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Courier 1

The courier’s phone rang while ran on the treadmill. He hit the button and let he machine slow him down to an easy saunter while the phone rang a second time. Then a third. He hopped off the treadmill and keyed the phone on the fourth ring. “Yes?” he said. 

“I have a job for you,” said the voice on the other end.

“I’m listening.”

“No video or holo,” said the voice. It was not a question. 

“No,” said the courier. “Discretion is all in this business. You have something to be delivered?”

“I do,” said the voice. “In fact, I have a number of packages.”

“Federal Express is cheaper,” said the courier. 

The voice laughed, deep, hearty and rich. “If this was an ordinary set of deliveries I would never call.” The chuckle petered out. “No. These packages need special handling and you come with the highest recommendation.”

“Thank you,” said the courier. “You know I don’t come cheap, Mr...”

“You may call me Mr. Kay.”

“Mr. Kay, I am not inexpensive. And I do not haggle.”

“I understand,” said Mr. Kay. “Your fee is acceptable to me.”

The courier walked to his kitchen nook. He opened the fridge and looked through the unusually slim pickings. “Excellent, Mr. Kay,” he said. “Is there anything I should know before I decide to accept your business? Anything that could cause me any problems, say, with the authorities?”

“No,” said Kay. “Nothing illegal.” He paused. “I will need you to carry certain packages to certain, very remote locations and leave them in a manner as I will instruct with each delivery.”

“So it’s not so much a delivery as a dump.”

“In a manner of speaking,” said Kay. 

The courier thought for a moment. “I should warn you that I do not under any circumstances deal in poisons, drugs, explosives or radioactive materials.”

“Please,” said Kay, “be assured. None of the packages involve anything dangerous in any way, shape, or form. Each package is completely inert and made of an artificial stone.”

“I see.”

“The reason I want to hire you,” said Kay, “is that each of the packages must be delivered to a remote location, therefore I need a discreet and able-bodied, and resourceful person to do the delivery. Everyone with whom I spoke said you were the best man for this kind of work. In fact, that you were the only man for the job.

“Will you take the job?”

“I will need expenses for travel in addition to my fee,” he said. “In fact, if by remote you mean far from prying eyes, my schedule of expense fees triples.”

“You will have them,” said Kay. 

“May I have a day to consider your offer?”

“By all means.” There was a pause, but, the courier noticed, there were none of the background noises one usually heard even on the most secure line - not even the sound of soft breathing. Then Kay said, “I will send you a draft contract directly.”

“I will look at it and give you an answer within twenty-four hours.”

“I look forward to it,” said Kay.  “Good day.”

“So long.”

Chapter One

Jamie Franklin peered at the tiny numbers on the screen. “Is this correct?”

Her colleague nodded. Aiello checked the system and we measured several times.”

“But, thirty-seven degrees?” She shook her head in wonder. “What the hell, Stephen?”

“What can I say, boss,” said Stephen Shaffer, who wore the meteorologist’s hat in addition to being a site supervisor. “Hottest temp I’ve seen yet for the beginning of the season.”

“Same her.” Franklin, the executive director for the Combined Ellesmere Paleontological Expedition, sighed. “Well, pass the word to Aiello. He needs to make sure there’s plenty of water at all the sites.”

“Absolutely.” Schaffer turned to go, leaving Franklin to the remains of her breakfast in the common workspace. Franklin called, “Stephen?”

“Yeah, boss?”

“Make sure the kids take lots of breaks.”

He grinned. “Too right,” he said. “Some of the guys get a little too macho for their own good.” Then he turned again, and left. 

Franklin sighed again. She sipped her bad coffee (coffee was one of those commodities badly affected by the warmer world and was too damned expensive anymore and let’s not think about such proscribed topics as that1) and listened to the air conditioner complaining from its perch above the door of the Quonset hut that formed the center of the expeditions multi-year work. 

Thank god for fuel cells!

Then she shuddered in spite of the warmth.

Jesus, she thought, who would have believed it: air conditioning in the Arctic!  Lots of things had changed for the worse she thought. Drought across Asia. Drought across Europe. Drought across the Americas. And the huge typhoon slashing the South Pacific and... 

Ah, those were those dangerous thoughts again. The president, the very Voice of the People, still decreed that climate change was natural, and therefore not a worry. 

But if this wasn’t a worry, what was?

She glanced at the half of her breakfast remaining on her plate. She pushed it away with a sense of guilt - how many American children were going to bed hungry tonight? More patriotic to eat everything. But, appetite vanished, she couldn’t stomach any more of it. 

Schaffer’s news though not unexpected was troubling. Franklin had been coming to Ellesmere for more than fifteen years, first as a student volunteer, then as a professor conducting research. The conditions on the immense arctic island had changed radically. 

Now it was downright scary. 

Sighing yet again - and she really wasn’t sure why (she felt a low sense of urgent depression) - Franklin unrolled her tablet. It turned on and her daily itinerary popped up.  First thing: visit all five sites. Well, that should get her mind busy. And it would take several hours to touch base with everyone. Best get started, she thought.  And with that, she rolled up her tablet and jammed it into one of the many packets in the her vest. 

She started with Site 5, only because it was farthest from the camp.  She kept the speed of the little electric truck low and comfortable for the rough and bumpy trail. As she drove, she kept an eye out for polar bears - though she really didn’t expect to see one ever again. In fact, she couldn't really remember the last time she had seen one of the mighty predators. Was it ten years ago? Then there was that dead one a few years ago - nothing more than bones wrapped in pelt.

She brushed her hand over her eyes, banishing a threatening mood.

The long, low, rolling slopes moved by on either side, stippled in blue, yellow, red and purple. Blossoms nodded in the low, southerly breeze. Despite the daylight, clouds of insects swarmed hither and thither, following the thin scent of the flowers.

As always, though, she was astounded and troubled by the transformation of the landscape over the last decade. When the sea ice melted for good several years ago, things began to change very quickly. Almost overnight, the climate completely changed, even here, on Ellesmere, high in the Arctic. 

In every direction, the broad and shallow valleys were carpeted in flowers, and grasses and had exploded across the landscape over the last decade. Just in the last year or so, it seemed that small, ankle-high bushes and shrubs had burst from the ground, punctuating the floral pastels, something no one in their wildest dreams expected. 

What a contrast, she thought, to the kingdoms of lichens and misses that had ruled here forever! Blooms and slender boughs bobbed in the warm breeze. To the north, heavy clouds glowered darkly over the now blue, Arctic Sea. Was there still any ice up there? Maybe on the northern shore of Ellesmere and Greenland. But even that mighty cap of ice visibly shrank year-by-year.

She sighed. Her emotions crowded together - despair, depression and a low-grade terror. She hunched over the wheel and drove on.

She met up first with Larry Jameson. Although his site was farthest from camp, Franklin appreciated the large chunk of budget his university contributed. And Franklin was happy Jameson was there, despite his abrasive personality. His team had discovered an unbelievable cache of Tikaalit specimens, along with the fossilized remains of their whole ecosystem. 

“So, what’s come up so far?” She said. Shaking his hand. 

He laughed.  “Not too damned much so far,” he said. “After all, its only day three.”

Franklin grinned. “Sure,” she said. “But what have you found so far?”

“Ah! You know me too well.” He waved toward where several grad students lay prone on the stony surface. “Take a look.” He called to the grads, “Mary, Sam, show the director what we’re doing.”

The students dutifully moved aside. Franklin squatted between them while Jameson stood behind the trio, hands on knees. 

Mary said, pointing a cluster of brown fragments, “You can see these bone fragments. They’re part of the humerus of an amphibian.”

Looks like a large one,” said Franklin. “Can you tell which species?”

“Not yet,” said Sam. “But we already know that these fragments are connected to this.” He pointed to where a cylinder of bone protruded from the matrix of mud-stone that formed a discrete layer in the rock column. Sam grinned. “Maybe the rest of him is in there.”

“Or at least her hand,” said Mary. 

Franklin stood and looked at Jameson. “Right off the bat,” she said with a grin. “I knew I could count on you for an early highlight.”

“How else to keep that grant money flowing, right?”

“Ha!” She looked around the site, then at the bright sky. “Make sure you get your screens up by tomorrow. We’re in for a heatwave, it seems.”

“Sure.” Franklin noticed when he glanced away at Mary, who crouched by the exposed bone, tool in hand. Her shirt was a little too open and one could see her bra. 

She sighed.

“I’ll have Aiello or Shaffer run extra water out this afternoon.”

He grinned. “I look forward to it!”

As she drove away, Franklin felt faintly relieved.  She couldn’t put a finger on it, but there was something faintly skeevy about Jameson. She always felt as though he were feeling her up with his eyes. “Just a little too icky,” she muttered to herself. 

Franklin visited Site Three next. 

Normally a large crew from a university in Nebraska, Desiree Morgan had had to fight to get her token crew and support from the administration. The school was in trouble as the state devoted more and more of its resources to help the agricultural sector. There’d been a series of heatwaves and drought since February. Last anyone heard, the corn crop was in trouble.  

But not much news was coming out of the Midwest these days.

Franklin thought Morgan was lucky to get what she got. Even so, the work was important. Her team had found a seam that matched the Permian-Triassic boundary, as well as an excellent series from the immediate aftermath of that extinction event, “the Great Dying.” Franklin hoped she would find enough to justify a budget for next summer. 

“If there is a next summer,” passed through her mind, almost unnoticed. 

She shook her head at the thought and continued driving, this time to Site Four. The heat was really rising now and she had to wipe her brow a few times. And she wasn’t too happy about the swampy feeling building in her armpits and nether regions. One-handed, she took a swig from her canteen.

Site Four was Schaffer’s dig, on a high bluff. His specialty was Miocene fauna of the Arctic. His crew of grad students, volunteers and a couple of adjunct faculty were happily scraping away when Franklin  arrived.  She nodded approvingly at the screens shading the diggers, angled to block the rays of the sun, which always stayed low in the southern sky.  

“Dr. Franklin,” said Schaffer with outstretched hand. “Glad you could stop by.”

She shook his hand. “How are things going?”

He shrugged with a smile. “Well enough, I suppose.” He waved his hand across the field his team had exposed. “Just getting started. There were no last minute surprises last year, so...”

“Yeah.” Franklin had no worries about Shaffer. Stolid and methodical, he would produce solid, if pedestrian, work. The collective understanding of Miocene, mammalian evolution would be supported by his work. 

Further, he had become almost as important to the overall expedition as Aiello, and that was saying a lot. He was great at making sure important data and supplies were disseminated to the sites. Overall, he made her work much easier as she dealt with recalcitrant administrators, even here, thousands of miles from home.

She exhorted Schaffer’s crew and wished them good luck. 

She then moved on. 

Site One was wrapping up a multi-year collection related to the P-K Boundary. “Dr. Franklin,” exclaimed Professor Nan Bokharian. “How are you this balmy morning?”

“Hot,” said Franklin. Then she laughed.  Bokharian was one of her favorite people. She brought an irrepressible optimism to this so very isolated site. Not just with her own crew, Bokharian supported anyone who sought her advice. She had migrated from Georgia a decade ago with the rest of the survivors of nuclear horror. Unlike most of those who escaped Tbilisi in the Caucasus War, she maintained a happy veneer.  “How’s your day going so far?” said Franklin.

Bokharian shrugged. “We dig. We map. We record. We do science.”

Franklin grinned. “Excellent.” She walked to the edge of the exposed layer. “Where’s the boundary?”

Bokharian strode directly to a deeply cut section of the short slope upon which her crew had been digging. She knelt in the crumbly detritus chipped that morning. She looked up at Franklin. “Must get top executive knees and hands dirty to see properly.”

“Ha!” 

Franklin squatted next to her friend. Bokharian pointed to a thin, dark line sandwiched between  two shallow layers of mud-stone Franklin gently ran a finger along the layer. As an undergrad, she had worked on a dig where the researcher vainly searches for evidence of dinosaur survival past the K-T Boundary. He had not been a happy scholar. As a result of the man’s obsessions, however, extinction events frequently loomed large in her thoughts and often lurked in the background of her scholarship. 

Bokharian saw the familiar look on her friend’s face. “Awesome, no?”

Franklin nodded “Always.”

Franklin kept her finger on the dark marker. She tried for the thousandth time to imagine that event. Even here, thousands of miles from the impact site in Yucatán, the layer of debris and soot was stark against the surrounding rock. What might any even semi-sentient being must have thought seeing that firestorm advance from the south?

“Awesome indeed,” she murmured almost under her breath. She looked up at her friend. “Can’t wait to see what you find.”

Bokharian shrugged with a crooked smile. “Wait until you see what Callas is seeing.”

“Oh? What’s that.”

She shook her head. “I won’t steal her thunder.”

“Well, I’ll have to check it out myself.”

“Do that, dear Jamie.”

Professor Maria Callas had long since reconciled herself to her name. In fact, she came to embrace it. She feigned the haughty demeanor of her namesake and would act the part of the diva-bitch when having to deal with the incompetent, the incorrigible, and the ignorant. Something she never had to do with Franklin, with whom she’d been close friends since they shared a dorm room lo these many years ago. Thus she greeted her supervisor with real affection. “Good morning, Jamie,” she said. She smile warmly and held both of Franklin’s hands in hers. “Enjoying the weather?”

Franklin wiped the sweat from her forehead. “Frankly, it scares the shit out of me.”

Callas’ eyes widened slightly. She nodded toward the nearest students working with rock hammers and brushes. “Cuidado, Jamie,” she said. “I don’t know this group’s loyalty yet.”

Franklin nodded, suddenly chilled. Loose lips and all that, especially when it came to discussing the recent and radical changes in the weather. More than one scholar had vanished mid-semester after a few errant statements said too publicly.

Still, the heat made things more difficult. Callas’ site was set on a shelf of mud-stone capping a series of harder layers. One had to climb a steep trail some twenty meters from where Franklin parked the truck. The stratum ran into the steep slope leading to a craggy mesa that rose another hundred meters. 

She changed the subject. “Nan hinted that you had something interesting already.”

Callas grimaced in mock indignation. “Is she trying to upstage my performance?” She said in an outrageous Greek accent. 

Franklin chuckled at her friend’s act. She shook her head. “Not at all,” she said. “But I was intrigued.”

Callas dropped the act. “Follow me.” She stepped back toward the footpath to the parked vehicles. “I found it on the last day, last season.” She snorted to herself. “Just like always...”

“The most interesting find is always found on the last day,” finished Franklin. 

“And so it was here.” Callas stepped aside from the path a couple of meters below the shelf and followed a narrow ledge a few meters. “I had to walk here to get away from the crew that morning.”

“What happened?”

“Some stupid undergrad sectioned through a lovely femur from unknown Paleocene mammal.” She shrugged. “It was either scream at the kid, or walk away. So I took a walk while Gene had a conversation with the moron.”

Franklin grunted. From bitter personal experience, she knew that a new college student might be allowed to go to the bathroom by themselves, but little more until they had at least a year under their belt. A first-year with a shovel was often an awesome and manifestly irritating example of the proud ignoramus. 

“And because I needed to get out of the twerp’s sight for a few minutes,” continued Callas as she led Franklin along the narrow ledge. “I needed to get away from everyone to calm down.” The path edged down a little and traced its way around the shallow curve of the ledge just until one could no longer see the working face of the dig. Here, Callas squatted. “I found it here.”

Franklin squatted next to her friend. “What am I looking at?”

Callas pointed to a bit of rock poking through the talus and debris deposited by the erosion of the slopes above.  She brushed some dust and sand away and pointed again. “This.”

Franklin leaned forward. She still didn’t notice what Callas pointed at. She got on her knees and peered still more closely. Then she saw it. A thin layer, about a millimeter thick separated a  the layer of conglomerate below from the mud-stone above. She glanced up at Callas, eyebrows arched. “And?”

Callas grinned. “I took a sample.” She waved a hand at the rest of the ledge. “And I took samples from ten other places around the ledge.”

“All the same?”

The other woman nodded. “The same.”

Franklin flicked her thumbnail against the thin layer. A few grains easily broke free. She rubbed them between thumb and forefinger. The crumbs crumbled further.  Soon she had a faint, black smudge on her fingers. “What did the lab say?”

“Soot.”

Franklin looked at Callas sharply. “Soot?”

Callas nodded again. “Soot from burning vegetation.” 

“And this layer is consistent with the PETM?”

Callas sat and rested her back against the dusty rock wall. She looked out over the shallow Arctic valley gently baking in the heat. “The lab was really curious about where I’d gotten the samples, too.”

“Oh?” said Franklin. 

“They said the Soot had a lot of odd isotope ratios in it as well as a smattering of traces of heavy metals up to and including lead.”

Franklin shrugged. “Just the fact that you have a layer of Soot at the PETM is interesting enough,” she said. “A few others have been finding sooty layers at the PET.”

“Yeah,” said Callas. “But not everywhere. Only localized site. Not spread out across the whole world, like the K-T.” She turned to Franklin. “One thing: I’m not going to propose a solution to the PETM, and certainly not an impact-event.”

“No iridium in the soot?”

Callas shook her head. “Huh uh. Honestly, I don’t know what the hell this means. But I do think it’s significant.”

Franklin got to her feet. She brushed to dirt from her knees. “It certainly is that.” She held out her hand. Callas grasped it and the other woman pulled her to her feet. “I wouldn’t be surprised if this is the most important thing we find all summer.”

“But is that a good thing?”

Franklin looked sharply at her colleague. Then she shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”

Chapter Two

After lunch, Franklin retreated to her tent. After the hard labor of the morning, most of the expedition members took a siesta. This was more needed than ever considering the unprecedented heat this season. Franklin has the canvas flap rolled up to let as much of a breeze steal through her tent as possible. Because her tasks were more skull sweat than physical labor, she didn’t have the need to rest at midday. But even if she had, she thought, there was too damned much to do. She was supposed to be writing up the notes from her visits this morning, but the weird weather wouldn’t let her go. 

As much as anything, it was the patches of flowers and shrubs that kept drawing her eyes back. Even just five years ago, anything larger than a blade of grass would have been cause for remark. Ten years ago, one would have expected frozen ground and patches of snow. Parkas would have been the haute couture for summer on Ellesmere. 

And a rifle, she thought ruefully. 

She turned and looked at the adjoining wall. Yes, the carbine was still leaning where she’d left it when the tent was raised. Standard equipment not that long ago. 

And how long had it been since she saw a polar bear?  Arctic hares were everywhere, though they weren’t so white anymore. Same with the foxes. I suppose I could have Aiello catch a few for dinner, she thought. 

And that thought brought her back to me of the other issues surrounding the combined expedition: the food supplies. 

Originally, as it always had been, the expedition would have flown in the necessary tonnage of food and drink - usually more than enough for the five to eight weeks scheduled. This time had been different. Instead of everything at once, the teams were dependent on shipments helicoptered in from the old DEW Line base at Eureka. 

When Franklin found out about that twist, she’d tried confronting Dean of Logistics at her school, an old friend. That person had told her in no uncertain terms to keep her damned mouth shut. But she’d also pointed at the walls, then at her ears. So Franklin swallowed her anger and her protest. Obviously that was just one more thing that came under secrecy laws - anything to do with food supply. 

On further reflection, and remembering rumors of drought and crop-fires across the Midwest, she kept silent. 

On the other hand, the air force crew at Eureka we’re late with the lunch the last two times.  And the last time, the delivery had been short. For the first time, expedition members had to do without a few dishes. And one couldn’t say anything; one couldn’t complain. If food was a matter for Homeland Security, then that was that. Otherwise there might be an escort on the next flight ready to take someone home, under arrest. The spies would make sure of that!

She sighed. Who the spies were this summer she still hadn’t discovered. But there were spies - no doubt.

Well, she thought, this isn’t getting me anywhere useful. She unrolled her laptop and started typing again. And a warm breeze blew from the north. The fleeting thought, I wonder if there’s any ice left up there, sailed through her mind before she could repress it. 

Franklin slogged through the notes, then moved on to the myriad other administrative tasks that ate too much of her day. Before setting down to check in with site supervisors, she still had to call her friend - and boss - the dean of logistics. She uncrumpled her phone from where she had jammed it in a vest pocket and tossed it on the desk. 

“Dean of Logistics, please,” she called to the air. 

A phone rang somewhere. Once. Twice. Then: “Talk to me!”

“Brea,” said Franklin. 

“Oh, hey, Jamie.” A holographic bust of Franklin’s friend, Brea Green appeared on the other side of the desk. It was as though they were in the same room. “Time for our chat already?”

Franklin smiled at her friend’s face. Greene had once been Franklin’s professor in field work way back when she was a new graduate student. Later, when she returned to her Alma mater as a distinguished professor, Greene became her mentor once more. She always told Franklin that the administrative tasks were endless and lonely, so seeing a friendly face was a rare and welcome experience. Obviously, Greene was grooming her as her replacement. 

Franklin was not sure how she felt about that. 

“My, how the time does fly,” she said. 

Greene nodded. “So, tell me how the dig goes.”

And Franklin did that. Greene seemed genuinely interested as Franklin described the progress, or lack thereof across all five sites. Greene nodded, face sober, as Franklin described an intervention she’d performed last night to soothe some ruffled feathers between Shaffer and Bokharian. “You’ll probably spend more time doing that than anything else,” said Greene. “Egos, you know.”

“Brea, I’ve been doing this for a few years now.”

Greene pursed her lips, chagrined. “Sorry. Habit.” She sighed. “Spent the day training my new flock of entry-level managers and corporate liaisons. They need a lot of hand-holding.”

“Sounds like the grad students.”

“Ha!” Brea looked down at something out of holo-range. “Let’s see... what else?”

“I have another concern,” said Franklin. 

Still looking down - obviously at her phone - Greene muttered, “Hmm?”

“Brea.”

She looked up. “Sorry,” she said. “Just another oh-so-urgent request. What is it, dear?”

“It’s the food situation,” she said. “The last resupply delivery was short a few kilos.”

“And?”

“And
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