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7:16 A.M. GROOM LAKE, NEVADA:

Ex-CIA operative and geophysicist Alex Cave stepped into his friend’s office. “What’s going on, Doc?”

Doctor Henry Heinz, the base director, did not look away from the computer monitor as he waved Alex over to a chair beside him. “I received this recording from the International Space Station,” he said with a slight German accent. “It was taken after the launch of a new satellite called the SV1, for Space Vacuum One. It is supposed to be an efficient way to collect the orbiting space debris.”

“Sounds like a good idea.”

“Yes, but what they are using to do it got my attention.”

Alex watched the recording, showing an eight-foot-long, octagonal cylinder with solar panels, floating among the stars, then a knot formed in his stomach when he saw the twenty-foot-long, torpedo-shaped device in the center. “That looks like one of the alien weather control devices that nearly caused a new Ice Age. I barely managed to get all four of them under control. Let’s go, Doc. I need to make sure we’re only missing one of them.”

They hurried down the hallway to the large commercial elevator, where Henry entered a code and looked at the retina scanner. The outer door opened, and Alex grabbed the interior mesh door and slid it upward. Once he and Henry stepped inside, Alex repeated the process to go down.

The elevator stopped at the lowest level, where Alex opened the doors and led the way along a wide corridor. When they reached the large door at the end, Henry entered a code and the lock clicked. Alex shoved the door open, then rushed into the room and slid to a stop when he saw only one cylinder in the metal rack.

Alex closed his eyes for a moment. “Damn it, Doc! This is supposed to be a secure facility. How can two of them be missing?”

Henry waited for Alex to calm down. “I will find out how someone managed to steal them. Your job is to get them back before they cause a global catastrophe.”

“You’re right, Doc.”

***
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Neither Alex nor Henry spoke until they entered the office, where Henry sat down and typed a command into his computer before looking at Alex while they waited. “You did not finish telling me about these alien devices.”

“Oh, right. They were designed to attract pollutants from the atmosphere, but whoever is in control thinks it’s going to attract the debris in space.”

“I believe it is a good idea. All that rubble has to be tracked, and it has already caused millions of dollars in damage to several satellites, spacecraft, and even the International Space Station.”

“You’re right, Doc, if they know what they’re doing. All the information about how they operate is onboard our spacecraft, so how could they possibly know what they’re doing without some kind of instruction manual? They don’t realize they’re meant to work in unison, all connected somehow.”

They heard a beep and Henry turned to the monitor. “One of our people here at the base signed for all the devices. Wait a minute. He quit eight weeks ago, right after the arrival date.”

“That still doesn’t explain how they know about its operating system.”

Henry entered a command. When he saw the new data, he leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “I am sorry, Alex. It is my fault. I had David make a copy of the data, and I uploaded the information in my computer. Someone hacked in and made a copy.”

“I’ll call Martin right away.”

On the first ring, the secretary for the Director of National Security answered. “This is Alex Cave. Is Director Donner available? Okay. Please have him call me right away.” He looked at Henry. “He’s in a meeting.”

“I wish we had left them in the ocean. I have a very bad feeling about all this.”

“We didn’t have a choice, Doc. To get rid of the devices, they all must be together in one place.”

Henry stared up at his friend. “Will you ever tell me your secret?”

“If what I suspect happens, I might need to tell all of you.”

“Perhaps the Director could find out how they were stolen.”

His phone rang, and Alex recognized the picture of the Director of National Security. “Hey, Martin. You’re on speaker with the Doc.”

“Hi, Alex. Are you getting settled in?”

“I’m getting there.”

“What can I do for you?”

“Three of my devices never made it to the base. Now one of them is in orbit, called the SV1. Do you know anything about the company who owns it?”

“Yes, they’re a reputable company with several military contracts. Have you ever heard of the DAR Corporation?”

Alex’s posture stiffened when he remembered his unscrupulous dealings with the owner not too long ago. “I have. I thought they were demolition and reconstruction contractors.”

“That’s only a subsidiary of the main company. Their goal is to collect the billions of dollars’ worth of precious metals from space. In fact, they’re doing the first orbital test this afternoon, about 8:00 p.m. your time. The crew aboard the space station will broadcast the live event.”

“That’s only twelve hours from now. You have to stop them, Martin.”

“I’ll do what I can, but one of these days, you had better tell me more about them.”

“I know. In the meantime, could you send me all the data you have on DAR and the SV1?”

“I’ll have my secretary send it to your private email account.”

“Thanks, Martin.”

Henry waited until Alex put his phone away. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Yes. Set up a remote video camera on that remaining device and monitor it during the test.”

“Very well.”

“I’d better call O’Conna. I hope he can have Bett pick me up in Seward.” Alex selected the contact, and a moment later, he recognized the image of his best friend. “Hey, O’Conna. Where are you right now?”

“I’m on the Mystic and we’ve just refueled in Seward. We’re getting ready to head back out to resume the search for the last device. Why?”

“Don’t leave.”

“How about a little more information?”

“Have you heard about the SV1?”

“No. Is there a problem?”

Alex told him about the missing devices and explained his concern. “The problem is the device in the water. The ocean could freeze the seawater at an incredible rate, and you don’t want the Mystic to be in the vicinity.”

“How do you know about all this stuff? Oh, right. It’s super top secret.”

“I’m sorry, my friend. If things develop like I think they will, I’ll explain everything.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Not for me, but keep the Mystic in Seward until after the test.”

“Okay.”

Alex put away his phone. “I need to borrow the jet.”

“Yes, of course. Would you like to take David with you?”

“No, he should keep working on the cloaking system for the spacecraft.”

“Of course. Keep in touch.”

“I will.”

***
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NORTH OF DARRINGTON, WASHINGTON:

Rita Harrow stared up at the pewter-colored torpedo-looking device pointed up at the sky, then at the small monitor for the control computer. When the seconds vanishing on the digital clock reached zero, she pressed a key, the device shut down, and she looked over at Steve Preston, the owner of the DAR Corporation, and her lover. “The effect should be over.”

Preston looked over at the tall woman with red hair. “Are you sure you have this thing under control? I mean, your first test altered the jet stream over the Northern Pacific Ocean, and now California is suffering a massive drought. Will it return to its original course?”

She crossed her arms over her chest and stared down at the ground. “I hope so. I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

“Are you ever going to tell me how you know so much about these devices?” He noticed the rage in her eyes when she looked up at him. He could tell whatever caused it was still bothering her.

Rita put her hands on her hips. “Why not? I was on a research ship called the Mystic off the coast of Washington, when a man named Alex Cave showed up and I was fired. I couldn’t complete my mission, and it pissed me off.”

Preston stared at her, waiting for her to finish. “And?”

“The Mystic belonged to millionaire Mike Tanner, who evidently became Cave’s good friend. I figured my being fired meant they were up to something big, and I’ve been keeping track of Tanner’s different ships to find out what it is. It turns out one of them recovered another device like this one and we took it. That’s the one you have in orbit. One of our spies working at Groom Lake told us another one had arrived there, and a third one was being shipped from Adak Island in Alaska.” She tilted her head toward the trailer. “You’re looking at it.”

“I see. How did you know what it does?”

“We managed to get our hands on the instruction manual.”

“Don’t tell me. Your spy at Area 51.”

Rita didn’t reply and pressed a button on the control panel, and the twenty-foot-long torpedo-shaped device slowly dropped back down into the custom trailer. Another button closed the top, and she shut the side door to the control panel and turned back to Preston. “I can hit anywhere at any time.”

Preston stared back. “I’m not so sure.”

“Now that we have one in orbit, I can hit with pinpoint accuracy.” When his eyes remained uncertain, she turned back to the trailer. “Fine. Believe what you want.”

Preston looked at his wristwatch. “I’d better get going. I need to be the first person to sign the contract to do the search and rescue, with a clause that says my company gets the contract for the cleanup. I’m going to make a fortune by controlling the weather and getting paid to clean up the mess I created. Isn’t that a kick in the ass?”

When Preston turned and climbed into his silver SUV and drove away, Rita stared after him for a few moments, wondering why he didn’t kiss her before leaving. She hurried to the customized motorhome that towed the trailer, climbed inside, and headed north toward U.S. Interstate 5.

***
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EAST OF DARRINGTON, WASHINGTON:

State Patrol Officer Harry Clemens was driving along the freeway when he noticed four dump trucks and construction equipment parked in front of his grandfather’s abandoned drive-in movie theatre, but as far as he knew, his family did not intend to tear it down. He took the next off ramp, drove across the overpass, and headed back to the theatre down a side road. He stopped near a large motorhome, where a dozen men were sitting under the awning and studied the men for a few moments before climbing out.

Paul Simms glanced at his men and stood as he waited for the highway patrol officer to walk over. “Can I help you, Officer?”

“I was just wondering why you’re here. Are you staging for a job?”

“Yes, but not for this property. I’m just waiting to hear from my boss. We shouldn’t be here for more than a few hours.”

Clemens was about to ask him more questions when a voice from his portable radio interrupted, then stepped away from the group to answer. “This is Clemens. Go ahead.”

“We have a report of a tornado touching down just north of Monroe. We need you to help the local police shut down the exits off the Interstate highway in that area.”

“Are you kidding? We don’t get tornadoes in this part of the Pacific Northwest.”

“Listen, Harry. This is not a joke, now get moving.”

“I’m on my way.”

Clemens glanced back at the truck drivers, then climbed into his patrol car and drove back to the Interstate highway. He still couldn’t fathom the idea of a tornado in Monroe.

When the patrol car drove away, Simms sat down and looked at his crew. “It shouldn’t be much longer now.”

***
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MONROE, WASHINGTON:

Mayor Carl Barstow scratched his head through his gray hair as he watched the patrol cars and ambulances begin to arrive from nearby towns after the three-story apartment complex just south of the small town was nearly destroyed. He looked over at his friend, Officer Clemens. “I can’t believe this just happened, Harry. Look how it ripped up the building. Yet just a quarter mile away, there was no damage. Like it touched down for a minute and then just disappeared.”

Clemens looked down at the dry flakes of blood on his fingers and heaved a deep sigh as he shook his head. “I’ve found seven dead, and a lot of serious injuries. Many of the masonry walls held together, so there could be some survivors underneath the pile, but it’s going to take some time before we could get some equipment here to start digging through the wreckage.”

“We’re just so ill-prepared for such a disaster. Tornadoes just don’t pop up in our neck of the woods. And they definitely don’t just appear out of nowhere. There weren’t even any storms around. It’s a perfectly sunny day with maybe a few clouds in the sky.”

Clemens considered all the construction equipment stationed at the theatre. This was an emergency, and he was going to put them to work. “I have an idea. I’ll be back in a moment.”

Clemens hadn’t taken a step before he noticed the silver Cadillac SUV leading the way for the construction equipment from the theatre. When the vehicle stopped beside his patrol car, a tall man wearing gray slacks and a black shirt climbed out and walked over to greet him and the Mayor.

Preston held his hand out to the officer. “Do you need some help?”

The Mayor hurried past Clemens and grabbed the man’s hand. “I’m the Mayor, Carl Barstow. We sure could. We have people trapped in the debris, so you need to hurry.”

Preston suppressed a smile. “Sorry to hear about that. I’m Steve Preston, owner of the DAR Corporation. My people would be glad to lend a hand. Let’s go to my car and you can sign a waiver of liability for my company so we can get started.”

“You bet.”

Clemens found it extremely odd that this Mr. Preston just happened to have his equipment waiting nearby, but there was no way he could have known this would happen. At least as far as he knew, anyway. For the moment, he needed their help, so he let go of the idea that this was not just a coincidence.
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BERING SEA:

Alex sat alone in the passenger compartment of the Gulfstream jet, oblivious to the soft whine of the engines. He couldn’t figure out how DAR could know what the devices could do in only six months. He thought back to an earlier mission, but the recovery of the devices from the oceans was top secret, and not even the military knew what they were doing. Only the crew of the Mystic and his friends at Groom Lake knew about the four devices.

Skip Johnson, the pilot, walked back from the cockpit to his only passenger. “We’ll be on final approach to Seward in five minutes. Do you want us to stick around?”

Alex stood to stretch. “That would be great, Skip. At least until after the test.”

Skip chuckled. “You mean the SV1? They call it a space vacuum, but I doubt it will work with no air to suck the debris inside.”

“Perhaps you’re right. We’ll know in about an hour.”

When Skip returned to the cockpit, Alex sat down and buckled up, then stared out the window as the jet swung around directly over the harbor to line up with the runway, and he saw the Mystic anchored offshore. The blue-and-white paint job enhanced her sleek design, and she was propelled by two turbine engines driving the water jet pumps.

The jet landed gently and taxied to the small private air terminal. When it stopped, Alex got up and moved to the front of the plane, where the pilot opened the door and lowered the steps. “Thanks for the ride, Skip. The test is in thirty minutes, so I’ll call you once I know the situation.”

He grabbed his small suitcase from the storage rack in case he ended up staying, and when he turned back to the door, a tall man with shaggy blond hair and brownish-green eyes was standing at the bottom of the stairs.

O’Conna looked up at the tall, dark-haired man standing in the doorway. “Hey, buddy. Good to see you again.”

Alex went down the steps and walked beside his friend toward the blue-and-white six-person helicopter. “I know you have a lot of questions, but I’d rather wait until we get back from the test before I explain everything.”

“Fine by me. Mike is in Seattle and won’t be back for a couple of weeks.”

Alex set his bag down on the asphalt when a small woman with short blond hair reached up to give him a hug. “Hey, Bett. How have you been?”

“Doing fine. Josh is looking forward to seeing ya again.”

Alex enjoyed her Texas accent while he glanced at his watch. “How long until we reach the open water of the Bering Sea by helicopter?”

“About twenty minutes.”

“Are you fueled and ready to go?”

“Yeah, why?”

“We need to head out right away if we want to get there before the test.”

She shrugged. “Let’s get started.”

Alex tossed his bag into the rear passenger compartment and climbed in, while Bett climbed into the pilot’s seat. Since he was a good helicopter pilot himself, O’Conna sat in the copilot’s seat. When the copter took off, Alex put on his headset and leaned forward between the two seats. “Sorry to drag you away from watching the test of the SV1, but it’s important we’re near the device in the water when it happens.”

O’Conna turned in his seat to look back at Alex. “So, you’re expecting to see the ocean turn into a giant ice cube?”

“I hope not.”

“I was thinking about all the commercial ships in the Bering Sea. Have they been warned to leave the area?”

“No, I couldn’t do that without raising a lot of unwanted questions. If I’m wrong, no one will be the wiser. If I’m correct, they’ll be the least of our problems.”

Alex leaned back in the seat, and no one spoke as the helicopter flew over the Aleutian Islands into open water. Without knowing the exact location of the weather control device, he had no idea where the freezing might occur. He kept looking at his watch, and when it showed three minutes until test time, he leaned forward. “Take us up to a higher altitude so we can see more of the surrounding water.”

When the alarm on his watch beeped, Alex slid back and forth across the bench seat to stare out the side windows. “Bett. Swing us around in a circle.”

***
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EASTERN WASHINGTON. SV1 CONTROL CENTER:

Paul Carter was standing behind a young man, Scott Brackenbury, and a woman, Teresa Taylor, who were sitting in front of computer monitors. He looked at the large television mounted to the wall, showing a live image from SV1’s onboard camera, and placed his hand on Scott’s shoulder. “Let’s see what she can do.”

Teresa turned to look at Paul. “You’ve decided the SV1 has a sex?”

“Fine. See what it can do. Are you happy now?”

She grinned. “Yes, thank you.”

She turned to Scott, one of the engineers on the SV1 project. “Ready when you are. Let’s fire it up.”

Scott placed his finger on the enter button of the keyboard and felt his heart rate increase. “Thrusters on standby. Sending command now.”

Carter stared intently at the image from the camera showing the small end of a spinning, funnel-shaped distortion off the pointed end of the device. “Good work. Let’s start with the harmonic resonance frequency to attract carbon atoms.”

Scott entered the command into his computer. “All set.”

Teresa studied the data on her monitor. “Verified. It’s on.”

The television showed a flash of reflected light, and a slowly rotating silver object entered the distortion. “That looks like some kind of wrench.”

Scott looked up from his monitor. “The field is holding. We’ve caught it!”

Teresa captured a still image of the wrench and did a recognition comparison. “It’s one of the tools used by the Hubble telescope repair team.”

Scott adjusted the camera for a wide angle view. “We’re attracting more material, and at this rate, we should have this section cleared in a few hours.”

A soft beeping came from the computer speaker, and Scott saw a second resonate frequency, oscillating 180 degrees out from the one in use by SV1, and a moment later, it was gone. “That was strange.”

***
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BERING SEA:

Alex could not stop glancing at his watch as they waited for something to happen, but after fifteen minutes, when the SV1 was supposedly activated, the ocean lay undisturbed. “This is one time I’m happy to be wrong. We might as well head back to Seward.”

Alex stared out the side window of the helicopter, positive the SV1 was one of the missing devices. The only way he could make sure was with help from his friends.

O’Conna turned to look back at Alex. “We still need to recover this device, and we don’t have that much area left to search. Could you stick around for a day or two?”

“I don’t have anything else going on at the moment, so sure. I’ll give you a hand. I’ll call the plane and tell Skip he can head back to the base.”

***
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SEWARD, ALASKA:

The helicopter approached the open stern deck of the Mystic, and Bett gently brought it down between the fifteen-foot submarine called the Wizard and the nineteen-foot motorboat. The whine of the turbine engines died to a whisper, and everyone climbed out. Alex was greeted by a big man with a thick red beard and hair named Joshua Mason, Bett’s husband, who was the electronics specialist of the crew. “Good to see you again, Josh.”

“Hey, Alex. I’ve set up a secure connection, and notified everyone on your list about your conference. They’re waiting for you to make contact.”

“Let’s get started.”

Alex reached back inside to grab his bag, and followed everyone through the rear doors into the main hallway, past the stairs up to the bridge, and into a large open lounge with a big-screen TV on the wall. Once everyone was seated at the table, he indicated for Josh to connect them to Director Donner and his team at Groom Lake. A moment later, the screen was divided with Donner’s image on one side, and Henry, Jadin, and David on the other side. “First, I’m glad to say nothing happened up here. At least for now. What happened to the device in the vault, Henry?”

“Nothing. It remained just as we saw it.”

“That’s good news.”

Donner had gotten a background check on Preston, which seemed legitimate. “Are you positive about the one in space, Alex?”

“Ninety percent, so I’d like to see it up close to make sure.”

“I can’t let you take your spacecraft up to check it out. I’m having a hard enough time keeping it a secret from the public, but I’ll get you some photos of the SV1.”

Henry held his palm up. “We have re-vetted the remaining employees here at the base, and everyone is cleared, Alex.”

“Good. I guess it’s time for you to know the truth. For the past several months, all of you have been patient with my being so secretive on how I know so much about these devices and the spacecraft, and I would like to explain why. I was sworn to secrecy by a time traveler named Paladin.”

Alex studied their reactions, and Donner stared back quizzically, but the others grinned, including his friends on the Mystic. “I’m telling you the truth.”

“Is this a joke?” Henry asked.

“Have you ever heard me tell a joke?”

“Now that I think about it, no.”

Alex noticed Donner was grinning. “What about you?”

“I’m amazed by how many times you get involved in unusual situations, so I suppose it must be true.”

O’Conna placed his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “After everything that’s happened in the past few months, I believe you, buddy. I’m grinning because I’m looking forward to the rest of the story.”

Alex smiled. “These devices were built by the first race of humans who occupied this planet, 180 million years ago. They were forced to abandon this world in a hurry and didn’t have time to take all their advanced technology with them, and over the past few millennia of tectonic shift and volcanic activity, these devices, and the spacecraft, were brought to the surface.”

“Wait a minute,” Jadin interrupted. “How do you know all this?”

“From a time traveler named Paladin. He sent back in time to stop the Mystic from testing their new ultrasound locator. Therefore, you see, this is a new timeline for me. Hell, for all of us.” He waited for a response, but they seemed in shock. “Well?”

David broke the silence. “Wow. I hope you plan on making that story into a book.”

Alex felt a sense of relief when everyone seemed to believe him. “I’ll think about it. For now, we need to locate this device in the ocean.”

He noticed Donner was still grinning. “What?”

“Did Paladin tell you why they had to abandon everything?”

“Apparently, they were testing a new piece of equipment in the Mariana Trench when something went wrong. The explosive force was enough to cause a shift in the tectonic plates, setting off hundreds of eruptions around the world. Only the people on the surface made it off the planet, and I’m guessing the people in the trench were destroyed by the magma.”

Donner’s grin slipped away. “Wow, Alex. I can see why you’re worried about Preston having one of these devices. Let me know if there is anything you need.”

“Thanks, Martin. We’ll continue the search for this device until something changes.”

When everyone signed off, Alex looked around at his friends and noticed the broad grin on O’Conna. “What’s so funny?”

“I was a hero in all the timelines.”

“Yes, but you’re a hero in any timeline.”

“Thanks, Alex. Listen, we don’t have too big an area left to search with the sonar and we should be done by tomorrow morning. We need to secure the helicopter so we can get underway.”

“I’ll help you.”

***
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SV1 CONTROL CENTER:

Carter stood behind Teresa and Scott, staring at the information on the monitor, hoping this second test would go as well as the first one had. “Turn it on.” He looked across at the image on the wall monitor, waiting for the funnel to appear, but when nothing happened, he looked down at the data in front of Scott. “Is that what I think it is?”

Scott didn’t look up. “Yes, it’s the second signal, and it’s interfering with our controls. I suggest we shut it down until we can determine the source.”

“All right.”

Carter leaned over Scott’s shoulder as the young man entered the command, then the second signal disappeared. “That’s too much of a coincidence. The problem has to be here on our end. Run a diagnostic on our software to find out where that second signal is coming from.”

“I don’t think we’re causing it.”

“Just run the test.”

Scott entered the command into the computer, and a few moments later, the data on the monitor showed no malfunction and no source of the second signal. “I told you so.”

“It has to be us. Keep searching while I call Preston and let him know what’s going on.”

When Carter left the room, Scott leaned back with his hands behind his head and looked over at Teresa. “I’m telling you, that signal isn’t coming from us.”

“I agree, but Paul is under a lot of pressure to make this work. We have to figure out where it’s coming from.”

Scott released a deep sigh of frustration, dropped his arms onto the desk, and typed commands into the computer. “I think our software has a mind of its own, like artificial intelligence.”

“That’s a scary thought.”

“Get used to it, because someday it will happen and we’ll lose control of everything we take for granted.”
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NORDVULC, (NORDIC VOLCANOLOGICAL CENTER), REYKJAVIK, ICELAND:

Estelle Burkhart was at her computer station when she saw a flashing warning light on the monitor. A large geologic disturbance had just occurred under the frozen Arctic Ocean, 100 miles north of the Beaufort Sea. She hurried from her lab down the hallway to the Director’s office and tapped on the open door. “Do you have a minute?”

Jeffery Sliven was sitting at his desk and looked up from the computer monitor. “Of course.”

“We had a significant seismic event 100 miles north of us. Oddly, it was only a surface disturbance.”

“That is strange. Is there any sign of volcanic activity?”

“Not that I can tell. It lasted thirty-seven seconds and stopped.”

“Let’s send a ship to check the area for anything unusual. Who do we have available?”

“I think the American, Terry Hardin, and his people are doing research not too far from that area.”

“Ah, yes. Mr. Hardin. I’ll have him stop and check it out before he heads back. Hopefully, it’s not a prelude to a new volcano forming above that section of the rift.”

***
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THE NORDVULC RESEARCH SHIP VULCAN, 100 MILES NORTH OF ICELAND:

Terry Hardin steadied himself against the railing in rhythm with the slight movement of the deck as he stared through his digital binoculars. With the bridge of the ship four meters higher than the ice sheet, he saw three massive white spires rising above the flat surface, as if something had punched a hole up through the thick ice. He looked down at the three teachers and seven students on the main deck of the 150 foot ship and hollered down to them. “Let’s fly one of our drones over the ice sheet to see what happened.”

Hardin waited as the group left the deck to go inside so they could watch from the classroom. One person came out with the small quad-helicopter drone and let it fly away, before hurrying back inside. Hardin stepped back into the bridge and joined his first mate, Tim Black. They watched the image from the drone’s camera on the overhead monitor as it approached the ten-foot vertical edge of the ice sheet, which appeared to have been sheared off by a giant chisel. As the drone gained altitude, he saw three massive triangular blocks of ice at a slight upward angle, with the points meeting in the center.

According to the readout from the drone, the extrusion was 300 yards due north from the ship. As the drone moved around the thick blocks, small flashes of sunlight appeared to reflect up through the narrow gaps between the wedges of ice. The drone died and dropped between the chunks of ice, and the last image was a massive mirror surface.

When Hardin stepped outside, Tim noticed one corner of Hardin’s mouth twitch a few times. It only happened when he was excited. “This is certainly unusual.”

“You have no idea. I’ll call NordVulC and tell them what we’ve discovered. These recordings are going to blow their minds.”

Hardin went back into the bridge and grabbed the satellite phone to call the director. “Yes, sir. This is an amazing discovery. I know, Director, but I just want to go down inside for a closer look. Yes, Mr. Sliven.” 

When he finished, Hardin strolled outside for a last look at the ten-foot wall of sea ice. “Take us home, Tim. Director Sliven ordered us to bring the students and recordings back to NordVulC immediately.”

Hardin remained outside at the lookout station, tucked behind a slender wall with a window. He had no intention of letting NordVulC be the only group to see these recordings. In three hours, he would be back in the harbor, and the second thing he was going to do was contact MUFON. He grinned at the irony. His friends were looking to the skies, and he found one right here on the planet we live on.
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Chapter 4
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5:00 A.M. BERING SEA. THE MYSTIC.

It was Alex’s turn on watch, and he was studying the pictures of the SV1 Donner had sent to him, and there was no doubt it was one of his missing devices. According to the report, DAR’s corporate headquarters was on Fidalgo Island, near Anacortes, Washington. He was familiar with the area from his time growing up in the Pacific Northwest.

When he heard a soft beep, he studied the return from the transducer on the monitor. The computer was set to notify him if it located the item programmed into its software, but the Mystic was nearing the end of the last run, and there was no sign of the device. When the grid image slid down the screen, he exhaled slowly with frustration that he could not locate it. He pulled back the throttle and stepped out of the cabin into the cool morning air. “Damn!”

He knew it had to be in this area, because in the other timeline, this was the end of the massive ice sheet it had created. He stared out across the water toward the sun rising over Taylor Mountain to the east, and when a sudden chill blew across his cheek, he turned to the north. “I’ll be damned.” He hurried back into the bridge, grabbed the microphone for the intercom, and called O’Conna’s cabin. “Are you awake?”

“I am now. Am I late to relieve you?”

“No, but we’re searching in the wrong place.”

“I’ll be up in a second. Make sure there’s some coffee for me.”

Alex grabbed a small plastic container of ground gourmet coffee from the shelf, put it in the machine, and set a mug in place beneath the spout. He turned back to the navigation system and brought up the charts for the Arctic Ocean on the monitor, then entered the coordinates and checked the quickest route to the Arctic from the Bering Sea. He looked up when O’Conna came up the stairs, his hair tousled, and his eyes still swollen from sleep. “Your coffee will be ready in a moment. Take a look at these charts.”

When O’Conna was beside him, Alex indicated an area on the south end of the Polar ice sheet. “In the other timeline, that’s where it started. That’s where we’ll find the device.”

“Could you be a little more accurate? It would take an entire fleet of boats blasting away with ultrasound to cover that much area.”

Alex realized he was right and sat down on the stool. “There has to be another way.”

O’Conna stepped over to the coffeemaker and grabbed the mug of steaming, dark liquid. “Could you find it with your spacecraft?”

Alex chuckled. “It’s not mine anymore, and Donner would never allow it out of the hangar.”

O’Conna turned to the front window and stared east at the sun’s reflection rising on the smooth surface of the water. “If they’re as dangerous as you say, maybe we’re better off leaving it where it is.”

Alex stood and his eyebrows narrowed as he typed information into the computer. “We need a satellite image of that section of the Arctic. When the SV1 was activated, the freezing could have occurred up there instead of down here.”

Joshua came up the stairs and saw his friends leaning over the keyboard. “What’s going on?”

Alex looked up at the big man, who looked more like a lumberjack than a techno-whiz. “I’m trying to access the latest satellite image of the Arctic Ocean near the ice sheet, but I can’t get into NASA’s system.”

Josh moved over to join them. “Let me try.” He sat down to be more even with the console and entered several commands. A moment later, he indicated the screen to Alex. “That’s it. What are you expecting to see?”

“A massive ice cube.”

Alex studied the image, but the surface of the ocean was empty, so he looked over at his friends. “I guess it didn’t activate. I’m sorry I wasted your time searching the wrong area.”

O’Conna shrugged. “And we’ll never be able to find it without your spacecraft, so we should just leave it there.”

Alex knew that wasn’t an option. “I’ll try to convince Donner to let us use the spacecraft.”

“Should we head back to Seward before we head back to Anacortes?”

“No. If Bett flies O’Conna and me back to Seward, we’ll catch a flight there and meet up with you later. That way, you won’t have to detour.”

“Not a problem.”

***
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9:00 A.M. ANACORTES, WASHINGTON. DAR CORPORATE HEADQUARTERS:

O’Conna drove the rental sedan up the winding road through the fir trees and stopped when it ended at the office. From the outside, it resembled a large modern home perched on the solid rock mountaintop, with a magnificent view of the Strait of Juan de Fuca, the San Juan Islands, and Vancouver Island, British Columbia.

Alex admired the modern architecture of the building. “The report indicates when it comes to profits, Preston plays hardball.”

“This should be fun.”

They climbed out and strolled up the stone walkway to a large glass door, with the letters D.A.R. etched into the frosted surface. He rang the doorbell and looked up at the camera and speaker. A moment later, Preston answered.

“Hello, Alex. I’ll be right there.”

Alex saw movement on the other side of the glass before a handsome man dressed in pastel colors opened the door. He appeared to be in his early forties, clean-shaven, and with trimmed hair.

“I’ve been looking forward to meeting you both. Come in and we’ll talk.”

Alex led O’Conna through the doorway and held his hand out to his host. “Thanks, Mr. Preston.”

“Steve is fine. Have a seat and tell me what I can do for you.”

Alex sat in one of two recliners, facing a beautiful view of the San Juan Islands. Tinted skylights made the room bright, but at a comfortable temperature. O’Conna remained standing, looking around the interior. “Nice place you have here, Stevie. Can I call you Stevie?”

Preston’s gaze at O’Conna hardened. “No, you may not! You can call me Mr. Preston.”

Alex grimaced just to keep from grinning at Preston’s reaction. “I must apologize for my friend. Some people don’t care for his sense of humor.”

O’Conna grinned. “Just messing with you, Steve. No harm intended.”

When O’Conna sat in the other recliner, Preston remained standing and turned to Alex. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m interested in your SV1. It’s quite a piece of technology, and I noticed from the pictures that the main body appears to be a single object, like a torpedo. Would you mind telling me how you acquired it?”

Preston gave him a sly grin, turned to press the intercom button, and spoke into the microphone. “Why don’t you come down and join us?” He stepped back and looked at Alex. “Have you ever heard the term a woman scorned?”

Alex wasn’t sure what he meant until Rita walked into the room, and his hands clenched into fists on the armrests. He had learned what type of person she was when she had kidnapped his friend, shot down a Coast Guard helicopter, and caused the eruption of the Yellowstone Super volcano, killing his girlfriend and her daughter, and thousands of other people. Even though he had stopped her and changed the future, he could not forget what happened in the other timeline, so he remained seated when O’Conna stood.

O’Conna smiled at the attractive woman with red hair he almost had an affair with when they were on the Mystic together. “How have you been, Rita?”

Rita placed her hands on her hips and smiled at O’Conna. “I see you’re still getting lots of sun.”

Her smile slipped away when she noticed the anger in Cave’s eyes, but she locked stares with him as she moved around to face him. “What’s your problem, Cave? Why did you get me kicked off the Mystic without an explanation? I’ve never even met you until you came onboard.”

Alex knew if Rita were involved with the SV1, he had to watch his back. “You’re right, Ms. Harrow, but I’m sworn to secrecy, so I’m not able to give you an explanation.”

Rita kept her hands on her hips. “What do you want?”

“I know you did not design and build that piece of equipment you have floating in space.” He noticed the surprise in Preston’s eyes. When his host turned to look at Rita for an explanation, he realized Rita was the thief, not Preston.

Rita crossed her
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