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​LOST IN THE ICE


​PROLOGUE

​Operation Highjump
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Antarctica

January 1947

The Antarctic never forgets.

It remembers every storm, every ship, every man who believes they could conquer it.

It buried their footprints within hours.

It swallowed the camps without apology.

It keeps secrets better than any place on Earth.

Rear Admiral Richard Evelyn Byrd had spent much of his life believing that no corner of the planet could remain hidden forever.

Today...

For the first time...

He wasn't so sure.

The engines of the Douglas aircraft droned steadily through the freezing air as endless fields of white stretched beneath the wings.

Snow.

Ice.

Mountain after mountain.

Nothing else.

Lieutenant James Collins leaned over his navigation charts.

"Course remains steady, Admiral."

Byrd nodded without looking away from the window.

"We're farther south than yesterday."

"Yes, sir."

Outside, Antarctica looked exactly as every map claimed it should.

Empty.

Lifeless.

Beautiful in a way that bordered on hostile.

Byrd had flown over deserts.

Jungles.

Oceans.

None of them possessed the silence of Antarctica.

It was a continent that seemed almost offended by human presence.

The radio crackled.

"Weather stations report stable conditions."

Byrd acknowledged the transmission.

"Maintain heading."

The aircraft continued south.

Twenty minutes later...

The first compass spun.

Not wildly.

Just enough for the navigator to frown.

"That's odd."

Collins tapped the instrument gently.

The needle settled.

Then slowly drifted again.

Byrd walked forward.

"Electrical problem?"

"I don't think so."

The backup compass began turning as well.

Then the magnetic indicator.

One by one...

Every navigation instrument started disagreeing with the others.

The pilot glanced back.

"Sir..."

"I've never seen this."

Neither had Byrd.

He looked through the cockpit glass.

The sky remained perfectly clear.

No storm.

No aurora.

Nothing capable of producing such interference.

Then...

The altimeter flickered.

The engine gauges trembled.

The radio dissolved into static.

For several long seconds...

The aircraft flew through absolute silence.

Then the static vanished.

The engines smoothed.

Every instrument froze.

Perfectly normal.

Almost.

Collins stared ahead.

"Sir..."

Byrd followed his gaze.

The mountains had changed.

A break appeared in the endless wall of ice.

Not large.

Just wide enough to reveal something beyond.

Something...

Green.

The pilot whispered,

"Impossible."

At first Byrd thought his eyes were playing tricks.

Sunlight reflecting through ice.

A mirage.

But the opening widened as they approached.

Beyond the frozen cliffs...

A valley stretched farther than should have been possible.

Dark forests covered rolling hills.

Silver rivers wound through open meadows.

Mist drifted above waterfalls cascading down black volcanic rock.

Steam rose gently from warm lakes.

Birds.

Actual birds.

Circled above the trees.

No one spoke.

The only sound inside the aircraft was the steady rhythm of the engines.

Collins finally found his voice.

"There are... trees."

The pilot nodded once.

"I see them."

The radio operator slowly removed his headset.

"I'm receiving nothing."

Byrd never looked away from the valley.

He had spent his life documenting the world.

Not imagining it.

Everything before him violated every map, every survey, every scientific expectation he had ever trusted.

And yet...

It existed.

The aircraft drifted closer.

The valley floor shimmered beneath a veil of warm mist.

Byrd lifted his field glasses.

His breathing slowed.

Three stone towers rose near the center of the valley.

Ancient.

Weathered.

Half hidden among cliffs and waterfalls.

Not natural.

Built.

He focused harder.

For only an instant...

He thought he saw sunlight glint from something between the towers.

Then clouds drifted across the opening.

The view disappeared.

The pilot looked over.

"Orders, Admiral?"

Byrd remained silent.

Every instinct as an explorer urged him forward.

Every instinct as an officer urged caution.

He lowered the binoculars.

"We observe."

A pause.

"We do not descend."

The pilot nodded immediately.

No one argued.

Something about the valley discouraged impulsive decisions.

Even from seasoned men.

The aircraft circled once.

Twice.

Each pass revealed another impossible detail.

A river that seemed to glow beneath the mist.

Terraces carved into the mountainside.

A waterfall that vanished into darkness before emerging again farther below.

Byrd raised his binoculars one final time.

Near the largest waterfall...

He thought...

Just for a heartbeat...

Someone was standing there.

Watching the aircraft.

He blinked.

The figure was gone.

Without warning...

Every instrument failed again.

The engines sputtered.

Warning lights flashed across the cockpit.

The aircraft lurched violently.

The pilot fought the controls.

"We're losing altitude!"

Byrd grabbed the seat behind him.

"Turn north!"

"But the valley—"

"Now!"

The aircraft banked sharply.

For several terrifying seconds...

The mountains filled the windshield.

Then...

As suddenly as it had begun...

Everything returned to normal.

The engines settled.

The compasses steadied.

The warning lights disappeared.

Behind them...

The opening in the mountains had vanished beneath the drifting cloud.

Only endless ice remained.

No one spoke during the return flight.

Hours later...

The aircraft rolled to a stop on the ice runway.

Ground crews hurried forward.

Mechanics immediately surrounded the engines.

Byrd climbed down slowly.

One mechanic saluted.

"Any trouble, Admiral?"

Byrd looked back at the aircraft.

Then toward the endless southern horizon.

"No."

He answered quietly.

"Nothing we can explain."

The inspection lasted three hours.

Every system checked perfectly.

No electrical faults.

No engine damage.

No magnetic abnormalities.

Nothing.

One mechanic finally shrugged.

"She's the cleanest aircraft we've serviced all week."

The pilot stared at him.

Then walked away without saying a word.

That evening...

Byrd sat alone inside his quarters.

A single desk lamp illuminated the room.

His flight log lay open before him.

He dipped his pen into ink.

For a long time...

He wrote nothing.

Then, slowly, he began to sketch.

A mountain.

A waterfall.

Three towers.

He paused.

Added a question mark beside the valley.

Finally he wrote one sentence beneath the drawing.

Some discoveries remain hidden not because they cannot be found... but because mankind has not yet learned how to receive them.

He closed the journal.

A knock came at the door.

"Enter."

A young intelligence officer stepped inside.

His face was unusually serious.

"Admiral..."

He carried a sealed envelope.

"No return address."

"No classification markings."

"I was instructed to place it directly into your hands."

Byrd accepted it.

The officer hesitated.

"Sir..."

"I don't know who delivered it."

Byrd nodded.

"Thank you, Lieutenant."

The young man left.

The room fell silent once more.

Byrd broke the seal.

Inside rested a single sheet of paper.

Typed.

No signature.

No date.

Only seven words.

WE KNOW WHAT YOU HAVE SEEN HERE

For the first time that day...

Richard Evelyn Byrd felt something colder than the Antarctic wind.

Someone else had been watching.

He folded the note carefully.

Placed it inside his journal.

Then extinguished the lamp.

Outside...

The Antarctic night settled over the ice once again.

Keeping its secrets.

Waiting for the next generation to come looking.
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​Chapter One

​The Last Guide
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The wind hit the cabin hard enough to rattle the windows.

Logan Savage didn't bother looking up.

If Antarctica wanted his attention, it'd have to try harder.

He poured another cup of coffee from an old dented percolator that had survived more expeditions than most researchers. The coffee was burnt.

Perfect.

He stepped onto the small porch wrapped in a faded wool jacket that had seen too many winters to remember.

Nothing moved.

Nothing ever did.

Just endless white stretching to the horizon under a sky so blue it almost looked fake.

People who'd never been here called Antarctica beautiful.

People who had...

Call it honest.

It didn't care who you were.

Scientist.

Soldier.

Explorer.

Millionaire.

The ice treated everyone exactly the same.

Poorly.

Logan took a slow sip.

Too hot.

Burned his tongue.

"Figures."

Behind him, an old husky lazily lifted its head from the porch.

"You got it easy, Bear."

The dog blinked once before deciding the conversation wasn't worth interrupting his nap.

Lucky mutt.

Logan checked the small weather notebook sticking out of his coat pocket.

06:12

Pressure falling.

Wind shifting southwest.

Storm by tonight.

He closed the notebook.

I didn't need instruments.

The ice had already told him.

Some people watched the weather.

Logan listened to it.

A faint buzzing interrupted the silence.

He frowned.

Nobody visited.

Not here.

Not this time of year.

The buzzing grew louder.

Rotor blades.

Helicopter.

Logan sighed.

"There goes my quiet morning."

Bear was already on his feet.

The helicopter emerged from the white horizon, growing larger until it circled once above the cabin before settling onto the snow fifty yards away.

Government.

Probably.

Or the military.

Maybe both.

Either way...

It meant paperwork.

He hated paperwork.

The rotors slowed.

A sharply dressed man stepped into knee-deep snow.

Immediately sank almost to his thighs.

Logan watched.

Didn't move.

The man looked down.

Looked up.

Embarrassed.

Logan took another sip of coffee.

"You picked the wrong shoes."

The stranger looked at polished leather boots now buried in Antarctic snow.

"I can see that."

"You'll see worse."

The man fought his way toward the porch with all the grace of a newborn giraffe.

The bear looked genuinely entertained.

When the stranger finally reached the steps, he was breathing hard.

Logan offered him the coffee pot.

"Coffee?"

The man looked surprised.

"I'd love some."

"It's terrible."

"I'll risk it."

"Suit yourself."

The stranger accepted the steaming mug.

One sip.

He tried very hard not to react.

Logan smiled.

"Told you."

The man laughed.

"I've had boardroom coffee worse."

"I doubt that."

They stood quietly for a moment, looking out over the endless ice.

Finally the visitor spoke.

"Mr. Savage?"

"Depends who's asking."

"My name is Daniel Pierce."

He reached into his coat.

Logan's eyes narrowed.

Pierce slowly produced a business card.

Not a badge.

Good.

Nathaniel Shaw Foundation.

Logan read it once.

Then again.

He knew the name.

Everybody did.

Shaw funded hospitals.

Universities.

Disaster relief.

Scientific expeditions.

The richest man on Earth who seemed oddly uninterested in acting like it.

"What does Shaw want with me?"

Pierce smiled.

"He'd like to hire you."

Logan looked around.

"Pretty sure I already have a job."

Pierce glanced across the frozen wilderness.

"As caretaker?"

"As whatever today needs."

Pierce nodded respectfully.

"Mr. Shaw is assembling an expedition."

Logan didn't answer.

Pierce continued.

"Best scientists."

"Best engineers."

"Best researchers."

"Best equipment money can buy."

Still nothing.

"We need someone who knows Antarctica better than anyone alive."

Logan finally looked at him.

"No."

Pierce blinked.

"I haven't told you where we're going."

"Doesn't matter."

"The pay—"

"Still no."

Pierce studied him for a long moment.

"You haven't even heard the number."

Logan scratched Bear behind the ears.

"I've buried too many people down here."

Silence.

The wind whistled around the cabin.

Pierce spoke more softly.

"Mr. Shaw knows about your brother."

Logan's hand stopped moving.

The bear looked up.

The silence suddenly felt much colder than the air.

Pierce immediately regretted saying it.

"I apologize."

"I shouldn't have—"

"No."

Logan's voice was calm.

Too calm.

"You shouldn't have."

For a long moment neither man spoke.

Finally Pierce reached into his briefcase.

Not for a contract.

Not for paperwork.

For a single satellite photograph.

He handed it over.

Logan looked at it.

Just ice.

Then he frowned.

Something wasn't right.

A perfectly square section—roughly fifty miles across—was missing from the imagery, replaced by a smooth white patch that didn't match the surrounding terrain.

Not clouds.

Not snow.

An absence.

Someone had deliberately erased it.

Logan looked up.

"What am I looking at?"

Pierce answered quietly.

"The one place in Antarctica nobody is allowed to see."

Logan stared at the photograph again.

Coffee forgotten.

Bear let out a low growl.

The wind suddenly shifted.

Logan glanced toward the horizon.

A storm is coming.

Then he looked back at the impossible image.

For the first time in years...

He felt curious.

Real curiosity.

Pierce saw it.

Didn't smile.

Didn't push.

He simply said,

"Mr. Shaw's aircraft leaves in forty-eight hours."

He turned toward the helicopter.

"You don't have to answer today."

The rotors began turning.

Snow exploded into the air.

Logan stood alone on the porch, the satellite photograph trembling slightly in his gloved hands.

The square of missing Earth seemed to stare back at him.

He muttered to himself.

"...Well."

"...That's new."
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The helicopter disappeared into the white sky.

Within seconds it was gone.

Not faded.

Gone.

Antarctica had a way of swallowing things.

Logan remained on the porch another minute, staring at the satellite photograph.

A perfect white square.

Nature didn't draw straight lines.

People did.

He folded the image and slipped it into his coat.

Bear nudged his hand.

"Yeah."

"I know."

The dog barked once.

Logan looked toward the horizon where the storm was already building.

Dark clouds rolled over the ice like an army.

"We've got work to do."

By noon the wind was screaming.

Logan secured the last fuel drum beside the equipment shed with a heavy chain.

The knot was automatic.

He'd tied it thousands of times.

Bear watched from inside the open doorway, smart enough to stay out of the blowing snow.

"I wish I was that smart."

The wind answered by throwing a handful of ice crystals into Logan's face.

He spit them out.

"Real mature."

Back inside, he fed more wood into the stove.

The little cabin creaked.

It always creaked before a storm.

He hung his gloves over the fire and unfolded the photograph again.

Fifty square miles.

Missing.

Not blurred.

Not covered by clouds.

Removed.

Someone had spent a fortune making sure nobody saw whatever lay beneath.

His satellite phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

He almost ignored it.

Almost.

"Yeah?"

A calm voice answered.

"Mr. Savage."

"Nathaniel Shaw."

Logan leaned back in his chair.

"I figured you'd send assistants."

"I usually do."

"But they told me you'd probably say no."

"I already did."

"I know."

There was no irritation in Shaw's voice.

Just patience.

"I hoped you'd reconsider."

Logan looked out the frosted window.

"I retired."

"I've read your file."

"You've retired three times."

Logan smiled despite himself.

"Guess I wasn't very good at it."

"No."

"You were very good."

"That's why I'm calling."

Silence.

Shaw continued.

"I don't need another explorer."

"I have plenty."

"I need someone who knows when to turn around."

That got Logan's attention.

Most wealthy sponsors wanted heroes.

Not caution.

"Are you planning on getting people killed?"

"No."

"I'm planning on bringing everyone home."

Logan glanced again at the satellite image.

"What's under the ice?"

A pause.

"I don't know."

"You expect me to believe that?"

"I expect you to believe I'm spending billions trying to find out."

Billions.

Not millions.

Billions.

Logan whistled softly.

Bear lifted his head.

"Not you."

The dog lay back down.

Shaw chuckled.

"You talk to your dog often?"

"He listens better than most people."

"I've noticed that's common among experienced guides."

Another silence.

Comfortable this time.

Finally Shaw said,

"I won't insult you by pretending this is just another expedition."

"It isn't."

"No."

"It isn't."

"What exactly are you looking for?"

Shaw answered carefully.

"The truth."

"About what?"

"That..."

"...is why I need you."

The line went quiet.

Logan frowned.

"You still haven't answered my question."

"No."

"I haven't."

The connection ended.

Not abruptly.

Politely.

Logan stared at the silent phone.

"Well."

"That was annoying."

Bear wagged his tail.

"You think so too?"

The dog sneezed.

"Glad we're on the same page."

That evening the storm hit.

The cabin shook like a ship at sea.

Logan sat by the stove cleaning climbing gear that didn't need cleaning.

Old habit.

His eyes kept drifting toward the photograph.

Finally...

He spread a map of Antarctica across the table.

He laid the satellite image on top.

Compass.

Ruler.

Notebook.

He began measuring.

The missing square sat deep inside one of the most inaccessible regions on Earth.

No research stations.

No flight paths.

No shipping lanes.

Nothing.

Fifty miles from the nearest stable landing zone.

He frowned.

"Whoever planned this..."

"...didn't want visitors."

Bear gave a low growl.

Logan looked up.

"What?"

The dog was staring toward the window.

Not barking.

Listening.

Logan stood.

Opened the door.

The wind roared inside.

Nothing.

Just snow.

He was about to close it when he noticed something odd.

A single set of footprints.

Already half-covered by drifting snow.

Leading away from the cabin.

Toward the ridge.

Nobody could have walked there.

Not in this storm.

He stepped outside.

The tracks vanished almost immediately beneath blowing ice.

Logan stood perfectly still.

The hairs on the back of his neck rose.

He wasn't scared.

He was confused.

He looked across the endless white.

Nothing.

Just the storm.

Slowly he shut the door.

Locked it.

Bear watched him.

"What?"

The dog didn't move.

Logan looked back toward the window.

"...Probably drifted snow."

He didn't sound convinced.

He threw another log onto the fire.

The cabin grew warm again.

Outside...

The storm erased the last of the footprints as if they had never existed.

Thousands of miles away...

Nathaniel Shaw stood in front of a wall-sized digital map of Antarctica.

Seven names glowed on the screen.

Six were green.

One remained gray.

LOGAN SAVAGE

His assistant entered quietly.

"He'll come."

Shaw never looked away from the map.

"I know."

"How?"

Shaw smiled faintly.

"Because curiosity is stronger than retirement."

He reached over.

Touched the gray name.

It turned green.

EXPEDITION STATUS: ASSEMBLING

Shaw looked at the map for a long moment.

Then quietly whispered to himself,

"Let's see if history was waiting for us..."
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The Gulfstream G700 sliced through clear blue skies over the South Pacific.

Logan hated private jets.

Too quiet.

Too smooth.

Too expensive.

He missed turbulence.

At least the turbulence was honest.

He stared out the window at the endless ocean while a flight attendant politely offered him sparkling water.

"You got coffee?"

"Of course, Mr. Savage."

"The terrible kind?"

She blinked.

"I'm...not sure."

"I'll take that as a no."

Twenty-four hours earlier he'd told Nathaniel Shaw no.

Twelve hours later he'd packed.

Six hours after that...

Bear had been dropped off with an old friend in Christchurch.

The husky didn't look impressed.

Neither had Logan.

The cabin door opened.

A man in his late twenties walked in carrying three tablets, two phones, noise-canceling headphones around his neck, and enough charging cables to wire a small city.

He nearly tripped over Logan's boots.

"Whoa!"

Logan caught the young man with his backpack before gravity finished the job.

"Easy."

The stranger straightened himself.

"Thanks."

"You always travel like you're robbing an electronics store?"

The man laughed.

"I'm Marcus."

"Marcus Chen."

"Hacker?"

Marcus looked surprised.

"How'd you know?"

"You've got four laptops."

Marcus grinned.

"Five."

He pulled a smaller one from his backpack.

"Backup."

Logan shook his head.

"Course you do."

Marcus dropped into the seat across the aisle.

"Are you really Logan Savage?"

"So I'm told."

"I watched every documentary about your South Pole rescue."

"They made documentaries?"

Marcus nodded enthusiastically.

"You crossed eighty miles in a whiteout."

Logan shrugged.

"Ran out of better ideas."

Marcus laughed.

"I think we're going to get along."

"We'll see."

The cabin door opened again.

This time a woman stepped inside carrying an old leather satchel overflowing with books.

Actual books.

Not tablets.

Books.

Marcus stared.

"You know Kindles exist, right?"

She smiled.

"So did the Library of Alexandria."

Marcus looked confused.

She wasn't.

"I'm Dr. Sarah Whitmore."

"Archaeologist."

Logan stood.

Shook her hand.

"Guide."

"I know."

"I've read everything you've written."

Logan frowned.

"I've written things?"

Sarah smiled.

"Mostly incident reports."

Marcus burst out laughing.

Another passenger entered.

Dark hair tied back.

Medical duffel over one shoulder.

No makeup.

Running shoes.

She looked around the cabin like she was entering an operating room.

"I'm late."

Marcus checked his watch.

"By twelve seconds."

She ignored him.

"Dr. Emily Carter."

Logan nodded.

"Doctor."

"Veterinarian?"

She gave him a look.

"Trauma surgeon."

"Worse."

"What?"

"My patients talk."

For the first time...

Emily smiled.

The jet climbed higher.

Conversation slowly became easier.

Marcus couldn't stop talking.

Sarah listened.

Emily observed everyone before speaking.

Logan mostly watched clouds.

Then...

The cabin became unusually quiet.

A young woman had entered without anyone noticing.

She carried no luggage.

Just a worn sketchbook.

She quietly sat in the last row by the window.

I opened the sketchbook.

I began drawing.

Marcus whispered,

"Who's she?"

Nobody knew.

Not even the flight attendant.

Logan watched for a moment.

She never looked out the window.

Never looked at anyone.

Yet her pencil moved steadily across the page.

Almost automatically.

A few minutes later...

Nathaniel Shaw himself stepped aboard.

No entourage.

No photographers.

No bodyguards.

Just a gray sweater, hiking boots, and a travel mug.

Marcus blinked.

"You're Nathaniel Shaw."

"The Nathaniel Shaw."

Shaw smiled.

"My mother insists there was only ever one."

The tension in the cabin disappeared immediately.

He greeted everyone by name.

Asked about families.

Remembered details from conversations they'd never expected him to recall.

When he reached Logan...

He simply held out his hand.

"Thank you."

Logan shook it.

"I haven't agreed to anything yet."

Shaw smiled.

"You got on the airplane."

"Fair point."

Shaw looked around the cabin.

"I know none of you knows exactly why you're here."

"That was intentional."

Marcus immediately raised a hand.

"I have thirty-seven questions."

"I expected more."

"I've narrowed them down."

Laughter rippled through the cabin.

Good.

They needed that.

Shaw placed a small black case on the conference table.

He opened it.

Inside...

The same satellite image Logan had seen.

Only larger.

Sharper.

Everyone leaned forward.

The white square dominated the screen.

Sarah frowned.

"That's impossible."

Marcus zoomed in.

"The pixels don't match."

Emily tilted her head.

"Somebody edited a satellite image?"

Marcus looked up.

"No."

"They edited every satellite image."

Silence.

Even Logan leaned closer.

Marcus looked genuinely unsettled.

"This isn't Photoshop."

"This is..."

He searched for words.

"...a coordinated global scrub."

"Every commercial satellite."

"Every public database."

"Every archive."

"Someone spent billions making this disappear."

Shaw quietly nodded.

"Exactly."

Nobody spoke.

Finally...

The young woman in the back looked up from her sketchbook.

For the first time.

She spoke so softly everyone almost missed it.

"It isn't empty."

Every head turned.

She looked down again.

Continued sketching.

Marcus whispered,

"What?"

She slowly rotated the sketchbook.

A pencil drawing.

Not Antarctica.

Of a massive circular doorway carved into black stone.

Steam drifting through it.

Ancient symbols along the arch.

Logan stared.

"So..."

He looked at Shaw.

"You mind telling me how she drew something none of us has ever seen?"

Shaw's expression didn't change.

"Everyone..."

He looked toward the quiet young woman.

"...I'd like you to meet Maya."

The engines hummed steadily.

No one spoke.

Logan looked from the sketch...

...to the erased square...

...then back to Maya.

For the first time since leaving his cabin...

He wasn't thinking about storms.

He was thinking about doors.

​
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