wondered if that was man made. The ice that had been excavated to create the trench. She glanced forward past the pilot and copilot seats out the windshield. She could see a grouping of lightly constructed buildings and tents to the left and there it was. The Trench. Almost a mile long and as much as a half mile wide. 

She stared at the massive gaping separation of the ice sheet that stretched out before them. It was truly astounding what they had been able to accomplish. An area of ice had been cleared out exposing long buried Antarctic ground. She knew there were mountains that stuck up above the ice, but fossils were not likely going to be found up on those rocky slopes. She also knew that there were other areas of the Antarctic where the ground was exposed or at least accessible, but this area they knew was special.

Technology was an amazing thing. Moreland, herself, wasn’t much of a technology kind of person and as such did not understand exactly how this new “radar” worked. All she did know was that they had been able to use it to penetrate the ice here where it was thinner and see right into the ground good enough to actually recognize shapes long since buried. Those shapes, with the help of AI, strongly suggested bone structures.

The helicopter turned left towards the camp. Just outside the perimeter of the camp the helicopter set down. A couple of soldiers came on each side of the helicopter and opened the doors. Jessica and Moreland got out. They peeled off their respective helmets.

The cold wind blew past and seemingly through them. Instinctively both women reached back to pull their hoods up the block the wind. Moreland pulled her hood up past her black shoulder length hair that had been tied back in a short pony tail. Jessica’s short blonde hair stuck out in wild directions. A gift from the helmet she had been wearing.

The soldiers escorted them over to another man standing nearby obviously waiting for them. By the way their escort soldiers saluted the third man Moreland assumed this was Major Wilkins.

“Dr. Moreland?” Wilkins held out a hand. His voice was raised to overcome the sound of the wind.

Moreland shook Wilkins’ hand. “Major.”

“You’re late.” Wilkins said.

“I didn’t fly the helicopter.” Moreland said.

Wilkins looked at Moreland for a moment. “Can you fly a helicopter?”

Moreland shook her head. “No. That was sarcasm.”

Wilkins gave a brief smile and nod. “Right. Well, this way.”

With a wave of his hand Wilkins turned and led them into the camp. They passed a couple of small buildings and into the central section of the camp where a mix of people walked and a variety of snow vehicles maneuvered around anything that got in their way. 

Jessica’s head swiveled as they walked trying to take in where she was at. Moreland wasn’t sure where exactly they were going. Wilkins turned and led them into a building. It was nice to get out of the wind and into somewhere warm. It was the dining facility.

“Cup of coffee?” Wilkins gestured towards the cafeteria style bar that ran along the left side of the room. He had pulled back his hood to reveal black hair that was starting to show some gray. His features were sharp. A no nonsense look.

“That would be great.” Moreland said.

“A shot of whiskey would be better.” Jessica said.

Wilkins smiled. “That can be arranged as well.”

“No.” Moreland said in Jessica’s general direction.

The door behind them swung open and they turned to see the same two soldiers that had met their helicopter carrying their bags. Moreland looked at the bags puzzled.

“Uh, Major...our bags? Are we spending the night in this camp?” Moreland asked.

Wilkins glanced back at the bags. He shook his head. “No. They’ll go down on the lift with you.”

“The lift?” Jessica asked.

“I thought the helicopter would fly us down to the lower camp.” Moreland said.

Wilkins hesitated. He seemed to be a little confused and then a thought occurred to him.

“Oh, no. Can’t fly the helicopter into the Trench. There’s a perpetual fog down there. Too risky to fly down there.” Wilkins said.

“What’s the lift?” Jessica asked.

“We have a crane at the edge of the trench. We lower supplies or equipment down and anything or anyone that needs to come up with it.” Wilkins said.

“A crane?” Jessica said. She was clearly not comfortable with the idea of that.

“How safe is that with this kind of wind?” Moreland asked.

Wilkins waved that off. “Oh, that’s no problem. The wind dies out once you drop down past the edge.”

Wilkins led them to the long food bar and he and Moreland got coffees. Jessica settled for a hot chocolate. They sat down and passed a little time in small talk.

“Your trench is much bigger than I thought it would be.” Moreland said.

Wilkins nodded. “Yeah. The boys did a hell of a job on it. Took them weeks to carve it out. Good thing the ice is thinner here than most of the Antarctic or they would still be at it.”

“Don’t other parts of the land stick through the ice?” Jessica asked.

Moreland nodded. “Yes, but those are typically the tops of mountains. Not an ideal place to find fossils.”

“Yeah, I guess, but when we flew in there were some areas with hardly any ice covering them.” Jessica said.

“They used the new deep penetrating radar on areas around McMurdo in their testing. Didn’t see anything of interest there I guess.” Wilkins said.

“How deep is the ice here?” Moreland asked.

“About 100 feet. Give or take.” Wilkins answered.

“Oh, I thought the new radar could only go down a 100 feet.” Moreland said.

Wilkins shrugged. “I guess it depends. It seems to average around 120 feet. It will get through about 100 feet of ice and then it depends on the kind of material beneath that. At least, that’s what they tell me. I think they said that the soil under this ice is largely...al...love…”

“Alluvial deposit?” Moreland suggested.

“Yeah, that’s it.” Wilkins said.

“Sandy stuff.” Jessica said. She looked at Moreland and smiled. “Look at me, I remembered something from undergrad classes.” 

Moreland laughed a little. “I hope more than just that.”

“Well, whatever.” Wilkins said. “I still don’t understand how anything could have ever lived in this place.”

“Oh, well, the Antarctic continent wasn’t always encased in ice.” Moreland said. “It was much further north in the Cretaceous era. There was no ice here and the climate was temperate.”

“Ah, OK. Well, we should probably get going.” Wilkins said and stood up.

They left the dining hall and the brisk wind hit them as they walked out. Wilkins led them towards the Trench. They stared at the massive crane parked back from the edge of the Trench. In front of the crane was a large steel platform. It had a railing around the sides of it and the railings on two ends could be opened like gates. There were multiple places all around the floor and railing of the platform where cables, chains or straps could be attached.

“Wow, that’s big.” Jessica said.

“Yeah.” Moreland nodded in agreement.

A couple of soldiers took their bags and strapped them along opposite sides of the platform. They stood waiting on the platform.

Wilkins turned to them. “They’ve got a couple of harnesses for the two of you.”

At Jessica’s worried face Wilkins held up his hand.

“Its just a precaution. Once the platform drops over the edge there should be very little sway to the platform.” Wilkins said reassuringly.

“Drops?” Jessica said.

Wilkins smiled. “Just and expression. Gently descends.”

“I like that better.” Jessica said.

Moreland and Jessica stepped on to the platform and the soldiers helped them into the harnesses. A strap from each harness was connected to the platform itself.

Wilkins drew closer to the two of them so they could hear him better through a gust of wind.

“Now, there is a slight sway to the platform as it goes down. More so the further down you get, but nothing big. For safety’s sake, please do not unclip the harness. Also, its best if you sit down on the platform. Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.” Wilkins smiled at them and walked off the platform.

The two soldiers stepped off the platform and a rumbling sound came from the crane. Slowly the engine of the crane cranked up and then the platform lifted slightly. The moment the platform was off the ground the wind tried to push it.

Jessica shot a nervous look at Moreland. Moreland gave her a quick smile. It was about all the reassurance she could muster at the moment. 

Before the platform could move much, though they saw the two soldiers holding cables at different corners stabilizing the movement of the platform.

Moreland felt her own wave of nervous tension as the crane eased the platform past the edge of the trench. Neither Moreland or Jessica was next to a side rail. They were both sitting almost in the middle of the platform. Moreland assumed that was maintain a certain balance to the platform. It did prevent them from being able to peek over the edge and look down. Moreland thought that neither one of them was likely to do that even if they could.

Some of their worries were tempered by the fact that the thick fog filling the trench below did not allow them to get much of a gauge on just how high up they were. It looked like they were floating just above a peaceful gray cloud.

Jessica’s expression took on an even more worrisome look to it. Moreland turned her head around and saw that the platform must be hanging over the trench now. She could just see out of the corner of her eye Major Wilkins and the two soldiers manning the lines standing on the ice a short distance away.

The platform started down. It wavered some as it went and Moreland had to admit it gave her a little nausea at first. They had dropped down below the level of the ice and immediately Moreland could feel cold air behind her. She knew it was the ice wall sucking heat out of the air. It felt like being lowered into a giant freezer.

Suddenly there was an odd hissing sound and Moreland and Jessica looked at one another. They glanced around the platform, but nothing seemed to be causing the sound. Movement on both ends of the platform drew their attention. They saw the cables the soldiers had been using to control the platform drop past them. There was a gentle jerk as the cables reached their length and hung below the platform. 

They had dropped down further before they could hear above them a gust of wind. It didn’t reach down to where they were at, but it had an effect on the platform. They felt the whole platform turn slowly clockwise about 45 degrees and then stop and slowly spin back the other way. It repeated that several times before slowing down to an easy sway.

“I think I’m getting seasick.” Jessica said.

“Hang in there.” Moreland said. “This won’t take too long.”

“Can’t be soon enough.” Jessica said looking a bit pale.

Moreland smile. “Well, if you vomit over the side the people below are going to get a special kind of rain.”

“It would serve them right for making me ride this damned thing.” Jessica muttered.

They had dropped into the fog now and with every passing minute it was getting harder to tell how much progress they were making. The world around them was nothing but gray cloud. They lost a sense of how fast they were moving or how much time was passing.

When they hit the ground with a jolt both of them were caught by surprise.

“Ow!” Jessica exclaimed. “That hurt my ass.”

Moreland rubbed her own butt as she stood up. “Yeah. They might have warned us about that.”

Out of the fog that still encompassed the platform two people emerged. One, a tall man wearing a dark blue hooded coat. The man’s hood was pulled back and his round head was mostly bald. Only sparse silver hair adorned the sides and back of his head. The other man was young. Clearly a soldier. His coat was lighter and of military design. His light brown hair stuck out from under a green cap.

“Welcome to the Trench.” The tall man said stepping on to the platform and extending a hand towards Moreland. “I am Randolph Beecham. I kind of run things around here.”

Moreland shook his hand. “Dr. Aurelia Moreland. Its not ‘Colonel’ or ‘Major’ Beecham or anything like that?”

Beecham shook his head. “No, Doctor. I’m just a civilian. I worked with Dr. Palfrey on another of his excavations so the military brass allowed me to manage things down here. Its mostly just administrative stuff anyway.”

Beecham turned and waved towards the soldier that was with him. “This is Private Devon. He’s going to help you with anything you need while you’re here.”

Devon nodded politely. “Ladies.”

Moreland pointed at Jessica. “This is Jessica Samson. She’s a grad student and will be helping out on the work.”

Beecham picked up Moreland’s bag and Devon did the same for Jessica. They all stepped off the platform and started walking.

“How do you know where you’re going in this fog?” Jessica asked.

Beecham smiled. “Well, first you orient yourself based on the platform. It generally always lands in that manner. Then…” He paused as they took another couple of steps and a small orange flag stuck in the ground seemed to magically appear on cue. “...we follow the markers.”

“Still seems like you could get lost here.” Jessica commented.

“Yes.” Beecham said. “Best not to wander too far off the trail. Worst case, though, you can always just call out. Sound carries really well down here and someone will hear you and shine one of the big flashlights to guide you in. It happens.”

“Why do keep looking at your feet?” Jessica asked looking over at Moreland.

Moreland looked over at Jessica. “Just marveling at the ground.”

The ground they were walking on was a mix of sand, gravel and chunks of ice left over from the ice removal. It was gray and brown.

“Its dirt.” Jessica said.

“Dirt that hasn’t the light of day since this continent drifted to the south pole.” Moreland said.

Jessica glanced down at the ground. “OK. Old dirt.”

Their arrival at the camp was kind of sudden. They could hear some sounds from the camp as they approached it, but had not actually seen anything. One moment it felt as if they were nowhere and the next tent shapes and vague moving figures were all around them.

Beecham veered right and stopped in front of a tent.

“This is you.” Beecham said. He pulled one of the front flaps aside.

Moreland stepped in first followed by Jessica.

“Its bigger than I thought it would be.” Moreland said looking around. There were two cots, two tables and a chair for each table. There were also footlockers under each cot.

“Its...more ‘tenty’ than I was envisioning.” Jessica said.

Moreland glanced over at Jessica. “The Hilton was all booked up.”

Jessica shot a quick glance over at Moreland. “They have a Hilton here?”

Moreland just stared at her.

“Oh, right. Sarcasm.” Jessica dropped her pack next to a cot.

“Do you need some time to settle in or would you like to walk out to see Dr. Palfrey?” Beecham asked.

Moreland eased her bag down next to the other cot and walked back out of the tent. “I would like to check in with Laurence, Dr. Palfrey.”

“Very good.” Beecham said. He turned to Devon. “I see the tent has not been stocked with the basics. Can you see to that?”

Devon nodded. “Yes sir.” He gave a courteous nod to the women and disappeared into the fog.

Beecham led Moreland and Jessica across to the opposite side of the camp and then out along another marked trail. They walked for about a half mile before they started hearing muffled voices.

Jessica stared at the fog around them. “Is it always this foggy?”

Beecham shook his head. “No. It varies some. There is always some fog, but sometimes its not as dense as this. It seems to be linked to high and low air pressure fronts. It’s just up here. Hopefully Dr. Palfrey is in a good frame of mind today.”

“Oh?” Moreland said. “Is anything wrong?”

Beecham shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, no, nothing in any practical sense. Dr. Palfrey seems to be disturbed about something with the data on the fossil site. Doesn’t make sense to me. He is complaining about there being too many potential fossils in one location. He thinks the data might be wrong.”

“Too many fossils?” Jessica asked.

Beecham nodded. “Yeah. Go figure. You’d think a paleontologist would be thrilled to find a big pile of bones.”

Beecham zeroed in on Palfrey’s voice. They came upon a gray blob that finally dissolved into three people. Palfrey and two soldiers. One of the soldiers coughed loudly.

“You verified the distances with the laser tape measures?” Palfrey’s voice was asking. He had the appearance of a cartoon rendition of a mad scientist. His white hair, while not long, stood up and twisted in all directions. His equally white mustache and goatee adorned a face that seemed a little gaunt.

“Yes sir.” One of the soldiers replied. Both soldiers held some red reflectors and laser range finders.

Palfrey stood on one side of a folding table upon which were several large printouts and a tablet designed to be used out in the field.

“OK. We have the extended area to the north that still needs to get laid out and there is still some of the overburden to be cleared there. You can work on that.” Palfrey said. He heard them approach and turned. A wide smile crossed his aging and lined face. His gaze was entirely on Moreland. As an afterthought he glanced quickly back towards the soldiers and waved them on their way. They nodded and disappeared into the fog.

“Aurelia.” Palfrey said and hugged her.

Moreland felt a little awkward. She had never been accused of being overly affectionate. She had several failed relationships in her past as evidence to that fact. Also, she was still harboring some guilt for not being better at staying in communication with Palfrey.

“Doctor.” Aurelia said as they parted. “It’s good to see you.”

“It’s wonderful to see you.” Palfrey said. “Your timing is perfect. We have already cleared the initial overburden and we are just now hitting the fossil rich layer.”

“That’s amazing.” Moreland said.

Palfrey nodded. “Indeed. Its very exciting. This new USR technology is incredible. It has allowed us to zero in on both location and depth to a degree that has sped up the process 10 fold.”

“USR?” Jessica asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Doctor, this is my grad assistant Jessica Samson.” Moreland said.

Palfrey smiled at Jessica. “Very pleased to meet another generation to our honorable cause. To answer your question the USR, uh, Ultrasonic Radar, can penetrate quite a ways into the Earth and return a 3D map of what lays beneath. Its amazing. The material densities, chemical signatures, ah, millions of data points.”

“Wow, sounds like a lot of info.” Jessica said.

“Indeed. That is why we had to employ AI to sift through it, based on our criteria, for what locations held the greatest likelihood of holding the fossils we seek.” Palfrey said.

“Sounds wonderful.” Moreland said.

“Indeed. Let me show you where we are at in the primary site.” Palfrey turned.

“Dr. Palfrey,” Beecham stopped Palfrey, “they have only just arrived. Perhaps we could do this first thing tomorrow.”

Palfrey looked confused for a moment. Clearly his excitement over what they were about to embark upon had separated him from some basic realities. He hesitated and then nodded.

“Yes. Of course. You are correct.” Palfrey glanced off in the direction the soldiers had disappeared into the fog. “Ah, those boys know what they need to get done.”

Palfrey rolled up the printouts on the table and tucked them under his arm. He scooped up the tablet and together the four of them walked back to the camp. Scattered lights began to appear out of the fog as the daylight started to wane. There was a light on a tall stake in between each tent. There were also numerous reflectors around the camp. There was a variation in the colors and Moreland was sure the colors signified something.

In camp Palfrey told them he would meet them in the dining tent. He had to drop off his stuff in his tent.

Beecham led them to a larger tent towards one end of the camp. When they walked in Moreland immediately recognized it. The dining tent. It was set up identical to the one up above. They got in line for food and then sat down at a long table. Palfrey joined them a few minutes later.

While they ate, Palfrey explained that the Army had supplied all the manpower he needed to get some of the initial digging done. Just a thin layer of overburden. Finer excavation now was needed to start sorting out what they were looking at.

“That’s just amazing how this radar technology has sped the process up in finding fossil specimens.” Moreland said.

“Yes, well, we certainly have found a mother lode of specimens.” Palfrey said, but his expression seemed subdued.

“You’re not happy with the progress?” Moreland asked.

Palfrey glanced up from his plate at Moreland. He waved a hand. “Oh, I am, it’s just...I don’t know. It seems odd. So many in one area. Clustered so tightly together. I’ve never seen or heard of a density of this magnitude before.”

“Well, the Burgess has a pretty high concentration.” Moreland pointed out.

Palfrey nodded slightly. “Yes, but those species, 450 million years old, are fairly small in size. The event that buried them had a much greater chance of catching a significant number of specimens in a given area. The size of the specimens here is much larger. It’s obvious a cataclysmic event buried these fossils, but, I don’t know. So many animals of this size in one location and by location I am referring to an area of a size heretofore unknown in the history of paleontological sites.”

“It sounds like this is the opportunity of a lifetime.” Moreland said.

Again Palfrey nodded slightly. “Yes. I just wish I could understand what brought so many animals into one general area at one moment in time.”

“Well, perhaps when we sort out how many different species we are looking at it will help point to a reason for their presence here in such numbers.” Moreland said.

While they ate people, some soldiers and other civilian staff, came and went. Throughout the ebb and flow of people there seemed to be the steady sound of occasional coughing.

“Yeah, we do have a bit of a cold virus running through the place.” Beecham commented when he noticed Moreland glancing around at the sniffles and coughs.

“I guess that goes with the territory living in a refrigerator.” Moreland said.

After dinner Moreland and Jessica returned to their tent. The day’s travels were starting to take their toll on the both of them.

Someone, presumably Private Devon, had provided them with some basic essentials, Kleenex being one of the more important items. The cold air tended to make one’s sinuses run some. Also, the small gas stove for heating had been running which helped to mitigate some of the chill.

Jessica plopped down on her cot. “Is that humming sound going to go on all night?”

Moreland sat down on her own cot. “Those are the generators. Without them we wouldn’t haven’t any electricity.”

Jessica just looked at Moreland. “So...is that a yes?”

Moreland unlaced her boots and laid back on the cot. She was very tired. “Yes. That’s a yes.”

Jessica still sat on her cot. “Did you notice the smell? It really kind of stinks here. Doesn’t it?”

Moreland took a deep breath. She was worried she had made a mistake bringing Jessica along. Jessica was a promising student and Moreland felt that this would be such a tremendous opportunity at an exciting experience.

Moreland let her breath out slowly. “The smell most likely comes from the newly exposed microbial material in the soil. Its been frozen in ice for millions of years.”

“OK. Old microbes.” Jessica said.
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They sat across from each other in the dining tent. Moreland sipped her coffee and watched Jessica shoveling in scrambled eggs, some kind of bacon substitute and a glass of orange juice. Ah, Moreland thought, the days when you could eat without thinking about calories or cholesterol or anything else. She glanced down at her banana and yogurt.

Jessica was talking between mouthfuls about Harlon, her part time boyfriend back at the University and how she didn’t think she could trust him and she knew his sister and she said...blah, blah, blah…

Moreland chose to listen to the soldiers sitting at the next table. While it wasn’t an exciting conversation by any means, anything was better than…

“No. Didn’t show up for duty this morning. Sarge is out tracking him down.” The soldier said. She waved a disgustedly hand.

“Wilson said he was feeling like shit last night. Barely ate anything.” Another soldier added.

“Barely does any shit anyway.” A third soldier said. All three laughed.

Another soldier leaned over from a different table. “You talkin’ about Wilson? I saw the Sarge helping him over to the Admin tent just a few minutes ago.”

One of the soldiers started to say something, but broke into a coughing fit before he could speak.

“Good morning. How was your first night here?” Beecham asked walking up to their table.

Moreland looked up at him. “Fine. Thank you.”

Jessica waved a hand at Beecham while the other hand pushed a piece of fake bacon into her mouth.

“Well, as usual, our esteemed Dr. Palfrey is already out at the site. I suspect he may have gone out there before it was even light out.” Beecham said with a smile.

Moreland nodded. “OK. Well,” she glanced over at Jessica, “as soon as the food runs out in here I am hoping we can be on our way.”

Jessica stopped chewing and looked at Moreland and Beecham for a moment. She shrugged and kept on chewing.

It was another twenty minutes before Moreland and Jessica were working their way along the tents on the opposite side of the central walkway from their own tent looking for the blue reflector Beecham had told them to follow. When they found the reflector they turned right moved off into the fog.

The reflectors were positioned near enough that it was hard to lose track of them. In addition, there had been enough foot traffic moving out towards the site over time that one could almost find it just by following scuffled path in the dirt.

They had left the camp behind them and were now isolated in a foggy world of their own.

“This fog is just creepy.” Jessica said.

Moreland laughed a little.

Jessica looked at her. “I’m serious. It is creepy.”

“Sorry.” Moreland said. “On a Fall week when I was a grad student, Laurence, Dr. Palfrey, asked me to join him on a quick trip to Newfoundland. He had this obsession that the area in Newfoundland of the Laurentian Shield should hold some specimens of early Cambrian fossils. You know, like the Burgess Shale. Anyway, we spent the whole week scrambling over rock outcroppings and every day looked about like this.” Moreland waved at the fog around them. “But, what do you expect---Newfoundland in the Fall.”

“Didn’t that get on your nerves?” Jessica asked.

Moreland shook her head a little. “Not as much as Laurence’s frustration at not finding a damned thing. Most of the rock there is like 2 billion years old. Not going to find much of anything in that.”

They walked on for a few more minutes before they could start to hear Palfrey’s voice. They followed the sound. When they came upon Palfrey they were a little surprised to find no one else with him, but he was talking nonetheless.

Palfrey had his back to them and they watched him silently for a moment. He was bent over the ground with a tape measure and jotting down some numbers on to a small pad paper.

“For God’s sake man, its basic geometry. Think. The diagonal has to be 22.” Palfrey said disgustedly.

“Good morning.” Moreland said.

Palfrey turned to look at them. “Ah, there you are. Excellent. I have an area plotted out for us.”

Palfrey turned and glanced back at a stake and then back at the women. “Well, mostly marked out.”

Moreland wander out into the closest area Palfrey had marked out. She squatted down and scanned the immediate area.

“I can see some interesting objects even at this level to begin excavating.” Moreland pointed at a couple of different spots where a darker object seemed to slightly protruding from the soil.

Palfrey stepped a little closer to where Moreland was. “Yes. I had to restrain the boys when I set them to clearing some of the surface away. They were going to go at it with mattocks and pick axes. They would have shattered God knows how many specimens.”

“This...seems surprisingly shallow.” Moreland commented as she stood up.

“Yes. We saw that in the USR data. It is interesting.” Palfrey said. “Come. I will show you where I thought we could start the initial work at.”

Palfrey showed them the boundaries of where he wanted to start the more detailed excavation. He gave them a quick tour of the equipment locker stationed just outside the dig perimeter. After that they determined where each of them would begin work and they settled into some of the preliminary soil removal.

Initially as they worked Moreland and Palfrey talked about what each of them had been involved with over the last couple of years. Jessica listened in at first and then got bored. She just focused on what she was doing in the hopes that she didn’t do something stupid in front of Dr. Palfrey.

Eventually the conversation turned to Palfrey explaining some of the process the Corp of Engineers went through clearing the trench out. The initial use of explosives to punch down through the ice down to within about 10 feet of the soil. 

“I had a bit of a time explaining to the Army why blasting close to the ground level could damage the fossils. As shallow as they appeared to be I couldn’t take any chances. They weren’t very happy because the last 10 feet, without blasting, was a labor intensive process for them.” Palfrey explained.

“Well, given how shallow these fossils are and the concentration of them we ought to be able produce a considerable number in a short period of time.” Moreland said.

“I agree.” Palfrey
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