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PACIFIC OCEAN SIXTY MILES WEST OF VANCOUVER, BRITISH COLUMBIA.

On board the sophisticated research ship Mystic, billionaire Mike Tanner was ready to try his new high-powered ultrasound unit, hoping to locate methane hydrate in extremely deep water. He pressed the button, and the unit activated. 3,000 feet below the Mystic’s hull, something answered.

***
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SEATTLE FEDERAL BUILDING. FEMA REGIONAL OFFICE:

“Listen up everybody,” Director Charles Simson hollered across the control room. “We’ve just received a report that there has been a major seismic event on Vancouver Island. It hit Victoria the hardest, but the United States’ San Juan Islands also felt significant seismic activity. Call your contacts and find out the extent of the damage so we can get the emergency response teams moving. Make it happen, people.”

***
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The USGS (United States Geological Survey) supervisor from the sixth floor, Sharon Aniston, stepped out of the elevator and hurried across the room into Simson’s office. “Charlie, it wasn’t an earthquake.”

“What do you mean?”

“We don’t know what it was. All we know is the ground rose beneath Victoria and only affected that specific area.”

“Is that even possible?”

“Logically? Not a chance. We don’t have a clue how to explain what happened.”

“Do you think it’s a prelude to a major earthquake in the Pacific Northwest?”

“I don’t want to speculate because we just don’t have enough information. I’ll tell you one thing, Charlie. If whatever caused the destruction in Victoria happens here, in Seattle, there won’t be anything left standing. There’s a helicopter on its way to pick me up on the roof. I’ll look at the damage and try to figure out where it started, and I’ll call you when I have more information.”

Simson stood from behind his desk. “I need to see the San Juan Islands to get a better idea of what I’m dealing with, so I’m going with you.”

“It’s only a two-person helicopter, but I’ll let you know what I find out.”

Simson sat back down. “Okay. Thanks, Sharon.”

***
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Sharon left the elevator and climbed the stairs to the roof access door, then stopped to look at the digital thermostat mounted on the wall. The outside temperature was close to eighty-nine degrees Fahrenheit, when it should be in the upper seventies, but global warming was changing the weather patterns across the planet, and no one country had enough influence to stop the major contributors to the problem.

The air appeared to ripple as she stepped out onto the roof and hurried across to the two-person Bell helicopter, then climbed in next to the pilot, Steve Bolton. A few moments later, they were flying north over the Puget Sound. The damage to the San Juan Islands appeared to be minimal, so she asked Steve to drop lower for a closer view of the damage to Victoria.

Smoke tinted the view and the scene was horrific and far worse than she had imagined. What caught her attention was the beautiful castle was now a pile of shattered marble, and large sections of the majestic hotels had collapsed into mounds of concrete and shattered glass. She was shocked to see the mooring docks had been tossed around the harbor like rubber bands, and beautiful yachts lay smashed into tangled heaps of sunken wood, fiberglass, and sail masts. Dozens of emergency workers and dogs were searching through the rubble for survivors, and bodies were stacked in long rows on what remained of the streets.

“I’ve seen enough, Steve. Take me back to the Federal Building.”

She leaned back in her seat and stared out the front window as the helicopter turned south, back to Seattle. She only knew one person who might have a theory about how this could happen: an old hermit volcanologist named Wesley Patterson. Since the Mt. St. Helens eruption, he was no longer consulting with the USGS.

***
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Steve set the helicopter down on the roof of the Federal Building, and Sharon climbed out and hurried across to the door to get out of the heat. She entered the building and went down the stairs to wait for the elevator, and when the doors opened, her own geophysics expert, Patrick Chandler, was waiting inside.

She entered and saw the thin stack of papers in his hand. “I hope you’ve figured out where this started.”

“No. This was unlike any seismic disturbance we’ve dealt with before, and we have no idea where the epicenter was. What did it look like from the air?”

“The damage in Victoria is extensive and very precise, as if planned to hit only that specific city. I need to find out if the CIA knows of any terrorist activity in the area.”

“You can’t be serious. It was a seismic disturbance, not a bomb.”

She sighed in exasperation and leaned back against the wall. “You’re probably right. I’m just frustrated and searching for answers.”

The doors opened, and they stepped into the hallway of the USGS Command Center, where they collected and analyzed all the seismic data for the western region of North America. Using sophisticated software, her team was trying to pinpoint the origin of the event.

A young woman ran up and handed Sharon a sheet of paper, so they stopped walking while she read the information. She finished and gave it to Patrick. “This day just keeps getting worse by the hour. The tsunami warning detectors in the northern Bering Sea activated at the same time as the seismic event in Victoria. We need to find out if there was any seismic activity in that area. Put it up on screen number three, please.”

Sharon moved across the room to study the information displayed on one of the large video screens. The image changed, showing no seismic activity in the Bering Sea.

Patrick had stopped while reading the report then caught up to her. “This is very bad. If this is happening along the entire northwest coast, it means there is some major tectonic activity along the Pacific Rim. I’m just surprised we haven’t noticed an increase in volcanic activity.”

“Did you try calling Wesley Patterson about this? He must be monitoring the activity here in the Pacific Northwest.”

“Three times, but he didn’t answer.”

“After the Mt. St. Helens incident, can you blame him?”

Patrick looked down at the floor for a moment as he remembered what had happened. He had ignored Patterson’s warning about an imminent eruption, and many lives were lost. He stared up at the monitor. “I guess not. Even so, he must have noticed what happened.”

They stopped in front of a large display showing all the seismic detectors in Western North America, and the only flashing red dot was in Victoria. The tsunami sensors in the Bering Sea showed a ten-foot surge radiating south toward the Pacific Ocean, with nearly no surge past the Aleutian Islands.

“That’s a bit of luck,” said Patrick. “It seems the islands broke up the surge before it reached the Pacific.”

Sharon folded her arms across her chest and continued to stare at the screen. “I don’t think luck plays any part in all this. If it wasn’t an earthquake that created the surge, what did?”

“I know. None of this makes any sense.”

***
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MONTANA STATE COLLEGE, BOZEMAN:

Ex-CIA operative Alex Cave sat on the edge of his old wooden desk, looking at his second-year geology class while repeating the same material as the year before, noticing the occasional yawn from some of the students. “That’s it for today. We’ll discuss chapters eleven trough fifteen on Monday.”

He was relieved when they stood and headed for the door. Ever since the Dead Energy operation, he yearned for the adrenaline rush of being on the hunt again.

David Conway waited until the last student walked out of the room before strolling over to Alex. He noticed the new scar just above his left eyebrow. “What did you do last weekend to get so banged up?”

Alex smiled. The physics student was like the little brother he never had. “Just a field trip, David. When you go underground, you never can tell when a few rocks might fall.”

“Speaking of a fall, Greta Bernstein, the English Literature teacher, seems to be really interested in you. She keeps asking me if you’re gay, since you never accept her offer to go out on a date.” He noticed the look in Alex’s eyes change to one of deep sorrow, and realized Alex was still mourning the death of his wife in Holland not too long ago.

“I’m sorry, Alex. Hey, listen. I thought you might find this interesting. I logged into one of NASA’s northern imaging satellites. It was taking pictures over the Arctic Ocean when a small section of ice changed color from white to clear.”

“That’s interesting. Could it just be a refraction of the light through the ice?”

“It’s possible, but that’s not what it looked like to me. It took several seconds before the satellite moved out of range, but even when the angle changed, the ice was still transparent.”

“Have you contacted the facilities who were watching at the same time?”

“I’ve been trying, but so far, no one has responded to my request.”

“Let me know what you find out.”

“I will.”
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C.H.A.R.S. (Canadian High Arctic Research Station) CAMBRIDGE BAY, NUNAVUT:

Sonja Hanspevin studied the computer map of the Arctic ice sheet north of Canada. One of the GPS units was flashing a warning that the elevation had just increased by 200 meters in only three minutes. “This cannot be right,” she whispered.

She grabbed her phone and entered the number for her District Manager, Peter Hendrix. “Hallo, Peter. We are getting a warning from GPS unit 635. I want to fly out to look for myself, but I need your approval for the helicopter.”

“Tom is scheduled to pick up the Regional Director at the airport in three hours. Can it wait until he returns?”

“I would rather not. We could have a serious problem.”

“What kind of problem?”

“The elevation of the ice sheet has increased by 200 meters in only a few minutes.”

“Peter?”

“I’m still here. That’s impossible. It has to be a malfunction.”

“There is only one way to find out. If it is a malfunction, I will exchange the unit and be back in time for Tom to pick up the Director, but we need to be sure.”

“Okay. I’ll call Tom and tell him you’re coming.”

“Thank you.”

***
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Thirty minutes later, Sonja and the helicopter pilot, an American named Tom Hatfield, were soaring across the water. Fifteen minutes later, they saw something impossible on the horizon.

As they got closer, they thought they were seeing an illusion. Directly ahead, a vertical wall of transparent ice had risen 200 meters out of the Arctic Ocean.

Tom whistled softly. “Now that’s different.”

Sonja was speechless, and out of habit, chewed on her lower lip as they closed the distance to the ice wall. “Take us higher so we can determine its size.”

When their altitude increased, and the transparent block of ice was ten miles wide, and extended 300 miles south into the Beaufort and East Siberian seas. “This is not logically possible. We should find the GPS unit and retrieve the data. That will help us determine how this could happen.”

Tom gave her a nod and entered the new coordinates into the navigation system. “If all this happened as fast as you say, I would imagine it made a powerful wave.”

The surface of the newly formed ice block was as transparent as the sides, and Sonja’s heart broke at the sight of dozens of white pilot whales frozen in the surface, and tears flowed from the corners of her eyes. “I do not understand what could have caused the water to freeze that quickly.”

Tom set the helicopter down fifty feet from the GPS receiver and brought the engine speed down to idle. Sonja opened the side door and noticed the air felt extremely cold. When she stepped out, the rubber sole of her shoe touched the ice and immediately stuck to the surface. She struggled to pull it free, and when it tore loose, chunks of rubber remained stuck to the ice, so she slid back inside onto the seat.

“The ice is extremely cold, and I do not think we should stay here. We will have to come back with different equipment.”

“That works for me.”

Tom shoved the throttle forward and pulled up on the collective, but the helicopter skids were frozen to the ice. He shoved the throttle to full power, but when he pulled up on the collective, the runners remained frozen to the surface and the vibration threatened to tear the helicopter apart.

He let go of the collective and pulled back on the throttle until the engine was idling. “We’re stuck here until the ice melts. If we can’t break free with the rotors, there’s nothing we can do.”

Sonja wrung her hands together on her lap while she tried to think of a way out of their situation. “Call for another helicopter to pick us up.”

“Are you kidding? No one else can land to get us, because they would get stuck, too. Until something changes radically, we’re trapped out here.” Sonja’s pleading expression made him change his mind and he entered the research facility’s frequency into the radio. “CHARS research station, this is CHARS helicopter one. Come in, please.”

No one responded, so he tried again, but after several minutes without a response, he changed frequencies. “This is the CHARS research helicopter calling anyone on the emergency radio frequency. Please, respond.” No one answered. “Something must be interfering with the radio signal.”

“Do you have any survival equipment?”

“Not much. Spare water, a small supply of power bars, first aid equipment, and signal flares.”

“If we do not return to the station, they will send a search and rescue unit to find us.”

“Without radio communication, we don’t have any way to warn them about the ice, and they’ll be stranded out here with us. When our fuel runs out, it’s going to get freezing cold in here. Even leaving the engines at idle, we’ll run out of fuel in less than four hours, and without heat, we’ll be dead thirty minutes later. I’m sorry, Sonja.”
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MT. BAKER, WASHINGTON STATE:

Wesley Patterson ignored the messages from the USGS, but his seismic detector on Mt. Baker had registered a significant disturbance deep beneath his sleeping volcano. His personal seismic activity center was his workshop, near the Mt. Baker National Forest and State Park, where he had studied the volcano for ten years. The problem was the activity was coming from several thousand feet beneath the surface, and that could only occur if the sleeping giant was awakening because of new tectonic activity.

He studied the picture on a thirty-two-inch flat screen television sitting on a beat-up wooden desk, and it displayed the seismometer reading recorded during the event. What puzzled him was the absence of major seismic activity. Why, then, was it affecting his mountain?

He rewound the recording back to the time of the event in Victoria and moved the cursor to an area just past the end of the sensor needle. He clicked the mouse to zoom in on the black line, and when he saw the magnified view, he leaned back in his chair and released a slow sigh of astonishment. “What is going on?”

He switched the image on the screen to the seismometer for Mt. Rainer. There had been no activity, which was not possible. He switched back to the image from Mt. Baker, then leaned back in his chair and stroked his long brown beard.

He glanced over at the ringing phone, saw it was the USGS, and pressed decline. He stood and put his weathered hat over his shaggy hair, then turned off the monitor and headed out of his shop.

***
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BOZEMAN MONTANA:

Alex Cave threw a yellow tennis ball for his dog to chase and then grabbed the ringing phone from his front pants pocket. As he walked up onto the back porch and sat in one of the green plastic chairs, he recognized the caller ID from the USGS headquarters in Washington and answered. “This is Alex Cave.”

“Hello, Mr. Cave. I’m Sharon Aniston, from the USGS in Seattle. Sorry to bother you, but we’ve had a major seismic event in this area. It did significant damage to Victoria earlier today and we’ve just had another event in the San Juan Islands. This may sound impossible, but they did not register as major earthquakes. None of our people know what caused them, and we’re worried it could be a prelude to a major event in the Pacific Northwest.”

“I live in Montana, so I’m not sure what I can do to help.”

“We have a mutual friend in Yellowstone National Park. Jerry Mercer spoke highly of you and said you were the one person he could count on when all other ideas fail. I was hoping you could help me with this problem.”

“Jerry is exaggerating, but I’ll make some calls and try to figure out what happened.”

“Thanks, Mr. Cave.”

When Alex turned off his phone, his dark brows bunched together in thought. He grew up in the Pacific Northwest and there was very little seismic activity there. Still, the amount of energy required to destroy an entire city could only be on a tectonic level. So, why didn’t it register as an earthquake?

There was a man he had met at a conference in Iceland three months ago who lived in Washington, and his particular field was volcanism, the study of volcanoes, and was currently studying the activity in the Pacific Northwest.

His dog, Barney, ran up the steps and dropped the ball at his feet. He grabbed it and stood. As he hurled it toward a running stream, he remembered his friend Sonja was with them and smiled. After the man left had them in the lounge, Sonja had commented about his long beard and shaggy hair. He suddenly grinned.
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PACIFIC OCEAN, 60 MILES WEST OF VANCOUVER ISLAND, CANADA:

Mike Tanner stepped out from the bridge of the Mystic to the railing and stared down at the open deck on the stern. An hour ago, the ultrasound unit on the ship had located a large deposit of methane hydrate, and he had sent his two-person submarine called the Wizard down to retrieve a sample.

He bent over and leaned his arms on the railing behind the bridge while listening to the quiet humming from the hydraulic pump. The extension arm on the hoist raised a fifteen-foot long white submarine from the ocean, and then water dribbled across the dull-gray deck as the submarine was swung around and placed into a storage bracket on the left side of the stern.

A moment later, the winch shut down and Mike straightened up from the railing to look at the slim Scandinavian man standing beside him. “I hope they have some good news.”

Captain John Dieter smirked at his boss. He had waited years for an opportunity like this, but it was not just to be the captain of the Mystic searching for methane. He had a far grander need for this ship and its submarine. For now, he would play the part as the dutiful captain and friend. “It appears your new unit is working as promised, Mike,” he said with a slight accent.

They walked down the outside stairs to the deck and across to the submarine, where the deckhand, Leroy Bartram, leaned a white fiberglass ladder against the side of the sub. Both men heard the sound of the hatch being opened and watched a young scientist, Lisa Harding, climb up through the opening on top of the submarine.

Lisa waved down at Mike and Dieter, waiting on the deck below. “It’s kinda what we expected, Mike,” she hollered, and then turned around to climb backward down the ladder.

Mike smiled at the short legs of the young woman. “I’m glad Rita’s new transducer worked as expected” She turned around to face him with concern in her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m not sure. There’s something else mixed in with the methane.”

“Is it dangerous?” Dieter inquired.

Lisa smiled and shook her head no. “Oh, no, not at all. The methane has an odd color, but it’s not dangerous.”

They heard the hatch close as a physically fit operator stepped on top of the sub. O’Conna ran his hand through his shaggy blond hair, then turned around and climbed down the ladder. When he reached the bottom, he saw the concern in Mike’s eyes “I have a recording you’re gonna wanna to see. We saw something strange going on with the methane, and we’re not sure what is happening down there.”

Mike stared up at the solidly built man, and was even more curious about the methane. “Josh is waiting for us in the lounge. Let’s go take a look.”

They followed Mike across the open deck, then through the double-doors into the large lounge and dining area. Joshua Mason unfolded his body from a chair like a bear coming out of hibernation. “I hear you found the mother lode. I get stock options for this, don’t I, boss?”

“Don’t count your money just yet. Unless you’re insinuating I’m not paying you enough?”

For a moment, Josh thought Mike was serious. “No, that’s not . . .” He smiled when Mike smirked.

Mike pointed at O’Conna. “He has a recording we need to see.”

Joshua took the flash drive from O’Conna and inserted it into the computer on his desk, and then a fifty-eight-inch flat-screen television mounted to the wall came on. The picture from the recording appeared on the screen, and the brilliant lights from the submarine illuminated the gray-green frozen slab of methane on the ocean floor. The massive, oval-shaped block was roughly 300-feet-long, 200-feet-wide, and close to twenty feet thick. Oddly, it appeared to be growing upward from a long, large crack in the ocean floor.

Lisa walked over to stand next to the television and pointed at the chunk. “What has me concerned is the green color. It could be some type of algae. Hey. Maybe we’ve found a new species that lives in methane.”

“Here it comes,” said O’Conna. “We saw this on our approach. Keep an eye on the area beyond the methane.”

A mass of white bubbles wobbled up beyond the slab, and everyone turned to Lisa for an explanation, so she shrugged. “I have no idea. At that temperature and pressure, the methane can’t be melting on its own.” She held up a small silver tube. “I’ll take this sample of the methane to my lab for analysis. Who knows? Maybe the strange color is a new type of organism, and the bubbles are a waste product. Isn’t this exciting?”

Mike followed Lisa out of the lounge and across the walkway into her laboratory. She sat in front of her worktable and screwed the end of the pressurized stainless steel cylinder into the mass spectrometer. When she entered a command into the computer, she saw the results.

Mike noticed her puzzled expression. “Is something wrong?”

“Yes. There’s something wrong with the composition of the methane. It contains large amounts of nasty chemicals, like carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide, fluorocarbons, and sulfur dioxide. Those elements are only found in the atmosphere, not underwater and I can’t explain why they’re in the methane, darn it.”

Mike leaned back against the worktable. “What do we do?”

“I really don’t know. As far as using it for an alternative power source, it’s too contaminated to be worth the trouble of retrieving.”

“Okay, I can live with that. Still, I’d like to know more about those bubbles. You mentioned it might be a new life form.”

“I think the bubbles were coming up through the methane and not from behind it.”

“I’ll talk to O’Conna about going back down for a closer look, and we’ll take the remote rover to explore the area. It can maneuver around the methane much faster than the sub can.”

“You won’t make any money that way.”

“I don’t really care about the money. I have more than I could ever spend. I just want to satisfy my curiosity and discover new things. If I can solve some of the world’s problems while I’m doing it, that’s great. Like you said, maybe it’s a new life form, and the bubbles are part of its metabolism. If it attracts those chemical elements you mentioned from the atmosphere, maybe it could help clean up our mess.”

“I agree. We’ll need a sample from a bubble to learn more, and we should do an ultrasound with the new rover unit. The one here on the ship only found the methane for us, but it couldn’t penetrate deep enough to tell us how far down it extends. Maybe the rest of the methane in the crack would be worth recovering. Give me a little more time, and I’ll go back down with O’Conna.”

“Why should you have all the fun? This time I’m going down.”

Lisa smiled up at Mike. Sometimes her boss reminded her of a fifty-year-old boy. He wasn’t what people would consider handsome, but decent looking. “You just want to play with your new toy.”

He headed back toward the lounge and paused in the doorway to look over his shoulder to smile at her. “That’s the best part of being the boss.”

***
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O’Conna checked the gauges inside the submarine one last time, and then checked the rearview mirror. Mike was sitting directly behind him, with a wide grin and a sparkle in his eyes, so O’Conna keyed his headset microphone. “Hey, Mystic, the Wizard is headed down.”

Mike felt the G-force as O’Conna engaged the rear thrusters and they were finally underway. He was excited about operating the new remote-controlled rover; one of three carried on the Mystic. Each had been designed by the ship’s engineer for a specific purpose.

Mike could see O’Conna’s reflection in the mirror. “You never told me what you did after you graduated from college. That was eight years ago, wasn’t it?”

O’Conna liked Mike, and wished he could tell him he had worked for the CIA, but it was classified. “Let’s just say I traveled a lot. Places you’ve probably never heard of.”

Mike knew how tight-lipped O’Conna was about his past. When he had signed the contract to work for him, he had put the letter ‘F’ for a first name without an explanation, and insisted everyone just called him O’Conna. He still didn’t know what the F stood for.

***
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Twenty minutes later, at a depth of 3,900 feet, the greenish white slab of methane hydrate appeared through the front window. O’Conna maneuvered the sub to a level area and then set it down on the seafloor. “It’s all yours, Mike.”

Mike set the computer tablet on his lap and watched the video display from the rover on a small screen mounted to the back of O’Conna’s chair. He pressed the button to release the latches and then maneuvered the rover forward to the methane and maneuvered down to the edge of the block. That’s when they noticed a change in color. The methane was divided horizontally by a six-inch-thick layer of black material.

Lisa’s voice came through his headset. “Could you zoom in a little closer, Mike?”

“How’s that?”

“That’s good.”

Above the black line, the green-tinted ice was a mixture of methane and other gases they had sampled. Below the line, transparent ice disappeared down into the crack in the seabed.

“What do you make of that, Lisa?”

“I’d say the lower ice is made of purified water, but that’s impossible. Maneuver over the center and we’ll do an ultrasound.”

“Understood.”

Mike maneuvered the rover to the center of the piece and slowly brought it down onto the surface. “Here we go, 3, 2, 1, on.”

Brilliant pale blue light flashed in front of the sub for a fraction of a second. O’Conna blinked several times, trying to remove the blue dot from his vision, but it seemed burned into his retinas.

Something slammed into the sub, tossing it around like a toy and bouncing it against the seafloor. O’Conna struggled to regain control as the sub rolled over and over through the water away from the methane, but the disorientation made his efforts useless.

The spinning tossed Mike out of his seat and pinned him against the wall of the sub. The turbulent action made him nauseous, and he fought desperately to hold it down.

The sub bounced end over end across the seafloor before finally slamming onto the seabed, then it slid through the muddy sediment for a few seconds before settling on the ocean floor.
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CHARS HELICOPTER. ARCTIC ICE SHEET:

“This is ridiculous, Sonja. I can’t stand just sitting here waiting to freeze to death. If we had a deck of cards, at least we’d have something to do.”

Brilliant blue light flashed inside the ice, as the air was ripped open by a bolt of blue lightning shooting up from behind the helicopter. Tom felt the aircraft slide on the surface, so he shoved the throttle forward as he pulled up on the collective, and his bird climbed into the air.

The blue light blinked off, and Tom swung the aircraft away from the ice, then smiled at Sonja, grateful they were free. When he turned the helicopter around to see what was going on, his jaw dropped open as he tried to comprehend what was happening to the ocean. The water below the wall began to fracture.

Frost spread from the cracks with incredible speed as the ocean transformed into a massive ice sheet spreading across the water at eighteen miles per second. The northern end of the elevated ice sheet began moving south across the ocean as newly frozen water pushed against the original Arctic ice sheet.

Tom gained altitude to watch the expanding ice and noticed most of the freezing was extending south. He had to increase their altitude to see the far southern edge as it continued to expand for nearly sixty miles before it abruptly stopped.

The explosions erupting from the surface were powerful enough to shake the helicopter as the new sheet of clear ice began to rise out of the ocean, shoving the old, smaller block of ice higher into the air. When it stopped rising, Tom rotated the helicopter 360 degrees to see the extent of the freezing. The southern end of the Arctic ice sheet was now approximately 1,000 square miles larger, extending south, deeper into the Beaufort and East Siberian Seas, like a pyramid of transparent ice.

Tom studied the ice sheet. “Can you believe that just happened?”

“That is the problem, Tom. Nothing can freeze that volume of ocean so fast.”

“I don’t mean to argue, but something just did.”

“It was not a natural occurrence. Did you notice the perfect ninety-degree angle of the top edge of the ice? Nothing in nature is naturally that precise.”

Tom noticed a small silhouette of something red and white near the eastern edge of the ice sheet. “I think that’s a ship. We’d better go see if they’re okay.”

Tom applied full power to the engine, and then the nose of the helicopter dipped down as their speed increased. As they closed the distance, they saw a large cargo ship trapped in the surface of the new ice sheet.

Sonja saw small, dark outlines moving around on the deck of the cargo freighter and leaned forward in her seat. “They are climbing out of the ship! Call them on the radio. Hurry and let them know not to get out of the ship or they will freeze to the ice!”

“The radio doesn’t work, remember?”

“We are a long distance from the GPS unit now, so maybe it will work this time.”

Tom reached down and changed the radio frequency. “This is the CHARS research helicopter, calling the red and white ship trapped in the ice. Come in, please.” No one answered. “I say again, this is the CHARS helicopter calling the red and white ship trapped in the ice. Please come in. The radio signal must still be jammed.”

“Can we go faster?”

“We’re already at full speed. Let’s hope they realize what’s happening.”

Sonja could distinguish several people standing at the ship’s railing. “We might be too late.”

***
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Captain Zoloft was surprised when crewmember Olaf Straus screamed in agony as he stepped down onto the unusual ice surrounding his ship. Frost spread up his legs, covering his thighs and hips. When it reached his chest, his mouth was open, but the screams were silent as it spread long his arms and up his neck. His face glistened in the sunlight, leaving the captain and the rest of the crew speechless.

The ship shuddered while rising into the air. When it stopped, Olaf’s body toppled over, shattering into hundreds of red pieces across the frozen surface. 

***
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Tom pressed the button on his headset. “Calling the ship stranded on the ice. This is CHARS research helicopter approaching your vessel. Please come in.”

“I see you, CHARS. What the hell just happened?”

“Do not step onto the ice because your feet will freeze to the surface.” Tom waited for a response. “Did you hear me?”

“Yes, but it’s too late. My men are bringing his remains back on board right now. They do not seem to have any problems walking around, so I guess once the ice stops rising, the surface is not as cold.”

“I’m sorry we weren’t able to contact you sooner. Can you call for help?”

“We just did, and they are sending a helicopter to pick us up.”

“Good luck. Okay, Sonja. What’s next?”

“We go back and tell Peter what happened, because it will not sound believable over the radio.”

“I wouldn’t believe what just happened if I hadn’t seen it.”

As Tom swung the helicopter around on a northeast heading back to Cambridge Bay, Sonja stared out the side window at the two-layer pyramid racing past below them. “The world is in big trouble.”

***
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CHARS. CAMBRIDGE BAY, NUNAVUT:

Sonja sat across the desk from Peter Hendrix and explained what had happened. “Do you know anyone who could explain this?”

He indicated he didn’t. “It is hard enough just to describe what happened, much less put a label on it. Who would we contact? You are the leading glaciologist.”

“Perhaps, but I do not know how sea water could freeze that fast. That question is for physicists, not glaciologists. Whatever caused this did it twice.”

“I wonder what effect this will have on the atmosphere. Maybe the planet will cool down again.”

Sonja stood. “It happened too quickly. Nothing good can come from this. I have a friend in the United States who is well connected to the scientific community. I will explain it to him and see what he says. He would know who to contact, and I will call you when I have answers.”

Sonja walked out of the administrative building and across the compound to the research facilities. They included laboratories and living quarters for the research scientists from all parts of the world, now stationed at CHARS. The structures were originally built to study the ice cap, and the accommodations were designed against the cold, but now, because of global warming and the reduction in the size of the ice sheet, it was comfortable with the windows open.

Sonja realized the new ice sheet was already influencing the temperature, so she zipped up her lightweight jacket against the sudden chill in the air. She thought perhaps Peter was correct, but it was happening too fast. She also knew the planet was a living entity and had always reacted violently to sudden changes.

***
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MONTANA STATE COLLEGE:

Alex’s cell phone rang, and he recognized the ID as Sonja Hanspevin, in Northeast Canada. He had met the attractive blond Icelander at a conference three months ago, and they had enjoyed drinks at the hotel bar before he flew home the next morning.

“Hi, Sonja. This is a coincidence.”

“Hallo, Alex. Good of you to take my call. It seems we have a serious problem with the Arctic ice sheet.”

He loved her accent. “What kind of problem?”

“The elevation and size of the ice sheet have increased dramatically.”

Alex stared at the world map on the wall. “How long ago?”

“It happened twice today. Once in the morning, and again two hours later. It is difficult to describe, and I wish I had a recording to show you. It froze 1,000 square kilometers of ocean in only three minutes. What is even stranger, the ice is transparent.”

Alex stood and paced in front of the map, staring at the polar region north of Canada. “Who have you contacted about this?”

“That is the problem. I do not know who to contact. I was hoping you would know someone.”

Alex thought about it. “I don’t know anyone, either, but I’ll do what I can. Do you remember that man we met at the conference that looked like a hermit? Wesley Patterson?”

“I remember him. He had strange looking hair and beard.”

“Something unusual is happened pacific northwest and I’ve been asked to help discover the cause. I’m hoping he might have an idea about what’s going on. I’ll let you know if I learn anything about the freezing.”

“Thank you.”

Alex entered Patterson’s number and was asked to leave a message, so he did. A few seconds later, it rang, and he recognized Patterson’s number. “Hello, Mr. Patterson. Thanks for calling me back so soon.”

“Hi, Alex. I remember you from the convention in Iceland, but I didn’t know you were Robert’s son until I got home. I live up the mountain from your Ranch. Don’t you work for the government?”

“Not anymore. I’m an instructor at a college in Bozeman, Montana.”

“Good. I don’t work with the government anymore. What can I do for you?”

“I’m calling about that seismic event in Victoria. I was told it was not an earthquake and I’ve been asked to find out what happened, so I wanted to get your opinion about what might have caused it.”

“Any chance you can fly out here to Washington? There’s something you need to see.”

Alex checked his desk calendar. His students were leaving to study the Yellowstone volcano with his friend Jerry Mercer for the rest of the week, and with the state holiday next Monday, he had seven days until he was due back at the college. “I’ll fly out today and call you when I reach Sparrow Valley.”

“Good. I look forward to it.”

Alex made a quick call to the dean of the college to let her know where he was headed. When he called the airport, he was lucky enough to get the last available seat on a flight to Seattle, Washington.
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Chapter 6
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THE SUB:

There was no sound inside he small craft, and O’Conna was hanging sideways with only his seatbelt keeping him from falling out of the chair. When the blue dot in his vision faded enough for him to see again, he reached up and grabbed the steering arm, relieved when the sub responded and brought it upright on the seafloor, but did not see his companion in the rearview mirror. “Mike! Are you hurt?”

Mike pushed away from the wall and dropped into the chair. “I don’t think so. Remind me to use my seat belt next time.”

Even with the sub’s powerful exterior lights, O’Conna could not see through the roiling cloud of gray silt. He engaged the thrusters, and the sub rose above the swirling muck, drifting away from the block of methane, and then keyed his headset. “Are you there, Lisa?”

“I’m here. What just happened? All we could see was bright blue light.”

“Mike and I went for a rough ride. We’re headed back to the ship so I can check for any damage.”

“Are you guys okay?”

“We’re alive. See you shortly.”

When the sub passed over the methane, O’Conna noticed white bubbles rising from the fracture at the bottom of the ocean. When he didn’t see their little machine, he glanced at Mike’s reflection. “I can’t locate the rover. Are you getting a picture on your screen?”

Mike’s hands were shaking as he tapped the side of the screen in the back of the headrest, but it remained dark. He cautiously felt around the floor until he found the computer tablet, brought it up onto his lap, and entered a few commands. “No, and the controller got banged up a little. I’ll try sending it to the surface, and Harrison will pick it up in the motorboat.”

Mike entered a command, and the rover climbed up out of the silt and began its return to the ship. It was one of the upgrades to all the rovers.

O’Conna keyed his headset. “I hope you got all that, Lisa.”

“Yes. Can you get a sample of the bubbles?”

“Not this time. Something crazy is going on down here, and I want to get back to the surface before something in the sub breaks. I’ll see you on the ship.”

***
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MYSTIC:

Joshua was waiting on the stern, rocking from foot to foot while waiting for Harrison and Bartram to set the sub in the storage bracket. He leaned the ladder against the side of the Wizard and looked up as Mike climbed out of the hatch first. “I sure am glad you two didn’t get hurt.”

Mike turned around and climbed backward down the ladder, then stepped off and released a deep sigh of relief. “It’s great to be out of the water again. I thought we were going to die down there. I hope it was as good a recording as it was live.”

“It wasn’t that great for me, boss. We couldn’t really see anything because of the silt.”

O’Conna closed the hatch and climbed down the ladder to join them. “We were hit by a tsunami, and the ultrasound should not have caused that to happen. Since Rita isn’t here right now to diagnose her creation, let’s go talk to Lisa. Maybe she knows something to explain what’s going on.”

***
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They walked into Lisa’s lab and she rewound the recording until she found the moment when the blue light appeared. When she enhanced the image from the ultrasound, she noticed something unexpected and pointed at the picture. “That clear ice under the methane is 1,000 feet deep, and it looks like there’s something at the bottom. Watch this.”

Lisa used the mouse to zoom in until it was visible, but all she saw was an oblong object. “That’s the best picture I can get using the ultrasound. Whatever it is, it appears to have been down there since the crack first opened.”

O’Conna was more worried about what he had felt. “When that blue light appeared, something down there created a pressure wave that slammed into the sub. Once I make sure the sub’s okay, we should go back down and try to figure out what happened.”
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Chapter 7
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SEATTLE, WASHINGTON:

Alex stared out the window at the Cascade Mountain Range as his commercial jet swung around on final approach to Seattle-Tacoma International Airport. The glaciers on Mt. Rainier and Mt. Baker looked much smaller because of the greenhouse effect, and the pilot announced the temperature in Seattle was eighty-nine degrees Fahrenheit. He tried to see the San Juan Islands and Victoria, but the elevation of the aircraft was too high to see any discernible features.

After landing, he rented a car and drove north on Interstate 5, and an hour later, he took the off-ramp toward Mt. Baker. The two-lane highway began climbing a gradual grade up the side of the mountain until he drove down into a vast expanse of flat land called Sparrow Valley, which was once the bottom of a massive lake on the side of Mt. Baker.

He pulled over into a picnic area and selected Wesley’s number. “I’m here, Mr. Patterson.”

“Good. I live up past the State Park, but there’s a little mom-and-pop grocery store just up the road from the entrance. I’ll meet you there.”

“Yes, I remember it from when I was a kid. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

Alex tossed his phone onto the passenger seat and drove down into the valley. Once he reached the bottom, he drove along the two-lane highway following a small river.

When he drove past the only grocery store, he noticed the large white sign on the side of the red brick wall. This year’s high school track-and-field meet was against their number one rival, Darrington High School. The games would be hosted by Sparrow Valley High this year, on Friday, at 4:00 PM.

He remembered how fierce the competition had been while he grew up in the valley. At least a hundred visitors would drive up the mountain from Darrington just to see all the sports events, and the Sparrow Valley community went down the mountain when the games were in Darrington.

He drove onto the shoulder of the road, next to a bridge over the river. On the other side, the asphalt road continued for two miles before becoming a dirt road, which ended at the Cave Appaloosa Ranch, his boyhood home.

Because of the strange circumstances of the death of his brother and sister-in-law, Ken and Doreen Cave, he thought perhaps it was because his past had caught up with him. While working for the CIA in Holland, the Russian mafia had tried to kill him, but instead murdered his wife, Sevi. Losing his true love had driven him crazy, and he had gone on a killing spree against those responsible. That was five years ago, but the Russian mafia never forgets, so he suspected they took their vengeance out on his family.

Even though the police reported it as a vehicular accident, his father, Robert, suspected he was the reason they were killed. He also knew Robert would never forgive him for their deaths, so he did not even try to mend things between them. He would never consider going home again, were it not for his nephew and niece, who were living with his father on the ranch.

He pulled back onto the road, and when he reached the other side of Sparrow Valley, the highway gained elevation as he continued up Mt. Baker. Twenty minutes later, he drove into the parking area in front of the old grocery store, and the two orange gas pumps and the neon signs in the windows were just as he remembered as a young man.

He parked next to a dark green Humvee with a tall suspension package and wide tires, then climbed out and went into the store. He smiled at the pleasant aroma of bread, spices, and coffee, which had permeated the wood walls and ceiling over the past sixty years. Even the shelving looked the same, with updated versions of the same supplies.

Standing next to the old wooden counter was a big man, who turned to look at him. Wesley Patterson’s long, shaggy brown hair protruded beneath a sweat-stained cowboy hat, just as he remembered from the seminar in Iceland. As he walked up and extended his hand, he could barely see the man’s mouth behind the thick beard. “It’s nice to see you again, Mr. Patterson.”

Patterson smiled as he accepted the handshake. “Wesley will do,” he said in a slow, deep voice.

A slender, silver-haired woman came around the counter and smiled up at Alex. “I haven’t seen you in twenty years, but I recognize those blue eyes.”

It took a moment before Alex recognized the store owner and then smiled at Carrie Sorenson. “It’s nice to see you again, Ma’am. How are you doing?”

Carrie remembered the last time she had seen Alex was when he had stopped at the store to buy a six-pack of beer on his way up to the reservoir to go fishing with his brother and father. There were a few new scars on his tanned, ruggedly handsome face since then, but his shiny black hair and thick, dark eyebrows were what she remembered most. The difference was in his deep blue eyes. They expressed a sense of sorrow, unlike the sparkle of enthusiasm when he was a young man. “I’m doing just fine, Alex. The last I heard, you lived in Montana. What brings you out this way?”

“I came to see Wesley.”

Carrie looked up at Patterson. “I didn’t know you knew Alex.”

“We only met briefly three months ago, when I went to Iceland. Let’s go to my place, Alex. There’s something I want to show you.”

“Is it very far? I still need to find a place to stay for the night.”

Carrie was surprised. “Aren’t you going to stay at your home?”

“I’m not welcome anymore.”

“We heard about the accident with your brother and his wife. I’m sorry, Alex. Why doesn’t Robert want to see you?”

“It’s a long story.”

Wesley could tell Alex didn’t want to talk about it. “Listen. Once I show you what I’ve discovered, you won’t want to leave right away. I have a guest room you can stay in, if you like?”

“I accept. It’s nice to see you again, Miss Sorenson.”

Alex followed Wesley out of the grocery store and they climbed into their vehicles, then Alex followed the Humvee up a dirt road behind the store. The single lane road twisted up the mountain, through a thick forest of evergreens. It was cool enough he lowered the windows, and took a deep sniff of pine-scented air. They turned onto a short side road and over a stream by using an interesting-looking bridge and then continued on a less used road.

Twenty minutes later, he followed Wesley into a large green meadow with a small lake. They parked in a graveled area between a modest cabin covered with cedar shake siding and a matching barn a short distance from the edge of the water.

Wesley climbed out of his Humvee and tossed his hat through the open window onto the seat. The geese on the lake honked at them while he waited for Alex to climb out of his rental car. “What do you think of my little piece of heaven?”

Alex hadn’t realized how high up the side of the mountain he was until he saw the Pacific Ocean through a gap between the fir trees. He also noticed how much cooler it was at this altitude. “This is fantastic.”

“I know. You’re one of the few people I let up here. What I want to show you is in the barn.”

When Alex turned back, he noticed both roofs were covered in solar panels, but the barn had large skylights in the center. He strolled beside Wesley to the rear side of the building and waited while Wesley unlocked the door, and then followed him inside and abruptly stopped to look around.

Straight ahead, an array of modern electronic equipment was mounted in a metal frame, six inches from the rear wall. Behind the rack of electronics, a bundle of cables went up to the open wood beams across the ceiling, where four satellite dishes were aimed in different directions through a section of clear panels in the roof.

In the large open space on his left was a trailer holding a fourteen-foot aluminum boat with a gas outboard motor. What drew his attention was the two-person yellow snowcat with black rubber tracks sitting on a trailer.

Wesley had continued over to a beat-up desk, then sat in a brown leather swivel chair and entered several commands on a computer keyboard. The picture on the television was from a video camera focused on a seismographic sensor arm drawing a black line from top to bottom on the screen. A digital clock was displayed on the upper left corner, next to a straight black line, indicating no abnormal seismic activity.

“Alex, you’ll find this interesting.”

Alex moved to a chair at the end of the desk, sat down, and stared at the TV as the seconds scrolled across the clock. “What am I looking at?”

“I’m going to rewind back to when I detected an unusual seismic event.” Wesley studied the clock counting backward while the image remained the same. When the clock reached 9:00 A.M., he hit pause. “Notice anything unusual?”

Alex studied the readout. “No, it looks like nothing happened.”

“That’s right. Now watch carefully.”

Wesley moved the mouse pointer to a small area just past the seismometer needle and zoomed in. Now magnified, Alex saw a gap in the line. “What happened?”

Wesley leaned back in his chair and frowned at Alex. “It didn’t vibrate like an earthquake. The needle just jumped off the paper for an instant.”

Alex also leaned back in his chair, surprised by the magnitude of what he had just seen. “Any idea what could have caused that needle to bounce?”

Wesley slowly shook his head no. “I have a theory, but nothing I can prove.”

“It would take an enormous amount of energy to force a fault line to expand.”

“I agree. Something might have occurred beneath the mantle, but my idea about what could have caused it to rise like that is only a theory.”

They felt a small thud in the concrete floor, then heard a quiet beeping tone and stared at the television while Wesley typed another command into the computer. The picture now showed two different seismograph pictures side by side, each with a small wavy black line above the ink pens.

“What’s going on, Wesley?”

“The left is Baker. The right one is Mt. Rainier. These are readings from my own sensors, and they’re more sensitive than the ones the government uses. The problem is these events should not affect my volcanoes. That’s the basis for my theory.”

“How can you tell the difference?”

“Because that’s what my sensors do best. The one I had at Mt. St. Helens indicated the eruption would happen in three days. I told the USGS, but they wouldn’t listen to me because I was unknown to them. I was right, so to hell with them. I do my own research now.”

“Are you saying we’re going to have an eruption?”

“No. At least, not right away. If they continue, it will definitely increase the possibility. Especially if they get greater in magnitude. Whatever is causing this has to be sub-tectonic, and there’s nothing we can do about it. I’ll keep an eye on the activity, and hopefully, there won’t be another seismic event.”

“We have to figure out why this is happening. If it only happened one time, I’d say it was odd. Two times is a different matter and indicates it could happen again.”

Wesley swung his chair around and got up. “Not much more we can do right now. I set the alarm to beep at the cabin if anything happens, so let’s go inside and you can fix us some dinner.”

“Sounds good. Don’t you cook?”

“Not if someone else can do it.”

They walked out of the barn, and Alex stopped long enough to grab his bag from the trunk. He took one more look at the Puget Sound through the gap in the trees and then followed Wesley into the cabin.
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MYSTIC:

Lisa saw a reflection on the computer monitor, spun her chair around, and frowned up at O’Conna standing in the doorway to her lab. “None of this makes any sense, darn it. I can’t figure out how that could be pure ice below the methane.”

O’Conna leaned against the doorframe. “The ice is a problem, all right, but I’m more concerned about what hit us in the sub.” He could see her frustration. “Dinner’s ready. Let’s get something to eat.”

Lisa stood, and O’Conna followed her across the walkway. When they entered the lounge, the aroma of hot spices filled the air. They saw the rest of the crew walking past the kitchen serving counter, so they continued across the room to join the others filling their plates.

O’Conna stood beside Harrison, who was a crusty old sailor with a face made of leather from being on the water most of his life. “Smells like your kind of food. Hot and spicy.”

Harrison smiled and exposed his yellowed teeth. “Since my taste buds ain’t what they used to be, the hotter the better.”

Joshua stepped back to let Lisa get close to the counter, then grinned at the pile of food on the plate of the ship’s deckhand. Leroy Bartram was a skinny twenty-four-year-old with remnants of a bad case of acne. He also did the routine maintenance and cleanup, and any small tasks needed on the ship. “As much as you eat, I’m surprised you’re not as fat as me.”

Bartram noticed everyone grinning at him, bet he didn’t smile. “That’s because all of you are working me to death.”

They all stopped grinning as the young man hurried out of the dining room. They continued filling their plates, and once everyone was seated and well into their meal, Lisa decided to tell everyone her idea.

“I think we caused a disturbance in the fracture under the methane when we fired the ultrasound. I believe the tsunami was caused by that object at the bottom reflecting the signal back to us, so we need to drill down through the ice to find out what’s in that crack.”

O’Conna was not so sure. “If you’re right and we caused this, I don’t think we should try anything else until we have more information. I’m going to call a friend of mine about it. He’s a geophysics teacher in Montana, but he has a lot of connections.”

Mike brushed his white paper napkin across his lips and set it on the table. “I agree with O’Conna. We should check this out before we try anything drastic, like drilling. In the meantime, I’m going to have the Discovery leave port and start heading in our direction. I’m not saying we’re going to drill down into the ice just yet, but since I’m paying for it anyway, I want to have it nearby, just in case.”

Harrison reached over the table, grabbed the dish containing the spicy red sauce, and poured some over his chicken and pasta. “I was up on the bridge when that happened down below, and I saw something on the surface of the water a short distance from the ship.”

“Can you describe it?” O’Conna asked.

“It was just a large circle of neon blue light about thirty feet in diameter on the surface of the water, and I could tell it was shining up from below. It only lasted a fraction of a second, and I was lucky to be looking in the right direction.”

O’Conna indicated he agreed Harrison was lucky to see it. “I was wondering if it could be seen on the surface.”

“It would’ve looked pretty impressive at night,” Harrison added.

O’Conna stood and picked up his plate and utensils. “I’m going outside to make my call.”

***
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O’Conna strolled out onto the stern of the ship and leaned against the large white post near the back edge of the deck, then stared down into the clear water. He could tell Mike was more shaken up about being tossed around in the sub than he was showing, and realized he was a little unnerved, too. The energy released by that object during the ultrasound test seemed unreal, and he wondered where something like that could have come from.

He took a deep sniff
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