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Synopsis: The Fate Of Humanity Rests In Her
Hands: When a scientist and his assistant visit a formerly
shuttered and remote temporal research station in a remote part of
Alaska, they learn the true purpose of their visit. At least, one
of them does.
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"Can I help fly the plane?" asked Carrie,
grinning and pointing at a spot on the control panel that was
glutted with instruments.

Dr. Hector Wing sat up in the pilot's chair
with nervous alarm and mockingly knocked her hand away. "Stop it
this instant!" he stage shouted, barely able to contain his
aggravation.

The flight from Anchorage wasn't terribly
long, but their journey from California to Alaska comprised several
legs. Two hours had now passed as they were tossed around their
chairs in the small flight cabin.

"I could have done this all by myself. I'm
beginning to regret bringing you with me," Wing said in an offhand
tone.

Her grin faded. That comment seemed unfairly
cold, considering their journey's odd circumstances. This was what
the outgoing work-study secretary had warned her about: A man
concerned with no one but himself.

 


 


As soon as he got the call that the Noatak
Research Station was to be declassified to qualifying investigative
personnel, Professor Wing chartered a plane to Anchorage with the
intent on flying himself the rest of the way with his newfound
assistant in tow. The window of opportunity to visit Noatak was
slim; autumn was approaching and the gathering storms threatened to
bury the station for another nine months.

The call itself was quite brief and
unexpected. Only eight days ago, Carrington Albright sat at Cal
Tech's Physics Department’s secretary’s desk on a boring afternoon,
just days before the fall semester, fulfilling necessary work-study
credit and picking at her nail polish. It was time to repaint them.
The phone rang and she picked it up.

“Wing, please,” said the fair, measured tone
of an older woman.

“Hello, sure, okay, one second, please,” said
Carrie. She hit the button to patch the phone through to Wing’s
office. He answered and Carrie remained on the line, listening in
silence out of curiosity.

“Dr. Wing, I’m the caretaker of the Noatak
Research Station in Alaska.”

"Noatak?” said Wing after picking it back up.
He voiced a sharp, incredulous snort. “Have the aliens arrived
yet?”

“Not exactly, but the conditions here will
still interest you, I think.”

“Tell me: What might I find to be so
interesting at a shuttered research facility in the middle of
nowhere, Alaska?”

“I can’t tell you directly. But I can tell
you that this call is in direct response to the findings you
published last year in Applied Temporal Physics. If you’re not
interested, I can move on. We just thought we’d call you--”

“Hold on," Wing interrupted. "Be straight
with me; have you detected a temporal disturbance in the
vicinity?”

“Dr. Wing, Noatak sits on a temporal
inturbance field the size of a national park.”

Carrie heard the receiver drop and clatter to
the desk. Wing picked it back up.

“I’ll be there within a week. My department
can pay to indulge me, for once. Where am I to meet you?”

“Do you have a pen ready?”

“One moment. Let me put the secretary
on.”

Carrie heard the thunk of the receiver
hitting the desk again, and she scrambled to hang up her own as
quickly and gently as possible. Just as she pushed her chair away
from the desk with a squeaky whine, Wing curved his head around the
door jam and told her to get a pen and not miss a single word.

He returned to the phone. “Okay, let’s have
the details.”

What followed was a brief conversation
describing Noatak’s location, the necessary steps to travel there,
and the supplies they’d need to bring.

After the caretaker indicated that was all,
Wing added without hesitation, “You know, I'm not surprised you
chose me.”

Carrie frowned. She liked the man enough--he
was competent as a boss--but heard his turgid ego enough times to
let it aggravate her.

“Trust me,” said the caretaker, “I’m not at
all surprised myself.”

“And what did you say the organization was
who has oversight on all of this?”

“Goodbye, Wing. I’ll see you up here in a
week. And bring your assistant.”

Unfortunately, as it was the end of the
summer, Wing had no assistant. The entire campus was vacant
actually, except for Carrie, a young English major working at the
Physics department desk, assiduously taking phone calls and filing
letters in faculty mailboxes but possessing no scientific
training.

Wing explained the situation’s urgency and
Carrie balked only for a second at his proposition, even when he
said it was too short to count as an independent study. Her family
had recently moved and she had few friends around campus. It was
not a difficult decision.

 


 


She now sat next to him in the small
two-seater as they jostled in the air.

"We almost crashed the last time you touched
something," he added, as if his explanation of known events would
soften his tone.

Carrie frowned and turned her head to resume
the position that stiffened her neck over the last few hours.
Looking at the same, blanketed expanse of snow in every direction
offered Carrie only an empty canvas off which to fire her racing
thoughts. She pulled her parka tight against her body and the two
bounced in their seats as the plane's engines buzzed the
clouds.

That summer, she at her desk and he at his,
with no concurrent project to keep him busy, the two made for a
fine comedy duo with all the banter and none of the humor. Wing's
reputation as a trailblazing experimental physicist with an office
wall covered in lifetime achievement awards was completely lost on
Carrie. To her, he was a stuffy old professor who could use a bit
of friendly conversation now and then. To him, she was a simpleton,
at most a hindrance, but at least she could file records and take
dictation.

With only two days' notice to book the
flight, he accepted her as the only candidate for an assistant on
this trip. Now, in his peripheral vision, he watched her mouth open
again and shuddered.

"How do those geysers stay full of water?"
she asked to the window, looking out at the ground in between the
snow-capped conifers spread over the hills.

The air was a little choppy. Wing paused but
couldn't resist replying. "What geysers?"

"There, down on the ground. How do they get
refilled?"

He peered down from the side window. Sure
enough, bubbling pits hissed and spewed their contents on the
surrounding permafrost.

“From now on, you’re not allowed to ask dumb
questions.”

Carrie glared at Wing and he redoubled his
grip on the yoke. They spent the next hour in silence as Noatak
arrived into view. Wing knew the town would be small, but the array
of residences and several buildings beneath could hardly be called
a town. The chilled air cleared in the descent and they landed in a
field next to a bar and a butcher shop.

Frigid air rushed in as the plane's hatches
opened with a hiss. Carrie tightened her scarf.

"Grab the bags, please, assistant," said Wing
as the two exited the plane.

Noatak looked like a whitewashed ghost town.
Any government employees of the facility must have already left for
the summer; the locals, mostly fur traders, were itinerant, and
once fall began they would certainly vacate the town for the warmth
and opportunities down south. As Wing and Carrie walked down Main
Street--the only street--a few residents paused to stare but didn't
wave.

“Why is no one talking? she said.

“Let's keep walking,” said Wing.

They stopped at the Legend, Noatak's only
hotel, a small modern building that looked awkward compared to the
adjacent, wooden offices. Carrie tried the door but it was bolted
shut from the inside. She removed her glove and knocked hard on the
glass, then knocked again. Wing peered inside, his nose imprinting
the pane.

"Look," said Carrie, interrupting him and
pointing north. At the town’s end was a sign that read “Noatak USGS
Research Center. Unauthorized entry prohibited.”

Wing nodded. "At least one person should be
staffing the facility. Let's hope he's more talkative than the
people here."

They made their way up the road and out of
the town, the low night-time sun glinting as they walked over the
soft snow toward the station. Wing smiled. He would soon see for
himself the rumored artifacts inside; and now, for once, Carrie's
mouth remained sealed.

The walk north produced several more small
geysers to the sides of the trail. Wing paused at a small one. It
looked like a puddle, not so big, but the ground around it was a
dry halo, ringed by snow. Wing lost interest. For at least 15
minutes neither of them spoke, their footfalls dampened by the
quiet snow, walking under the clear sky, the facility nearing and
mountains in view in the distant north.

"Where’s the building? There’s no road or
anything. Are those--?" Carrie squeaked out and cut herself off.
Wing kneeled and squinted. Bear tracks crossed their path and
disappeared over the hill.

With the hill’s crest now in view, Wing
looked over his shoulder and scanned the horizon behind. "Is that
person following us?" he asked. Carry stopped and turned, shielded
her eyes from the low sun with her hand. She shrugged and grunted
an I-don’t-know sound. He looked back a few more times, as they
continued.

The last leg of the trail ascended in a steep
path up the hilltop. Midway through, more bear tracks appeared. The
facility’s entrance looked close, but the distance seemed to never
decrease as they climbed the hill.

The wind kicked up. "What now?" Wing looked
at the trail and slowly craned his head behind. Not more than ten
paces behind them stood a figure draped in a bearskin with a rifle
pointed over their shoulders.

Carrie looked up at the ridge to where the
rifle pointed. Stalking them was a huge, hungry-looking brown bear.
It saw them looking its way and started to make its way down the
trail.

"Get ready to run!" yelled the figure, its
face concealed under a hood. It fired a warning shot over the bear,
the rifle's blast exploding across the wide snowfields and echoing
back. The bear turned and ran.

“Go!” She started to run, her ursine form
barreling toward them and then rushing between, boots fluffing up
the snow cover and crunching up the salted stairs, right up to the
door, a solid metal industrial door. One smack of her rifle on the
handle made the door swing out, and she ushered the two in.

The door banged shut and locked behind
them.

Carrie doubled over and rested her hands on
her knees "It's... warm," she said, vocalizing her first
thought.

Wing tugged off his cap and exhaled. His
glasses started to fog.

"You're late," said the robed figure. A face
appeared under the figure’s hood in the hallway's dim light; a
woman's face wrinkled and tanned but about about Wing's age. “I
went looking for you in town.” She then pulled down her hood, which
was a bear’s head minus its lower jaw, and exposed to them her one
good eye and a patch over the other.

Wing sputtered and coughed sounds out, no
actual words forming. Her face narrowed with annoyance.

"That was risky. Walking up like you owned
the outdoors. Where’s the rifle I told you to bring?"

"I'm Hector Wing" began the professor with an
unapologetic volume to his voice. He extended his hand and puffed
his chest out a little.

"I know. I followed you two here from town.
So did the bears."

Wing's face reddened.

"Hi!" said Carrie and stretched out a gloved
hand to shake.

"Trust me honey, don’t get too excited," she
said, ignoring both of their proffered hands and instead producing
a small gas lantern from her robe. Carrie returned only a confused
look before the caretaker walked between the two guests and led
them through the stairwell and into the facility.

 


 


Noatak Research Station’s bland concrete
halls gave way to laboratories, closets, meeting rooms, and
instrument panels, all seemingly laid down without much thought to
their organization. The three walked around several corners, dim
light from the lantern surrounding the group like an inverse fog,
curling its fingers and testing the strength of the lantern’s
illumination.

Mounted in each hallway was a small panel
that held an array of dials and meters. The panels ticked at
synchronized tempo, reminding anyone who traversed them of the
time. At one point Carrie looked behind and watched labyrinthine
hallways disappear into the darkness, the ticking continuing into
the invisible depths.

They stopped at a point that offered offices
down one hall and residences down another. Wing bore a knowing look
on his face, as though he expected this kind of building, one with
an emanating creep from deep within its molded heart.

"What is this place?" said Carrie.

“That’s the first question I asked, too. It
was built in 1939 overtop some anomalous readings the Geographical
Survey had found. I guess they supposed it might make a good mine
someday. Then they discovered the awful truth,” the caretaker said,
breaking into her first smile in what could have been decades.

Carrie walked faster to match the caretaker’s
pace.

“Yeah? Which was?”

The woman stopped and turned to Carrie. "The
awful truth? Walk softly, cause we’re sitting on a big dirt-covered
hydrogen bubble under the earth, and it’s sitting on a red-hot
burner." She slung her rifle over her shoulder.

“These instruments, though. That’s a
chronograph,” Wing said and pointed at an instrument on the wall.
“It measures dilations in time. Expensive thing to risk placing
over this underground volcano.”

“That’s exactly why you’re here. You’re going
to help figure out when that volcano is going to blow so the
eruption can be vented with an ancillary nuclear explosion.”

“What?” said Carrie, to no answer. The three
exchanged looks for a second, and then walked on around one more
corner. The caretaker turned and gestured to a door labeled “32-F:
Junior Staff Quarters.”

"This'll be your room,” she said and gestured
around the room. Despite the austerity one might expect of the
premises at a remote science facility--in the middle of
nowhere--this room had a decently lived-in feel. There were rugs on
the floor






































































































cover.jpg
ALMOST WITHIN
OUR GRASP

Four Classic Sci-Fi Tales

SUSAN HART





